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The 2020 Violent Change in Government <o
in Kyrgyzstan Amid the Covid-19

Pandemic: Three Distinct Stories in One

Asel Doolotkeldieva

Abstract The day after the election night, on October 5th of 2020, several thousand
Kyrgyz citizens poured in the direction of the main square of the capital Bishkek
to denounce fraudulent elections. An estimated 1,250 people were injured, and one
young person died. This third violent change of government in Kyrgyzstan’s short
history of independence can be best understood as a combination of three distinct
stories coming together under an unprecedented external shock produced by the
coronavirus. First, a genuine citizen mobilization was triggered by the pandemic-
related economic decline and rigged elections. Second, the initial peaceful protest
was hijacked, to the surprise of the many, by a populist leader capitalizing on long-
existing societal polarization. Third, the spectacular unfolding of the intra-opposition
struggle downplays an important process of oligarchization, underlying the shaky
grounds of patronal presidentialism in pluralist systems.
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8.1 Introduction

The day after the parliamentarian election night, on October 5, 2020, several thousand
Kyrgyz citizens poured in the direction of the main square of the capital Bishkek
to denounce fraudulent elections. After nightfall, this large peaceful protest grew
into an unexpected dramatic storming of the White House' as police used rubber
bullets and tear gas to attempt to disperse the crowds. An estimated 1,250 people
were injured, and one young person died. In the night between the October 5 and
6, several politicians who were illegally freed from prison joined the protesters to
take advantage of the public discontent. During the week after the storming of the
White House, these forces competed among each other while President Sooronbay
Jeenbekov went missing for a few days, leaving the ruling elite in complete disarray.

! The White House is a seat of the president and parliament of Kyrgyzstan.
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It is in these days that the former politician, Sadyr Japarov, released from prison
where he was serving a sentence since 2017 for “forcible seizure of power and
alleged kidnapping,” made forceful attempts to get the outgoing parliament to vote
for him as Prime Minister. Fearing further clashes between Japarov’s supporters and
those of the competing camp, the resuscitated President Jeenbekov decided to back
Japarov’s candidacy for Prime Minister while hoping to continue through with his
own mandate. However, on October 13th, in another unexpected turn, Jeenbekov
resigned, leaving power entirely in Japarov’s hands. This third violent change of
government in Kyrgyzstan’s short history of independence conceals more stories
than the surface suggests.

In this chapter, I will provide three distinct accounts that can best explain both
the unexpected eruption and the outcomes of the mass uprising in the fall of 2020.
First, the economic crisis provoked by the Covid-19 pandemic on the one hand,
and the dynamics of patronal politics in the dominant political machine on the
other, have generated a negative public opinion towards the ruling elite, which was
palpable prior to the parliamentary elections in October of that year. These two
crucial factors formed a combustible background against which the perceived rigged
elections served as a trigger to spark an initially peaceful mobilization. Yet, the
subsequent rise of the mid-ranked populist leader Japarov amidst other wealthier and
more established competing politicians cannot be explained fully by the immediate
context leading to the uprising. As the second account unfolds, the rise of Japarov
as an unexpected outcome of the intra-opposition struggle for power is a result of
long-fostered popular anti-establishment sentiments that have played against not
only the regime but also the established opposition. Lastly, the mass uprising and a
spectacular rise of a populist leader conceals a salient regime-oligarchy dynamic that
would destabilize Jeenbekov’s political machine in the future, independent from the
above societal and opposition developments. As this final story suggests, patronal
presidentialism was facing major challenges from within as a powerful oligarchic
group rose to contest the established sources of power thanks to money. These three
separate stories, combined in a historical conjuncture of long-rising anti-elite senti-
ments, boosted by an unprecedented external shock produced by the coronavirus,
and the rise of the power of money as an alternative to the traditional power of
the “administrative machine,” can best explain this unexpected violent change of
government.

The following analysis rests on privileged access to political actors and elites
prior, during, and after the October events. Based on the ethnographic method-
ology, I collected 30 in-depth semi-structured interviews with ordinary participants
of peaceful demonstrations and 5 members of the People’s Defence Groups; 14
elite interviews including 4 MPs, 4 members of political parties, 2 officers of the
Special Security and National Guard, 2 government officials, 2 members of the busi-
ness elite; and 3 interviews with independent journalists. Second, I have conducted
non-participant and participant observation of various protests and civil society meet-
ings during the October events. Third, I have also conducted mass media and social
media analysis of electoral campaigns and online groups supporting various political
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forces.? The present chapter follows the method of process-tracing that is helpful to
construct a chain of events and processes that led to and formed the October uprising
(Alexander and Bennett 2005).

8.2 Kyrgyzstan’s Mass Mobilizations and the Limits
of Patronal Presidentialism

The “October” or “Youth” Revolution® is the third mass mobilization that resulted
in a regime’s ouster. In all of Kyrgyzstan’s uprisings, the system of “patronal presi-
dentialism” has been at the center of societal critique and opposition contestations.
Hale (2005, 2013) interpreted Kyrgyzstan’s first “Tulip Revolution” of 2005, as other
preceding “color revolutions” such as in Ukraine and Georgia, and subsequent revo-
Iutions in post-Soviet countries as results of the dynamics within patronal presiden-
tialism. In his reading, revolutions are swings within the regime-elite relationships,
in which elites tend to challenge the patron if the latter is perceived as a lame duck.
Usually, patronal presidents face an intra-elite challenge in times of succession or a
significant drop in popularity.

