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Arrival at the Caspian Coast:
Migration, Informality and Urban Transformation
in Sumqayit, Azerbaijan
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The city of Sumqayit in Azerbaijan was famous in the USSR for
its chemical plants, which supplied the whole country with plastics,
detergents, and fertilizers. While production increased in the postWWII period, young people from remote Caucasian villages were
attracted as workers to the industrial settlement on the shore of the
Caspian Sea and worked together with specialists from all over the
USSR. Migration did not stop when the USSR collapsed. To the
contrary, mobility increased as Azerbaijani refugees from Armenia and
,'3V IURP .DUDEDNK ÁHG WR 6XPTD\LW ZKLFK JUHZ WR EHFRPH WKH
second-largest city of Azerbaijan. Although a generation has passed
VLQFHWKHFHDVHÀUH,'3VVWLOODUHVHSDUDWHO\DGPLQLVWHUHG,QWKHODVW
years, more and more internal migrants have chosen the Greater Baku
5HJLRQDVWKHLUGHVWLQDWLRQPRVWO\ÀQGLQJMREVLQWKHLQIRUPDOODERU
market. In the post-independence transformative period, informal
housing has offered migrants a place to stay in the city. Sumqayit
can be regarded as an arrival city, an established urban platform for
migrants who prefer internal over transnational migration.
Keywords: internal migration, mobility, urban transformation,
informality, informal labor market, housing, refugees, Azerbaijan
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Introduction
´7KHDUULYDOFLW\LVDPDFKLQHWKDWWUDQVIRUPVKXPDQV,WLVDOVRLI DOORZHGWRÁRXULVKWKH
instrument that will create a permanently sustainable world,” postulates Doug Saunders
in his much-respected book on migration Arrival City.1 He recognizes arrival cities
as “transitional spaces” in which the dynamics of migration take place.2 His colorful
PHWDSKRU VKRZV WKH SRVVLELOLWLHV DQG GLIÀFXOWLHV LQ WKH PDVVLYH PLJUDWLRQ RFFXUULQJ
at the beginning of the 21st century. The strength of Saunder’s conception is that it
focuses on places where migration occurs, making the process of migration tangible.
Such a perspective helps to provide a deeper understanding of the interaction between
a migrant’s agency and the urban structures in which he or she operates.
The World Migration Report 2020 estimates that there are 272 million international
migrants.3 In 2009, the UNDP calculated a much larger global population of 740 million
internal migrants,4 who have had a tremendous impact on regional development and
HFRQRPLFG\QDPLFV$VDVRFLDOSKHQRPHQRQPRELOLW\LQÁXHQFHVPRUHDQGPRUHOLYHV
'HVSLWHDSOHWKRUDRI JOREDOPLJUDWLRQVWXGLHVWKHÀHOGODFNVUHJLRQDOHPSLULFDOVWXGLHV
that collect qualitative data ‘on the ground,’ to further the development of theoretical
knowledge and specialist programs to support migrants.
This article uses an example from the Caucasus to contribute to the ethnographic
body of literature on migration. Migration in the region did not begin with the collapse
of the Soviet Union, but rather in the 1970s, from the heavily populated Soviet south to
higher wages in the labor scarce central and eastern parts of the country.5
I aim to show shifts in migration to the Azerbaijan city of Sumqayit over its short
80-year history. How did the structures that migrants encountered in Sumqayit vary
under different political regimes? How did their agency shift over time? My investigation
is based on participant observation and qualitative, semi-structured interviews with
RIÀFLDOVDQGLQWHUQDOPLJUDQWVDQG,'3V LQWHUQDOO\GLVSODFHGSHUVRQV FRQGXFWHGRYHU
WZRPRQWKVRI DQWKURSRORJLFDOÀHOGZRUNLQ6XPTD\LWLQDVZHOODVFULWLFDODQDO\VLV
of local (post-) Soviet literature and comparison to other cases.
While Saunders provided examples from Istanbul and Teheran,6 I intend to enrich
the discourse on migration and urban transformation by focusing on the Greater
1

2
3

Doug Saunders, Arrival City. How the Largest Migration in History Is Reshaping Our World (London: Windmill
Books, 2011), 27.
Saunders, Arrival City, 3.
International Organization for Migration, Word Migration Report 2020 (Geneva: International Organization
for Migration, 2019), 2.

4

Ibid, 19.

5

Thomas M. Bohn, “Bevölkerung und Sozialstruktur,“ in Handbuch der Geschichte Russlands, vol. 5, second
half binding, edited by Stefan Plaggenborg (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 2003), 628.
Saunders, Arrival City.
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Baku Region. The Azerbaijani capital, Baku, has been analyzed by many scholars
including Grant,7 Roth,8 and Valiyev.9 However, studies in social sciences about the
rest of Azerbaijan remain an exception. Few anthropologists have conducted research
LQ UXUDO $]HUEDLMDQ ZLWK WKH QRWDEOH H[FHSWLRQV RI  <DOoÖQ+HFNPDQQ10 DQG 3ÁXJHU
Schindlbeck.11 These studies show how social structure is intertwined with rural
migrants’ agency concerning economic strategies, risk management, and vulnerability.
<DOoÖQ+HFNPDQQ·V12VLJQLÀFDQWFRQWULEXWLRQRQLQIRUPDOWUDGHQHWZRUNVDQGPLJUDWLRQ
to Russia highlights relationships and new dependencies between land-owning nonmovers and transnational migrants trading agricultural products in Russian metropoles.
In particular, the urban space outside of Baku remains in the dark. After
LQGHSHQGHQFHVFLHQWLÀFLQWHUHVWFRQFHQWUDWHGRQWKHFDSLWDO,QFRQWUDVWWR%DNXZKLFK
is in urban discourses associated with positive values such as cosmopolitism13 or nonwestern modernism,14 Sumqayit is still depicted as a demure and dirty worker’s city a
generation after the breakdown of the Soviet Union. But the city and its inhabitants
have strikingly changed following independence.
6LQFH WKH V PLJUDWLRQ VWXGLHV KDV GHYHORSHG DV D ÀHOG LQ DQWKURSRORJ\
FRQFXUUHQW ZLWK WKH GLVDSSHDUDQFH RI  VWXGLHV RQ WKH FODVVLFDO VLWH RI  ÀHOGZRUN ¶WKH
village.’ In the aftermath of the writing culture debate,15 calls grew louder for a different

Bruce Grant, “Cosmopolitan Baku,” Ethnos  QR     %UXFH *UDQW ´7KH (GLÀFH
Complex: Architecture and the Political Life of Surplus in the New Baku,” Public Culture 26, no. 3 (2014):
501-528.
8
Sascha Roth, “Ideologies and Informality in Urban Infrastructure. The Case of Housing in Soviet and
Post- Soviet Baku,” In Post-Socialist Urban Infrastructures, edited by Tauri Tuvikene, Wladimir Sgibnev,
Carola S. Neugebauer (London: Routledge, 2019), 54-71.
9
Anar Valiyev, “Baku,” Cities, vol. 31 (2013): 625-640; Anar Valiyev, “The Post-Communist Growth
Machine: The Case of Baku, Azerbaijan,” Cities, vol. 41, supplement 1 (2014): s45-s53; Anar Valiyev and
/XF\:DOOZRUN´3RVW6RYLHW8UEDQ5HQHZDODQGLWV'LVFRQWHQWVJHQWULÀFDWLRQE\GHPROLWLRQLQ%DNXµ
Urban Geography 40, no. 10 (2019): 1506-1526.
10
/DOH<DOoÖQ+HFNPDQQThe Political Economy of an Azeri wedding, Working Paper 28 (Halle/Saale: Max3ODQFN,QVWLWXWIUHWKQRORJLVFKH)RUVFKXQJ /DOH<DOoÖQ+HFNPDQQThe Return of Private Property.
Rural Life after Agrarian Reform in the Republic of Azerbaijan (Berlin: LIT, 2010).
11
 ,QJULG3ÁXJHU6FKLQGOEHFNVerwandtschaft, Religion und Geschlecht in Aserbaidschan (Wiesbaden: Reichert,
2005).
12
 /DOH<DOoÖQ+HFNPDQQ´,QIRUPDO(FRQRP\ZULW/DUJHDQG6PDOO)URP$]HUEDLMDQL+HUE7UDGHUVWR
Moscow Shop Owners,“ in The Informal Post-socialist Economy: Embedded Practices and Livelihoods, ed. Jeremy
Morris and Abel Polese (London: Routledge, 2014), 165–186.
13
Grant, “Cosmopolitan Baku,” 123-147.
14
Anar Valiyev, “Urban Development Baku: From Soviet Past To Modern Future,” Caucasus Analytical
Digest 87 (2016): 5-7.
15
7KHZULWLQJFXOWXUHGHEDWHZDVDVFLHQWLÀFGLVFRXUVHLQFXOWXUDODQWKURSRORJ\RYHUWKHREMHFWLYLW\DQG
legitimization of representing ‘the other.’ See James Clifford and George E. Marcus (eds.), Writing Culture:
The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986).
7
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approach to space, like the multi-sited ethnography.16 Initially, remittances and the social
organization of migration were of central concern. In the 1990s, studies on migration
GLYHUVLÀHGDVVFKRODUVEHJDQWRSD\DWWHQWLRQWRÀHOGVOLNHWUDQVQDWLRQDOLVPLQFOXVLRQ
racism, and citizenship.17:KLOHWKHVHDVSHFWVEHDUVLJQLÀFDQFHLQLQWHUQDWLRQDOPLJUDWLRQ
my study of urban transformation and internal migration highlights aspects of gender
and the convergence of labor, educational, and forced migration. However, a complete
separation seems impossible, because a move from hinterland Azerbaijan to Sumqayit
includes the active decision not to move abroad. Another point concerning citizenship
touches non-registered migrants who are deprived of communal services.
´.H\ WUDGLWLRQDO DQDO\WLFDO FDWHJRULHV LQFOXGH LQVWLWXWLRQV FODVV RU VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ 
LQWHJUDWLRQ DQRPLH VROLGDULW\ SRZHU VRFLDO RUGHU DQG VRFLDO FRQÁLFW 0RUH UHFHQW
categories include gender, ethnicity, identity, agency, networks, social exclusion/
inclusion, and social capital,” Stephen Castles remarked.18 My article not only takes up
these points but, in addition, analyses the historic background of shifting migration
WR6XPTD\LW2QWKLVEDVLVLWFDQSURPRWHDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKHVSHFLÀFPLJUDWLRQ
situation called for by Castles.19
,QWHUPVRI VWXGLHVLQWKH&DXFDVXVLWVHHPVHVSHFLDOO\ZRUWKZKLOHWRÀOOWKHYRLG
between surveys on Baku, Tbilisi or Yerevan and the countryside. As crossroads between
their region and the capital cities, these urban spaces possess their own features and
ORJLFdDøODUDQG*OLFN6FKLOOHU20 point out the role of cities as “useful entry points” to
study migration, noting that “each city’s institutional structure shapes variations within
its different local territorial districts and economic sectors.” The upheavals of the
transition period spread out these variations spacially while chronologically condensing
them.
An ethnography on Sumqayit provides more than a ‘post-socialist urban study.’
In recent years the concept of the post-socialist city has come into question. Gentile
proposes to drop post-socialist and regional attributes in order to focus on globally
FRPSDUDEOHVRFLDOSKHQRPHQDOLNHJHQWULÀFDWLRQ21
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George E. Marcus, “Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography,”
Annual Review of Anthropology 24 (1995): 95-117.
Caroline B. Brettell, “Migration: Anthropological Perspectives,” In International Encyclopedia of the Social &
Behavioral Sciences, vol. 15, ed. James D. Wright (Amsterdam: Elsevir, 2015), 422-426.
Stephen Castles, “Twenty-First-Century Migration as a Challenge to Sociology,” Journal of Ethnic and
Migration Studies 33, no. 3 (2007): 354.
Castles, “Twenty-First-Century Migration as a Challenge to Sociology,” 367.
$\ûH dDøODU DQG 1LQD *OLFN 6FKLOOHU Migrants and City-Making. Dispossession, Displacement and Urban
Regeneration (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 9.
Michael Gentile, “Three Metals and the ‘Post Socialist City’: Reclaiming the Peripheries of Urban
Knowledge,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 42, no. 6 (2018): 1146.

