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Informal Ethnopolitics and Local
Authority Figures in Osh, Kyrgyzstan

MATTEO FUMAGALLI

University College Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT The contribution examines local-level ethnopolitics in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan,
particularly in the southern city of Osh, in 1990 site of one of the bloodiest inter-communal
conflicts of the late Soviet era. First, instruments of managing multi-ethnicity are briefly
introduced, with particular attention being paid to territorial autonomy, also a pillar of Soviet
ethnofederal structure. Next, the contribution focuses on Uzbek ethnopolitics in Osh as a case
study which illustrates how formal and informal politics shape state–minority relations in an
ethnically mixed and post-conflict setting. The contribution argues that local authority figures and
patron–client relations are key to understanding how Uzbek ethnopolitics unfolds and violence is
prevented from re-occurring. A combination of informal and formal institutions accounts for
preserving inter-ethnic stability in post-Soviet Osh.

This paper seeks to address one of the central puzzles in the study of ethnic conflict: what

prevents ethnic violence from (re-)occurring in places with recent history of violent con-

flict? The absence of violence—although not necessarily conflict—in the city of Osh, site

of the largest and bloodiest inter-communal conflicts in post-Soviet Central Asia, is indeed

empirically as well as theoretically puzzling. As a result, understanding what happened in

post-Soviet Osh constitutes a particularly useful starting point for examining the more

general question of identifying the factors that helped maintain inter-ethnic peace.

In June 1990 tensions originating from perceptions of unfairly distributed land and

housing erupted in a sudden and short-lived, but particularly bloody, series of riots1 in

the south of the Soviet republic of Kyrgyzstan, then called Kirghizia.2 Concentrated in

the multi-ethnic city of Osh and the nearby town of Uzgen,3 the Kyrgyz and Uzbek popu-

lation clashed leaving about 200 people dead, and many more injured in what seemed to

herald an era of ethnic conflict in the region (Naumkin, 1994; Rumer & Rumer, 1992). The

conflict was not an isolated episode in Central Asia, and the clashes can be located in a

broader trend of inter-communal violence and riots which marked the dusk of the

Soviet era. Among similar types of events taking place in the USSR at the time, the

Osh conflict was one of the largest and most violent (Tishkov, 1995, p. 134).
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8 Kyrgyzstan was among the most ethnically heterogenous republics when the Soviet

Union collapsed in 1991. The “titular” community,4 the Kyrgyz, constituted a bare

majority (see Table 1). More than 100 small ethnic groups live in the country. The two

largest minority groups, Russians and Uzbeks, represented about 21% and 12.9% of

the country’s overall population respectively. They were spatially concentrated; the

former in the northern regions bordering Kazakhstan, the latter in the southern regions

(Osh, Jalalabad and Batken established in 1999), all neighbouring Uzbekistan. The Osh

region was home to the largest Uzbek settlement. Various other cleavages were present

within the Kyrgyz population, most notably a regional divide northern (Talas, Naryn,

Chuy, Ysyk-kol) and southern (Osh, Jalalabad, Batken) regions, as well as clan group-

ings.5 The southern city of Osh is a mirror of such complexity and of the challenges

and opportunities that ethnically mixed environments present. At about 300 000

inhabitants, Osh is home to Kyrgyz and Uzbeks, as well as to Tajiks, Roma, Russians

and other nationalities.

The aim of this paper to understand why this was the case: what prevented violence

from re-occurring? Because of space constraints, attention is given primarily to the

Uzbek population of Osh.6 Building on Kalyvas’s (2003) research on the interaction

between centre and periphery, the study of a particular community and one specific

locale and the implications of local issues for national politics constitutes a particularly

useful vantage point from which to examine centre-periphery relations in post-Soviet

Central Asia. The contribution also examines the interplay between formal and informal

institutions in a context (Kyrgyzstan) where initial democratic reforms gradually gave way

to a consolidation of authoritarian practices (Huskey, 2002). Formal institutions progress-

ively became more ceremonial, thus making an analysis of the role of informal ones all the

more pressing for understanding how politics was conducted outside formal channels. It is

the paper’s main contention that a full account of Uzbek political behaviour in post-Soviet

Osh should pay attention to how formal and informal institutions contributed to prevent

the conflict from escalating to violence.

Before proceeding further, it is now important to define the key concepts discussed in

the following pages. I have already drawn attention to the distinction operated between

Table 1. Ethnic composition of Kyrgyzstan

1989 (no.) 1989 (%) 1999 (no.) 1999 (%)

Kyrgyz 2 229 663 52.4 3 128 144 64.9
Russians 916 558 21.5 603 198 12.5
Uzbeks 550 096 12.9 664 953 13.8
Ukrainians 108 027 2.5 50 441 1.0
Germans 101 309 2.4 21 472 0.4
Tatars 70 068 1.6 45 439 0.9
Uighurs 37 318 0.9 46 733 1.0
Kazakhs 36 928 0.9 42 657 0.9
Dungans 36 779 0.9 51 766 1.1
Tajiks 33 518 0.8 42 636 0.9
Other 137 491 3.2 125 499 2.6
Total 4 257 755 100.0 4 822 938 100.0

Source: Narodnoe khoziaistvo Kirgizskoi SSR (1982); Naselenie Kirgizskoi Respubliki 1999 (Komitet po

Statistikoi, 2000).
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8 ethnic conflict and ethnic violence. Following Varshney, the former refers to the condition

of ethnically plural societies, democratic and authoritarian, whereby the voicing of

various—and potentially clashing—political demands is “more or less inevitable”

(2002, p. 24). Conflicts are likely to exist ‘over resources, identity, patronage, and policies’

(ibid., p. 25). The real issue, Varshney continues (ibid.), is whether conflict is “waged in

the institutionalised channels [. . .] of non-violent mobilisation”, or instead takes the form

of riots or pogroms. Thus, I refer to the 1990 Osh conflict as an episode (or better a series

of episodes) of ethnic violence, whereas the subsequent developments, occasionally char-

acterixed by tensions are referred to as “conflict”. I accept the fact that because the 1990

riots are now commonly known as “the Osh conflict” there may be some terminological

confusion in the text. Second, what is meant by institutions, formal and informal, needs

clarification. Institutions are understood as “rules and procedures [. . .] that structure

social interaction by constraining and enabling actors’ behaviour” (Helmke & Levitsky,

2004, p. 727). Formal institutions comprise “rules and procedures that are created, com-

municated, and enforced through channels widely accepted as official” (ibid.), whereas

informal institutions could be defined as “socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that

are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels” (ibid.)

The paper shows that an analysis of how multi-ethnicity is managed in ethnically plural

societies should pay attention to both types of institutions. While an analytical distinction

is important, one should be wary to assume that empirically the difference may also be

clear-cut. The two are in fact practically intertwined, as the way informal institutions

permeate formal channels in the case study of Osh well illustrates. Local authority

figures have drawn on their formal role as leaders of official cultural organizations to

act as brokers between the local and the national, between their clients and local (Osh)

demands and politics at the centre, where they acted as intermediaries between the state

authorities and local demands. Patronage politics has “dressed up” as a formal process

of group participation to the local and national life of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan.

The contribution that this paper intends to make is therefore two-fold. First it provides

an empirical discussion of a particularly puzzling case study: that of dogs (of nationalism)

that did not bark, namely of a setting, the city of Osh, where previous conflict and unre-

solved ethnic issues seemed to provide fertile ground for a repetition of the conflict.

