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1. Introduction 

When traveling in Central Asian republics one can witness the vast scale of building 

projects and buzz on the streets from the freshly rebranded Astana to the UNESCO heritage 

site in Khiva. The Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has sparked a boom of different Silk 

Road-related hotels, restaurants, and holiday resorts. Simultaneously, foreign investments in 

the region have shaped the infrastructure of the scarcely populated rural areas in Kazakhstan 

and Kyrgyzstan, and erected mosques, and academies in the region. China has already made 

substantial investments in the region. Turkey has similarly expressed interest in enhancing the 

cooperation of Turkic-speaking peoples by establishing the Cooperation Council of Turkic-

speaking States. 

The 2022 aggression in Ukraine and the following energy crises have brought to the 

table the need to replace the supply routes coming through Russia and to find new partners for 

supplies. The Suez Canal obstruction in 2021 highlighted the importance of EU presence in the 

region in maintaining stability and supply routes open from China. The oil pipelines and 

planned railroads running through the region have brought with them a new geostrategic aspect 

in the post-COVID-19 world. The year 2022 witnessed the first shipments of uranium from 

Central Asia to Canada and the first experimental shipment of crude oil from Kazakhstan to 

German refineries is due in January 2023. Also, the sustainability plan to build a railroad 

through Kyrgyzstan to connect China with Europe ought to be ready in January 2023. Earlier 

in 2022 China and Kyrgyzstan shook hands on building a railroad connecting the Xinjiang 

region to Tashkent through Kyrgyzstan and to Europe. The new railroad will reduce the length 

of the journey to Southeast Europe considerably. (RailFreight.com, 2022) Recently, also 

Russia has seen the need to invest in the railroad infrastructure in Kyrgyzstan by offering to 

connect several vital areas in eastern Kyrgyzstan with the capital and potentially to the Chinese 

railroad in the south. 

Due to its centrality between the East and the West, the region is slowly but inevitably 

regaining its old status as the connecting heartland. However, the EUR 1.02 billion the 

European Union has been able to allocate between 2014-2020 for Central Asia in its strategy 

hardly amounts to any considerable influence on its own. Alone in 2020, Turkey invested the 

same amount as its partners in Central Asia (Khitakhunov, 2021). Also, the Eurasian 

Development Bank has allocated $93 million in development aid to Kyrgyzstan for the year 

2023 alone (Interfax, 2022). Meanwhile, China has since the launch of the BRI in 2013 



5 

ELITE CAPTURE OF AID IN KYRGYZSTAN 

pumped over $22 billion into the region (CEPS, 2021). The funds the EU is allocating in the 

region need to be carefully distributed for maximum impact. In its 2019 strategy for the 

Central Asian region, the EU is strongly relying on its values as an export to attract business 

partners in Central Asia. 

Meanwhile, at the end of 2022, the reputation of the European financial institutions 

and the European Union itself is wallowing in scandals ranging from money laundering to 

corruption charges against high-level representatives of the Union. In the money-laundering 

scandals the Danish Danske Bank, Norwegian DNB ASA, Finnish Nordea, and the Swedish 

Swedbank were caught on laundering the assets on non-resident accounts. In practice, this 

meant the banks had been accepting funds without the knowledge of the beneficial owners or 

the origins of those funds. These funds were often tracked to the East. A study on the IMF 

data on inflows and outflows of financial direct investments (FDIs) reveals Russia and 

Europe are top destinations for Central Asian republics. Due to the failure of certain 

European countries to publish their beneficial owner registries, we must assume a good 

amount of these funds on the non-resident accounts originate from Central Asia – an area 

where the Union is relying on its values as the main export. This immoral practice has turned 

aid and FDIs into tools for personal enrichment for both the Central Asian financial elite and 

the European bankers. It has reduced taxpayers in both regions to debtors of these activities. 

Similarly, the corruption scandal unfolding at the end of 2022 in the European Union 

appears to trace itself back to the East, where the Union voices have piously criticized the 

corruption and human rights violations. Both these scandals have shaken the creditability of 

Western institutions, organizations, and values. These incidents have forced the national 

governments into taking action against the systematic laundering of foreign assets in Western 

banks and tackling corruption within their organizations. To salvage the EU’s reputation as 

the cradle of democracy and to maintain its values as a tradeable good, the Union needs to 

tackle the problems by regulating its financial instructions and governing organs. 

This study will contribute to the existing research by providing insight into what role 

the Central Asian financial elite and the Western bankers play in developing the region – 

namely its civil society. It also investigates the reputation of the Union among the ranks of 

the development aid’s end-users residing in the rural areas of Kyrgyzstan. Civil society 

represents the end-users of aid. It has a role in value bargaining and it is an essential element 

in providing accountability and transparency for a society striving towards more democratic 

governance. Consequently, a failure to act as an example of good governance and as a value 
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and stability broker in the region would have detrimental consequences for the West’s 

capacity to influence the region. 

Currently, the situation in the field suggests an inflation in the value of export. 

While the aid is welcomed, the forced sale of the accompanying European values is seen as 

an intrusion into the communities held together by their own traditional sets of values. The 

southern part of Kyrgyzstan lies in the fertile but historically unstable Fergana Valley. The 

impoverished region is becoming an important corridor on the Trans-Caspian route in linking 

the different existing railroad parts together and reaching the Caspian Sea. However, due to 

its unstable situation development projects are essential in bringing stability to the region. 

The 2022 Batken conflict between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and the Uzbek-Kyrgyz dispute 

over the Kempir-Abad reservoir are just some of the present issues that need to be resolved. 

In both cases, securing the fundamental needs of the people play an essential role. 

Unfortunately, there seems to exist a form of cognitive dissonance among the donors. 

Despite acknowledging the rampant corruption among the formal elites in the region, the 

donors prefer to collaborate with them instead of co-opting with the informal community 

leaders. Cooley and Heathershaw (2017) gave an excellent account of Western finance's 

influence on these traditional cooperatives – the local elites – by depicting them as immoral 

abuses of the financial system the Western bankers provide for them. Similarly, the local 

communities in the rural areas of Kyrgyzstan have been studied earlier by many great 

scholars from different fields including international studies (Radnitz, 2012; Sharshenova, 

2018), political geographers (Megoran, 2017), anthropologists (Ismailbekova, 2017), and 

others. This study seeks to bring these narratives together and assess the impact of finance on 

the receiving end.  

This study takes “aid” in the form of development aid through the EU or NGOs, and 

foreign direct investments in its scope. These instruments were thought to drive the 

development in the region in the original doctrine set for the Day One of independence in the 

post-Soviet republics. This study shows that the aid in its current form is detrimental to the 

development of the region. The most substantial contribution this study makes lies in its 

multidisciplinary approach, field research, and arguments in favour of the role of lineage and 

kinship as alternative mediums for aid and investment distribution. Traditional 

anthropological work often focuses on studying community structures and evaluating the 

reactions of a community to a global phenomenon. Thus, the multidisciplinary approach 

helps in assessing the impact of the global financial flows at the community levels. But it also 

gives us insight into how community practices are viewed on the global strata. Field research 
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contributes importantly to this study by reflecting on the community practices, in assessing 

their feasibility, but also by observing the real impact of the development policies on the 

ground. Additionally, this study argues that the current way of working that treats corruption 

simply as an unnecessary evil, needs to be reassessed. In developing countries where there is 

no formal “system of needs” in place, this unnecessary evil should be re-labelled as an 

alternative method for survival. 

1.2. The research puzzle 

Since the dawn of the independence of the old Soviet republics, the West has been 

assisting in the organization of the young republics in Central Asia. In 2022 many embassies 

in Central Asia celebrate 30 years of diplomatic relations with the republics. Billions of 

dollars have been pointed in assistance and scores of experts have been advising the local 

governments in the creation of institutions on their steps towards democracy. Yet the region 

remains as one of the most authoritarian in the world (Sharshenova, 2018). Freedom House 

with a score of 27 in freedom and 1,75 on the democracy scale ranks Kyrgyzstan as “not 

free”. Persistent problems include corruption (Transparency International, 2022), bad 

governance, press freedoms, (RSF, 2022) and biased courts (WJP, 2022) – the very same 

things West has been assisting with (Freedom House, 2022). Consequently, a country like 

Kyrgyzstan, after modelling as a student of democracy for 30 years and implementing 

Western democratic ideas, remains among the poorest countries with the GDP still falling 

below its pre-independence years. 

This research embarks on a field trip to map the different actors and policies framing 

the development plan in Kyrgyzstan from the early years of independence into today. guided 

by the research question:  

What is the impact of foreign aid on the development of civil society in Kyrgyzstan? 

The research question builds on two hypotheses assuming the less financial regulation 

of international aid flows, the less effective they are for the end-user; and the worse role 

model the benefactor presents, the more corrupt the beneficiary regime and consequently the 

society. 

1.3. Structure of the study 

My line of argumentation will cascade down through four separate chapters. Each 

chapter contributes to the general narrative by asking a question and answering it. As this 

study includes a multi-disciplinary approach. each chapter reviews the literature essential for 

the argument presented in the chapter.  
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The second chapter (“Washington Consensus”) introduces the conditions on the 

ground in Kyrgyzstan on Day One of independence. The chapter asks “what went wrong” in 

the first decade of independence. It points out the roles and responsibilities set for different 

actors and policies involved in running the country and provides an account of the conditions 

they were working with. This chapter argues that civil society in Kyrgyzstan was overlooked 

and its subsequent building was dismissed in the frenzy of the apparatchiks rushing to the 

international market. It highlights the role of the Washington Consensus’ “shock therapy” in 

deregulating and privatizing the economy, which led to capital flight and into the collapse of 

the public sector in Kyrgyzstan. The line between the state and the private became blurred. 

Consequently, few held a coherent picture of what was going on in Central Asia; least among 

them the western developers. The chapter concludes by establishing the importance of a 

functional civil society contributing to accountability and transparency in a country.  

The third chapter asks where the Kyrgyz civil society is. It argues there is a civil 

society in Kyrgyzstan responsible not only for a system of needs but accountability and 

transparency of the state. It is not among the third-sector international NGOs, as the 

Washington Consensus assumed. Rather, it is found in the Lineage Association and cascades 

down on the community level through informal kinship ties. However, the liberal developers 

keep misallocating this civil society’s locus for lack of transparency. In this chapter, I build a 

comparative view of Western, and Kyrgyz’s understanding of civil society. I show that 

despite the canonization of the Western model of civil society certain similarities advocating 

democratic decision-making can be identified in both.  

Additionally, I argue for a new way of thinking about the position of the middle class 

in Kyrgyzstan. Instead of placing it in the urban areas of the country, or among the somewhat 

wealthy shepherds in the rural area, I propose its location to be abroad. This diaspora has two 

class positions. One is the (often) working-class position in the host country, and the other is 

the middle-class position at home. Through their contributions, in terms of remittances, they 

function as an important life link for rural communities. However, these remittances are in 

danger due to the banks’ compliance requirements. The World Bank (30.11.2022) noted in its 

press release that while the share of remittances’ role in national economies in developing 

countries is growing, they are burdened by these compliance requirements.  

Realizing the double position of the middle class is important in the fight against 

money laundering and terrorist finance. An unfortunate trending method among the anti-

money laundering sector to pledge compliance for the regulators is to chase quick wins by 

interrupting household customers’ cross-border transactions. Understanding the importance 
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of these remittances for the Central Asian GDP and stability is vital when planning 

anticorruption and anti-money laundering initiatives. Failure to do so can create a vicious 

circle, where restrictions increase instability, which increases the risk of terrorist financing 

and encourages further restrictions. The chapter concludes by suggesting that the indifference 

towards, and the misunderstanding of Central Asian societies is often the result of the lack of 

understanding of the contingencies between different elites. 

