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Chapter 9

Kyrgyzstan’s Nationhood
From a Monopoly of Production
to a Plural Market
Marlene Laruelle

Works devoted to nation-building in Kyrgyzstan typically explore the ambivalence of the civic- versus ethnic-based national construction and leaders’
failed attempts to integrate minorities and secure the titular nation,1 especially
since the 2010 Osh riots.2 During the Soviet period, the dichotomy between
civic and ethnic was easily managed, because the ethnic nation was a local
nation, which did not claim to overlap or challenge the Soviet supranational
one. The civic versus ethnic dichotomy has been questioned by many works
and quite rightly cast as being an ideal-type, unobservable in any reality.
Studies by ethnologists such as David Gullette and Svetlana Jacquesson have
shown just how insufficient this framework is for grasping the current search
for a national and state identity in Kyrgyzstan. Past analysis of “clan politics”
also misconstrued it.3
In this chapter, I argue that what we usually see as Kyrgyzstan’s difficulties
in choosing between ethnic and civic identity is a misformulation that stems
from applying a poorly understood Western theoretical framework to Central
Asia. In the case of Kyrgyzstan, the authorities’ goal is certainly to make ethnic Kyrgyz attributes—language and cultural symbols—the bonding element
around which a civic identity can emerge. The titular group is urged to partially merge its ethnic and civic identities, while the minorities are supposed
to embrace a civic identity, some elements of which constitute “Kyrgyzness.”
I thus hypothesize that at stake for Kyrgyzstan is not the choice between
two opposed policies, civic or ethnic, but the evolution from a monopoly
over the production of nationhood to an open market shaped by multiple
actors and narratives. This plurality is perceived by the authorities as a threat
to sovereignty and a means to weaken attempts at nation-building because
it fragments what is traditionally perceived as unified and above division.
In Soviet times and partly in the 1990s, both the state apparatus and academia
165
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had a firm stranglehold over defining nationhood. This narrative could be
sometimes challenged, but it was possible for people to differentiate between
the consensual orthodoxy on nationhood and heterodox points of view. But
since the 2000s, it has been impossible to provide this symbolic security: the
discourse on nationhood has been deeply decentralized. It is this “decentralization” and the accompanying contest for discursive hegemony that is perceived as chaotic, directionless, and therefore endangering the nation.
To demonstrate my hypothesis on this production of nationhood, I explore
the longue durée, going back to the Soviet decades in which ethnogenesis,
and the study of “ethnic processes,” was esteemed as the supreme science
for promoting the rightfulness of the ethnic nation. I then follow the postindependence framework through which ethnogenesis was reformulated as
part of a search for Kyrgyz statehood, with Manasology being used as the
primus inter pares argument in favor of the nation-state, and new genealogies developed as legacy of the study of “ethnic processes” so prevalent in
the Soviet period. In the third part, I focus on the two processes of decentralization: a plural political life that questions the legitimacy of state-backed
nationhood, and a plural editorial market that tests academia’s monopoly over
the contents of nationhood.
Ethnogenesis, the Soviet Orthodoxy for
Nationhood, and Kyrgyz Exceptionalism
Modern historiography regarding Kyrgyzstan emerged during the first
decades of Soviet rule and crystallized in the post-World War II period.
In the 1920s and early 1930s, historical accounts were mostly devoted to
the struggle of the progressive forces of the Kyrgyz nation against its multiple enemies, ranging from local feudal exploiters and conservative beys
to Russian chauvinistic forces. In the late 1930s, with the structuring of
National-Bolshevism in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic,4
the federal republics—Kyrgyzstan became one only in 1936—were allowed
to look for a more sophisticated historical narrative. The new narrative had
to follow Stalin’s definition of the nation: “A nation is a historically evolved,
stable community of language, territory, economic life, and psychological
make-up manifested in a community of culture.”5 Territory and economic life
were at the core of the Soviet process of forming national entities during the
delimitation period of the 1920s and 1930s,6 while a community of culture
was already worked out by ethnographers, and a community of language
was in the process of being shaped by Stalinist linguistics.7 The “historically
evolved” nature of the nation was, paradoxically, more difficult to grasp as
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it posits the development of a plausible storyline explaining the immemorial
existence of the nation on its current territory.
The core historical argument took the form of “ethnogenesis,” a concept
supposedly authenticating the overlap between a people aware of its distinct
identity, its territory, and a state structure. An article in the journal Sovetskaya
etnografiya in 1942 proclaimed the birth of the discipline of ethnogenetics
(etnogenetika) that could only “attain its authentic scientific realization in the
Soviet Union, on the basis of the theories of Marxism-Leninism, and with
the help of progressive teachings in the domain of linguistics such as those
of Nikolai Marr.”8 This ethnogenetic discourse emerged within the specific
context of the late 1930s, as a response to German critics arguing the nonEuropean essence of the Slavic people and their illegitimate claim to be part of
the Indo-European or Aryan legacy.9 These historiographic polemics pushed
Soviet discourse to reject all migrationist theories. What applied to the Slavs,
as the original target of the Nazi discourses, extended equally to all the peoples
of the Soviet Union. Following the lead of the Slavs, all Soviet nationalities
were invited to play the autochthonism card and challenge migrationist ideas.