Second, it aims to contribute to the theoretical discussion on management of multi-

ethnicity at a local (city) level by emphasizing the salience of informal politics, patronage

and leadership, where avenues for participation and/or routinized instrument for conflict

management or resolution are absent (Hughes & Sasse, 2001; Melvin, 2001). In so doing,

the paper draws from and speaks to both the political science literature, particularly that

adopting an institutionalist approach (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004; Hughes & Sasse,

2001; Koopmans, 2000; North, 1990) as well as to scholarly work conducted in post-

colonial contexts on patronage politics (Berman, 1997; Brass, 2003; Collins, 2006;

Lemarchand, 1972; Powell, 1970; Radnitz, 2006; Scott, 1972; Varshney, 2002; Weingrod,

1968). Here I am less interested in showing how informal institutions inhibit democratiza-

tion (a subject increasingly discussed in the literature: O’Donnell, 1996; Collins 2003,

2006), and more—following Helmke & Levitsky (2004, p. 728)—in illustrating how,

by performing a function that is complementary and at times substitutive (of formal

ones), informal and formal institutions interact.

The paper is structured as follows. First I briefly introduce some of the tools used to

accommodate ethnic diversity in plural societies. This necessarily entails discussing the

Local Authority Figures in Osh 213
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8 question of both territorial and non-territorial autonomy, as a mechanism of conflict pre-

vention, management, and/or resolution and more generally “state-construction” (Weller

&Wolff, 2005, p. 1). This is especially relevant because of the role that territorialized eth-

nicity played in the formation and demise of the Soviet state (Roeder, 1991; Gorenburg,

2003; Beissinger, 2002). Next I examine the formal politics of Kyrgyzstan by discussing

how the question of territorial autonomy was progressively sidelined from the public

debate, and the extent to which the party system and local governance reforms have pro-

vided outlets for ethnic minority institutional representation and participation. The views

of the Uzbek minority about perceptions of efficacy of both state and local institutions are

then presented. The second part of the paper deals with one particular type of informal

institutions relevant to the case study, clientelism,7 and particularly a sub-type thereof:

patron-client relations, which James C. Scott defines as “an informal cluster consisting

of a power figure who is in a position to give security, inducements, or both, and his per-

sonal followers who, in return for such benefits, contribute their loyalty and personal

assistance to the patron’s designs” (1972, p. 92). The section focuses on three main

examples of patronage politics within the Uzbek community of Osh by discussing how

local authority figures have acted as patrons of the local population and have mediated

between weak or ineffective formal institutions and group demands.

Methods and Approaches

The contribution concentrates on the city of Osh for two main reasons. First, Osh consti-

tutes a typical case of how ethnopolitics unfolded in post-communist Central Eurasia in

the aftermath of the Soviet collapse. Osh closely resembles other Central Asian cities

where several ethnic groups have lived intermingled for centuries, and where different

identities overlapped and co-existed. The decision to focus here on ethnicity should not

be read as an attempt to essentialize or reify one particular form of allegiance of one

specific community, but rather as an illustrative example of how local politics plays out

in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan and arguably in analogous settings elsewhere in the region.

Second, the case study is relevant because of the precedent of a violent, although short-

lived communal conflict, the largest of its kind in the former Soviet space. In many

ways the case of Osh seemed to provide a conflict in waiting. The case of the Uzbek

community in Kyrgyzstan was indicated by many as being a potential hotbed for conflict

and was then warranted often unwelcome and excessive attention.8 Fortunately this was

not the case and though grievances exist among all communities, the situation remained

remarkably calm in the post-Soviet period.

I do not make any claim to generalizability or representativeness of the findings gener-

ated from a study of ethnopolitics in a single town, but nevertheless I believe that an in-

depth study of Uzbek ethnopolitics in Osh sheds important insights on the way ethnic

issues are addressed (or not) at a local level and how informal politics balances the short-

comings of formal institutions, thereby contributing to preserve ethnic stability. Data were

collected in Osh during two periods of research in 2003 and 2005 (for a total of five

months). Methods used include a small-scale survey across the Uzbek population of

Osh (61 respondents, comprising elite and ordinary citizens). Survey data were used to

measure the general perceptions of efficacy of the main formal institutions, including

the national, provincial and city administration, the national parliament, and the Uzbek

cultural organizations. It is impossible to establish how widespread perceptions of

214 M. Fumagalli
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8 inefficacy need to be to lead up to outbreaks of violence.9 Rather, data are used here to

highlight how formal institutions are viewed as having little impact on the conditions of

the Uzbek community. Semi-structured interviews with members of the local Uzbek

elite (46 overall, 34 in 2003 and 12 in 2005) were held after the completion of the

survey. A semi-structured format was preferred because it allowed to cover a number

of issues listed in a topic guide and at the same time it enabled the respondent to elaborate

on a question that he or she deemed relevant. In addition, because of the long-lasting scars

that the 1990 conflict left on the local population, I avoided addressing the causes and

implications thereof directly. The issue eventually emerged naturally during the interview

but came out of the respondent’s desire to locate current issues in a historical context.

Because ethnic issues are politically sensitive in the country and because of the difficulty

(practical, but also in terms of resources) of achieving a statistically representative sample, I

relied on snowballing as a main technique to contact potential informants. While I acknowl-

edge the risk of having a skewed sample (with groups of like-minded people recommending

each other) data seem to point to a reasonably varied range of opinions. Finally, it is import-

ant to note that ethnic issues have not been object of open debate in Kyrgyzstan, and there-

fore publicly available data on the topic are scarce. This makes media content analysis a

supplementary rather than primary source of information. Interviews and surveys were pri-

marily conducted in Russian language. This was due to two reasons. First the study was part

of a larger research involving also non-Uzbek respondents in Kyrgyzstan as well as in neigh-

bouring Tajikistan. Russian continues to be not only the language of inter-ethnic communi-

cation, but an idiom that is used on an everyday basis on a number of occasions. While I am

not disputing the extent to which state authorities have sought to promote the use of other

languages, during my fieldwork I found that speaking Russian would not raise any question

by respondents (or request to switch to another language). Second, because the survey was

submitted to non-Uzbek respondents and interviews were held with members of other ethnic

communities, having comparable data (in the same language) allowed consistency in the

research. A final point has to be made with reference to elite interviews: elite groups in

the region are culturally Russified, which means that the respondent who would frequently

identify himself/herself as Uzbek would not be fluent in Uzbek language. In order to cover

all possibilities, I was usually accompanied by an Uzbek speaker who would help fill the

many gaps in my stumbling Uzbek.

Soviet and Post-Soviet Territorial Autonomy

Territorial forms of autonomy are but one of the “variety of mechanisms designed to

help minorities survive and prosper” (Brunner & Küpper, 2002, pp. 17–32), that is

to preserve and/or promote their cultural and political rights. As Weller & Wolff

note (2005, p. 1), autonomy, after being long perceived as a “first step onto a slippery

slope that inevitably leads towards irredentist or secessionist claims”, has gone through

a rebirth since the end of the cold war. A “breakdown of mechanisms of external

(through the Warsaw Pact Organization) or internal (through dictatorial forms of gov-

ernment) control has led to the re-emergence of the national minority question” (ibid.).

Hence, autonomy has been rediscovered as a “potential remedy to self-determination

claims” and in fact a powerful “tool of state construction [. . .] addressing the needs

of diverse communities” (ibid.).

Local Authority Figures in Osh 215
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8 The issue of territorial autonomy appears relevant here because of the particular role

that this has played in the construction of the Soviet state, as a pillar in the Soviet ethno-

federal structure, and indeed in its demise as well (Hughes & Sasse, 2001; Roeder, 1991).

Soviet ethnofederalism, according to which the territory was divided into hierarchically

organized units each associated with one particular ethnic group (of which it was supposed

to be the historical homeland) defined the institutional design of the Soviet state. 10 Scho-

lars working on the former Soviet Union have paid increasing attention to the importance

that ethnic institutions have played in allowing local political entrepreneurs to accumulate

economic, cultural and political resources to mobilize the masses along ethnonationalist

lines (Beissinger, 2002; Gorenburg, 2003; Roeder, 1991; Slezkine, 1994). In a volume

on ethnicity, regions, and territory in the Former Soviet Union, Hughes & Sasse have

insightfully examined the importance of the Soviet institutional legacy (“institutionalised

multinationality”) in the process of post-Sovet state-building (2001, p. 3). In fact, Hughes

& Sasse argue, “the Soviet institutional legacy [. . .] is a crucial factor in the causation of

post-Soviet conflicts” (ibid.).

