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Abstract 

 

Kyrgyzstan: 

Reshaping Elite Power Structures and other Challenges of 

Democratization 

Micheal Jeffrey Travis, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Robert Moser 

 

Kyrgyzstan has experienced two regime changes since 2005. The first, called the 

‘Tulip Revolution’, which was modeled on ‘color’ revolutions aimed at democratization 

in Serbia, Georgia and Ukraine, changed the arrangement of elites in the power structure, 

but did nothing to weaken the vertical presidential system of power that perpetuated an 

unstable regime cycle. The second ‘April’ revolution in 2010 brought the creation of a 

parliamentary system with broadly decentralized power and drastically curtailed the 

powers of the president. Parliamentary elections in October 2010 created a broad 

representative body that has improved stability despite the difficulties of elite adjustment 

to parliamentary dynamics. Successful presidential elections in October 2011 further 

reinforced the legitimacy of the new system of government. 

Despite considerable progress, a deep divide between northern and southern 

elites, pervasive corruption, economic collapse and ethnic turbulence exacerbated by 

decades of unchecked nationalism all threaten the consolidation of Kyrgyzstan’s nascent 

democracy. Each of these problems will pose a significant challenge to the political elite, 
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who now have a shared responsibility for the success or failure of policy. How elites react 

to this challenge will determine whether Kyrgyzstan will continue to gradually 

consolidate its democracy, or revert to a centralized power structure that has proved 

inherently unstable.
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Introduction 

Democratization has significantly penetrated and morphed the global political landscape 

for over a century. The world has transformed a great deal as a result, but not always in a 

way that benefitted the people who endured these rapid changes. What often seems like a 

transition to a freer, more open and pluralistic society has merely been a facade 

overlaying the establishment of a new authoritarian regime. Others have devolved into 

pseudo-democracies, where elections are often fraudulent and the law disregarded. In 

2004, a wave of pro-democratic revolutions struck Eastern Europe that resulted in more-

or-less peaceful transitions of power with the Rose Revolution in Georgia and the Orange 

Revolution in Ukraine. In 2005, with the help of advisors from the previous two 

revolutions, Kyrgyzstan also succeeded in overthrowing its authoritarian regime in what 

came to be called the Tulip Revolution. These “Color Revolutions” achieved regime 

change, but have not made significant progress toward democracy. Kyrgyzstan, however, 

has recently had another, very different revolution in which opposition elites took a very 

different path to regime change versus from what was done following the Tulip 

Revolution. Rather than simply installing new leadership and merely changing the 

polarity of political power, the provisional government opened fair and competitive 

avenues of power to their opponents, including some of those they had ousted from 

power only months earlier (Beissinger, 2007; Freedom House 2006, 2011). 

The goal of this volume is to demonstrate that the April 2010 revolution in 

Kyrgyzstan has resulted in a system that encourages the participation of a broad range of 

elites in a parliamentary system that significantly decentralizes elite power, making it 

possible to achieve a consolidated democracy in the long term by breaking out of the 

super-presidential regime cycle. This volume will also explore the political, economic 
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and cultural complications of Kyrgyzstan, particularly those which will potentially 

impede a democratic transition if they remain unaddressed. 

The landlocked, poverty-stricken country of Kyrgyzstan has experienced a great 

deal of political turbulence since its independence from the USSR in 1991. The last six 

years have seen this manifest in the Tulip Revolution in 2005, and in the as-yet unnamed 

revolution of April 2010. It began in the early months of 2005, when growing unrest over 

alleged electoral fraud resulted in the ouster of then-president Askar Akayev. The popular 

uprising, which came to be called the Tulip Revolution, saw the presidency pass into the 

hands of Kurmanbek Bakiev. However, the transition only deepened the problems of an 

already struggling nation. From the very beginning, extortion and fraud were employed in 

order to consolidate control of the new regime. Even more deeply engaged in corruption 

and cronyism than the previous president, Bakiev’s administration proved to be 

disastrous for the already flailing Kyrgyzstani economy (Huskey, 2010; Pannier, 2009). It 

became apparent to Kyrgyzstanis that the Tulip Revolution had merely replaced an 

authoritarian regime with another, even less efficacious authoritarian regime. This was 

due to the fact that the Tulip Revolution was hastily consolidated by preventing 

opponents of the regime from having a voice in politics. This suppression eventually 

spread to every dissenting voice in the country. Political elites were either grafted into a 

patronal system where they gave allegiance to the president in order to have access to 

power, or were excluded from politics altogether, which left many elites with no 

incentive to support Bakiev’s government. Some elites even feared for their lives, and 

vigorously sought a means to end Bakiev’s rule (Huskey, 2010). 

With the regime facing declining legitimacy, the situation was exacerbated when 

the country experienced a significant rise in basic energy costs. This led to widespread 

riots and protests across Kyrgyzstan in April 2010. As a result of violent riots in Bishkek, 



 3 

Bakiev was forced to flee the capital at first to the southern city of Jalal-Abad and 

eventually to Belarus, effectively ending his claim to the presidency. The opposition 

declared the formation of a provisional government with veteran Kyrgyzstani politician 

Roza Otunbaeva as interim president (Huskey, 2010). 

The more recent revolution has resulted in something altogether different from the 

Color Revolutions. Since the creation of the provisional government, great strides have 

been made in creating a stable, democratic system of government. A new constitution 

was adopted by national referendum in June 2010 that changed the Kyrgyzstani 

government from a presidential system to a parliamentary system. The document created 

an inclusive electoral system that allowed the elites of the old regime to compete in 

elections on a level playing field with the same opposition elements that threw them out 

only months earlier (Provisional Gov, 2010). Parliamentary elections were then held in 

October of 2011. The elections were carefully monitored and reaction to the election by 

international monitoring organizations was generally positive (Mazykina, 2010, Oct 14). 

As a result, Kyrgyzstan now has a broad representative body that gives voice to a wide 

range of political elites. By creating an electoral system where political elites compete for 

power within a defined set of fair, democratically sound rules, Kyrgyzstan has made a 

first critical step in becoming a consolidated democracy. 

The results of the parliamentary elections not only created a body with broad 

representation; they also set the stage for a gradual transition to stable democracy by 

denying any one faction even a near-majority of power. While the largest single winner 

of the election was the pro-Bakiyev and vehemently nationalist Ata-Zhurt party, the 

margin of victory was so small that out of 120 seats they were only awarded two more 

than the second-place Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan, which led the opposition 

that overthrew Bakiev (Shailoo, 2010). With little to no hope of realizing their stated goal 
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of reinstating Bakiyev and his presidential system, Ata-Zhurt has since joined the SDPK 

and the upstart party Respublika to form a ruling coalition, leaving two other parties, Ar-

Namys and Ata-Meken, in more-or-less hospitable opposition (RT, 2010, Dec 17). While 

inclusion of Ata-Zhurt in the ruling coalition does allow them some leeway to interfere 

with reform and reconciliation efforts, it also gives them a significant stake in the new 

system of government that they will not risk losing needlessly. 

Also of note from the parliamentary elections was the number of parties. Over 30 

parties entered the race, most getting only a fraction of the vote needed to gain any seats. 

The five parties that did make it past the 5% minimum of total eligible voters only did so 

by a margin of a few percent. The recently formed nationalist party Butun Kyrgyzstan, 

with only 4.8% of the vote, was left without any seats in parliament. This prompted a 

recount and created some speculation that a last-minute change to the country’s total of 

eligible voters by the election commission was devised in order to keep them out of 

parliament (Podolskaja; 2010). The wider phenomenon, in which dozens of parties take a 

small share of the electorate at the expense of a more competitive party, is common in 

new democracies, and will likely change in subsequent elections, as voters will shift to 

parties that have a better chance of making the 5% cut-off in the future. 

The presidential election held on 30 October, 2011 was very different from the 

parliamentary elections. There were only three candidates that were considered serious 

contenders, and out of their number, Almazbek Atambaev was in the strongest position 

by far in terms of resources, platform, and credibility as a reform candidate. He also had 

the support of Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, whose endorsement would appeal 

to many voters as a strong indicator of future economic cooperation and stability. The 

other two candidates, Kamchybek Tashiev of Ata-Zhurt and Adakhan Madumarov of 

Butun Kyrgyzstan, had far less resources to fund their campaigns and were both courting 
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the same part of the electorate: southern Kyrgyz nationalists. As a result, Atambaev won 

with over 63% of the vole, eclipsing Tasheiv and Madumarov’s 14% each. The two 

candidates had previously accused Atambaev of using his ‘administrative resource’ as 

prime minister to affect the outcome of the election, though confirmed instances of such 

activity were sparse. The credibility of their accusations was also diminished by their 

own actions during the election, where thugs were sent to polling stations in order to 

discourage ethnic Uzbeks from voting. International monitors regarded the election as 

fairly credible, most citing minor irregularities (Trilling; 2011, Oct 31). It is unlikely that 

whatever irregularities did inevitably occur affected the outcome. This will not be the 

case when the next parliamentary elections take place, however, as relatively minute 

changes can potentially change the resulting parliament a great deal. Further steps must 

be taken in the future to prevent electoral fraud if the legitimacy of elections is to be 

taken seriously. 

The progress made during the parliamentary and presidential elections indicates 

that the vast majority of political elites in Kyrgyzstan have assented, explicitly or 

implicitly, to the new rules of political competition. This legitimation of the electoral 

system will entrench elites further within the system with subsequent elections. As long 

as power is divided fairly among different legitimate representative factions that are 

willing to work together toward some degree of consensus, any attempt by one faction to 

dismantle the system will likely meet with failure. 

Thanks in part to a broad coalition, Kyrgyzstan’s new government has made a 

great deal of progress towards legitimacy. When the provisional government took control 

in April 2010, much of southern Kyrgyzstan, and the city of Osh in particular, refused to 

cooperate. They claimed that the new government was illegitimate, which prompted a 

political standoff between officials in Osh and Bishkek (Carnegie, 2010; Radio Free 
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Europe, 2010). The Ata-Zhurt party took advantage of sentiments in the south, decrying 

the new constitution and vowing to overturn it if they were victorious in the 

parliamentary elections (Al Jazeera, 2010, Oct 9). While they won a plurality of seats in 

parliament, they had nowhere near the number needed to roll back the constitution and 

reinstate Bakiyev. Thus, in order to preserve their influence in Kyrgyzstani politics, Ata-

Zhurt accepted a place within a diverse coalition that, in turn, could claim broad 

legitimacy in both the north and south. Since that time, the central government has 

gradually increased its influence in southern Kyrgyzstan. With an immediate crisis of 

basic legitimacy averted and a new president with broad appeal taking office in a few 

months, the new government will now able to focus its efforts on the challenging 

problems of ethnic reconciliation, economic recovery and battling corruption. 

Despite a good deal of progress in the formation of a legitimate government, 

Kyrgyzstan faces many troubling problems far more complex than creating a procedural 

democracy. Corruption has gone hand-in hand with daily life in Kyrgyzstan since the 

early twentieth century. Since the fall of the Soviet Union it has only increased in 

prevalence. In response, the new government has launched a campaign to significantly 

curtail corrupt practices, from police bribery to misuse of government resources. 

Corruption is so deeply rooted in every level of government that it is too soon to tell how 

effective this campaign will be in the long run, but promoting transparency and 

strengthening mechanisms to fight corruption are a step in the right direction. 

The judiciary is not yet independent and still answers to the executive, making it 

very susceptible to political pressure. Efforts are being made to make it independent with 

the help of international organizations (Kabar, 2011, Nov 4). Political elites have long 

been accustomed to ignoring the law and only concerning themselves with keeping in the 

good graces of those with the most power. Many of those political elites who relied on 
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corruption and cronyism want to see the country return to authoritarian rule, where these 

mechanisms meet with far less resistance. As such, there will likely be a great deal of 

opposition to an independent judiciary. 

No less challenging than dealing with corruption is the task of reconciliation 

between ethnic Kyrgyz and ethnic Uzbeks in the south of Kyrgyzstan. Ethnic conflict in 

southern Kyrgyzstan between majority Kyrgyz and minority Uzbeks resulted in hundreds 

of deaths, tens of thousands of displaced people and the razing of entire communities. 

Peace was gradually restored, but tensions between Uzbek and Kyrgyz communities in 

the south of Kyrgyzstan are still high. Following the ethnic clashes of April 2010, police 

in the south carried out hundreds of arbitrary arrests, primarily targeting ethnic Uzbeks. 

Many of those arrested languish in jail, where they are subjected to beatings and denied 

the right to speak with their counsel in private. Many families of those arrested have 

received demands for money in return for their loved ones (Human Rights Watch, 2010; 

Melvin, 2011). Reconciliation efforts between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks in the south will be 

severely hampered so long as this practice continues. 

There is also Kyrgyzstan’s weak economy. Poverty and unemployment are 

widespread, particularly in the densely populated, rural south. Natural resources such as 

land and water have been at the center of disputes between communities for decades. 