Aleksandr Bernshtam (1910–1956), a famous Soviet archeologist who
specialized in Kyrgyz history, asserted that migrationist theories were
“reactionary” and derived from bourgeois science whose goal was to diminish the Soviet peoples’ place in world history.10 In 1936, at the initiative of
Academician Yurii Got’e, the Ancient History of the Peoples of the USSR
(Drevnyaya istoriya narodov SSSR) was published. The All-Union Academy
of Sciences decided to pursue this initiative further and organized, under
A.D. Udal’tsov’s leadership, four scholarly conferences on ethnogenesis. The
conference focusing on Central Asia was held in August 1942 in Tashkent
and involved some fifteen researchers, mostly Russians, whose papers were
published in summary form in a 1947 volume of Sovetskaya etnografiya.11
This foundational conference established the principles of ethnogenesis for
Central Asia as a region: each eponymous people with their own republic
was to establish a dynasty of reference and identify a chronologically welldefined historical period in which the process of the nation’s formation was
completed; the period should be as ancient as possible for maximum prestige
value.
By the late 1940s, all the Central Asian republics had at least one book that
established the principle of ethnogenesis—all except Kirgizia. Reconciling
the different historical sources that mention the term “Kyrgyz” proved difficult and required a choice between two different approaches: either make the
autochthonist claim that the Kyrgyz were the original inhabitants of the TianShan mountains, but do without authoritative historical sources to document
it, or glorify the Kyrgyz as having constituted a “state” since ancient times
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but in various places located outside the borders of the present-day republic,
mostly in the Altai region, and therefore recognizing that Kyrgyz migrated
over time. Neither of these two solutions was acceptable, considering the
underpinning logic of the ethnogenesis doctrine.
In 1952, the Kyrgyz branch of the Soviet Academy of Sciences expressly
asked the Presidium in Moscow to organize a series of new ethnological expeditions with the hope of collecting new evidence for one theory or the other.
A special session of the Academy of Sciences, held in Frunze (now Bishkek)
in 1956, was devoted exclusively to the question of the ethnogenesis of the
Kyrgyz, and three anthologies were slated for publication between 1956 and
1959, exploring this ethnogenetic question with combined approaches from
ethnology, linguistics, folklore, and physical anthropology, with the hope
of reaching a definitive consensus.12 Bernshtam’s conclusion, reflecting the
dominant view, was officially reproduced in 1956 in the first History of the
Kirgiz SSR (Istoriya kirgizskoi SSR): unlike its neighbors, the ethnogenesis
of the Kyrgyz happened in multiple historic stages, with no foundational
dynasty, and in multiple places, from Altai to the Tian-Shan.13 Kyrgyzstan
was thus—already—standing apart from the regional ideological framework,
allowing for a greater diversity of opinions to be expressed, precisely because
of the lack of an orthodox historiography. However, it fully participated in the
Soviet search for “patriotic archeology,” with archeological expeditions trying to demonstrate that a unique genius lay at the heart of each of the cultures
encompassed within the Soviet Union, which was thus projected onto the past
as a historical space unified since time immemorial.
In the 1960s and even more the 1970s, Soviet historiography on nationhood was enriched by its growing interaction with ethnology. Under the influence of Yulian Bromley (1921–1990), director of the Moscow-based N.N.
Miklukho-Maklai Institute of Anthropology and Ethnography, the term etnos
became one of the major intellectual tools of Soviet science.14 Bromley was
in part inspired by Sergei Shirokogoroff (1887–1939), an ethnologist who
had immigrated to China to escape the Bolshevik Revolution and who developed a general model of classification of ethnic groups (etnos) as humanity’s
equivalent for species based on his studies of a Siberian people, the Tunguz.15
Bromley endowed this postulate with the norms of a Marxist reading of history. For him, the etnos was a socio-historical phenomenon that could be
explained by the forces of production and the social relations stemming from
them. Bromley claimed that etnos identity, although it is a historical and not
a biological phenomenon, remains absolute once it emerges: it passes from
one generation to the next and forces itself on individuals who are unable to
renounce it, to mix with others, or to evolve in time. It forms what Soviet
academia named genofond, a supposedly specific “gene pool” that embodies
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a collective destiny superior to individual will and views the nation as a living
organism with its own essence.16 The nationhood of the Soviet peoples thus
shifted from a mostly historical definition to a more ethnic-based one.
Physical anthropology came to reinforce the salience of ethnic unity.
Mutually supporting data from craniology, serology, odontology, and dermatology were displayed to affirm the physical unity of the nation. The internal divisions represented by tribes, clans, or regionalisms were treated as
matters of history or folklore, “vestiges” (perezhitki) that are doomed and
scarcely relevant to understanding the reality of contemporary societies.