Ethnofederalism certainly constitutes an important explanatory factor as to why and

how certain conflicts occurred, but others did not. It is important to recall here that accord-

ing to the “Soviet nationality policies” national groups were supposed to have one and one

only homeland (rodina). This inevitably meant that “Soviet internal diasporas”, or

members of ethnic communities to whom Soviet authorities had already granted the

state of titular or indigenous (korennaya) nation within a given territory (e.g. Uzbekistan

for Uzbeks, Kyrgyzstan for Kyrgyz and so forth), were not awarded any form of autonomy

outside such territories. As a result, Uzbeks living in Osh, which lies in Kyrgyzstan’s ter-

ritory, but a few minutes away form the Uzbekistan–Kyrgyzstan border, were never con-

sidered “eligible” for territorial autonomy. In Soviet times Uzbeks used to have the

possibility to perform what Marianne Kamp, paraphrasing Benedict Anderson’s work,

has referred to as “pilgrimages to Tashkent” (2002, p. 273). Uzbeks could “embark”

on a visit to the Uzbek capital, receive education there and opt for employment in

Soviet Uzbekistan. Such option was hardly hampered from the tightening of the border

regime from the Uzbekistani side during the past decade or so. With opportunities to

rely on Uzbekistan’s institutions dramatically reduced and no explicit conceptualization,

let alone implementation of an ethnic policy within Kyrgyzstan, how did Osh Uzbeks cope

with transformation? And, more generally, would the Uzbek population of Kyrgyzstan

adjust to living in Kyrgyzstan at a time when previous cross-border links had been

severed? The lack of territorial autonomy certainly contributed to diminish the resources

available for group mobilization. Resource mobilization theory and studies on the Soviet

institutional legacy have correctly emphasized the importance that institutional resources

(e.g. the presence of local assemblies and governments, the availability of material

resources, the official status of language in a particular territory and the status of an

ethnic group) have played in the process of late Soviet and early post-Soviet mobilization

across the former USSR. This alone does not tell us why the 1990 conflict was more a

product of local grievance and local organization than a consequence of cross-border med-

dling (through Uzbekistani institutions).

It was when coercion and control declined in the dusk of the Soviet era as a result of

Gorbachev’s perestroika that many ethnic and regional conflicts surfaced. Such was the

case of the city of Osh in southern Kyrgyzstan, where a relaxation of Soviet-induced

balance between ethnic groups and ethnic stratification of labour (e.g. with Kyrgyz

216 M. Fumagalli
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8 occupied in the administration and Uzbeks in the trade sector) led a breakdown of social

order out of increasing economic hardship. After a brief historical background to Soviet

Osh, I turn to a discussion of Kyrgyzstan’s formal politics since independence.

From Soviet Times to Independence

Osh is one of the largest cities in the Ferghana Valley, a region spanning the borders of

Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, in what is Central Asia’s most densely populated

area, and one of the more ethnically mixed. The city has been home to several ethnic

groups for centuries. Situated at the east-most edge of the Kokand khanate before the

Soviet annexation thereof in 1876 (Soucek, 2000), Osh later became the object of a

long dispute between the Uzbek and Kyrgyz Soviet Republics11 which clashed over the

right to exercise sovereignty over the city and its population12. The importance of Osh

at the time lay in its being one of the few industrial centres in the region, and depriving

Soviet Kirghizia of the city would have left the republic without any industrial infrastruc-

ture, thereby contradicting the Soviet logic of modernization which instead required every

Union republic to be nominally viable economically13. Economy was but one of the logic

driving the Soviet process of national delimitation in Central Asia, the other, often com-

peting, being nationality (Haugen, 2003). Deciding whether Osh would be an Uzbek or

Kyrgyz (the two larger ethnic groups at the time) was far from straightforward. In fact,

these communities had not developed a clear national consciousness at the time, and reli-

gion (Islam) and locality (and lineage for Kyrgyz) were much stronger identity markers for

the local population than ethnicity. During the Soviet period claims made in the name of

nationality eventually ended up in Moscow and central authorities had to settle, not

without difficulty, local disputes14 by leaving Osh and the eastern part of the Ferghana

Valley within Kyrgyz territory (Koichiev, 2003; Haugen, 2003). Although Kyrgyz now

constitute the overall majority in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan (about 65%, Table 1), the

southern part of the country is ethnically more heterogeneous (Table 2). This is because

the ca. 700 000 Uzbeks living in the country are mostly concentrated in the southern pro-

vinces of Osh, Jalalabad and, to a lesser extent, Batken. According to the latest 1999

census data Uzbeks constituted at least one third of the population in the province of

Osh (Table 2).

Uzbeks occupied a privileged position in Soviet Uzbekistan, whereas they played a sec-

ondary role in the life of the neighbouring republics. As Kamp notes, Uzbeks “could expect

access to positions and opportunities within Uzbekistan but did not find doors opened wide

within the larger boundaries of the Soviet Union” (2002, p. 273). While Uzbeks could enjoy

Table 2. Ferghana Valley provinces—composition by nationality (1989 census)

Uzbeks (%) Tajiks (%) Kyrgyz (%) Russians (%) Total (mln)

Kyrgyzstan 14.2 0.8 60.3 15.7 4.7
Ferghana Valley region 26.7 1.6 73.5 2.7 2.4
Osh province 28.0 2.1 63.8 2.4 1.5
Osh city 40.9 0.4 67.3 3.3 0.9
Jalalabad province 24.5 0.6 29.1 n.a. 0.2

Source: Lubin & Rubin (1999, p. 37).

Local Authority Figures in Osh 217
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8 cultural rights as individuals, no Uzbek autonomous region was established because Uzbeks

already enjoyed titular status in the Uzbek SSR. An informal agreement lay at the core of an

ethnic stratification of labour and a precarious balance of power which allowed the Kyrgyz

to retain their privileged status while not alienating members of the Uzbek community. This

meant that, in Soviet times, Uzbeks maintained their niche in the trade and media sectors; at

a political level Uzbeks occupied key places in the agriculture and water ministries (Jones

Luong, 2002). What changed with independence was that the establishment of five indepen-

dent states in Central Asia progressively cut off Uzbek co-ethnics from the opportunity of

receiving education or finding employment in Uzbekistan.

Cultural commonalities between Uzbeks and southern Kyrgyz did not prevent the out-

break of riots between Uzbeks and Kyrgyz in the southern Kyrgyzstani towns of Osh and

Uzgen in June 1990. There was no single cause to the violence. Towards the end of the

1980s, a conjuncture of socio-economic crisis, decreasing living standards, and political

destabilization, led to the eruption of inter-communal tensions over the competition for

increasingly scarce resources (Tishkov, 1995, p. 135). The triggering factors included dis-

putes over the allocation of land lots and housing. Mass riots broke out on 4 June and

were “extinguished” on 10 June 1990 only after armed forces intervened and a state of emer-

gency was declared in the republic (ibid.). Perceptions of losses in both socio-economic

status, and in political influences resulting from the political changes (related to the distri-

bution of political positions between regionally-based kin networks15) constituted the back-

ground factors leading to the outbreak of violence (ibid.). The unfolding of events was

marked by the striking absence of organized groupings. Loose and informal organizations

were indeed agitating and inflaming spirits (most notably “Osh Aimagy”—Osh region—

among Kyrgyz, and “Adolat”—Justice—among Uzbeks). The conflict had essentially

socio-economic causes, but it manifested itself along ethnic lines, and demands started to

take on ethnic tones, including requests for recognizing Uzbek as official language or

even a request for annexation of parts of territory to Uzbekistan (Spector, 2004, p. 6).