Continued economic decline will diminish the legitimacy of the parliamentary 

government, just as economic troubles sapped the legitimacy of the regimes that preceded 

it. Serious efforts need to be made on the part of the new government to stimulate 

economic growth and promote stability in order to encourage foreign investment. Russia, 

China, and the U.S. have all shown a willingness to aid Kyrgyzstan in its economic 

recovery, but their help is often contingent on Kyrgyzstan’s concession to their own 

interests. For example, China and Russia both would like to see the U.S. airbase near 
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Bishkek gone, but the airbase also brings in a great deal of money for the Kyrgyzstani 

government. China also wants to ship its products through Kyrgyzstan, but Kyrgyzstan’s 

membership in Russia’s customs unions may make this trade route less appealing 

(Rickleton, 2011, Nov 4). Kyrgyzstan will not be able to play these three powerful 

countries against one another for much longer without making a significant commitment 

to one of them. Atambaev claims that as president he has no intention of renewing the 

U.S. lease on Manas when it expires in 2014, and all indications are that he will follow 

through with this course of action. Ultimately, Russia appears the likely victor among 

countries vying for influence in the new government. 

The next landmark issue in Kyrgyz politics is what shape the government will 

take once Atambaev takes the helm as the first president in Central Asian history to take 

office by democratic election. The ruling coalition will have to decide on a new prime 

minister, a process that could potentially threaten the already tenuous alliance. While it is 

likely that Tashiev will be made prime minister in order to placate the nationalist faction 

of the coalition and southern ethnic Kyrgyz, there is room for suspicion that what will 

come to pass could be very different. Kyrgyzstani presidents have a reputation for 

consolidating their power upon taking office, and a reshuffling of the coalition would be 

a prime opportunity to do away with disagreeable rivals. Thus, December 1
st
, 2011 will 

herald not only a new president, but the next key moment in Kyrgyzstan’s political 

future. If Atambaev holds true to the principles upon which he was elected, a new 

democratic precedent will be set in Central Asia that has never before been realized.  

This thesis has been written with a broad audience in mind. Readers who are 

generally familiar with Central Asia and have a general understanding of political science 

should have no difficulty with the concepts presented. Relevant background on key elites 

and political developments is presented within. 
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Methodology 

 

This work draws from open sources in English and Russian, including news websites, 

published reports by government and non-government organizations, and other publicly 

available historical and statistical data. 

There are several events analyzed within that are commonly called revolutions; 

for example, there is the Tulip Revolution as well as other ‘Color Revolutions’. The 

author acknowledges that these events do not necessarily meet the criteria understood by 

political scientists to qualify a genuine revolution. As these events are almost universally 

referred to in terms of ‘revolutions’, this work will use this more common convention. As 

the term ‘color revolution’ can be ambiguous, when this work refers to Color 

Revolutions, it specifically refers to the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan, the Rose 

Revolution in Georgia and the Orange Revolution in Ukraine. 

Unless otherwise specified, when this work refers to Kyrgyz, it refers to the 

majority ethnic Kyrgyz population of Kyrgyzstan. Similarly, when this work refers to 

Uzbeks, it refers to the minority ethnic Uzbek population of Kyrgyzstan. Russian citizens 

of Kyrgyzstan will be referred to as ethnic Russians. The term Kyrgyzstani is used to 

denote state, citizen and/or residential affiliation with Kyrgyzstan, with no ethnic or other 

delineation. 

Kyrgyz nationalism is pervasive in Kyrgyzstan’s politics. It can be said that there 

is a sort of ‘background level’ of Kyrgyz nationalism among all major political parties. 

For clarification, when the term nationalist is used in this thesis, it more specifically 

refers to political elites or parties that use assertive Kyrgyz nationalism as a part of their 
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policy platform. It also refers to sentiments among the populace that support assertive 

Kyrgyz nationalism. 

 

DEFINING DEMOCRACY IN CONTEXT OF DEVELOPMENT 

 

In order to determine what constitutes successful democratization in Kyrgyzstan, some 

sort of established standard must be used. This work in no way advocates that Kyrgyzstan 

in its present state can be considered anything more than a procedural democracy, and 

even in that capacity it is very new. A great deal of progress in many different criteria is 

needed before Kyrgyzstan can become a consolidated democracy, which is itself only a 

milestone in the process of Kyrgyzstan’s democratic development. The criteria that 

qualify democratization are not universally agreed upon by all experts. Some prefer 

criteria that describe procedural democracy alone, while others require much more of a 

potential democracy. It is necessary, therefore, to select a particular system of measure 

for democracy and apply the relevant criteria to the current situation in Kyrgyzstan. This 

is not done so much for the ostensible purpose of evaluating the level of democratization 

in Kyrgyzstan, but rather for the purpose of identifying areas of development in which it 

is strong versus those in which it falls short, particularly in those areas that will create the 

most difficulty in the ongoing democratization process. For that reason, an otherwise 

reliable system with very narrow criteria will be far less useful than one with a broad 

range of factors to consider. For example, Przevorski et al. devised a system for 

qualifying a democracy in which a country is only democratic if it has contested elections 

to both the chief executive and the legislature. In order to be classified a democratic state, 

power must change hands between successive administrations. While this this is a useful 
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standard for a dichotomous determination of democracy, it tells us nothing about the 

future of Kyrgyzstan’s democracy except that it must have contested elections in the 

future. In the case of Kyrgyzstan, a better approach would be one with a broader range of 

considerations (Haerpfer, Bernhagen, Inglehart, & Welzel, 2009). 

For this reason, this thesis will use the Freedom House Index as a model. It is not 

a measure of democracy, per se, but the criteria it uses are comprehensive and are very 

useful in distinguishing different degrees and types of democracy. The Freedom House 

Index facilitates the evaluation of Kyrgyzstan’s current state of democratization by giving 

many criteria that can be broken down and observed individually (Haerpfer et al., 2009). 

These same criteria are useful in determining where Kyrgyzstan is lacking as an 

emerging democracy. 

The Freedom House Index has two broad categories, political rights and civil 

liberties. Each of these categories is assigned a numerical value based on an evaluation of 

different criteria. For the purposes of this thesis, where direct evaluation rather than 

comparison is the goal, these numerical values are not very informative. Therefore, the 

focus will be on the criteria themselves rather than the index and its scoring. 

Political rights are examined using three dimensions: the electoral process, 

participation, and political pluralism. These are evaluated based on the presence of 

elections to the executive, elections to the legislative, fair elections, pluralism of political 

parties, strong opposition, freedom from domination of powerful groups, full political 

rights for minorities, agenda power of elected officials, freedom from pervasive 

corruption and open and transparent government. Civil Liberties are examined using four 

dimensions: freedom of expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, 

rule of law, personal autonomy and individual rights. These are evaluated based on the 

presence of media pluralism, freedom of religion, academic and educational freedom, 
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freedom of opinion and speech, freedom of assembly, associational freedom, freedom to 

form trade unions and engage in collective bargaining, independence of the judiciary, 

protection from political terror, freedom from war and insurgencies, freedom from 

discrimination, freedom of abode, travel,  employment and education, protection of 

private property, personal social freedoms, equality of opportunity and absence of 

economic exploitation (Haerpfer et al., 2009). 

It should be noted that fully meeting some of these criteria is not realistic for most 

new democracies and require more established, developed democracies for them to be 

fulfilled. Therefore, this paper will focus less on fully achieving these criteria, instead 

focusing on more relevant necessities for an emerging democratic state like Kyrgyzstan. 

The Freedom House Index, when used specifically to evaluate democratization in a 

particular state, can be rightly criticized as overloading the concept of democracy with 

many other liberal concepts that are not intrinsically tied to democracy, such as specific 

rights for homosexuals, the disabled and religious and ethnic minorities as well as 

freedom from economic oligarchies. However, many of these principals are what separate 

what merely meets dichotomous criteria for democracy from the kind of democracy that 

comprises strong rule of law, social justice, security, accountability and minimal arbitrary 

interference in people’s lives (Haerpfer et al., 2009). None of these intrinsically requires a 

democratic system, or vice-versa, but it is their pursuit that often fuels the desire for a 

democratic system among the electorate, even if the elites that originally facilitated that 

democracy had different motivations. Political parties will often campaign on various 

platforms that espouse these ideals, even if they have little power or intention of enacting 

them, simply because this is what the electorate often wants out of its democracy. If the 

party fails to provide for these principles, they will likely suffer during their next election, 

assuming such elections are generally free and fair. In other words, any criteria of the 
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index not strictly necessary for democracy as a system represent fundamental aspects of a 

free society, which in most cases require democracy in order to flourish. Examining how 

a state compares to such criteria also gives a more complete picture of the political 

environment and how permissive it is overall. 

The Freedom House Index uses what is often criticized as a rather arbitrary rating 

scale that aggregates the values of its different criteria in a way that does not discriminate 

more important features from less critical ones. (Haerpfer et al., 2009). As this work in no 

way intends to place Kyrgyzstan on a comparative scale with other countries in terms of 

overall democratization, this potential shortcoming is not relevant. The Freedom House 

Index can be called the most comprehensive means for identifying important aspects of a 

free democracy, and this is the intent of its use within this work. 

For the sake of distinguishing the Freedom House Index model of democracy 

from what is considered a consolidated democracy, when this volume refers to the latter, 

it refers to a relatively accountable, free and fair democratic system that has become 

institutionalized and almost universally accepted among elites as the legitimate path to 

political power. Consolidation, therefore, is a milestone for a nascent democracy, but is 

not the end of its democratic development. 

While the Freedom House Index is comprehensive, it must be kept in mind that 

the ability to weather unfavorable conditions in an established democracy often far 

outstrips that of a new democracy. Kyrgyzstan, in order to become a consolidated 

democracy, must meet several critical criteria that even long-established democracies 

presently struggle with; that is to say that some factors that are important to the 

consolidation of a democracy are not required in order to be a consolidated democracy. 

For example, many democratic states were formed under conditions of economic 

prosperity, and Kyrgyzstan faces the demanding task of attaining significant economic 
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growth across all demographics while simultaneously consolidating its new democratic 

system of government. An established democracy, such as the United States, can weather 

even a severe economic crisis with its institutions and form of government virtually 

unchanged, but even a temporary change for the worse in economic conditions can derail 

a newly formed democracy (Higley, Gunther, 1992). 

Economic conditions do not constitute the only important consideration that is not 

clearly drawn from the Freedom House model. There are other factors that affect 

consolidation that often come down to the intervention of a small group or an individual. 

While Freedom House can provide a means of determining the quality or character of a 

democracy, elite interactions are the real determinate of the direction it will take in the 

future.  

 

ELITE THEORY AND DEMOCRATIC TRANSITIONS 

 

Political, cultural and financial elites have substantial influence in the development of 

any political or social system. Until recent years, this fact had been largely overshadowed 

by the extreme political ideologies that took root in the last century. John Higley and 

Gyorgy Lengyel (2000) published “Elites after State Socialism” as an effort to bring elite 

theory back to the forefront after Marxist and other ideological political theories had 

fundamentally failed. Within their work (pp. 239), elite theory provides a set of 

suppositions that must be taken into consideration when analyzing any given political 

system: 
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The internal workings, commitments, and patterned actions of elites constitute the 

basic distinctions to be made among the political systems of all independent 

countries. 

 

This is a fundamental statement of the position of elite theory that clearly advocates the 

centrality of elites in the political system. 

 

The extent to which elites do or do not trust and cooperate with each other is 

logically and factually prior to constitutional and other institutional 

arrangements, to the existence of political stability or instability, and to any 

serious degree of democratic politics. 

 

This point is particularly relevant to Kyrgyzstan, whose previous and present system of 

government was formulated in conditions of deep-seated distrust between political elites 

that was created as a legacy of constant contestation of power. 

 

The existence and centrality of elites make all utopias impossible to achieve; 

major political and social changes stem mainly from basic transformations of 

elites. 

 

This statement makes clear that elites themselves must effect change or be changed in 

order for significant adjustment to occur in the political sphere. This statement also 

reinforces that elite theory and its conclusions are the result of observation of how the 

world is and not the result of how the observer might like it to be, a point which needed 

to be made when elite theory had to compete with utopian theories like Marxism (Higley, 

Lyengel, 2000). 

 

Elite transformations take place within, and are sometimes limited by, wide 

parameters that are set by the political dispositions and orientations of mass 

populations; to this extent, the relation between elites and mass publics is 

interdependent. 
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Mass populations do not shape politics directly, but often have a hand in choosing how 

much power any particular individual or group of elites has. For example, in a democratic 

presidential election, voters determine which among the available candidates will become 

their next president. However, they have limited or no influence on who the candidates 

will be, nor do they have much influence over the actions of that candidate when he or 

she takes office. As such, even in a fully democratic society, the mass public has a 

limited role that mainly consists of enforcing accountability on political elites through 

elections, with no guarantee that they will do so in an informed manner. 

 

At the end of the day, basic choices in politics pertain mainly to the desirability of 

some kinds of elite configurations over others, and to the wisdom, in any concrete 

situation, of trying to modify or transform an existing elite configuration. 

 

No matter how beneficial or destructive a particular policy change may be for the general 

populace, elites will almost always act in a self-interested manner. Sometimes elites have 

a genuine desire to effect positive change in the lives of the population, while some 

concede to the public only when such desires coincide with their own interests. Elites can 

therefore be counted upon to act in self-preservation, and will generally be reluctant to 

give or share power when they have the means to refuse. In order for significant 

systematic changes to occur, elites must have a stake in whatever new system is devised, 

or they will likely revolt against it. 

