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KYRGYZSTAN :

THE POLITICS OF ECONOMIC AND DEMOGRAPHIC FRUSTRATIO N

Eugene Huskey

This paper offers an interpretation of political development in Kyrgyzstan in th e
transition from communism. After brief introductions to the history and demography
ofthe country, the paper examines contemporary land and language policy as a mean s
of illustrating the nexus between ethnicity and economic development in Kyrgyzstan .
This analysis reveals that intra-ethnic conflict (between Kyrgyz) is in many respect s
as important as inter-ethnic conflict (among Kyrgyz, Russians, and Uzbeks) for
understanding politics in Kyrgyzstan . The paper concludes with an assessment of
President Akaev'' shift to the right in the summer of 1994, the elections of Februar y
1995, and the inherently unstable alliance that has followed between Akaev an d
regional govenors .

Introductio n

In May 1991, the first competitively-elected parliament in Kyrgyz history adopted a ne w

land law, an unremarkab]e document save article two, which described the ]and and natura l

resources of Kyrgyzstan as the wealth (dostoianie) of the ethnic Kyrgyz . The declaration by

itself had no legal force, and detai]ed provisions of the law made clear that all ethnic groups i n

the repub]ic, from Russians to Uzbeks to Dungans, enjoyed equal rights in the use, possession ,

and alienation of land . Yet the po]itical and psychological fallout from article two wa s

immediate . The non-titular nationalities of the republic vigorous]y protested this specia] c]ai m

of the ethnic Kyrgyz . To prevent a worsening of the already tense ethnic relations in th e

republic, the new president of Kyrgyzstan . the reform-minded scholar . Askar Akaev, vetoe d

article two as contrary to the constitution.1.` Ethnically neutral language was ]ater substitute d

for the offending article .

In Kyrgyzstan and the other former Soviet republics, episodes such as this pose the mos t

fundamental questions about the use of state power to establish, or reassert, the identity and

pre-eminence of the titular nationality . If an ethnic group gives its name to a territory, is i t

entitled to craft po]icy on language, ]and, citizenship, and political representation that assures i t

a leading role among the ethnic groups of the republic? This question assumes special urgenc y

in republics such as Kazakhstan, Latvia, and Kyrgyzstan, where the titular nationality

represents a minority or bare majority of the territory ' s population. Whereas in the Russian

Federation or Georgia the assertiveness of the titular group in the transition from Communist

rule smacks of superiority complex nationalism,' in Kazakhstan . Latvia . and Kyrgyzstan i t

may be viewed as an effort to sustain a fledgling, or threatened, nation . To understand th e
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relationship between the contemporary Kyrgyz state and nation . let us begin with a brie f

review of the political, cultural, and demographic heritage of the Kyrgyz .

The Prehistory of Kyrgyz Nationalism

The modern Kyrgyz formed as a people in the mountain ranges and foothil]s of inner

Asia. Their ancestors were the Turkic tribes of the A]tai and Irtysh, the Mongo]s, and the

ancient peoples of the Tian-Shan, the mountain range that has been home to the Kyrgyz for a t

]east five centuries .3 By the end of the 18th century--late in comparison to the peop]es o f

Europe and the Caucasus--the Kyrgyz had developed an ethnic consciousness, which wa s

linked to a common territory around the Tian-Shan, to a nomadic, or semi-nomadic economy ,

and to a ]egend, Manas, that told of the group's glorious pasta One must not confuse ,

however, the rise of an ethnic consciousness with the rise of nationalism, if by nationalism on e

means the desire "of a community to assert its unity and independence vis-a-vis othe r

communities and groups ."' The ]oyalties of the Kyrgyz, like those of other Central Asians ,

most notably the Kazakhs, lay first with family, clan, and tribe . It was only their subordination

to Russian rule, beginning in the mid-19th century, that planted the seeds of nationalism amon g

the Kyrgyz. As Donald Car]is]e argues . "the history of Soviet Centra] Asia should be read a s

an attempt to create modern nations . . .where previously there were only ethnic groups ." 6

Lacking a national ideal as well as modern arms and organization, the Kyrgyz offere d

little resistance to the expansion of the Russian Empire into Kyrgyz ]ands in the 1860s an d

1870s . In effect, the encroachment of the Russians presented the Kyrgyz with a Hobson' s

choice : remain loyal to the rulers of the Kokand kingdom, the Central Asian khanate that ha d

been governing the Kyrgyz and neighboring groups with increasing brutality, or submit to th e

domination of the technologically and culturally advanced Russians .7 While Sovie t

historiography clearly overstated the welcome extended to tsarist rule in Kyrgyzstan (with suc h

titles as The Voluntary Entry of Kyrgyzstan into Russia and its Progressive Consequences8) ,

post-Soviet historiography must be careful not to exaggerate the scale of opposition to Russia n

suzerainty over the region .

Relations between the Kyrgyz and Russians deteriorated rapidly, however, after the tur n

of the century, in part due to the encroachment of Russian sett]ers into traditional Kyrgy z

grazing ]ands . In northern Kyrgyzstan, then a part of the Semirech'e district of the Russia n

Empire, the indigenous population declined by almost nine percent from 1902 to 1913 whil e

that of Russian settlers increased by ten percent . 9 Predominantly Russian cities sprung u p

where Kokand forts had once stood . Among these was Pishpek (later Frunze, most recentl y

Bishkek), the future capital, which had 14,000 residents by 1916, 8,000 of them Russian . 1 0
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Mounting resentment against Russian expansionism exploded in the summer and fall o f

1916 . following the tsar's infamous decree of 25 June. To fill ]abor divisions for the war i n

Europe, the decree ordered the mobi]ization of a]l Central Asian men aged 19 to 43 . The

