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Abstract 

 

Jostling for Power and the end of Democracy in Post-Soviet 

Kyrgyzstan; 1990 and 2010 Conflicts in Ferghana Valley 

 

Mansoor Alam Sheikh, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Thomas J. Garza 

 

This thesis is an analysis of two conflicts in the Ferghana region of Kyrgyzstan in 1990 

and 2010 to understand and find how ethnic relations in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan have 

progressed. In looking at the conflict, there are two main aspects: first, the motivations of 

each ethnic group at the time of mobilization and secondly, the hierarchy structure of the 

groups once they had mobilized and were in the middle of the conflict. 

The 1990 conflict shows a lack in mobilization in both Uzbek and Kyrgyz 

populations and violence is mostly smaller groups of one ethnicity attacking individuals of 

the other group. Comparatively, analysis of the 2010 conflict shows mass mobilization 

within the Uzbek populations and directed violence against all Kyrgyz. 2010 also heralds 

the organization of political forces on each side perpetuating violence either through 

propaganda or through the use of agents providing on field support during the violence. 

Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, heading towards a democratic and self-sustaining nation 

after the fall of the Soviet Union, fell into the throws of conflict over its identity. Political 

corruption, demagogue leaders, and self-enriching politicians brought the promise of a 
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bright future to its end. The rise of nationalism within both Kyrgyz and Uzbek populations 

over the twenty years since the collapse of the Soviet Union has led to far lethal and 

disruptive violence in this region. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As far as ethnic conflicts go, the region of Ferghana in Central Asia falls far behind 

the likes of Rwanda or Yugoslavia. What gives importance to conflict in this region of the 

world is the various relationships, politics, and ideologies which have shaped to create the 

atmosphere of conflict in the Ferghana Valley over the last 150 years. The arrival of 

Russian imperialism, the sudden jolt of Soviet Communism, the final collapse of an empire, 

the rise of autocratic rule has all helped create different and varying identities for the people 

and their social and institutional way of life. 

The emphasis of this paper is to understand the various layers of identities this 

region and its people have had to bear on themselves, and observe how those layers have 

led to the breaking out of violence in this region. This paper pointedly observes the events 

of the summer of 1990 and 2010 to see how identity continues to shape how populations 

interact and collide with each other in this small section of Central Asia. By observing the 

actions, thoughts and experiences of the Kyrgyz and Uzbek populations in this border 

region, this paper tries to emphasize the changing nature of relationships between people 

whose identities have gone through varying degrees of oscillation over time. 

The questions I try to ask and answer here serve the purpose of adding more data 

to the already burgeoning datasets of ethnic conflict around the world. By examining the 

perceptions of the people before, during and after the conflicts of 1990 and 2010, I hope to 

find new and unique insights into how ethnic conflict start and end as the identities of the 

actors evolve over time. 

In order to truly understand the structure of identities which define the people of 

Ferghana Valley, one has to start as far back in time. This paper starts with an in-depth 

analysis of the varying forces coming and going through this region, changing the people, 
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the landscape and the way of life. The purpose here is to engulf the reader into thinking of 

how identity has been created, destroyed and then created again in this region. 

Much of the focus here is on the years when the Soviet Union controlled and ruled 

this region. The seventy and more years of Soviet rule changed Central Asia and its people 

the most; bringing about the most cataclysmic changes in identity to this region during this 

time. The ideologies which drove Soviet Communism have had a continuing effect on the 

people and institutions of this region. The importance of Soviet rule over Central Asia 

cannot be underscored enough. 

Analysis focusing on the conflict looks at the mindset of the actors involved on 

both sides. Their emotions, goals, and thinking defined their actions prior, during and after 

the end of the conflicts. This analysis focuses on the individuals and the groups and looks 

at their motivations and how identity politics of the last century played a part in their 

thinking and actions. Another aspect of this analysis looks at how identity changes during 

this time, and what is one actors’ identity at one point in time, say before the conflict, 

versus that individuals, or groups, identity at another point in time, during and after the 

conflict. 

Much of the analysis relies on theories of identity during times of chaos and 

conflict. Such times bring about changes in how one perceives their own identity, either as 

part of a group, nation or individually. The use of emotions, historical identity myth, social 

status, political affiliation play a large role in how actions come about during such chaotic 

times, either as individuals or part of a group. 
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CENTRAL ASIA THROUGH TIME 

Through time, many peoples have walked through the mountains, valleys and 

deserts of Central Asia. Armies of Genghis Khan came through, Islam came hurdling from 

the west, the Russians came down from above, and traders and travelers walked on the Silk 

Road in all directions. 

Figure 1:  Political Map of Central Asia (2003).1 

                                                 
1 Caucasus and Central Asia (Political) (2003), 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/commonwealth/caucasus_cntrl_asia_pol_2003.jpg 
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Transoxiana, Mauverannahr in Arabic, is the core of Central Asia, bordered by the 

Amu Darya (Oxus River) in the south and the Pamir mountains in the east. The Fergana 

valley, just east of Transoxiana, sits below the Pamir and Tianshan mountains, in today’s 

modern states of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. In the 7th century this core region 

of Central Asia was divided into small principalities with larger cities, like Bukhara, 

Samarkand and Khujand, as centers of trade along the Silk Road. The Sogdians, a sedentary 

and an Iranian-speaking people, inhabited this part of Central Asia, keeping the trade on 

the Silk Road flowing. At the same time, nomadic Turkic tribes claimed suzerainty over 

this region as part of their larger empire of Kök Turks, stretching from central Mongolia to 

the shores of the Caspian Sea, incorporating in their empire areas what would today be 

Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.2 

Transoxiana represented only part of Central Asia, and many groups of people, 

languages and religious beliefs dotted this region. Western Central Asia was a province of 

the Sasanian Empire of Iran. In the region of Khwarezm, located in the Amu Darya delta 

below the Aral Sea, were another Iranian-speaking people ruled by the Afrighids Dynasty. 

Islam was slowly starting to take root in the Arabian Peninsula starting in 622 AD. 

Prior to Islam reaching Central Asia, some of the primary religions found here were: 

Zoroastrianism in Sasanian controlled region of Khorasan, Manichaeism in Transoxiana, 

Buddhism in small numbers was also found in Transoxiana, while Turkic tribes in the north 

                                                 
2 Svat Soucek, A History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge, 2000), 1-45. 
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were devoted of shamanistic practices.3 The arrival of Islam was in effect a turning point 

for this region. The movement of Islam eastwards began in earnest under conquerors from 

the east going further north, all the while converting Turkic populations, above the Syr 

Darya, to Islam. Many religious monuments were built during this time, and religious 

foundations and madrassas (Islamic religious schools) were funded by the state. Great 

scholars like al-Biruni (973-1048 AD), Ibn Sina (980-1037 AD), and Ibn al-Haytham (965-

1040 AD) made discoveries in medicine, astronomy, and mathematics. 

Through the centuries of change which came to Central Asia, either through 

conquests, trade or simple migration, has left people of Central Asia with several layers of 

identity. By the time the Russian Empire had completely colonized Central Asia, and had 

given it the name Turkestan in 18684, there were three layers of identity most Central 

Asians identified themselves with: they identified as Muslims, they were either city-

dwellers or nomadic (the three nomadic people identified themselves as Kazakhs, Kyrgyz 

and as Turkmen), and they belonged to their tribe based on geography or ethnicity.5 This 

amalgam of identity would later become the foundation from which the Soviet Union 

would break up Central Asia into national republics. 

 

 

                                                 
3 Svat Soucek, A History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge, 2000), 5. 
4 Martha Brill Olcott, “Central Asia’s Political Crisis,” in Russia’s Muslim Frontiers: New Directions in 

Cross-Cultural Analysis, ed. Dale F. Eickelman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 49. 
5 Martha Brill Olcott, Central Asia’s Political Crisis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 50. 
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DELIMINATION OF CENTRAL ASIA 

The year 1917 marked the end of Imperial Russia. Already burdened by fighting on 

multiple fronts in WWI, the last Tsar of Russia, Nicholas II, abdicated his throne in March 

of 1917. The political void was carefully and methodically filled by the Bolsheviks, a 

revolutionary socialist party headed by Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov Lenin. A long time exiled 

socialist leader, Lenin lead the Bolsheviks, including a network of local pro-socialist 

organizers known as the Soviets, in solidifying their position at the head of the new Russia. 

The process of successfully controlling the vast lands of Russia included a protracted civil 

war between the Bolsheviks and the White Army, a loose coalition of anti-communist 

forces. The Russian Civil war lasted till 1922, from which arose a Bolshevik party which 

had successfully consolidated its position as the government of the new Soviet Russia. 

Vladimir Ilych Lenin spent his early years in fin de siècle 19th century, when 

Imperial Russia was in the throes of a burgeoning radical leftist movement against the 

Russian monarchy. These years also saw the assassination of Tsar Alexander II by a 

socialist organization in 1881. During the early years of his adult life, Lenin espoused the 

ideals of Marxism, which argued that class struggle played a significant role in society and 

would eventually lead society away from a capitalistic to socialist and finally a communist 

society. In order to create a fully homogenized communist society, Marx emphasized on 

the process of this transformation. Where Lenin differed with Marx was in the technicality 

of Marx’s theory: whereby socialism was a direct result of a society actively fighting 

against and rejecting the inequalities of a capitalist society. Whereas, Russia in 1917 had 

been industrializing and catching up with advanced capitalism found in other western 
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nations, but it had not reached the levels where a social uprising would bring about a 

socialist revolution. The path taken by Lenin was to essentially force the process on the 

people of Russia, by forcefully mandating policies of socialism like the unification of 

neighboring republics into the larger Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and by 

taking control of produced goods and wealth for the development of the USSR. These 

ideals formed the basis of Lenin’s philosophy and his vision for USSR’s future. 