Kyrgyz Soviet society was thus thought of as having been liberated from
these “backward” traditions and symbols of times gone by and as shaped
only by its current class status. Combined with the assertion of the people’s
physiological unity, the ethnogenetic discourse made it possible to affirm
the modernity of society: no disruptive internal element such as tribal divisions, considered “shameful,” could challenge the existence of an indivisible
nation.17 Kyrgyz ethnology, as its Soviet sisters, specialized heavily in the
study of what it called “ethnic processes” (etnicheskie protsessy), that is,
the supposed evolution of ethnic identity based on ethnographical data.
However, for Kyrgyz ethnographers, the study of these ethnic processes
was complicated because genealogies or line descents were considered to
be a “surviving remnant.” Collecting genealogies was thus forbidden, and
ethnographers were obliged to keep to a discussion of the “remnants” of
“tribalism” (traibalizm), and to present “clan-tribal relations” (rodoplemennye svyazi) as a folklore inherited from the past that no longer had any reality
in contemporary society.18
While Soviet propaganda was busy advocating the friendship between peoples and their possible merger into a single nation, ethnologists were inquiring
into the methods used by each people to protect their genofond. According
to the doctrine, members of an etnos inherited cultural behaviors and tended
instinctively to protect their gene pool. The dominant statement that an etnos
was unable to mix with others without being destroyed led Soviet ethnology
to promote endogamy as a means to stabilize the “gene pools” of each people
and to guarantee respect for their traditions. The idea that some peoples had
incompatible gene pools and “ethnic behavior” (etnicheskie povedeniya)
became widespread, particularly in the publications put out by the republican
Academies of Sciences. This shift of narrative went hand-in-hand with the
intense indigenization (korenizatsiya) of academic and university circles in
the 1970s. The new generation of scholars could be entirely trained in the
republic—even if getting a PhD in Moscow or Leningrad was held in high
regard—and the number of ethnic Kyrgyz faculty grew in comparison to a
previously Slavic-dominated milieu.19
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From Ethnogenesis to Statehood:
Manas and kyrgyzchilik
Historiographical discourses on ethnogenesis and ethnological doctrines of
“ethnic processes” were upheld as orthodoxy throughout the entire Soviet
period, and even into independence. They are part of a continuity between the
Soviet and the post-Soviet periods. Political authorities, intellectual circles,
and the population share the assumption that a national ideology is a critical
element of statehood that contributes fundamentally to guaranteeing social
order.20
The ethnogenesis doctrine posits—implicitly during Soviet times, explicitly after 1991—that the nation-state emerges as the legitimate result of
centuries of ethnic genesis. Formulated in a post-Soviet framework, it means
positing “statehood” (gosudarstvennost’) as the obvious goal of the nation.
Nationhood and statehood are hypothesized as intimately linked: the supposed presence of an ancient people on its present territory confers contemporary political legitimacy and implies that the titular group intersects with
the state both territorially and culturally.21 Post-Soviet Kyrgyz historiography
is thus built on a teleological logic: it is the history of the nation marching
toward its independence. The ideas that futures are multiple and that linearity
is a retroactive construction of the historian are not considered.22 Historical
moments that are inconsistent with this linearity are conceptualized as transgressions that hijacked the nation from its destiny and put it into hibernation
until the moment it “woke” again.
History is also ethnicized. Peasants and nomads are exaggeratedly foregrounded as the repository of national authenticity, whereas urban cultures, in
which minorities are dominant, receive more discrete mentions. The nation is
also an ethnos that possesses a genofond to be preserved, often expressed in
the form of cultural and linguistic purism. National history is therefore simultaneously populist and statist, as was Stalinist National-Bolshevism: statist,
because only the state represent the completed form of national consciousness; and populist, because the ethnicized people form the center of attention,
as is proven by the incessant references to a national mentality (mentalitet)
or psyche.23
To pursue the Soviet tradition of “patriotic archaeology,” the first president of independent Kyrgyzstan, Askar Akaev, organized several jubilees,
most notably the 3,000-year anniversary of the city of Osh. However, the
jubilee also had a clear political aim, that of curbing the popularity of the
former secretary of the Kyrgyz Communist Party, Absamat Masaliev, who
scored 80 percent of votes in the 1995 presidential election in his native Osh
region.24 In 2003, Akaev celebrated “2,200 years of Kyrgyz statehood” in the
hope of reviving his declining popularity and improving public support ahead
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of the 2005 presidential elections.25 On this occasion, the Academy of Sciences published a new history textbook, History of the Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan,
uniquely centered on the titular ethnic group.26 However, compared with the
history textbooks of neighboring republics, those edited in Kyrgyzstan are
more nuanced. The idea that the Kyrgyz went through a unique ethnogenesis
at a precise time and place remains contested, with most textbooks giving
priority to the notion that there were multiple phases of “ethnic crystallization.” The textbooks also recognize that the territory of the Kyrgyz has spread
out enormously, stretching from Siberia (Altai) to present-day Kyrgyzstan,
whereas their neighbors lay claim to their autochthonism or nativeness.27 The
historiographic vacillations inherited from the 1950s have therefore been carried over into the contemporary corpus and are recognized and accepted as
the dominant framework.