Elite theory requires extensive analysis of internal and external politics and, due 

to the self-interested nature of elites, must often take individuals into account when 

predicting or evaluating political outcomes. This is particularly striking in the 
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personality-driven political parties of Kyrgyzstan. Therefore, this volume will also 

involve a significant amount of analysis into key political elites within Kyrgyzstan. 
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Chapter 1: The Soviet Era and the Rise of an Autocratic Regime  

 

THE SOVIET ERA (1924-1991) 

 

Kyrgyzstan is a small, mountainous Central Asian nation of about 5.5 million people of 

varied cultures and backgrounds. Its borders with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and 

China place it in a location that can be paradoxically described as simultaneously remote 

and central. Yet it is this paradox that places such a relatively small country when 

compared to the other Central Asian nations, in a position to have three major powers: 

Russia, the United States, and China, all vying for a share of influence in Kyrgyzstan’s 

future development. The Kyrgyz, the largest ethnicity and cultural root of the country’s 

national identity, have undergone several distinct transformations over the last hundred 

years. These shifts in cultural and national awareness were sometimes sudden, 

particularly with their annexation into the Russian Empire in 1876 and the years 

immediately before and after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. This has often resulted 

in drastic shifts in national identity that skewed the perception of other ethnicities, such 

as the Uzbeks, who have lived in alongside Kyrgyz for centuries, and Russians, who have 

exerted a great deal of cultural influence, particularly in the more urbanized north, for 

over a hundred years. One consequence of Russia’s legacy in Kyrgyzstan is that both 

Kyrgyz and Russian are recognized as official languages, with Russian still widely 

regarded as the lingua franca of the wider region. 

During the Soviet period, Kyrgyzstan had become completely dependent on 

Moscow in determining its place in the regional economy. The USSR gave Kyrgyzstan 

markets for export and guided its development. As the Soviet Union declined, the threat 
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of economic collapse began to weigh heavily on the political attitudes of the Kyrgyzstani 

people, whose country had one of the dimmest prospects among the Soviet Socialist 

Republics for independent economic growth. In 1990, a sharp rise in Kyrgyz nationalism 

had begun, particularly in the south where the perception was common that ethnic 

Uzbeks had become a “landed class” at the expense of ethnic Kyrgyz, creating tension 

between both groups. Riots eventually led to open conflict between ethnic Kyrgyz and 

Uzbeks over land distribution, with the former seeking to wrest land from the latter. The 

clashes resulted in hundreds of deaths, with Soviet military forces eventually called in to 

quell the unrest. This led to deeper enmity that was reinforced in the wave of nationalism 

that accompanied Kyrgyzstan’s independence. Revival of Kyrgyz culture and language 

came to be equated with patriotism. Ethnic Uzbeks, largely underrepresented even during 

the Soviet era, became increasingly marginalized politically. 

 

KYRGYZSTANI INDEPENDENCE AND THE AKAEV REGIME (1991-2005) 

 

Askar Akaev, the first president of the Kyrgyz SSR, was elected in 1990 by the republic’s 

Supreme Soviet. He was generally considered to be liberal-minded, a self-described 

scientist-turned-politician, who was even asked in 1991 to be Gorbachev’s vice president, 

though he turned down the offer (Sneider, 1991). When the Soviet Union collapsed on 26 

December 1991, Kyrgyzstan had officially seceded the day before, with Akaev reelected 

as president in an unopposed direct ballot election. The newly independent republic 

began a series of political and economic reforms that were aimed at drawing support from 

the West. Political parties flourished, and a new bicameral legislature was formed under 

the name Jogorku Kenesh – a name that has carried over to the current unicameral 
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parliament. A supreme soviet formed in 1990 was dissolved in 1994, a move that some 

took as a step toward a more democratic system (Akcali, 2005). Political and market 

reforms began to slow, however, when Akaev’s personal interests could no longer be 

reconciled with western economics (Huskey, 2010). 

Akaev began to gradually expand presidential powers, using a referendum to 

provide himself with protections and privileges that gave him virtually complete political 

immunity (Akcali, 2005). Akaev began to become increasingly authoritarian, making no 

effort at democratization with no end to his personal rule in sight. With the rise of Putin 

in Russia, Akaev found a vindication of his authoritarianism. Influence from the West 

ebbed as Kyrgyzstan joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which linked 

Kyrgyzstan closer with Russia, China, and its other neighbors (Huskey, 2010). In 2000, 

parliamentary elections in the beginning of the year were marred by widespread fraud. 

Many political parties were excluded from the election entirely, based on whatever flimsy 

pretext could be invented. Prior to the presidential elections later that year, Akaev 

introduced a Kyrgyz language test that was required for qualification in the election and 

had his biggest rival, Felix Kulov, jailed on false charges of corruption, though the 

language requirement was enough to keep the mainly Russian-speaking Kulov from 

running. The constitution of Kyrgyzstan also stipulated a two-term limit, but the 

constitutional court ruled that his first term began during the Soviet era, and thus should 

not be counted against the limit (Akcali, 2005). When the United States was granted 

permission by Akaev in 2001 to use Manas Airport near Bishkek as a staging point from 

which to move personnel and materiel into Afghanistan, a great deal of the economic 

proceeds went to Akaev’s family, whose economic interests in the country had already 

become pervasive. (Huskey, 2010). 
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In 2002, police opened fire on a demonstration in the district of Aksu, killing six. 

This prompted the unification of political opposition to Akaev’s rule (Akcali, 2005). 

Kyrgyzstan’s move to cede land to China later that year was viewed with much disdain 

by both opposition elites and the general populace. Opposition to Akaev’s rule was 

quickly growing beyond his ability to suppress it, though the proper catalyst for his ouster 

had yet to come. 
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Chapter 2: The Tulip Revolution 

 

AKAEV RESIGNS AMID PROTESTS 

 

As the parliamentary elections of 2005 approached, Akaev began to make several moves 

to ensure that the elections put a parliament in power that was firmly under his control. 

Akaev was due to leave office after his term limit came up later that year, and it was 

likely that he either wanted to extend his rule or to place a successor of his choice in 

power. Opposition elites were expecting the parliamentary elections to be fraudulent. 

They began to plan a protest campaign along with multiple mass-mobilization opposition 

groups, consisting mainly of youth groups. The first round of elections took place on 

February 27, 2005 and the second on March 13. Protests had begun before the final 

results of the parliamentary elections had been announced. By the time the OSCE stated 

that the election failed to meet international standards, protests had already begun to 

sweep across the south of the country, where Akaev’s support was weakest. By March 

18, Jalal-Abad and Osh became the first major cities to come largely under opposition 

control. The central authorities attempted to take back administrative facilities from the 

opposition, but were forced to retreat when crowds, some numbering 2,000 protesters, 

quickly mobilized against them (Kimmage, 2005; NY Times, 2005). Within days, these 

demonstrations reached Bishkek, and by March 24, mass elite defections and growing 

demonstrations throughout the capital put Akaev in a compromising position, and he took 

his family and fled by helicopter to neighboring Kazakhstan. He eventually signed a 

formal declaration of his resignation on April 4 in Moscow before a Kyrgyzstani 

delegation. 
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TRANSITION OF POWER  

 

By the time it was clear that Akaev was on his way out, there was still no clear unity 

among elements of the opposition. The new elite power structure was still up in their air. 

Among those who seemed most likely to assume the presidency were Roza Otunbaeva, 

Felix Kulov, and Kurmanbek Bakiev. 

Roza Otunbaeva was a veteran Kyrgyzstani politician and the first Foreign 

Minister of independent Kyrgyzstan. Otunbaeva was constantly at the fore of the 

opposition and an outspoken opponent of the Akaev regime long before the Tulip 

Revolution (Huskey, 2010). She benefitted from her reputation as an incorruptible 

politician, but this also greatly limited her ability to rally other elites to support her.  

Then there was Felix Kulov, a former ally of Akaev, who was still in prison on 

the spurious charges Akaev used to remove him as a threat in the last presidential 

election. Kulov was released during the demonstrations in Bishkek, and played a 

significant role in rallying security forces and calling on citizens to restore order. Kulov 

was in an extremely strong position that would have virtually guaranteed him the 

presidency had he not been so clearly associated with the north of Kyrgyzstan. The Tulip 

Revolution was a largely southern movement, and Kulov was not able to relate with the 

south on a significant level. In addition, his proficiency with the Kyrgyz language left 

much to be desired, and fluency in Kyrgyz was still a requirement for the office of 

president. As such, his role in the revolution was significant, but his ability to emerge as 

its leader was limited (Huskey, 2010). 
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Lastly, there was Kurmanbek Bakiev, a southern politician who was widely 

regarded as one of the more agreeable choices among the elites of Kyrgyzstan. He had 

the southern credentials needed to garner the support of the revolution, as well as 

extensive experience as former Prime Minister under Akaev (Huskey, 2010). He gained a 

great deal of popularity among the opposition when he resigned from Akaev’s 

administration following the Aksu killings in 2002. 

The events resulting in Akaev’s removal have come to be known as the Tulip 

Revolution, coined by Akaev himself when he declared that no such “color revolution” 

should take place in Kyrgyzstan. The Tulip Revolution, however, owes more than just its 

name to the other Color Revolutions; it was the last chapter in a linked effort for 

sweeping regime change in the increasingly authoritarian former Soviet republics. 

 

THE TULIP REVOLUTION AS A “COLOR REVOLUTION” 

 

Mark Beissinger has explained in his article Structure and Example in Modular Political 

Phenomena (2007) that the series of regime changes called “color revolutions” are not 

isolated incidents: 

 

These revolutions and the numerous attempts to emulate them were not entirely 

independent cases, but rather an interrelated modular phenomenon in which 

opposition groups borrowed frames, strategies, repertoires, and even logos from 

previously successful efforts and gained inspiration from the acts of others. 

 

The Color Revolutions of Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan drew inspiration for their 

names from the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, but their nonviolent strategies 

were much more closely linked to the Serbian Bulldozer Revolution. The phenomenon 
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resulting in these revolutions began with the Serbian opposition group Otpor 

(Resistance), which played a key role in the ouster of Slobodan Milosevic following his 

attempt to steal the election in 2000. The group was well-prepared and had the support of 

various NGOs and the U.S. government. They used the fraudulent election as a pretext 

for mass mobilization of protests aimed at forcing Milosevic to resign. Following the 

Bulldozer Revolution, Otpor began to serve in an advisory role within various opposition 

movements in order to prepare them for similar revolutions. The American government 

and NGOs often funded these advisors in order to promote democratic regime changes in 

the former communist bloc (Beissinger, 2007). 

Georgian activists were brought into contact with Otpor members through a trip 

sponsored by the Soros Foundation, a non-government organization formed by billionaire 

philanthropist George Soros to promote democracy. Soros carries a long history of 

activism in the transition of many former Soviet states and his foundation’s part in 

supporting the activists of the Color Revolutions would be one of its more auspicious 

endeavors. Other NGOs that were heavily involved included Freedom House, the 

National Endowment for Democracy, the National Democratic Institute, and the 

International Republican Institute (Beissinger, 2007). 

Following their introduction to Otpor, the Georgians created Kmara (Enough), 

which modeled itself on Otpor’s organization. Kmara grew quickly into the thousands. 

Otpor continued to maintain ties with Kmara, ‘training them in techniques of non-violent 

resistance, and were, as one of the founders of Kmara noted, "a huge source of 

inspiration" for the group’ (Beissinger, 2007). 

The success of Georgia’s Rose Revolution was followed by Otpor and Kmara 

presence in Ukraine during the highly disputed presidential elections. The Ukrainian 

activist group Pora (Now is the Time) modeled itself heavily on both groups, drawing 
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lessons from both experiences. Kyrgyz activists then subsequently took the lessons from 

Pora, as well as the other groups, in order to formulate their own strategy for the 

upcoming parliamentary elections, which were expected to be riddled with fraud 

(Beissinger, 2007). Even Mikheil Saakashvili, the president of Georgia following the 

Rose Revolution, took part in the effort by sending a letter to Akaev calling upon him to 

show tolerance and a willingness to negotiate with the opposition (Anjaparidze, 2005). 

In order to explain the principles behind their tactics, Beissinger (2007) put forth 

six critical features that the Color Revolutions (including the Bulldozer Revolution) had 

in common: 

 

1. The use of stolen elections as the occasion for massive mobilizations against 

pseudo-democratic regimes. 

 

2. Foreign support for the development of local democratic movements. 

 

3. The organization of radical youth movements using unconventional protest 

tactics prior to the election in order to undermine the regime's popularity and will 

to repress and to prepare for a final showdown. 

  

4. A united opposition established in part through foreign prodding. 

 

5. External diplomatic pressure and unusually large electoral monitoring. 

 

6. Massive mobilization upon the announcement of fraudulent electoral results 

and the use of non-violent resistance tactics taken directly from the work of Gene 

Sharp, the guru of non-violent resistance in the West (Sharp, 2003). 