From the Far Eastern peninsula of Kamchatka to the borders of Europe stood an 

amalgamated mix of peoples, languages and cultures in this newly created USSR. Even 

before the success of the coup, Vladimir Lenin, leader of the Bolsheviks and then the leader 

of the USSR, took part in discussions about the question of nationality, especially as the 

Austro-Hungarian empire was falling apart along nationalist lines before and during World 

War I.6 Within the context of Lenin and his image of the Bolshevik Party, the party was to 

be the model for the new USSR which was to consist of members dedicated to a common 

set of ideals and beliefs based on Marxist socialism. Nationality did not play a role in that 

nation and party, but only the common ideals based on Marxism were to be the core of the 

party and the nation.7 This resulted in a 1913 essay written by Iosif Vissarionovich 

Dzhugashvili, who went by the name Stalin and would later follow Lenin as the leader of 

the Soviet Union, entitled “Marxism and the National Question”. 

                                                 
6 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union 

(Ithaca: Cornell), 26. According to Francine Hirsch, as early as 1905, after the failed revolution in Russia, 

the question of nationalities came up and was the frequent topic of discussion within the early social 

democratic parties. 
7 Ibid. 
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In this essay, Stalin confined himself to presenting the idea of the “national 

character”, where the concept of a nation was based exclusively on a “common language, 

common territory, common economy, and common mentality.”8 Stalin stated that the 

priority for the Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Russia (SDWPR)9 was towards 

defending the interests of the proletariat, while the nationalities question took a back seat 

to this goal.10 As the year 1917 approached, Lenin provided answers to the questions of 

nationalities from the Bolshevik Party perspective: according to Lenin, the rights of 

national minorities were to be respected and provincial autonomy was to be granted to large 

titular minorities.11 The understanding behind this policy was the fact that in order to have 

a successful ideological struggle, the party had to use the power of nationalism in their 

favor; to curry support for the revolution from the many nationalities which made up the 

Russian Empire. This was to be accomplished by giving national self-determination to the 

local nationalities, but which was essentially national in form, as in republics based on 

identity boundaries, but socialist in actuality, where the power was still in the hands of the 

party and Moscow as its capitol. This policy was implemented under the leadership of 

Stalin, when he became the Commissar of Nationalities under the new Soviet government 

in 1917. 

                                                 
8 Berg G. Fragner, “’Soviet Nationalism’: An Ideological Legacy to the Independent Republics of Central 

Asia,” in Identity Politics in Central Asia and the Muslim World, ed. Willem Van Schendel and Erik J. 

Zürcher (London: I.B. Tauris), 17. 
9 This would later be called the Bolshevik Party after the coup of 1917. 
10 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 27. 
11 Ibid, 30. 
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Figure 2: A detailed topographical map of Turkestan from 1905.12 

 

The formation of national territories started early on in 1918, and was codified 

under the 1922 Soviet constitution and completed by 1924, when the defining of states in 

Central Asia was completed. At this time, the Soviet Union was divided up into two federal 

republics, eight union republics, seventeen autonomous republics, and thirteen autonomous 

oblasts.13 The progress of territorial distribution based on nationality status was under the 

control of Stalin, as the Commissar of Nationalities. His stance early on, as mentioned 

above in his 1913 essay, was based on prioritizing the ideology of the party over the 

                                                 
12 Map of Southern Turkestan, https://www.wdl.org/en/item/15030/ 
13 Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 

(Ithaca: Cornell, 2001), 31; Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 145. 
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nationality question. Under his leadership, many people and nationalities were able to gain 

autonomy, but the real political power still resided in the center, in Moscow, while the 

autonomous regions had control over the cultural and social spheres.14  

 The delimitation of Central Asian Turkestan in 1924 led to the creation of the 

Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), Uzbek SSR, Kazakh SSR, and the Kirgiz SSR. 

Later, in 1929-1930 Uzbek SSR was divided into Uzbek and Tajik SSR. Part of the 

scholarship on the implementation of Soviet nationalities policies in Central Asian 

Turkestan has focused on the theory of “divide and rule”, whereby arguing that the division 

of Central Asia was largely set up to counter the rise of a unified Islamic rebellion,15 as 

was already underway in under the Basmachi Movement.16 The other side of the debate 

argues that the division was carefully planned to give as much autonomy to local 

nationalities and thus gain support for the Soviet socialist experiment throughout the Soviet 

Union, as argued by Francine Hirsch.17 Hirsch contends that the delimitation process was 

in fact a group effort, led by both central authorities and local tribal and religious leaders 

in collaboration and with ample research into the ethnic and national makeup of Central 

Asia.18 This argument stands up to further dissection, as ample evidence is presented by 

                                                 
14 Svante E. Cornell, “The Devaluation of the Concept of Autonomy: National Minorities in the Former 

Soviet Union,” Central Asian Survey 18:2 (July 2010): 187: doi: 10.1080/02634939995678 
15 Ibid, 188. 
16 Glenda Fraser, “Basmachi—I,” Central Asian Survey 6, no. 1 (1987): 1-73; Glenda Fraser, “Basmachi—

II,” Central Asian Survey 6, no. 2 (1987): 7-42. The Basmachi Movement emerged around the time the 

Tashkent Soviet, under the banner of the new Soviet Government overthrew the local autonomous Muslim 

leaders of Tashkent after the success of the 1917 revolution. The movement emerged around the Ferghana 

Valley and quickly spread to other regions of Central Asia. It was finally defeated in 1923. Although a 

largely local revolt against the “Soviet occupiers”, the movement was seen by the Soviet Union and the 

international community to be a Pan-Islamic/Pan-Turkic movement. 
17 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 160. 
18 Ibid, 161. 
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Hirsch to support her argument. With the 1924 borders not wholly absolute, changes were 

made to transfer small towns from one SSR to another, by the Central Executive Committee 

of the Soviet Union’s (TsIK) Regionalization of Central Asia, a branch of the larger TsIK 

regionalization commission. Created in 1926, TsIK Party Commission’s role was to 

evaluate and settle disputes which came up around the borders of the newly created SSR’s. 

The years 1924 to 1930 were a time of constant back and forth between the local population 

and authorities within the TsIK, where changes to regional borders were requested and 

while some were rejected and some were accepted, including the creation of the Tajik SSR 

from the Uzbek SSR. This back and forth between locals and the authorities even involved 

letters sent from Central Asian villagers to Stalin himself, asking to be moved over to a 

neighboring SSR.19 

 Focusing on the Ferghana Valley, Francine Hirsch recounts the story of six villages 

within the then Kirgiz SSR city of Jalal-Abad, who petitioned to the Soviet authorities to 

be moved into the Uzbek SSR, on the basis that culturally, economically and ethnically 

they were Uzbeks and belonged in the Uzbek SSR. Over time, these petitions recounted 

how Kirgiz authorities had become hostile towards these Uzbeks within the Kirgiz SSR, 

either by jailing them and engaging in “hostile acts” against the local Uzbek population.20 

Bäshim Kul’besherov, a member of the TsIK Party Committee visited these villages, but 

held back a decision on the change of borders of these six villages, instead wanting to 

“evaluate all of the Uzbek-Kirgiz territorial disputes” before any changes to borders could 

                                                 
19 Ibid, 168-172. 
20 Ibid, 170. 
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be made.21 This anecdote gives an indication that the delimitation process preceded and 

followed by small border disputes in the Ferghana Valley. Later, after the breakup of the 

Soviet Union, these disputes did amplify as national identities had become stronger over 

time with the Soviet emphasis on national identity and lead to larger conflicts in the 

Ferghana Valley, on both the Uzbek and Kirgiz sides. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Ibid, 170. 
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FALL OF THE SOVIET UNION 

 

The era of communism in the Soviet Union can most easily be explained by 

describing the leaders of the Soviet Union. The first leader, Vladimir Lenin, had set out to 

create a perfect communist society, but before he got the chance to work on his vision he 

was thwarted by the Russian Civil war and an early death in 1924. The second leader was 

Stalin, whose biggest contributions to the Soviet Union was the fast paced, but poorly 

planned, industrialization of the country within a span of only 15 years; a great feat in 

social engineering, where a whole country was transformed from an agrarian society to one 

which came close to the industrialization of western nations like Britain and the United 

States. What Stalin cannot be forgotten for is his dictatorial reign over the country and the 

oppression of his people through the use of forced labor in concentration camps in far off 

resource rich regions22 or the deadly attacks on a whole class of people, be it educated 

engineers in 1928, political opponents and political allies in the 1930’s or the annihilation 

of a whole officer class of the Soviet Army in the late 30’s. One aspect where he is still 

respected, and celebrated in some circles, is his leadership during the Second World War, 

where the Soviets had the largest civilian and military casualties but still came out of the 

war as the victors. 

                                                 
22 The publication of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in 1962 during the 

thaw under Nikita Khrushchev brought attention to the secret concentration camps called GULAGS under 

Stalin. Solzhenitsyn would later go on to win the Nobel Prize in literature in 1970 and continue 

documenting the prisons and prisoners most of his life. 
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The end of Stalin’s reign brought some hope in the name of Nikita Khrushchev 

from 1953 till 1964. Most commonly known as the period of ‘thaw’ when political 

prisoners from concentration camps were released, censorship of dissent declined, and a 

general betterment of relations with foreign countries resumed. The thaw under 

Khrushchev was not tolerated for long and in 1964 he was removed by more conservative 

powers headed by Leonid Brezhnev. Part of the old elite, Brezhnev, represented the old 

guard from the time of Stalin. Under Brezhnev the Soviet Union stagnated; the vigor of 

Stalin’s Five-Year industrialization plans was not there; the freedoms of Soviet citizens 

were curtailed and the living conditions of the citizenry declined dramatically. The death 

of Brezhnev in 1982 did not hint towards change as the next two leaders were also part of 

the same old guard as Brezhnev had belonged to. Yuri Andropov lasted only two years as 

the head of the Soviet Union before his death in 1984, while Konstantin Chernenko died 

within a year of his appointment as the leader, in 1985. 