Jäger: Arrival at the Caspian Coast

55

…interpreting urban development in Poland or Azerbaijan––or for that
matter anywhere else in the world––requires looking beyond economic
transition, marketization, or neo-liberalization, which at best offer only partial
explanations that need to be complemented with input from other vantage
points.22

In this sense, my article focuses on migration, informality, and urban transformation
as comparable categories. Conceptualizations like informality studied in particular
aspects of cities and societies rather than in general territorial units, challenges existing
urban theories emanating from the global North.23 This holds particular potential
for “untheorized” cities like Sumqayit or Gentile’s example Öskemen in Eastern
Kazakhstan. They are not merely cities that economically lag behind their respective
capitals and global cities.24 The interplay of their urban actors’ agency with structural
elements deserves careful study and can advance urban studies in the 21st century.

Migration, Development and the ‘City of Youth’
6XPTD\ÖW25 Sumgait, City of Gardens, Komsomolsk-on-Caspian, and City of Youth
(gԥnclԥUûԥhԥri), are only some of the names connected to the city. While ‘City of Youth’
sounds like a slogan from a bygone period, it entails more than the Soviet youth cult. To
this day, Sumqayit attracts young people from all over Azerbaijan who seek their fortunes
in the Greater Baku Region. For many of them, Sumqayit is not the destination, but a
ZD\VWDWLRQ6RPHVWD\IRURQO\DVKRUWZKLOHRWKHUVVWD\IRU\HDUV7KHÁRZRI SHRSOH
impacts the city and opens up new ways to approach Sumqayit, in contrast to the image
of Sumqayit as a worker’s city during the Soviet period.
It’s impossible to gain an understanding of Sumqayit without considering Baku,
the capital and oil metropolis on the Caspian Sea. At the end of the 19th century, Baku
was transformed from a stop along the Silk Road into the center of the global oil
LQGXVWU\ZLWKWKHLQYHQWLRQRI PRGHUQPHWKRGVRI RLOH[WUDFWLRQDQGUHÀQLQJ7KHFLW\
attracted entrepreneurs from the Russian Empire and beyond, including Europeans
such as the Nobel brothers. As in European industrialization, workers moved to the city
from the nearby countryside. Early on, the Soviets increased Azerbaijan‘s oil extraction
22
23

24
25

Gentile, “Three Metals and the ‘Post Socialist City’,” 1148.
6RQLD +LUW 6ODYRPtUD )HUHQÿXKRYi DQG 7DXUL 7XYLNHQH ´&RQFHSWXDO IRUXP WKH ¶SRVWVRFLDOLVW· FLW\µ
Eurasian Geography and Economics 57, no. 4-5 (2016): 511-2.
Gentile, “Three Metals and the ‘Post Socialist City’,” 1142.
)RU WKH DUWLFOH , GHFLGHG WR XVH WKH FXUUHQW RIÀFLDO QDPH 6XPTD\ÖW ZKLFK , ZLOO ZULWH LQ (QJOLVK DV
‘Sumqayit’ according to the most commonly used form in Azerbaijanian English publications.
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Figure 1. Map of Sumqayit

to supply the whole country, before production shifted to the more easily accessible oil
ÀHOGVRI :HVWHUQ6LEHULD&RPSDUHGWRRWKHUUHSXEOLFVRI WKH8665$]HUEDLMDQZDV
the last to record industrial growth, from 1950-1978.26 A modest economic growth
UDWHZDVFRPSRXQGHGE\KLJKSRSXODWLRQJURZWKGXHWRKLJKIHUWLOLW\DQGDQLQÁX[RI 
HWKQLF$]HULVIURP$UPHQLDHYHQEHIRUHWKHKRWSKDVHRI WKH.DUDEDNKFRQÁLFW 
1994).27 Azerbaijan’s national income per capita in 1990 was only 62% of the average
Soviet level, below even Georgia (76%) and Armenia (83%).28 During the Soviet period
approximately 36% of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic‘s (AzSSR’s) population
was considered poor, above the Soviet average.29
The countryside was the locus of poverty in Azerbaijan. While AzSSR agriculture
supplied the USSR’s economy with cotton and fruits, the proportion of the population
engaged in agriculture fell from 47% in 1950 to only 27% in 1987.30 By the second half
of the 20th century, collective and state farms failed to solve the structural problems of
26

27
28

29

30

Tadeusz Swietochowski, Russia and Azerbaijan: A Borderland in Transition (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1995), 179.
Alexandre Bennigsen, Azerbaidzhan (Washington: Wilson Center, 1979), 2.
Gertrude E. Schroeder, “Transcaucasia since Stalin. The Economic Dimension,” In Transcaucasia,
Nationalism, and the Social Change. Essays in the History of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, ed. Ronald Grigor
Suny (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1996), 465.
Nazim Habibov and Linda Fan, “Social Protection and Poverty in Azerbaijan, a Low-income Country in
Transition: Implications of a Household Survey,” International Social Security Review 60, no. 4 (2007): 48.
Schroeder, “Transcaucasia since Stalin,” 467.
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6RYLHWDJULFXOWXUHDQGIDLOHGWRVXSSO\WKHFRXQWU\ZLWKVXIÀFLHQWJUDLQPLONRUPHDW
or enough jobs for rural youth. A coupon system for milk and butter introduced at the
beginning of the 1980s led to 250,000 unemployed by the end of the decade.31
Escaping poverty is a prime motive for migration (e.g., Massey et al.,32 Cohen
and Sirkeci),33 and the Azerbaijan case illustrates that such mobility was not limited to
FDSLWDOLVWVWDWHV:KLOHWKHUHJLRQUHFRUGHGDQHWRXWÁRZRI PLJUDQWVIURPWKH%UH]KQHY
period until 2007, high fertility expanded the population. While the rural regions lost
population during the entire Soviet period, the cities of the AzSSR gained migrants in
the 1980s,34 D VLJQ RI  WKH 8665·V HFRQRPLF GLIÀFXOWLHV 2QH SRVVLELOLW\ IRU WKH UXUDO
poor was to emigrate to the European parts of the USSR.
Azerbaijani migration to other Soviet republics began with oil workers and students.
Thousands of talented young Azerbaijanis received scholarships for universities in
Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities of the USSR.35$IWHUJUDGXDWLRQWKH\ÀOOHGQDWLRQ
wide vacancies in the Soviet planned economy. Demobilization after serving in the Red
$UP\DOVRSOD\HGDVLJQLÀFDQWUROHLQPLJUDWLRQ,QWKHODWHVGXULQJ*RUEDFKHY·V
economic reforms, Azeri entrepreneurs targeted the larger metropoles like Moscow,
Leningrad, or Kiev.36
While Lezgins and Jewish Tats from northern Azerbaijan, in addition to Talysh and
Azeri from the south, mainly concentrated on selling fruit and vegetables, Azeri and
0XVOLP7DWVIURPWKH$EVKHURQSHQLQVXODWHQGHGWRVSHFLDOL]HLQWKHÁRZHUWUDGH37 The
HFRQRP\·VVWURQJUHJXODWLRQDQGWKHGHÀFLWRI FRQVXPHUJRRGVGXULQJWKHODWH6RYLHW
period opened the door to informal trade activities. The numbers of Azeri migrants
WR5XVVLDURVHVLJQLÀFDQWO\LQWKHV<XQXVRYFRXQWHGIURPWRPLOOLRQ$]HUL
migrants at any one point during the decade, depending on work opportunities and
FRPSOLFDWLRQVOLNHWKH6HFRQG&KHFKHQ:DURUWKH5XVVLDQÀQDQFLDOFULVLV38 Recent
estimates count 600,000-1,000,000 Azeri living legally and illegally in Russia.39
Rural Azeris also moved to the new industrial centers of the AzSSR like Sumqayit
31
32

33

34

35

36
37
38
39

E.R. Ismailov, Ocherki po istorii Azerbaidzhana (Moscow: Flinta, 2010), 380.
Douglas S. Massey et al, Worlds in Motion. Understanding International Migration at the End of the Millennium
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1998).
Jeffrey H. Cohen and Ibrahim Sirkeci, Cultures of Migration. The Global Nature of Contemporary Mobility
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2011).
“Population,” The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, accessed July 23, 2017,
http://www.stat.gov.az/source/demoqraphy/?lang=en.
Mekhman Gakhraman ogly Abdullayev et al. (eds.), Istoriya Azerbaidzhana. S drevneishikh vremen do pervykh
desyatletii XXI veka. Uchebnik dlya vuzov %DNX%DNÖ8QLYHUVLWHWL 
Arif Yunusov, Migration Processes in Azerbaijan (Baku: Adiloglu, 2009), 87; 89-90.
Arif Iunusov, “Migration in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan,” Russian Politics and Law 41, no. 3 (2003): 71.
Iunusov, “Migration in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan,” 74.
Adeline Braux, “Azerbaijani Migrants in Russia,” Caucasus Analytical Digest 57 (2013): 5.
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or Mingachevir (Mingԥçevir) to satisfy a nearly unquenchable demand for labor.
While the republic’s capital required a resident permit (propiska), migrants were openly
welcomed in the new industrial centers. “Migration in the Soviet era, especially prior
to the 1970s, was largely a by-product of crash industrialization and was determined
E\HFRQRPLFSODQQLQJREMHFWLYHVUDWKHUWKDQYROXQWDU\ODERUPDUNHWÁRZVµHPSKDVL]H
Becker, Mendelsohn, and Benderskaya.40 Sumqayit was an example of this policy.
Moscow planned for its population to form an industrial cadre that would produce
to meet national demand. The city’s impact on local migration processes was not of
central concern.
$IWHULQGHSHQGHQFH%DNXÁRXULVKHGDVSHWUROHXPPDQXIDFWXULQJZDVPRGHUQL]HG
and contracts with transnational oil companies were signed, fueling an increase in trade
and a construction boom. Azeris looking for employment found plenty of jobs in the
capital, where they earned twice or three times more than in the countryside. A move
to the Greater Baku Region offered an alternative to labor migration as gastarbeiter in
5XVVLD $V P\ ÀHOGZRUN VKRZV WKH UHJLRQ FRXOG DOVR IXQFWLRQ DV D SRLQW RI  UHWUHDW
for migrants expelled from their original destinations. This could occur because of
individual guilt, as in the case of a young man evicted from Moscow for a visa violation,
now working as a waiter in one of Baku’s shopping malls, or as a reaction to crisis, as
with a middle-aged businessman considering relocating his business from the Crimea to
$]HUEDLMDQGXHWRFRQÁLFWDQGHPEDUJR

Planning a Soviet City
Immediately following the CPSu’s 16th party congress (26 June - 13 July 1930) enactment
of a massive industrial investment plan, the Leningrad planning bureau Giprogor, which
also developed plans for the republic capitals of Minsk and Yerevan, presented its ideas
on how to develop the Baku region.
After considering several alternatives, it was determined to establish a larger
industrial settlement, beginning with a combined heat and power station41 in the northZHVWHUQ SDUW RI  WKH $EVKHURQ SHQLQVXOD 7KH ORFDWLRQ SURYLGHG D ÁDW WRSRJUDSKLFDO
relief, access to freshwater via the Shollar Water Pipeline supplying Baku as well as
access to seawater for production,42 and a link to the Rostov-Baku railroad.43
40