Central Asians responded to this "requisition of aliens" (rekvizitsiia inorodtsev) for a distant

war by attacking the symbo]s and representatives of Russian authority . Fierce, if lopsided .

battles occurred throughout Kyrgyzstan between the local Kyrgyz and the tsar's punitive

brigades . None was more alarming for the authorities than the seige of Tokmak in norther n

Kyrgyzstan, where 5000 crudely-armed Kyrgyz repeatedly attacked a small garrison of Russia n

troops . The seige of Tokmak, beaten back with the loss of 300 Kyrgyz and two Russians, wa s

followed by massacres of the civilian Kyrgyz popu]ation, carried out by armed Russian settlers

as well as by tsarist reinforcements .11 The result was what one contemporary Kyrgyz write r

called "the unknown genocide" . Out of an estimated population of 780,000 in 1916 . 100-

120,000 Kyrgyz are believed to have been killed in the uprisings.12 An equal number sough t

refuge in China through the treacherous, icy passes of the Tian-Shan . 13 Many refugees

perished en route; others died in the first winter, having lost their herds . The survivors woul d

return to their former grazing lands in Soviet Kyrgyzstan by the mid-1920s to rejoin a peopl e

who now had a rallying point for national unity . 1 4

The uprisings of 1916 were fo]]owed only a year later by the Bolshevik Revo]ution ,

whose legacy for the Kyrgyz nation wil] remain a subject of dispute well beyond the collaps e

of the Soviet Union . 15 At least through the prism of Western historiography, with it s

emphases on nation bui]ding and state formation, the creation of the Soviet state was in some

respects a godsend for the Kyrgyz . Once the resistance to the Bolsheviks had been defeated i n

the region, the Kyrgyz acquired for the first time their own political community . Formed

originally on October 14 . 1924 as the Kara-Kirgiz autonomous region within the Turkesta n

republic of the USSR, Kyrgyzstan underwent several name changes and administratio n

redesignations before emerging in 1936 as the Kirgiz Soviet Socia]ist Republic . Forma l

constitutional provisions notwithstanding, the Kirgiz Repub]ic was not an autonomous politica l

community . Yet the very linkage of the Kyrgyz to a proto-state, and the development of a t

]east the symbols of Kyrgyz cultural and politica] identity, created important pre-conditions for

the rise of a Kyrgyz national consciousness .

In the formative years of Soviet Kyrgyzstan, the central authorities in Moscow seeme d

intent on creating the foundations for indigenous rule in the region, within of course th e

parameters of Soviet power.' A law of 1924 mandated the translation of a]] government

documents in the region into Kyrgyz and other major Central Asian languages . Furthermore,

10 of the 13 members of the Communist Party's first Orgburo in the Kara-Kirgiz region wer e
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ethnic Kyrgyz, as were 13 of the 17 members of the highest state body in the region, th e

oblast revolutionary committee (oblrevkom) .17 But the demographic features of the region

insured that the ethnic Kyrgyz would at first play only a limited role in the formation of a

modern state bureaucracy . In the early 1920s, there was not a single ethnic Kyrgyz with a

higher education ; at best 20,000 (less than five percent) were literate, and many of these were

from so-called hostile classes.18 Thus, the administration of the territory fell largely to th e

Slays and Tatars . In May 1925, ethnic Kyrgyz accounted for on]y 319, or 10 .8 percent, of the

2950 regional and ]ocal administrative personnel in the region . 1 9

A gradual indigenization of political life in Kyrgyzstan continued, however, until th e

mid-1930s . To prepare the rising generation of Kyrgyz for leadership positions in Sovie t

Kyrgyzstan, the new regime offered short courses and, in a few cases, more extensive trainin g

in educational institutions of European Russia . These freshly-trained " Soviet " Kyrgyz cadres

were then enlisted in ]arge numbers during the vydvizhenstvo campaign of the late 1920s to

manage the local economy and society . An edict of December 1932 envisioned a ful l

indigenization of the republican apparatus by June 1934 . But in 1933, the first wave of stalinis t

repression intervened to halt the indigenization drive, and by 1938 the first generation of th e

Soviet Kyrgyz elite had been swept away in the purges .20 Many of the purged had combined a

commitment to Bolshevism with a desire to nourish their Kyrgyz and Turkic heritage .

While maintaining the symbols of Kyrgyz national autonomy, stalinism launched policie s

that deepened Slavic domination of the region . Perhaps the most important of these was a

cadres policy that placed in ]eading party and government posts Kyrgyz who were obsequiou s

toward Russian culture and central political authority . It also placed in oversight positions i n

Kyrgyzstan Slavic personnel, usually seconded from posts in Russia, to serve as the republic' s

second party secretary, its KGB head, and its procurator . Few republics could matc h

Kyrgyzstan for the malleability and sycophancy of its leaders . Especial]y notab]e in this regar d

were the i]literate miner, Turabai Kulatov, who was a prime minister and supreme sovie t

chairman of the republic under late stalinism, and Turdakun Usubaliev, the Communist Part y

first secretary from 1961 to 1986 . On the eve of the Gorbachev era--and his own removal fro m

office--Usubaliev noted that :
Sixty years is just a brief moment in the history of Kirgizstan . . .but it was indee d
during this period that its age-old dream of happiness became a reality .21

The rhetoric of subservience masked, of course, the inexorable conflicts between cente r

and republic over investment and resource allocation . In a planned economy, Usubaliev an d

other Kyrgyz leaders believed that political fealty and reliab]e deliveries of output to the cente r

strengthened their claims to new projects and scarce supp]ies . To remind the center of it s
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obligation to its faithful vassal, Usubaliev de]uged Moscow ministries with claims fo r

resources . 22 Obseqiousness had its limits, which were quickly crossed when economi c

development of the region was at stake .