The biggest change, and with it the dissolution of the Soviet Union, came with the 

appointment of Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. Gorbachev came into office with experience 

of the west through his travels to Europe during his career as a Soviet official. To change 

the discrepancies between how Soviet citizens lived life and how the west did, Gorbachev 

announced plans for change in the status quo through two radical programs of glasnost 

(openness) and perestroika (restructuring). Glasnost was meant to reflect a change in the 

control the government had over the lives of its people. Under Glasnost it became okay to 

look back into the past and reflect on the mistakes of Stalin’s regime, or to read works of 
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western literature or samizdat literature23 openly. An excellent example of this was the 

creation of the organization Memorial, which took on the job of bringing out the truth about 

Stalin’s GULAG’s. This level of access to outside and censored materials was 

unprecedented compared to only five years before under Brezhnev. Gorbachev’s program 

of perestroika was meant to rejuvenate the stagnant Soviet economy. This economic 

stimulus involved de-centralizing the markets and production quotas at the beginning. The 

aim of this policy was to make the system more efficient by giving some autonomy to local 

producers and markets. 

The two policies of glasnost and perestroika inadvertently took power away from 

the government and the Communist Party; the old system where the Party made all 

decisions which trickled down to the factory level had cracked. The middle ground 

Gorbachev was trying to achieve between a command economy and semi-private market 

was not achieved. Instead, it created rabbit hole which ultimately led to the downfall of the 

Soviet Union itself. By giving power to the people, in essence, the leadership had opened 

a sort of Pandora’s Box, which opened the citizenry’s need to demand and expect more 

freedoms and autonomy from the government. Many events transpired during the 1980’s 

which slowly eradicated trust in the system, including the 1986 Chernobyl disaster, which 

                                                 
23 Samizdat was an underground system of publishing in the Soviet Union used by many censored authors 

to distribute their writings to their friends and other readers. The idea was to type a manuscript on a 

typewriter with carbon copies in between pages to make many copies of the text for distribution. Samizdat 

was also used in audio recordings, where old x-rays were used as records to record music. 
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eroded peoples trust in their leadership. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the last 

straw, which unraveled the whole system and ultimately fell apart.24 

The breakup of the Soviet Union was sudden, if not wholly unexpected. After the 

fall of the Berlin Wall many republics saw this as a weakness in the Soviet system and the 

hopes of national sovereignty quickly led to national independence, starting with the Baltic 

states and ending in Central Asia. The first Central Asian state to declare independence 

was Kyrgyzstan on August 31, 1991 and the last was Kazakhstan on December 16, 1991. 

Kyrgyzstan became the first of the Central Asian states to declare independence largely 

because the political structure of the Soviet political system in Kyrgyzstan was collapsing 

due to a weak leadership and incidents of ethnic conflict starting in 1989, when violence 

against Meskhetian Turks in southern Kyrgyzstan erupted25, and ending with ethnic 

infighting between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks in southern Kyrgyzstan in 1990.  

The fall of the Soviet Union created a power vacuum in the newly established states, 

including those of Central Asia, where former Soviet public officials reinvented themselves 

as the new democratic leaders. This was especially the case in Central Asia, where four out 

of the five countries leaders were career Soviet politicians.26 It was in Kyrgyzstan where 

Askar Akaev became the President and who was not a career politician, although he was a 

                                                 
24 A great deal of study has been done on Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika and the reasons 

for the fall of the Soviet Union. Some prominent scholars in this field include Martin Malia, Alexander 

Dallin, Michael McFaul and Jerry Hough.  
25 Meskhetian Turks were part of Stalin’s forced migration of whole ethnicities during and after the end of 

WWII, because of his fear of a fifth column standing up against the Soviet government. This included 

moving Chechens to Kazakhstan, moving Volga Germans to Kazakhstan and moving Tartars to all over 

Central Asia from Crimea. 
26 Svat Soucek, A History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge, 2000), 275-281. Islam Karimov in 

Uzbekistan, Nursultan Nazarbaev in Kazakhstan, Saparmurad Niyazov in Turkmenistan, and Imomali 

Rakhmonov in Tajikistan came to power in their respective countries.  
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member of the Communist party.27 At once Kyrgyzstan started to liberalize, as opposed to 

the other Central Asian states; changing its currency from the Russian ruble to the som, 

being the first to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1998, and giving space for 

civil societies to operate freely.28  

Another action taken by Akaev’s government was the adoption of a law on 

citizenship in 1993, which defined citizens as “individuals who were citizens of the Kyrgyz 

Republic on the day of the adoption of the Declaration of State Sovereignty of the Kyrgyz 

Republic (December 15, 1990), and who did not submit an application for affiliation with 

citizenship of another state,”29 thus de jure giving full citizenship rights to all ethnicities in 

Kyrgyzstan, if they fully committed to being Kyrgyz citizens, over their ethnic identities. 

Another important step taken in Kyrgyzstan was making Russian an official language of 

the country in 2000, essentially accommodating the Russian minorities.  These all-inclusive 

policies were being implemented parallel to nationalizing policies: making Kyrgyz the state 

language in 1989, making Kyrgyz the main language of education in 1992, confirming 

Kyrgyz as state language in 2000, and in 2004 declaring “Kyrgyz the main language of 

instruction in educational institutions financed by local budgets.”30 There has been a drive 

towards creating a singular ethnic Kyrgyz nation in Kyrgyzstan, but there has also been an 

acceptance of minorities as part of that Kyrgyz nation. 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 281. 
28 Regine A. Spector, “The Transformation of Askar Akaev, President of Kyrgyzstan,” Berkeley Program 

in Soviet and Post-Soviet Studies Working Paper Series (2004): 3. 
29 Michele E. Commercio, Russian Minority Politics in Post-Soviet Latvia and Kyrgyzstan: The 

Transformative Power of Informal Networks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2010), 55. 
30 Commercio, Russian Minority Politics in Post-Soviet Latvia and Kyrgyzstan, 67. 
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At the same time as Kyrgyzstan, other Central Asian states have been busy nation 

building, using their titular identity as the driving force behind the push. Kazakhstan 

inherited a diverse mix of population at the time of its independence, with a large 

contingent of ethnic Russians in the northern parts of the country. A large focus on the 

Kazakh nation building push has been on the use of language: Kazakh was made the official 

language of the country in its constitution, and later language laws strengthened the 

emphasis on Kazakh, including making it necessary for all media stations to broadcast at 

least 50% of their programming in Kazakh, and numerous media outlets have been fined 

for violation of such laws.31 Whereas Russian is seen as an acceptable second language, 

but has not been given the status of an official language, unlike in Kyrgyzstan. 

Kyrgyzstan has taken a different path than its neighbors after gaining its 

independence. The focus of the new state has been to promote the nation as one of many 

ethnicities but still a nation of Kyrgyz, and to enter the international arena as a democratic 

and open country. But not all Kyrgyz citizens are happy with this approach to nation 

building. Clan allegiances in Central Asia have mattered a lot and today there is a cultural, 

religious and political split of Kyrgyzstan between the north and the south, largely based 

on clan politics32, such as Islam is not deeply rooted in the north as it is in the south and 

                                                 
31 Sunil Kumar Narottum, “Politics of Nation-Building and State-Formation in Kazakhstan,” Pakistan 

Horizon 59, no. 2 (2006): 56. 
32 Svetlana Jacquesson, “From Clan Narratives to Clan Politics,” Central Asian Survey 31, no. 2 (2012): 

288. 
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there has been a conscious balance kept between having a southern President and northern 

Prime Minister since the ouster of President Akaev in 2005.33 

In this fragile configuration found in Kyrgyzstan, there have been two large 

instances of violent outburst since 1990 in southern Kyrgyzstan. In the summer of 1990 

“mass riots and intercommunal”34 violence broke out between Uzbek and Kyrgyz residents 

in the Osh oblast of southern Kyrgyzstan, in the Ferghana Valley next to the border to 

Uzbekistan, and spread quickly into the surrounding villages and the town of Uzgen by the 

next day. Within a week, a total of 171 people died and it was estimated that a total of five 

thousand crimes of violence towards property, businesses and women were committed 

during that time.35 The second incident occurred in June of 2010, when clashes between 

Uzbek and Kyrgyz youth escalated into large scale arson, looting and violent attacks, 

including sexual violence and killings in Osh, Jalal-Abad and surrounding towns and 

villages.36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
33 Alessandra Ceccarelli, “Clan, Politics and Organized Crime in Central Asia,” Trends in Organized 

Crime 10, no. 2 (2007): 24-25. 
34 Valery Tishkov, “’Don’t Kill Me, I’m a Kyrgyz!’: An Anthropological Analysis of Violence in the Osh 

Ethnic Conflict,” Journal of Peace Research 32, no. 2 (1995): 134. 
35 Ibid., 134-135. 
36 Amnesty International. (2010). Частичная правда и избирательное правосудие: Последствия 

июньских беспорядков 2010 года в Кыргызстане. London, England: Amnesty International Publications. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The 1990s saw the revival of nationalism in parts of Eastern Europe, with 

Yugoslavia garnering most of the attention. Much has been written about nationalism and 

ethnic conflict in the last 25 years, but most of that literature has focused on places like 

Yugoslavia, Kosovo, and Rwanda, where the level of violence captured the attention of 

most scholars and the media. A massive study on ethnic violence has been undertaken by 

Donald Horowitz, which has influenced much of this paper. Horowitz reviews various 

incidents of ethnic conflict around the world, with a focus on Africa and Asia, in places 

where societies are divided exclusively around ethnic lines, like Sri Lanka and Malaysia. 

He focuses on kinship as a factor in identity formation around ethnicity, and through 

comparative analysis of various conflicts he discusses groups dynamics, which lead to 

ethnic strife and violence. His discussion on ethnic conflict theory is the most detailed and 

provides great insights into what Horowitz calls “conflict motivations”37 of ethnic groups.  