Unlike its neighbors, Kyrgyzstan cannot celebrate a founding dynasty
whose reign would be commemorated as the golden age of the nation, a glory
to be reached again in the future. To compensate for the absence of any
historically proven dynasties or founders, the authorities have focused their
attention on the hero of Kyrgyz great national epic, Manas. The Manas epic,
celebrated for being longer than Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, was recorded in
written form for the first time by the Kazakh ethnologist and historian Chokan
Valikhanov in the Issyk-Kul region in 1856, then completed by Vassilii
Radlov, who, between 1862 and 1869, noted down further episodes from the
Bugu in the Tekes Valley, the Sary-Bagysh of Issyk-Kul, and the Soltu of the
Tokmak region. During the Soviet period, the great bards Sayakbay Karalaev
and Sagynbay Orozbakov gave the epic poem its definitive form. The facts
related in the epic are vague enough to facilitate today’s many attempts at
ideological appropriation.
In the first years of the USSR, the epic was rather well received. In 1925,
poet Kasym Tynystanov, first minister of Education of the Kyrgyz republic,
recommended the publication of Manas, but the rise of Stalinism blocked
the project. Not until 1946 would it be possible to see an extract of the epic
poem published in Moscow, when the Kyrgyz “lobby” nominated the opera
Manas for the Stalin Prize. But Manas fell victim to the ideological hardening in the arts and culture symbolized by Andrei Zhdanov (1896–1948), who
accused the epic of “bourgeois cosmopolitanism.” In 1951–1952, the ideological struggle over Manas raged between the two official Kyrgyz dailies,
Kyzyl Kyrgyzstan, which was in favor of the epic, and Sovetskaya Kirgiziya,
which echoed Moscow’s official line, as well as between the sections of the
Communist Party in Moscow and in Frunze (today’s Bishkek). The major
figures of the Kyrgyz cultural world, such as Aali Tokombaev, who was
member of the Party and a deputy in the Soviet Supreme of the Kyrgyz
Republic; Kasymaly Bayalinov, then president of the Writer’s Union; and
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writer Tugelbay Sydykbekov, took a stance in favor of the epic poem.28 In
1952, official discourse shifted and criticized the epic for being anti-Russian,
anti-Chinese—at the time a serious political crime given the Sino-Soviet
honeymoon—and pan-Islamic. Celebrated Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov
re-opened the discussion in the 1980s, and the first statue to Manas, the hero
of the epic, was eventually erected in 1985.
With independence, Manas was acclaimed as the embodiment of Kyrgyzstan’s nationhood. Manas is now considered to be a historical figure
who lived in the ninth century, the man who gathered the scattered Kyrgyz
clans together and launched the great campaign of 840–842, which laid
the foundation of the first Kyrgyz state. President Akaev, with the support of UNESCO, organized a jubilee marking the millennium of Manas in
1995. The authorities built a historical park, Manas Ordo, around Kümböz,
a Karakhanid-era mausoleum thought to be his final resting place, which is
situated in his supposed birthplace, Talas. In 2014, almost 150,000 people
visited Manas Ordo,29 confirming its status as one of Kyrgyzstan’s main
tourist spots.
For the celebration of 2,200 years of Kyrgyz statehood, Akaev invoked
Manas as the embodiment of statehood, with a book published under his
supposed authorship, Kyrgyz Statehood and National Epos Manas. In it, he
did not hesitate to draw religious parallels: “For the Kyrgyz people, Manas
is more than an epic. . . . It is what the Bible is to Christians”; “My thoughts
lead me to draw a parallel between Manas and the biblical figure of Moses
who took back his people to their native country, leading them out of captivity.”30 During the festivities, the Kyrgyz president delivered a political speech
in which he formulated “seven commandments” drawn from the epic and
declared that he would make them the core of his program of action for independent Kyrgyzstan: (1) Unity and Cohesion of a Nation, (2) International
Concord, Friendship, and Cooperation, (3) National Honor and Patriotism,
Prosperity Through Hard Work and Knowledge, (4) Humanism, (5) Generosity and Tolerance, (6) Harmony with Nature, and (7) Consolidation and Protection of Kyrgyz Statehood. “By seeking to evaluate the Manas epic from
the viewpoint of the idea of the state that it contains,” wrote Akaev, “it is easy
to see that for the ancient Kyrgyz people and its constituents, the epic was a
prototype for the national constitution, a code of laws and decrees, a code of
honor and morals, a testament for the Kyrgyz generations to come.”31
Since the 1990s, the discipline of “Manasology” has become mandatory
in all university curricula. It follows a syllabus focused on both knowledge
of the epic poem itself, its main characters and events, the values it defends,
and its role in national construction.32 The Academy of Sciences launched the
National Center for Manasology, exclusively devoted to studying the epic,
and a group of literature and folklore specialists, led by the Center’s director,
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Sagymbay Orozbakov, worked from 1994 to 2014 to compile and publish a
monumental nine-volume edition of Manas.33
To Bishkek’s chagrin, in 2003 China launched the first campaign to
include Manas on UNESCO’s list of National List of Intangible Cultural
Heritage. Beijing claimed to be acting on behalf of its Kyrgyz minority in
Xinjiang.34 UNESCO approved China’s application in 2009. If the Kyrgyz
political authorities are proud of this international recognition, they nonetheless had to live down the humiliation of China’s having “stolen” the paternity
of the epic from them.