In general, the terms of exchange between center and periphery were highly unfavorabl e

for the Kyrgyz, at least in terms of linguistic and demographic developments in the republic .

Russification of the Kyrgyz language began in earnest immediately after Stalin's first wave o f

terror against the Kyrgyz elite . A party directive of June 1934 ordered the further enrichmen t

of the Kyrgyz language "by the maximum use of sovietisms and international, multinationa l

terminology through the Russian language . . . ." 23 This policy was facilitated by the adoption i n

1940 of the Cyri]lic alphabet for written Kyrgyz (its script had been Arabic until 1926, Lati n

thereafter) . Increasingly in the postwar era, Russian began to displace Kyrgyz as the languag e

of politics and commerce in the republic . A new generation of Kyrgyz urban residents was

brought up on Russian and was often unab]e to converse with rural Kyrgyz . Many olde r

Kyrgyz in the cities reserved their native language for private discourse . In short, Kyrgyz wa s

rapidly marginalized in its homeland . Not a single new Kyrgyz-language school was opened i n

the capital of Frunze (Bishkek) after the 1930s . 24 By the 1980s, on]y three of Frunze's 69

schools used Kyrgyz as the primary language of instruction . 25 At the end of Soviet rule i n

Kyrgyzstan, only four percent of the 5 .6 million books in Frunze's Lenin Library were i n

Kyrgyz, and of books requested by readers, only two percent were in Kyrgyz . 2 6

The russification of the Kyrgyz language had its parallels in economic development in th e

republic . In the postwar era, Soviet power brought modern industry and transportation to a

traditional society that ]acked the most rudimentary physical infrastructure . Yet economi c

modernization of the region ]argely bypassed the ethnic Kyrgyz . The most advanced enterprise s

were built in the cities, staffed ]arge]y by Slavs, and managed by all-union ministries i n

Moscow . At the end of the 1980s, enterprises of all-union subordination accounted for 3 8

percent of the republic's economy and offered employees access to the best housing and socia l

services . 27 Relatively few employees of such enterprises were ethnic Kyrgyz . The Kyrgyz

made up only 6 .3 percent of employees in the electric energy sector and 11 percent o f

personnel in machine construction and metalworking ." In all, only 13 percent of th e

republic's engineers and technicians were Kyrgyz.29 Of particular concern to many Kyrgyz

was the reluctance of the central ministries to train an indigenous working class, preferin g

instead to import S]avic workers en masse . 3 0

The influx of Slavic workers into Kyrgyzstan in mid-century created one of th e

conditions for the rise of Kyrgyz nationalism at the end of the century . 31 The demographic

challenge to the Kyrgyz had several dimensions . First, it rendered the titular nationality, th e

5



Kyrgyz, a minority within its own republic . If the Kyrgyz accounted for two-thirds of th e

territory's population in 1926, their share of the population had dropped to 40 .5 percent by th e

end of the 1950s (see Table l, page 17) . At this time the Kyrgyz outnumbered the Russians by

a margin of only four to three . Although the in-migration of Slavs continued after the end o f

the 1950s . by 1989 the higher birth rate among the Kyrgyz and other indigenous Central Asia n

peoples in the republic allowed the Kyrgyz to claim a bare majority of the republic' s

population (52 .4 percent) .

The uneven distribution of ethnic groups across the republic exacerbated the effects o f

Slavic migration . Certain areas were largely unaffected by the influx, notably the Naryn oblast ,

a mountainous region where the Kyrgyz still make up over 97 percent of the population . 32 B y

contrast, Frunze developed in effect as a Russian city . In 1959, ]ess than 10 percent o f

Frunze's population was ethnic Kyrgyz, and even as late as 1989 the Kyrgyz represented les s

than 23 percent of the capital's population . 33 With Russians and Ukrainians comprising 45

percent of the urban population outside of Bishkek, and the Uzbeks accounting for a majorit y

of the population in Osh, the Kyrgyz cannot even claim a plurality of the urban population of

the repub]ic . While it is an exaggeration to assert, as one Kyrgyz did recently, that the Slavs

created in the cities of Kyrgyzstan an "impenetrable national boundary", 34 they have certainl y

dominated urban life in the repub]ic . For the majority of the Kyrgyz, who ]ive in th e

countryside, the cities have been, if not quite impenetrable, at least alien and inhospitable .

The Emergence of Kyrgyz Nationalis m

Because the first stirrings of Kyrgyz nationalism appeared in the second half of th e

1980s, it is tempting to view them as outgrowths of Gorbachev's policies of g]asnost an d

democratization . That conclusion would be a mistake . The policies of the center did o n

occasion arouse nationa] indignation, as in the appointment of the Russian Gennadii Kolbin i n

December 1986 to head the Communist Party in neighboring Kazakhstan, whence disconten t

spread briefly to Kyrgyzstan . The policies associated with Gorbachev also faci]itated th e

expression of national interests and the organization of groups to press national claims, bot h

within and outside the state apparatus . But the origins of the national explosion in Kyrgyzstan

at the end of the 1980s lie in a volatile mixture of economic and demographic frustration .

Even before Gorbachev assumed power in 1985, rural areas in Kyrgyzstan were in crisis .