The fourth chapter asks how the different elites can be identified in Kyrgyzstan. This 

chapter withholds the core argument of my research. It argues the current practice of aid 

distribution in Central Asia is detrimental to the civil society formation, and, consequently, 

for the development of democracy in the region. This lengthy chapter is structured as follows. 

It starts by producing an account of Scott Radnitz’s argument of an independent elite in 

Kyrgyzstan (Radnitz, 2012). I argue that while Radnitz’s account is sound in describing 

different survival methods the elites employ against the predatory regime, it gives too much 

credit for the independency of these elites. My research shows that these elites are dependent 

on one of two umbrella branches of elites in Kyrgyzstan. These branches, I suggest, are the 

international elite with a capacity to tap into international funds, and a national elite relying 

on the kinship networks at home. I argue that Radnitz’s ‘independent elite’ enjoys merely the 

independency to choose its allegiance with one or the other.  

Moreover, I show that the western financial institutions have become complicit in the 

capital flight and corruption prevailing in Central Asia. By lobbying for deregulation, the 

financial institutions have granted the international elite the capacity to access the 

international market and have made them adept at siphoning out assets from home through 

different financial vehicles and entities. Western finance and politicians are aware of this, but 

they are reluctant to obstruct the practice, as it is profitable for all parties. The Scandinavian 

banks caught funnelling funds from the East are most likely only the tip of that iceberg. 

Money laundering has been integrated as part of the financial culture. When the national 

regulators started asking their financial institutions to identify their client’s beneficial owners, 

a wave of exit policies followed, and the reports of suspected laundering cases went up two-

fold. This corrupt practice undermines the accountability of the states in Central Asia and any 

Western attempts to build trust and develop the region. These arguments are complemented 

with three practical samples of elite corruption. I will conclude this part by finding the state 

as a formal entity but without unaccountability. 

In its second part, the chapter takes a deep dive into the informal kinship relations and 

practices prevailing under the tündük of the Kyrgyz Lineage Associations. analyses an 



10 

ELITE CAPTURE OF AID IN KYRGYZSTAN 

anthropological narrative of the grassroots society structures and find some checks and 

balances regulating the national elite. The correct interpretation of these limitations, however, 

requires abandoning the liberal understanding of individual personhood and shifting the focus 

on collective statehood. The line of argumentation is elaborated with three real-life samples 

highlighting the different social practices in Kyrgyzstan. I conclude by affirming a form of 

corruption to be rampant in Kyrgyzstan. However, a benefactor should assess whether the 

corruption proliferates similarly between the two branches of elites. 

The fifth and final chapter asks whether our understanding of corruption should be 

revised. I present two arguments: Firstly, I argue that corruption may serve as alternative 

political framework for grassroots society level. Secondly, corruption sometimes functions as 

an alternative system of resource allocation and problem solving in a specific institutional 

and cultural setting. I show that corruption can have different rationes behind it By 

approaching corruption from a psychological, but also economical, standpoint it is possible to 

distinguish between grand corruption and corruption as a survival strategy. Grand corruption 

on a state level finds it as a necessary strategy in competing against the market. This immoral 

defence should not be confused with corruption taking place under the necessity to gain 

access to fundamental services or supplies. Additionally, distinguishing between different 

forms of corruption may have beneficial consequences for a society in reducing saturation of 

corrupt discourses. I provide an account from a psychology standpoint to support an 

argument where less saturation resonates directly to the overall attitudes towards corruption 

in a society.  

1.4. Methodology 

Research design and methods 

This research is a multidisciplinary qualitative single case study. The research consists 

of a theoretical research part, field research, interviews, and an election observation mission. 

Kyrgyzstan was chosen as the single case study among Central Asian republics as it presents 

a case, where the dependency on western assistance was most plenipotentiary. Kyrgyzstan’s 

lack of natural resources and infrastructure turned it quickly dependent on aid and 

consequently into a model student under western tutelage. Thus, it offers the most clinical 

sample among the republics on the results of that tutelage. Kyrgyzstan is, nevertheless, a 

rather researched subject thanks to the somewhat open atmosphere towards researchers. 

However, this research has mostly focused on its tribal/clan traditions (Collins, 2002; 

Gullette, 2010; Ismailbekova, 2017) and resilience as an “Island of Democracy” (Radnitz, 
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2012; Megoran, 2017), or on its imperial belonging as a part of Russia or Soviet Union 

(Fitzpatrick, 2005; Keller, 2020; Roy, 2000). As a student of Central Asia field research was 

thought necessary to substantiate any theoretical findings from this multidisciplinary library 

made available by earlier researchers with the reality on the ground.  

Some authors and scholars have also made claims publicly, or disclosed to me in 

private, that certain regions in Kyrgyzstan (namely parts of the South) were not involved in 

their research because of an existing language barrier. However, on occasion, I found these 

claims to be untrue or lacking, as Russian was still used as the lingua franca when discussing 

administrative language. In many cases when an informant would have been naturally 

inclined to discuss in the Kyrgyz language, seeing the question pattern I had prepared, they 

chose to communicate in Russian and often sufficiently well so. This in itself is a finding 

considering the role language has been thought to possess in governmentality, but also in 

mapping the possible grievances of these communities.  

Another erroneous feature encountered during the theoretical part was in the figures 

commonly used to determine global FDI flows. Often the data is extracted from the 

International Monetary Fund’s database. To avoid odd or relatively different results from my 

computations of these figures, it should be noted that the IMF database was updated in the 

Fall of 2022. As far as the author knows, previously the figures presented as FDI inflows and 

outflows were extracted from national banks. This meant in practice that while, for instance, 

Dutch outflows into Kyrgyzstan seemed relatively high compared to inflows, these figures 

consisted of only the reported flows from the respective national banks. Cooley and 

Heathershaw extracted their figures assumingly somewhere in 2012. When I first studied the 

figures in the Spring of 2022, an appendix was attached to the tables, which produced a 

second-party account of the flows between the two countries. The author does not know 

whether this documentation was available in 2012. Nevertheless, the appendix is today 

incorporated in the table figures, which makes reading them considerably easier. 

Unfortunately, it undermines some of the results of earlier data extractions made only in light 

of the national bank data. However, this should explain why the amounts presented in this 

study may vary considerably from the previously recorded financial flows. 

The research was conducted in three active parts. In the first part, a literature review 

was prepared with the field research in mind. Mostly this review comprehended studying 

regional history and culture to be able to engage in a communal environment. Parallel to a 

literature review, networking through different institutions and services was done in 

preparation for the field research. These institutions included the American University in 



12 

ELITE CAPTURE OF AID IN KYRGYZSTAN 

Central Asia and the OSCE Academy in Bishkek. The institutions were selected as they 

accepted an invitation for cooperation from my side. Especially the OSCE Academy helped 

assist with further networking. In addition, services such as Couchsurfing and social media 

platforms (mostly Instagram) were used in networking with the interviewees. While social 

media has become a rather common method of interaction between field researchers and local 

communities, the same (to the author’s knowledge) cannot be said of Couchsurfing. The 

platform facilitates contacting local hosts in different areas and to submit a request for a place 

to stay. Often these placements are literally on the host’s couch (hence the name). 

In Kyrgyzstan, the problem for field researchers is reportedly often trust issues. 

Travelling as a westerner (or as a local) among (different) local communities often invokes 

distrust, which interferes with information extraction. Especially some Kyrgyz female 

researchers were concerned about their safety on the field if travelling outside their own 

lineage borders. In that sense, western field research enjoys a fleeting advantage, as no reason 

to be concerned about my own, or my interpreters, safety arose. However, this was also the 

essence of conducting field research. My purpose was to map the practical implementations 

of aid, but also to understand the local sentiments towards Western aid and values. The 

question I was interested in was to what extent the values are selling as an export and what 

feelings they invoke. 

By my second field trip, the method of using Couchsurfing had proven so successful 

in networking and trust-building with possible interviewees, that I used it extensively during 

the four-month field research in the summer of 2022. During the first field trip in 2021, 

interview data were collected from local academics and community elders mostly in Chüi 

oblast, Song-Kul Lake district, and Osh town. The field research also contributed 

substantially to my understanding of the realities on the ground when planning for the second 

trip. 

The second part analyzed the collected data and based on the shortcomings prepared 

for more extensive field research in the coming summer. During the winter period, I 

participated as an observer in an ODIHR election observation mission in November 2021 to 

observe the parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan. During the mission, I was deployed 

(regrettably) again in Chüi oblast (although on the eastern side this time), where I was able to 

discuss with local communities on the voting practices in Kyrgyzstan.  

The third part consisted of the second field research trip and the following theoretical 

analysis. On the second trip, due to successful planning, I was able to cover more ground in 

Kyrgyzstan. Interviews were conducted in Karakol, Issyk-Kul, Kegen, Bishkek, Osh, Nookat, 
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and Sary-Tash districts. The districts were chosen to grant equal weight to the traditional 

divide of Kyrgyzstan between north and south because they hosted most festivities during the 

summer. It is also true that in the South Islam holds a stronger ground among the people. 

Therefore, to form a picture cutting across society this organization was necessary. The 

cultural events brought communities together and offered fertile grounds for data collection. 

In addition to the interviews with community representatives, also academics were 

interviewed. During the summer of 2022, I participated during four weeks on several classes 

on Central Asian relationships with different partners held at the OSCE Academy to engage 

with students, who were mostly from Central Asia. This experience was useful in 

understanding the future educated elite’s thinking on contemporary issues in Central Asia. 

Additionally, it offered me important space for discussing my findings. My gratitude belongs 

to those students and academics, who kindly, but firmly corrected me when my interpretation 

of a situation, or a phenomenon, had gone astray.  

Consequently, the research design in this paper combines elements from theoretical 

and field research conducted between 2021 and 2022. The field trip elements are often 

included either as field note observations or as samples based on interviews. For interviews, I 

used a Russian language interpreter.1 The interviews were conducted in two ways. The field 

notes are compiled of spontaneous interviews conducted at town fares, religious festivals, 

cattle markets, and other public events gathering people together. Often during the festivities, 

it is extremely difficult to conduct a pre-structured interview with a recording. The results of 

these interviews were used in mapping larger patterns of behavior or opinions, which were 

helpful in planning for the recorded interviews. This second set of interviews were semi-

structured and recorded with the consent of the interviewee. For source protection reasons, I 

use pseudonyms instead of real names. Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions 

were chosen as the mainstay method, as often the interviewees were inexperienced in both 

giving interviews and in using interpreters. This often led to situations were trust-building 

had to be favored over strictly staying with the question pattern. Therefore, no detailed 

question pattern was produced, and recordings were produced when there was a consent from 

the informant, and it did not pose a threat for the informant. While interviewing NGO 

representatives the organizations often asked for a prospectus for the research and wished to 

know the questions beforehand (see Appendix A). This was expected and understandable, as 

 
1 I trained my interpreter beforehand to be fluent with the concepts and themes I wished to discuss to avoid any 

misinterpretations. The interpreter also received some training in how act physically in a patriarchal community. 

Nevertheless, this was a continuous learning process through the field research.  
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many of the (western) representatives do not in reality have time to deploy on the field and 

are often unaware of the exact situation in a specific setting. Thus, the questions patterns 

were accompanied with a short prospectus on the research (see Appendix B). 