I draw on the concept of patronal presidentialism as it offers a valid description
of political machines and one of the important sources of change located within
elite contestations in Eurasia. Indeed, despite regular changes in formal rules of the
game, patronal presidentialism remains the main logic ordering power and decision-
making. In Kyrgyzstan, despite the formally enlarged powers of political parties and
the parliament since 2010,* political actors, inside and outside the political machine,
orient their strategies and tactics around the signals emanating from presidency.

However, if we follow Hale’s explanation of the political change, we need to
concentrate on the dynamics of elite contestations only. The model ends up over-
looking factors lying outside of the political machine, thus reducing contingency
and uncertainty inherent to any polity. Dynamics within the patronal presidentialism
prior to the October uprising do not fully fit the mechanisms of change, described
in Hale’s model. In fact, the dynamics of patronal politics were not connected to a
president’s succession phase since President Jeenbekov was only halfway through
his term and most elites had vested interests in his continuation in connection to
their own re-election into the new parliament. His removal would jeopardize signif-
icant financial investments they made in the parliamentary election. That is why the

2 T am thankful to my colleagues—Nargiza Muratalieva, Elmira Nogoibaeva, Nurgul Esenamanova,
Amanda Wooden, Erica Marat, and Eugene Huskey—for thought provoking discussions and
correspondence.

3 In this chapter, I refer to revolution as a category of practice, not a category of analysis, in order
to put forward local understandings of events and usages of the term.

4 For the analysis of constitutional changes, see Fumagalli, M. (2016). Semi-presidentialism in
Kyrgyzstan. In Semi-presidentialism in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Palgrave Macmillan:
London; Huskey, E. (2007). Eurasian semi-presidentialism: The development of Kyrgyzstan’s model
of government. In Semi-presidentialism outside Europe: a comparative study. Routledge: London.
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uprising against patronal presidentialism was unexpected to political actors, both
inside and outside the political machine.’

Also, Hale’s model is not operational as it does not allow to know when exactly
the public perception of president’s unpopularity will tip towards the negative end.
In such highly informal systems, the presidency constantly engages in all sorts of
manipulations to retain its power. To the public and opposition, these developments do
not automatically send clear-cut messages leading to the formulation of a unanimous
public opinion. For example, the situation in which in 2017 the former president
Almazbek Atambaev sought to appoint his political heir Sooronbai Jeenbekov was
presenting an opportunity for elite contestations. The successor enjoyed only 3% of
popularity against his main contender Omurbek Babanov with 35% of popularity
prior to elections, while Atambaev himself earned quite a controversial reputation
by the end of his term with 31% only (IRI 2017). Yet, this perfect constellation did
not produce a strong public opinion that would serve the interests of the opposition
although Atambaev was later sacked by his heir. In other words, perceptions of lame-
duck syndrome can be articulated outside of the dynamics of patronal presidentialism,
in connection to a wider context, unexpected events, latent societal processes, and
elite strategies whose outcomes might be far from intended.

In my preliminary analysis of the recent regime ouster, I seek to highlight contin-
gency and uncertainty of events as the key element of mass mobilizations in the
absence of regime repression. This approach emanates directly from the empirical
phenomenon that informs the necessity to conceptualize the elite strategies and public
opinion nexus more accurately. Such dramatic events open the door to a multitude
of public perceptions, fears, concerns, hopes and opinions, whose magnitude and
diversity are beyond the reach of elite strategies. For instance, one could hardly
anticipate that a widely popular rich businessman Omurbek Babanov would lose his
popularity under the street pressure within days. The rise of a mid-ranked former
MP, Sadyr Japarov, as a winner of the struggle, was also a complete surprise to the
many. Finally, no one expected that the regime of President Jeenbekov would fail so
quickly, just a weak after the unrest. Neither the elites nor the public could keep up
with the rapidly developing political arena of those days and weeks. Elites could only
partially adjust their strategies to a multitude of public opinions forming at different
levels of society and producing outcomes that no one had a full control of. Thus,
my account is purposefully empirical; new data keeps emerging, and the application
of standard models of explanation tends to risk closing the discussion of unfolding
dynamics at a premature stage.® I will now turn to the discussion of these dynamics
in the following sections.

5 Interviews with members of elites, Bishkek, 2020-2021.

6 1did not, for example, include the possibility of foreign influences as they manifested themselves in
various forms and degrees in the previous revolutions. On the foreign influences in previous revolu-
tions, see O Beachdin, D., & Polese, A. (2008). American boots and Russian vodka: external factors
in the colour revolutions of Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan. Totalitarismus und Demokratie, 5(1),
87-113.
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8.3 Citizen Mobilization Against Rigged Elections Amid
the Covid-19 Pandemic and Patronal Presidentialism