Coupled with a stagnant economy, the high birth rate of preceding decades had produced a

generation of rural youth without jobs in the village or the skills and desire to find work in th e

cities . Whereas the rural population of the USSR from 1959 to 1989 declined by 18 percent, i t

doubled in the same period in Kyrgyzstan . 35 By the end of the 1980s, at least 110,000
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persons were unemployed in the republic, with the highest concentration among villag e

youth . 36 Many more rural folk were underemployed . In the Osh oblast, the largest and most

agriculturally-oriented region in Kyrgyzstan . 45 percent of the employed earned 125 rubles a

month or less at a time when the average month]y salary was 180 rubles . 37 The collapse of

the economy in the early 1990s only deepened the crisis in the countryside . According to

President Akaev . by 1991, 140,000 persons were unemp]oyed--three-quarters of them under 30

years of age--and 500,000 had a monthly income of less than 75 rubles . 3 8

In a pattern long familiar in the developing world, the excess popu]ation of the Kyrgyz

countryside reluctantly sought work and shelter in the cities . 39 But the cities had neither spac e

nor services for them . Most of the new Kyrgyz settlers in the cities lived not in carefully -

rationed apartments but in overcrowded dormitories or the "corners" of private homes . Some

set up shanties in open land on the outskirts of the cities only to have them torn down by th e

authorities . Conscious of the relatively well-housed Russians in the cities, one Kyrgy z

complained that he fe]t "a guest in his own home " . 40

In the summer of 1989, frustrated Kyrgyz settlers in Frunze formed Ashar, the firs t

major independent association in the republic . Ashar soon counted among its members 5000 o f

the 20.000 families waiting for suitable housing in the city . 41 Exploiting rumors of the

resettling in Frunze of Armenian refugees from the crisis in the Caucasus . Ashar seized lan d

on the outskirts of the city for the construction of a shantytown (samostroi), an action tha t

threw the party and government leadership in Kyrgyzstan into a panic . After succeedin g

Usubaliev in 1986, the first secretary of the Communist Party of Kyrgyzstan, Absama t

Masaliev, prided himself on the maintenance of traditional politics and a quiescent society i n

the republic . As late as the spring of 1989 . Masaliev had suppressed attempts to form a Kyrgyz

national front akin to those already in place in other Soviet republics . But proscribing Ashar

threatened to alienate a desperate and growing segment of Kyrgyz society and set it against th e

ruling Kyrgyz and Russian elites . After lengthy discussions with the authorities in Moscow ,

Masaliev acquiesced in the recognition of Ashar, though he was soon frustrated by the inability

of the local authorities to ]imit its activities to housing matters . 4 2

The recognition of Ashar in the summer of 1989 represented the takeoff point for socia l

movements in Kyrgyzstan . By the beginning of 1990 there were 13 independent associations in

the republic ; a year later the number exceeded 36 . Many of these groups were explicitl y

nationalist in orientation . In terms of membership, they were generally segregated along ethnic

]ines, although a few Russians joined predominantly Kyrgyz groups . 43 A defining moment i n

the development of the Kyrgyz national movement came in late May 1990, when 24 informa l

groups favoring democratic reform and Kyrgyz national revival formed the Democrati c
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Movement "Kyrgyzstan" (DDK) . Over 300 delegates from throughout the republic met i n

Frunze to advance a program that called for, inter alia, a sovereign republic, a civi] societ y

and market economy, and a reassessment of Kyrgyz history, especial]y the uprisings o f

1916 . 44 Within three months, membership of the movement was estimated at 100,000, with

half of that number drawn from Frunze . 4 5

In the summer of 1990, competing claims advanced by new ethnically-based association s

in the Osh region led to inter-ethnic violence that fundamentally transformed the politica l

landscape in Kyrgyzstan . In contrast to Frunze, land claims by the ethnic Kyrgyz were handle d

with less success in Osh, where unemployment and land hunger were more acute and loca l

politicians were more willing to support openly Kyrgyz nationalism . The ethnic Kyrgyz in Os h

resented the relative wealth and prominence of the local Uzbeks, who contro]led, according t o

one estimate, 80 percent of the city's trade . The Uzbeks, for their part . claimed that their

economic and demographic presence in the region was not translated into politica] power . 4 6

Only one of the 25 party first secretaries of local districts and cities was an Uzbek and onl y

4 .7 percent of leading department posts in soviets in the region were held by Uzbeks (8 5

percent were occupied by Kyrgyz) . 47 This perception of political disenfranchisement fe d

Uzbek irredentism, which had deep historical roots in the region .

In May 1990, Ashar's counterpart in Osh, Osh Aimagy, demanded land on which to

settle ethnic Kyrgyz families who were unable to find housing . The regional party firs t

secretary, Usen Sydykov, agreed to allot Osh aimagy 32 hectares of a predominantly Uzbe k

collective farm on the outskirts of Osh . The reaction of ]ocal Uzbeks was swift and dramatic .

They seized the occasion to advance a range of political claims, including home rule for an

Uzbek region in southern Kyrgyzstan and the recognition of Uzbek as the official language o f

the territory . There were even calls for the incorporation of parts of Kyrgyzstan int o

Uzbekistan . 4 S

The refusal of the Kyrgyz political leadership to satisfy the Uzbek demands or to revers e

its land grant ignited widespread violence between the Kyrgyz and Uzbek communities in the

Osh region . the ]atter supported by compatriots from Uzbekistan who crossed the repub]ican

border in the early stages of the fighting . Facing what one observer cal]ed "10 Sumgaits", 4 9

the republic called in the Soviet Army and MVD to restore order . During a week of rioting i n

early June, thousands of homes and buildings were destroyed and 230 persons were killed . 16 1

in the Uzgen district alone . The Osh events exposed and deepened divisions in the republic' s

political leadership and hastened the downfall of first secretary Masaliev, who had been one o f

the most vocal opponents of perestroika in the USSR .
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Disputes over land and water resources were the most violent interethnic encounters i n

the first years of national strife in Kyrgyzstan, 50 but no question excited more debate than the

revival of the Kyrgyz language . Following the lead of other republics . Kyrgyzstan began t o

draft a new law on language in the summer of 1989.51 The debate surrounding the language

law, adopted by the republic's supreme soviet in September 1989, brought into the open ]ong -

suppressed ethnic tensions . Whereas the Kyrgyz welcomed the elevation of their ]anguage to a

pre-eminent position in the republic, Slavic residents viewed with alarm the recognition o f