On operationalization of the variables 

This research will be looking at how European-origin development aid can impact civil 

society building in Central Asia. My initial interest was to study the relationship between 

development aid and nation-state building in Kyrgyzstan. The nation-state was thought to be 

the founding block of a democratic society and, thus, essential for its development. However, 

it became soon apparent that contrasting the Central Asian way of imagining a nation with 

the Western way would not produce comparable results. Therefore, civil society was adopted 

as the central measurable. Civil Society in this research is understood as a foundational 

requirement for the democratization of society due to its capacity to provide transparency and 

vest accountability in the ruling regime. The main aim is to evaluate how the current Western 

aid and investment strategies impact civil society’s development in Kyrgyzstan. The 

independent variable “development aid”, in terms of this study, will only encompass EU aid 

if not otherwise mentioned. Another instrument made available through the Washington 

Consensus prevailing at the inception of independence in Central Asia is Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI). FDIs are intended for developing the assigned regions and therefore also 

constitute a form of aid. Therefore, another independent variable labelled as simply “aid” 

encompasses any inflows to the region that are covered by the initial Washington Consensus 

doctrine for developing the region. Civil society is labelled as a dependent variable in this 

research. Its development is seen as conditional to the distribution of aid in the region. 

Importantly, civil society is not understood simply as third sector actors substituting a state, 

but as institutions and actors contributing to the accountability and transparency of the state. 

These variables are measured through Western-approved indexes such as Freedom House, 

Transparency International, Press Freedom Index, and statistical data from IMF and the 

World Bank. Despite their possible bias, I prefer to use these indexes as they not only are 

accepted in Western academia but also as reliance on Western indexes data helps underline 

the argument made in this paper. 
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2. Washington consensus 

2.1. Introduction 

On August 31, 1991, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Kyrgyzstan adopted a law on 

the "Declaration on State Independence of the Republic of Kyrgyzstan". Independence 

brought with it the harsh reality of running a state. Unlike the eastern Europe experience, in 

which the USSR was overthrown, in Central Asia, it was abandoned, or it simply ceased to 

exist. There was no similar striving among the people to engage in nation-building (Wachtel, 

2013). No state ideology nor working institutions were in place after the USSR bureaucrats 

packed their bags, wrapped up the factories, and left. Scott Radnitz notes regarding the 

collapse of the USSR “its union republics were never intended to function as independent 

states, as they were not economically viable and lacked an indigenous cohort of competent 

administrators”(Radnitz, 2012, p. 41). 

This chapter investigates the foundations Kyrgyzstan was built on. It seeks to 

elaborate on the puzzle of “what went wrong” in Kyrgyzstan. This is done by first creating an 

account of the status quo on the ground and the governing doctrine prescribed for the early 

years of independence for the post-Soviet republics. Secondly, comparative views are 

touched to reflect on and to show that similar methods led to similar outcomes also in other 

settings. These settings, namely Poland and Argentina, are chosen because they show how in 

a different setting (with an existing civil society) the same forces dismantled the civil society 

institutions and brought peril to those settings. However, as I show below also Kyrgyzstan 

had existing civil society institutions, but they did not correspond to the traditional 

understanding of the civil society in the West and were thus overlooked. The method I use to 

show this also rebuilds a parallel historical account of the early days of independence in 

Kyrgyzstan for the reader to understand the prevailing local policies. The chapter thus not 

only contributes to the general understanding of the foundational issues in Central Asia and 

Kyrgyzstan but is important for any donor organizations attempting to establish a picture of 

the conditions on the ground at the inception of independence. 

2.2. “Day One” in Kyrgyzstan and the Washington Consensus 

The outset at “Day One” in Central Asia brought the young republics under the 

tutelage of Western organizations. The task of these organisations, such as the World Bank 

and the International Monetary Fund, was to install a fully-fledged market economy. For the 

next two decades the doctrine set up to salvage the economies was prescribed in what was to 

be called the “Washington Consensus”. The doctrine relied on a set of policies formed around 
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the late eighties and early 90s. It upheld the principles of privatization, liberalization, and 

stability, while reducing the role of the state. Thomas Friedman famously described this 

emperor’s new garment in his eloquent praise for globalization as the “Golden Straitjacket” 

(Friedman, 2000). When put on, it would do two things: the economy would grow, and 

politics would shrink. Thirty years later Kyrgyzstan remains among the poorest countries on 

the planet. In 2005, after fourteen years of indoctrination, a World Bank report noted the 

national GDP still dragging below 1990 levels (World Bank, 2005). And yet this strikes one 

as an optimistic report if taken together with the data Radnitz collected in 2012 indicating 

that the poverty levels between 1989 and 2003 more than doubled in Kyrgyzstan (Radnitz, 

2012). So, what went wrong? 

Most economists today would agree with the original architect of the Washington 

Consensus that a successful implementation of policies always requires an adaptation to the 

particular situation (Williamson, 2000). And that the Washington Consensus was an attempt 

by the IMF and the World Bank to implement a ‘one size fits all’ strategy to all the 

economies in distress during the period (Stiglitz, 2004). When successful, the size of the 

jacket was fitted to its bearer. In Eastern Asia, the implementation focused on existing export 

markets and produced results. In Kyrgyzstan, however, the straitjacket and the following 

‘shock therapy’ were forced on in their default factory size. The outlining principles of 

(macroeconomic)stability and domestic liberalization were canonized narrowly to mean 

minimizing fiscal deficits, minimizing inflation, minimizing tariffs, while maximizing 

privatization, and maximizing liberalization of finance. In practice this meant also annulling 

government funding for a cavalcade of public services such as the medical and educational 

sectors. Soon also the stores were empty.  

National project comes to a halt 

Meanwhile, the old apparatchiks emerged from the kolkhoz to fill the vacuum left in 

government positions. So far, the kolkhoz had stored a ‘hardcopy’ of a tribal identity and 

belonging. It had also cultivated it by bringing together the peoples. As Roy notes, the 

Soviets had not managed to colonize the imaginary of its subalterns (Roy, 2000). Instead, it 

produced pilgrimages from the peripheries to centre, mended them and then sent them back 

out again. Keller discusses how the breaking up of villages of not just the Kyrgyz, but Uzbek 

and Tadjik, as well, and forced the settlers to foster new identities through intermarrying and 

collectives (Keller, 2020). However, the potential of this nation school to produce unity and 

provide for a national ideology was completely overlooked. Additionally, the potential of the 

institutions built within the kolkhoz were not recognized. Keller notes how during the 
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Brezhnev era the republican governments were invested substantially to develop the kolkhoz 

institutions. The republics passed this for the raislar, the collective farm directors, which in 

practice meant “schools, healthcare, and modern recreation on the collectives” (Keller, 2020). 

The employees of these institutions created the early rural professional elite.  

However, the kolkhoz, as an institution, became largely dismantled during the post-

independence years. Preserving an identity that could be worked up to a national ideology 

was irrelevant in the doctrine. Thus, despite Kyrgyzstan being “born into a world of nation-

states" (Megoran, 2017, p. 177), it was not one itself. This observation bypassed the financial 

architects of the nineties. The work with national ideology was left for the akïns (bards), who 

had been orally passing the Manas epic in the past.2 Megoran asserts their efforts were, 

however, disparaged and neglected, which in turn was condemned as Eurocentrism by some 

Kyrgyz philosophers (Megoran, 2017).  

In describing national belonging, Roy uses Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as a “code” 

to provide content for that belonging. It consists of cooking, ethics, personal relations, 

marriage, and dress but leaves aside any intellectual construction of a common ’destiny’ for 

the nation (Roy, 2000). This national “code“ reproduces Benedict Anderson's argument in 

which it is nationality rather than nationalism that matters (Anderson, 1991). Every Kyrgyz 

can name their ancestors at least seven generations back (Hirsch, 2005). Taken so far it is 

likely that every person is related to another. This sentimental view receives some support 

from anthropologists, where “imagined genealogical ties” (Ismailbekova, 2017, p. 186) are 

used to legitimize authority and assist in the creation of an imagined community. The nation 

becomes an anthropological category and experience, instead of an ideology. However, the 

difference to an imagined community is that the tribal belonging is a sociocultural reality. 

Thus, putting together a congruent account of a national ideology among the different 

lineages for the state to adopt could have been possible. But this would have required 

resources and political will from the elites and the public.  

Instead, what happened was that the privatization brought the state apparatus and 

entrepreneurialism within the apparatchiks reach. They started busily seizing upon them, 

while the public was in turn busy fighting for survival (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017; 

Megoran, 2017; Roy, 2000). With the new government officials operating now not just as 

 
2 Although the Manas epic was probably too exclusive on Kirghizness to find a national ideology on. Akayev 

realized the problematic nature of this and struggled through his time to consolidate on dis/unity of the peoples 

in Kyrgyzstan. He interprets Manas as internationalistic. Wachtel points out that a difference should be made 

between the national and nationalistic tones. However, these interpretations divide camps between the Marxists 

and the nationalists. 
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private entrepreneurs, but also in the state organs the distinction between the private and the 

state began to blur. Megoran observes that in the early 2000s most scholars saw no 

ideological issues explaining the political upheavals. On the contrary, they could be explained 

with “different configurations of network politics”(Megoran, 2017, p. 202), which were a 

result of elite power struggles. As a result, the nation-building process was quenched with the 

former institutional elite scrambling for privatization projects and the wider public fighting 

for survival. 

Washington Paradox 

Dani Rodrik (2011) defends a democratic state’s right to protect itself from the global 

economy in Globalization Paradox. Sovereignty entails a right to, and indeed a chance for, 

self-determination. This was a clear difference to for instance Argentina, where the public 

had organized under a nation’s umbrella. Through its institutions the public could sufficiently 

demand transparency and accountability from the state. The investors grew skeptical of 

whether the informed people would stomach the government’s economic policies during the 

ninety’s and panicked, leading to catastrophic consequences. The learning could have been 

when globalization runs into domestic policies, it is best to bet on politics to avoid chaos.  

Despite the writing on the wall, what the IMF seemed to pick up on was that if 

national policies tend to win over globalization projects, one must suppress the public. Its 

practical implementation required sacrificing democracy in favor of meeting the standards set 

by the IMF. Under the doctrine, the IMF and World Bank would proceed to issue 

conditionalized loans in exchange for trade liberalization. Among the conditions of these 

structural adjustment policies were reductions on social spending. In Central Asia, it 

translated as an order to roll back the welfare state, which had for decades “provided security 

and encouraged solidarity“ (Pétric, 2005, p. 323) among the citizens. The funds were to be 

allocated from the public sector to serve international finance. With the able part of the 

educated public scrambling for personal enrichment in the newly privatized economy, the 

remnants of the kolkhozian institutional third sector became busy catering a Hegelian” 

system of needs” for the public (Hegel & edit. Wood, 1991, §184). As a result, establishing 

any civil society institutions responsible for enhancing transparency and vesting 

accountability for the state and business ceased. 

Consequently. the initial Washington Consensus failed to produce a functioning 

market economy which would be the rising tide to lift all boats. Part of the reason can be 

traced back to the elites rushing to capitalize on the state resources and investing them 

abroad, which quenched any aspirations towards a nation-state. Additionally, due to the 
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nature of the conditional loans, and the third sector being busy with providing fundamental 

services, no sufficient institutions were developed. Deregulation and trade liberalization 

weakened the state and turned the civil society’s role into a sole ‘system of needs’, without a 

role in fostering democratic principles. With no state ideology established and the public 

struggling for survival, any attempts to incentivise the public to organize demonstrations 

were destined to fail quite abjectly. The resulting lack of accountability or transparency 

enabled the skimming of the state assets into private pockets. 

2.3. From Washington Consensus to Washington Confusion 

Later the Post-Washington consensus acknowledged the lag the transition from 

communism to a market economy suffered (World Bank, 2005). After ten years of economic 

tutelage, the doctrine had not caught up with their 1990 levels of output. Joseph Stiglitz 

claims the Washington Consensus failed to efficiently deal with the variety of economic 

structures in developing countries. The role of government coordination was critical at the 

inception of independence to begin a dynamic process of development. (Stiglitz & 

Schoenfelder, 2003) Thus, the new belated consensus tried instead to incorporate institution-

building and nation-building.  