Horowitz’ later research, a decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union and after 

a decade of nationalist sentiments and conflicts in Eastern Europe and in Africa, 

characterizes an ethnic riot as “an intense, sudden, though not necessarily wholly 

unplanned, lethal attack by civilian members of one ethnic groups on civilian members of 

another ethnic group, the victims chosen because of their group membership.”38 Horowitz 

is largely concerned with the social psychology of ethnic riots and the processes by which 

                                                 
37 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 96. 
38 Horowitz, The Deadly Ethnic Riot, 1. 
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these violent events erupt and complete their life cycle. Horowitz identifies the conditions 

necessary for ethnic riots to occur. In his later research, Horowitz focuses more on the 

event and its characteristics, and moves away from specific case studies. His focus is on a 

micro level analysis of a single event, compared to his earlier research, which was a macro 

level analysis of ethnic conflict. 

An excellent follow-up to Horowitz is Roger D. Petersen.39 Petersen uses the 

concept of emotion, previously mentioned by Horowitz40, and focuses on fear, hatred, 

resentment, and rage emotions. Petersen sees emotions as a factor in igniting ethnic 

hostility. For ethnic conflict to ensue, Petersen argues, some sort of structural change has 

to occur, the collapse of the Soviet Union in the case of Eastern Europe. From here, 

Petersen sets certain structural conditions to exist for each emotion to be able to ignite some 

sort of ethnic strife. He argues that preferences of individuals change over time, even before 

or during a violent riot, and emotions play an important role in the shift in preferences. 

Petersen uses the example of the Yugoslav wars and finds the mixture of fear and 

resentment as the reasoning for the violent explosions of violence in Bosnia and Kosovo.41 

Peterson brings much to the study of ethnic conflict and to emotion based theories, 

furthering the theoretical spectrum on which researchers can add to. 

                                                 
39 Roger D. Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and Resentment in Twentieth-Century 

Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge, 2002). 
40 Horowitz, The Deadly Ethnic Riot, 155. 
41 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence, 236. 
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Studies on nationalism and ethnic conflict have been fused together since the 

signature conflicts of the 1990’s in Eastern Europe: Bosnia, Kosovo and Chechnya.42 In 

that literature falls Rogers Brubaker, who looks at the different forms of nationalisms found 

in post-Soviet Eastern European states. Brubaker’s sees a nation as an “idea, and not an 

entity,” and the vehicle “to organize discourse and political action.”43 His is a detailed 

discussion of nationalism in the Soviet Union, which Brubaker calls an “institutionalized 

multinationality.”44 Brubaker argues that today’s nationalist politics of former Soviet states 

is a direct result of the institutionalization of nationality by Soviet authorities. 

A recent arrival to the nationalist literature is Charles King.45 King’s focus is largely 

on literature already written on conflict and nationalism over the last two decades, and the 

methodological and analytical aspects of research conducted on this topic. King identifies 

the “post-communist condition” in states as “politics as cycles of change, not a transition 

to or from a more or less stable end-state.”46 Thus requiring the researcher to understand 

Eastern Europe as a constantly changing political entity; using newer methods of research 

and a move away from the theoretical framework which have been used to study post-

communist space for the past two decades. 

Central Asia has largely been ignored in this literature. One of the reasons can be 

attributed to the level of violence in Central Asia, which never reached the levels that the 

                                                 
42 Charles King, Extreme Politics: Nationalism, Violence, and the End of Eastern Europe (New York: 

Oxford, 2011), 58. 
43 Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe 

(New York: Cambridge, 2002), 7. 
44 Ibid., 23. 
45 Charles King, Extreme Politics: Nationalism, Violence, and the End of Eastern Europe (New York: 

Oxford, 2011). 
46 Ibid., 98. 
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Balkans saw in the 1990s, or was seen in Rwanda. Another reason is the relative stability 

of other Central Asian states like Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Only 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have dealt with constant instability after gaining independence. 

The study of identity and nationalism in Central Asia adds another level of depth and 

perspective to the literature that exists on the same topics on Eastern Europe. This paper 

brings to light this largely ignored region and using the same theoretical analysis as used 

for Eastern Europe, this paper gives another assessment of nationalism and identity into 

the larger literature. 

 

NOTE ON PRIMARY SOURCES 

News reports and other primary sources from 1990 are scant. Secondary sources on 

the conflict of 1990 have relied primarily on court and other legal documents to recreate 

the events of the week, such as Valery Tishkov, whose article “Don’t Kill Me, I’m a 

Kyrgyz!” gives details of events happening around the city of Osh during the continuing 

violence. 

Foreign media outlets, like the New York Times, reported on the events of 1990 

through the official Soviet news agency TASS (Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union), 

which was founded in 1925 and comprised of news agencies from all Soviet republics, 

including KIRTAG from Kirghizia Soviet Socialist Republic.47 Control over information 

going in and out of the Ferghana Valley in 1990 led to a lack of real understanding of the 

real extent of the violence and the effects it had on the local population going forward. The 

official communist newspaper from Moscow, before, during and after the conflict did not 

mention the violence on the front page of their newspaper throughout the month of June,  

                                                 
47 “TASS History,” Russian News Agency, accessed February 18, 2017. http://tass.com/history. 
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Figure 3: Russian language Soviet Newspaper “Pravda” front page from the third and 

fourth of June, 1990. No mention of violence in Kirghiz SSR can be found 

on these pages. 

and July.48 Instead, the month of June was completely dedicated to the then Soviet General 

Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev visit to the United States of America. 

 The lack of sources from 1990 are amply made up for in 2010, when the 

plethora of non-governmental and international organizations were there and had access to 

the region to provide a complete and comprehensive overview of the conflict and its 

                                                 
48 Правда, июня и июля 1990 года, http://dlib.eastview.com/browse/udb/870. 
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aftermath. Organizations like Amnesty International49 and International Crisis Group50 

were present to document the events of summer 2010. The presence of international 

organizations like Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe were instrumental 

in spreading awareness of the violence and ethnic strife present around Kyrgyz and Uzbek 

border regions. 

Within this source material, the events of 1990 are largely interpreted from 

secondary sources, whose use of sources directly from the archives of national libraries 

gives it weight. While, 2010 is an easy case to acquire and inform on the events of that 

summer. 

 

 

                                                 
49 Amnesty International. (2010). Частичная правда и избирательное правосудие: Последствия 

июньских беспорядков 2010 года в Кыргызстане. London, England: Amnesty International Publications. 
50 International Crisis Group (ICG). The Pogroms in Kyrgyzstan, 23 August 2010, Asia Report N°193. 
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Figure 4: Russian language Soviet Newspaper “Pravda” front page from the fifth and 

sixth of June, 1990. No mention of violence in Kirghiz SSR can be found on 

these pages, either. 
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ANALYSIS 

1990 Osh-Uzgen Conflict 

Former territories of the USSR have seen a number of prolonged and violent 

conflicts since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The earliest and most violent of its time 

was the conflict in the summer of 1990 in the Osh Oblast of southern Kyrgyzstan, bordering 

with Uzbekistan. Started as a form of protest by Kyrgyz youth over lack of proper housing, 

the conflict divided the local Uzbek and Kyrgyz populations against each other, leading to 

large scale violence.51 

People from surrounding villages had been pouring into the city of Osh and by 

1990, there was a lack of housing in the region, with 14,000 people waiting in line for 

housing in the city of Osh only, and a total of 58,000 waiting for housing in the region.52 

This was also a time of political transformation in the country: only a month before the 

start of the conflict, the first elected parliament had met for the first time. And, the current 

political structure was more representative of the Kyrgyz population than Uzbeks, with 

only one of the 25 first secretaries of the local districts and cities was an Uzbek.53 

In 1989, out of a total of 4.25 million people, 12% were ethnically Uzbek while 

52% were Kyrgyz.54 In Osh oblast, out of a total of 1.3 million people, Uzbeks totaled 26%, 

while Kyrgyz constituted 60% of the population.  

                                                 
51 Valery Tishkov, “’Don’t Kill Me, I’m a Kyrgyz!’: An Anthropological Analysis of Violence in the Osh 

Ethnic Conflict,” Journal of Peace Research 32, no. 2 (1995): 134. 
52 Eugene Huskey, “The Rise of Contested Politics in Central Asia: Elections in Kyrgyzstan, 1989-1990,” 

Europe-Asia Studies 47, no. 5 (1995): 827. 
53 Ibid., 826.  
54 Ibid., 825. 
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Illustration 1: Population distribution across Kyrgyzstan, from years 1980 till 1989.55 

 

This relatively large Uzbek population had to share land and resources with the 

Kyrgyz population, and were now in Kyrgyzstan and had to contend with the creation of 

borders separating them from their Uzbek brethren in neighboring Uzbekistan. Ethnic 

Inter-ethnic relationships were strained in the new reality where the Soviet Union did not 

exist and the new country was in the process of negotiating the burdens of establishing new 

institutions and systems of an independent nation; leading to struggles between groups over 

resources and power structures. 
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Group 1989 (no.) 1989 (%) 

Kyrgyz 2,229,663 52% 

Uzbek 550,096 13% 

Russian 916,558 22% 

Other 561,438 13% 

Table 1: Ethnic Composition of Kyrgyzstan in 1989.56 

 

Group 1989 (no.) 1989 (%) 

Kyrgyz 780,000 60% 

Uzbek 338,000 26% 

Russian 78,000 6% 

Other 104,000 8% 

Table 2: Ethnic Composition of Osh Oblast in 1989.57 

 

In this environment, an informal Kyrgyz group Osh Aimagy seized a largely Uzbek 

collective, with the help of Kyrgyz youth, and two weeks later were given that land by the 

local party leadership, leading to violent reactions from the local Uzbek population.58 The 

violence started on the June 4, 1990, and within the first week a total of 120 Uzbeks, 50 

Kyrgyz were killed59, and by the end of the conflict a total of 230 persons had died, with 

88 missing and 1371 wounded.60 The conflict was ended by declaring a state of emergency, 
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bringing in Soviet military and Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs troops, and lastly by 

closing the border between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan to halt the movement of Uzbeks 

from Uzbekistan into Kyrgyzstan in support of the local Uzbek population.61 

During the summer of 1990, reports coming from Osh and surrounding region were 

controlled by the Soviet press, to the point that the area was closed off to Western 

correspondents, and reports were largely being relayed through TASS, the Russian News 

Agency.62 The first full account of the events of the summer were presented at the August 

plenum of the Osh regional Communist Party committee, on August 15, 1990.63 And cases 

against the perpetrators of violence during the summer were conducted in 1991 in the 

Supreme Court of Kyrgyzstan Republic and at the Osh City Court after the country had 

made the transition towards an independent state.64 For this part of the paper, I have used 

a 1995 paper by Valery Tishkov, one of the only academic papers written on the events of 

summer 1990. Many articles, in talking about the early days and conflicts of Kyrgyzstan, 

have also relied on Tishkov get a better understanding of the events. 