The Osh conflict brought to the attention of the political elites the centrality of inter-

ethnic relations for the viability of the country. In fact, Askar Akaev, elected president

in October that year, emerged as a candidate who would make inter-ethnic stability a cor-

nerstone of his campaign first and administration later. For large part of the

post-independence period, and certainly in the early years of his presidency, Akaev

managed to build a broad coalition, attentive not to alienate ethnic minorities, who

would otherwise feel under threat from nationalist organizations, on which Akaev

himself also depended for support in an uneasy balance between concessions to Kyrgyz

nationalists and attempts to integrate ethnic minorities.16

The Kyrgyzstani leadership and particularly former President Akaev made an effort to

implement his vision of Kyrgyzstan as a “common home” for all ethnic groups. As the

following section shows, some progress was made to make formal institutions receptive

of the country’s multi-ethnic composition. However, goodwill and gestures were not suf-

ficient to settle disputes which became increasingly politicized, such as the issue of

language status, outlined below.

The Controversy over Language Status

The controversy over the status of the Uzbek language well illustrates how issues related

to ethnicity are extremely politicized and potentially explosive in Kyrgyzstan (Dave,
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8 2004). Following the elevation of Kyrgyz to the status of the republic’s sole official

language in 1989, a transitional period was initially set in place until 31 December

1998, when the actual replacement of Russian with Kyrgyz would become effective.

The transitional period passed without leading to a diminished use of Russian. With

one in a hundred Slavs being fluent in Kyrgyz and with an elite still predominantly

Russian-speaking (Dave, 2004. pp. 138, 142), the debate over the use and status of

Russian remains central in Kyrgyzstani politics. In 2000, Russian was finally given official

language status. This measure was meant to reassure ethnic minorities and emphasize the

multi-ethnic and harmonious nature of the country. On the other hand, it represented the

acknowledgement from the state leadership that measures aimed at enhancing the position

of Kyrgyz had simply failed. The majority of the population remained comfortable with

the use of Russian. The debate on language(s) in Kyrgyzstan clearly shows that it has

always been an “affaire à deux”, between the Kyrgyz and Russian languages, and that

the state has failed to address the situation of the Uzbek language (ibid., p. 122).

The demographic composition of the country has significantly changed over the past

decade or so, and while the Russian population has decreased dramatically, demographic

growth and the relative balance shift between groups has made the Uzbek population the

second largest community in the republic.17 This created expectations among the Uzbek

population that the Uzbek language might also be elevated to official status. However,

as Dave (2004) notes, not only this has never been the case, but the very idea of elevating

the status of Uzbek has never made it onto the negotiating agenda, leaving the hopes of the

Uzbek community dashed. The reason for this was the widespread concern among Kyrgyz

that an initial concession to the large Uzbek community may usher in a series of further

demands, possibly leading to calls for Uzbek cultural autonomy or the establishment of

an Uzbek region (ibid., p. 144).

Formal Politics in Kyrgyzstan

It is not the aim of the paper to examine the complexity of state–group relations in

Kyrgyzstan and I will limit myself here to cover three main issues that appear relevant

to a debate on the management of multi-ethnicity at a local level:

. the party system and institutional representation;

. the question of territorial autonomy;

. local governance reforms and other institutional arrangements.

The Party System in Kyrgyzstan and Institutional Representation

The party system is still in its embryonic form in Kyrgyzstan. In fact it is not possible to speak

of political parties in terms of formal organizations, with relatively well-defined ideological

platforms, programmes,membership, internal structure and institutionalization, and a capillary

presence across the country.18 On the contrary, political parties appear to be ideologically

vaguely defined, personalized, and inactive in the periphery except for during the electoral

campaigns (Abazov, 2003, p. 559). The current political formations are now inter-ethnic in

terms of membership or that they put forward an agenda which favours a civic notion of Kyr-

gyzstani identity. Quite the contrary, political parties and organizations are now de facto over-

whelmingly Kyrgyz. Ordinary members are predominantly ethnic Kyrgyz and so are party

Local Authority Figures in Osh 219
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8 officials occupying senior positions, sidelining minority groups from political and party life,

which contributes to fuel Uzbek frustration.

The fact that no Uzbek party exists should not suggest that representation of Uzbek inter-

ests is non-existent, however. Eight Uzbek deputies, six Slavs and six belonging to other

minority groups were elected to the national parliament—alongside 85 Kyrgyz—in the

first 1995 elections. In other terms, about 41% of the population (non-Kyrgyz) won as

little as 19% of seats (Dave, 2004, p. 137). The following legislature (2000–2005) included

five Uzbek deputies, pointing to a decline from the previous parliamentary elections. One

should note that in 2000 all deputies were elected in Osh electoral districts, leaving Jalalabad

Uzbeks without representation.19 The latest elections (2005) saw an increase in the number

of Uzbek deputies elected to the parliament (seven, up from the previous five, out of a total

of 75 deputies). In Kyrgyzstan there are Uzbek deputies in the city and provincial assem-

blies, but none in senior positions (deputy) could be found in the southern provinces as of

Summer 2003. By the mid-1990s, Uzbeks occupied less than 5% of key posts in provincial

administrations (ibid., 2004, p. 145). The situation does not appear different in the local judi-

ciary where only a handful of Uzbeks could be identified, as reported by an Uzbek lawyer

who was working there in 2003.20 Uzbek representation appeared to improve in the early

aftermath of the so-called “Tulip revolution”, as the convoluted process that lead to the

ousting of then President Akaev was later referred to. Anvar Artykov, an ethnic Uzbek,

became governor of the Osh province; ethnic Uzbeks now serve as deputies in the offices

of the mayor and governor. Artykov’s remotion in December 2005 was a major blow to

the most active Uzbek political figure during the March events and raised an alarm bell

with regard to the place Uzbeks might occupy in post-Akaev Kyrgyzstan. At a national

level the situation was no better, with Bakhodir Fattakhov alone occupying a senior position

(deputy) in the ministry of transport and Alisher Sabirov sitting in a number of committees

(but mostly dealing with religious issues).

Territorial Autonomy: Solution or Stigma?

It is worth recalling that the Kyrgyzstani Uzbek population resided almost entirely in the

southern part of the country, and in some border districts constitutes the majority. In 1990,

requests for land swaps with Uzbekistan, or even autonomy, if not outright secession, were

voiced before and in the immediate aftermath of the June riots.21 Particularly active in

mobilizing the more radical elements of the Uzbek community and in voicing such

demands was “Adolat”, the informal organization created by Uzbek nationalist intellec-

tuals in the late 1980s. If at the time requests for territorial autonomy or even outright

secession did not appear totally unrealistic, they progressively waned from the Uzbek

agenda. Lack of support from Uzbekistan22 and pragmatism eventually prevailed and

Uzbeks—willingly or reluctantly—adjusted to the idea of being citizens of independent

Kyrgyzstan. During the various research trips conducted over a number of years in the

region (in Kyrgyzstan, but also in neighbouring Uzbekistan) it emerged that the number

of Uzbeks who openly support the idea of institutionalizing Uzbek autonomy is marginal

at best. The following are commonly held views on the topic from members of the Uzbek

community in Osh:

“We do not need autonomy.”

“Acknowledging our cultural demands is enough.”
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8 “Autonomy is dangerous.”

“Autonomy leads to secession.”23

Uzbeks have been traditionally wary of making any move that might be interpreted from

the Kyrgyz authorities as ‘disloyal’. Rather than developing a critical stance towards state

authorities, local Uzbek leaders have openly supported the Akaev adiministration. It is

important to emphasise the shadow cast by experiences of ethnofederalism elsewhere in

the former Soviet territory, where institutionalized autonomy provided local political

entrepreneurs with critical political and cultural resources to mobilize the population.