Despite the change in doctrine, what Rodrik called “Washington Confusion”, did not 

appear to show any concrete evidence that the operational planning done at the World Bank 

would have internalized their lessons to any significant extent (Rodrik, 2006). Anne Krueger 

provides a similar analysis in her paper Meant Well, Tried Little, Failed Much (Krueger, 

2004). Despite the World Banks' ignorance at the time, even more adamant was the IMF, 

which even today stands behind its policy prescriptions during the era. 

Meanwhile, in Poland, the discourse on civil society as the freedom to associate 

became synonymous with the third sector via neoliberal policies in the early 1990s. Stefan 

Zaleski observes these policies turned the third sector into a substitute for a political society. 

The traditional understanding of civil society as a forum for free association became 

connected to the neoliberal idea of a third sector. These, often foreign, welfare organizations 

served as buffers separating recipients of social policies from political decision-making. As a 

result, it suppressed any formation of a pluralistic and democratic political society. (Zaleski, 

2012) 

Similarly in Kyrgyzstan, the work with the third sector was left to the NGOs. As the 

state administration became replaced by mostly Western welfare organizations their line of 

reporting remained to the funding of OECD countries. Their task, after all, was not to 
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interfere with national policies. This not only weakened the legitimacy of the state but created 

a fifth column inside the state with its private agenda different from the state’s own (absent) 

ideology. Thus, the neoliberal practice of organizing the third sector became a far cry from a 

democratic ideal. Despite the NGO sector growing prodigiously, its role in contributing to the 

transparency and accountability of the state became undermined. Consequently, while civil 

society development appeared good on paper, in reality, it remained constrained by not only 

its third-sector duties towards the people but to its loyalties towards the donors. 

Back in Kyrgyzstan, the elite had successfully consolidated with the government. The 

young republic’s elite had converted to the IMF’s catechism to tap international funds (Pétric, 

2005). They did not share the view with the World Bank to “experiment” with the domestic 

economy (World Bank, 2005). Money could be made elsewhere more easily. With the 

conditional loans available, they invested according to instructions anywhere but in the public 

sector. Without transparency, and with the distinction between the state and private assets 

blurred, the capital kept fleeing Kyrgyzstan. (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017)  

Moreover, the Western regulators were unwilling to interfere with this flow of capital 

to its institutions. Stiglitz condemns the fact that when the debate about transparency turned 

to Western banks the “hedge funds and secret bank accounts, the US Treasury even began to 

argue against excessive transparency, and eventually vetoed (before 9/11) the OECD 

initiative on bank secrecy” (Stiglitz & Schoenfelder, 2003, s. 6).  

Eventually, the economy in Kyrgyzstan became deeply indebted with the loaned 

funds safely back into Western coffers. Without any meaningful economic outputs or the 

capacity to let out mining right to natural resources, Kyrgyzstan was forced to sell the shares 

of its sole gold mine in Kumtor to a Canadian company (Sharshenova, 2018).  

2.4. Between two stools 

Without a coherent state ideology, Kyrgyzstan, at the end of its first independent 

decade, became troubled with interethnic tensions, especially in the Southern capital Osh. 

Instead of establishing concrete space, where different events and people could progress 

linearly towards consolidating on a congruent ideology, the border became securitized. For 

many, it had not occurred before the end of the 90s that the Uzbek-Kyrgyz border could have 

been an issue. (Megoran, 2017) The public in the border regions had been oblivious to what 

was going on at the state level and minded their own business. The republic's first president 

Askar Akayev attempted initially to defuse the ethnic tensions by containing the agitating 

government officials and keeping them out of politics. His genuine attempts to unite the 
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people and the following measures potentially earned Kyrgyzstan its nickname “the Island of 

Democracy”. Nevertheless, he found this dis/unity without a common ideology to be 

persistent, especially in the traditional north-south divide. Consequently, without a congruent 

political ideology with the territory and the national units, his attempts to foster a nationwide 

identity proved futile, and he succumbed to the international elite stealing from the state. 

(Megoran, 2017) 

In a similar vein Cooley & Heathershaw argue that the due to the relationship between 

political freedoms and aid dependency, the system in Kyrgyzstan was not fully controlled by 

Akayev’s family. “The considerable power bases and business interests still held by those 

who had left government meant that Akayev’s regime could not last. In short, Akayev was 

caught between two stools” (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017, p. 235). In other words, Akayev 

was not harsh enough for his opponents, but at the same time stole too much. This pressure 

between the international market and the local demands stripped him of authority and 

eventually facilitated his disposal.  

Nevertheless, some researchers seem to give a lot of credit to the Kyrgyz themselves 

claiming there is something that makes them resilient to autocratic rule and explains the 

political upheavals in history (Laruelle, 2012; Megoran, 2017). In their view, Kyrgyz 

nationalism and patriotism played substantial parts in Kyrgyz resilience. However, in light of 

the events, it seems it was rather the political confusion and the consequent state’s inability to 

intervene with the market or the people, which made the upheavals repetitive.  

Consequently, from Akayev’s point of view, Kyrgyzstan was left adrift at the mercy 

of the volatile global markets with him, as the captain, tied to a mast in a straitjacket. The 

“Island of Democracy” became a myth for him. Unlike Ulysses, Akayev was not surrounded 

by sirens, but by technocrats, who were towing the ship farther out to sea. Neither did he have 

a crew to release him. In Argentina, the people repelled the hyperglobalization, but in 

Kyrgyzstan, the state-nation sailed on until it was too late to salvage it. As a result, the 

impoverished masses without a share of the international pie in the rural regions became 

Radnitz’s „weapons of the wealthy“ (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017). The immediate results 

in both countries were detrimental. However, Argentina, where large areas of businesses 

were renationalized, saw its economy nearly double between 2002-2011. 

On the other side of the conundrum, there were the elites with access to international 

credit. Stephen Kotkin described these as the ‘uncivil society’ due to their lack of interest in 

the national interests (Kotkin, 2009). These elites sought to overthrow Akayev should he step 

between them and the global funding by mobilizing the masses. Additionally, the 
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international donor states demanded compliance with their market doctrine, which 

accelerated the plight of the countryside and enriched the international elite trusted with the 

subsidiaries arising from foreign investments. Akayev found himself in a deadlock situation 

and was eventually overthrown in 2005. 

2.5. What went wrong?  

The fact that a bank was put in charge of the development in a proto state left lying in 

the ruins of the Soviet Union is a strong indicator that little concern was lent to its backward 

people emerging from the rubble. Despite the eventual shift towards anchoring the economy 

into civic institutions, it was insufficient for building institutions that would have provided 

for constitutional economics by establishing a strong civil society. Rodrik reflects with this 

development work “if growth indeed requires major institutional transformation in the areas 

of rule of law, property rights protection, governance, and so on - how can we not be 

pessimistic about the prospects for growth in poor countries?”(Rodrik, 2006, p. 979).  

On a global scale there was a consensus within the IMF and the World Bank that a 

rising tide economy lifting all boats by ”trickledown economics” creating a spill over, with 

what “somehow everybody would benefit”(Stiglitz, 2004, p. 7). What happened instead was 

that the funds enriched more the international elite and the Western bankers. 

On more local scale, the Economics of Information theory suggests that when 

information is not distributed evenly, it interferes with the assumption that initial 

endowments simply distributed would eventually be spread evenly. This is especially when 

this is combined with a doctrine cutting in education, making it next to impossible for 

individuals outside the inner circle elites to realize their full potential. This brings us to 

Vilfredo Pareto's idea of circulating elites producing obstacles for parts of the competent 

individuals and creating a closed circuit of elites. An unfortunately familiar practice for the 

Central Asian cadres from the Soviet era Nomenklatura nominations. The lack of information 

and exclusive financial circles left the public at large completely in an economic fog of war. 

To understand the question of what went wrong, we should bear in mind how the 

results of the nineties local architects of the Argentinian national consensus unnerved the 

international investors and creditors. Rodrik contemplates the same question in Argentinian 

context: “The short answer is that domestic politics got in the way of hyperglobalization. The 

painful domestic economic adjustments required by deep integration did not sit well with 

domestic constituencies, and politics ultimately emerged victorious” (Rodrik, 2011, p. 187). 
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By hyperglobalization Rodrik means a self-accelerating system, where the actor is 

fitted with a Golden Straitjacket, the key is thrown away, and the “economic globalization 

becomes an end in itself (Rodrik, 2011). Looking at Kyrgyzstan, a similar short answer to the 

question of what went wrong would be content to note “nothing, as nothing got in the way of 

hyperglobalization”.  

2.6. Conclusions 

Despite playing according to book Kyrgyzstan today stands among the poorest 

countries on earth. Both its civil society and middle-class locus is argued over by the local 

academics, the elections are considered fraudulent on their face, and even the existence of a 

nation-state is debatable. Regrettably, the focus in Kyrgyzstan shifted from its beginnings as 

nation- and civil society-building into serving globalization and private enrichment. Rodrik 

formulated this puzzle into a “political trilemma”. The trilemma can be used to demonstrate 

the positions of Argentina and Kyrgyzstan. According to this set-up, there is no room for a 

nation-state if hyperglobalization and democratic politics are to be kept in the agenda. 

Contrarily, if nation-state and democratic rule are preferred, globalization has to step aside. 

The Argentinian experience showed that in turbulent times a democratic state shrugs off the 

straitjacket with the help of the national public. However, in Kyrgyzstan, due to the lack of 

national public, no similar possibilities presented themselves and the jacket stayed on with 

well-intended ‘shock therapy’ administered regularly. 

Despite the therapy, Kyrgyzstan to this day remains among the most authoritarian 

states in the world. Thus, democracy administered with globalization seems like a 

combination your IMF doctor should not prescribe. Should there be some form of a global 

governance responsible for a global governing framework, it would have to find a way to link 

with the masses on the ground via strong civil society anchoring the state to constitutional 

economics.  

Hence, and in accordance with Rodrik’s political trilemma, globalization combined 

with a sovereign, but without a public rooting itself into a civil society, leads exactly to the 

status quo in Kyrgyzstan. Therefore, Kyrgyzstan should be seen as a state-nation with a 

democratic intent. However, it appears problematic to create civil society institutions without 

a congruent national ideology. This in turn makes it next to impossible to agree 

democratically on a state ideology without stepping into a Tocquevillian “tyranny of the 

majority”. Similarly, it is difficult to leave aside the contemporary aspect of globalization. A 

small country like Kyrgyzstan would hardly survive without it. Nevertheless, as Rodrik wrote 
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consolingly, the combination of a sovereign state and democracy does not mean the end of 

globalization in a region, but its share in politics ought to be controlled. In Kyrgyzstan’s case 

this would mean addressing the development aid in empowering institutions responsible for 

overseeing the functioning of constitutional economics. This would in turn direct FDIs into 

third sector services and into creating jobs at home instead of fleeing abroad. The next 

chapter investigates where these institutions are and how they function. 

3. Comparative view on the development of civil society 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I wish to reconstruct the formation of civil society in the West and 

Central Asia and touch upon the (dis)similarities between them. Among academics, it is 

sometimes questioned whether there in fact exists anything close to a ‘civil society’ in 

Central Asia (Pétric, 2005). The sheer number of NGOs existing on paper in Kyrgyzstan 

would suggest yes. However, some researchers point out that only a handful of them meet the 

donor terms set in the EU (Sharshenova, 2018). The reason behind this is said to be the 

complex and expensive application process excluding a large part of the local NGOs. 

Additionally, some aid schemes require substantially high initial capital from the applicant 

for them to be eligible for application. (Axyonova, 2012) Consequently, the task of funding 

the NGOs is left to external donors. (Sharshenova, 2018) 

On the contrary, the EU does not seem to question civil society’s existence in the 

region. EU has been organising civil society forums3 and discusses “civil society’s” 

participation in its 2019 strategy for Central Asia. In April 2021, however, the EU expressed 

regret for the lack of inclusive dialogue involving the civil society in Kyrgyzstan (EU 

Factsheet, 2021).  