Kyrgyz as the state language, despite the simultaneous recognition of Russian as the languag e

of interethnic communication . 52 One of the most controversial elements of the ]aw was articl e

eight, which required management and professional personnel--a stratum that the Slav s

dominated--to have the abi]ity to speak Kyrgyz to their workers or clients . Unlike mos t

provisions of the ]aw, which were originally to be phased in by 1997 . artic]e eight was to take

effect immediately . 53 Responding to the draft law . Russian managers of a]l-union enterprises

in the republic organized letter-writing campaigns that criticized the law as divisive . "

The language debate destroyed the official discourse on ethnic relations in Kyrgyzstan, a

discourse that had for decades denied tensions or conflicts of interests among ethnic groups i n

the republic . For the first time, recriminations against Russians became commonplace in th e

press. In an intemperate article in Literatunyi Kirgizstan at the beginning of 1990 . a Kyrgyz

writer complained that the Russians despoi]ed the rura] ]andscape with their trash-strewn picni c

sites and the urban landscape with their queues . It was the Russians' hoarding genes (geny

zapasaniia), she insisted. that kept them in lines . 55 The local Russian response to suc h

criticism ranged from chauvinist t o internationalist.56

Even if the language law increased the use and visibility of Kyrgyz only modestly in th e

first years after its adoption--due both to the reluctance of non-Kyrgyz to study the languag e

and the absence of instructional materials and qualified teachers 57--it spawned symboli c

changes that served a rising Kyrgyz nationalism . Shops, squares, and cities gave up thei r

Russian and Soviet labe]s to assume Kyrgyz names . The repub]ic itself acquired a spel]ing i n

Russian that more closely approximated its pronunciation in Kyrgyz. 58 At the end of 1991, a

new tote board, in Kyrgyz only, was installed in the parliament . And the number and editio n

size of Kyrgyz-language periodicials rose in comparison with those in Russian . Such reform s

inspired among the ethnic Kyrgyz a new sense of ownership of the republic . 5 9

While the deepening bond between nation and state in Kyrgyzstan represented a

renascence for the Kyrgyz, it alienated many other ethnic groups in the republic . in the firs t

instance the Slavs . The Russians and Ukrainians began to form their own nationa l

organizations, such as the Fund for Slavic Literacy and Culture (Fond slavianskoi pis'mennosti
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i kul'tury) and later Soglasie . Both organizations, designed to promote S]avic ]anguages an d

culture in the republic, received assistance directly from the government of the Russia n

Federation . 6 0

Reacting to the indigenization of cultural policy, the violence in Osh, and the weakenin g

industrial sector, Slavs began to leave Kyrgyzstan in significant numbers in the ear]y 1990s .

For the first time in the contemporary history of Kyrgyzstan, the exodus of S]avs from th e

republic exceeded the in-migration . From 1989 to 1993, more than 100 .000 Slavs abandone d

Kyrgystan. In the same period . 50,000 of the country's 125,000 Germans departed . 6 1

Alarmed by the loss of its Europeans settlers, who were a valuable economic and politica l

resource for the Russified Kyrgyz elite, Akaev introduced numerous measures to stem the tid e

of emigration . Among the most important of these were the estab]ishment of the Slavoni c

University in Bishkek in 1993 and a May 1994 decree postponing the implementation of th e

language law . 6 2

Democratization, Marketization, and Nationalism in Kyrgyzsta n

The discussion to this point has emphasized the cleavages between the Kyrgyz and othe r

ethnic groups, cleavages deepened by the rise of e]ectoral politics, the more liberal ru]e s

concerning political expression and association, and the breakup of the Soviet Union . But as

national agendas are formed and acted on, other forces are at work that restrain th e

development of a pure politics of cultural pluralism . The sources of these restraints ]ie in socia l

attitudes as well as state policy . Kyrgyz attitudes toward the Russians, for example, are by n o

means unswervingly hostile . To the contrary, the Kyrgyz have general]y exhibited respec t

toward Russians and Russian culture . sometimes to the point of deference . In a letter to ethni c

Kyrgyz living in Moscow, a Kyrgyz woman invoked the folk wisdom : "where there are

Russians there is truth" (tam, gde russkie, est' i pravda) . 63 In his own way, a reformis t

member of the republic's parliament, also an ethnic Kyrgyz, expressed a similar sentiment i n

regard to Russian language .
I would not have the right to cal] myself a son of my people withou t
knowing the Kyrgyz language . But without a deep knowledge of Russian .
I would not consider myself a complete man (polnotsennym
chelovekom) . 64

For a century, Russia has been the touchstone for the development of Kyrgyz language ,

culture, and po]itics. While that psychological dependency is in part a source of Kyrgy z

nationalism, it also binds Russians and Kyrgyz to an extent that is unparalleled in relation s

between Russians and titular nationals in other successor states .
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Kyrgyz attitudes toward the Uzbeks . the other major national minority in the republic ,

are more ambiva]ent . While sharing a Turkic and Islamic heritage65 with the Uzbeks. the

Kyrgyz have been suspicious of calls for pan-Turkic or pan-Is]amic unity, fearing that suc h

movements could lead to the hegemony in Central Asia of the larger and historically mor e

prominent Uzbek nation. 66 The Kyrgyz fear of uzbekization was evident in a 1991 article tha t

pointed to the decline of persons c]aiming Kyrgyz ethnicity in the Andizhan district o f

Uzbekistan, from 107,000 in 1906 to only 72 .900 in 1989 . 67 For the Kyrgyz, uzbekization

appears more insidious than russification . The latter affects ]anguage and cu]ture, the former

ethnic identity itself.