 

All of these characteristics of modular revolutions put forth in Beissinger’s (2007) work 

played an important part in the overthrow of regimes in Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine and 

Kyrgyzstan, but the use of stolen elections as pretext for mobilization of the opposition is 

perhaps the most important. Beissinger (2007) has explained that these regimes are 
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vulnerable politically due to the low legitimacy of the president, who in the cases of these 

countries holds the lion’s share of political power. When legitimacy is low, the desire for 

a different elite configuration is high, but there is no sufficient rallying element that can 

oppose the leadership. Fraudulent elections provide this catalyst that, with well-prepared 

planning, can spur widespread mobilization that targets areas that will have the most 

impact in undermining the president’s resolve. The president’s low legitimacy results in 

elite defection to the opposition, who have weighed that the risk of that defection is now 

mitigated by high odds of success in overthrowing the old figurehead. Each elite that 

defects subsequently increases the probability that other elites that were still on the fence 

will join the opposition. All of this counts on the reluctance of the vast majority of the 

administration’s means of force to exert that force against demonstrations. This is 

achieved in two ways: 1. pre-existing conditions of police/military sympathy for the 

opposition or, failing that, general ambivalence as to the fate of the old regime. 2. Mass 

mobilizations that reduce the confidence among authorities that use of force is in their 

interest (Beissinger 2007). As a result, each color revolution achieved regime change 

with either minimal or no violence. In some cases, Georgia in particular, the use of force 

was directly curtailed by the president. 

The Color Revolutions achieved sweeping regime change across the former 

Soviet Union and gave hope to democracy activists worldwide that authoritarian regimes 

would start to crumble. However, discouraging complications began to crop up in 

Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan in subsequent years. In Georgia, democratization has 

stalled under Mikheil Saakashvili, though corruption has been significantly reduced. In 

Ukraine, the east/west divide is as strong as ever, with Viktor Yanukovich, the candidate 

for president in 2004 that lost after the fraudulent elections were declared invalid, taking 
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the presidency in a narrow win in 2010 after a less than civilized campaign against Julia 

Timoschenko. 

One of the most significant characteristics of the Tulip Revolution that set it apart 

from the other Color Revolutions was its lack of a central figure that could be used as a 

rallying point for the opposition. There were many prominent figures that were of 

importance, but it was difficult to discern who was leading events from who was merely 

reacting to them. Similar to Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan’s regional divide had a distinct effect on 

the character of the ensuing regime. Where Akaev’s regime was distinctly northern and 

consolidated political power firmly in the north, the Bakiev regime placed in power in the 

wake of the Tulip Revolution consolidated power among southern elites. 

Henry Hale, in his article Regime Cycles: Democracy, Autocracy, and Revolution 

in Post-Soviet Eurasia (2005), has explained how elites function in the authoritarian 

regimes of post-Soviet countries. These elite interactions explain how some of the 

features of Beissinger’s (2007) modular revolutions exploit vulnerabilities in post-Soviet 

regimes as well as why they do not lead to lasting change in the character of a given 

system of government. Hale (2005) had explained that these regimes tend to exhibit 

‘predictable cycles of movement both toward and away from ideal types of democracy or 

autocracy’. Since it is difficult to qualify democratization in the observable political 

phenomena of the former Soviet states, Hale (2005) has more specifically observed cyclic 

‘increases and decreases in a country’s level of contestation and/or participation’. 

Hale (2005) has noted that elites in post-Soviet authoritarian regimes show 

oscillating levels of unity and disunity, or political instability. Hale has also cited the 

work of Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) who presented a cycle of regime change in systems 

with directly elected presidents who have virtually unchecked power with respect to other 

branches of government. Hale (2005) has summarized O’Donnell’s (1994) cycle as ‘a 
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phase of near dictatorial presidential power and high popular hopes, a phase of 

disillusionment, a phase of elite defection (contestation) and presidential weakness, and 

finally the election of a new president and the start of a new cycle.’ Hale (2005) has taken 

this cycle and applied to it the dynamics of patronal presidentialism where a president 

invested with the majority of political power also exerts a high degree of informal power 

over ‘widespread patron-client relationships at the intersection of the state and the 

economy.’ In former Soviet super-presidential systems, the degree of this clientelism has 

a strong positive relationship with the amount power vested in the president. This 

informal power can be used to achieve political goals by rewarding allies and punishing 

foes among the political, financial and cultural elite in ways that official power does not 

afford. The cost of defection against such a powerful central authority figure is so high 

that even the most powerful among the elite, on whose authority the president relies upon 

to ensure the stability of his own, will not take the risk of unifying with other key elites 

against the patron (Hale, 2005). Hale (2005) has best summarized the implications of this 

system: 

 

Whenever the president is firmly in control, one can expect to see a relatively high 

degree of elite cohesion and a political system gutted of much real democratic 

content. 

 

For the purposes of this thesis, where democratization is the desired outcome, the 

implications of this statement are quite significant. It strongly implies that a democratic 

system in a post-Soviet Eurasia must check the powers of the president relative to other 

sectors of government. In the case of Kyrgyzstan, not only were presidential powers not 

curtailed after the Tulip Revolution, but they were actually strengthened even further by 

the new president. 
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As stated earlier, Hale (2005) has noted common vulnerabilities in the super-

presidential systems that experienced an unplanned turnover in leadership, and one in 

particular is relevant to the Color Revolutions: 

 

Elite calculations change considerably, however, near potential points of 

presidential power transfer. 

 

This is a key element of revolutions following Beissinger’s (2007) model. There must be 

a point in which expectations are high that a president with very low perceived levels of 

legitimacy may lose his/her position, and that point must coincide with an event that can 

be used as a pretext for mass protests that can sufficiently undermine the validity of 

his/her authority. When mass demonstrations are sufficiently large and presidential 

legitimacy sufficiently low, elites aligned with the president see a less-risky opportunity 

to join the opposition. This results in a defection cascade effect, as Hale (2005) has 

explained: 

 

The very fact of uncertainty can itself then have a major impact, raising the 

possibility that defection from the incumbent team may not bring lasting 

punishment. The likelihood of such defection is thereby increased, and the more 

defection occurs the more others perceive some safety in numbers, resulting in 

still more defection. 

 

This helps explain the success of the Color Revolutions, yet, despite achieving their 

immediate goals, these revolutions did nothing to fundamentally change the institutions 

that created the conditions for the uprising. Kyrgyzstan saw Bakiev come to power with 

strong support from the electorate and with high expectations of democratic reform. The 

regime change, however, did not represent a shift towards or away from democracy, but 

instead a reshuffling of elites within the same structure. This ‘spring cleaning’ 
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temporarily restored perceptions of legitimacy and allowed elite interactions some room 

for transformation, but in this sense that it only reset the regime cycle, which would 

inevitably repeat itself with the new president (Hale 2005). 

This thesis is not advocating in any way that the model for regime change 

employed in the Color Revolutions was not effective. Rather, it is important to 

understand it they did not result in the open, accountable and democratic system that 

activists sought. The failure of the color revolutions to effect significant progress towards 

consolidated democracy has been a stark lesson in the difference between regime change 

and transition to democracy. Regimes in many countries have changed dozens of times 

with no measurable progress towards democracy, for the very reason that democratic 

reform was not a relevant factor once the new elites were in power. The drawback to 

these modular revolutions is that while they are very effective at instigating regime 

change, they do not guarantee that the regime that takes the old one’s place will be 

democratic or stable. The color revolutions were well-executed plans designed to remove 

an unpopular and delegitimized regime with minimal violence. However, they were not 

designed to formulate a broad, pluralistic governing body that would be accountable to 

the public in the aftermath of the old regime’s downfall. The moment the former 

opposition took power, they realized that the more legitimately democratic the country 

became, the weaker they would become in turn. They would have to share power with 

their former enemies as well as other new and established parties. To make things even 

more difficult, in most cases there was no actual change to the system of government 

itself. Most activists thought that all that would be needed was to put elites in power that 

would follow the rules, with little understanding that the rules themselves were what 

perpetuated the regime cycle. The failure of the Color Revolutions was that the new 

regimes they helped create consisted of a reshuffling of the same elites within essentially 
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the same system of government and were not followed by the kind of systematic and 

institutional changes that facilitate a break in the regime cycle. If elites still operate 

within the same system as they did before, then they will continue to return to patronal 

authoritarianism until enough elites are excluded from the system to challenge it yet 

again. 

Some regimes have become keenly aware of the reluctance to use force as a factor 

of a nonviolent revolution’s success. For example, only a few months after the Tulip 

Revolution, Uzbekistan President Islam Karimov brutally suppressed demonstrations in 

Andijan, resulting in up to 500 dead (Beissinger, 2007).  More recently, in the wake of 

the Arab Spring, the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria violently suppressed any public 

opposition in order to halt efforts to force regime change. This pattern of elite learning 

partly explains the violence of the April 2010 revolution in Kyrgyzstan. Bakiev had come 

to power in a nonviolent revolution, and he was aware that allowing protests to continue 

would eventually result in his ouster and did not hesitate to use force to quash opposition 

when needed. Fortunately, his regime was too weak in its twilight days to enforce violent 

measures, with many police defecting to the opposition when confronted with the order to 

use violence against protesters. Otherwise, the overthrow of Bakiev would likely have 

been much bloodier. 

In many ways, the April 2010 revolution in Kyrgyzstan, discussed in the next 

chapter, would break from the pattern of the color revolutions in a way that perhaps 

caught Bakiev by surprise. There was no election concurrent with the mobilization of 

protests, and very little pressure from western democracies to negotiate with the 

opposition. As it turned out, it was ultimately economic conditions that prompted action 

among the mass movements. 
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Chapter 3: Rise and Fall of the Bakiev Regime 

 

BAKIEV PRESIDENCY (2005-2010) 

 

Plato said that the measure of a man is what he does with power, and this adage holds 

especially true for those who inherited power in the wake of the Tulip revolution. Many 

viewed Bakiev’s virtually unopposed election to president as the dawn of a new era of 

democracy in Kyrgyzstan. It was clear after only a few years, however, that Bakiev had 

abandoned any thought of real democratization. Bakiev wasted little time in appointing 

close political allies and family members to high positions of power. A power-sharing 

agreement made Felix Kulov prime minister when Bakiev became president, an 

arrangement that gave Bakiev some pull with northern elites. By the time Kulov resigned 

in protest against Bakiev’s lack of support for constitutional reform to make a stronger 

parliament in December 2006, Bakiev had already sufficiently consolidated his power 

and welcomed the resignation of his greatest rival.  In March 2007, Bakiev appointed 

Almazbek Atambaev – prominent leader of the opposition Social Democratic Party of 

Kyrgyzstan, who had vocally opposed authoritarian changes to the constitution – to the 

position of prime minister. Bakiev then abruptly announced Atambaev’s removal from 

office that October, though Atambaev resigned in protest in November before the 

dismissal took effect. All the while, Bakiev increased the powers of the presidency and 

rigged parliamentary elections to put the vast majority of power in the hands of his 

faction (Huskey, 2010). 

In its race to consolidate the most resources under its control, the Bakiev 

presidency only deepened the problems of an already impoverished nation. Extortion and 
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fraud were employed liberally against political opponents. Political elites aligned with 

Bakiev behaved with impunity; rule of law devolved to such a degree that police in 

Bishkek were virtually powerless to enforce regulations, as nearly everyone who was 

caught disobeying the law had connections that would make any charges disappear. 

Bakiev ran the state as if it was he was the mob boss of a crime syndicate, and for 

all intents and purposes this was essentially the case, as his authority was enforced by 

criminal elements working on his behalf as much as it was through legitimate state 

institutions. He sold political offices to the highest bidder and collected regular payments 

as a share of the profits the “buyer” would earn through use of the office for their own 

corrupt purposes. Political opposition would see their economic interests attacked 

through courts and both political and criminal intrigue (Huskey, 2010; Pannier, 2009). 

Omurbek Tekebaev, leader of major opposition party Ata-Meken, was in Warsaw on his 

way to a conference when customs officials arrested him upon finding 595 grams of 

heroin in a nesting doll in his luggage. He was released shortly after, when a video from 

Manas airport near Bishkek showed Tekebayev’s suitcase had disappeared for several 

minutes. A parliamentary commission later concluded that Janysh Bakiev, the president’s 

brother, who was placed in control of Kyrgyzstan’s security apparatus, had ordered a 

security official to plant the drugs. (Ashimov, Coffey, Decker, 2010). Bakiev’s agents 

even published two videos, one of Tekebayev and another of Atambaev, alleging that 

each of the married men was having an affair. (Huskey, 2010). 

The regime was also not above killing political opponents. Tekebayev was in 

constant fear for his life, and personally armed himself for protection. The independently 

wealthy Atambaev had an entourage of bodyguards, though Bakiev’s agents managed to 

poison him on one occasion, which severely, if temporarily, curtailed his efforts to 

oppose the regime. Presidential elections were held in 2009, yet despite clearly fraudulent 
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results favoring Bakiev there was little impetus for mass protest; Kyrgyzstanis were 

simply too demoralized after the failure of the Tulip Revolution to hold out any hope that 

a second revolution would do any better. Afraid of losing its critical airbase at Manas, the 

United States completely ignored the opposition (Huskey, 2010). 