The violence itself started in the city of Osh and spread out into surrounding 

villages by the next day, especially into the town of Uzgen, about 30 miles northeast of 

Osh. Large-scale clashes between Uzbek and Kyrgyz were contained within the cities of 

Osh and Uzgen, with small eruptions of violence in outlying villages.65 The violence took 

the form of mass riots and individual attacks on Uzbeks by Kyrgyz individuals and 
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groups.66 On June 6, 1990, a total of 20,000 Uzbek residents of Osh protested in front of 

Soviet troops, described by the news accounts as “rampaging crowds”. On that day, a total 

of 200 Uzbeks were wounded as Soviet forces fired “machine guns and tear-gas grenades” 

into the crowds.67  

In the outskirts of town, in farming villages there were cases of small groups of 

mostly Kyrgyz men forming to find and attack Uzbeks. Population of surrounding villages 

were predominantly Kyrgyz, exceeding 90% of the total population of most villages.68 In 

one example, a group of Kyrgyz men took off for an apiary owned by an Uzbek bee-keeper 

on horseback and took three teenage children of the bee-keeper and threw them off the 

local Tosmo mountain. The event was later part of a court case against the murderers, and 

is narrated as: 

 

By that time defendant Kalymov brought the rest of the horses and, as defendant 

Kalmatov has testified, defendant Matiev took a rope from the saddle of his horse, 

tied the hands of the Uzbeks with a cross knot and by Kalmatov’s suggestion took 

the other end of the rope and mounted a horse. He was the first to take off for the 

mountain along the pass to the top of ‘Tosmo’ which was approximately 800 meters 

distant from the apiary site. The children followed Matiev in a single line tied to a 

rope, they were apparently barefoot since afterwards only one shoe was found on 

Alimov Khalim’s foot. The children were followed by Kalmatov, Lyjazov and 

Kalykov riding horses, urging the children on…69 

  

Roaming gangs of Kyrgyz participated in such ethnic violence going from residence to 

residence where they knew Uzbek families to be living.70 Places to find Uzbeks also 
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included social clubs and public spaces, like tea houses. Another story recounts how on 6 

June, Uzbek women were abducted from a tea house. In most of these cases, Uzbek women 

were raped and then humiliated by undressing them and parading them naked in public.71 

 The violence was not only directed at Uzbeks, but violence towards Kyrgyz was 

directed in places where Uzbeks were a majority. The start of the conflict was in Osh, with 

a large Uzbek majority and, according to early news reports, violence was conducted by 

Uzbeks in the form of riots.72 The city of Uzgen, which was 81% Uzbek, was blocked off 

by the Uzbek residents to protect themselves from the horse-riding, marauding bands of 

Kyrgyz.73 Early news accounts said of “armed militants reported massed on the Uzbek 

border” and “demanding that the local government resign.”74 It was reported that Uzbeks 

totaling 2,000 were stopped at the border trying to enter Kyrgyzstan to fight in Osh.75 

Although my research did not turn up accounts of verified Uzbek on Kyrgyz violence, there 

is evidence that early Kyrgyz mobilization in surrounding villages was based on a real fear 

of Uzbek on Kyrgyz violence. Rumors were everywhere of “mass murder of Kyrgyz by 

Uzbeks in the cities of Osh and Uzgen.”76 Another court case accounts the following 

testimony from Kyrgyz citizens: 

 

Bakirov testified that since morning he had worked all alone on his tractor and ‘after 

lunch saw Kyrgyz running along the road by the field shouting to him that he should 
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save himself from Uzbeks who had attacked Kyrgyz’. Having got back home to 

Mirza-Aki village he saw ‘panic and the people were fleeing to the mountains’.  

Eshiev: ‘I have heard from the people that Kyrgyz were being massacred in Uzgen, 

their houses were being set on fire.’ Having returned home, he took a gun of .28 

calibre, went to the rural council office, spent some time there with the people who 

were very much concerned with the fate of Kyrgyz and went back home. There was 

nobody there, everybody had escaped to the mountains.77 

 

Overall, ethnic violence between Uzbeks and Kyrgyz did not end till the end of 

summer of 1990. The local police, with the help of Soviet forces, were able to control much 

of the violence within a week. The next wave of mass violence did occur about a month 

later in July 17, when Uzbek youth in the city of Osh attacked “the hostels of two plants 

and the Osh Pedagogical Institute,” while “armed with petrol bombs.”78 

 

THEORETICAL ANALYSIS OF THE 1990 CONFLICT 

In looking at the conflict, there are two main aspects which I want to focus on: first, 

the motivations of each ethnic group at the time of mobilization and secondly, the hierarchy 

structure of the groups once they had mobilized and were in the middle of the conflict. 

 

Motivation for Violence in the Uzbek Population, 1990 

As for motivation of each ethnic group, data presented leads to the conclusion that 

Uzbeks, as the minority in the region were motivated by a feeling of resentment towards 

their Kyrgyz neighbors. Roger D. Peterson defines the idea of resentment within the 

context of ethnic violence as the “intense feeling that status relations are unjust combined 

with the belief that something can be done about it…Resentment is instrumental in the 
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sense that it alerts and compels the individual to take action toward a pressing concern.”79 

Peterson presents with six indicators, which can be used to understand the status relations 

between ethnic groups: 

1. The language of day to day governments 

2. The composition of bureaucracy 

3. The composition of the police 

4. The composition of the officer corps 

5. Symbols such as street names 

6. Redistribution of land80 

The Uzbek population of the Ferghana Valley fit into this framework, especially 

when it came to representation within the local political structure. The lack of political 

positions for Uzbeks, as mentioned earlier, within that structure lead to elements of 

resentment within the population. This is especially pronounced when the Uzbek 

population within the then Kyrgyz SSR81 were living next to the border of Uzbek SSR, 

where Uzbeks were in charge and were a majority. The redistribution of land was also a 

source of resentment, as the majority Uzbek population in the cities were being inundated 

with the migration of Kyrgyz into the cities from surrounding villages; between 1980 and 

1989, the city of Osh grew by a percentage of four annually, especially when growth in 

northern towns and cities was lower.82 The conflict of 1990 also had its roots in land 

redistribution, where Kyrgyz illegally took over a majority Uzbek communal farm. 

                                                 
79 Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe 

(New York: Cambridge, 2002), 51. 
80 Ibid., 41-42 
81 Kyrgyzstan did not declare its independence from the Soviet Union till August 31, 1991. 
82 Matteo Fumagalli, Framing Ethnic Minority Mobilisation in Central Asia, 574. 



 35 

Mobilization of the Uzbek Population, 1990 

The feeling of resentment led to the mass riots by Uzbeks in cities like Osh, Uzgen 

and Frunze. Another aspect of the conflict was the mobilization of the Uzbek population 

once the seeds of the conflict were sowed. Evidence does imply that no single leader, or 

organization was responsible for bringing all Uzbeks together, even though smaller 

organizations, like the Uzbek Adolat played a small role in organizing the population 

loosely and informally.83 At the same time there were 2,000 Uzbeks waiting to cross the 

border from Uzbekistan to join in the fight and protect their fellow Uzbeks.84 This leads to 

the theory presented by Donald L. Horowitz, where he focuses on ethnic kinship as a source 

of mobilization. By giving the example of ethnic conflicts which preceded both World War 

I and World War II to eventually create homogenous nations, Horowitz sees ethnic 

allegiances playing an important role in times of conflict and changing political order85, in 

our case the breakup of the Soviet Union. Within this framework, we see that the 

eventuality of Uzbek help coming from across the border, the mass protests by Uzbeks 

against one common enemy, either the state or Kyrgyz, was inevitable.   

 

Motivation for Violence in the Kyrgyz Population, 1990 

Using Peterson’s theory of emotion based ethnic conflicts, the start of ethnic 

violence by the Kyrgyz population can be explained by the concept of Fear. According the 

Peterson, the conditions leading up to Fear as the source of ethnic violence are when: 
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Structural changes such as the collapse or weakening of the political center 

eliminate institutional constraints and guarantees to produce a situation 

characterized as anarchy or emerging anarchy. Under these conditions, Fear 

heightens the desire for security. The target of ethnic violence will be the group that 

is the biggest threat. The theory is not supported if the target of the attack is not a 

threat.86 

 

There was indeed fear within the Kyrgyz population during the violent outbreak. 