Despite this Chinese appropriation, Manas remains the hero who embodies
the values publicly cherished by the Kyrgyz state: a warrior defender of the
motherland, the incessant struggle for independence waged by the Kyrgyz,
and the need for self-reliance, although the multi-ethnic nature of Manas’
entourage is also emphasized.35 However, its applicability for nationhood is
not easy, and it may raise more questions than it can answer. For instance, the
epos insists on the division of the Kyrgyz tribes, depicting them as unable to
unify except when fighting an external enemy. It does not specify to which
tribe Manas belonged, only that he was born in today’s Talas region.36
Aside from Manas, the Kyrgyz have few historical figures available to
construct a national pantheon. Among the oldest is Yusuf Khass Hajib,
also known as Yusup Balasagun, an eleventh-century Turkic poet based
in Balasagun, the capital of the Karakhanid Empire, which was located on
Kyrgyzstan’s territory—but the Uyghur contest this heritage. For more modern periods, the country can celebrate Atake baatyr, who initiated contacts
with the Russian Empire of Catherine the Great at the end of the eighteenth
century. In addition, there is Kurmanjan Datka (1811–1907), nicknamed “The
Queen of Altai,” a female tribal leader who initiated annexation to Russia and
fought against the Uzbek-led Bukhara Emirate and Kokand khanate and her
adviser Shabdan baatyr (1839–1912). That these are pro-Russian figures presents no difficulties in the country: Russophobia is very limited, and Kyrgyz
nationalist groups are more guided by historical rivalries with Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan, as well as strong Sinophobia.37
To make up for the lack of historical continuity, the political authorities have turned to campaigns to “raise national awareness,” with efforts to
brand “Kyrgyzness” or some unique “Kyrgyz path” (kirgizchilik) and to the
revival of sanjyras, which are traditional Kyrgyz genealogies. The celebrated
Kirgizchilik means respect for ancestral customs (ata babadan kalgan salt),
duties stemming from kinship (tuuganchilïk) and from genealogical belonging (uruuchuluk), in particular knowledge of one’s lines of descent for several generations, and local history (jurtchuluk).38 The parliament is one of
the main sounding boards for this discourse, as MPs have to cultivate their
constituencies, which are often rural origin. As Jacquesson notes, they make
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use of a simple diction but one that has significant political consequences,
which is that “the best leaders are those with whom we share a common
ancestor”.39 The political authorities’ interest in genealogies was confirmed
by the 1996 publication of the genealogy of President Akaev, which claimed
that he belongs to the Sarïbagïsh clan, which as a long tradition of holding
power.40 These genealogies have recently invaded the educational system,
with textbooks that mention the tribal origins of the main national heroes.41
The Soviet prism has thus been at once maintained and transformed within
the new framework of independence. The principle of ethnogenesis remains
the theoretical foundation that authenticates the nation: the quest to find an
overlap between an awareness of the nation/ethnicity and the state/struggle
for it is henceforth reformulated under the umbrella of statehood. This linearity is materialized in the official appropriation of the Manas epic that, once
forbidden, today is sanctified not only as the historical incarnation of the
nation, but also as the living “encyclopedia” of the cultural and moral values
of the Kyrgyz nation. The ethnic obsession of Soviet ethnography has been
carried over into kirgizchilik, a symbol of the quintessence of the etnos and
of its values, and into the sanjyras, which, with official state sanction, make
it possible to chart the “substructures” comprising the modern nation.
Nationhood Decentralized? A Plural
Market for Narratives on the Nation
However, it is probably in the production of discourse on the nation that the
change is most abrupt. This change had its full effect not with the immediate
collapse of the Soviet Union, but rather a decade later, once the political and
social fabric of Kyrgyzstan had been altered. In Soviet times, the state and
academia were the sole authorized bearers of discourse on collective identity.
Academia was made up of civil servants working to fulfill the political objectives of the state apparatus. This model was challenged with independence
but remains the standard for both the political elites and academic personnel. However, this centralized process of stating—and staging—the nation
has been increasingly tested by the pluralistic nature of Kyrgyzstan’s public
space: pluralism emerged both among politicians and within “civil society,”
each with different agendas that use the realm of nationhood to advance
new societal projects. The first plurality pertains to the political elites stricto
sensu, many of whom raise the issue of nationhood as an agenda by which
to obtain political legitimacy and to capture constituencies. The second zone
of pluralism is academia, which is being increasingly fragmented due to the
emergence of competing institutions and, more important, by new, popularly
produced interpretations of nationhood.