Even more deeply engaged in corruption and cronyism than the previous 

president, Bakiyev’s administration proved to be disastrous for the already flailing 

Kyrgyzstani economy. Bakiev played the interests of the United States, China and Russia 

to create lucrative arrangements that put very little money, if any at all, into the country’s 

crumbling, Soviet-era infrastructure. At the same time, however, tolerance for the 

regime’s rapid deterioration of the state was dwindling both at home and abroad. 

Bizarrely, international support for Bakiev’s ouster came not from America, but Russia. 

 

THE APRIL 2010 REVOLUTION 

 

With the regime facing declining legitimacy, the situation was exacerbated by a 

significant rise in basic energy costs. This final intolerable measure led to widespread 

riots and protests across Kyrgyzstan in early April 2010. Bakiev had opposition leaders 

arrested across the country, only to see demonstrators become more enraged. Crowds in 

Bishkek overwhelmed and disarmed any police who did not defect to their side. Troops 

still loyal to Bakiev were ordered to fire on demonstrators who came near the White 

house, but the crowds were not routed, but instead commandeered vehicles to assault the 

president’s seat of power (Huskey, 2010). Most political elites previously aligned with 

Bakiev began to defect to the opposition in anticipation of his downfall. They were fully 

aware of the implications of being connected to Bakiev’s use of force against civilians, 
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and hurried to make clear that their allegiances were with the people. By April 7, Bakiyev 

had been forced to flee the capital to the southern city of Jalal-Abad. In the meantime, 

Roza Otunbaeva, Almazbek Atambaev, Omurbek Tekebaev, leading constitutional 

reform advocate Temir Sariev, and former Prosecutor General Azimbek Beknazarov 

declared the formation of a provisional government with Roza Otunbaeva as interim 

president. Other opposition elements quickly rallied to their side. (Huskey, 2010). 

From his political stronghold in Osh, Bakiyev continued to defy the provisional 

government, publicly decrying his ouster and verbally attacking opposition politicians. 

There was a great deal of concern that the situation would devolve into civil war between 

the north and south if Bakiev did not relinquish his claim on the presidency (Trilling, 

2010, Apr 7). The provisional government called on Uzbek leaders to show support for 

Bakiev’s overthrow, and they responded by this opportunity to make themselves heard by 

taking to the streets and seizing government buildings in areas still ostensibly loyal to 

Bakiev. In response, rumors began to circulate that Uzbeks were massing and attacking 

Kyrgyz in an effort to take over and secede from Kyrgyzstan. This caused Kyrgyz 

communities in rural areas to mass against Uzbek communities. While turning the 

political battle into an ethnic one kept Uzbeks from helping the provisional government, 

it also meant that keeping Bakiev in power was not a priority for the mass groups of 

southern nationalists that had mobilized in response to what they saw as an attempt at 

separatism. 

Eventually, Bakiev agreed to resign the presidency, reportedly in return for a 

guarantee that he could leave the country in safety. Bakiev first flew from Jalal-Abad to 

Kazakhstan, then eventually settling permanently in Belarus. Many of Bakiev’s allies, 

including some family, had been left behind. Those who had been handed high official 

offices that suddenly evaporated with Bakiev’s flight were now at the mercy of the new 
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provisional government, who did not seem inclined at the time to be lenient. Many well-

established opponents of Bakiev called for those who benefitted illicitly from Bakiev’s 

cronyism and nepotism to be held accountable. Bakiev’s defense minister Baktybek 

Kalyev, for example, was accused of ordering government troops to fire on protesters in 

Bishkek during the early April rioting. Kalyev’s subsequent trial, which included 21 

others accused of complicity in the killing of demonstrators and a list of other related 

charges, saw protesters storming into the courtroom demanding justice in the form of 

blood (Tran, 2010). The defendants were eventually evacuated as the sports hall that was 

used as a venue for the trial flooded with vengeance-seekers. Bakiev was tried in absentia 

along with his son Maxim Bakiev, brothers Marat Bakiyev and Janish Bakiyev and his 

prime minister, all of whom escaped the country before being captured. Belarusian 

President Alexander Lukashenko, who invited Bakiev to take refuge in his country, 

refused requests for extradition of any of the Bakiev family. Maxim Bakiev was granted 

refugee status in the UK, where extradition was also refused. (RIA, 2011, Oct 17). 

Bakiev has since maintained that he is the legitimate president and that his resignation 

was invalid because it was signed under duress. However, Bakiev has also been entirely 

abandoned by former allies who have been largely integrated into the new government, 

leaving his protestations unheard. In retrospect, this worked out well for the provisional 

government, who would have risked exacerbating the situation in the south if they had 

Bakiev in-hand and dealt with him too heavy-handedly. Instead, Bakiev simply became 

irrelevant in the face of the new problems the country had to face, particularly in the 

aftermath of widespread ethnic violence. 
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Chapter 4: The Creation of a New Parliament 

 

A NEW CONSTITUTION BY REFERENDUM 

 

One of the first moves by the provisional government was to create a new constitution 

that would be ratified by nationwide referendum.  The referendum had three provisions, 

all under one vote for public approval: the ratification of the new parliamentary 

constitution, confirmation of Roza Otunbaeva as interim president with the explicit 

provision that she was not allowed to run in the next presidential election, and the 

abolition of the constitutional court, which was seen as the institution that enabled Bakiev 

in increasing presidential powers. The referendum passed with 90 percent of voters 

approving the measures with 70 percent voter turnout. The OSCE monitored the 

referendum, praising the large turnout and peaceful conduct of the voting. (BBC, 2010, 

Jun 28). 

The new constitution confers a broad set of specific rights to all citizens.  It 

strictly prohibits discrimination against a wide range of demographics, makes it nearly 

impossible to legitimately disperse a peaceful demonstration, and forbids torture. The 

constitution also curtails the powers of the president, and puts the power of parliament on 

fairly equal terms with the presidency. The constitution also establishes an independent 

judiciary based on a supreme court that has authority over constitutional law as well as all 

other forms of law (Provisional Gov, 2010). 

While the provisional government waited for a new parliament, problems in the 

south of the country continued to grow. Melisbek Myrzakmatov, Major of Osh, an 

appointee of Bakiev and vehement nationalist, refused to acknowledge the authority of 
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the new government, claiming that Otunbaeva’s authority was wholly illegitimate. The 

provisional government called him to Bishkek, where they purportedly tried for days to 

convince him to step down, even offering him a position in the new government. Rumors 

were spread that he had already stepped down, but then he emerged days later before a 

crowd in Osh, defiantly proclaiming that he had not been cowed by the provisional 

government (AKIpress, 2010, June 10; Brooke, 2010; Carnegie, 2010, Aug 19; Hamm, 

2010; Karimov, 2010; Orange, 2010; Radio Free Europe, 2010, August 8; Universal, 

2010). From his position as mayor of Osh, the second largest city in Kyrgyzstan and 

home to a large ethnic Uzbek community, he began to develop plans that would have 

broken up the Uzbek market in Osh and relocated the Uzbek community to the outskirts 

of the city. This plan, which blatantly violated the rights of ethnic Uzbeks, was eventually 

curtailed after sufficient pressure was applied to Myrzakmatov. He announced around the 

same time that he would take two months’ vacation (Melvin, 2011). An immediate crisis 

of legitimacy was averted, but only a lawfully elected parliament could ensure that such 

open defiance of the new government could be adequately combatted. 

 

ELECTION OF A NEW PARLIAMENT 

 

The first phase of the transition into the new constitution was the election of the 

parliament, also called the Jogorku Kenesh. According to the constitution, parliament is 

elected every five years in a proportional representation system. The parliament has 120 

seats, though no one party may win more than 65 seats regardless of their share of votes. 

With individual members unrestricted by party once the election is over, this means that 

even a party that wins this slim majority can easily lose it through defection. Each party 
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is required to generate a list of 120 candidates by number. The number of seats the party 

wins is allocated to that number of people from the top of the list. There is a requirement 

that each party list must contain a minimum 15 percent from ethnic minorities and no 

more than 70 percent of any one sex, but in practice this was largely circumvented by 

putting most minority and female candidates at the bottom of the list, well below the 65-

member cap (OSCE, 2010). 

In order to win a share of seats in parliament, a party must win 5 percent of the 

national electorate, rather than winning a percent of actual votes cast. This means that the 

number of votes needed to enter parliament, established based on the calculations of the 

election commission, is already largely known before the voting begins (OSCE, 2010). 

As the parliamentary elections approached, worries grew that violence could erupt 

yet again.  Days before the elections, protesters broke into the nationalist Ata-Zhurt 

party’s headquarters in Bishkek following reports that one of its leaders declared that he 

wanted to reinstate Bakiev (Trilling, 2010, Oct 6). 

In the end, the elections were held on October 10, 2010 as scheduled and without 

incident. The OSCE, as well as many other organizations that monitored the elections, 

praised them as fair and free, with few irregularities. The results were unexpected and 

generated wide speculation about the path ahead (Mazykina, 2010, Oct 14). 

Five parties passed the 5 percent threshold, winning the following number of 

votes: Ata-Zhurt 28, SDPK 26, Ar-Namys 25, Respublika 23, and Ata-Meken 18 

(Shailoo, 2010). Only one other party, Butun Kyrgyzstan, was close to meeting the 

threshold, whose loss triggered a scandal of sorts. By all appearances it did receive the 

number of votes needed, but an adjustment made to the number of eligible voters was 

made after polling. This adjustment was made due to votes cast by voters that were not 

originally counted on the lists. This plausibly legitimate adjustment took Butun 
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Kyrgyzstan from a razor-thin victory to a razor-thin defeat. The party protested, and 

demanded a recount. The winning parties supported the recount, yet it delivered the same 

result as before (RIA, 2010, Oct 13; Podolskaja, 2010). As to whether fraud was involved 

on the part of the election commission, nothing has turned up indicating foul play, though 

lingering skepticism remains among some observers (Freedom House, 2011). 

 

MAJOR PARTIES AS OF THE 2010 PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS 

 

Below is a brief description of each party that won seats in parliament, in descending 

order based on number of seats: 

Ata-Zhurt (Fatherland) was formed in 2004 in opposition to Akaev. After the 

Tulip Revolution the party aligned to Bakiev. The party consists of a considerable 

number of Bakiev’s closest former allies. Ata-Zhurt is widely regarded as the most 

nationalist-leaning party in Kyrgyzstan. It draws the majority of its support in south, 

where nationalism is particularly strong. The most prominent members are Akhmatbek 

Keldibekov, the current speaker of parliament, and Kamchybek Tashiev, who would run 

for president in 2011. During the parliamentary elections, the party purportedly 

campaigned on the promise that they would bring back Bakiev and restore the 

presidency. The party leadership resolutely denied ever supporting the ousted president, 

despite convincing video evidence of Tashiev’s campaign rallies that suggest otherwise 

(Al Jazeera, 2010, Oct 9; Trilling, 2010, Oct 6). 

Regardless of the Ata-Zhurt campaign’s alleged Bakiev connections, it is doubtful 

that they earnestly intended to restore him to power. At best they hoped to steer public 

opinion in favor of maintaining a strong presidency. Their constituency in the south was 
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their target, and they would have campaigned on whatever seemed to suit that 

constituency, even if it meant making absurd promises. It simply happened that the south 

was particularly polarized against the north due to ethnic violence, which they blamed 

entirely on Uzbeks and the provisional government, rather than Bakiev. Even though Ata-

Zhurt could count on strong support in the south in any event, the tone of their campaign 

was likely less for the sake of winning voters as much as it was to get them mobilized in 

order to ensure a strong turnout. In any case, they secured a plurality of seats in 

parliament and edged Butun Kyrgyzstan, the only other staunchly nationalist party in the 

south, out of gaining any seats. Despite similar platforms, the two parties have 

considerable conflict at the personality level, which matters far more in Kyrgyzstani 

politics, as well as direct competition for the same share of the electorate. 

The Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan (SDPK) was formed in 1993, with 

Almazbek Atambaev acting as chairman since 1999. Its platform stresses strong 

parliamentary government, social freedoms, a free and vibrant press and media, and 

broad areas of reform. (Carnegie, 2010, Sep 24; SDPK, n/d). 

Ar-Namys (Dignity) was founded by Felix Kulov in 1999 as an opposition party 

to Askar Akaev. It is ostensibly the most pro-Russia party in Kyrgyzstan. Their support 

base within Kyrgyzstan is the north, where Russian culture and language are still 

relatively strong. As with every party with seats in the Jogorku Kenesh, the party’s take 

on the national question is important. Though ethnic diversity is part of their platform, it 

always helps to have healthy skepticism regarding how this is carried out in actual policy. 

In the case of Ar-Namys, though certainly vulnerable to accusations of classic Russian 

chauvinism, the party is not particularly nationalistic from an ethnic standpoint. The 

political platform of Ar-Namys stresses individual dignity, rule of law, financial stability, 
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improved standards of living, good governance and ethnic diversity (Ar-Namys, n/d; 

Carnegie, 2010, Sep 2). 

Respublika (Republic) is an entirely new party that takes a centrist stance that 

emphasizes diversity. Its leader, Omurbek Babanov, is one of the richest people in 

Kyrgyzstan. Respublika’s parliamentary campaign primarily targeted the youth vote, 

which constituted a rather large and malleable demographic (Rickleton, 2010).   