Fear of Uzbek came about from rumors of violence against Kyrgyz, and Horowitz, in his 

book The Deadly Ethnic Riot explains rumors as prevailing in such heightened situations 

because “it orders and organizes action-in-progress” and rumors “justify the violence that 

is about to occur.”87 Tishkov sees rumors of Uzbek violence against Kyrgyz as one of the 

“most important factor in provoking intergroup aggression,” and “the myth [of violence] 

played a significant role in securing both in-group mobilization and the escalation of the 

conflict up to the level of EV [ethnic violence] itself.” 88  

The ‘emerging anarchy’ Peterson refers to is defined as a period of “state 

collapse”89 and in the current case, the lack of protection from security forces in the early 

days of the conflict and the overall breakdown of any local or state control90 over the 

situation lead to a sense of ‘emerging anarchy’. Tishkov describes the local law-

enforcement as “initially paralysed,” and even involved in the violence because of ethnic 

allegiances. 91 According to Huskey, the institutions of Kyrgyzstan state were already, 

before the violence, ‘weak’ and fledgling’ with the explosion of participation in the 

Perestroika Era National elections in March of 1989. 
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Mobilization of the Kyrgyz Population, 1990 

Most ethnic violence is a spontaneous event, without preparation or conducted in 

an organized fashion. Largely, as Horowitz put it, ethnic violence in the form of riots and 

unorganized acts of violence consists simply of “angry violence.” 92 No preparation 

beforehand exists, and no organization is there to direct such violence. Such is the case in 

the summer of 1990, where mass violence was conducted without the role of central forces 

directing it. Tishkov finds only one evidence of a rigid hierarchy during the days of 

violence, which was responsible for directing violence as the leader, and, as Tishkov 

argues, that was largely because that individual was “well-known and could be easily 

recognized as the deputy.”93 Tishkov does not see any evidence of “peacemaking or 

responsible activities” on the part of leaders or organizers in this conflict.94 

Horowitz sets up some “tell-tale” signs of the presence of organization during a 

violent event: 

1. Logistics 

2. Weapons 

3. Precipitants 

4. Intensity of fighting95 

There was no involvement of participants coming in from far away, most were local, or 

they had arrived from right across the border from Uzbekistan, as mentioned earlier. Most 

weapons used by perpetrators of violence included homemade weapons or everyday 

instruments of use, for example with petrol bombs used in Osh in the early days,96 the use 
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of horses and rope in the case of the attack on the apiary,97 or simply using rape as a tool 

of violence against women.98 Such varied use of instruments for violence are evidence of 

a lack of organization, where local populations are not being handed out machetes or guns 

as has been the case in other events of the 1990s in Rwanda or Serbia.  

Horowitz explains an “insignificance of the precipitant may be—but is not 

always—an indication of organization.”99 In the current case, the root of the conflict started 

from a small, but significant event, one which highlighted the disparities between the 

different ethnic groups and led to violence between them.100 The significance of this event 

cannot be overlooked as it was the staging point, from where mass riots and violence 

precipitated. The existence of organization, Horowitz points out, also lies in the “magnitude 

of casualties per unit of time.” 101 The higher the death toll in a smaller amount of time 

leads to evidence of an organizational momentum behind the violence. In Osh and 

surrounding areas, the total death toll was low, the maximum number of dead throughout 

the summer are reported to be 300, according to some sources.102 When comparing with 

other large scale violent conflicts, the low death toll and a three-month time period of this 

conflict does not give enough credence to idea that the violence was organized 

hierarchically. 

The next major ethnic conflict in Kyrgyzstan, and coincidently in Osh, occurred 

exactly twenty years later on June 10, 2010.  
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2010 Osh-Jalalabad Conflict 

On the night of June 10, 2010, the city of Osh was already tense because of 

preceding events of the past months, which had started on April 7 when the government of 

President Kurmanbek Bakiyev was overthrown after several months of anti-government 

protests. The protests were part of a push by opposition leaders, who had created a Central 

Executive Committee of the People’s Kurultay (CEC).103 President Bakiyev fled to a small 

village of Teyit, 8 kilometers from Jalalabad, his hometown in southern Kyrgyzstan, about 

100 kilometers north of Osh.104 The new government, headed by the CEC and the newly 

appointment President Roza Otunbayeva, took control and announced new elections to be 

held in October of that year. A month later, on May 13, Bakiyev and his loyalists countered 

the new government by forcefully attempting to take over the local administrative 

headquarters in the cities of Batken, in the southwest of the country, Osh and Jalalabad. 

The offensive in the first two cities failed immediately, but in Jalalabad Bakiyev saw 

success in taking over the headquarters. The local security forces in Jalalabad had been 

hesitant to intervene,105 so came to the front two local organizations willing to restore order 

to Jalalabad, and they did so. The first was Ata-Meken, led by Omurbek Tekeayev and the 

second was an Uzbek organization Rodina, led by Kadyrjan Batyrov, an Uzbek 

businessman who vehemently opposed Bakiyev.106 What is important to note here, and 

what would end up playing a role in the conflict in July, is the presence of an Uzbek 

organization and a powerful leader like Batyrov, going up against a powerful Kyrgyz 
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figure, Bakiyev, in Bakiyev’s own home turf. From this point on, Bakiyev’s influence was 

greatly reduced and by April 20 he fled to Belarus.107 

Around 11pm on the night of June 10, an argument between Uzbek and Kyrgyz 

youth in the center of Osh escalated into fighting between the groups. Different from 1990, 

people called over their friends using text messages and cellphone calls108 and by the 

middle of the night, many people had come out, even the police and politicians were out to 

help quell the violence.109 Some eyewitness reports, through interviews conducted by the 

International Crisis Center (ICC), mention the arrival of a BMW 735, without plates, and 

fired shot in the air, further inflaming the crowds.110 The ICC is careful not read into the 

use of this testimony, but it implies the presence of officials higher up trying to exacerbate 

an already charged situation. By early morning, reports of attacks on Kyrgyz by Uzbek 

youth had spread, with it a rumor that Uzbeks had attacked a dormitory at a university, 

which eventually turned out to be false. This rumor spread like wildfire through the Kyrgyz 

population. Kyrgyz came out in full force as well and by the morning of the 11, full blown 

riots were in progress with a central Uzbek market ablaze.111 

By the 13 and 14 of June the local security forces made many arrests in the city of 

Osh, and the city itself was purported to be relatively calm by then.112 But the unrest had 

spread to Jalalabad and the city of Bazar-Korgon by 12 June already.113 By the end of the 
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conflict around 14 June, the official death toll was around 295 Uzbeks and 123 Kyrgyz 

killed.114 A “disproportionately high number” of Uzbek homes were destroyed115, some 

estimate that number to be around 2,000-2,800 Uzbek homes and properties.116 A total of 

111,000 people displaced to Uzbekistan and internal displacement totaled 300,000.117  

 

 

Figure 5: Scene from the city of Osh in June 2010; the sign reads, “Kyrgyz Zone”.118 
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Figure 6: Osh is burning in June 2010.119 

In 2009, a year before the conflict, the population of Kyrgyzstan totaled 5.4 million, 

with 71% of those were Kyrgyz and 14% Uzbek.120 Since 1990, not much had changed, 

with the exception of out migration other smaller ethnic populations. Statistical breakdown 

of ethnic population by region is not provided by National Statistical Committee of the 

Kyrgyz Republic.121  Even with the lack of statistical data, there basis of population 

distribution did not vary much from 1990, when Uzbeks were the majority in cities, and 

Kyrgyz were largely settled outside of town. This played an important role in how the 
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conflict affected the local Uzbek populations; early into the conflict the blunt of the damage 

was directed at Uzbeks in the mahalla and their bazaar122, both important areas of life for 

the urban dwelling Uzbek population.123 

How the 2010 conflict differed from 1990 is also evident in how it was covered in 

the media and how much access NGO’s and other international organizations had to the 

region. An example would be that during the summer of 1990, from 1 June till 31 August, 

the New York Times mentioned Osh, or wrote on the conflict, a total of six times. In 2010, 

from 1 June till 31 August, the city Osh and the conflict was mentioned in 37 articles in 

all124, including an article listing all YouTube videos being posted from the conflict zone.125 

Reports from international organizations came out immediately describing the violence, 

reasons for the violence, and solutions to the violence from the likes of Amnesty 

International126, International Crisis Center127 and the United Naitons Human Rights 

Council.128 

 

THEORETICAL ANALYSIS OF THE 2010 CONFLICT 

Following the same theoretical framework as I did for the 1990 conflict, I will look 

at the 2010 conflict and highlight the similarities and differences between the two. The two 
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aspects I focus on in 2010 are also the mobilization of each ethnic group, and the leadership 

hierarchy of those two groups. 

 

Motivation for Violence in Uzbek Population, 2010 

Whereas in 1990 the role of ethnic politics was low, if not completely nonexistent, 

in 2010 the years in between had provided space for ethnic politics to grow. President 

Bakiyev, in his five-year term, had taken some power away from the local Uzbeks of the 

south, especially Rodina and Batyrov, who were delegated to the back seat by being denied 

seats in either the national parliament or the local legislatures.129 Rodina was happy with 

the change in power, as it gave them an opening to re-enter the political sphere and increase 

its clout, especially in the south. According to an interview published on the Ata-Meken 

news service website, Batyrov explained his position as one where Uzbeks wanted 

“equality and justice’ most of all, and “no long be observers” to events happening in the 

country.130 Rodina is a good example of the kind of ethnic politics which had evolved over 

the last two decades. In opposition to Rodina stood the Bakiyev loyalists, who were 

Kyrgyz. The attack by Rodina on the administrative headquarters in Jalalabad against 

Bakiyev loyalists can be attributed to an increase in tension between Kyrgyz and Uzbek 

relations. 

Thus, the night of 10 June came about. The tension between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks 

had been fomenting since the collapse of the Bakiyev government and his arrival in the 

south. Going back to Peterson’s theory of emotion based ethnic violence, we do see that 

the idea of Resentment, which was one of the motivations for Uzbeks in 1990, still existed 

in 2010. During the early years of Askar Akaev’s government political space had been 
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opened up for Uzbeks, but had been closed again under Bakiyev. The buildup of that 

resentment can be attributed as a motivation for ethnic violence on the part of Uzbeks.  

Another one of Peterson’s emotion based motivation, which can be applied to 

Uzbek violence is Fear. Fear played in important role in how Uzbeks viewed the current 

political situation. Bakiyev, with his exclusionist politics, had stepped down and a new 

government was in power, which was looked up positively by Uzbek leadership (as in by 

Batyrov). The fear of not gaining any voice in the new power structure was very real on 

the part of the Uzbeks. To the point that Batyrov, in lieu of heightening ethnic tensions 

tried to defuse them by iterating that “moderation of Uzbek, denying any interest in an 

autonomous Uzbek region in the south.”131 The sense of losing again, first in 1990, to the 

Kyrgyz when it came to proper political representation and personal security was quite real 

and a “mood of helplessness” 132 led to resistance in the form of violence in June of 2010. 