Two significant factors can best explain popular indignation with Jeenbekov’s rule
which was ultimately expressed in the uprising on October 5, 2020. These include a
sharp economic decline and a negative perception of governmental management of
the Covid-19 pandemic on the one hand, and the perceived usurpation of power by the
presidential political machine in relation to the parliamentary election on the other
hand. Citizen mobilization was triggered by the incoming election results according
to which only ‘parties of power’ were accessing the parliament. In Kyrgyzstan’s
recent history, such socio-economic situations have already generated mass uprisings
in the past. The “Tulip Revolution” of 2005 was partly due to neoliberal reforms which
created economic inequalities for the rural poor (Pelkmans 2005) and were triggered
by electoral fraud (Tucker 2007). The “April Revolution” was triggered by the energy
crisis and increased electricity tariffs, a situation that was used by ordinary people
to overthrow Bakiev’s dictatorship in April 2010 (Wooden 2014; Reeves 2010).
Although more research is needed into understanding the short and long-term
effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on Kyrgyzstan’s economy and the well-being of
ordinary families, the existing data and my fieldwork suggest that the governmental
management of the pandemic led to a negative public opinion of the authorities.
The existing data shows that the pandemic had a significant effect on people’s socio-
economic situations and consequently in the drop in confidence in the authorities and
the president. According to a recent national survey, 22% of households had at least
one member losing her job in the country or being forced to come back from abroad
due to the loss of a job there. Labor income was reduced by 37%, income from sales
of products from private plots by 16%, and remittances—by 16%.” Another study
reveals that the levels of unemployment and labor uncertainty among labor migrants
were as high as 49% and 11%, respectively (Vesterbye et al. 2020). Every third
citizen is at the brink of poverty by the end of the first year of the pandemic (World
Bank 2021). Prior to the lockdown, the economic situation was already listed high in
people’s preoccupations. In 2019, unemployment (67%) and corruption (54%) were
highlighted by respondents as top challenges that the country faced (IRI 2019). The
economic decline has produced a significant drop of confidence in authorities. As a
social survey conducted in June 2020 (at the beginning of the Covid-19 summer peak)
demonstrates, only 40% of respondents cumulatively had “a lot of confidence” or

7 See results of the national survey “Ob itogah vyborochnogo obsledovania “Vlianie pandemii
Covid-19 na domashnie hozyastva” [Results of sample survey “The effects of Covid-19 pandemic
on households”], conducted by the National Statistics Committee in cooperation with UNICEF
during the period between 15 October and 15 November 2020. 4954 households participated in the
survey.
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“some confidence” in President Jeenbekov. Whereas in 2019, the same survey found
that 87.5% of respondents had “moderate” and “high confidence” in him.®

Grievances related to human losses and economic insecurities featured promi-
nently in my interviews with ordinary citizens who took part in the October 2020
uprising. In the interviews with the author, they reported that the pandemic has
exposed the “real nature of politicians, their corruption, irresponsibility and incom-
petence.” The pandemic mismanagement was especially highlighted by rural resi-
dents, whose economic activities depend on the openness of borders, as one source
of their indignation in the run-up to the election day: “Since March there is no work
in the village; people cannot go to Russia for work. People have nothing to occupy
themselves. Politicians left people to die but got active again before the elections. But
we saw how dirty the electoral campaign was. Since my propiska [voter registration]
is in the village, I was there during the vote. But after voting, I took a trip to Bishkek
on the same evening and was following news from here. The next day I went to the
main plaza, I knew that there would be a revolution.”®

While the Covid-19 pandemic has worsened individuals’ economic situations,
abuse of power by the ruling elite in connection to the elections and corruption was
another source of people’s anger and motivation to protest. In a 2019 survey, 92%
of respondents believed that corruption was either a “big” or “very big” problem
in the country. 72% assessed the government’s performance regarding this issue as
insufficient. Corruption perceptions have been on the rise showing 93% and 73%
respectively for the same questions in 2015; 68% thought the levels of corruption
were “high” in 2009, and 61%—in 2006 (IRI 2019). These growing perceptions are
partly linked to the increased exposure of corruption cases thanks to journalistic inves-
tigations which focused in recent years on the highest echelons of power, including
President Jeenbekov himself. The case of massive corruption inside the State Customs
became the most scandalous example of these public scandals and a ticking bomb
for the past and present presidents. This case and the lack of response from the
authorities were mentioned repeatedly by participants of the October uprising.

In 2019, a consortium of independent mass media published a series of investi-
gations unraveling massive corruption schemes that involved the then head of the
State Customs Service, Raimbek Matraimov, whose illegal business helped him
to allegedly move $700 million out of the country (OCCRP 2019, Radio Azattyk

8 See the results of the social survey “Social and Political Impact of COVID-19 in Central Asia”
conducted by Pauline Jones, Center for Russian, East European, and Eurasian Studies at the
University of Michigan, forthcoming.