Ata-Meken (Fatherland) was created as a left-center alternative party in 1992, 

making it the oldest established party in Kyrgyzstan. Omurbek Tekebaev, who hails from 

the south, has been chairman since its formation. It has traditionally been consistent in 

policy and the level of public support it receives. While it has always pressed for 

democratic reform, it has never been a powerful force in Kyrgyzstan’s politics. 

Nevertheless, Tekebaev has consistently been a valuable ally of democracy and reform, 

which placed him in constant jeopardy during the Bakiev regime (Carnegie, 2010, Sep 

20; Huskey, 2010). 

Butun Kyrgyzstan (All Kyrgyzstan) is another new party that formed in the wake 

of the April Revolution. Its leader and figurehead is Adakhan Madumarov. The party did 

not win enough votes to enter parliament, but is nonetheless a significant party that has 

real potential for winning seats in the future. It is a southern nationalist party, but is 

generally less vitriolic than Ata-Zhurt. Their platform stresses stability, which the party 

believes can only be achieved through a strong president (Butun, n/d). 
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CRITICISM 

 

The new parliament has been criticized as not being representative of the electorate. In 

all, 46 percent of the electorate did not vote and 19 percent voted for a party that did not 

win any seats in parliament. This leaves Kyrgyzstan with a parliament elected by only 35 

percent of the electorate (Carnegie, 2010, Nov 1). However, this criticism stems from a 

misunderstanding of the dynamics of elections in new democracies. First of all, the 

electorate that did not vote certainly had as much stake in the system as those who voted, 

but they were not in any way required to do so. It was reported that there were isolated 

cases of intimidation to prevent some voters from going to the polls, but this is unlikely 

to have constituted a significant portion of the electorate. It is more likely that the 

majority of eligible voters who did not vote simply did so out of voter apathy, abstention 

or indecisiveness. As for the 19 percent who voted for losing parties, it is common for a 

new democracy to see a significant portion of votes cast for a large number of small 

parties. This is largely due to underestimation of the difficulty of reaching the 5 percent 

mark to win seats in parliament, as well as a lack of information as to just how much 

support any given party has before the election. As future elections are held, the 

electorate will become more acquainted with how to maximize their vote in the new 

electoral system, which will likely create a trend of fewer and fewer parties until a 

smaller set of established parties develops, though these may not necessarily be parties 

that consistently win seats. 

What is far more worrisome, though not unexpected, is the lack of minority 

representation in the new parliament. Out of 120 seats, only 3 were awarded to Uzbeks 

and 6 to Russians, both significant minorities in Kyrgyzstan, at over 14 and 8 percent of 

the overall population, respectively. Respublika, the party that campaigned with the 
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strongest emphasis on ethnic and gender diversity among all of the parties, placed 11 of 

its 24 ethnic minority candidates on the list in numbers 100-120. Respublika was also the 

only party that did not have a single ethnic minority among its members with a seat in 

parliament (Weber, 2010). 

 

FORMING A COALITION 

 

Predicting which parties will form a coalition in Kyrgyzstan’s parliament proved a 

difficult task. In general, political parties in Kyrgyzstan are more personality-driven than 

they are ideologically cohesive. Each prominent party has a well-known personage 

leading it, and this leader often personifies the party in the eyes of the public. As such, 

political allegiances often have more to do with direct relationships between elites than 

platforms. This is a legacy of the patronal presidencies of the past, which made political 

platforms largely irrelevant. 

Forming a ruling coalition proved difficult. Respublika and the SPDK came up 

with an agreement to form a coalition, but getting a third party to make a ruling majority 

proved surprisingly difficult. The aspiring coalition first courted Ata-Meken, but an 

agreement could not be reached on a prime minister. Ar-Namys was the second choice, 

but refused to work with Respublika. Even if Respublika had not been part of the 

proposed coalition, Ata-Meken and Ar-Namys had already shown an unwillingness to 

form a coalition together, ostensibly due to differing foreign policy views, the former 

being pro-western and the latter pro-Russia. This left Ata-Zhurt as the only remaining 

choice for the SPDK and Respublika. Despite the polar political platforms of two most 

powerful parties, a power-sharing agreement was reached by mid-December in which 
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Almazbek Atambaev would become prime minister, Omurbek Babanov would be deputy 

prime minister, and Akhmatbek Keldibekov would become speaker of parliament 

(Carnegie, 2010 Oct 26; Radio FE, 2010, Dec 15; RIA, 2010 Dec 17). 

This unlikely coalition has some unexpected benefits. It has broad legitimacy in 

terms of regional politics, incorporating a strongly southern party with a strongly 

northern one. It also incorporates the one party that was intent on weakening the 

parliament, Ata-Zhurt, into the power structure, which appears to have weakened the 

resolve among its MPs to undermine their own newfound political power. The SDPK can 

now use Ata-Zhurt’s place in parliament to keep it in line and prevent it from taking 

measures that would fuel ethnic tensions in the south. It is unlikely that nationalist elites 

would put political power at risk for the sake of ideology, and as much as it is a 

begrudging alliance, the coalition is a path to power. 

This is not to say that the coalition has been entirely civil. On April 1, 2011, MPs 

Tashiev and Sulajmanov had a fistfight – interesting note: Tashiev is the head of 

Kyrgyzstan’s boxing federation – in a session of parliament following heated discussions 

in which accusations flew in all directions regarding inappropriate profiteering from the 

nationalization of a telecommunications company. Ata-Zhurt members demanded the 

Deputy Prime Minister Babanov be suspended pending investigation, with Tashiev 

threatening to take his party out of the coalition if nothing was done. This prompted 

Sulajmanov, an ally of Babanov, to call his bluff, resulting in an expletive-laden brawl 

(Trilling, 2011, Apr 3). Within days, both MPs apologized and made peace publicly, 

though any façade of unity within the coalition was already wholly shattered (Deputaty, 

2011). Still, it is a telling example of the pains Ata-Zhurt is willing to endure to remain 

part of the ruling coalition. 
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Since its formation of a coalition, one of the parliament’s first and perhaps most 

auspicious deeds was to name a mountain peak after Russian President Vladimir Putin 

(Trilling, 2011, Jan 4). 
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Chapter 5: Kyrgyzstan’s First Peaceful Presidential Turnover 

 

OCTOBER 30, 2011 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 

 

The first presidential election for Kyrgyzstan under the new constitution was held on 

October 30th, 2011. Eighty three candidates applied for the election, and after unqualified 

candidates were dropped, consisting primarily of those who did not have the required 

30,000 signatures from eligible voters, as well as a few last-minute withdrawals, sixteen 

candidates were on the ballot on election day, though the number of competitive 

candidates was far fewer. International monitoring agencies were on site at polling 

stations throughout the country in order to evaluate the legitimacy of the election. Interim 

President Roza Otunbayeva promised fair and free elections with no interference. She 

reiterated that as interim president her role was that of “a neutral figure, an unbiased 

guarantor of free and democratic elections” and that the election would bring the period 

of provisional government to a close (RIA, 2011, Oct 29). 

Under the new constitution, the president’s term is six years and is limited to one 

term in office. More specifically, the constitution states, translated from the original 

Russian, that “No one person may be elected president twice” (Provisional Gov, 2010). In 

a well-established western democracy such a system would have several benefits. First of 

all, six years means the president has enough time to enact his agenda without as much 

pressure to do so when timing is poor. Additionally, due to the single term, the president 

is under less pressure to campaign constantly, and will probably only do so on the behalf 

of his political allies rather than himself. This means more time spent carrying out policy 

goals and less time working simply to stay in office. In the context of Kyrgyzstan, the 
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importance of this provision is that, along with many other provisions of the constitution, 

it prevents the formation of another patronal presidency, where the president’s rule has no 

end in sight, creating an environment where elites feel compelled to collaborate with the 

one individual who creates a virtual bottleneck in the path to power.  

Presidential terms have always been a point of contention for Kyrgyzstan. The 

Tulip revolution took place in the background of high suspicions that Akaev was 

planning on changing the constitution to allow him to remain president. Bakiev was not 

in office long enough for his term limit, but given his expansion of presidential powers 

and the nepotistic manner in which he ran the country, there is little doubt that he would 

have extended his claim to the presidency indefinitely. The shorter term limit means that 

elites will not be under as much pressure to support the president if they do not share 

similar goals. The patronal system that existed under previous presidents, whose rule had 

no sure end in sight, not only encouraged elites to show loyalty to the center of 

authoritarian power, but the system also led to rapid elite revolt against those presidents 

when that power was seriously questioned. With a single-term president in office, elites 

have more confidence that the elite configuration can be altered without resorting to 

revolution. 

Under the new constitution, the post of president is significantly less powerful, 

and the grudging coalition in parliament is unlikely to grant any future president more 

power unless that president is willing to vastly increase their powers and fortunes. Still, 

the president is by no means a powerless figurehead. Among other powers, the president 

is commander-in-chief of the military, has veto power and can send legislation back to 

parliament, save those related to the budget or fiscal policy. Overall, the president 

remains the face of government in Kyrgyzstan, at home and abroad (Provisional Gov, 

2010). For this and other reasons, Kyrgyzstan needs an effectively incorruptible president 
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who has a broad mandate, but will not abuse it for personal gain. Naturally, every 

prominent candidate in the 2011 Kyrgyzstan presidential election emphatically claimed to 

be just such a person. 

 

ATAMBAEV WINS, DOUBTS REMAIN 

  

The result of the election was a stunning win for Almazbek Atambaev in which he took 

more than half the vote, avoiding a potential run-off that would have forced him into a 

difficult political bargaining posture vis-à-vis his opponents. Atambaev’s closest 

competitors in the race, Kamchybek Tashiev and Adakhan Madumarov, only obtained 

about 14% of the vote each, only a fraction of Atambaev’s 64% (Mazykina, 2011, Oct 

31). Atambaev’s landslide victory may seem suspicious, as many elections in Central 

Asia often are, but the reality is that despite significant irregularities his victory is by-

and-large legitimate, in the sense that the outcome was not affected by any actions on the 

behalf of any candidate to commit electoral fraud (Oman DO, 2011; Trilling, 2011, Oct 

31). In terms of irregularities, all three leading candidates were the “beneficiaries” of 

questionable electoral practices. Incidents of ballot-stuffing, busing of voters and turning 

away voters at the polling stations were all reported by observers. In the south, many 

ethnic Uzbeks were afraid to participate in the vote out of fear of reprisal when polling 

results for each region become public (Trilling, 2011, Oct 28).  Many ethnic Uzbeks who 

decided to vote were intimidated by Kyrgyz nationalists into avoiding the polling 

stations. Other ethnic minorities no doubt experienced similar pressures. Atambaev’s win 

was not likely the result of foul play skewing the election, rather there were other, more 
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significant factors that played in his favor, and which virtually guaranteed his victory 

long before election day.  

Tashiev and Madumarov both ran on the same platform: Kyrgyz nationalism. 

Their support base in the south is a significant voting bloc, but it had to choose between 

two different candidates that were limited primarily to southern support. In the 

personality-driven politics of Kyrgyzstan, it often occurs that two political elites with 

almost identical platforms will insist on competing against each other, rather than against 

their ideological adversaries, and there is a good deal of rivalry between Tashiev and 

Madumarov. As a result, the two candidates literally split the Kyrgyz nationalist vote 

evenly between them. 

Atambaev’s support base, primarily in the north, had only one serious candidate. 

Numerous candidates ran on similar platforms, but Atambaev was the only one among 

them with the resources, public image, and the ability to appeal to a wide constituency. 

Atambaev had strong reform and anticorruption credibility owing to his staunch 

opposition against Bakiev. Atambaev also had the most resources to fund his election, 

with a campaign war chest of 33 million Kyrgyz som ($730,000), significantly more than 

any other candidate. Tashiev and Madumarov had 19.6 million som ($430,000) and 9 

million som ($200,000), respectively (Raiser, 2011). Atambaev was careful to present a 

strong, competent, and inclusive image throughout the campaign and afterward. Russia’s 

explicit support for Atambaev reinforced hopes among voters that strong relations with 

the Kremlin would ensure security and economic growth (Schwirtz, 2011, Oct 29). His 

oratory skills in both Russian and Kyrgyz also played in his favor. Madumarov is also 

skilled as a speaker and has an image as an articulate, consistent politician, which played 

well against the public speeches of Tashiev, which were more reminiscent of a coach at a 

pep rally. However, their inability to appeal to voters outside of their southern 
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constituency meant that this only served to divide the southern, mainly nationalist vote 

rather than making any serious challenge to Atambaev. 

Tensions were high among Kyrgyzstani authorities and the international 

community regarding security and stability during the elections, particularly in the south 

where ethnic tensions could boil over (Schwirtz, 2011, Oct 30; Trilling, 2011, Oct 28). In 

the end, the election was carried out without incident, though there were some 

irregularities and cases of intimidation. In the days prior to the election, Atambaev’s 

opponents heaped accusations that he was using administrative resources as prime 

minister to give him an unfair advantage at the polls. (Pavlova, 2011). Tashiev and 

Madumarov threatened mass protests all over the country if there was any inkling of foul 

play in the election. Tashiev claimed that “millions” would take the streets – a superlative 

number far more than what he received in votes (Trilling, 2011, Oct 28). 