 

Mobilization of the Uzbek Population, 2010 

According to Horowitz: 

 

Party-organized riots occur where ethnic relations have become thoroughly 

politicized and where ethnically based parties have become the vehicle for the 

expression of the ethnic aspirations of a large fraction of the electorate...In some 

countries ethnic parties are present but do not dominate politics. These parties have 

a strong incentive to polarize politics by reinforcing the salience of the major 

cleavages.133 
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Within this framework, we recognize Rodina, an ethnically Uzbek party, not fully 

incorporated into the political spectrum, which is staunchly under Kyrgyz control. What 

we see on the part of Rodina, and its leader Batyrov, is a push towards entering the 

mainstream political system, after the fall of Bakiyev. For many years Batyrov had tried to 

bring the plight of Uzbeks to the forefront, in 2006 he held protests in support of “better 

treatment of Uzbeks and official status of Uzbek language,” which did highlight the major 

cleavages Horowitz talks of.134 When an outcome where Uzbeks were partners with 

Kyrgyz was in doubt, Batyrov, and Rodina, challenged the system through their ethnic 

driven message, bringing to the forefront Uzbek fears and resentments, increasing the 

possible eventuality of ethnic violence. 

As for the violence itself, and the role of the leadership during the days of violence 

in June, there is little evidence of organized Uzbek mobs inciting violence. In the weeks 

after, some Kyrgyz officials in private did blame Batyrov for working “very loudly” during 

the events and talked of the “arm caches in their [Uzbek] mosques, waiting for the right 

time to strike.”135 Although not accounted for, these accounts do highlight how the Kyrgyz 

viewed party-led mobilization on the part of the Uzbek. 

 

Motivation for Violence in the Kyrgyz Population, 2010 

Fear of revenge was on the Kyrgyz mind, as events of April and May unfolded.136 

The rise in Uzbek ethnic rhetoric made Kyrgyz uneasy, and the fear that Uzbeks “threaten 

the territorial integrity of the state” was quite real in their minds.137 
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As was in 1990, Fear as an emotion leading to ethnic violence works very well in 

the case of Kyrgyz violence in 2010. Under the same prescribed criteria as presented 

earlier, there is evidence that Uzbeks were seen as the threat and Uzbeks were the majority 

attacked during the violence of July. There was nervousness over the “emerging 

anarchy”138 as a prominent southern leader had been deposed from power, a new 

government was in power whose agenda was as yet vague or unknown.139 Batyrov, with 

his band of Uzbeks had just taken back the Jalalabad local administrative offices back from 

Bakiyev’s possession. The desire for security, as Peterson puts it,140 was heightened and 

ethnic violence erupted, where the majority of victims were Uzbek. 

 

 

Illustration 2: “Kyrgyzstan – Here today, gone tomorrow?” reads a cartoon from 

Kyrgyz nationalist press, representing China, Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan.141 
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Mobilization of the Kyrgyz Population, 2010 

The conflict in 1990 saw small groups of Kyrgyz going out and attacking any 

Uzbeks they could find. Groups of two or four were reported in large instances. No single 

organization or leader were prominently active in the violence. 142 

2010 was a completely different story. By the morning of 11 June, large groups of 

Kyrgyz youth were seen on the streets of Osh, being directed by leaders within the groups. 

Here is video testimony narrated in a report by the International Crisis Group (ICG): 

 

During the night and early morning of 11 June, a witness surreptitiously filmed 

looters fathered near his home in the centre of Osh at the intersection of Kurmanjan 

Datka and Aravanskaya Street. Young men, mostly armed with metal bars and 

staves, assemble on a street corner in the centre of the city. A uniformed policeman 

as well as a small group of heavy set men in their 30s and 40s, dressed in track suit 

tops and casual jackets, are with the younger men, and seem to be playing a 

consultative or leadership role. The older men are deliberate and unhurried in their 

movements. Several come in cars, which they leave casually on the street. 

A later sequence shows some of the same group—thick set men and young 

marauders, greeting a military column moving past. The marauders lift their sticks 

and bars in salute. A few soldiers wave. One man in a track suit, with an automatic 

rifle hanging from his shoulder, trots across the road, between two armoured 

personnel carriers (APCs) in the military column, and at least two gunmen stand at 

the roadside, waving and making no attempt to hide their weapons. The source of 

the footage says that the military column returned later, this time with young 

civilians on the trucks alongside the soldiers. On a number of occasions, he added, 

the older men seemed to be despatching groups in various directions.143  

 

The presence of the security forces, and the APCs is quite unsettling, and reports 

have emerged that indeed the local authorities were complicit in the violence, taking the 

side of the Kyrgyz. The provisional government reported two APCs as being seized by the 

rioters, but the reported sightings of APCs throughout Osh put the number of APCs as 
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several.144 Reports of APCs helping looters in removing roadblocks or firing at defending 

positions were numerous, according to the ICG.145 

Looking back at Horowitz’s criteria of signs of the presence of organization: 

1. Logistics 

2. Weapons 

3. Precipitants 

4. Intensity of fighting146 

We see that the first two criteria are fulfilled with the presence of groups organizing and 

planning, from the video narration and the presence of large weapons like the APCs. 

Thirdly, it can be argued that once the violence had started, the justification for that 

violence was simply the fear that Uzbeks were either planning something or hiding 

weapons for a mass coup. No single event could be attributed as the reason for the violence. 

The reasons for the violence and rioting are still unclear147 and during the next couple of 

days did not play any significant role in how the violence progressed or its reasons. It is 

much cleared that the intensity of fighting was much higher than in 1990. Whereas in 1990, 

the total death toll throughout the summer was put around 300 dead, in 2010 the death toll 

reached more than 400 in only four days of fighting. Therefore, the criteria set by Horowitz 

in recognizing the presence is organization during an ethnic conflict perfectly matches with 

how the Kyrgyz side of the conflict progressed in 2010. 
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Rising Kyrgyz Nationalism, 1990-2010 

The end of the 1990 Osh conflict did bring about change; change in the name of 

Askar Akaev. June of 1990 had also marked the time when a constitutional change was 

made and a parliamentary system was introduced. In October, the same year, new elections 

were held and old Communist leadership was rejected for a party member, but far from the 

halls of Communist power: Askar Akaev. Earlier indications of Akaev were favorable that 

he was a liberal and welcoming of the new democratic system of power in post-Soviet 

Kyrgyzstan. Akaev officially took charge of an independent Kyrgyzstan in October of 

1991. 

 

THE EARLY YEARS, 1991-1994 

The process of democratization heralded a new era, where Communist controlled 

censorship no longer existed and the old ruling party was prohibited from operating and 

endangering the process of transformation (the Kyrgyzstan Communist Party was brought 

back in 1992, but with a far smaller membership).148 One of the early projects for President 

Akaev was the opening up of the economy and trade to democratic processes. This came 

to fruition within the first years Kyrgyzstan, with other Central Asian states, signed 

agreements to cooperate towards economic reforms and create institutions to that end. In 

1992, Central Asian countries joined the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), with 

Turkey, Iran and Pakistan as its members, to further trade and economic cooperation in the 

region.149  
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The process of decentralizing power was also part of the new governments plan. 

This included giving power back to the people and localities. A good example of this plan 

was the constitutionalizing of akaskal courts. These were courts set up by village elders to 

meet justice within the village, rather than going through the state judges and the 

bureaucracy associated with them.150  

As for inter-ethnic dialogue and relations in the country, a very interesting 

correspondence took place between the High Commissioner of the Conference on Security 

and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) in 1994, when High Commissioner Max van der Stoel 

visited Kyrgyzstan and on his return sent a letter to the Kyrgyz Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Roza Isakovna Otunbayeva, who would later play a role in the ouster of President Bakiyev. 

The letter mentioned President Akaev’s proposal for co-operation between CSCE and the 

Kyrgyz government towards the prevention of conflicts within ethnic groups.151 After a 

number of correspondences, the last reply by the Advisor to the Prime Minister of the 

Republic of Kyrgyzstan Emilbek Katagaev informed the High Commissioner Stoel: 

 

I am happy to inform you that the work of the Kurultai [assembly] was successful, 

with all envisaged plans realized. The most important achievements were the 

elevation in the prestige of APK [Assembly of the Peoples of Kyrgyzstan] as a 

public organization and the attainment of state support for its activities, aimed at 

strengthening the inter-ethnic accord and unity of the people of Kyrgyzstan. We 

have reorganized the internal structure of the APK, based on your 

recommendations. 

… 

                                                 
150 Judith Beyer, “’There is this law…’: Performing the State in the Kyrgyz Elder Courts of Elders,” in 

Ethnographies of the State in Central Asia, ed. Madeleine Reeves, Johan Rasanayagam, and Judith Breyer, 

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2014), 100. 
151 Prague Office of the Secretariat of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe 27/94, 

Recommendations to the Government of Kyrgyzstan, letter of the CSCE High Commissioner on National 

Minorities, CSCE Communication No. 27/1994 (29 April 1994), available from 

http://www.osce.org/hcnm/30602 



 52 

The first step aimed at increasing the status of the APK was the Decree of the 

President with which he convened the Kurultai and the assignment to the Council 

of the exclusive right of initiative to convene the Kurultai. 