9 Interview with a local entrepreneur that runs a small guesthouse for tourists in Issik-Kul area,
Bishkek, 2020.
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2019a, Azattyk 2019b, 2020).'° These investigations did not only expose the involve-
ment of state bodies in transnational corruption schemes, but also stressed the
connection between Matraimov and President Jeenbekov himself. Journalistic reports
revealed strong ties between Matraimov’s “customs empire” and members of the elite,
suggesting that corruption was covered up at the top. These publications spurred a
series of citizen protests called “ReAksia!” (Russian: ReAction) calling on authori-
ties to launch an official investigation into the case and bring Matraimov to justice
(Kloop.kg 2019, 24 kg 2019). Despite pressure coming from liberal civil society,
the president kept denying Matraimov’s involvement in corruption and even went
as far as “authorizing” his newly established party “Mekenim Kyrgyzstan” to run in
the parliamentary election. Following the election outcomes, three parties of power
including “Mekenim Kyrgyzstan” won 107 out 120 places thanks to massive electoral
fraud involving the use of “administrative resources,” vote buying, and others means
(Kaktus media 2020c). The forged victory of three parties of power left popular
opposition parties such as “Butun Kyrgyzstan,” “Mekenchil,” “Chon Kazat,” and
“Ata-Meken” outside of the system. For the protesters it meant that not only their
demands were ignored but that the most controversial figure was going to receive
a mandate and most likely continue his illegal business under a newly received
immunity from prosecution.

Abuse of power by the ruling regime-oligarchy tandem and flagrant electoral
fraud featured prominently as the reasons why ordinary citizens took to the streets
on October 5Sth. In a national poll, conducted in August 2020, only 1% of respondents
stated they would vote for Matraimov’s party, 5% for the President’s party and 2%
for another party of power—“Kyrgyzstan,” if elections were held today (IRI 2020).
However, the official election results demonstrated almost 57% cumulatively for the
three parties, raising questions about the possibility of use of vote-buying prior to the
election and other electoral fraud. Many protesters expressed their distrust towards
the official election results. In interviews with the author, peaceful protesters also
stressed a continuity between this mass uprising and earlier protests of “ReAction,”
thus highlighting a year-long public struggle against corrupt patronal presidentialism:
“I'took part in previous protests of “ReAction” and this time came out to protest again.
Participation in the “ReAction” was helpful as I saw how the President covered up
for Matraimov’s corruption, how the elections were dirty and that only parties of
power got elected. These outraged me deeply in my heart.”!!

By the end of the summer peak of the pandemic and prior to the election, 53% of
the Kyrgyz population thought that the country was heading in the wrong direction,
whereas 41% saw it going in the right direction. The poll shows that since 2017,
the year of Jeenbekov’s election, a decline of the positive outlook on the country’s

10 0n December 9, 2020, the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control
(OFAC) designated Raim Matraimov under the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability
Act “for being a foreign person who is a current or former government official responsible for
or complicit in, or directly or indirectly engaged in, corruption, including the misappropriation of
state assets, the expropriation of private assets for personal gain, corruption related to government
contracts or the extraction of natural resources, or bribery”.

H Interview with a protest participant, Bishkek, 2020.
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development from 66 to 41% took place, whereas the negative outlook went up from
23 t0 53%. A similar trend in the decline of the positive outlook from 63 to 28% was
observable in 2010, the year of the “April Revolution” (IRI 2020).

8.4 The ‘“Revolutionary Situation”: Salience of Political
Ideas and Public Perceptions Amid the Mundane
Struggle for Power

While the contextualization of popular discontent clarifies the situation in which the
dominant political machine was challenged, it can hardly explain the unexpected rise
of populist Sadyr Japarov as a new national leader and his subsequent winning of
the presidential elections in January 2021. The immediate dynamics of the struggle
for power, which unfolded among numerous opposition leaders following the mass
uprising, are one element to understanding why other opposition leaders lost to
Japarov. But most importantly, the struggle outcomes were shaped, to the surprise
of competing elites, by the underlying societal cleavages manifested through protest
politics. In recent years, in the absence of genuine party programs, social protests
became important expressions of cleavages existing in Kyrgyz society. In public
discourses, these cleavages were hyperbolically framed as “liberal pro-western urban
middle class” versus the “conservative pious poor class.” Although these frames were
constructed through years by both social and political actors, they nevertheless reflect
the growing polarization of society due to long-existing problems. Consequently,
the initial contestation of the patronal presidentialism ceased to be a mere struggle
for power and acquired a salient ideational dimension about the ways the country
should develop after Jeenbekov’s demise. Japarov’s victory and the loss of “liberal”
opposition forces were due to these cleavage politics in which conservative nationalist
and religious values prevailed. Below I dissect these ideational and power struggles
that unfolded in Bishkek’s main public squares.

Labeling the October uprising as a “Youth Revolution,” foreign and domestic
media put forward young people who were angry with the results of rigged election
and corruption. The initial peaceful protest attracted citizens from all sectors of
society: liberal Bishkek urbanites, as well as the suburban poor and rural residents
who traveled from the countryside. It was a largely spontaneous, leaderless, and
chaotic mobilization comprised of either solitary individuals or groups of people
based on neighborhood and friendship.'? Protesters began assembling at the Ala-Too
plaza by noon, waiting for more news about the election outcomes and the authorities’
response. Representatives among youth activists, celebrity figures and youth wings of
political parties were politicizing the crowd. No major opposition leader had yet made
an appearance. Closer to the evening, when opposition politicians began galvanizing

121 discuss these dynamics more in detail in Doolotkeldieva, A. (2021a). Power and space in social
mobilizations: Preliminary thoughts about protests that led to a change of government in Kyrgyzstan
in October 2020. Central Asian Program Papers, 251.
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the crowds, a sudden call to storm the White House provoked a split in the peaceful
movement. Part of the protest crowd left the main square, disagreeing with this violent
development, while others moved toward the White House, which is only a hundred
meters away, and began clashing with the police. Still, more protesters were joining
the evening developments, freshly arrived from the suburbs and the countryside. Cut
off from any Internet connection, their individual and group movements around the
White House and Ala-Too square were chaotic and participants reported to the author
that they were not fully understanding the course of actions.