41
42

43

Charles M. Becker, S. Joshua Mendelsohn, Kseniya A. Benderskaya, Russian urbanization in the Soviet and
post-Soviet eras (London: International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), 2012), 33.
Kyamal Guseinaga ogly Mamedbekov, Sumgait. Arkhitekturno-Planirovochnoe Razvitie (Baku: Elm, 1988), 5-6.
Z.A. Dulayeva, Sumgait – Industrial‘nyi Gigant Azerbaidzhana (Baku: Isdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk
Azerbaidzhanskoj SSR, 1962), 39-40.
G. Yu. Akhundov, Sumgait (Baku: Azerbaizhanskoe isdatel’stvo, 1966), 8.
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On November 22, 1949, when Sumqayit gained city status, its population consisted
of 17,200 inhabitants, mainly migrants.44 Only a minority were recruited from the
VPDOOHUÀVKHUPHQDQGIDUPHUYLOODJHVRI WKH$EVKHURQ3HQLQVXOD7KHPDMRULW\ZHUH
workers of mixed ethnic origin from the Caucasus mountains or even construction
worker brigades from Barnaul in Western Siberia or Krasnovodsk (today Turkmenbashy
>7UNPHQEDû\@  LQ 7XUNPHQLVWDQ 45 which underlined construction sites’ state-level
importance. According to Dulayeva, new agricultural technologies and the transition
to collective farming enabled the transfer of surplus labor force to Azerbaijan’s new
industrial centers.46 Photographs from the Sumqayit Museum of History show the
ÀUVWZRUNHU·VZRRGHQEDUUDFNVZKLFKZHUHXSJUDGHGWREULFNKRXVHVLQWKHODWH6WDOLQ
period, and thus named ‘Stalinki.’ The authorities aimed to offer housing for 90,000
workers, covering an area of 1,700 to 1,800 hectares in a large half-moon along the
northern coast. A buffer zone was created between the living quarters and the factories,
to isolate dangerous sites, particularly the synthetic rubber plant, which was constructed
two kilometers away from the living quarters.47
Nevertheless, development focused on the industrial complexes, with the prevailing
belief that oil should be processed into other products for the sake of the whole Soviet
economy. Cultural centers, clubs, and libraries were constructed around the factories
and the living quarters to educate workers.48 As Kotkin puts it, “the socialist city…was
not simply a place where an urban population was located, but a device for including a
new set of attitudes as well as new kinds of behavior in its urbanized inhabitants – in a
word, an instrument for creating socialist people.”49
7KHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI WKHÀUVWFKHPLFDOSODQWEHJDQLQDQGLQDV\QWKHWLF
rubber plant for testing new technologies and production methods followed.50 In the
1950s and 1960s industrial potential expanded with the construction of a tube-rolling
state in 1953 an aluminum factory in 1955,51 and superphosphate factory in 1958.52
Factory schools (shkoly fabrichno-zavodskogo obucheniya) were introduced in 1944 to locally
train workers for the plants, concentrating on practical production skills. The schools
developed further into vocational schools, each connected to a large industrial plant; the
ÀUVWWUDLQLQJFRQVWUXFWLRQZRUNHUV/RFDO$]HULVLQSDUWLFXODUEHQHÀWHGDFFRXQWLQJIRU
Gusan Sadykhov and Ramazan Mamedov, Armyane v Sumgaite. Kniga pervaya. Kratkij Istoriko-Sociologicheskij
Ocherk (1938 – 1994 gg.) (Baku: Shur, 1994), 61.
45
Dulayeva, Sumgait, 32.
46
ibid, 49.
47
Mamedbekov, Sumgait, 12.
48
Dulayeva, Sumgait, 44.
49
Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain. Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley: University of California, 1995), 34.
50
HۑPLG$OÖ\HY6XPTD\ÖWûϷhϷrinin tarixi %DNÖ(OPY ۑTۑhsi, 2011), 114-5.
51
Dulayeva, Sumgait, 17; 30.
52
 $OÖ\HY6XPTD\ÖWûϷhϷrinin Tarixi, 120.
44
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RI WKHÀUVWSXSLOV53
Under Soviet Ministry of Chemistry orders, Sumqayit received engineers and
chemists from universities throughout the country and craftsmen and technicians from
special colleges in Voronezh, Yaroslavl, and Yerevan, resulting in an ethnically mixed
population comprised 40.6% of Azeris, 35.5% of Russians, 13.0% of Armenians and
10.9% other Soviet nationalities.54 Living space for inhabitants remained scarce despite
housing receiving 23.5% of all investment under Kruschev from 1956-1960.55 In the
1970s, 30% of urban households still lived in dormitories. Morton described at the time
that “because of the zero vacancy rate and with millions waiting to receive their own
apartments, most newlyweds are compelled to live with their parents for many years
before getting a place of their own.”56
Migrants entered Sumqayit informally and through the state-directed economy.
Young Azeris from the hinterland gained easy access to the industrial plants as unskilled
ZRUNHUV 1RW QHHGLQJ WR VKRZ TXDOLÀFDWLRQV WKH\ FRXOG JDLQ DFFHVV WR D ZRUNHU·V
dormitory by registering for work. Newcomers could also stay at the home of a relative
or resident from their home village. Working at a plant and living in a dormitory enabled
one to obtain a propiska UHVLGHQFHSHUPLW QHHGHGWRUHJLVWHUIRUDÁDW+RZTXLFNO\D
home could be attained depended on factors like workplace and family status, number
of children, and merits in the Soviet system. Informality played a role in early migration
to Sumqayit and sources told me that it was common to ask relatives or workers from
the same village or region for a place to stay while looking for a job.
Migrants also relocated to Sumqayit through the state-directed economy. Young
specialists were sent to the city in order to bring knowledge of implementing and
developing complex chemical production. In the Soviet system graduating students were
required to comply with a directive that determined their workplace, and only after two
years, when their diploma was validated, could they search for their own workplace or
KRXVLQJ$FLW\FRXQFLORIÀFLDOGXULQJWKH6RYLHWSHULRGQRWHGWKHFLW\·VPDLQDGYDQWDJH
\RXQJVSHFLDOLVWVZHUHWHPSWHGE\DÁDWZKLFKZDVGLIÀFXOWWRREWDLQHYHU\ZKHUHLQWKH
Soviet Union.
Non-Azeris could feel comfortable due to the use of the Russian language for all
public purposes. In contrast to Baku or Ganja (Gԥncԥ), Sumqayit had no Azeri speaking
counter milieu for the pre-Soviet period in distinct architectural or cultural units.
Already in the 1950s, it became clear that the planning of compact quarters was
53
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LQVXIÀFLHQWWRKRXVHWKHULVLQJQXPEHURI ZRUNHUV,QWKH$]*RV3URHNWSODQQLQJ
bureau in Baku began with the concept of micro district (microrayon) with a space of
19-31.1 ha, designed as a single complex including a service sector with shops, service
facilities, kindergartens, and schools to meet the daily needs of their inhabitants.57 The
idea of the ‘superblock’ originated in the 1930s, “a grouping of four-to-six-story blocks
RI ÁDWVDUUDQJHGDURXQGDTXDGUDQJOHµ586XPTD\LW·VÀUVWPLFURGLVWULFWZDVSODQQHGRQ
an area of 23.5 ha and was expected to offer accommodation for 7,300 people. The
PDLQEXLOGLQJDUFKLWHFWXUHFRQVLVWHGRI JURXSLQJVRI ÀYHVWRU\KRXVHVZLWKWKUHHWR
IRXUVHFWLRQV VWDLUZD\V FRQWDLQLQJWKUHHÁDWVRQHDFKÁRRUZLWKQLQHVTXDUHPHWHUV
per capita,59 OHVV WKDQ LQ :HVWHUQ FRXQWULHV EXW VLJQLÀFDQWO\ KLJKHU WKDQ WKH 6RYLHW
standard, which, by 1950, at four square meters, was the lowest in Soviet history.60
Sumqayit exceeded twice the planned population of 85,000 in the 1960s, extending
in a 12-kilometer-long and 2-kilometer-wide strip from the village of Jorat (Corat) and
WKH1DVRVQ\VHWWOHPHQW +DFÖ=H\QDODEGLQ7DøÖ\HY 61 AzGosProekt responded with a
new general plan in 1964, adopted by AzSSR’s government in 1967. The ecological buffer
zones were developed with buildings, however, and included temporary settlements
for construction workers ‘Stroitel,’ and ‘KemStroi’ (chemical construction), which
contained construction companies for industrial development along with residential
buildings and dormitories, producing environmentally harmful exhaust.62
Sumqayit’s development was inseparable from industrial growth. The urban
ethnography of Abbasov and Selimzade illustrates this:63
Sumgait was a worker’s city and all its life is determined by industrial
enterprises. The rapid pace of development of the Sumgait industry caused a
VLJQLÀFDQWLQFUHDVHLQWKHFLW\¶VSRSXODWLRQ
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The population grew from 60,000 in 1960, 100,000 in 1965, to 135,000 in 1970.64
$Q ,'3 IURP WKH 4XEDGO\ 4XEDGOÖ  UHJLRQ UHSRUWHG WKDW PLJUDWLRQ IURP 4XEDGO\
to Sumqayit increased because of the invitations of local politicians like Kamran
+XVH\QRY 6XPTD\LW·V ÀUVW SDUW\ VHFUHWDU\  WR  65 who recruiting Qubadly’s
IDUPHUV$QLQÁX[RI UXUDO$]HULVDWWUDFWHGE\DZHOORUJDQL]HGLQGXVWULDOZRUNSODFH
DQGVLQJOHIDPLO\ÁDWVZLWKUXQQLQJ ZDWHUDQG HOHFWULFLW\IXHOHGWKHFLW\·VSRSXODWLRQ
growth until the mid-1970s. Later during the USSR’s stagnation, natural increase caused
Sumqayit’s growth. Migration decreased but never stopped.
Soviet macroeconomic problems were echoed in Sumqayit. Well-structured extension
RI DODUJHUPLFURGLVWULFWFRXOGKDYHLPSURYHGWUDIÀFDQGWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQHFRQRP\EXW
supplies and services were reduced to save costs in the 1964-1967 general plan.
Elimination of separate commercial and restaurant buildings reduced the size
RI WKHVHUYLFHVHFWRUZKLFKZDVFUDPPHGLQWRWKHÀUVWÁRRURI UHVLGHQWLDOEXLOGLQJV
space ill-suited for commerce, and no area was provided for seasonal street markets.66
Most shops were centrally located along main streets (Lenina, Druzhby, Nizmi, Samada
Vurguna, and Narimanova),67 leaving undersupplied 70% to 80% of the population
living in the micro-districts of eastern Sumqayit and placing additional pressure on
public transport.68
Deputy Mayor Akif Kerimov, a Moscow-trained engineer working in the
administration since the 1980s explained that expansion in the only open direction, the
southeast, placed each new neighborhood farther from the industrial plants in western
Sumqayit. Inadequate train and bus services impeded transportation from Sumqayit to
the worker hometowns in the Caucasus Mountain hinterlands, the source of the city’s
agricultural produce.
The young growing population put pressure on public services. While each
neighborhood had its own educational infrastructure, few children attended school in
their own micro-district. With a city population of 235,300 in 1984, 57,000 students had
to be sent to other quarters for school.69 Two of three younger children had no place
in crèches or kindergartens and schools provided classes in two or three shifts to meet
demand.70
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Photo 1. 17th Microdistrict built in the 1980s