Relations within as well as between ethnic groups have shaped the course of Kyrgy z

nationalism. If Kyrgyz national claims have been more modest than those of most titula r

nationalities of the former USSR . it is in part because of the lack of unity among the Kyrgyz ,

and especial]y their elite . Clan and tribal loyalties continue to temper Kyrgyz nationalism . 6 8

Equally important barriers to Kyrgyz solidarity may be found in regional and urban/rura l

distinctions.69' Party and government elites in Kyrgyzstan have long been divided into norther n

and southern "families", a division that colored the purges of the 1930s and facilitated centra l

control of the republic thereafter . 70 Long-simmering tensions between the northern and

southern Kyrgyz elites boi]ed to the surface at the end of 1990 following the ouster of th e

southerner Masaliev as republican leader . Distressed by the erosion of their traditional

dominance of key republican posts . some southern Kyrgyz began to agitate for structura l

changes that would insure greater autonomy for their region . These proposals ranged fro m

dividing the repub]ic into two regions, with equal representation from each in repub]ica n

bodies. to the formation of a Kyrgyz federation, with northern and souther n republics.71

Pushing the case for po]itical devolution even further, one Kyrgyz writer favored the creatio n

of five autonomous regions in the republic, one for each oblast . Such a confederation woul d

have been coordinated by a rotating col]ective presidency . 72 The advocates of devolution and

power sharing are motivated less by a desire to promote regiona] social and economic

development than to protect loca] political networks .

Potentia]]y the most serious division among the Kyrgyz runs along urban-rural lines . The

urbanized quarter of the ethnic Kyrgyz population has appropriated the language and at leas t

some of the cultural values of the Russians, who dominate the cities of Kyrgyzstan, especiall y

its northern tier . As suggested earlier, Kyrgyz urban youth raised in the postwar era resembl e

in many respects second generation immigrants . They know smatterings of the language an d

traditions of their elders but fee] more at home in their Russified surroundings . In short. they

have assimilated . The rise of a Kyrgyz national consciousness stranded many of these
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urbanized Kyrgyz between two cultures . The predicament has been especially acute for th e

rising generation of Kyrgyz po]iticians, typified by an incident in 1991 involving Ulukbe k

Chinaliev, the first secretary of the Frunze city Communist Party committee . Not knowing

Kyrgyz, Chinaliev could on]y address his Kyrgyz audience in Russian, while immediately afte r

his speech, an ethnic German, raised in the countryside, spoke to the audience in Kyrgyz . 73

Whether the tensions between urbanized and rural (or recently urban) Kyrgyz can b e

contained is as yet unclear . At the beginning of 1992, the urbanized Kyrgyz elite appeared t o

be in firm control of the state apparatus and leading nationalist organizations . As one migh t

expect, they showed considerable sensitivity to the economic and cultural claims of non-

urbanized Kyrgyz. But a russified--some would prefer the term sovietized--elite must remai n

vulnerable to a new and more atavistic wave of Kyrgyz nationa]ism that could be unleashed b y

populist po]iticians or movements .

Maintaining a multi-ethnic ruling coalition grows ever more difficult amid the

proliferation of political parties,74 the indigenization of ]anguage policy, and a market reform

that is increasing economic hardships and social stratification . The ethnic Kyrgyz are especiall y

vulnerable in the transition to a market-oriented economy . As a group, they have neither th e

education and skil]s of the S]avs nor the commercial traditions of the Uzbeks or Koreans ]ivin g

in Kyrgyzstan . Ethnic Kyrgyz account for 75 percent of agricu]tural labor in Kyrgyzstan an d

only a quarter of the industria] workforce, where the jobs and conditions have traditionall y

been more desirable . 75 Perhaps more disturbing, Kyrgyz youth have been reluctant to pursu e

careers in industry and construction . 76 In a more competitive and open economy, then, ethni c

Kyrgyz as a group may fal] further behind the Uzbeks, the Koreans, and the Russians in term s

of economic well-being . This has created strong pressures on a Kyrgyz-dominated state t o

adopt measures to "defend" the titular nationality . Among the many concessions to Kyrgy z

nationalist sentiment was the formation in 1992 of a national land trust, which reserved half o f

newly-privatized land for ethnic Kyrgyz ."

If the Kyrgyz have thus far held their own in an economy in transition, it is due in large

measure to their domination of bureaucratic posts that grant access to foreign funds and tha t

facilitate insider trading in the denationalization of state property and resources . At a meeting

of the Security Counci] in the summer of 1994, Akaev lamented the high ]evel of corruption i n

ru]ing circles . He estimated that only half of the people in government were working ; the res t

occupied themselves with private business or building dachas . 7 8
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Askar Akaev and the Political Economy of Kyrgyzsta n

Rising economic deprivation in Kyrgyzstan has complicated efforts to sustain ethni c

harmony and open, competitive politics . 79 The industrial economy of Kyrgyzstan all but

collapsed after the breakup of the Soviet Union . By 1994, more than 50 factories were idle .

Industrial production had fallen by a third in one year . 80 To be sure, the rupture of inter -

republican purchase and supply ]inks and the loss of labor discip]ine undermined the economie s

of a]l the newly independent states . But Kyrgyzstan faces special prob]ems with its smal l

market, its relative paucity of mineral wealth, its distance from developed economies, and it s

poor transportation ]inks, both domestically and internationally . 81 Moreover, the peculiar

geography of the Soviet economy left Kyrgyzstan with a host of unsustainable enterprises ,

among which were a torpedo p]ant--in a country without a navy--and a sugar refinery designe d

to process tropical cane from Cuba rather than native beetroot . Further impeding efforts t o

stabi]ize the Kyrgyz economy were several natural disasters in the early 1990s . including

earthquakes and landslides, which required state funding for humanitarian assistance an d

reconstruction efforts .