Taking advantage of this major development, supporters of opposition politicians
went to storm the Special Security’s remand prison and other prisons to illegally free
their leaders. The release of prisoners and mobilization of their supporters in the night
between October 5 and 6 might suggest that the uprising was pre-meditated, and not
spontaneous.'® Indeed, both Japarov and former president Atambaev were known
as President Jeenbekov’s opponents and both displayed in the past their potential
to deploy supporters to fight. Moreover, among the visiting protesters, Issik-Kul
residents dominated due to the geographic origins of several opposition leaders such
as the heads of “Mekenchil” and “Chon Kazat” parties. This geographic domination
might also imply the uprising’s pre-organized character. However, not all Issik-Kul
residents were supportive of these parties'* and residents from other regions were
present as well. Also, there were reports in mass media that Japarov’s supporters were
bused to, lodged at, and fed at one of the capital’s hotels (Kaktus media 2020b). 15 This
raised questions about the authenticity of his fellowship that came in masses in the
subsequent days after the initial uprising to rally on his side. Finally, the involvement
of the so-called “sportsmen” on the side of politicians during the October events also
challenged the original image of peaceful citizen mobilization. Peaceful protesters
among ordinary citizens reported to the author that groups of “provocateurs” were
operating in the crowds, shouting out calls to storm the White House and support
different politicians. Some urban dwellers were repulsed by these fast developments,
they felt betrayed as if their democratic impulse was hijacked by “regressive forces,”
and many retracted from the protest: “I came to the protest because I thought it would
be peaceful. I support only peaceful means because I do not want to become a tool in
someone’s hands like in the previous revolutions. I thought that the new generation
of citizens grew up to this conscious level. But our initial movement was stolen. We
lost control over the revolution...I withdrew from it when I saw the unfolding dirty
struggle.”!6

13 Russian experts on Kyrgyzstan’s uprising “Protesty v Kyrgyzstane priveli k smene vlasti v
strane” [Protests in Kyrgyzstan led to the change of government in the country], October 7,
2020, https://www.golosameriki.com/a/protests-in-kyrgyzstan-led-to-a-change-of-government-in-
the-country/5611953.html, accessed 24.02.21.

14 Interviews with Issik-kul residents who have participated in the October uprising, Bishkek, 2020.
15 Sportsmen refer to young people, usually members of martial arts clubs who are frequently
mobilized by politicians in power contestations.

16 Interview with a protester, 28, Bishkek resident, program manager at an international organization,
Bishkek, 2020.
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From this moment on, the line between the initial genuine popular mobilization
and organized manpower became blurred. The release of various regime opponents,
which was outside of the regime’s calculus,'” put a beginning to a fierce struggle for
power in the absence of a strong position from President Jeenbekov. The latter was
missing for several days and his press secretary stated that he was working online
(Fergana.ru 2020b). Two opposing groups formed around a nationalist coalition under
Japarov’s leadership and a “liberal” coalition including the former Prime Minister
and oligarch Omurbek Babanov, respectively (Fergana.ru 2020a). The latter coalition
was a heterogenous group comprised of politicians and parties who were compelled
to cooperate in the face of their main competitor, Japarov. The coalition involved
liberal right-wing parties “Bir-Bol,” “Reforma,” and “Respublica” on the one hand,
the oldest political parties claiming a socialist leaning—*“Ata-Meken” and “SDPK,”
and nationalist parties “Butun Kyrgyzstan” and ‘“Zamandash” on the other hand.
Both Japarov and Babanov were competing to become Prime Minister, but Japarov
was also torpedoing the president’s mandate and pushing for a constitutional reversal
towards strong presidentialism. Babanov’s group, heterogeneous as it is, nevertheless
was united around, and differed from Japarov on, the semi-parliamentary constitu-
tional design, thus earning the public label “liberal.” While Japarov was calling his
supporters to grab power and give it, in a populist move, to the people, Babanov’s
group urged protesters to go back to legality and constitutionality. Yet, these calls
did not resonate with the majority as that very constitution failed to protect the rights
of the poor and benefited the rich only.