6XPTD\LWFXUUHQWO\KDVÀYHWLPHVLWVRULJLQDOO\GHVLJQHGSRSXODWLRQRI DQG
the delayed expansion of infrastructure and apartments led to critical articles in the
local newspaper, the Sumgait’s communist in the late Gorbachev period.
7KHFLW\·VPRVWVHULRXVSUREOHPZDVRQO\SXEOLFO\DLUHGLQWKHÀQDOGD\VRI WKH
Soviet Union. The petrochemical industry tainted the air, contaminated the soil, and
poisoned the sea giving rise to abnormally high disease rates.71 2IÀFLDOV NHSW WKLV
dangerous secret, and Sumqayit’s children’s cemetery was only revealed following the
Soviet collapse. Hundreds of graves bear witness to elevated rates of child mortality,
VWLOOELUWKDQGJHQHWLFGHIHFWVFDXVHGE\KHDY\PHWDOSRLVRQLQJDQGDLUSROOXWLRQ2IÀFLDO
statistics were never published.72
Kerimov and the City museum director explained to me that the initial drafts of
the settlement plan included a protective buffer zone and roads designed to function as
the city’s lungs by quickly dispersing exhaust. Little by little the buffer zones shrank and
industry became more concentrated. Gases safe in isolation could combine to produce
a poisonous mixture.
The street market sale of produce from the private plots of Azeri farmers helped
insulate Sumqayit against Soviet supply shortages in the late 1980s. The state cut social
SURJUDPVDQGUHGLUHFWHGLWVIRFXVWRWKHHFRQRP\'HVSLWHPDFURHFRQRPLFGLIÀFXOWLHV
Sumqayit’s population grew from 211,400 in 1980 to 260,700 by 1990.73
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A newly independent Azerbaijan inherited the Soviet industrial complexes. Most
could not survive the market economy and closed down, releasing workers. Their last
production was used to supply the escalating 1993/4 Nagorno-Karabakh War.

War, Refugees, and the City
The distant Nagorno-Karabakh War heavily affected Sumqayit. On the night of
February 28-29, 1988, anger and rage over events in Nagorno-Karabakh exploded into
the Sumgait pogrom. The previous day protesters in Karabakh demanding integration
with Armenia murdered two Azeri.74 A mob of Azeri workers from the dormitories and
$]HULVZKRKDGÁHGIURP.DUDEDNKJDWKHUHGDW6XPTD\LW·VRXWHUPLFURGLVWULFWVDQG
moved towards the center, searching Armenians, raiding their homes,75 and in a single
night killing between 26 and 29 and injured several hundred Armenians. Only a Red
Army-imposed curfew put an end to the violence.76
Speculation about the origins of the night’s deadly violence includes conspiracy
theories about secret KGB operations and conscious provocation by Armenian
nationalists,77 yet no independent historical research has addressed the pogrom. The
Sumgait pogrom marked the beginning of a new period for the city. Most of the
14,000 Armenians that left were replaced by internally displaced people (IDP)s from
Karabakh.78
Elderly Azeris in Sumqayit told me that Armenian emigration left a big gap, in
the neighborhood yards of the inner city as well as in the work brigades that had
FRPPRQO\EHHQHWKQLFDOO\PL[HG6XPTD\LW·VRIÀFLDOVZHUHFDXJKWE\VXUSULVHDQGIDLOHG
to appreciate the importance of Armenians in the Soviet workplace and the effect of
events in Karabakh. Even social scientists, such as urban ethnographers Abbasov and
6HOLP]DGHVDZWHFKQRFUDWLFXQLÀFDWLRQZHDNHQLQJQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\LQ6XPTD\LW·VXUEDQ
society.79
Urban living conditions in relation to rural areas are less likely to preserve the
national peculiarity, not only in productive, but also in the non-productive
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spheres of life, where the ethnic specialty is usually held most staunchly. Urban
conditions are also changing the spiritual culture and traditional relationships
between family members, younger and weaker generations, customs, and
rituals. The internationalization of the spiritual sphere in Sumgait strengthens
the socio-cultural integration of all nationalities. National cultures are
becoming more similar in terms of the degree of cultural community. This, in
turn, creates new opportunities for closer cultural contacts.

)RU $EEDVRY DQG 6HOLP]DGH VWUXFWXUH LQÁXHQFHV WKH XUEDQLWHV DQ DSSURDFK WKDW WKH
structure-agency-theorists (e.g. Giddens)80 rendered obsolete. Abbasov81 and Abbasov
and Selimzade82 demonstrate a lack of cultural sensibility and adopt a systematic
approach to formally describe the working class and the industrial city. They sought
WR VKRZ KRZ ´VSHFLÀF FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI  WKH IRUPDWLRQ RI  $]HUEDLMDQ¶V ZRUNLQJ
class detachment in Azerbaijan‘s new cities,” would overcome cultural peculiarities
to develop a common Soviet people.83 Notions of modernity and Marxist ideology
concealed Russian supremacy. Distinctive religious beliefs and practices were defamed
DV´OHIWRYHUIURPWKHSDVWµWREHRYHUFRPHE\VFLHQWLÀF0DU[LVWHGXFDWLRQ$EEDVRY
and Selimzade lost sight of clandestine anti-system forces like religious revivalism and
rising nationalism that were hidden beneath Sumqayit’s socialist veneer and focused
LQVWHDGRQV\VWHPDIÀUPLQJDFWRUVH[FOXGLQJWKHLQGLYLGXDOVSKHUH
Sumqayit became an important destination for refugees. The number of Azeri
refugees and IDPs rose rapidly from 4,000 in January 1988 to 190,000 by the beginning
of 198984WRE\WKHVWDUWRI WKHKRWSKDVHRI WKHFRQÁLFWLQ,QFOXGHG
were refugees from Armenia, and IDPs from Karabakh (formerly 25% Azeri), and
the mainly Azeri-populated but Armenia-occupied Lachin Corridor where the Qubadly
region is located. By December 1993, 778,500 Azeris were registered as IDPs and
refugees85ULVLQJWRRURI $]HUEDLMDQ·VSRSXODWLRQE\WKHHQGRI ÀJKWLQJ
LQ -DQXDU\ UHIXJHHVDQG ,'3V RIÀFLDOO\UHJLVWHUHGLQ 6XPTD\LW86
posing a gigantic challenge to the city, which had a population of 273,000 in 1992.
Eldar and Qasim, two men in their sixties, illustrate the challenges faced by IDPs
arriving in Sumqayit in the early 1990s. In 1993 Eldar was driven out of his village in
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the Qubadly region where he worked as a teacher. Sumqayit was a logical destination
because Eldar had lived there for a decade in the 1970s, initially arriving to work in a
factory and returning in 1973 after completing military service in Murmansk. Eldar
subsequently studied at the local sports institute and after graduation took a school
teaching position in the Qubadly region. Eldar taught sports classes at the village
school, married, and established a home, breeding chickens and sheep. He returned to
4XEDGO\IRUKLVIDPLO\EXWDOOWKLVZDVORVWZKHQKLVIDPLO\ZDVIRUFHGWRÁHHWKHZDU
to Sumqayit.
Qasim lost contact with his family after Armenian forces occupied the Qubadly
region. He served as a policeman but joined a partisan group to defend his homeland
in the war. In 1993 Qasim came to Sumqayit, and after a month sheltering at a distant
UHODWLYH·V ÁDW PRYHG LQWR D UHIXJHHV· KRVWHO +H WKHQ UHGLVFRYHUHG KLV ORVW IDPLO\
members in Sumqayit at a former middle school that had been transformed into a
refugees’ hostel. They found a place to live together, renting as subtenants of an elderly
5XVVLDQODG\4DVLPUHWXUQHGWRÀJKWZLWKDSDUWLVDQXQLWXQWLO
Eldar and his family were quartered in a kindergarten, so crowded that Eldar lived
with eight others in a three-meter square room, with one person sleeping on top of the
table while another slept underneath. The refugees included numerous children. While
LWÀUVWVHHPHGOLNHDEDGGUHDPDVPRUHDQGPRUH,'3VIURP.DUDEDNKDQGWKH/DFKLQ
Corridor arrived, he began to realize the impossibility of his plan to return home after
a month or two.
Kerimov describes the disorder created from the arrival in Sumqayit of 31,000
refugees in one week at the peak of the crisis in 1993 in need of immediate food,
shelter, water, and electricity. Compounding matters, the IDPs arrived after the
decommissioning of the industrial factories, at the height of economic collapse, when
even basic foodstuffs were in short supply.
Nevertheless, as Kerimov explains, since conditions in Sumqayit were better than
in many parts of the country, the city faced a ‘second wave’ of refugees and IDPs from
parts of Azerbaijan lacking electricity, water, and gas. These ‘second wave’ migrants,
who also targeted Mingachevir, Ganja, and Baku, posed an additional challenge to the
authorities.
This pattern corresponds with Cohen and Sirkeci’s analysis of migrant rationality:87
…the outcomes of moving regardless of the conclusions, are executed
strategically and in a rational fashion. In other words, when a migrant leaves
his or her home, he or she does so with a plan and a goal in mind. Even the
PRYHVRI UHIXJHHVZKRÁHHFXOWXUDOHFRQRPLFUHOLJLRXVDQGVRFLDOSUREOHPV
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and persecution in their home communities and nations are typically making
a calculated decision about their futures.