Consequently, on June 1st, 2021, EU’s Special Representative for Central Asia, Peter 

Burian, arrived in the Kyrgyz Republic to hold bilateral meetings with President Japarov and 

“other relevant leaders”, to discuss the implementation of the EU strategy, which includes the 

promotion of closer engagement with civil society in Central Asia. Unfortunately, no civil 

society representatives took part in this high-level meeting (EEAS Press Release, 

01.06.2021). A few days later, on June 4th, the 18th EU-Kyrgyz Republic Cooperation 

Council gathered to discuss among other things “rule of law, democratic processes, civil 

freedom, human rights, reforming the public sector of the Kyrgyz Republic”. (Press Release. 

 
3 In Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 2019 and Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2021. 
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Kyrgyz Government, 04.06.2021) However, despite the conference being held online, where 

it would have been easy to accommodate several participants, no representatives of the 

Kyrgyz civil society were present. Thus, despite the EU’s regret for not having had inclusive 

dialogue with the Kyrgyz civil society, it does not seem to take an effort to recognize its 

representatives. Invitations to discuss matters where civil society plays a role are not 

extended to its representatives. The civil society forums are naturally a step towards this, but 

a Central Asian-wide meeting held bi-annually, indeed, leaves room for regret.  

This lack of inclusiveness despite the expressed will to do that rises several questions 

for the EU’s side: are the exclusive meetings with the state a result of the EU not being able 

to bypass the state to involve the civil society representatives in the discussions? Or is there a 

lack of enthusiasm from the EU's side to take any practical actions? Or is it difficult to 

identify the representatives sufficiently to extend the invitation?  

This chapter builds on a hypothesis, where the EU does involve ‘civil society’ in the 

discussions but understands it simply as the representatives of third sector (and mostly 

Western) actors. Although, this view was tested by the director of the OSCE Academy in 

Bishkek. He claimed EU’s funding is conditional on human rights (even when there has been 

some leniency), but the agenda is not updated due to a lack of interest and capacity to 

produce a working formula. (Interview 4, Bishkek, 2021) Thence, this chapter understands 

any potential lack of commitment as a sign of not deliberate, but consequential exclusion of 

the local civil society. Finally, the chapter seeks to contribute to that hypothesis by 

identifying some of the elements filling the role of civil society in Central Asia.  

Moreover, even if it may be convenient to rely on familiar terminology in policy 

scripts, it is essential to understand the consequences of any well-meant, but ill-coordinated 

resources. Earlier research has pointed out that misallocation of resources reinforces 

corruption and financial crime in both Central Asia and Europe.(Cooley & Heathershaw, 

2017; Hug, Sharshenova, et al., 2020.)  

Similarly, earlier attempts to change the behaviour of the state, in both Kyrgyzstan 

and Kazakhstan, by building capacity in civil society undermined the democratic process. 

Misunderstanding the reality on the ground led the Union to fund the elite-owned 

organisations eager to follow the donor’s agenda with little or no regard for local needs and 

realities (Sharshenova, 2018). Therefore, recognizing the locus of civil society, identifying its 

representatives, and its operational sphere in Central Asia is important for any governmental, 

or non-governmental, actor the in the region. Civil society, nevertheless, consists of much 

more than simply active NGOs.  
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This chapter follows four waypoints in producing a coherent identification of civil 

society in Kyrgyzstan. Firstly, it takes a brief look at the history of civil society formation in 

the West. Secondly, it identifies the foundational elements for a functional civil society in a 

democratic setting. Thirdly, for a comparative view on the development of civil society in 

Central Asia, the chapter investigates some anthropological work done on the regional 

community formations in Kyrgyzstan. In this chapter, I focus only on the upper strata of that 

formation to turn the ‘informal’ structure of it into a more formal one. The more grassroots 

level formations are discussed separately.  

Finally, in understanding the existence of a middle class and its traditional role as a 

driver (both intellectual and financial) of civil society, the chapter offers a comparative 

anthropological approach to migrant middle classes in Africa. I employ that research to 

propose a new way of identifying the middle class in Central Asia. This approach introduces 

a system, where an individual can have two class positions at once depending on 

geographical location. This approach should receive some weight not just in Central Asia’s 

case, but also globally, as according to World Bank and the Global Knowledge Partnership 

on Migration and Development (KNOMAD), global remittances reached historic highs in 

2021 (World Bank, May 11. 2022). 

3.2. Civil society in the West 

The Anglo-Saxon tradition in forming a civil society rest on the works of 

Enlightenment era empirical scholars Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and John Locke (1632-

1704). Their initial understanding of civil society was to escape a brutish state of nature. This 

was achieved through positive laws and a common sovereign ruling over the people but 

bound by a covenant towards his subordinates. This so-called social contract theory was 

complimented by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) in The Social Contract (1762). 

Rousseau for his part was interested in being granted with certain civil rights in exchange for 

individual freedom. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) later worried of democracy’s exposure to a 

tyranny of the majority and asked for checks and balances for the rule. The more 

contemporary view on civil society was put together by Friedrich Hegel and to some extent 

Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci. Later, along the 20th and 21st centuries such authors as 

Sidney Verba, Gabriel Almond, and Robert Putnam have influenced the model.  

The Enlightenment era produced an idea of contractility between the citizens under a 

given rule (Pletsch, 1996). G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) helped to divorce the state from the 

civil society and claimed the role of the civil society to be a “system of needs”, where 



28 

ELITE CAPTURE OF AID IN KYRGYZSTAN 

necessity and compassion became involved. This was to stage the civil society as a 

demarcation point between the citizens and the political state machine as the “difference 

which intervenes between the family and the state”(Hegel & edit. Wood, 1991, §184). Hegel 

was concerned of the contradictory forces within the civil society, which he understood to lie 

in the realm of capitalist interest. He acknowledged possibilities for conflicts and inequalities 

to arise within the civil society. Hegel divided the civil society into three estates: the 

substantial, representing agriculture, the formal estate for trade and industry, and the 

universal estate, as in the civil society itself. By choosing among these estates a citizen was 

able to take ownership over the society through his contributions towards the whole, which 

led to a more efficient system based on trust among peers.  

Later Karl Marx (1818-1883) introduced class into the concept of civil society. Like 

Rousseau, Marx remained reserved in reducing the society to a state where private more 

individualist interests competed against each other. Class, for Marx, culminated in the 

bourgeoisie lording over the working class within the sphere of civil society (See in Lenin, 

1917). Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) criticized Marx’s reservation of the civil society as a 

realm of private and isolated needs. Gramsci saw middle class’s role in providing hegemony 

by offering the civil society an ideology via its contributions to the cultural and ideological 

capital. Gramsci developed civil society into a system based on shared values answering for 

the needs within the society became the locus for problem-solving within the society. (See in 

Ehrenberg, 1999) 

The more contemporary research has approached the formation of civil society from 

the standpoint of a functional democracy. Sidney Verba and Gabriel Almond highlighted in 

their work on civic culture in 1963 the role of political culture in a stable democracy. The 

work reflects with the earlier understanding of the importance of shared values by defining 

“civic culture” as “based on communication and persuasion, a culture of consensus and 

diversity, a culture that permitted change but moderated it". (Almond & Verba, 1963, p. 6-8) 

Despite the culture being permitted and moderated by the middle class, a well implemented 

civic culture maintains a cultural hegemony through a successful moderation of culture and 

ideology of the society. Verba and Almond leaned on Hegel’s three estates of civil society by 

emphasizing the role of communal belonging in civic culture, and to Gramsci in creating an 

effective problem-solving mechanism for democracy.  

In Making Democracy Work Robert Putnam, et al. argue for the vital role of non-

political organizations for democracy (Putnam et al., 1994). Putnam highlights their capacity 

to build social capital, trust, and shared values essential for interconnectedness within a 
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society for a sufficiently coherent interests among its inhabitants. He argues that the decline 

in the memberships in civic organizations, labour unions and different leagues (including 

bowling leagues) led to a decrease in social capital and, consequently, to lower voter turnouts 

and other civic duties jeopardizing functional democracy. (Putnam, 2000) Thus, trust-

building and accumulating social capital became essential elements in maintaining a sense of 

community and culture.  

Thence, three important takeaways can be identified from the founding of Western 

civil society. Firstly, we need to understand the Hegelian formulation of a civil society as a 

“system of needs” in a sphere, where the state either lacked resources or interest to involve 

itself. Secondly, the role of the middle class, as a catalyst in providing material and 

intellectual resources for setting a court for problem-solving within the society. And thirdly, 

this court was based on (a) shared values deriving from the common cultural and ideological 

grounds; (b) trust rooted in the three interdependent estates; and (4) social capital 

accumulating from the effective cooperation of the three estates. As a result, the Western 

understanding of a civil society could be formulated as follows: it is a congruent system of 

social capital, based on common values and ideology, which joins all the estates of the 

society through a sufficient feeling of belonging and dependency to invoke social trust. 

However, the contemplation of this Western understanding of civil society and its 

application in the East entails an ontological problem. By building the contemporary 

applications on a “traditional” view of civil society fails to assess the feasibility of the 

tradition. During the time of writing of the traditional texts, the aspiring Western civil society 

was attempting to separate itself from the ancien régime based on divine right to rule. The 

divine doctrine was founded on the canonized scriptures and codices of the old. Finding ways 

around the divine demanded so adamant construct from this new hypothesis of civil society 

attempting to separating men from nature, that it too became canonized in the process. Thus, 

the fact that the idea of civil society was constructed by a set of men should call into question 

its universality.  

Later, Carl Pletsch discussed the role of civil society in the West as a “fairly 

successful concept” in many ways but underlined it as a “human construct”. In his words, it 

would do West good to understand civil society not as a universal thing, but as a “cultural 

construct”. (Pletsch, 1996, p. 322) However, he suspects the Western intellectuals ability to 

free their minds from this servitude: “perhaps we must await ethnographers from the once so-

called Third World to come and explain this strange idea to us, along with its related 

practices and consequences.”(Pletsch, 1996, p. 328) Pletsch calls for acknowledging it as 
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something not given and demands Western institutions to sustain from imposing it as such on 

non-Western communities. 

3.3. Eastern Anthropological Approaches to Civil Society 

In Central Asia, the concept of civil society is challenged rather regularly. During my 

fieldwork in Kyrgyzstan, I often met resistance when attempting to employ broad terms like 

“civil society” or “middle class” in discussion with locals. A senior researcher from the 

OSCE Academy in Bishkek challenged my remark on middle class by asking me to point out 

where it was (Interview 1, Bishkek, 2022). In contrast, while discussing with western NGO 

workers, ‘civil society’ was referred to automatically (Interview 2, Bishkek; Interview 3, 

Online). In an interview with the World Food Program in Bishkek, the representative first 

referred to their collaborator as a member of the civil society, then as an NGO, which later 

culminated into “some guy” instructing the locally hired contractor in a water channel 

project. The WFP employee’s account resonates with the apparent difficulties the EU has had 

in identifying the key local actors within the civil society sufficiently (Sharshenova, 2018). 

From informal to formal associations 

When discussing socio-cultural networks in Central Asia traditionally political 

scientists, anthropologists, NGO workers and journalists have employed terminology based 

on ‘tribalism’ and ‘clans’ presenting detrimental consequences to the development of 

democracy (Collins, 2002; Khamidov, 2006; Radnitz, 2012; Schatz, 2000). It is seen the clans 

and tribes entail corruption. Morgan Liu, discussing community-based nonstate actors, points 

out their model is often centred around a local “big man” creating a private domain of 

personal trust relations delivering benefits to its dependants. (Liu, 2021) Unfortunately, these 

mutual trust relationships rarely extend to the cooperations with Western donors. It is difficult 

to imagine a Western NGO would cherishing such a “big man” paradigm for a prospering 

community. 