The temporary union of liberals proved to be too unnatural, also for the reasons
of generational splits. Youth activists from “Reforma,” “Bir-Bol” and “Ata-Meken”
parties, who were the driving force on the streets and who were seeking to repre-
sent “new politics,” were against cooperation with the old guard. The latter were
denied access to speak up, humiliated by the youth crowds, and ousted from the
public stage. Several youth leaders launched an internal competition, leading even
Tilek Toktogaziev from “Ata-Meken” party to self-pronounce as Prime Minister and
others to take over state ministries. The final blow to the union came when an inde-
cisive Babanov decided to coalesce with former president Almazbek Atambaev, by
now a highly controversial figure.'® This strategy was thought as the only viable
option to offset the rising Japarov. Disagreeing with this move, the youth wing of the
coalition condemned the union with Atambaev and launched street resistance under
the slogan “Out with the oldies!” It was their attempt to not let the old guard appro-
priate the protest movement as it happened in previous revolutions of 2005 and 2010.
As members of these youth wings reported to the author: “We did not launch this
revolution to go back to old politics, to old corrupt politicians! These party bosses
carried out strategies that were contrary to our visions and ideals. If we backed them
up, we would prove that we are no better than them and that nothing changes in our

17 Interviews with members of elites, Bishkek, 2020-2021.

18 Actually, some members of this coalition personally suffered in Atambaev’s hands. Leadership
of “Ata-Meken” party, MP Omurbek Tekebaev, had been imprisoned whereas Babanov himself was
prosecuted under late Atmabaev’s rule.
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country. We also risked losing our followers among the young generation. So, we
wanted to elect our own leader, among the youth, as a Prime Minister. ”!°

While the liberals were sending mixed signals to the public, exposing a severe
lack of integrity, Japarov’s group had quickly and skillfully moved to consolidate
protesters around their claims for power by framing the uprising as anti-regime and
anti-elite. A combustible mass aggregated the suburban poor, nationalist youth, and
religious conservatives, long ignored by the establishment, in his support. Japarov’s
nationalist language against the corrupt establishment has attracted multiple grass-
roots activists and associations who had been fighting against “irresponsive state”
and corrupt elites through these years.?’ During these days, he managed to attract
followers with the help of populist ideas of nationalizing natural resources, giving
power to the people, punishing the rich, reaching territorial sovereignty, etc. His iden-
tity as an “ordinary guy,” a martyr, a “patriot” with a record of fighting for national
interests against global corporations distinguished him as a “true Kyrgyz” against
the liberal coalition which was associated with the rest of the corrupt establishment.
It is via his populist reference to “the people’s power” that he succeeded to pressure
on the parliament to vote him as a Prime Minister after a third attempt, to appoint
his friend to the steer the security apparatus, and to point another friend as a new
Speaker of the parliament. His meteoric rise to power would be impossible without
this early mass support which he skillfully exploited when capturing one bastion of
power after the next. As his supporters, participating in daily rallies that I observed
on the “old square,” stated: “Japarov listens to us, he is with the people. Let’s give
him a chance, let’s give him the power. He promised to clamp down on bloodsuckers
who have been stealing our money and he promised to bring natural resources to the
people’s control. I support these ideas.”!

During the week between October 6 and 13, the public squares of the capital
turned into the battle grounds of two opposing camps rallying to gain supporters and
showing strength in their attempts to grab power. The struggle grew out of control
when representatives of the liberal camp were ousted from Ala-Too square, some
of them were attacked and people allegedly close to Japarov shot at Atambaev’s
departing car (Kommersant 2020b). Facing the risk of destabilization, President
Jeenbekov sought to negotiate his own stay in power by granting legitimacy to one
of these camps. The choice was not complicated: his lasting rivalry with Atambaeyv,
whom he sacked and imprisoned after being brought to power by him, determined
his option for Sadyr Japarov.”?> Russian President Vladimir Putin’s deputy head of
administration, Dimitry Kosak, flew personally to Bishkek in order to seal the deal

19 Interview with a youth activist close to “Ata-Meken™ party, Bishkek, 2020.

201 discuss the rise of nationalist populism amid violent change of government in October 2020
more in detail in Doolotkeldieva, A. (2021b). Populism a la Kyrgyz: Sadyr Japarov, nationalism,
and anti-elite sentiment in Kyrgyzstan. Illiberalism Studies Program Working Papers, 4.

21 Short discussions with a dozen ordinary citizens who participated in rallies in support of Japarov
during the October events, Bishkek, 2020.

22 What is interesting is that the liberals did not seek Jeenbekov’s ouster as they saw in him a
counterbalance to Jaaparov. It was feared that his removal could lead to a major destabilization
along the North/South cleavage and ethnic clashes like in the aftermath of the ‘April Revolution’
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between the president and the newcomer Japarov (Kommersant 2020a). However,
neither the president nor the Russians expected that the group they had helped to
legitimize would breach the agreement soon after and force him to resign.

While initially, the protesters had only demanded the annulation of election
results, Jeenbekov’s removal was unexpected and suspicious. This development
plunged the country into uncertainty about the future and possible worrisome involve-
ment of organized crime as several members of parliament, journalists, and public
figures hinted at pressure exerted by criminals (Kaktus media 2020a).>* Having the
majority of elite loyalty and international backing, President Jeenbekov could have,
perhaps, avoided his deposing by swiftly conceding to protesters’ initial demands
and acknowledging the electoral fraud. Without popular mobilization, the street
opposition would not have been able to contest the regime.