$IWHU ÁHHLQJ LVRODWLRQ DQG GHSULYDWLRQ LQ UXUDO VKHOWHUV DORQJ WKH QHZ 1DJRUQR
Karabakh border many IDPs and refugees determined that their future would be
brighter in Sumqayit.
Thus, the true number of fugitives in Sumqayit must certainly have exceeded
WKH RIÀFLDO ÀJXUH RI   .HULPRY HVWLPDWHV  LQ FRQWUDVW WR D SUHFRQÁLFW
population of about 330,000, accounting for nearly one-quarter of the city’s current
inhabitants. Many in the ‘second wave’ frequently visited their initial registration site to
collect social support funds but then returned to Sumqayit to live and work.
The refugees and IDPs that arrived in the early 1990s could not replace the departing
(mostly non-Azeri) specialists and workers. Unlike the former Soviet-era Qubadly labor
PLJUDQWVWKHGLVSODFHGKDGWRÁHH7KHEDODQFHRI PLJUDWLRQEHWZHHQ$]HULZRUNHUV
DQG6RYLHWVSHFLDOLVWVWLSSHGLQWRDPDVVLYHLQÁX[RI UXUDO$]HULVSRSXODWLRQFKDQJHG
social life on the streets, as Russian no longer dominated public space. As in Russia and
RWKHU&,6VWDWHVFULPLQDOHOHPHQWVÀOOHGWKHYRLGFUHDWHGE\WKHFROODSVHRI WKH6RYLHW
social order.
'XULQJP\ÀHOGZRUN,QRWLFHGWKDWDIDLUQXPEHURI UHVLGHQWVZKRKDGOLYHGLQ
Sumqayit from the Soviet period associated negative developments with the arrival of
refugees, confusing a symptom of crisis with its cause.
Sadykhov and Mamedov report that in 1994, 18,330 of the 200,000 Azeri refugees
from Armenia had settled in Sumqayit,88 and of the 62,838 IDPs in Sumqayit the largest
group (27,339) originated from the Qubadly region.89
In fact, Qubadly’s government administration was relocated to Sumqayit, providing
public services and schools in exile. Public servant‘s jobs were protected and their salaries
paid from the state budget. IDPs from Qubadly thus formed a kind of city inside a
city, despite living in kindergartens, schools, and culture clubs scattered throughout
6XPTD\LWDVKRUWWHUPÀ[WDNHQDWWKHKHLJKWRI WKH.DUDEDNK:DUEXWKDUGO\DORQJ
time solution.
Every refugee and IDP was entitled to receive 20 USD per month in so-called
¶EUHDG PRQH\· DQG DGGLWLRQDO EHQHÀWV LQFOXGLQJ IUHH HOHFWULFLW\ ZDWHU JDV VFKRRO
materials, and special scholarships for higher education.90 The 1999 Law on IDP Status
provided tax relief and free medical treatment to IDP pensioners, children, disabled,
88
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low-income earners, and surviving dependents.91 Altogether, spending on IDPs and
refugees amounted to 3% of the state budget by 2011, the highest rate in the world.92
1HYHUWKHOHVV WKH PRQH\ LV LQVXIÀFLHQW DQG XQWLO WKH V ,'3V OLYHG LQ UHIXJHH
GRUPLWRULHV(YHQWKHXSSHUÁRRUVRI 6XPTD\LW·VPDLQWUDLQVWDWLRQZHUHLQKDELWHGE\
,'3VDWWKHWLPHRI P\ÀHOGZRUNLQ
The distinctive administrative structure would enable immediate return from exile
once Qubadly was free. While the displaced felt secure and taken care of, the system also
underscored IDP separation, making them feel that they did not belong in Sumqayit.
The Qubadly administration treats IDPs as ‘victims’ dependent on state support and
shelter. Only the more successful IDPS who start businesses and acquire homes or
commercial or industrial property encounter Sumqayit’s administration. Bureaucratic
barriers thus divide Sumqayit inhabitants, including IDP children born and raised on
the Caspian coast.
These support structures continue three decades after the Karabakh War.
Construction of a new 4 hectare housing complex in 2018 with kindergarten and
school for over 1,000 IDPs and refugee families further isolated them from the rest
of the city.93 In Georgia as well, the concentration of IDPs from Abkhazia and South
Ossetia in “Collective Centers” did not work well. “…often they are located separately
from the main residential areas of the cities, thus creating a suitable environment for
physical isolation of IDPs with their further alienation and spatial segregation from
the mainstream societies.”94 Socially and psychologically IDPs in Azerbaijan similarly
VXIIHUHG GHVSLWH UHFHLYLQJ JUHDWHU ÀQDQFLDO EHQHÀWV GHULYHG IURP VWDWH RLO UHYHQXH
Salukvadze et al. (2014) reason that the concentration and separation of IDPs
´VLJQLÀFDQWO\ KLQGHUV SRVVLELOLWLHV RI  WKHLU LQWHJUDWLRQ LQ PDLQVWUHDP XUEDQ VRFLHWLHV
and processes.”95
The 2020 Karabakh war brought a new dynamic to the situation. According to the
agreement between Azerbaijan and Armenia moderated by Russia. the Lachin Corridor
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ZLOOEHPRQLWRUHGE\5XVVLDQSHDFHNHHSHUVIRUDWOHDVWÀYH\HDUV96 At the end of 2020
it is still unclear when the evacuated Qubatly civil administration will be able to reassert
control over the region from the Russian military and how many IDPs will be able to
return. Considering the level of economic development in the Greater Baku region, a
large scale return is hardly imaginable without massive investment.
)RU 4DVLP ZKR ZRUNHG DV DQ HGLWRU IRU WKH 4XEDGO\ DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ RIÀFLDO
newspaper, Sumqayit is familiar, but not his homeland, which he considers to be
4XEDGO\ZKHUHKLVDQFHVWRUVDUHEXULHG(OGDUWDXJKWLQDQ,'3VFKRRODQGÀQDQFHGE\
IDP donations, published a book of poetry about Qubadly. The separate administrative
structure provided both with jobs, but it should be reevaluated 25 years after the ceaseÀUH,'3VOLYLQJLQ,'3KRXVLQJFRPSOH[HVZRUNLQJLQ,'3MREVIRUPDQLVRODWHGLVODQG
inside Azerbaijan society.

Formal and Informal Housing
The breakdown of the Soviet system immediately transformed the lives of Sumqayit’s
inhabitants. Closure of the large industrial complexes turned Sumqayit into a worker’s
city without workers. The struggle to meet daily needs, though, left no time to worry
about an identity crisis. Many non-Azeris reacted by emigrating to Russia or other CISrepublics.
Developing housing represents a challenge for the municipality. Industry and
transportation infrastructure take up 78 of the city’s 104 square km area, leaving only
26 square kilometers for housing and commerce, which encourages hybrid use of shut
down industrial areas. The new market economy stimulated demand for commerce,
which was legally restricted to Kolkhoz market, resulting in severe transportation
problems.97
The crisis affected public housing as well. After the large Soviet construction
companies were disbanded in the early 1990s, Kerimov reports that the authorities
QHJRWLDWHGZLWKDODUJH)UHQFKÀUPWRGHYHORSPXOWLVWRU\EXLOGLQJVLQWKHth and 21st
micro-districts but disagreed on costs. This failure resulted in the growth of informal
housing.
Later on, as in Baku, Turkish construction companies developed multi-story
buildings in 2003 and were followed by Azerbaijanian companies, which built houses
south of Sumqayit near the highway to Baku. Housing co-operatives were granted
favorable land access to construct taller buildings, but their popularity declined following
96
97
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FDVHVRI ÀQDQFLDOPLVPDQDJHPHQWDQGERWFKHGFRQVWUXFWLRQLQ%DNX5HFHQWO\DUULYLQJ
UXUDOPLJUDQWVÀQGPRVWQHZDSDUWPHQWVLQWKH*UHDWHU%DNXUHJLRQXQDIIRUGDEOH
As social problems mounted construction of single-family houses became more
popular. Beginning with perestroika and glasnost, the local Kommunist Sumgaita newspaper
complained about long, unmet housing claims and the use of dormitories as permanent
abodes. Inhabitants reacted, taking personal initiative, and seizing land, which the
authorities tolerated. Viktor Krivopuskov described the situation in 1988:98
Almost no attention was paid to the construction of housing and the
creation of an appropriate social sphere. Tens of thousands of citizens
lived in basements, in self-constructed and unsuitable huts in the so-called
“Nakhalstroy” district. The Azerbaijanis of Sumgait were mainly from rural
areas, they were the least educated and skilled workers, among them was a large
turnover of staff, a high level of unemployment, delinquency, drunkenness,
drug addiction...

This negative image can also be viewed as the hybrid use of space. By allowing a certain
degree of informality in the 1980s the municipality enabled migrants to combat the
housing crisis on their own. Gorbachev’s housing market reforms provided state loans
IRUSULYDWHKRXVHFRQVWUXFWLRQSODQWLQJWKH´ÀUVWVHHGOLQJVRI VXEXUEDQL]DWLRQµLQWKH
Soviet space.99 Zhimbiev’s Ulan-Ude example and my own research demonstrate that
private housing spread outside Soviet metropoles, even though Sumqayit lacked the
open land or leased land available in Ulan-Ude.100
In contrast to Krivopuskov, Kerimov claims that the municipality cared deeply
DERXW WKH KRXVLQJ VLWXDWLRQ EXW ODFNHG VXIÀFLHQW UHVRXUFHV +H LQGLFDWHV WKDW 
families had already registered in 1985 with the authorities, seeking to improve their
housing situation. As mentioned previously, the city confronted a severe shortage of
kindergartens and schools.

Viktor Krivopuskov, 0\DWH]KQ\L.DUDEDNK,]GQHYQLNDRIÀWVHUD6665 (Moscow: Golos-Press, 2007), 384.
Becker, Mendelsohn and Benderskaya, Russian Urbanization in the Soviet and post-Soviet eras, 51.
100
Balzhan Zhimbiev, History of the Urbanisation of a Siberian City. Ulan-Ude (Cambridge: White Horse Press,
2000), 101.
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Figure 2. Informal Housing Hybridization of the Industrial Zone

Informal private construction began in the 1980s. House construction relied on
family or personal networks for labor since the private hire of workers was prohibited.
The absence of open markets meant that materials had to be acquired through personal
networks, or reused from existing structures. The resulting highly heterogeneous
buildings, nakhalstroi, were concentrated in the dacha area inside the buffer zone. Only
after independence could inhabitants equip their homes with running water, electricity,
and gas.
Dacha collectives were only erected in the late Soviet period, designed to serve as
vacation buildings and gardens rather than as permanent homes. Migrants purchasing
dachas or building houses in the former buffer zone are often unaware of its hazards.
Even huts inside the former factory areas were built from partial structures, like the
walls of industrial plants.
Negligent factory closure left behind a deadly heritage of toxic waste. Soviet-era
industries annually released between 70,000 and 120,000 tons of poisonous substances
into the air and water causing cancer rates 22-51% higher in Sumqayit than in other
parts of Azerbaijan.101,QWKHVWKH*HUPDQÀUP*,=102 supported administration
“A Toxic Beach in Azerbaijan Gets Cleaned Up, Solar Baths Become Safer,” Pure Earth/ Blacksmith
Institute, accessed June 13, 2017, http://www.pureearth.org/blog/a-toxic-beach-in-azerbaijan-getscleaned-up-solar-baths-become-safer/
102
Deutsche Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH (German Corporation for
International Cooperation) is a state founded development agency.
101
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efforts to clean up the most dangerous sites.
Pollution especially impacts migrants unfamiliar with the city’s industrial past. A
local GIZ worker related the story of a Western Azerbaijan couple who sold their rural
estate and came looking for work in Sumqayit, where they built a house directly near a
sewer. The family’s small daughter soon fell ill, forcing the mother to leave her job to
take care of the chronically ill child. The family invested everything in the house and
can’t afford to move. In another case in which a house was built directly beneath a power
supply line the municipality evacuated the inhabitants and dismantled the building.
In such cases, the administration is urged to offer social housing which limits the
number of evictions it orders. Kerimov points out that unlike the gecekondu (squatter
settlement) in Turkey a massive systematic seizure of land never happened on the
territory of Sumqayit. He remarked that such processes occurred in Baku in the early
V$FRQÁLFWDURVHEHWZHHQWKHPXQLFLSDOLW\DQGWKHVTXDWWHUVEXWZDVVROYHGE\WKH
intervention of Ilham Aliyev. “In 2011, the President of Azerbaijan called for solutions
to the issue of informal housing through transparent mechanisms of formalization.
However, the situation has not changed since that period of time.”103 At the practical
OHYHOOHJDOL]DWLRQSURYHVWREHXQH[SHFWHGO\GLIÀFXOW
Illegal housing in Azerbaijan is in some ways comparable to the gecekondus in
7XUNH\ $FFRUGLQJ WR 'HPLUWDû0LO] gecekondu in Anatolia functioned as a vehicle
of urban growth in the post-WWII period (2013: 693):104 “In Turkey, between 1960
and 1980, governments approached gecekondu settlements as inexpensive alternatives
to the provision of social housing for low-income groups, thereby removing a heavy
burden from the state’s shoulders.” Squatting occurred in Azerbaijan in the 1990s not
as a conscious policy but as a reaction to socio-political instability and war. Since the
HDUO\V'HPLUWDû0LO]REVHUYHVLQ7XUNH\DQLQWHUQDOSUHVVXUH´«WRUHPRYHWKH
obstacles of the full transition to a market-driven economy under the guidance of the
IMF and the World Bank”105 and attempts to formalize the settlements with regulations
and title deeds,106 but
t[T]his formalization, however, did not lead to the social and physical
integration of these settlements as regular settlements within the rest of the
city, as expected. Instead, during this transitional period, with clientelistic
relations increasing in power, strong local agents (early-comer/established
Anar Valiyev, “The Post-Communist Growth Machine,” s50.
1HVOLKDQ'HPLUWDû0LO]´7KH5HJLPHRI ,QIRUPDOLW\LQ1HROLEHUDO7LPHVLQ7XUNH\7KHFDVHRI WKH
Kadifekale Urban Transformation Project,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, vol. 37
(2013): 693.
105
'HPLUWDû0LO]´7KH5HJLPHRI ,QIRUPDOLW\LQ1HROLEHUDO7LPHVLQ7XUNH\µ
106
ibid, 696.
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immigrants who had more than one house, informal real estate agents,
HPHUJLQJ ODQG VSHFXODWRUV DQG WKH PDÀD  JDLQHG JUHDWHU RSSRUWXQLWLHV WR
realize their entrepreneurial interests…107