Aksana Ismailbekova offers an anthropological view on the locus of the civil society 

in her paper on different lineages in Kyrgyzstan. In the Kyrgyz genealogy there are forty 

lineages uniting the Kyrgyz people as something that could be imagined as a ‘nation’ in the 

West. Each of the lineages has its own particular history and narrative. She woes the ”NGOs, 

state authorities, politicians, and local political experts view the lineage associations through 

a prism of tribalism and backwardness”. (Ismailbekova, 2022, p. 606-9) Yet, these 

entrepreneur-patrons, who operate in many areas of the society, have an impact on how 

Central Asians are provisioned and organized to the extent that they rival the state. They 
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come from ”particular socio-historic contexts and political economies” of the region 

representing ”Central Asian solutions to Central Asian problems” (Liu, 2021, p. 267).  

Nevertheless, the lack of transparency and tribal associations foreshadow corruption. 

Ismailbekova questions if this diagnosis is sufficient in understanding the complexities of 

social life in Kyrgyzstan. To avoid tribalistic connotations she uses ”lineage” as an umbrella 

term to describe different social networks based on kinship ties. It is widely accepted these 

kinship ties were forged during the pre-colonial times and survived the Tsarist rule and the 

Bolshevik kolkhozes. Thus, despite categorised easily as ‘backward’, they appear quite 

resilient and organised.  

Most anthropologists would identify the kolkhoz as simply the site for identity 

preservation. Ismailbekova suspects it forged the kinship ties harder by gathering the people 

from the region in the same environment. Keller (2020) approves this by explaining how the 

kolkhoz combined titular nationalities from outside their home territories. In doing so, the 

Soviet system partially disintegrated the former kinship ties, but simultaneously cleared room 

for new bonds and institutions to develop. She continues that by the end of Brezhnev era in 

1982, the five Central Asian republics had developed a “complete apparatus of modern 

nationhood” (Keller, 2020), p. 234). Kinship became territory based, where direct 

descendance and blood ties would play a lesser role. Therefore, it is important to refrain from 

using clans, tribes, and kinships interchangeably, as they carry a variety of attached notions.  

From a system of needs and social capital into exercising civic culture 

In the post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, kinship systems have continued to function, as they are 

consistent with nation-building project, and because the state is too weak to oppose kinship 

groups. During the Soviet era the client-patron networks function was based on mutual trust 

and obligation arising from the relationship (Keller, 2020). These informal patron-client 

relationships are formed, are interlinked with the lineages. Together they are embedded into 

formal Lineage Associations. In this manner, the system penetrates deeply into Kyrgyz 

society and politics. In Kyrgyzstan, these associations are also legal entities with a mission to 

promote culture and tradition, act as local aid societies and provide jobs. Thus, they answer 

for the Hegelian call for a ”system of needs” based on common values and interdependency. 

Despite the prohibition on getting involved in politics, the Associations have found 

informal ways to engage through their representatives. Due to their formation based on 

kinship, but also on genealogical ties, ”relationships of trust are possible in these types of 

associations in ways that are not found in the state” (Ismailbekova, 2022, p. 606). It is 

possible to identify the Associations’ role in contributing to the connections among 
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individuals in building trust-networks. But also, through reciprocity in finding jobs and by 

providing aid within the society in a similar fashion Putnam envisioned in his definition of 

social capital.  

Further on, Ismailbekova discusses the formation of civic culture in Kyrgyzstan, and 

the “imagined genealogical ties as a symbol” to justify the exercise of power over the 

community and to legitimize authority and decision-making capacity. The imagined 

genealogy plays ”a crucial role in manipulating behaviours and the practices of social actors”. 

(Ismailbekova, 2017, p. 186) It covers for Anderson’s imagined communities by providing 

the space for imagining a community. The genealogical ties may go back several generations 

and are passed through oral narratives but are sufficient in creating kinship ties and a feeling 

of belonging.  

Additionally, these ties between the prospective patrons and clients work two ways: 

the clients are dependent on the material resources the patron can provide. In turn, the patron 

is dependent on the support he can muster from the relationship and which he uses to 

legitimize his conduct (for the sake of the community!). The community sees themselves 

(village elders) as instructors for their native-son and sets requirements for spiritual and 

material needs. This interaction happens on a local community level, but also on state-level 

through the Lineage Associations. Thus, Ismailbekova argues the Lineage Associations 

function as a kind of constraint and control mechanism on the political sphere, ensuring that 

no single leader is able to gain sufficient power to become a dictator” (Ismailbekova, 2022, p. 

609. Italics mine). The practice seems to resonate with Hegel’s estates in the sense, that it 

creates interdependency, but also checks and balances. This, in turn, resonates with Verba’s 

civic culture in Britain based on ”communication and persuasion, a culture of consensus and 

diversity, a culture that permitted change but moderated it” (Almond & Verba, 1963, p. 8).  

Moreover, by dwelling in Verba‘s work, we may spot similarities in 17th-18th century 

Britain and post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. They both have been attempting to house the pluralism 

of the secularizing societies by combining modernization and traditionalism. 

As we have witnessed the lineage ties have assumed much of the same roles and 

responsibilities as the Western civil societies. Both models seem to account for a system of 

needs based on shared value system, accumulating social capital and trust on the community 

level. Additionally, through the kinship ties the communities can exercise civic culture within 

the society.  
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3.4. Middle class and remittances 

An issue left open with the civil society networks is the apparent lack of middle class. 

As discussed in the beginning of this chapter the view of an existing middle class in 

Kyrgyzstan has remained vague. Middle class has been traditionally understood as an 

important intellectual and financial driver of civil society. Some argue the middle class exists 

in larger towns (namely Osh and Bishkek), while others take its locus to be on the 

countryside and to consists of wealthy entrepreneurs (Interview 1, Bishkek; Interview 5, 

Nookat, 2022).  

Yet often the urban population thought the rural middle class consisted of wealthy 

sheep ranchers, while the rural population felt the middle class resided in towns. Some of 

these ranchers, I met in Kochkor at a Saturday cattle market, thought they were reliant on the 

state, and that the state had never given them anything. Of course, this was not entirely true, 

as it turned out the state had built the basic infrastructure to the town. Later, I inquired 

whether there were interested parties to build factories there, as it was thought factories 

would bring jobs and better life. The answer generally was “no”, and that there were easier 

ways for rich people to make money. On another occasion I had a chance to discuss with a 

physician in Sary-Tash (Interview 6, Sary Tash, 2022). The small village of Sary-Tash 

resides at an altitude of some 3800 meters and approximately 40 kilometres from the Chinese 

and Tadjik borders in southern Kyrgyzstan, which makes it rather isolated district. The 

physician had been sent there for four years with a promise of a larger paycheck. Despite his 

respected status among the community as the only physician, he was reluctant in participating 

to its communal activities, as he was there temporarily. Similarly, the chief secretary of the 

village turned to me during our interview for instructions on how to apply for a development 

grant (Interview 7, Sary-Tash, 2022). These encounters help in verifying a commonly uttered 

saying in Kyrgyzstan: Bishkek rarely knows what is going on in the rural areas. Despite 

Kochkor being only several hours away from the capital Bishkek, while Sary-Tash is some 

three hours away from Osh, they all are sufficiently isolated to escape the centre’s attention. 

Kyrgyzstan is plagued by its geography, which inevitably decentralizes the country. 

Therefore, it would be essential for the rural population to identify themselves as potential 

decision-makers and developers. Assuming the class position is not only titular. As I was told 

in Kochkor, often the parents sent their kids to universities, but they return home to carry on 

from where their fathers were left. Therefore, studying alternative ways of finding class 

consciousness is essential for the development of the rural areas. 
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Two class positions in a cross-border situation 

I am presenting a model, where civil society is interlinked with a middle class 

residing outside the country’s borders. A recent study by Coe and Pauli was looking into 

global migration’s impact on social class. It highlighted the role of remittances on class 

formation in Africa. They claim that social class should not be understood as a stable identity 

“across different geographic contexts and social fields”. Instead, it ought to be seen as a 

“class-making project” (Coe & Pauli, 2020, p. 5), where a certain class status is pursued, but 

not necessarily ever fully achieved. In other words, a migrant may possess two classes 

depending on the geographical location. The class position in a host country can be a 

working-class one, but in the country of origin, the sent remittances may amount to middle-

class status. Achieving such a status becomes desirable via the earned prestige and it is 

“performed” via rituals like weddings, funerals, and children‘s parties (Coe & Pauli, 2020). 

Above the positive psychological effects of being respected and recognized back home, the 

remittances also provide a valuable resource for the local communities and the civil society at 

home. 

According to World Bank and the Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and 

Development (KNOMAD) estimation, the remittances sent by migrants to low- and middle-

income countries have been on an upward spiral and amounted to $605 billion in 2021. In 

comparison, they amounted to $454 billion in 2015. The estimation forecasts another $54 

billion increase by 2023. EU accounted for 24% of the remittance outflows. Approximately 

33% are in Kyrgyzstan and 34,5% in Tajikistan of the national GDP. (World Bank Group & 

KNOMAD, 2020) That is $2.1 billion in Kyrgyzstan and $2.3 billion in Tajikistan in 2021. 

To put this in perspective, the EU allocated 1.02 billion euros for development cooperation in 

sustainable development and regional security in Central Asia between 2014 and 2020 (EU 

Fact Sheets, 2021). That is approximately half of the inflows received as remittances in just 

2021. Therefore, it is meaningful to assess how crucial role remittances play in civil society 

formation. 

In the same vein, Jeffrey Cohen suggested remittances account for the top sources of 

investment capital and “supporting national governments and local development and 

countering declines in direct foreign aid during economic crises” (Cohen, 2011, p.103-14). 

Similarly to Coe and Pauli, Cohen found that sending money home would also earn an 

increase in personal status vis-à-vis the community turning remittances into a lucrative 

activity to earn social credit.  
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Moreover, investing remittances locally opened new opportunities for ”nonmovers” 

and made them reconsider ”familial organization, economic life, and political opportunities“ 

(Cohen, 2011, p. 106). Later a study looking into domestic aesthetics in Tanzania found that 

remittances spent on housebuilding helped in distinguishing a middle-class conscious of its 

status (Mercer, 2014). This suggests that remittances can play a role in the political activation 

of the community and encourage taking part in civil society activities.  

The downside of receiving inward flows from abroad is that it takes working-age 

people away from their communities. During my fieldwork in Borbash, a southern 

Kyrgyzstan district known as a poorer area in the country, I witnessed whole streets, where 

nearly every house had sent somebody to work abroad. My informant “Zhainbek” was 

concerned about whole generations missing their parental love when they are brought up 

without their parents. The community would enjoy remittances, but children were growing up 

without their parents. Zhainbek’s concern was that these possibilities to participate in global 

economy “turned people’s hearts into wallets”: (Interview 5, Borbash, 2022). Under the 

circumstances, remittances contributed substantially to the welfare of the community but 

interfered with the familial organization of collective social life. 

Additionally, despite the EU’s and World Bank’s understanding of remittances being resilient 

to volatility, they are prone to sudden swings, as was witnessed during the COVID-19 

pandemic. KNOMAD data provides 82% of the remittances in Kyrgyzstan and 76% in 

Tajikistan are coming from Russia (World Bank Group & KNOMAD, 2020). Any upheavals 

in the Russian economy are prone to impact the remittance sums. Even short-term swings 

may have repercussions on community investments and/or for receiving the credit from 

financial institutions (European Commission, 2020). This exposes community projects reliant 

on remittances to additional risks. However, with more than 30% of the national GDP 

consisting of remittances and their potential capacity to increase class consciousness, they 

form an interesting object for research in finding the middle class in lower-middle-income 

countries. 