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Pluralism and the State
In the 2000s, some political elites, often associated with the southern regions
of the country, developed a narrative on nationhood that directly challenged
the state-produced discourse. In their perception, state-backed nationhood
presented several disadvantages. First, it is too oriented toward creating a
civic nation with preferential rights given to the ethnic minorities—both the
Russians/Russian speakers and the Uzbeks.42 According to them, this trend
toward a civic nation, sponsored by Western perceptions and funders, could
threaten the revival and reassertion of the Kyrgyz nation, its language, and its
traditions and push Kyrgyzstan toward a failing nationhood where the titular
nation does not control the country’s future. Second, they denounced the
state-backed narrative as produced mostly by northern elites. The writing of
history would be too northern-centered (Manas himself is seen as a symbol of
the North), focused on the relationship with Russia and Kazakhstan, favoring
a positive reading of Russian colonization and the Soviet decades, and giving no room for the southern elites to express their regional identity and their
Fergana-centered sensitivities.43
The more assertive Kyrgyz nationalism that emerged in reaction to the
civic vision of Kyrgyzstan was embraced as a tool for southern political
figures—even if some northern politicians also supported it. Kurmanbek
Bakiev, president after the Tulip Revolution until his overthrow in 2010,
relied on a different style of political mobilization than his predecessor, and
his legitimacy, both symbolically (creating narrative) and pragmatically
(creating consensus among elites), was based on a more affirmed Kyrgyz
nationalism.44 Two other figures also promoted a muscular discourse about
Kyrgyz identity: parliamentary deputy Adakhan Madumarov, who did not
hide his ethno-nationalist convictions in declaring that the “Kyrgyz in the
country are masters of their own house, the others are only renters”;45 and,
to a lesser extent, Omurbek Tekebaev, a former presidential candidate and
leader of the opposition group Ata-Meken (Fatherland).
With the 2005 Tulip Revolution and the partial change of elites, the state
narrative lost its previous uniformity. The new ruling elites shared with their
predecessors the assumption that the state should generate a unifying ideology, but the contents of it became more difficult to define once Akaev’s
regime was removed. The Bakiev era was marked by a long succession
of—mostly failed—attempts to build a new state narrative, with several
commissions in charge of finding the appropriate components. One predated
the Tulip Revolution: the “Ideological Program of Kyrgyzstan: Charter for
the Future” was launched in 2003. But the main attempts happened under
Bakiev. On December 30, 2005, Bakiev signed a decree establishing a working group invested with a mission to elaborate “guidelines (kontseptsiia) for
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the state and national ideology of Kyrgyzstan.” This commission was first
chaired by Dastan Sarygulov, a former secretary of the local communist
party, who continued his political career as governor of the Talas region.
He is known for advocating an anti-Muslim ethno-religious revival called
Tengrism (see below). The Sarygulov Commission reported interviewing
several thousand people and asking them to answer questions about national
ideology. The pupils of the last classes of secondary school also had to hand
in an essay on “What should be the ideology of the state of Kyrgyzstan?”46
Sarygulov was quickly forced to resign, but calls for a more assertive Kyrgyz
voice continued. In 2006–2007, State Secretary Adakhan Madumarov was
appointed head of the commission in charge of developing “guidelines for a
pan-national ideology.”47 As the Madumarov Commission proved unable to
forge consensus, no guidelines were ever published, and it was disbanded as
part of the 2009 government reorganization.
The state elites were not the only ones trying to formulate a new nationhood narrative with a more ethnonationalist color. Between 2005 and 2010,
the number of political groups using the Kyrgyz ethnic nation as their point
of reference multiplied. In summer 2005, a new nationalist party was created. Uluu Biridik (Great Unity) was led by the former vice governor of the
Issyk-Kul region, Emilbek Kaptagaev, a member of the united opposition
against Bakiev. The party’s first mission was declared to be the preservation
(sberezhenie) of the Kyrgyz people, and it called for defining Kyrgyzstan as
the ethnic state of the Kyrgyz.48 Kaptagaev has made regular calls to strip
Russian of its official-language status, arguing that such recognition damages
the development of Kyrgyz national consciousness. Then in 2007, the first
kurultay (a traditional assembly or council in Turkic and Mongol cultures)
of self-described “national-patriotic” forces convened in Osh. This kurultay
brought together several tens of small, scattered political groups.49 Sarygulov
accused the authorities of having “lost the sense of the holiness of the homeland,”50 and Nazarbek Nyshanov, leader of the Patriotic Party of Kyrgyzstan,
made similar remarks. After the overthrow of Bakiev and the introduction of
a parliamentary system in 2010, the new political diversity allowed ethnic
nationalism to be heralded as a political agenda by party such as Ata-Jurt, but
also by political figures such as the former ombudsman Tursunbai Bakir uulu
(Ar-Namys), famous for his advocacy of political Islam.