Sumqayit’s dacha zones, too, never systematically legalized or transformed into a formal
residential zone. Only partial title deeds were provided, and due to economic breakdown
and war, owner relationships are not always clear. The dacha zone remained a hybrid
or ‘gray space,’ which according to Yiftachel is “…neither integrated nor eliminated,
forming pseudo-permanent margins of today’s urban regions.”108 Within Sumqayit’s
buffer zone the city’s upper class constructed villa-like estates in central areas, while
refugees and dispossessed migrants built huts out of parts of abandoned factories.
Barring thorough legalization, the better off may use their connections to secure land
rights while others are evicted.
Illegal houses were individually constructed. Interviewees who lived in Sumqayit
during the Soviet period all report that the principle in the 1990s was: anyone with
PRQH\FDQEXLOG+RXVHVZHUHHUHFWHGDOODORQJWKHFLW\ERUGHUDQGÀOOHGWKHIRUPHUO\
open space between Sumqayit and two nearby settlements. From 1999 to 2014 the
populations of these two settlements, Jorat and Nasosny, rose from 8,339 to 13,065,
and from 18,060 to 21,801 respectively.109 Meanwhile, the city has tightened house
construction regulations and now requires that building plans be presented to receive
building permits.
Architecture in the center of Jorat appears largely heterogeneous, with Soviet
buildings standing directly next to newly erected houses built after the demolition of the
existing stock. The small plots only allow for a very small garden, if any at all. Houses
are usually one or two stories on property enclosed by a wall next to the road. Larger
villa-like buildings were erected between Jorat and the 20th/21st micro-district in the
2010s. I encountered a 65 year-old pensioner on a walk in Jorat who had lived his entire
life there. He told me that a one-hectare plot in Jorat costs 20,000 USD. He built a house
for 40,000 USD there in the 2000s which is now more expensive. He complained about
a recent rise in the price of building materials.

ibid.
Oren Yiftachel, “Theoretical Notes on ‘gray cities’: The coming of Urban Apartheid,” Planning Theory
8, no. 1 (2009): 89.
109
6XPTD\ÖWúԥhԥU6WDWLVWLNDùGDUԥsi,6XPTD\ÖWûΩhΩrinin Statistik GöstΩricilΩri 20056XPTD\ÖW6XPTD\ÖWúԥhԥr
6WDWLVWLND ùGDUԥVL  6XPTD\ÖW úԥhԥU 6WDWLVWLND ùGDUԥsi, 6XPTD\ÖW ûΩhΩrinin Statistik GöstΩricilΩri 2014.
6XPTD\ÖW6XPTD\ÖWúԥhԥU6WDWLVWLNDùGDUԥsi, 2014.
107
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Photo 2. Taxi in Jorat – A Taxi Navigates along the Narrow Streets of Jorat

Jorat’s image has completely changed. During the Soviet era, Jorat provided a sharp
contrast with Sumqayit, due not only to an architecture of white, tall new buildings
VXUURXQGHGE\ÁRZHUVLQWKHFLW\DQGVKDGHGWZLVWHGDOOH\VZLWKKLGGHQEXLOGLQJVLQWKH
village, but also to its inhabitants. While Russian was spoken in the streets of Sumqayit,
Jorat’s residents, without exception, spoke Azerbaijanian. Jorat‘s inhabitants behaved
contrary to the Soviet slogans of ‘higher, faster, farther’ and ‘peoples‘ friendship.’ An
interviewee who spent her childhood in Sumqayit in the 1980s recalled a neighbor boy
who was randomly beaten for walking past Jorat, which was considered a backwater
inhabited by barbarians and criminals.
After independence, Jorat became a more desirable residence due to available land
and its older village houses which offered an alternative to the micro-district. One of
-RUDW·VQHZUHVLGHQWVWKH\RXQJIDWKHU5DPLOÁHGZLWKKLVIDPLO\WR6XPTD\LLQ
from Armenia. he initially lived in an apartment in the micro-district where he married
his wife from Fuzuli (Karabakh) and had two sons. He decided to buy a house with
a garden in Jorat. Ramil works as an engineer in a chemical plant and stressing the
importance of education, sent his sons to school in Sumqayit, where they also attended
private nursery schools.
Jorat’s Soviet nickname, the “City of Gardens” now only applies to the city center
and communal gardens are rarely found within residential blocks. In the micro-districts
on the outskirts of the city, one encounters unmarked parking spaces, and retail and
service buildings, along with open spaces that offer creative possibilities in these
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neighborhoods. Urban and rural overlap in these hybrid spaces. I witnessed a shepherd
herding 30 sheep along Cherkassy Street near the 12th micro-district, and three cows
JUD]LQJLQDIUHHÀHOGLQIURQWRI WKHth school in the 18th micro-district, sites that do
not conform to the stereotypical industrial city.
7KH SULFHV RI  ÁDWV LQ 6XPTD\LW YDU\ DFFRUGLQJ WR ORFDWLRQ DQG FRQGLWLRQ ZLWK
WKH FKHDSHVW ÁDWV IRXQG LQ PLFURGLVWULFWV RQ WKH VRXWKHDVWHUQ RXWVNLUWV RI  WKH FLW\
According to a local real estate agent, the price for a single room apartment in 2015
ranged from 36,000 USD in the 5th micro-district to 48,000 USD in the 2nd quarter. 2
URRPÁDWVFRVWVEHWZHHQ86'LQWKHth micro-district and 67,000 USD in the
12th PLFURGLVWULFW  URRP ÁDWV EHWZHHQ  DQG  86' ERWK th microGLVWULFW DQGURRPÁDWVEHWZHHQ86'LQWKHth micro-district and 110,000
USD in the 9th and 11th micro-district. Expensive neighborhoods included the 30th
quarter and the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd micro-districts.
A local real estate agent reported that housing prices had doubled in ten years with
development continuing. Sumqayitians who had privatized apartments in the city center
EHQHÀWHG PRVW RI  DOO 3ULYDWL]DWLRQ EHJDQ ÀUVW LQ  ZLWK VWDWH RIÀFLDOV .HULPRY
mentions cases in which struggling families earned money by selling apartments in the
city center and moving to the outskirts. While he interprets this as an adjustment to the
capitalist order, it could also be considered displacement.
Movement in Sumqayit’s housing market is directly linked to migration. Departing
non-Azerbaijani specialists made available high-quality apartments just as IDPs arrived
demanding affordable housing. A 60-year-old interviewee, who worked in a government
ministry after independence, stated that he had exchanged his small apartment in Baku
for a spacious apartment in Sumqayit better suiting his family. The few well-trained
DUULYDOVWR6XPTD\LWIURP%DNXKRZHYHUFDQQRWFRPSDUHWRWKHWUHPHQGRXVLQÁX[RI 
low skilled refugees and IDPs.

Formal and Informal Labor Market
The construction business heated up and real estate prices sharply rose with Azerbaijan’s
HFRQRPLF JURZWK LQ WKH V ÀUVW DIIHFWLQJ 6XPTD\LW DQG WKHQ DOO RI  $VKHURQ
6XPTD\LWEHFDPHDEHGURRPVXEXUERI %DNXFDXVLQJNLORPHWHUORQJWUDIÀFMDPVRQ
the highway to the capital. Accessible building land became scarce in Absheron with
satellite photos showing the entire region covered in buildings outside of oil wells, salt
lakes and national parks.
Construction of paved roads, canals, electricity, water and gas could not keep up
with the fast rate of development. In the Saray settlement south of Sumqayit multistory buildings now replace primitive houses in the city center.
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Table 1: Demographic Development on the Absheron peninsula
1979

1989

1999

2009

2019

Baku

1,533.2

1,794.9

1,788.9

2,048.8

2,277.5

Sumqayit

205.7

254.4

283.2

309.4

343.1

Absheron district110

53.1

70.4

81.8

189.8

212.6

Population in thousands
Source: AzԥUED\FDQ 5HVSXEOLNDVÖQÖQ '|YOԥt Statistika Komitԥsi. AzۑUED\FDQÖQ GHPRTUDÀN J|VWԥricilԥri
2014: 63 and 73; AzԥUED\FDQ 5HVSXEOLNDVÖQÖQ '|YOԥt Statistika Komitԥsi. AzۑUED\FDQÖQ GHPRTUDÀN
göstԥricilԥri 2019: 62

The statistics show that the Absheron region in the 2000s developed faster than
Sumqayit, keeping in mind that IDPs and temporary working migrants are excluded
IURPWKHÀJXUHV7KH$EVKHURQUHJLRQRIIHUVDQRSSRUWXQLW\WRVHWWOHLQYLOODJHVQHDU
the metropole in the Greater Baku region. In this sense, Sumqayit is competing with
Baku and its surrounding villages. Sumqayit’s advantage lies in a stable infrastructure
(still struggling to catch up with growth).
Nevertheless, interviewees complain about the quantity and quality of education.
7KUHHGHFDGHVDIWHU.HULPRY·VVXUYH\WKHFLW\VWLOOIDLOVWRSURYLGHVXIÀFLHQWSUHVFKRRO
education. While wealthier households can opt for private kindergartens, working
migrants often face the decision of caring for their children full time in the city or
leaving them in village kindergartens in the hinterland. The informal economy could
PDQDJHFKLOGFDUHEXWWKLVUHTXLUHVDOHYHORI WUXVWDQGDIÀOLDWLRQWRPLJUDWLRQQHWZRUNV
or personal recommendations. However, all of my interviewees trusted formal private
childcare institutions if they were unable to access municipal childcare.
Sumqayit schools are criticized for poor quality. While acknowledging that
municipal and IDP schools function at a basic level, highly educated household heads
complained that the schools lagged behind those in the capital. A 30 year-old civil
servant whose wife works in a bank told me that they are considering a move to Baku
for their children. Striking differences are evident in higher education. The Sumqayit
university and vocational schools lack a wide range of subjects. Vocational schools are
now independent of industrial plants and do not provide standardized diplomas.
While urban interviewees criticized vocational schools, migrants viewed them as
an opportunity. For rural Azerbaijan youth, the challenges of gathering information,
SD\LQJ H[SHQVLYH WXLWLRQ DQG ÀQGLQJ KRXVLQJ PDNH LW GLIÀFXOW WR DWWHQG HGXFDWLRQDO
110