In the end, protests were limited in size and short in duration, with Tashiev 

publicly issuing a statement that he will not carry out any further acts of protest. (Kabar, 

2011, Nov 4d; Kozubaeva, 2011, Nov 4). Presumably, this means that Tashiev and 

Madumarov had reached some type of settlement with Atambaev. Tashiev claimed that 

he had made no deals with Atambaev, and that his call to end protests was made out of a 

desire for peace, though other factors were involved that may have limited his ability to 

mobilize support and may have factored in the tenor of negotiations. Either through 

masterful planning or simple good fortune, the election took place only a few days before 

the religious holiday Kurman Ait, the Kyrgyz name for the Muslim festival Eid al-Adha. 

One of Atambaev’s first statements to the Kyrgyzstani public as president-elect was to 

greet them for the holiday (Kabar, 2011, Nov 4a). Though it is safe to say that religious 

fervor is not a pervasive element of Kyrgyzstani life, the holiday is none-the-less one of 

the most important observations of the year. This certainly played a factor in significantly 
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limiting nationalist mobilization, as well as occupying what few active religious extremist 

elements exist. 

Upon his victory in the election, Atambaev received congratulations from Russian 

Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, U.S. President 

Barack Obama, Uzbekistan President Islam Karimov, Kazakhstan President Nursultan 

Nazarbaev and others (Kabar, 2011, Nov 2, 3, 4b). The significance is that none of these 

statements included any doubts about the validity of the election, which means that it is 

unlikely that any of these countries seeks to undermine the legitimacy of new government 

directly, which seemed like a distinct possibility prior to the 2010 parliamentary 

elections, where Medvedev expressed disapproval for Kyrgyzstan’s new parliamentary 

system at a time when the new government needed Russia’s assistance far more than it 

needed its criticism. The United States showed full support for Atambaev, even after he 

explicitly stated in an interview with the BBC the day after the election that he would not 

renew the lease of the U.S. airbase adjacent to Bishkek’s Manas Airport when it expires 

in 2014. This move by Atambaev is almost certainly due to pressure from Russia, and to 

a lesser extent, China, to remove what they perceive to be a potential strategic threat, and 

there is little doubt that U.S. policymakers are keenly aware of this fact. This is not to say 

that Atambaev does not have his own reasons for wanting to end the lease. The 

Kyrgyzstani public has expressed disapproval for extending the presence of the American 

base for years, and there are also security concerns about having a U.S. strategic target 

only a few dozen miles from the Kyrgyzstani capital. The closing of the base would also 

be a gesture to Kyrgyzstanis of a desire to end corruption, as the base had been used 

primarily to line the pockets of Akaev and subsequently Bakiev (Kuchera , 2011, Nov 13; 

Mitchell, 2011, Nov 9). Only recently have the lucrative fuel contracts that supply the 

U.S. airbase become transparent (Tynan, 2011). When Akaev and Bakiev tried to close 
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the base, the U.S. became more active in supporting efforts toward their ouster, even after 

successfully negotiating for an extension. The fact that the U.S. lends continued support 

to Atambaev shows that it has either placed stability in Kyrgyzstan above strategic 

maneuverability, or it thinks it can eventually negotiate an extension. 

Atambaev is set to assume the office of President of Kyrgyzstan as the first head 

of state ever to take office as the result of a free and fair election on December 1, 2011. 

His election is democratic, but the lingering question is what character his administration 

will assume. Those who voted for him want an end to corruption and lawlessness, as well 

as substantial economic growth. There are two other possibilities, however. On the one 

hand the other factions could unite to dilute his efforts at fighting corruption and 

instituting real reforms. On the other hand, he could consolidate power for himself, 

turning elites to his side with promises of power and lucrative arrangements, as his 

predecessors were well known to do. One or both of these could potentially create 

another loop in the regime cycle toward authoritarianism, which in Kyrgyzstan would 

almost certainly result in another revolution, if not civil war. 

Fortunately, out of all of the serious contenders for president, Atambaev is the one 

who seems least likely to return Kyrgyzstan to an authoritarian system. He was the only 

serious candidate who did not advocate strengthening the presidency, a sign that he will 

not try to expand his power beyond the current confines of the constitution. One of the 

most critical factors for democratic reforms to take hold in Kyrgyzstan is that Atambaev 

essentially be everything he claims to be. The path toward ending corruption, economic 

despair and ethnic division is a difficult one, and it will take a great deal of political will 

to see it through. Therefore, not only will he have to be incorruptible; he will also have to 

display remarkable political fortitude. 
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Chapter 6: Looking Ahead at Major Problems for Democracy 

 

INDIVIDUAL FREEDOMS  

 

A measure of how successful Kyrgyzstan will be in democratizing can be seen in the 

individual freedoms of citizens. Though freedoms and rights in the country are not 

respected to the letter of the constitution, the environment is overall fairly permissive, 

particularly when compared to neighboring countries. As such, Freedom House rates 

Kyrgyzstan as ‘partly free’ in its index. 

The media is fairly free, and has improved since Bakiev’s fall, though the 

targeting of Uzbek media during the April 2010 violence has greatly diminished the 

presence of Uzbek media. Internet access is unrestricted, though infrastructure is limited 

and the ability to afford it is a significant barrier to entry (Freedom House 2011). 

Citizens enjoy freedom of unrestricted travel, though there is a process to work 

and settle in some areas within the country (Freedom House, 2011). 

The freedom of religion is respected, and although Kyrgyzstan is predominantly 

Muslim, religious Islamic conservatism is not particularly strong, nor is there any strong 

desire among the populace to institute Islamic law. Traditionally, the Kyrgyz variety of 

Islam was strongly influenced by old animistic traditions, and religious fervor has never 

characterized the Kyrgyz people. Fears regarding the rise of Islamic extremism prompted 

several assertive secularist moves during the Bakiev regime, including the banning of 

public proselytizing and headscarves in schools. Otherwise, the only significant 

restriction is that religious organizations must be registered with the government 

(Freedom House 2011). 
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The freedoms of assembly and association are well-respected and enjoy strong 

constitutional protection. No serious attempts to circumvent these freedoms have been 

reported since the ethnic violence in the south subsided, though there is little doubt that 

Uzbeks and other minorities in the south are fearful to exercise this right (Freedom House 

2011). 

In all, basic freedoms of people in Kyrgyzstan are respected far more than in the 

rest of Central Asia, and will continue to improve with time as the constitution becomes 

institutionalized within all levels of government. However, the permissive environment is 

not enough to ensure democracy will take root in Kyrgyzstan. There remain a good deal 

of serious problems that will significantly slow democratic progress, if not undermine it 

entirely. The first and foremost of these is corruption. 

 

CORRUPTION 

 

While the new government may have dismantled the presidential system that positively 

reinforced corruption for decades, the consequences still remain, as do the vast majority 

of elites who willingly participated in corrupt practices in business and government. In 

2010, Kyrgyzstan was rated one of the most corrupt regimes in the world in terms of 

public perception, according to the Transparency International Index (2010). The 

government is going to have to make serious efforts at increased transparency and 

stronger rule of law if it wants to earn back the trust of its citizens. 

 The new government has tried battling corruption from the beginning, but 

the process to root out corruption is itself marred by corruption. Investigations into 

corruption are often merely political tools for political adversaries to attack each other. 
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Establishing which claims are legitimate from the numerous spurious ones is a task that 

the government is incapable of carrying out in an impartial manner. 

Most measures taken to fight corruption are too limited to make a significant 

difference. For example, the Kyrgyzstan government has created a link from the 

Kyrgyzstan state news site, kabar.kg, which allows reporting of corruption. Just how 

effective this initiative has been is entirely unknown. It requires the person filing the 

report to identify themselves, which will prove a strong deterrent for anyone who wants 

to report anything but petty corruption. Conversely, if it was totally anonymous, there 

would likely be more spurious accusations than legitimate ones. In all, the effectiveness 

of this measure entirely depends on how much a potential witness trusts the state, and the 

most trusting Kyrgyzstani is dubious about their government at best. 

Most political elites do not even think of themselves as subject to everyday laws. 

Recently, the son of Isa Omurkulov, the mayor of Bishkek and a close ally of President-

elect Atambaev, struck another car head-on while speeding in the wrong lane at 200km 

per hour, killing three people. The court proceedings were closed to the public, though 

doing so was inconsistent with the law, and despite the ham-fisted manner in which the 

whole affair was being covered up, which included clumsy alteration of evidence, the 

families of the victims declined to press charges and the case was eventually dropped. 

(Schenkkan, 2011, Nov 24). This case is hardly the exception. Police in Bishkek 

frequently complain that most serious violators use connections to avoid any sort of 

punishment, and that this demoralizing state of affairs has severely diminished the 

professionalism of the police. Corruption cannot be fought in an environment where the 

political elite maintain impunity. 

Petty corruption is every bit as pervasive as corruption in the political leadership. 

Traffic police take bribes from citizens, and police chiefs take bribes from the police 
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officers to ensure they get lucrative traffic duty. Judges are underpaid and often corrupt. 

Bribes are often needed to enter universities, and many minor administrative tasks, such 

as obtaining a license, require some kind of bribe to ensure their timely and accurate 

completion (Freedom House, 2011). 

At the end of the day, the only way for Kyrgyzstan to fight corruption is to 

actually fight it. This truism is simplistic, but it is at the very heart of the problem. 

Corruption is political currency in Kyrgyzstan. Elites trade their services not only for 

money, but increased political influence as well. In order to get things done in 

Kyrgyzstan’s politics, deals have to be made with corrupt officials who are less 

concerned about their mandate and more about what the other party is offering in trade. 

Much of the political elite consist of opportunists that have no real interest in public 

service. Recreating the political culture will take a great deal of time and determination. 

Unfortunately, Kyrgyzstan’s ruling coalition lacks the latter. The solution, however, may 

lie in another institution: the judiciary. 

At present, despite constitutional mandate, Kyrgyzstan has no independent 

judiciary. The courts are firmly under the control of the executive branch, which has been 

slow to give up its power to grant impunity (Freedom House, 2011). An independent 

judiciary could lock out parliamentary and executive interference in legal affairs and help 

to restore rule of law. The OSCE has been working with the government to help develop 

such a system, but results will not likely turn up quickly (Kabar, 2011, Nov 4). With 

potential for political witch-hunting still very real, many elites are less than sanguine 

about a more powerful judiciary that could be used to charge them with corruption or 

conspiracy in the violence of the April Revolution, and will likely delay the formation of 

an independent court system until they can ensure their own political safety. 

 



 59 

ECONOMIC TROUBLES 

 

Kyrgyzstan’s economy is in deep recession, with one of the world’s worst GDP growth 

rates in 2010 (CIA, 2011). The only real industries that Kyrgyzstan has are gold mining 

and agriculture. It has no competitiveness in any particular market and has little to attract 

outside investment. The mountainous geography of the country makes it difficult to move 

goods within or through the country. Kyrgyzstan’s currency, the Kyrgyz som, suffers 

from inflation that incomes cannot keep up with, at 19.2% in just 2010 alone (Tynan, 

2011, Feb 15). 500,000 of the country’s 5.6 million citizens live abroad as migrant 

workers, almost one in ten of all people in the country. At home, the unemployment rate 

is 18 percent, leaving prospects dim for those who wish to return home for good. Half of 

employment within Kyrgyzstan is in the agricultural sector, and with a low rate of 

urbanization, this small country has had difficulty accommodating so many farmers, 

many of which barely have enough land to maintain subsistence farming (CIA, 2011). 

Some of the measures taken by the new government to remedy the situation seem 

promising while other moves on a smaller scale have been shortsighted and 

counterproductive. A sort of reactionary protectionism has cropped up in parliament. 

Several foreign investors have come under pressure from MPs and local administrations 

that want to see more resources taken into Kyrgyzstani hands, and have been more than 

willing to make false accusations against foreign companies in order to turn public 

opinion against them (Rickleton, 2011, Sep 12). These incidents have only served to 

discourage foreign investment, Kyrgyzstan’s only real path to economic recovery. The 

anxiety of investors can be seen in the failure of the government to sell off the seized 

business assets of former president Bakiev. With no clear idea of the legal liabilities these 
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companies may still have, very few investors have shown interest in taking them off the 

government’s hands (Schenkkan, 2011, Nov17). 

Nevertheless, some steps are being considered that may aid in Kyrgyzstan’s 

recovery. Kyrgyzstan has joined Russia’s customs union in order to strengthen ties with 

its old partner. While Kyrgyzstan’s public feels more optimistic about close ties to 

Russia, many critics claim that there is little economic benefit for Kyrgyzstan in the 

arrangement, which may even force them to leave the WTO (Schenkkan, 2011, Oct 20). 

Also, China wants to build a railroad through the country into Uzbekistan. Such a move 

would make movement of goods from the north of the country to the south far easier. 

Still, the public is very suspicious of China and the program is tainted by its roots with 

former president Bakiev (Rickleton, 2011, Nov 4). Kyrgyzstan needs the help of both 

China and Russia if its economy is to recover, but it must balance the two fairly while 

ensuring that whatever arrangements are made are in Kyrgyzstan’s best interest. 