As the Russian Federation curtailed its deliveries of subsidized fuel to Kyrgyzstan i n

1992, mounting social pressures and budget deficits encouraged President Akaev to see k

assistance abroad . In an extraordinary disp]ay of the politics of international grantsmanship, the

leadership of Kyrgyzstan had attracted well over half a billion dollars in foreign aid by the en d

of 1994 . 82 The largest share of the funding came from international and regiona l

organizations . such as the IMF and the Is]amic Bank, though individua] countries als o

contributed generously to Kyrgyzstan . The United States, for example, had committed ove r

$100 million in grants and loans to Kyrgyzstan by the end of 1994 . 8 3

What explains the success of Akaev's fund-raising campaign? Put simply, Kyrgyzsta n

captured the imagination of the West . The idea of Kyrgyzstan as "an is]and of democracy" and

"the Switzerland of Asia" appea]ed to international donors, who were anxious to assist a

progressive regime in Central Asia . 84 The inflated rhetoric aside, there was much to

recommend Kyrgyzstan to the West . At its inception, independent Kyrgyzstan had a free and

vigorous press, an openness to fundamental economic reform, and a popular president with

]iberal political instincts . Politics in Kyrgyzstan stood in sharp contrast to the authoritarianism ,

whether veiled or open, of its neighbors .

Akaev and the Kyrgyzstan leadership became hostages, however, to their own success .

The immediate issue was not debt service--the repayment terms were generous--but satisfyin g

the political and economic expectations of their donors . In some cases, the cost of foreig n

]argesse was c]ear and po]itica]]y affordab]e . An initia] infusion of 64 mil]ion dollars from th e

1 3



IMF was tied explicitly to the introduction of a national currency, the som, in May 1993 .5

But the leadership of Kyrgyzstan found it increasingly difficult, and unpalatable . to meet

escalating foreign demands on the country's monetary, fiscal . and privatization policies ." Set

against the marketizing demands of the West was rising popular pressure for paternalisti c

policies by the state .

By the mid-1990s . contradictions abounded in Kyrgyz economic policy, as Akaev sough t

to satisfy both foreign and domestic constituencies . On the one hand, he introduced by decree a

]iberal foreign investment policy and an innovative program to develop smal] business . But to

shore up declining support at home . Akaev also increased social welfare payments an d

recruited traditional elites to key positions in regional and nationa] government, measures tha t

retarded the liberalization of the economy and alarmed Western financial institutions . The new

deputy premier for agrarian policy was the former Communist Party General Secretary ,

Zhumgalbek Amanbaev, whose ideas on land reform differed markedly from those espoused

earlier by Akaev . "Private property in land," Amanbaev argued, " is not a dogma . . . . Today i t

is premature . But within a decade--we'l lsee"87

Akaev's concessions to domestic economic critics formed part of a broader turn to th e

right in the politics of Kyrgyzstan . Through the summer and fall of 1994 the presiden t

employed methods of rule normally associated with authoritarian ]eaders . He closed two

]eading opposition newspapers . including Svobodnye gory, the official parliamentary organ . "

He cooperated in a successfu] plot--launched ostensibly by a group of deputies--to prorogu e

parliament severa] months before the end of its mandate .89 And in anticipation of ne w

parliamentary elections, he put before the nation a plebiscite designed to replace th e

constitutional]y-mandated unicameral assembly of 105 members with a bicameral parliamen t

with 35 members in a permanent working chamber, the Legislative Assembly, and 70 member s

in the People's Assembly . As expected, the nation fo]]owed the script of plebiscitaria n

democracy and approved the creation of a bicameral assembly, thereby violating the May 199 3

Constitution, which had provided for amendments through parliamentary action alone . 90 In a

further vio]ation of the Constitution, Akaev insisted on the eligibility of regional executive

officials for seats in one of the chambers (the People's Assemb]y) of the new parliament . 9 1

Much like the Federation Council in Russia, this chamber in Kyrgyzstan was designed to be a n

infrequently-convened assembly of regiona] leaders . who were tied to the presidency throug h

patronage ."- According to the wide]y-respected speaker of the parliament, Medetka n

Sherimkulov, such a chamber in Kyrgyzstan will lead to the institutionalization of the polic y

of regionalism in the worst sense of the term . " 9 3
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Kyrgyzstan's shift to the right has endangered its political and economic ties to the West .

In a harsh speech in September 1994, Strobe Talbott, the American official charged wit h

relations with the former USSR, made clear the linkage of economic assistance to Western -

imposed standards of democratic development .

The stakes are very high . The reputation of Kyrzyzstan as a democratic country i s

one of its most valuable resources for the international community . The absence of

this resource will place in doubt the entire political basis for large-scale aid fro m

the United States . 9 4

This speech, and a similar message conveyed to Akaev in person by James Collins, a

State Department emissary, reminded Kyrgyzstan of the limits of national sovereignty in th e

new world order . 95 In language fu]l of ambiguity and contradiction, Talbott warned that th e

West would be viewing parliamentary e]ections in February 1995 as "a decisive test o f

democracy in Kyrgyzstan . "

At the time of this writing (Mid-March 1995) a]l of the results of those e]ections are no t

yet in. Owing to irregularities or inadequate voter turnout, new elections had to be schedu]e d

in 16 of the 105 precincts . 96 But the contours of the e]ectoral outcome are already c]ear .