This Soviet legacy did not pass un-noticed, but rather shaped the way territorial autonomy

has been perceived by the local population. It is worth mentioning, however, that although

Osh never became separate from the rest of the country, geographic separation within

Osh was in fact achieved after the 1990 events. As one of the causes behind the conflict

lay in perceptions of unfair allocation of land and housing, Kyrgyz authorities gave

new land to the Kyrgyz (in the Ak-Tilek district of town) and Uzbeks (in Turon) in the

hopes of avoiding future clashes.24 Although these were avoided, the move should not

be taken in isolation, but rather placed in the broader context of the local and national auth-

orities’ efforts to prevent tensions from escalating. Whether imposing physical separation

between communities is an effective measure to manage conflicts in the long term is, of

course, debatable.

Local Governance and Other Institutional Arrangements

Since independence, Kyrgyzstani authorities have spent considerable time and resources

on conceiving and implementing reforms aimed at enhancing local governance. Timid

reforms introduced in the 1990s brought some re-thinking to the state of centre-regions

relations. The 1991 law transferred local government powers to local councils; these,

however, appeared incapable to mediate between local and national interests (Alymkulov

& Kulatov, 2002, p. 525). Omuraliev notes that local government reforms have failed to

provide innovative solutions as they maintained the existence of a Soviet-style “power

vertical” (2002), leaving the mechanisms for dealing with centre-regions conflicts as

well as local issues, including ethnic ones, undeveloped.

The establishment of the Assembly of the People of Kyrgyzstan (APK) in 1994 consti-

tuted a first opening to ethnicminorities by the then president Akaev. The institutionwas set

up as an advisory body to the president on ethnic issues and included a series of public

organizations (national-cultural centres), each representing an ethnic group. Uzbeks

were represented by the Uzbek National-Cultural Centre (O’zbek Milliy Madaniyat

Markazi, UNCC hereafter). The APK was based in the capital Bishkek, and local branches

were opened in Osh and Jalalabad. While interviews held with various member of the

Uzbek population show that they are aware of the APK, data from a survey conducted

by the author in the summer 2003 (Table 3)25 suggest that similarly to other formal insti-

tutions, the APK as a whole and the Uzbek cultural organizations were not viewed as actors

capable to effectively respond to the demands of minority groups, with just about one-third

of the respondents considering them as either effective or very effective. The quandary here

is obviously that perceptions of effectiveness may not reflect the actual effectiveness of an

institution or an organization.26 I do not dispute that this may be the case even here, but the
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data presented appear to be in line with a constant feeling of marginalization by the Uzbek

community in Osh and in Kyrgyzstan more generally (Fumagalli, 2005).27

Data presented in Tables 4 and 5 confirm the impression that Uzbeks are far from sat-

isfied with the current level of representation in state organs and that overall they appreci-

ate that equal rights may be formally extended to all citizens, reality on the ground may be

less balanced towards members of the Uzbek community. This does not mean that Uzbeks,

or even other minority groups, view the situation in the country as one of formal discrimi-

nation; in fact, according to Omuraliev (2002), only a small percentage (33%) of the

respondents in a poll conducted by the Bishkek-based Institute of Regional Studies

openly support this view.

Summary

A survey of formal politics in Kyrgyzstan shows that state authorities were aware of the

challenges posed by the presence of disenfranchized ethnic communities to the country’s

stability. Formal institutions that aimed at addressing the issue have been introduced.

Formal politics should not therefore be dismissed as irrelevant even as the country back-

tracked from initial democratic reforms to authoritarian practices during the middle of the

past decade. Irrelevant or not, field research highlights a clear sense of ineffectiveness of

formal institutions among the Osh Uzbek community, which raises an obvious question: if

grievances persisted throughout the post-independence period and formal institutions were

either absent or viewed as ineffective, why did tensions not erupt? An analysis of formal

institutions in authoritarian systems only tells us part of the story. What remains

Table 4. Are Uzbeks adequately represented in state organs (gos-struktura)?

Yes No Don’t know

6.7% 80.0% 13.3%

Table 5. Do Uzbeks enjoy fewer rights than Kyrgyz?

Yes No Don’t know

62.1% 24.1% 13.8%

Table 3. How effective are the following institutions/organizations in dealing with Uzbek-related
issues?

Institution Effective/very effective Not effective Don’t know

State administration 35.6 57.8 6.7
Parliament 29.5 59.1 11.4
Provincial administration 36.6 53.7 9.8
Assembly of the People of Kyrgyzstan 28.9 71.1 –
Uzbek national-cultural centre 26.1 59.5 14.3
Society of Uzbeks 35.7 42.9 21.4
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8 un-accounted for at the moment is an understanding of how the Uzbek community

responded to institutional weakness or ineffectiveness, and it is only by shifting the atten-

tion to informal politics and specifically to local authority figures that a fuller picture of

Uzbek ethnopolitics in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan becomes evident.

Informal Politics and Local Authority Figures: Uzbek Leaders and Patron–Client

Relations

This section brings patronage politics into the analysis of Uzbek ethnopolitics in Osh.

Relations between patrons (political leaders, businesspeople, members of the intellectual

community) and clients (ordinary Uzbeks) have created an additional channel for influ-

ence on state authorities beyond formal institutions. Local authority figures in Osh have

mediated between a weakening state and the demands of the local Uzbek community.

The mechanisms through which informal institutions impact on formal ones and shape

Uzbek ethnopolitics, as well as their implications for are illustrated by reference to

three main figures who have played a significant role within the local Uzbek community

and in Kyrgyzstani politics as a whole: Mukhammadjan Mamasaidov, Alisher Sabirov and

Davron Sabirov (no relation between the two).

Among Uzbek leaders, Mukhammadjan Mamasaidov has certainly been the one most

closely associated with the Akaev regime. Mamasaidov has chaired the UNCC from the

late 1990s until he resigned in 2005 following the electoral frauds in the parliamentary

electoral round in February and March that year—which ultimately led to Akaev’s

ousting. Mamasaidov has contributed to shape the strategy of the main Uzbek organization

in Osh and elsewhere in Kyrgyzstan. Mamasaidov’s emphasis has been on the higher

education sector, where his contribution has been more evident. The Kyrgyz-Uzbek

University (KUU), a joint project of the governments of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan,

was established in 1997, for which he lobbied the authorities. The KUU provides

tuition in secondary and higher education and is host to more than 14 000 students in

47 subjects (Mamasaidov & Khudayberdiev, 2003). Linked to the UNCC are also the par-

ticularly active Uzbek theatre “Babur” and the Centre for Textbook Production (a printing

house established in 1998), based at the KUU, which seeks to address one of the most

pressing concerns of the Uzbek population: the lack of textbooks in the Uzbek language.

Mamasaidov has not been leading figure in the Uzbek cultural elite, but due to his status as

the national chair of the UNCC he has benefited from large access to the state leadership

and particularly Askar Akaev has been able to act (or be perceived as) the intermediary

between the ordinary population and the “state”.

Mamasaidov’s alter ego is Davron Sabirov. While the former has taken a more conci-

liatory stance towards the authorities, the latter has occasionally resorted to the use of

nationalist frames to mobilize the Uzbek community and raise his profile and that of

the organization he leads, the Society of Uzbeks. Previously a leading figure in the

local youth communist organization (Komsomol ), D. Sabirov was appointed deputy

mayor of Osh in 1989 (Radnitz, 2006, p. 10). He was later elected at the Kyrgyz

Supreme Soviet and then regularly at the national parliament. At the same time he devel-

oped links that he had forged in the late Soviet era while working for a gas company and

became involved in gas imports from Russia and Kazakhstan (ibid.). He also maintained

close relations with partners in the gas sector in Andijan on the Uzbekistani side of the

border, Sabirov recalls.28 It was in fact thanks to these links that he managed to circumvent
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8 the frequent Uzbekistan-imposed energy cuts to Kyrgyzstan’s supplies during the mid-

1990s. While most of the city’s homes were left without gas, Sabirov, then head of the

Osh branch of KyrgyzGas, negotiated with his Uzbekistani counterpart and succeeding

in having gas supplies restart. However, apparently only Uzbek-populated districts

received gas supplies, some local analysts report.29 Unlike Mamasaidov, who retained a

primarily cultural focus, Davron Sabirov embarked on a whole range of activities, includ-

ing the construction of a mosque and a school in the Amir Temur district. A combination

of inflammatory rhetoric (at least until 200030) and philanthropic activities earned him a

reputation as a local Uzbek hero. The findings of a survey conducted by the local news-

paper, Demos Times, seem to confirm D. Sabirov’s status as the most popular figure

among the Uzbek population (Table 6).31

Another important figure among Osh Uzbeks is that of Alisher Sabirov. After a past in

the security services of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (Radnitz, 2006, p. 11), A. Sabirov

added a series of business activities (most notably, restaurants) to his political career.