The week in which the liberals and the populist Japarov fought for power was deci-
sive for the outcome of the uprising and, if not for the strategic mistakes committed
by the liberals, Omurbek Babanov stood a real chance to take over as he was twice as
popular (16%) as Sadyr Japarov (8%) in August 2020.2* Babanov’s alliance with the
old guard and the lack of a political vision repulsed the young generation who sought
to depart from old politics. The latter’s withdrawal demonstrated the strength of anti-
elite moods in society across classes and the urban/rural divide. Yet while united
in anti-establishment sentiments, the initial cross-class and cross-cleavage move-
ment got quickly splintered into divergent visions of politics that formed along more
nationalist and more liberal values. Gabdulkhakov (2020) interpreted this confronta-
tion as a civilizational clash between “the progressives and the orcs” following
public discourses in Kyrgyzstan’s social media and Ismailbekova (2020) saw in
them a generational split. During this week, societal polarization indeed took on the
following divides: language (Russophone vs. Kyrgyz), liberal versus conservative
values, secular versus religious beliefs, cosmopolitan versus nationalist views, and
poor versus middle-class division. Thus, the minority Russophone urbanites rallied
around the liberal forces and the conservative majority of the working class and the
poor—around Japarov. This polarization was decisive for Sadyr Japarov’s victory.

Once President Jeenbekov was removed, the Kyrgyz establishment closed ranks
behind the future President Sadyr Japarov, allowing him a fast capture of the state
in the run-up to the presidential elections. This story is a culmination of increasing
societal inequalities and rising nationalism as a response to the former, which in
the absence of true political representation and left-wing programs became mani-
fested via protest-making. It also shows that money did not guarantee the country’s

of 2010. Interviews with representatives of “Reforma” and “Ata-Meken” political parties, Bishkek,
2020.

23 On the role of mafia in previous revolutions see Kupatadze, A. (2015). Political corruption in
Eurasia: Understanding collusion between states, organized crise and business. Theoretical Crimi-
nology, 19 (2), 198-215; Marat, E. (2006). The state-crime nexus in Central Asia: State weakness,
organized crime, and corruption in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Central Asia-Caucasus Institute &
Silk Road Studies Program.

24 His popularity fell to 3% in contrast to Japarov’s 51% in December 2020. See https://www.iri.
org/sites/default/files/iri_kyrgyzstan_poll_dec_2020_eng.pdf, accessed 31.01.21.
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richest and well-established politicians Atambaev and Babanov popular support and
following. Their dramatic fallout with protesters exposed an acute crisis of authentic
figures to an extent that the population was ready to entrust a former inmate with
more credit than the old guard. However, what this spectacular street struggle hides
is the third story of an internal regime-oligarchy dynamic which in all probability
would have shaken the regime stability in the near future.

8.5 Parliamentary Coup in the Making: Regime Versus
Oligarchy?

Kyrgyzstan’s political system has been an oligarchy to the extent that family-type
kleptocracies exercised minority power with a varying degree of inclusion of regime
cronies. With the shift to an emerging party system in 2010, it can be assumed
that this minority power became accessible to wider circles of the country’s richest
citizens. Research in Eurasia accounts for changing regime-oligarchy relationships
as an important dynamic for regime stability (Guriev and Rachinsky 2005; Junisbai
2010). I contend that this critical dynamic was present in the last year of Jeenbekov’s
rule, but the disruption of his political machine by the mass uprising prevented
its full unfolding. In this section, I return to the changing nature of the patronal
presidentialism under increased pluralism, which includes further oligarchic power.
It seems worth expanding on the ways the co-existence of a pluralistic system with
an oligarchy can shift the balance towards the latter’s bigger influence.?
Oligarchization of Kyrgyz politics began in the 1990s and was part of the state-
building processes (Radnitz 2010) leading further to the rise of a rentier class
(Sanghera and Satybaldieva 2020). Previous research indicates how family kleptoc-
racies and their cronies tapped into the state resources to enrich themselves (Cooley
and Heathershaw 2017; Nakaya 2009; Doolotkeldieva and Heathershaw 2015), and
how the state served as an “investment market” to generate direct rents (Engvall
2016). Further research is required to investigate the ongoing oligarchization of poli-
tics, but a preliminary observation suggests that the emergent party system added
new possibilities for the richest class to influence policies and informal decisions
favorable to their interests. This observation accounts for the ways political parties
used their constitutionally increased powers to form the government and potentially
tap into the state ministries as a resource. However, to participate in highly competi-
tive parliamentary elections, parties faced an acute problem of funding. Sponsorship
by businessmen/oligarchs became the sine qua non to managing electoral campaigns.
This was practically done by selling seats in closed electoral party lists, with the first
top ten to twenty seats worth between 500 thousand and a million dollars in a country
with only an $8.5 billion GDP (Current time 2019). The monetization of the elec-
toral party lists led to an increased number of rich people either directly elected to

25 For an account of oligarchy as a global historical norm see Winters, J. (2012). Oligarchy.
Cambridge University Press.
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the parliament (Ukushov 2017) or informally exerting influence on party bosses via
funding. For example, the notorious Matraimov brothers, one of whom was elected to
the parliament in 2015 inside the then-President Atambaev’s party, allegedly financed
the electoral campaigns of several political parties (Gezitter.org 2019; Vb.kg 2019),
the presidential campaign of Jeenbekov in 2017, and even Japarov’s recent presiden-
tial campaign (Kloop.kg 2020b). These insights were covered in the press but also
claimed in the interviews with members of the elite.?