Pluralism and Academia
Pluralism also emerged inside the academic realm. Kyrgyz higher education has been deeply transformed and weakened by two decades of painful
economic transformation. The Academy of Sciences and its Institutes lost
a major share of their funding, human capital, and scientific legitimacy.
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Intellectual circles became more diverse and, because of the country’s openness to foreign initiatives, Kyrgyzstan became a particularly competitive
environment for higher education.51 Many private universities—the SlavicRussian University, the American University, the OSCE Academy, and several Turkish universities—attracted young professionals and the best scholars
away from state-run institutions, providing a more dynamic environment
with higher salaries and better international career prospects. These institutions tend to produce plural narratives that do not necessarily follow the state
storyline, and they offer a more diversified market for textbooks publishers.
Compared with the Soviet era, contemporary Kyrgyz academia has also
shed its unidirectional approach. If the idea that the mission of intellectuals is
to substantiate a national ideology is still largely shared by academic elites,
looking for a unifying ideology has become more challenging. The Soviet
models for discussing ethnogenesis have faced fundamental criticism. Polemics among Russian scholars, which are closely followed by their Kyrgyz
counterparts, have also influenced local scholars. Bromley’s theories and
their primordialism have been challenged by the new director of the Moscow
Institute for Ethnology and Anthropology, Valerii Tishkov, a passionate
supporter of a constructivist approach,52 and the debates in the main Russian ethnological journal, Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, have reverberated in
Kyrgyz publications such as Izvestiya Natsional’noi Akademii Nauk. Physical
anthropology, considered a legitimate discipline during the Soviet decades,
has fallen into obscurity, while at the same time the arrival of population
genetics has created a smokescreen, seeming indirectly to validate biologybased approaches.53
Finally, alternative history has become an important component of the
popular production of narratives on nationhood. The combination of freedom of speech and the market economy in the publishing world has created
a boom in alternative histories across the former Soviet Union. The genre
blurs the boundaries between legitimate science and popular knowledge and
enables numerous actors to invade public space with their own, sometimes
highly imaginative, narratives. This includes rewriting national and world
history, conspiracy theories, counterfactuals, and the paranormal—especially the study of parallel worlds and the mysteries of ancient civilizations.
While some authors label these alternative histories as fiction, others position
themselves in direct competition with what they denounce as “official scholarship.” The decline of the Marxist meta-narrative has generated new interpretative frames, including the notions that no single explanation is legitimate
and that “hidden hands” have shaped history.54
In Kyrgyzstan, alternative history has taken the form of pan-Turkic nationalism. This may seem contradictory: Kyrgyz—as well as Kazakh—ethnonationalism is based on references to a superior identity to that of the nation
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alone, one that encompasses the other Turkic neighbors and nomads. With
ethno-nationalism being mainly framed as a cultural response to Russian
and Uzbek domination, belonging to a bigger Turkic entity is not received
as inconsistent.
Personalities such as the historian Lev Gumilev (1912–1992), son of poet
Anna Akhmatova, and a semi-dissident during the Soviet era, who advocates
a Turkic-centered historical metanarrative, enjoyed unique posthumous prestige in the country—as well as in Russia and Kazakhstan. President Akaev,
for example, quoted Gumilev several times, repeatedly acknowledging him
as a source of inspiration for his own analysis of the peoples of the steppe.55
Gumilev straddles the worlds of academia and pseudoscience, and his scientific output has produced heated debated between those who consider him one
of the greatest historians of the Turkic world and those who see him merely
as a marginal figure. Gumilev embodies a specific version of Eurasianism that
gives prominence to Turkic peoples, particularly nomads, and which projects
a magnified history stretching from the large migrations of the Huns to the
Mongol Empire. Gumilev’s biology-based definition of ethnos and valorization of the nomadic past made him a key reference for many Kyrgyz scholars
with a nationalist sensibility.56
More clearly identified as promoting alternative histories, figures such as
Murad Adzhi helped spread an epic vision of the Turkic past and its role in
world history. Adzhi’s work can be considered as the Turkic equivalent of
the New Chronology movement advanced by Anatolii Fomenko in Russia,
which states that Russia was the cradle of great major ancient civilizations but
had its legacy stolen by German historiographers in the service of European
powers in their fight against Russia.57 An economist by training, Adzhi specialized in the early 1990s in an alternate history of the Turkic world, claiming that a huge historiographical plot had been orchestrated by the Russians
to erase from the eyes of the world the existence of the unity of the Turkic
world and its state, Desh i Kipchak.58 Silently borrowing from the “sun theories” of Ottoman Turkey, Adzhi proclaims that Turks are the origin of all the
great ancient and modern civilizations, that they brought Christianity to the
European barbarians, and that Turkish was the lingua franca of Europe and
of Eurasia until the Renaissance. His best-known book, Europe, Turks, and
the Great Steppe, published in 1998, was widely available in Kyrgyzstan and
in Kazakhstan and inspired many local writers to produce similar storylines
for popular consumption. His success declined in the 2000s with the refocus
on local historiographical production on genealogies.
Kyrgyz alternative history has also taken the form of Tengrist nationalism.