3.5. Concluding remarks  

In this chapter, I formed a comparative view of the foundations of civil society in the 

West and Central Asia. Understanding the complexities of social life in Kyrgyzstan is 

essential for the allocation of aid for the region. What I demonstrated was that the system 

forged together in the kolkhoz in Kyrgyzstan presents familiar patterns of civil society 

organisation. In Lineage Associations, we can identify a legal entity based on a system of 
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needs. Their task is to promote culture and tradition contributing to a nation-building project. 

These projects enhance trust, social capital, and shared values within their respective 

lineages. On the upper strata, they provide certain checks and balances for the leaders by 

creating obstacles for a single representative of a given lineage not to assume a role of a 

dictator.  

Additionally, remittances contribute to civil society functioning, but the role of the 

middle class remains somewhat vague or at best unsustainable. Nevertheless, it offers an 

interesting venue for further research in developing countries. This is also, where some 

academics have tossed the ball into the EU’s direction. Assisting civil society organisation is 

regularly brought up in policy recommendations (Hug & Sharshenova, 2021; Juraev & 

Muratalieva, 2020).  

Furthermore, these same policy recommendations ask for vigilance in spotting 

corruption schemes, where Central Asian elites launder money stolen from the state or aid 

schemes in third countries. Regrettably, it is difficult to distinguish between the funds, but, 

likely, parts of the funds allocated as development aid to Central Asia are laundered back to 

the West through European financial institutions under our watch (World Bank, 2020; Cooley 

& Heathershaw, 2017). Due to the lack of transparency in the informal civil society networks 

in Kyrgyzstan, there seems to be no way to realistically monitor the grassroots allocation of 

aid currently. Thus, reporting becomes excessively difficult and sets a red flag for the donors. 

It is thought the lack of transparency and tribal associations foreshadow corruption. The issue 

of corruption admittedly prevails.  

However, the concept of corruption and its embodiments is discussed in a separate 

chapter. But firstly, a better understanding of the different sets of elites in Kyrgyzstan needs 

to be developed. This is essential for the regulation of financial flows. This becomes 

extremely important when transactions between the regions are monitored. Interrupting the 

wrong transactions could have severe consequences for the remittances sent in bona fides 

between the regions. The following chapter sets out to draw distinctions between different 

sets of elites in power in Kyrgyzstan.  

4. Elites and their discontents: the international elite and the native son 

4.1. Introduction 

For distributing aid, it is important to understand the role of kinship ties in developing 

the region. Similarly, forming a picture of these networks is useful when mapping the 

channels for resource distribution. A good picture of the networks adds to the accountability 
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and helps with maintaining the transparency of these actors. It answers the Brussels-based 

bureaucrats’ complaints about how difficult it is to understand what is going on in Central 

Asia. Often the problem with Western aid in Central Asia is that the local actors cannot 

establish sufficient creditability in the eyes of the donors. Currently, the donors seem to 

acknowledge the absence of reliable and accurate information on the ground and proceed to 

work with what they have. (Sharshenova, 2018)  

Consequently, this has led to a form of cognitive dissonance. Donors prefer to rely on 

formal actors; they are familiar with, informal ones. However, simultaneously they are aware 

of the rampant corruption among the formal institutions and actors. The result culminates into 

the core argument made in this thesis: development aid, when ill-coordinated, produces more 

harm than it does good.  

A further aspect influencing the external influence in Central Asia is money 

laundering. Laundering assets is by far not a recent trend in Europe. However, a certain 

reluctance in dealing with it has been prevailing until recently. After the British HBSC bank 

in 2012, and the more recent Danish Danske Bank, Norwegian DNB ASA, Finnish Nordea, 

and the Swedish Swedbank money laundering scandals in Europe, the national governments 

in Europe have been under pressure to take action against the systematic laundering of 

foreign assets in their financial institutions. I engage with this topic not simply as a student of 

Central Asia, but also as a former investigator in a Group Financial Crime Prevention 

(GFCP) unit. This by far does not make one an expert in anti-money laundering (AML) but 

helps in assessing the ratione behind the rules and regulations, and the practical investigative 

work conducted in a crime prevention unit.  

An additional note should be made on the scope of this chapter. Numerous articles 

have been authored by many fine Central Asian scholars to explain what is to be done in 

Kyrgyzstan. Less effort has been committed on our side, in the West, in understanding our 

role in it. Notwithstanding the self-proclaimed role as a benevolent benefactor. Therefore, I 

leave the practical policy recommendations for the East for those who better understand them 

and focus instead on building an account of us above mere benefactors.  

This chapter, perhaps naïvely, assumes the donors would like to engage the end-users 

of the aid as directly as possible to eliminate any unnecessary middle hands. In this chapter, I 

wish to shed light on these ‘middle-hands' by arguing that there are essentially two branches 

of elites acting as the meta-level distributors of aid in Kyrgyzstan. These branches of elites 

have different interests. Within their respective branches, they constitute a motley crew of 
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business, community, and political people. However, their motives and interests are the tell-

tales of their allegiances.  

The first branch has ties to the state, or they are directly involved in it. Their field of 

operations is the international arena. They use the state as a chaperon, or a stepping stone, for 

their financial operations outside the country. Their interests are separate from national 

interests. They constitute what Stephen Kotkin described as an ‘uncivil society’. Kotkin 

describes them as a set of entrepreneur elite, whose business operations extend beyond 

national borders. They do not share national-level democratic ideals with the members of 

civil society. These oligarchs and political elites may fund public charities, NGOs, and 

cultural events, but their primary interest is in image-crafting, personal enrichment, and asset 

protection. (Kotkin, 2009) Thus, they assume a formal national front, but their offshore 

holdings and orientation to personal enrichment roots them outside national jurisdiction and, 

consequently, deprive them of accountability.  

The other branch of elite cascades from the Lineage Associations discussed in the 

previous chapter. The Association forms a symbiosis with the local communities 

(Ismailbekova, 2017). On a local level, they associate with the local elders and co-opt 

businesspeople. Despite constituting a legal entity, their participation in politics is prohibited. 

The individual businessmen harbouring in this branch are prone to corruption if too much 

power is handed over to them. These individuals may attempt to mobilize people and seize 

power on the state level to protect their assets (Radnitz, 2012). They remain within the reach 

of local law and enforcement, but their influence is through informal channels, which costs 

them their transparency.  

This chapter dives deeper into the social structures of Kyrgyzstan to shed light on the 

money-for-power dynamics behind these elite branches to assess what internal checks and 

balances exist for their regulation. With these dynamics, I mean the rewards made available 

in exchange for a patronage relationship. I will present both elite branches through their 

clientelist ties. Additionally, three practical samples highlight the different mechanisms in 

use. These samples draw from earlier research, as well as from my field research in 

Kyrgyzstan between 2021-2022.  

It would do well to bear in mind that Kyrgyzstan is not an exception as a system, 

where the capacity to influence consists of both formal and informal relationships and of the 

need to control sufficient assets and power. Neither should it come as a surprise to anybody 

accustomed to political machinations (in the East or West), that the arena becomes confusing 

once the surface is scratched. Nevertheless, even without a full picture of the internal politics 
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in a given country, a good command over the external influencers’ relation to local politics is 

essential. By understanding the external forces and their motives, forming a better picture is 

possible. Therefore, some time is spent building a picture of those external forces. 

This chapter withholds the body of the argument made in this study. It is structured as 

follows. The first section negotiates a potential issue for this study’s main thesis, as presented 

by the respected scholar, Scott Radnitz, in his work on elite mobilizations in Kyrgyzstan. 

Addressing this account helps to structure the contingencies dominating the political sphere 

and the actions of different elites in Kyrgyzstan. By understanding these contingencies, it is 

not only possible to better understand the power for money dynamics, but also to view 

Radnitz’s ‘independent elites’ as part of the two umbrella branches presented above.  

The second section elaborates on the mechanics of an international branch of elites by 

introducing three samples. It discusses inflows and outflows of funds, whether injected 

directly as development aid, foreign direct investments (FDIs), or siphoned out as privatized 

assets. It introduces grand corruption and money laundering as a vantage point for the 

motivations behind the international elite’s conduct in capturing aid and investment in 

Central Asia.  

The third, and final, section continues where the last chapter left off. It elaborates on the 

cascading kinship relationships stemming from the Lineage Associations and terminating at 

the local community levels. This is where SME businesses can find fortified ground for their 

operations under the wing of a local community to protect it from the predatory state. This 

section does this by first constructing an anthropological account of the kinship society in 

Kyrgyzstan to act as a vantage point. Against this account, it introduces three samples 

illustrating different alternatives for local communities to gather funding for their 

development projects. These cases draw from existing research as well as my field research 

in Kyrgyzstan. 

4.2. The not-so-independent elites 

Scott Radnitz described in his work Weapons of the Wealthy (2012) a set of 

‘independent elites’. Radnitz explained there is a set of elites with no loyalty towards the 

state, but who simultaneously possess sufficient resources to be independent of the people. 

These elites, Radnitz thought, were able to amass popular support through mobilizations to 

solve intra-elite power struggles and to protect their assets from the state. Radnitz did not 

discuss the Lineage Association as a separate category, and the overall contemplation of 

those associations remains nearly absent from his work. Consequently, he has been criticised 
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for depicting the communities in Kyrgyzstan as simple homogenous blocks solely dependent 

on the charity of these independent elites (Doolotkeldieva et al., 2013).  

Nevertheless, Radnitz identified four important strategies the independent elites 

employ to protect their assets from a predatory state. In general, they can either (1) exit the 

country, (2) find allies within the executive branch, or (3) coalesce with informal associations 

and lay low. Alternatively, the independent elite can build on a support base within 

communities to mobilize support during tough times. Radnitz calls this subversive 

clientelism, and defines it as “the development of the capacity to mobilize citizens through 

clientelist ties”. (Radnitz, 2012, p. 21) This capacity is developed where formal institutions 

are weak, there exist economic opportunities to earn and dispose of wealth, and there is a 

deficit of public goods in society. Where these conditions are met, the independent elite can 

mobilize support at dire times. The conditions are evidently met in Kyrgyzstan. Radnitz 

depicts a three-way interaction between the regime, independent elites, and impoverished 

masses. He argues the independent elite may ally with the regime or harness the power to 

mobilize the masses.  

Asel Doolotkeldieva criticized Radnitz for giving too much merit to the independent 

elite’s capacity to influence local community elders in mustering their support. She argues 

that by ”co-opting [independent] elites, local politicians and activists pursue interests and 

strategies of their own“ (Doolotkeldieva et al., 2013, p. 88). Moreover, the competition for 

scarce resources has turned the communities adept at navigating through individual patrons 

and political factions. In other words, the independent elite is independent in the sense that it 

can decide whether it becomes a creature of the political elite or the local communities. 

Doolotkeldieva presents the elections as an occasion, where the independent elite has a 

chance to surge under the protective dome of the parliament. Thus, providing for the 

communities could simply amount to a publicity stunt to gain influence and votes in that 

specific district.  

Cooley and Heathershaw argue that while the political elite and oligarchs may 

participate in charities and cultural events, it is mostly done for image-crafting. They argue 

that civil society played a decreasing role in the 2005 mobilizations. Instead, “corrupt 

political leaders and the global financial services industry played ever-increasing roles”. 

(Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017, p. 237) Thus, Radnitz might have over-emphasized the role of 

communities for the independent elite. Rather, it would seem the independent elite ought 

either to pay more heed to its connections with the political elite or to coalesce with the 

Lineage Associations.  
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A closer look into the three asset protection mechanisms, Radnitz described, reveals 

only the first one seems to support the notion of an ‘independent elite’. Exiting the country 

with assets is a formidable defense against predation. This is especially so with the residents, 

who are Russian passport holders, as will be demonstrated later in one of the samples. This 

strategy, nevertheless, complicates further business in the country of origin. Thus, it should 

only be considered as the last resort. The second mechanism in practice marries the elite with 

the state, turning them from independent to dependent lackeys of the state. Finally, the third 

mechanism would bring the elite together with the Lineage Associations.  