The adoption of the special Decree by the President “On the State support of the 

activities of the APK” is envisaged as well. This Decree will give the Council the 

status of a consultative body to the President on issues concerning nationalities 

policy as well as annual financial support.152 

 

These series of letters tell us one of two things, a) the progress towards inter-ethnic 

peace being made by the Akayev government was genuine, or b) this was progress in name 

only and was lip service to accommodate international demands, without bringing about 

much change. Some scholars have suggested that inter-ethnic relations did indeed change 

under Akaev, as more Uzbek were placed in local governments in the south, and this was 

apparent once Akaev lost his position in 2005 and pro-Kyrgyz Bakiyev replaced most 

Uzbek held positions in southern Kyrgyzstan with Kyrgyz people.153 

 

THE MIDDLE YEARS, 1995-2005 

By 1994 the Kyrgyz GDP had declined by 50% from 1989 levels.154 Opposition 

parties to Akaev’s presidency were virtually non-existent.155 Additionally, Akaev’s 

loyalists made sure the ‘right’ candidates were elected in local elections.156 This was a sure 

sign of a failed democracy. 

                                                 
152 OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities HC/7/95, Correspondence between HCNM and 

Kyrgyzstan regarding inter-ethnic relations, OCSE REF. HC/7/95 (7 Sep 1995), available from 
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153 Babek Rezvani, Understanding and Explaining the Kyrgyz-Uzbek Interethnic Conflict in Southern 

Kyrgyzstan, 68. 
154 Ewa Wasilewska, “The past and the present: The power of heroic epics and oral traditions—Manas 

1000,” Central Asian Survey 16:1 (1997): 92: doi: 10.1080/02634939708400972. 
155 Jason Schmitt, “Winding Road: Democratization in Kyrgyzstan,” Harvard International Review 19:3. 

(Summer 1997): 72. 
156 Svetlana Jacquesson, From Clan Narratives to Clan Politics, 279. 
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President Akaev’s earlier promises of inter-ethnic peace gave way to a more 

Kyrgyz inclusive role played by the president. Nick Megoran talks about the dual, and 

often contradictory, nationalism of President Akaev: one of civic nationalism and the other 

ethnic nationalism.157 Civic nationalism was portrayed in his slogan of “Kyrgyzstan is our 

home,” where all citizens of Kyrgyzstan were citizens first and Kyrgyz or Uzbek second. 

The second, and contradictory, position of President Akaev involved the myth of Manas: a 

national Kyrgyz hero. The Epic of Manas has been a part of the Central Asian steppe for 

over a thousand years, being told orally from one generation to another, consisting of over 

five thousand lines of poetry. The story of Manas, for the people of Kyrgyzstan, is the basis 

of their identity and is looked up as their “historical chronicle, spiritual foundation, cultural 

reality and scientific background.”158 In August of 1995 the one thousandth anniversary of 

the Epic of Manas was celebrated. This celebration in the heart of the capitol gave much 

ammunition to the nationalists, to whom this great celebration reinforced the idea of 

Kyrgyzstan as a Kyrgyz nation, holding Kyrgyz values.159 

Around the end of the millennium, there arose opposition to President Akaev, who 

by now was trying to materialize both his roles of nationalism into reality, not realizing the 

contradictory nature of both those roles. An important role in the opposition was the use of 

media as a tool of dissent, the nationalistic newspaper, Aalam¸ critical of the role President 

Akaev played in the 1999 border dispute with Uzbekistan.160 

                                                 
157 Nick Megoran, “The critical geopolitics of the Uzbekistan—Kyrgyzstan Ferghana Valley boundary 

dispute, 1999-2000,” Political Geography 23 (2004), 747. 
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1000, 82. 
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dispute, 1999-2000,” 747. 
160 Ibid., 748. 
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The 1999 border dispute with Uzbekistan started when bombs went off in the 

capital city of Tashkent in Uzbekistan in February. In the summer the Batken region of 

southern Kyrgyzstan was attacked by the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), 

demanding the end of Islam Karimov’s heavy handed rule over Uzbekistan. Starting with 

mass arrests in the Ferghana Valley in Uzbekistan, President Karimov closed the border 

with Kyrgyzstan in the summer. The open border policy instated by the Central Asian 

governments after independence was threatened by this move. This sudden shift in 

neighborly relations put strains on the Uzbek populations in Kyrgyzstan and heightened 

awareness within the Kyrgyz population next to the border. The cartoon depicted in Figure 

4 was published in 1999 and represented the sense of urgency and nervousness on the part 

of Kyrgyz nationalists, who had always feared the local Uzbeks to be part of a broader goal 

by Uzbekistan to take over the Kyrgyz section of the Ferghana Valley. Ethnic identity and 

cleavage between Uzbeks and Kyrgyz was further developed because of this event. 

The Tulip Revolution of 2005 marked the end of President Akaev’s rule. The point 

made by Megoran regarding Akaev’s two-sided policy was also an indication of his 

indecisiveness in the charged nationalist sentiment, which had been spreading for quite 

some years. A telling article by Edward Schatz compares how political opposition was 

handled by both Akaev and Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan during the same time period. 

Whereas, Nazarbaev was closing off access to opposing views, Akaev was letting opposing 

views ferment over time.161 

In February Kyrgyzstan held parliamentary elections, which opposition leaders saw 

as rigged. In March, violent clashes erupted in Osh and Jalalabad. The North South 

cleavage came to the forefront as leaders from the south joined together and marched north 

                                                 
161 Edward Schatz, “The Soft Authoritarian Tool Kit: Agenda-Setting Power in Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan,” Comparative Politics 41:2 (January 2009): 216. 
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to Bishkek, where on 24 March the presidential palace was ransacked and looting on the 

streets followed.162 President Akaev had left the country for Russia by then. 

The role of presidency was handed over to Bakiyev, the beginning of a southern 

leaders’ reign. 

 

THE BAKIYEV YEARS, 2005-2010 

The nationalistic heading the country was partially heading towards under Akaev 

changed into a non-stop march towards nationalistic policies, with a southern Kyrgyz 

leader at the helm. From the beginning Bakiyev moved towards consolidating power 

around him, which mobilized heavy protests in the cities and the capital for the next two 

years, till in 2007 Bakiyev dissolved the parliament and with the help massive vote rigging 

his party Ak-Zhol won without any strong opposition.163 

The rule of President Kurmanbek Bakiyev only got worse from there. Reports of 

nepotism were rampant;164 human rights violations were highlighted every year by 

Amnesty International. Torture of political prisoners was widespread, demonstrations and 

protests were widely restricted, including the arrest of President Akaev’s Prime Minister 

Feliks Kulov and charged with “instigating mass public disorder.”165  
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CONCLUSION 

The course of Central Asia through time has been marked by one conqueror or 

another. The last installment of it has had the most profound effect on the identity of the 

people of this region. The Ferghana Valley is a microcosm example of the larger macro-

level, where identity has been transformed, malformed, and even created from nothing in 

Central Asia. Soviet experience has been the biggest contributor to this identity crisis this 

region faces; their use of myth creation and identity splits over the twentieth century has 

precipitated an atmosphere ripe for conflict. 

Kyrgyzstan, heading towards a democratic and self-sustaining nation fell into the 

throws of conflict over its identity: starting as an example of an amalgam of ethnic 

identities working towards one Kyrgyz nation, it fell under the burden of its Soviet past. 

Political corruption, demagogue leaders, and self-enriching politicians brought the promise 

of a bright future to its end. 

The fires of fear were stoked on both Kyrgyz and Uzbek sides in 2010, far more 

than they were in 1990. 2010 also saw an organized show of force and violence towards 

each other. Within the span of twenty years, the divide between populations of both ethnic 

sides enlarged to create a hostile enough environment to start a conflict, affecting many 

families and lives on both sides. 

Ethnic identity was mythologized over the last eighty years to the point that co-

habitation between Uzbeks and Kyrgyz became almost impossible after the implosion of 

the Soviet Union. Identity played an important role in these conflicts. Identity helped create 

the divisions and the differences which became unbearable on both sides and led to acts of 

violence. 



 57 

The rise of democracy, as predicted in Kyrgyzstan’s infancy, has fallen apart. The 

feuds between factions, be they ethnic, geographical or religious have been unleashed upon 

the nation at the end of Soviet rule and violence and conflict have taken over. Jostling for 

power between factions has led to the rise in violence and conflict in this region. Instead 

of getting better, the 2010 conflict shows, the internal struggle has capsized this boat 

heading towards a truly democratic nation. 

Nationalism and ethnic identity have gone hand in hand in the past two and a half 

decades of Kyrgyzstan’s independence. The end result has been bloodshed and violence 

between Kyrgyz and Uzbek ethnic populations. Although the violence in southern 

Kyrgyzstan has never reached the mass of what the Former Yugoslavia or Rwanda saw in 

the 1990s, but what is disturbing in Kyrgyzstan has been the repetitive nature of violence: 

in the same neighborhoods and between the same people. The end of the Soviet Union was 

time of hope and every former Soviet republic had a fresh slate to start anew with. The 

positivity of Askar Akaev’s government was not misguided early on, but derailed from the 

process of true and honest democratization. I do not imply that the goal of Kyrgyzstan’s 

democratization was to become a Central Asian Switzerland, but it was simply to give a 

voice to people, a working economy and a chance to better their lives after 80 years of 

Soviet rule. 

The derailment of Kyrgyzstan towards a just and honest political atmosphere can 

be attributed to many things, including the Soviet structure of rule, standing but teetering, 

or the lack of experience in building a nation from the scraps left behind by the fall of the 

USSR; but, one reason that stands out the biggest is the lack of a truly honest and ‘for the 

people’ leadership, one that did not see Uzbeks or Kyrgyz, but simply as citizens of 

Kyrgyzstan. The leadership of Akaev failed to stand strong in the face of dwindling odds, 
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the Presidency of Bakiyev got lost in its own lust for power and wealth, all the while the 

people became pawns in this game of nation building. 

For now, the future of Kyrgyzstan is not dim or dull, it has potential. The lack of 

oversight from the international community during the reign of Bakiyev was deplorable. 

Today, changes have come and the eyes of the world are on this small nation to prove itself, 

finally. Right after the fall of Bakiyev, OSCE took steps to correct the wrongs and has 

made progress in its oversight of the nation.166 

International oversight of Kyrgyzstan can provide support to the people and make 

sure corrupt and demagogue leaders do not come into power, ever again. 
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