The moves that have shown the most tangible results so far have been those that 

have targeted a source of significant economic drain: corruption. An initiative to promote 

transparency in the energy sector has reduced cost and enhanced the effectiveness of an 

energy infrastructure that only a year before was on the verge of collapse (Schenkkan, 

2011, Oct 21). 

Overall, economic reform has been slow and has not eased uncertainties about 

Kyrgyzstan’s future. The economy is still primarily agricultural in a country that cannot 

accommodate the farms it already has. Take into account Kyrgyzstan’s booming 

population, and it becomes clear that increased urbanization and more alternatives to 

agriculture are needed. If the situation does not improve considerably, the public will 

increasingly blame parliament, which is too powerful now to pass off responsibility to the 

president. This will reinforce divisions within parliament as factions attempt to put the 
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blame squarely on their opponents. Such a high level of elite distrust and fractioning 

could result in a government breakdown. For this reason, the economy is a significant 

factor for stability and continued democratic reform. 

 

NATIONALISM AND ETHNIC CONFLICT 

 

If one harbors anywhere in one's mind a nationalistic loyalty or hatred, certain 

facts, though in a sense known to be true, are inadmissible. 

 

- George Orwell 

 

Nationalism has a history in Kyrgyzstan since the creation of titular states in the early 

period of the Soviet Union. The titular state gave certain privileges to the majority 

‘titular’ ethnicity, such as an official language and protection of cultural heritage. Such 

protections were not afforded to minorities, however. Lines that were drawn for these 

states resembled arbitrary administrative divisions more than borders devised based on 

ethnic distinctions, making for large unprotected populations that were cut off from their 

titular nation, such as the large concentration of Tajiks in Uzbekistan. Despite the 

questionable logic behind the creation of these administrative divisions, the different 

states that emerged from the fall of the Soviet Union maintained these borders and used 

national titular claims to legitimize their rule over the territory. The Soviets did not create 

these borders with the idea that they would ever become sovereign boundaries. The 

assertion of sovereign borders cut lines through the middle of familial groups that 

previously had never had to concern themselves with where one territory ended and the 

other began. This phenomenon had far-reaching effects on economic and social 

interactions across borders (Melvin, 2011). 
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In Kyrgyzstan, the idea of the titular state is still very strong. Askar Akaev heavily 

promoted the idea of building a Kyrgyz nation ‘for the Kyrgyz’ as a means of 

legitimizing the state. This left Uzbeks and other ethnic minorities with very little means 

to voice their concerns or protect their heritage. Akaev built institutions that allowed 

Uzbeks and other minorities to have a certain degree of autonomy, but not to participate 

in state-building. Akaev served as the one channel for the Uzbek leadership to be heard, 

and he often used this position to keep opposition from Kyrgyz elites in the south weak. 

The struggle for power, however, was still largely centered on Kyrgyz elites in a power 

struggle in which other ethnic groups declined to get involved (Melvin, 2011). 

The Kyrgyz ethnic majority had and continues to have disproportionate 

representation in government, police and media. On the one hand you have the urbanized, 

Russian-leaning north of the country, who generally accepts diversity but makes no effort 

at it, and on the other hand the rural south, where ethnic minorities are increasingly 

perceived by Kyrgyz as intruders, despite centuries of coexistence. Neither environment 

is promising for the advancement of equality, but the south has become a hostile place for 

ethnic minorities since the April 2010 revolution (Melvin, 2011). 

The April Revolution proved far more violent than the Tulip Revolution. Reports 

claim that 87 people died and more than 1000 were injured during the riots in Bishkek 

alone. This only served as a prelude to the violence that would follow in the south of the 

country. Just as life in Bishkek had returned to relative normalcy, ethnic tensions in 

southern Kyrgyzstan were beginning to boil over. Bakiev was consolidating his support 

in the south, and the provisional government needed a foil to prevent him from rallying 

more southern communities to his side. The provisional government turned to the 

Uzbeks, a large minority with sizeable communities in urban areas where local seats of 

government were located. Uzbek leaders saw an opportunity to show their patriotic 
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qualities and support for a democratic system, which they hoped would give them a 

larger role in the state. In May, Uzbek protests began to spring up in the south, taking 

government buildings from Bakiev loyalists and setting fire to Bakiev’s residence. Many 

considered this to be an attack on ethnic Kyrgyz, and Bakiev loyalists took advantage of 

the situation, claiming that Uzbeks had called for independence and were committing 

atrocities against Kyrgyz. This created a mass mobilization of ethnic Kyrgyz, primarily 

from rural areas, that marched on major Uzbek population centers, Osh in particular. 

Widespread violence resulted, with Uzbeks and Kyrgyz clashing in deadly exchanges. 

Uzbeks quickly found themselves outnumbered against furious mobs that police did little 

to deter. Some mobs even had armored vehicles and soldiers with them, using their 

vehicles to destroy barricades that Uzbek communities had built to slow attackers. Once 

Uzbeks had been run out of a community, it was often burned to the ground (Human 

Rights Watch, 2010; Melvin, 2011). 

In the aftermath, 400 were estimated dead, 2500 injured, and 400,000 people were 

displaced, 100,000 of which fled to Uzbekistan, only to be expelled back into Kyrgyzstan 

days later. As the violence subsided, Uzbeks returned to their old homes, often to find 

them in ruin. Others found their property had been expropriated by ethnic Kyrgyz. Blame 

for the violence was placed squarely on Uzbeks, and those arrested in connection with the 

violence were almost entirely Uzbeks (Human Rights Watch, 2010; Melvin, 2011). 

The mayor of Osh and loyal ally of Bakiev, Melisbek Myrzakmatov, has since 

been a powerful obstacle to reconciliation. In the wake of the violence, the OSCE 

planned a mission to send unarmed police to assist in maintaining order. Myrzakmatov 

rallied protests against the OSCE peace mission, which was eventually scaled down to a 

humanitarian aid operation. He would go on to directly challenge the authority of the 

provisional government and draw up city reconstruction plans aimed at breaking up 
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Uzbek communities (Melvin, 2011). Though the situation had calmed down and 

Myrzakmatov’s efforts  to wrest valuable land from the Uzbek community in Osh were 

halted, he has continued to interfere with international organizations working to rebuild 

the south and investigate the causes of ethnic violence. (Crisis Monitor, 2011). More 

recently, Myrzakmatov announced plans to create his own militia, independent of the 

central government. International organizations are finding numerous connections 

between Myrzakmatov and the escalation of ethnic violence in Osh, and indications are 

that his patronal network in Osh is still firmly entrenched (Human Rights Watch, 2010; 

Trilling, 2011, Nov 12). This will prove to be perhaps the greatest challenge Almazbek 

Atambaev will face when he takes office. He cannot pretend, as the government has up to 

this point, that there is no problem. Private militias cannot be allowed exist if Kyrgyzstan 

is to stabilize itself. A country that cannot enforce a monopoly on the means of violence 

is a failed state. Furthermore, there is little doubt that Myrzakmatov will use this force to 

harass and exploit the Uzbek community, as he has done since June 2011 under the label 

of fighting terrorism. 

Many ethnic Kyrgyz in the south have long been convinced that the Uzbek 

population, particularly in Osh, where Uzbeks have a near plurality, wants to separate 

from Kyrgyzstan and annex with Uzbekistan. This notion does not in any way reflect 

reality, but has been repeatedly reinforced by Kyrgyz nationalist political elites, who 

often use the words of fringe ethnic Uzbek elements such as the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan (IMU) as proof of this claim. The IMU, in turn, has threatened retribution 

against ethnic Kyrgyz if the ethnic Uzbek population continues to suffer. Such a threat 

only antagonizes Kyrgyz nationalists and allows them to feel vindicated in their treatment 

of ethnic Uzbeks. The reality is that most Uzbeks simply want a part in the political 
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process that is equal to that of any other Kyrgyzstani citizen (Human Rights Watch, 

2010). 

Politically, the most significant consequence of Kyrgyz nationalism is the way it 

has shaped the distribution of political influence. The nationalist Ata-Zhurt party, though 

it holds the largest share of seats in parliament, is by no means a compulsory ally for any 

ruling coalition. That is, in terms of having a majority to pass legislation, any three of the 

five parties that have seats could easily form a bloc. In the political gulf that separates 

north and south, however, the tenuous coalition is a regarded as a crucial means of 

keeping the peace.  

Nationalists are fully aware of this, and are always keen to keep nationalist fervor 

at a level where it can be mobilized when needed, yet also demobilized and dispersed 

before there is any risk of nationalist politicians overplaying their hand. An example of 

this strategy is when Kamchybek Tashiev threatened to mobilize protests in the south if 

the results of the presidential elections seemed in any way fraudulent. In the largely rural 

and polarized south he could easily transform dissatisfaction with the election results into 

conviction that those results were fraudulent. The reality was that he knew he had no 

chance of winning, but by leading a controlled mobilization of nationalist sentiment he 

could, in turn, use his influence as a bargaining chip in negotiating with Atambaev, 

probably for the post of prime minister when Atambaev vacates it for the presidency. 

Now that the democratic system of government has afforded them a path to 

significant political power, nationalists are careful not to risk a situation where it is more 

beneficial to the other parties to simply marginalize Ata-Zhurt and deal with the south 

more assertively. None of this discourages nationalist politicians from taking full 

advantage of ethnic enmities, so long as they maintain a certain degree of control over 

nationalist mobilization. Though national reconciliation suffers as a result of continued 
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politicization of the ethnic divide, as long as the door swings both ways between 

maintaining stability in the south and granting southern politicians significant influence, 

the system has a better chance of maintaining stability in the south. 

Within this context, there is a good deal of opportunity for building new 

institutions. Old institutions designed to deal with minorities only ensured their 

pacification, with no effort expended to integrate them into politics and society. 

Kyrgyzstan needs an institution that genuinely pursues minority causes and has the power 

to resolve them fairly and without needless delay. Such an institution would benefit 

reform-minded elites, as it would gradually undermine extreme nationalism. For this 

reason it is very likely that nationalist political elites would oppose the creation of any 

such institution. Therefore, international pressure to create new institutions is needed, 

particularly from the OSCE and Russia, the former being the best suited to assist in 

institution building and the latter being the most influential external force among 

Kyrgyzstan’s elites. 
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Conclusions 

In all, the strategy of the provisional government to form a strong parliament with broad 

elite representation, along with a far weaker president, has been the right step in breaking 

the regime cycle that had perpetuated itself in Kyrgyzstan. To try and incite a new 

revolution would be very difficult now, as the parliament and incoming president have a 

relatively high level of legitimacy, something no previous government in Kyrgyzstan 

could rightly claim since the mid 1990’s. Unless legitimacy significantly erodes in the 

coming years it is reasonable to say that a third revolution in Kyrgyzstan is very unlikely. 

Stability, however, is not enough. In order to solidify the gains the new government has 

made over the last year and a half, it must continue to take a path towards 

democratization. 

The government must create an independent judiciary, as established in 

Kyrgyzstan’s constitution. The government must also redouble its efforts to curtail 

corruption at every level, from the top of the political elite to the desk clerk, without 

sparing the former at the expense of the latter. It must develop real solutions for 

economic growth that help the broader economy rather than narrow individual interests. 

And to ensure stability and prosperity of its people, the government of Kyrgyzstan must 

see to it that national reconciliation goes unhindered. 

The next big question for Kyrgyzstan is what shape the government will take 

when Atambaev takes the helm of the executive and a new prime minister must be 

chosen. Though there is speculation that Tashiev will be given the post, there is a 

possibility that an entirely new coalition could be formed. Ata-Zhurt has been weakened 

politically as tensions in the south have eased and the party’s behavior has been under the 

scrutiny of the electorate. With the pressure to appease the south somewhat lessened, the 
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SDPK could abandon its troublesome and temperamental ally and form a new 

government, likely with the help of Respublika. This would require other reform-minded 

parties to swallow their pride and accept some compromise, but the task of convincing 

them seems far less daunting that keeping the current coalition together while making it 

effective. 

No matter the shape that the government takes in the next few months, it will have 

the vast, complex and deep-seated problems of economic depression, nationalism and 

corruption to contend with. This would be a daunting task even for an organization of 

exceptional unity and transparency, yet there is no configuration of parties into a coalition 

that does not still suffer greatly from internal corruption and nationalistic sentiments. 

Therefore, despite Kyrgyzstan’s increasingly close relationship with Russia, the west 

must continue to aid in the development of this new, yet deeply troubled democracy. 

Then there is one final concern. If President Atambaev tries to alter the 

constitution to broaden his powers and create another patronal system, legitimacy will 

crumble and the cycle will very likely repeat itself. Despite this grim prospect, there is 

reason for cautious optimism. Atambaev himself has repeatedly cited the broadening of 

presidential powers as the cause of instability, and has strongly reiterated that he will not 

seek to strengthen the presidency. Even if he wanted to, convincing parliament to give up 

its first taste of real power would prove exceedingly difficult. By the time Kyrgyzstanis 

are celebrating the new year in 2018, when Atambaev is set to step down from the 

constitutionally one-term presidency, it may be quite clear whether Kyrgyzstan’s new 

strategy to break the regime cycle was a success, or simply another false start. 
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