The Absheron district covers the west of the Absheron peninsular between Sumqayit and Baku.
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institutions in the capital. Studying in Sumqayit offers the advantages of a diploma
which is more valuable than one in the countryside (where corruption is a problem) and
the use of study time to search for a future job.
'XULQJ P\ ÀHOGZRUN , EHFDPH DFTXDLQWHG ZLWK 6KDIXUD D \HDUROG ZRPDQ
IURP6KDNL úԥNL $IWHUÀQLVKLQJVFKRROLQWKHDQFLHQWWRZQVKHIRXQGWKDWWKHRQO\
job-training opportunities offered in Shaki were for “typical female jobs” – as she
said – like elementary or nursery school teacher, which she found unattractive. She
instead decided to register at the state technical vocational school in Sumqayit where she
studied ‘Customs and IT’ for two years as the only female student. After graduation, she
applied for a job in Shaki’s customs department but was rejected and relegated to the
PDLQFXVWRPVRIÀFHLQ%DNXIRUIXUWKHUWUDLQLQJ&KDOOHQJLQJÀQDQFLDOFRQGLWLRQVOHG
Shafura to choose work over further education. Her father separated from his wife and
WZRGDXJKWHUVDQGGLGQRWRIIHUÀQDQFLDOVXSSRUW6KDIXUDWULHGWRSHUVXDGHKHUPRWKHU
to move with her to the Greater Baku Region where salaries were higher and eventually
moved the family to Sumqayit where Shafura found a job as a saleswoman in a fashion
boutique and her sister worked a cashier in a supermarket. Concerned about her health
the two young women asked their mother to stop working. The sister’s pooled income
ZDVVXIÀFLHQWWRUHQWDWZRURRPÁDWLQWKHth micro-district together with a Shaki
school friend. Although she earns a relatively good salary of 200 Manat (appr. 210 USD
in 2015) plus bonuses up to 380 Manat (appr. 400 USD in 2015), she still dreams of a
job in customs that would allow her to apply theoretical knowledge. That she also can’t
ÀQGDMRELQ,7GHVSLWHKHUGHJUHHUHYHDOVGHÀFLWVLQWKHSURJUDP1HYHUWKHOHVV6KDIXUD
is optimistic about her future.
Shafura’s case shows that she made her migration decision “in reference to the
strength and weaknesses of the mover, but also in reference to the strength and
weaknesses of her and his household.”111 As a member of a small, three-person
household Shafura could not leave her mother and younger sister behind. Not only
FRXOG6KDIXUDÀQGDMREZLWKVXIÀFLHQWVDODU\DQGSRWHQWLDOIRUSURIHVVLRQDOZRUNEXW
her younger sister also found work in a supermarket with an acceptable salary even
without work experience, and her mother could work as a cook if necessary, not likely
in Shaki’s limited restaurant sector. From this perspective, her household’s move to
Sumqayit can be interpreted as risk avoidance.112
Also notable is that Shafura’s household is exclusively female. Migrant women
UHSRUWHG WR PH WKDW HYHQ LI  WKH\ ÀQG D MRE LW LV PXFK KDUGHU WR EH SURIHVVLRQDOO\
accepted at a workplace in rural Azerbaijan.
The informal labor market in the Greater Baku Region holds enormous potential.
The informal labor market rose immediately following the Soviet collapse in a large
111
112
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scale deindustrialization process typical across the newly independent states.113 The scale
RI  WKH LQIRUPDO HFRQRP\ LQ $]HUEDLMDQ LV GLIÀFXOW WR PHDVXUH EXW HVWLPDWHV SODFH LW
between 31% to 60% of GDP.1147ZRHPSLULFDOH[DPSOHVLQP\ÀHOGZRUNGHPRQVWUDWH
WKHGLIÀFXOW\LQPHDVXULQJWKHLQIRUPDOHFRQRP\
In the southeastern outskirts of the city along Mahammad Asadov Street, building
material supply stores border the 18th micro-district in an area that is easy to reach
via the main road from the city center and is close to the beginning of the country
road leading to Baku via Saray. Many customers from the Absheron region use the
marketplace for their construction sites in Saray and in neighboring villages.
Mostly middle-aged men gather in front of the shops to offer their services as day
laborers on construction sites. Although the government now discourages informal
employment in the construction business, especially at private construction sites, day
laborers are common. Their salary varies according to their knowledge and equipment.
If needed, workers also complete garden or storage work.
The day laborers divide themselves into migrants and locals. Migrant workers easily
ÀQGDFFRPPRGDWLRQDVVXEWHQDQWVLQWKHFKHDSHUUHVLGHQWLDODUHDVRI WKHth and 18th
micro-districts. The street labor market is easily accessible to migrants and those who
seasonally migrate, usually during the construction season from spring to fall.
As is typical with internal migration, the number of seasonal construction workers
cannot easily be determined.115 Arkadii, a Ukrainian pensioner who still ekes out a living
as a day laborer, told me that locals like him gather with migrants at the street market
and that employers are not concerned about a worker’s origin, in contrast to local
businesses, which might ask for residency registration.
Street labor markets are common in the region and are known in Tashkent and
the Uzbek regions as “mardikor bazaar.” 60% of the day laborers in Tashkent case are
migrants.116
The migrants and skilled logistical and construction workers in the Sumqayit street
labor market differ from the markets in Baku in the 1990s notoriously known as “slave
markets” (TXOEDVDUÖ), where refugees and IDPs were forced to offer any kind of service.
Yunusov describes four male and one female street market in Baku.117 Only a male street
market exists in Sumqayit. In 2015 the demand for female domestic aids and nannies was
Yang-Ro Yoon, Barry Reilly, Gorana Krstic and Sabine Bernabe, A Study of Informal Labor Market Activity
in the CIS-7, Paper, prepared for the Lucerne Conference of the CIS-7 Initiative (January 2003), iii.
114
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115
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VDWLVÀHGWKURXJKLQIRUPDOQHWZRUNVDQGLQGLYLGXDODGYHUWLVHPHQWVRQRQOLQHSODWIRUPV
The examples show that Sumqayit offers an alternative to migration abroad. Cohen
and Sirkeci remind us that migrants consider several categories of insecurities in addition
to economic motivations.118 Taking political, religious, or environmental insecurities into
account, Sumqayit may seem more attractive than emigration to Russia where Azeris
face religious and ethnic discrimination. Seasonal labor migrants take much less effort
to come to the Greater Baku Region. With nearly one-third of Azerbaijan’s population
in Greater Baku, almost every rural household holds ties to the capital.

From a Working-Class City to a Creative-Class City
While industry remains of high strategic importance for the local Sumqayit economy, it
no longer plays as major a role in the labor market. Only 13,940 worked in manufacturing
in 2013, with 12,321 employed in commerce and repair services,119 which fails to include
a large number of informal traders, street vendors, and non-registered entrepreneurs.
These statistics indicate a shift to the service sector. Taking into account the 329,300
RIÀFLDOLQKDELWDQWV,'3VDQGPDQ\RWKHUQRQUHJLVWHUHGPLJUDQWVLWEHFRPHV
clear that the city itself forms a marketplace.
Commerce was on the rise in the 2010s. Sumqayit’s central marketplace had
been reconstructed and clothing, household goods, and electronics shops, and large
supermarkets attracted customers along the central streets.
But Sumqayit’s service and leisure facilities only served to complement those of
the capital. The city offered no bookstore except a tiny antiquarian store and most of
my younger interviewees complained that they had to go to Baku on the weekends
for entertainment, such as the cinema or dancing. My interviewees’ most popular
recreational activity was walking at the seaside park and eating out with friends.
%DNX H[HUWV D VLJQLÀFDQW LPSDFW RQ 6XPTD\LW·V ODERU PDUNHW :KLOH .HULPRY
estimated that 27,000 Sumqayitians commute daily to the capital, the director of
WKHORFDOMREFHQWHUSODFHGWKHÀJXUHDWEHWZHHQDQG7KHGHFLVLRQWR
FRPPXWHLVEDVHGRQKLJKHUVDODULHVDQGORZWUDQVSRUWDWLRQFRVWV'XULQJP\ÀHOGZRUN
buses continuously shuttled between the cities. Revitalization of the local train link was
SODQQHG WR OHVVHQ SHUPDQHQW WUDIÀF MDPV 6WXGHQWV ZLWKRXW DFFHVV WR D GRUPLWRU\ LQ
Banku or with relatives in Sumqayit comprised the largest group of commuters. One
type of migrant appears to hold the key to the city’s transformation: migrants returning
home to Sumqayit. If they were born in Sumqayit or spent much time here, these
Cohen and Sirkeci, Cultures of Migration, 2-3.
6XPTD\ÖWúԥhԥU6WDWLVWLNDùGDUԥsi, 6XPTD\ÖWûΩhΩrinin Statistik GöstΩricilΩri 2014, 56.
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returning migrants appear to be nearly invisible. Nevertheless, they actively decided
to return to Sumqayit after living abroad. I met young migrants who returned after
working or studying abroad.
Overseas education opens opportunities for well-payed jobs in Baku and
entrepreneurial enterprises in Sumqayit as is evident in the example of the 26 year-old
Sarhan who returned after completing his Master’s studies in England.
Upon return, he found work in the administration of an international organization
in Sumqayit, and decided to also open a café based on a coffee shop he’d experienced in
6KHIÀHOG6DUKDQVHWXSWKH/RQGRQ&DIpDFR]\FRIIHHVKRSORFDWHGGLUHFWO\LQWKHFLW\
center. The London quickly became popular among Sumqayit youth, especially among
young women unable to enter the male designated çayhana Azeri teahouses. While
one café has little measurable impact on the local economy, it creates a base for other
cosmopolitan-oriented young people who would otherwise have to travel to Baku for
such an experience. Initiatives like this should be recognized because they help the city
emancipate itself from the image of a worker and refugee city and attract new business
activities outside industry.
Sarhan’s example shows youthful spirit. Entrepreneurs like him, who engage in
transnational migration and return with ideas can provide an impetus for economic and
cultural development. This approach is taken by migrants who focus their attention
beyond Baku’s labor market. Rapid settlement on the Absheron peninsula allows for
renegotiation of centers, and new opportunities for Sumqayit. Supporting Sumqayit as a
creative center presents a challenge to the central state, whose focus is directed towards
modernizing the capital and Azerbaijan’s regional agricultural development.
Another young entrepreneur is Azad,in his mid-twenties from central Azerbaijan.
After graduating from Sumqayit’s university to become a teacher he did not pursue a
career at school but took over and developed a learning center in Sumqayit offering
computer, language, and soft skill classes. The learning center boomed in 2015, as
VWXGHQWV VRXJKW WR LQFUHDVH FXOWXUDO FDSLWDO WR ÀQG D ZHOOSDLG MRE LQ %DNX RU HYHQ
DEURDG7RLQIRUPDOO\VXSSOHPHQWKLVVDODU\IURPWKHQHZÀUP$]DGZULWHVEXVLQHVV
cases and advertisements for local companies.
Start-ups in the Greater Baku Region are looking for creative consultants, offering
the possibility of high-paying jobs in the informal economy, demonstrating that
the informal economy is transforming, rather than disappearing from Azerbaijan’s
modernizing economy.
The younger generation especially was actively looking for possibilities. Azad saw
6XPTD\ÖW·VGHYHORSPHQWSRWHQWLDO
That is to say, I had a chance to study, the year I entered, that is, to study in
Baku, that is, I could go and study, but I think Sumgayit is a better place, a
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more convenient place for a young person who wants to develop and prove
himself. From the point of view that it is not a very developed city, that is, and
QRWDPL[HGFLW\OLNH%DNXWKDWLV\RXFDQGHÀQH\RXUVHOIZKDW\RXZDQWDQG
where you should focus.