Since 1995, A. Sabirov has been a deputy at the national parliament. His mother chairs

the Bishkek branch of the UNCC and more recently his wife Hulkar entered the Osh

city council. The Sabirovs have embarked in a wide range of philantropic activities in

the city of Osh which have benefited several areas of the city, including their own

mahalla (neighbourhood) and Alisher Sabirov’s own constituency (more recently, the

deeply impoverished Amir Temur, at the southern outskirts of the city). These included

the establishment of a charity (Elim Uchun, “For my people”), payment of welfare benefits

to the more economically deprived households of their constituency, the concession of

micro-credit, and the opening of a sewing workshop where about 75 people were

employed (ibid.). It comes with no surprise, then, that Hulkar Sabirova was elected vir-

tually unopposed to the city council, and her husband Alisher also won his seat in the con-

troversial 2005 elections.32 At a national level Alisher Sabirov has advised a number of

NGOs and international organizations on the inter-ethnic relations in Kyrgyzstan and

has led the committee on religious affairs for a number of years33.

Mamasaidov, Davron and Alisher Sabirov constitute a clear example of how informal

and formal institutions are practically intertwined. All three occupy a formal role in Kyr-

gyzstan’s local as well as national politics; they are leading members of the official organ-

izations, they sit in the parliament and occupy formal positions in local universities.

However, findings presented earlier in these pages suggest that formal institutions are

seen as either weak or ineffective by the local population. What is noteworthy here is

that Mamasaidov and the Sabirovs have not resigned and left such posts. Instead, they

have used their official status in three key ways. First, they have acted as patrons of the

local Uzbek population by providing key benefits and de facto complementing if not

Table 6. Trust in local Uzbek leaders

Name/no. of
respondents

Who should be the

leader of the UNCC?

Who should be re-elected

in the national parliament?

Who deserves to be member

of the parliament?

M. Mamasaidov 87 178 104
B. Juraev 39 139 78
D. Sabirov 181 362 174
A. Sabirov 83 234 60
I. Abdurasulov 29 – 189
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8 openly substituting a weak or absent state. Second, they have made themselves of critical

importance to their own patrons, namely the president and the ruling elites because they

are viewed as being “in control” of the Uzbek community. An ethnic minority under

their “supervision” was a “safe” or trouble-free community. Third, patrons have turned

themselves into brokers between local and national demands and politics.

Informal institutions have permeated formal ones. This finding sits well with research

conducted on the salience of regional groups in Central Asia before and after the Soviet

collapse (Jones Luong, 2002). Pauline Jones Luong has very insightfully shown how

pacts between the national elites and the president in particular on the one hand, and

regional leaders on the other, have defined post-Soviet transformation in Kyrgyzstan.

Regional leaders have made themselves seemingly indispensable for maintaining power

and control. Analogous relations, between the three patrons considered and their

respective clients operate at a lower level too.

This section has shown that patronage politics in Kyrgyzstan works all the way down

from the national centre to the periphery. Let there be no misunderstanding here:

patron–client relations are structurally unequal. Benefits are exchanged with loyalty,

which makes patrons and clients mutually dependent. At the same time, by building on

local support, patrons enhance their visibility, their status and their bargaining power

vis-à-vis the authorities at the centre. Self-aggrandisement rather than generosity is their

driving motive. Control of a potentially unstable periphery is an invaluable prize in a

multi-ethnic polity such as Kyrgyzstan and being perceived by the state authorities as a

“bulwark” against instability is a valuable asset.

What are the implications of patronage politics for the stability of the country and of the

larger Central Asian region? In a recent analysis of the process of state deconstruction in

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, Scott Radnitz shows how Central Asian states are likely to be

increasingly “governed by patron–client relations outside of the state apparatus” (2006,

p. 2). Autonomous elites can use their income and ties to other political figures to

“develop an independent base among the populace”. The argument resonates well with

the case of Uzbek ethnopolitics in Osh. As Radnitz remarks, [Uzbek elites] “have an

incentive to provide public good and private assistance that the state can no longer

provide to its citizens. Elites earn the loyalty of the communities they patronise, which

they can ‘cash in’ through votes” (ibid.). Radnitz well captures the consolidation of

local patron–client networks that have emerged in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan and notes

how they may be a response to a breakdown of state power and indeed suggests that

they contribute to further state withdrawal (ibid., p. 4). State implosion in the late

1980s and early 1990s was among the key factors leading to the breakdown of social

order in Soviet Osh. At the time, however, no ethnic cultural organizations were

present (the UNCC was established just a few months after the events, in September

1990). In addition, local figures contributed to foment nationalist frames among the

more radical elements of the Uzbek population.

Establishing formal institutions has allowed local authority figures access to the

system (and the resources thereof). This has not translated in democratic participation

or in the open airing of demands and grievances. It has, however, enabled local

patrons to act (to their own benefit, of course) as “social safety nets” in societies

where Soviet rigid mechanisms of control and coercion had imploded and no routinized

instruments of conflict resolution had been established. Put simply, they have contributed

to make the fall-out from the Soviet collapse somehow less painful and less uncertain for

Local Authority Figures in Osh 225
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8 the local population. In so doing they have performed a crucial stabilizing function in the

country. At the same time, as Radnitz notes, by filling the gap left by state withdrawal

local patrons have performed a function which at the same time complements and

substitutes formal institutions, de facto blurring the lines in Helmke & Levitsky’s quadri-

partite typology (2004).

The section concludes by addressing a question that has been made particularly actual

by the elite re-alignment that has followed the March 2005 events,34 but that research con-

ducted in 2003 had already identified: to what extent do the local patrons considered do

really represent the Uzbek community? Table 6 seems to suggest that they do, particularly

Davron Sabirov. Follow-up interviews, however, seem to qualify this statement and actu-

ally point to a wider diversity of views:

Davron Sabirov does not represent anyone. He is a populist.35

Mamasaidov is not an Uzbek: He is a Kyrgyz!36

Look at what [Davron] Sabirov does: he goes to Amir Temur [a completely Uzbek

district at the periphery of Osh, arguably the poorest area in town], he brings a bus

there and takes people to vote]. Who do you think they vote for?” “He only cares

about his personal interest: he founded his own TV and newspaper [Mezon TV

and Mezon] and after being elected he shut his own newspaper because he did

not need it anymore.37

What the comments above illustrate is first of all the variety of opinions within the

Uzbek community—which should not be understood as a cohesive whole or a unitary

actor simply because of common ethnic bonds, but also that patrons should not take

their status for granted. Although they have performed two critical functions in the

post-independence period (distributing services and goods in return for political loyalty

shown during elections) and acting as brokers between their clients and state authorities

at the centre, research conducted in 2003 and 2005 points to a progressive uncoupling

between leaders and lead. There is no space here to examine this disjuncture in detail,38

but suffices it here to say that there are Uzbeks, particularly women, who are increasingly

active in civil society organizations which are unrelated to the state or to the local Uzbek

organizations. There are also elements, mostly academics, intellectuals and students who

gravitate around the Uzbek philology department at Osh State University who appear

increasingly disaffected with the Uzbek leadership, perceived as ineffective and too com-

placent towards the state authorities.