Tengrism emerged as a more ethnocentric alternative to the state-backed
narrative in the 1990s and early 2000s.59 Supporters of Tengrism stated that
Islam is a religion foreign to the Kyrgyz nation, which should go back to
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its pre-Islamic belief in the Sky, or Tengri, that is present in Turkic mythology. Tengrism developed in several autonomous republics of Russia, from
Tatarstan to Buriatia, as well as in Kazakhstan, but it has gained the highest
visibility in Kyrgyzstan because of Dastan Sarygulov. Close to Bakiev, who
appointed him to the prestigious office of state secretary, Sarygulov tried to
officialize a new national ideology that would be largely founded on Tengrism, without success. His association, Tengir-Ordo, attracted the support of
several other figures seeking to revive Tengrism, more as a national ideology
than a religion, even if some followers boast of practicing animist rituals.
Tengrism can be considered as the local version of a New Age movement,
insofar as it endorses an individualized religion, has no holy texts or clergy,
emphasizes harmony with nature, and encourages ethnic nativism.60
More important, the public space devoted to debating nationhood has been
deeply transformed by the mass production and mass consumption of genealogies and local history, which have emerged as a “field,” per se. As insightfully explored by Svetlana Jacquesson, the popular mass media accounts of
the 1990s about Kyrgyz customs and traditions accelerated in the early 2000s
into a frenzy for genealogical searches (uruu/uruk), narratives, and family
trees, with an impressive level of popular involvement. Progressively, fluid
oral traditions consolidated into fixed narratives that are now presented as
reflecting the “true” and “authentic” roots of the Kyrgyz nation.61 This process challenged the conventional state-backed nationhood project, largely
inherited from Soviet academia, which dismissed genealogies as shameful
and conflated political clans with lines of descent. On the contrary, genealogy is now regarded as the embodiment of an authentic Kyrgyz democracy,
providing a written form to a collective identity and memory where morality
plays an important role.62 The construction of this popular knowledge about
nationhood has been facilitated by the Internet, where numerous sites offer
genealogical reconstructions or discuss them. Once again, academic knowledge seems dispossessed of its right to speak at the expense of a narrative on
nationhood presented as the advent of the people. Amateurs or connoisseurs
in local history have reached such levels of notoriety that from now on it will
be difficult for official historiographers to avoid integrating their narratives
into the officially produced one.
Conclusions
In this chapter, I hypothesized that at stake for Kyrgyzstan is not the binary
choice between a civic nation or an ethnic nation, but the evolution from a
monopoly over the production of nationhood to an open market shaped by
multiple actors and narratives. In their chapter in this volume, David Gullette
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and John Heathershaw accurately insist on the importance of collective emotions in the definition of sovereignty, as well as on the necessity for scholars
to explore the field of affectivity to understand the current diffuse, but sustained, feeling that the fundamentals of Kyrgyz sovereignty are threatened.
An additional component could be added to their argument, namely that current Kyrgyzstan lacks a hegemonic voice that would achieve a consensus on
staging the nation.
The state in Kyrgyzstan no longer speaks with one voice: elites in power,
the presidential apparatus, the parliament, and the political parties, which
today develop more structured ideological platforms as part of the dynamic
of the parliamentary system put in place in 2010, all project multiple several, sometimes conflicting, narratives on nationhood.63 The state itself has
become an object of competition among different groups and, parallel to this,
nationhood features a range of offerings that are open to negotiation. This
decentralization has also hit the places of narrative production with full force:
academia has lost its uniformity but also its legitimacy—and with it probably
its exclusive claim to teach history at schools—and many alternative actors
are advancing their own agendas, claiming a right to participate in defining
the nation.
Exploring the efforts to produce a narrative on nationhood in Kyrgyzstan
thus opens the door to several broader theoretical debates, in particular concerning the growing overlap between consumers and producers. Similar to the
world of social media, each person alternates between the roles of consumer
and producer. This inherent, emerging plurality thus makes it possible to
blur the boundary between orthodox and heterodox narratives, between science and para-science, and between the global and the local. The fashion for
genealogical knowledge and local history, often mixed with broad statements
about globalization and the need to know one’s own roots, highlights this
“glocalism” aspect of Kyrgyz public space. This decentralized, competitive
production of rival discourses on nationhood gives many actors the impression of chaos, which echoes the fears related to endangered sovereignty.
Two components should be added to this discussion. First, this plurality
of narratives is increasingly a Kyrgyz-speaking one. The gap between the
rigidity of the Russian-speaking market on nationhood—mostly produced by
the state, academia, and official institutions—and the lively and multifaceted
Kyrgyz-speaking public space is growing. Second, a new actor has entered
this race to produce a narrative on the nation, and it is Islam-related. The success of neo-fundamentalist piety movements such as the Tablighi Jamaat and
other proselytizing groups in making Islamic components fashionable and
respectable, and in producing new individual and collective identities, adds a
supplementary, and probably decisive, element in the context of Kyrgyzstan’s
decentralized—and democratic—nationhood.
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