$]DG·VQDUUDWLYHUHYHDOVWKHVSLULWRI D\RXQJFUHDWLYHPLQGÀQGLQJDQRSHQVSDFHLQ
Sumqayit while Baku seems to channel migrants into a few places like the Heydar
$OL\HY &HQWHU WKH JHQWULÀHG FHQWUDO GLVWULFWV DQG WKH GHFD\LQJ RYHUFURZGHG 6RYLHW
EORFNV LQ WKH RXWHU GLVWULFWV 6XPTD\LW LQVWHDG RIIHUV D SODFH WR ÀQG D QHZ KRPH DW
a reasonable rent, at least until the 2010s construction. Entrepreneurs could try out
business ideas without massive investments and much local competition. The mixture
of open space, economic boom, and accessible education paved the way for a vivid
urban transformation at the beginning of the 21st century.
One aspect of the free space Sumqayit offers to migrants is related to safety from
political pressure. As the capital and gateway to the world, Baku is more closely connected
to, and affected, by, the international market. Sassen views the Baku metropole this
way as the Caucasian global city, command point, key location, and production site.120
The autocratic state reacted to economic pressure without negotiating with the local
population, infringed on space by demolishing the central Sovetsky district in Baku in
the 2010s, which disrupted the neighborhood’s structure (mΩhΩllΩ), displacing 10,000
households without fair compensation and pushing the former inhabitants to newly
built blocks at the edge of the city.121
Politicians exert less pressure on landholders in Sumqayit. As Kerimov described
RIÀFLDOVKDQGOHWKHKRXVLQJLVVXHZLWKFDUH$OWKRXJKPRVWKRXVHVDUHLOOHJDOO\RUVHPL
legally erected (for use as a dacha but not for permanent living) the municipality restricts
home demolition to cases that immediately jeopardize life. Settlers still face danger, though,
because illegal neighborhoods have no formal political representation. While President
Aliyev appoints the Mayors of Baku and Sumqayit and the heads of the executive in the
Azerbaijanian political system, registered citizens elect the municipalities (bϷlϷdiyϷ), which
assist the executive.122 Migrants thus lack this opportunity for democratic participation.
But there is another side of the coin. Islamic extremists have also made use of
6XPTD\LW·V RSHQ VSDFH $UDE FRXQWULHV KDG DOUHDG\ JDLQHG LQÁXHQFH E\ $]HUEDLMDQ
independence, for instance in the case of the Saudi charity organization Nijat which
ÀQDQFHGWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI DSDUWPHQWVLQ6XPTD\LWIRU,'3VIURPWKH.DUDEDNK:DU
in 1993.123
Saskia Sassen, “Place and Production in the Global Economy,” In The City Reader, ed. Richard T.
LeGates and Frederic Stout (London: Routlegde, 1996), 302.
121
Valiyev and Wallwork, “Post-Soviet urban renewal and its discontents,” 1510.
122
Valivey,”The post-Communist growth machine,” S46.
123
.DPDO*DVLPRY´([DPLQLQJ6DODÀVPLQ$]HUEDLMDQ7UDQVQDWLRQDOFRQQHFWLRQVDQGORFDOFRQWH[WµLQ
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7LJKWHQHGVWDWHFRQWUROIROORZLQJH[WUHPLVW6DODÀVWJURXSUHFUXLWPHQWIRUjihad in
Baku’s Abu Bakr Mosque, sent extremist groups looking for a new recruiting ground.124
7KHQHZ6DODÀVWPRYHPHQWVJDLQHGSRZHULQ6XPTD\LWZKLFKDOUHDG\IXQFWLRQHGDVD
safe base for Dagestan extremists, and Sumqayitians were found among ISIS members.125
Those in Baku may possess a negative image of Sumqayit as a dirty industrial city,
an extremist hideout, and a place to rehabilitate former prisoners (3,095 of which from
1981 to 1991 were given low ranking jobs in Sumqayit’s industry during Soviet times).
But from the Sumqayitian perspective the city provides a democratic space of expression
for disadvantaged groups like impoverished internal migrants, religious believers
ÁHHLQJVXSUHVVLRQDQGIRUPHUSULVRQHUV7KHFLW\IRUPVDVWDJHZLWKIHZHUVWDWHDFWRU
SUHGHÀQHGrepresentations of space or limits on the spatial practice of the inhabitants.126 In
this sense, Sumqayit proves to be a city of a new and heterogeneous Azerbaijan.

A Post-Socialist City and/or Arrival City?
Sumqayit is a young city, planned and built according to the principles of socialist urban
development, but could we call it “post-socialist,” considering its dynamic growth and
social, cultural and economic impact on a globally connected Azerbaijan during the
ÀUVW\HDUVRI LQGHSHQGHQFH"'RHVVXFKDFDWHJRU\UHDVRQDEO\ÀWWKH6XPTD\LWLDQ
case? “Aside from becoming a weaker spatial container, post-socialism has also ceased
WREHDWHPSRUDOFRQWDLQHURUUHFRJQL]DEOHFRQGLWLRQ«µ&KHOFHDDQG'UXŗӽ argue.127
In observing Sumqayit’s dramatic contemporary history, instead of categorizing
containers, more attention should be paid to the agency of migrants, non-movers, and
XUEDQDXWKRULWLHV$V)HUHQÿXKRYiHQFDSVXODWHVWKHVFLHQWLÀFGHEDWHKDVEHHQDGYDQFHG
through “…contributions carefully considered various meanings of post-socialism
LQRUGHUWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHVSHFLÀFLW\RI WKHSRVWVRFLDOLVWXUEDQH[SHULHQFHµ128 This
approach is more reasonable than generalizing about the post-socialist city according to
a political or geographic category. My study contrasts with the image of a passive entity
Religion and Soft Power in the South Caucasus, ed. Ansgar Jödicke (London: Routledge, 2017): 109. Russell
King and Ronald Skeldon, “‘Mind the gap!’ Integrating Approaches to Internal and International
Migration,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36, no. 10 (2010): 1620.
124
Julie Wilhelmsen, “Islamism in Azerbaijan: How Potent?,” 6WXGLHVLQ&RQÁLFW 7HUURULVP 32, no. 8 (2009): 735.
125
David Lonardo, “The Islamic State and the connections to historical networks of Jihadism in Azerbaijan,”
Caucasus Survey 4, no. 3 (2016): 243-245, 247.
126
Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 33.
127
/LYLX&KHOFHDDQG2DQD'UXŗӽ, “Zombie socialism and the rise of neoliberalism in post-socialist Central
and Eastern Europe,” Eurasian Geography and Economics 57, no. 4-5 (2016): 524.
128
6ODYRPtUD)HUHQÿXKRYi´([SOLFLW'HÀQLWLRQVDQG,PSOLFLW$VVXPSWLRQVDERXW3RVW6RFLDOLVW&LWLHVLQ
Academic Writings,” Geography Compass 10, no.12 (2016): 516.
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under pressure from global capitalism and contributes to the investigation of ‘social
agents’ interpreting and creating on-going change.129
0\ HWKQRJUDSK\ DOVR DGYDQFHV )HUHQÿXKRYiV FULWLTXH WKDW ´PRUH KLVWRU\ LQ WKH
research on today’s post-socialist cities, including examining the history of the concepts
we are using” should be taken into account. In the Cold War period, the idea of the
socialist city was used to “designate the ‘other’ to the Western or capitalist city.”130
3ODQQHGE\WKHOHDGLQJRIÀFHVRI FLW\GHYHORSPHQW6XPTD\LWZDVGHVLJQHGDVDSDUDJRQ
of the socialist city, and – taking Moscow’s perspective – offered proof that a socialist
city could be established outside of the Russian communist heartland.
But we must take a critical view that includes migrants’ local agency. The Soviet
authorities understandably tolerated informal housing (nakhalstroi) and the upgrading
of dachas, holding on to the ideology of a superior socialist economy at a time when
LQVXIÀFLHQWUHVRXUFHVLPSHGHGWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI IRUPDOKRXVLQJQHHGHGE\PLJUDQW
workers in Sumqayit’s industrial complexes.
Returning to Saunders, Sumqayit could be considered as an arrival city. While on the
one hand, Sumqayit shines as an example of a Soviet planned city outside Russia with
its structured center and industrial heritage, on the other the city serves as a transitory
place for newcomers. The city has the potential to offer a new start for refugees and
IDPs, as well as migrants from Azerbaijan’s hinterland. Manageable costs and migration
risks characterize the “entry mechanism” for migrants.
,WQRWRQO\WDNHVSHRSOHLQE\SURYLGLQJFKHDSKRXVLQJDQGDVVLVWDQFHÀQGLQJ
entry-level jobs (through the networks), but it also makes possible the next
wave of arrivals in a process known as a chain of migration: the arrival city
sends cash and provides basic lines of credit to the village, it arranges jobs
and marriages…131

From this perspective, migration processes continue back to the early days of Sumqayit,
even within the socialist economic model. Post-socialist Sumqayit developed the
fundamentally different function of an “urban establishment platform.”132 Following
independence, Sumqayit offered manifold possibilities to build a house and establish
a small business, while the Baku market overheated after the oil-driven economic
boom in the late 1990s and early 2000s. As Kerimov relates, in the 2010s well-planned,
vigorous state campaigns were mounted against informal employment, including within
)HUHQÿXKRYi´([SOLFLW'HÀQLWLRQVDQG,PSOLFLW$VVXPSWLRQVDERXW3RVW6RFLDOLVW&LWLHVLQ$FDGHPLF
Writings,” 520.
130
+LUW)HUHQÿXKRYiDQG7XYLNHQH´&RQFHSWXDOIRUXPWKH¶SRVWVRFLDOLVW·FLW\µ
131
Saunders, Arrival City, 20.
132
ibid.
129
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construction. There is a thin line between combating economic crime and abuse which
threatens the social and economic development provided through informal structures.

Conclusion
My research shows how ongoing migration left a footprint on the city. From the initial
construction workers that established the city to the labor migrants of today, migration
to Sumqayit has never stopped. The USSR integrated Azerbaijan into a larger Soviet
PLJUDWLRQV\VWHPZKLFKLQWHQVLÀHGLQWKHVDQGFRQWLQXHGDIWHULQGHSHQGHQFHLQWR
the 1990s. Founded as a socialist city, Sumqayit was intended to both develop a strong
chemical and metallurgical industry and blossom as a worker’s city with educational and
FXOWXUDOLQVWLWXWLRQV0LJUDQWVZHUHUHJDUGHGDVDFDGUHRUDVUHIXJHHVDVDPDVVÁRDWLQJ
into the city.
Such a perspective cannot obscure the view of migrants as individual actors,
KRZHYHU 0\ DQWKURSRORJLFDO ÀHOGZRUN UHYHDOV WKH LQGLYLGXDO DJHQGDV PRWLYDWLRQV
hopes, fears, and interactions of migrants with urban dwellers, which must be taken
into consideration to understand Sumqayit today. Refugees and IDPs continue to shape
Sumqayit’s urban landscape even though government authorities separately administer
WRWKHPDJHQHUDWLRQDIWHUWKH.DUDEDNKFRQÁLFW
With independence, Sumqayit adopted a different development path. Rather than
construct more common mass housing the former buffer zone and industrial estates
were hybridized and transformed into residential areas offering a place to stay albeit with
hazards like pollution and legal uncertainty. Constant population growth put pressure
on the city to provide living conditions for urbanites and newcomers while revitalizing
its industrial and architectural heritage.
Migrant agency in relation to the city structure shifted over time. During the
Soviet period, formal institutions provided work, housing, and security, but limited
access to the city. After independence, the city offered more possibilities. For migrants
with high or medium salaries, Sumqayit’s micro-district provided accessible housing.
Migrants from poorer regions of the country used alternative means to access the city,
constructing informal housing on the city’s border or in abandoned industrial sites and
ÀQGLQJLQIRUPDOZRUN0LJUDWLRQWR6XPTD\LWRIIHUHGIHZHUULVNVWKDQWR%DNXZKLOH
facilitating participation in the Greater Baku regional economy.
Laborers and returning migrants form a city by bringing in new impulses for
development. My study shows that the considerations and choices of workers regarding
a place for life and work closely connect Sumqayit to the Greater Baku Region. Until
now Sumqayit has only been understood as part of a regional system in reference to
the capital and the surrounding Absheron district. Economic possibilities in the formal
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and informal labor market offer a serious alternative to transnational migration. As
an arrival city, Sumqayit provides an urban establishment platform for migrants like
6KDIXUDWRPDNHDOLYLQJRUIRU,'3VOLNH(OGDUWRÀQGDVHFRQGKRPH
*all the names of migrants have been changed.
Received April 21, 2020, Revised October 20, 2020, Accepted October 22, 2020
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