Employing their new constitutional powers, the parliamentary groups appointed
their ministers and, in this way, “divided” the state among themselves (Engvall 2013).
Oligarchs who had entered this system began employing their access to the state to
return their prior investments in the elections. However, Jeenbekov’s regime had
allowed for a degree of incorporation of oligarchs into the state system that became a
risk for regime stability. Elite interviews suggest that he was in a much more depen-
dent position vis-a-vis oligarchy than the previous presidents. Because Matraimov,
also known as “Raim-million,” allegedly financed his electoral campaign in 2017,
Jeenbekov could not succumb to public pressures and look into Matraimov’s corrup-
tion case. Due to this relationship of dependency, he also allowed Matraimov’s party
to run in the parliamentary election and win.

However, Matraimovs’ great potential to buy off votes®’ in the run-up to elec-
tions and their rising authority among members of parliament provoked fears in
Jeenbekov’s entourage. The president’s brother, MP Asylbek Jeenbekov, was partic-
ularly warry that Matraimov’s party would outbid the presidential party “Birimdik”
and be granted the right to form the government. Enjoying the loyalty of a comfort-
able majority of MPs, this situation could lead to a parliamentary coup.’® Asylbek
Jeenbekov’s concerns were attached to Matraimovs rising authority among the elites.
By relying on the power of money, they succeeded in placing their people inside the
state security apparatus, law enforcement, and the courts. They used access to the
state to also disburse resources to their clients among the elites. By getting things
done for them, they earned the reputation of effective doers in contrast to the “unde-
cisive” and “slow” president Jeenbekov. As one MP claimed, ‘“President Jeenbekov’s
favourite method was deception. He would promise to fix your issue but would never
do it in reality. Matraimovs, on the contrary, have always fulfilled their promises.
They had loyal people placed everywhere: in the police, courts, regulatory bodies.
Our deputies realized that Matraimovs’ power was far-reaching and more efficient.
Turning to them, rather to the president, was a guarantee of a successful resolution
of your business.”?

26 Interviews with four MPs, Bishkek, 2020.

27 According to the Central Election Commission, Matraimov’s “Mekenim Kyrgyzstan™ party has
officially spent $1,659,000 for its electoral campaign making it the richest runner. Figures in U.S.
dollars are approximate due to dramatic fluctuations in the exchange rate. See Kloop.kg (2020).
Odnim grafikom: Skol’ko partii potratili na Vybory-2020 [online]. Available at: https://kloop.kg/
blog/2020/10/04/0dnim-grafikom-skolko-partii-potratili-na-vybory-2020/. Accessed February 17,
2021.

28 Informal interviews with members of parliament, Bishkek, 2020.

29 Interview with a member of parliament, Bishkek, 2020.
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By summer 2020, the Matraimov brothers succeeded in co-opting a significant
part of the elites by incorporating them into their electoral party list. According to
an informant inside the government, MPs were competing among each other for a
seat on the list due to the high chances of this party’s electoral success. Although the
electoral lists of all “parties of power,” including the Matraimov’s, was initially coor-
dinated by the president, the growing competition between the president’s brother
and the Matraimovs led to a more chaotic electoral technology than traditionally. The
competition caused confusion among the elites about the locus of decision-making.
As one MP claims, “In spring 2020, deputies were confused about which party to
join. Joining Matraimov’s party was lucrative but that would entail a risk of falling
out with the president. Deputies were confused as to who takes a decision about the
future composition of elites and were afraid of making wrong movements. Everyone
was expecting the election day to see the culmination of this internal fight.””3

Indeed, as the electoral outcomes of the October elections show, the Matraimov’s
party was just 0.71% behind the presidential party “Birimdik,” if one can trust at
all these official results after reported frauds.?! This electoral outcome, perhaps,
validates Jeenbekov’s concerns about the rising challenge from the oligarchy. It is,
of course, in the domain of speculation to ask what would happen to regime stability
with Matraimovs coming just under 1% behind the presidential party. But this case is
useful in showing how the emergent party system has provided additional avenues for
the rich people to influence politics in the absence of a robust system of checks and
balances and weak state institutions. Time will show whether the suspicions hinting
at Matraimov’s possible financing of the new president’s presidential campaign are
false or true, as it would mean the continuous influence of oligarchy on Japarov’s
patronal presidentialism.

8.6 Conclusion

The violent change of government in Kyrgyzstan in October 2020 can be best under-
stood as a combination of three distinct stories coming together under an unprece-
dented external shock produced by the coronavirus. First, a genuine citizen mobiliza-
tion was triggered by the pandemic-related economic decline and rigged elections.
Second, the initial peaceful protest was hijacked, to the surprise of the many, by a
populist leader capitalizing on long-existing societal polarization. Third, the spec-
tacular unfolding of the intra-opposition struggle downplays an important process of
oligarchization, underlying the shaky grounds of patronal presidentialism in pluralist
systems. This last development has exactly led Sadyr Japarov to initiate, in a populist
move, a constitutional reversal to strong presidentialism and away from pluralism.
At the time of writing this paper, a referendum was scheduled to vote for a new

30 Interview with a member of parliament, Bishkek.

31 Official website of the State Commission for Elections: https:/newess.shailoo.gov.kg/ru/election/
11098/ballot-count?type=NW_ROOT.
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constitution in which the president becomes the head of the executive, with no rules
governing the electoral system publicly available and a reduced role of the parliament.
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