Did anything change in the aftermath of the 2005 events that lead to the ousting of

former President Akaev? The extent to which the Uzbek population played an active

role in the events is highly disputed.39 The initial involvement of southern political

elites (including Kurmanbek Bakiev, then elected president in July 2005, who is originally

from Suzak, an area of compact Uzbek settlement) and of Uzbek leaders (Anvar Artykov

was briefly named governor of the Osh region from March to December 2005) seemed to

suggest a new era in state–community relations. More recently, instead, the situation

seems to have taken a turn for the worse. Artykov was forced to leave his post and in

January 2006 the Jalalabad Uzbek Cultural Centre (headed by the local businessman,

philanthropist and patron Kadyrjan Batyrov) sent a petition to the state authorities pointing

226 M. Fumagalli



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
 D

ub
lin

] A
t: 

13
:1

7 
25

 J
an

ua
ry

 2
00

8 to the rise in anti-Uzbek discrimination following the so-called revolution (Rotar, 2006). It

is of course too soon to evaluate the impact of the ousting of the Akaev regime on inter-

ethnic relations and to speculate whether this points to a new rift in Kyrgyz–Uzbek

relations.

Although the situation is still in flux, a re-alignment of political actors has indeed followed,

with older authority figures discredited by their association with the previous regime

(Mamasaidov and Alisher Sabirov) and challenged by new competitors for leadership. The

fate of yet another Uzbek authority figure epitomises the contradictions that followed the

so-called “Tulip revolution” as well as the Uzbek population’s unease and ambivalence

towards it. Despite depicting himself as a “revolutionary” and heading to Moscow to

receive the resignation letter from Askar Akaev,40 the Jalalabad-based businessman and

deputy at the national parliament Kadyrjan Batyrov soon “retreated” to safer patron–client

relations with his loyal constituency in the southern city of Jalalabad, where he chairs the

local Uzbek organization, funds the local private Batyrov University, and owns a private

airline (Batyr-Avia); similarly to Osh patrons, Batyrov exchanges favours and services

with political loyalty (he was elected deputy in the March 2005 elections).

Competing Explanations

Before heading towards a conclusion, it is necessary to consider, briefly given space con-

straints, possible alternative explanations. What difference did informal institutions actu-

ally make in terms of preventing ethnic violence from re-occurring? Opportunities to

“perform pilgrimages to Tashkent” were curtailed by Uzbekistan’s increasingly tight

border regime, making it difficult for Osh Uzbeks to benefit of Uzbekistan’s resources

in the same way as they did in Soviet times. Cross-border links continued to some

extent, but Uzbekistan’s increasingly authoritarian system (compared to Kyrgyzstan’s

softer one) and Tashkent’s neglect of Uzbek co-ethnics abroad made any separatist scen-

ario in the post-independence period totally unrealistic. If anything, by abstaining from

intervening, Uzbekistan played a stabilizing role in the issue.

Exhaustion could be seen as a factor helping to preserve ethnic peace. Data suggest that

grievances continued in the post-independence period and political conflict, although not

violence, occasionally resurfaced. Given persisting grievances what changed was an

opportunity to have some demands met, even if outside the formal channels of political

participation. In the months preceding the Soviet collapse, political order was breaking

down. Akaev engaged in a complex process of reconstruction of order and consolidation

of a fragile republic. With all his shortcomings and contradictions, the Akaev regime

managed to preserve a balance between groups by never allowing grievances to spill

out of control. More than exhaustion it is the memory of and the pain for the past conflict

that are worth mentioning here. Could it then be that leaders of the various ethnic commu-

nities actually went through a process of learning? Perhaps, but Davron Sabirov’s

acknowledgement that he did consciously use nationalist frames strategically in the

2000 electoral campaign to mobilize the Uzbek vote in his favour does not suggest

reflexivity.41 Quite the contrary, the persistence of patron–client relations combined

with the leader’s strategic calculation suggests that patrons may be able to mobilize

clients ad hoc, whenever needed. This is also improbable as clients would be

little more than pawns. Clients, as well as patrons, are conscious political agents, not

passive recipients of the actions of the leader.
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8 Conclusion

The contribution has sought to build on the requests that institutional analysis incorporate

the study of both formal and informal institutions (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004; Lauth,

2000). Insights from the literature on patron–client relations in post-colonial societies

(Berman, 1998; Lemarchand, 1972; Scott, 1972; Weingrod, 1968) and more recently in

post-Soviet Central Asia (Collins, 2003, 2006; Radnitz, 2006) have been particularly

useful in designing a study that focuses on one empirical case only (Osh), and at the

same time aims to answer a more general question of interest to scholars of ethnic conflict:

why do episodes of violence occur in some circumstances and not others, and what pre-

vents them from re-occurring?

The findings presented in this contribution lead to the following conclusive remarks.

First, the case of local authority figures in the Osh Uzbek community has shown not

only that informal institutions matter, but how they do so. In particular attention has

been given to the way in which formal and informal politics are closely intertwined.

There is no disjuncture between formal and informal,42 but informal institutions permeate

formal ones. Informal leaders in the periphery occupy a formal role and it is this formal role

that grants them access to power, status, resources, and links to their own patrons at the

centre. Formal institutions, as a result, appear of critical importance. Their absence in

1990 and more generally the collapse of Soviet institutions helps making sense of why

the 1990 events took place. Although no panacea, the establishment of a number of insti-

tutions by the Akaev regime has helped preserve the peace. Equally, informal institutions

matter because, in light of persisting grievances and state weakness, patronage politics has

created spaces for political action and for achieving goals even where little formal space

actually exists. This is in line with the findings of Hughes & Sasse’s comparative analysis

of the presence and absence of conflict in the post-Soviet space (2001, pp. 24–25). The

case of Osh confirms that it is not just formal institutions that structure incentives for pol-

itical behaviour, but a “combination of formal and informal institutionalised autonomy that

constitute a device for managing regional and ethnic challenges” (ibid.).

Second, this type of politics in the periphery is built on profoundly unequal relationships

between the authority figures and ordinary members of the community. With this regard

this study of Uzbek ethnopolitics in Osh highlights how local patrons and clients (the

wider Uzbek community) have developed a relationship which benefits both, albeit in

unequal measure. Local authority figures have been able to develop their own power

base thanks to their links to the system, which allow them access to resources, as well

as to the local otherwise disempowered minority. The favours this receives contribute

to alleviate grievances and provide a temporary, although thus far relatively effective

way of managing multi-ethnicity. In addition, this paper has shown that informal authority

figures perform a role which is often substitutive of the one that formal institutions are nor-

mally expected to do. This is not without consequences for the country’s stability, capacity

or even democratization prospects. Surely both benefit to some extent. Ordinary Uzbeks

benefit from the establishment of schools, provision of textbooks, access to university,

media in Uzbek language. Patrons benefit from political loyalty which is “presented” to

them during electoral campaigns.

Third, what emerges very clearly from a study of local authority figures and patron–

client relations is that referring to an “Uzbek community” actually reifies it. Uzbeks in

Osh, and arguably elsewhere in the republic, constitute a highly heterogeneous group. It
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8 is not a unitary actor; competing voices struggle to be heard. Some of them (those of the

patrons) are successful, whereas others are almost silenced by the lack of resources. This

calls for further research to be conducted on the diversity of ethnic groups and the mech-

anisms through which political elites establish and consolidate control over the community

and marginalize competing voices and actors. Illustrating the variety of communities tra-

ditionally perceived as cohesive has critical implications for understanding the many strat-

egies of participation, engagement or resistance, often at play at the same time.