Political parties in Kyrgyzstan have not yet succeeded in making the transition fro m

groups of notable to mass-based organizations capable of generating electoral support . Despite

nominating candidates to stand for office in many of the country's precincts, the eleven partie s

contesting the election have won a total of only 31 of the 89 seats so far decided . Even the

Communist Party has claimed only three seats, with two of those attributable to victories b y

former repub]ic first secretaries, Absamat Masaliev and Turdakun Usubaliev 97 .

The most formidable blocs in the new parliament will include central and local executiv e

officials as well as directors of factories and business organizations . The electoral success of

Kyrgyzstan's new plutocrats was stunning : they won a third of the first 89 parliamentary seats ,

in part by emphasising their abi]ity to enhance the economic security of their constituents . Such

a rapid rise of a new economic class to political power would be remarkab]e were it not for th e

heritage of the business elite . They are drawn largely from the ranks of the old nomenklatura .

The results of the 1995 parliamentary elections are almost certain to deepen socia l

divisions in the country, ]ess along the lines of class than ethnicity . The inital returns suggest

that the membership of the new parliament will be heavily overweighted in favour of ethnic

Kyrgyz. The Russian and the Uzbek minorities, which together account for well over 30% o f

the population of Kyrgyzstan, hold only 15% of the first 89 parliamentary seats .98 Such an

outcome was predictab]e once President Akaev and the ruling elite opted for a smal] parliamen t

and single-member districts .
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Despite the hopes of President Akaev and his backers at home and abroad, the recen t

parliamentary elections are unlikely to defuse the political crisis that has seized Kyrgyzsta n

since the summer of 1994 . The reasons for the turn to the Right in Kyrgyz politics remain a

subject of debate. Some view Akaev's new tactics as temporary measures designed t o

overcome opposition to economic reform and to guarantee a measure of social and politica l

stability at a particularly turbulent moment in Kyrgyz history . Others regard Akaev's more

authoritarian policies as politically necessary concessions to powerful and insistent conservative

forces in the centra] and local bureaucracies . Still others believe that Akaev has becom e

disillusioned with the classical democratic road to development and is abandoning it for a n

alternative path tailored to the conditions and culture of Kyrgyzstan . In 1994-5 . as it did five

years earlier, Kyrgyzstan faces the most fundamental choices about its political future .

The defining moment for democratic development in Kyrgyzstan may in fact have com e

earlier, at the end of the 1993, when an increasingly isolated president forged an informa l

ruling alliance with conservative regiona] executives, the akimy.99 Surrounded by a corrup t

national bureaucracy and a moribund parliament, Akaev turned to the governors o f

Kyrgyzstan's six regions to provide efficient administration of the country . He gamb]ed tha t

the popularity and patronage powers of the presidency would enable him to control a group o f

shrewd and experienced ]ocal politicians . 100 But it is as yet unclear whether the president o r

the akimy have the upper hand in this relationship . As the resu]ts of the October 1994 loca l

elections make clear, politics in the regions is far from open and contested . In the Issyk-Kul '

region, for example, of the 888 seats in the local assemblies (zhogorku kenesh), only 169 were

contested.101 The akimy are able to govern much as Communist Party first secretaries di d

under the ol d regime.102

An equilibrium between presidential and akimiat power seems in place at the moment ,

based on mutual dependency . Whereas Akaev relies on the akimy to implement policies on the

ground, the akimy need the cover of Akaev's national and international ]egitimacy . The

relationship is, however, inherently unstable, as the liberalizing and centralizing instincts of th e

president compete with the traditionalist and devo]utionary aims of ]ocal e]ites . For the

duration of this unlikely alliance . po]itics in Kyrgyzstan will bear the marks of a struggl e

between two distinct visions of the future .
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TABLE ONE

Population of Kyrgyzstan

1926 1939 1959 1970 1980 1989

Tota l

population

1,001,700 1,458,200 2,066,100 2,993,200 3,588 .500 4,257,755

Kyrgyz 668,700

66.8%

754,300

51 .7%

836,800

40.5%

l,248,800

42.6%

l,687,400

47 .0%

2,229,663

52.4 %

Russians 116,800

11 .7%

302,900

20.8%

623,600

30.2%

855,900

29.2%

911,700

25.4%

916,55 8

21 .5 %

Uzbeks 106,300

10 .6%

151,600

10 .4%

218,900

10 .6%

333,000

11 .4%

426,200

11 .9%

550,096

12 .9 %

Ukranians 64,200

6 .4%

137,300

9 .4%

137,000

6.6%

120,000

4.1%

109,300

3 .0%

108,027

2.5 %

Germans 4,300

0 .4%

11,800

0 .8%

39,900

l .9%

89,800

3 .l%

101,100

2.8%

101,309

2 .4 %

Tatars 4,900

0.5%

20,000

l .4%

56,300

2 .7%

69,400

2 .4%

72,000

2.0%

70,068

l .6 %

Uighurs 8,200

0 .8%

9,400

0.6%

13,800

0.7%

24,900

0.8%

29,800

0 .8%

37,31 8

0.9 %

Kazakhs 1,700

0 .2%

23,900

1 .6%

20,100

1 .0%

22,000

0.8%

27,400

0 .8%

36,928

0.9 %

Dungans 6,000

0.6%

5,900

0 .4%

11,100

0 .5%

19,800

0.7%

26,700

0.7%

36.779

0 .9 %

Tajiks 7,000

0 .7%

10,700

0 .7%

15,200

0 .7%

21,900

0 .7%

23,200

0.6%

33,518

0 .8 %

Others 13,600

l .4%

30,400

2.l%

93,400

4.5%

91,600

3 .l%

108,000

3 .0%

137,49 1

3 .2%

Source : Narodnoe Khozyaistvo Kirgizskoi SSR (Frunze, 1982), pg . 16 . Vestnik Statistiki ,

1991, 4, pp. 76-78 ;
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