Fourth, and in conclusion, the study of local authority figures in post-Soviet Osh has

shown the importance of local-level ethnopolitics to understand, and address, larger

issues of state and regional stability in Central Asia. The periphery (the “local”) constitutes

a useful prism through which to look at the specific dynamics at play on the ground, but

also an oft-neglected departure point for observing larger processes at the centre as well as

the interaction between the centre and the local itself.
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Notes

1. By riot is meant here a kind of conflict involving ‘no structured armed forces and organized long-term

fighting’ (Tishkov, 1995, p. 148, fn. 1).

2. Kirghizia was better suited to Russian pronunciation. Since independence the country has been known as

either Kyrgyzstan or Kyrgyz Republic (used interchangeably).

3. The conflict spread to other villages in the surroundings of Osh and Uzgen (Tishkov, 1999, p. 581).

4. In Soviet parlance this indicates the community after which the country was named.

5. There are three main clusters of clans in the country: Ong (concentrated in the south), Sol (north and

west), and Ichkilik (south) (Dukenbayev & Hansen, 2003, pp. 25–26).

6. Studies discussing the perspectives of Kyrgyz, Russians and other groups include Faranda & Nolle

(2003), Alisheva et al. (1999) and Elebayeva et al. (2000).

7. Clientelism can be defined as a form of social interaction that derives from “a specific, personally stra-

tified relationship, [. . .] bound to fixed roles and dominance structures” (Lauth, 2000, p. 27).

8. See Megoran (2000a) for a critique of this “Ferghana Valley conflictology”.

9. I am grateful to one of the reviewers of the journal for raising this point.

10. Units at the higher end of the hierarchy (the 15 union republics) enjoyed greater cultural and political

autonomy than those subject to them (e.g. autonomous republics, autonomous provinces, etc.).

11. Originally Soviet Kirghizia enjoyed the status of autonomous province (oblast’) within the Russian Soviet

Republic, being two degrees lower in terms of autonomy compared to Uzbekistan along the Soviet hier-

archy of territorial autonomy. Kirghizia was finally upgraded to full Union status (SSR) in 1936.

12. Koichiev (2003) and Haugen (2003) extensively cover the territorial disputes over Osh in 1926–1927.

13. Of course this was not the case in practice where all the republics were tied in an economic

specialization.

14. In her insightful research on border-making in Soviet Central Asia, Francine Hirsch (2005) shows how

claim-making was made in the name of nationality, contributing to embedding national consciousness in

the minds of populations that until then had hardly viewed themselves as members of clearly distinct

communities.
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8 15. There is a considerable debate as to the appropriate term to be used in this circumstance: Collins seems to

prefer the more popular “clan” (2002 and 2003) whereas Radnitz opts for “strategic groups” (2005) and

Olivier Roy for regionally-based kin networks (1997).

16. This paradox is illustrated by the emphasis given by Kyrgyzstani authorities to both Manas as historical

figure and hero of the Kyrgyz people and the inclusive concept of “Kyrgyzstan our common home”,

which implies a non- ethnic substratum in state ideology (Megoran, 2002).

17. The balance shift is evident when one compares the ethnic composition of the country in 1989 (Uzbeks:

12.9%; Russians: 21.5%) with that of 1999 (1999 Census).

18. Not that this is anymore valid in Western context any way.

19. Declaration of the Uzbek Kurultai in Jalalabad 2002 (Khamidov, 2002).

20. About four, as of summer 2003 (interviews held with lawyers working at the Osh judiciary, 16 July

2003).

21. Pravda (1990) and Sovetskaya Kirghizia (1990) quoted in Asankanov (1996).

22. This is also examined elsewhere in Fumagalli (2007b, forthcoming).

23. Interviews held with members of the Uzbek community in southern Kyrgyzstan (June–July 2003 and

August 2005).

24. I am grateful to Scott Radnitz for pointing out this aspect to me.

25. As outlined earlier in the text the survey was conducted in the city of Osh from June to August 2003.

Respondents included 61 members of the Uzbek community. Again, the sample was not representative

of the community itself, and thus generalizable inferences are not possible. Data seem, nevertheless, to

suggest a clear trend which was also confirmed in follow-up interviews.

26. Although “informal rules may be embedded within [these] organizations”, the two should not be con-

flated (North, 1990, p.4; Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 727). Informal institutions are defined as “socially

shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanc-

tioned channels” (ibid.).

27. Fumagalli (2005).

28. Interview held with Davron Sabirov (Osh, 17 July 2003).

29. Interviews with Alisher Toksonbaev (Osh, 19 July 2003) and with Almaz Kalet (Osh, 17 July, 2003).

30. Following his election in 2000, Sabirov’s tones softened and visibly became less interested in confront-

ing the authorities (he was threatened of being stripped of his control of KyrgyzGas, which did even-

tually occur) and more interested in the construction sector (among the other things he owns a series

of complexes on the right bank of the city, including the well-known hotel “Stary Gorod”.

31. The sample included 540 Uzbeks from the Osh region. Thanks go to Makhmud Kazakhbaev for sharing

these data with me.

32. Sabirov’s campaign was marked with accusations of frauds and bribes. Essentially Sabirov was accused of

“buying” his victory, not just thanks to their philanthropic activities, but also because they handed out 200

soms (about 5 US dollars) to interested voters (interview with a local journalist in Osh, 22 July 2005).

33. Interviews held with Alisher Sabirov (Bishkek, 14 June 2003) and Sabirov’s aide in Osh Ergeshbaev

(Osh, on repeated occasions in June and July 2003).

34. Here I am simply using a term (“revolution”) which has entered the popular and scholarly parlance and I

am not referring to the proper meaning of the term.

35. Interview with the editor of Jalalobod Tongi (Dawn of Jalalabad), (Jalalabad, 11 July 2003).

36. Interviews held with local academics and students at an Osh University (Osh, June 2003).

37. Interview with a local Uzbek journalist (Osh, July 2003).

38. This is done elsewhere (Fumagalli, 2005, particularly Ch. 7).

39. For contrasting views see Saipjanov (2005) and Saipov (2005).

40. Interview with local journalist (Osh, 25 July 2005).

41. Interview with Davron Sabirov (Osh, 17 July 2003).

42. I am grateful to one of the reviewers for emphasising this point.
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Public Management of Multi-Ethnic Communities in Central and Eastern Europe, pp. 3–18 (Budapest:

OSI/LGI).

Scott, J. C. (1972) Patron–Client Politics and Political Change in Southeast Asia, American Political Science

Review, 66(1), pp. 91–113.

Slezkine, Y. (1994) The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particular-

ism, Slavic Review, 53(2), pp. 414–452.

232 M. Fumagalli



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
 D

ub
lin

] A
t: 

13
:1

7 
25

 J
an

ua
ry

 2
00

8 Soucek, S. (2000) A History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Spector, R. A. (2004) The Transformation of Askar Akaev, President of Kyrgyzstan (Berkeley, CA: Post-Soviet

Program).

Tabyshalieva, A. et al. (1998) South Kyrgyzstan: Ethnic Situation (Bishkek: Institute for Regional Studies).

Tishkov, V. (1995) “Don’t Kill Me, I’m a Kyrgyz!”: An Anthropological Analysis of Violence in the Osh Ethnic

Conflict, Journal of Peace Research, 32(2), pp. 133–149.

Tishkov, V. (1999) Ethnic Conflicts in the Former USSR: The Use andMisuse of Typologies and Data, Journal of

Peace Research, 36, pp. 571–592.

Varshney, A. (2002) Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life. Hindus and Muslims in India (London: Yale University

Press).

Weingrod, A. (1968) Patrons, Patronage, and Political Parties, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 10(4),

pp. 377–400.

Weller, M. & Wolff, S. (2005) Self-determination and Autonomy: A Conceptual Introduction, in: M. Weller and

S. Wolff (Eds), Autonomy, Self-Governance and Conflict Resolution. Innovative Approaches to Institutional

Design in Divided Societies, pp. 1–25 (London: Routledge).

Local Authority Figures in Osh 233