As it was discussed in the previous chapter, these Associations should stay out of 

politics, but they have informally extended their influence within the state organs. It is 

common for wealthy businessmen to be members of these associations and contribute to their 

activities with their resources (Ismailbekova, 2022). The mechanism may, thus, protect 

within the Association but demands involvement in the support of its activities. Therefore, I 

will discuss this set of elites simply as ‘Business’ to underline their dependencies.  

However, this is not to say that these businessmen and their assets would not play a 

significant role on the side they choose to cooperate with. On the contrary, as Radnitz 

elegantly described, their assets and competencies have the potential to turn them into 

“kingmakers” for their capacity to mobilize people (Radnitz, 2015). Moreover, this capacity 

can be cultivated either in the political regime’s camp or within the civil society - that is the 

Lineage Associations. Hence, their loyalties are of great value for either camp. Nevertheless, 

this leaves us with essentially two branches of elites, who can act as mediators for aid 

distribution and business operations. Therefore, a more nuanced picture of the two branches 

needs to be developed. This inevitably also requires an understanding of the external forces 

influencing and incentivizing these branches in Kyrgyzstan. 

4.3. Formality without accountability: the international elite 

In this section, the study focuses on what is our influence in it as a part of the external 

powers that be in Central Asia. I look at how the line between the state and the private 

became blurred and which produced a dilemma the external funders and benefactors still face 

in regulating the financial industry and the elites in Central Asia. How this dilemma is being 

solved, I argue, prepares the arena for the international elite to operate in. This highlights our 

role in setting the checks and balances for the “kingmakers” of the international branch. 

Secondly, the three samples illustrate the practical machinations of the international elite. 

These cases consist of Maksim Bakiyev’s capture of the distribution of development aid in 
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Kyrgyzstan; the influence of BONGOs discussed in the previous chapters on local 

communities; and finally, a case in practice on where and how the regime elite captures 

development aid in Kyrgyzstan. These samples draw from existing literature, as well as from 

my field research in Kyrgyzstan. 

Blurring the Line 

On the national level in developing countries, offshore subsidiaries serve a well-

tailored purpose. The subsidiaries are used by modern multinational enterprises to minimize 

tax liabilities and to transport capital to a low-tax jurisdiction from a higher one. This way the 

enterprise can efficiently allocate foreign direct investments to a developing country. The 

issue with the practice is that it assumes a private business acts independently from the state 

and its related power structures.  

This was not the case in Kyrgyzstan, at the inception of independence in Central Asia, 

the privatized elite networks became often fused with the state. Their interests were distracted 

from nation-building to grabbing “as many material resources as quickly as possible” (Marat, 

2015, p. 47). This, in effect, allowed the elites to hide under the guise of the state while 

extracting its wealth with the help of deregulation. The legal instruments meant for enhancing 

globalization had started to function as instruments of contestation over the state, and not as 

protectors from it as the doctrine presupposed (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017). During these 

Akayev and Bakiyev eras, citizens and international observers had little time or 

understanding to where the cross-border financial flows were going (Marat, 2015). As a 

result, the line between the legal and criminal activities of the regime elites blurred. 

Benefactor’s dilemma 

Since Bakiev’s era on international level, the Western AML regulations have gone 

through an upheaval, and a lot more money and effort has been poured into AML practices. 

This commitment, however, has been met so far by some as mere “liberal window dressing” 

(Hoffman, 2010, p. 90), while others have criticized the naivety of the West in accepting 

”cosmetic change or tactical concessions” (Sharshenova, 2018, p. 157) in exchange for 

Western rewards. Sharshenova in particular woes that while the EU is attempting to cover the 

regulative gap; it ends up reinforcing the behaviour of the Central Asian governments. She 

claims the current practice is unlikely to change unless the democracy promoters stop 

accepting imitated commitments of the Central Asian regimes as sufficient. It is, of course, 

not entirely fair to judge the post-HBSC and Danske scandal changes in the light of more 

recent implications. In general, money laundering scandals tend to surface several years post 

hoc.  
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However, there are certain incentives for financial institutions and governments to 

apply lax AML policies. The lack of commitment to the regulation of international financial 

flows can be explained by the benefits it entails for all stakeholders. When successful, money 

laundering is a profitable business for the culprit, but also the financial institution used for 

laundering. Moreover, there are both political and financial benefits in money laundering 

available for the Western governments. Politically it reserves them the right to resort to the 

lack of commitment to regulation. This ’normative suasion’ Sharshenova identifies as one of 

the three mechanisms used by the Union for democracy promotion (2018). The other two are 

strategic calculation and democratic empowerment. For successful normative suasion, 

commitment is required. In other words, setting an example. Currently, the practice of 

lending money-laundering services sets an example for the developing countries, where the 

services are provided. Unfortunately, for the culprits, if they are caught, it will allow the 

provider economies to undo any promises made from our side. Consequently, it is a powerful 

tool in political coercion.  

Financially, while financial institutions can extract large profits from the laundering 

business, it contributes to the banks’ ability to keep the rates for financial products and 

services low for homeland customers. Meanwhile, chasing petty criminals and or harassing 

household customers and small entrepreneurs has become a trend to show compliance with 

AML regulations, and to fill the reporting quotas for the national Financial Supervisory 

Authority (FSA). Also, World Bank noted this in its November press release in 2022, where 

it noted that the burden of compliance with AML and terrorist finance regulations restricts 

access to transfer services (World Bank, Nov. 30.2022) This trend is worrying when it comes 

to the reliance on remittances in developing countries. Expressing compliance by chasing 

’suspicious’ international transactions would have the potential of undermining the private 

aid schemes of the middle class residing abroad. This is especially worrying when tackling 

corruption issues in developing countries. Both, Kazakhstan (Tax and Law Newsletter, 2022) 

and Kyrgyzstan have expressed interest in repatriating the stolen assets.  

Following the meeting between the Chairman of the Kazakh Anti-Corruption Agency 

Olzhas Bektenov and the EU delegation led by EU Special Representative for Central Asia 

Terhi Hakala in 2022, a consensus on cooperation in repatriating stolen assets was widely 

broadcasted in the Kazakh media (Kabar, 2022). However, it remains to be seen what actual 

measures are implemented on the EU side. Repatriating assets is substantively different from 

pre-empting in that no new funds are siphoned out. The standard operating procedure the 

financial institutions adopted following the burn of the Scandinavian banks was more 
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regulation of household customers. This practice produces “false positives”, which fill the 

quotas and demonstrate compliance. With household customers, a bank’s “risk appetite” is 

low since there is little to lose. However, this appetite grows when there is more potential lost 

revenue at stake. Consequently, it is more likely the banks interfere with small suspicious-

looking transactions with customers (say migrant workers), it does not presume to buy into 

other products or services. Off-boarding these customers do not hurt the bank nearly as much 

as exiting a large corporate customer. Interfering too much with the remittances sent by 

migrant workers to demonstrate compliance would have drastic consequences on the welfare 

of developing countries and increase survival corruption. 

Additionally, through grand corruption activities substantial amounts of development 

aid, or FDIs, are reinvested back into Europe or US through offshore accounts. Alternatively, 

they are invested in luxury products or real estate. Global Witness revealed in 2012 evidence 

of some $1.2 billion of suspicious funds running through only three UK companies. What 

made it suspicious was that a formerly deceased man was used as the frontman of the 

business. This did not stop the UK banks from accepting the business as their client. The 

funds were traced sufficiently to a Kyrgyz bank that one bank in the United Kingdom, UBS, 

terminated the relationship with the clients. (Global Witness, 2012)  

Cooley & Heathershaw (2017) identified in their research the US and the City of 

London as havens for corrupt capital, where officials are accustomed to turning a blind eye. 

Similarly, another research found the industrialized democracies of the OECD countries are 

more likely to sell an anonymous shell company without valid documentation with US, UK, 

and Turkey being the biggest culprits (Findley, Nielson, & Sharman, 2014). 

Unfortunately, tracking the FDI flows is generally difficult in Central Asia. While 

Tajikistan does not publish nearly any information, Uzbekistan prevents any data on inflows. 

In Kyrgyzstan, the outflows to these ‘usual suspects’ are marked as confidential in the IMF’s 

Direct Inward and Outward Positions database (IMF, 2023). Therefore, it is possible to only 

form a picture of the route the funds are repatriated. 

However, we can form a picture of the general trend based on Kazakhstan’s FDI in- 

and outflows (Table 1.). Naturally, Kazakhstan is a much bigger economy and attracts more 

investments. Nevertheless, the financial flows between Kazakhstan and other Central Asian 

republics are relatively big as it is not uncommon to have business operations in two 

countries. With the Netherlands playing a relatively large role. According to IMF, in 2021 the 

Netherlands invested as FDIs some $59.922 million amounting to 39% of the total inflows. 

During the same year, the outflows back to the Netherlands were $56.509 million – a 
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whopping 68% of the total outward flows. The Netherlands is considered a tax haven due to 

its royalty tax deduction scheme, which makes it a lucrative business to have funds sit on the 

Dutch accounts and accumulate interest. 

What is striking in this data is the sheer amount of Western investments, both in and 

out, when compared to the traditional investment partners. Russia has been a long trade 

partner with Central Asia and is still recognized by president Kassym-Jomart Tokajev as the 

main trade partner with Kazakhstan. Also, China, since the launch of its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), has been investing substantially in Central Asia. Moreover, a large part of 

these investments has been made through its Exim Bank and China Development Bank. 

Therefore, they should be largely visible in the IMF data flows. Additionally, as further 

scrutiny of the IMF data provides, China and Russia have played similarly marginal roles in 

the overall investment scheme to Central Asia for the past ten years. 

With westbound investments, the practice suggests a method of “round-tripping”, 

where funds are channelled from the country of origin to a low-tax jurisdiction (say 

Netherlands). From there it can be issued as loans through a bank with a low tax on interest. 

Later the funds are transferred to a shell company at an offshore location, from which they 

can be injected back into a shell company (say a BONGO) at home as an FDI or as 

(unconditional) development aid. 

In Kyrgyzstan’s case we already know from other sources that there exists a system 

for siphoning the funds out of the country. The data shows substantial inflows to Kyrgyzstan 

from 

Netherlands, UK, Switzerland, and Kazakhstan. Despite their considerably smaller role when 

 
4 Cooley and Heathershaw reported relatively smaller outflows in 2012. However, since that time the reporting 

system has been changed. IMF now receives data from the counterparty economy. Previously the data came 

from the national banks of the target country. Additionally, several top destination countries have since declared 

their figures confidential and, consequently, are not available anymore.  

 

Top inward FDI partners with Kazakhstan 

in 2021 (mln $) and their %-share 

Top Outward FDI reported by counterparty 

economy and %-share 

Netherlands 58.922 (39%) Netherlands 56.509 (68%) 

US 39.709 (26%) France 8.748 (10%) 

France 13.167 (9%) China Mainland 7.487 (9%) 

China&HK 9.123 (6%) Russia 3.609 (4%) 

Russia 5.358 (4%) Canada 1.513 (2%) 

Table 1. Top 5 FDI partners with Kazakhstan. Compiled by the author.4 
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compared to the traditional partners, such as Russia and China, they indicate only one-way 

traffic. Bearing in mind that these are investments, not aid sent by an international 

organization, they do not seem to accumulate any profits. Notwithstanding Kazakhstan, the 

outward flows from Kyrgyzstan to these countries are either confidential or nothing. What 

can be assumed from the data made available is a reverse system of round-tripping. The funds 

are first sent to an offshore location, where they touch down to hide their origin, and then 

continue to UK or Netherlands, as investments in real-estate or royalty schemes. From these 

locations, they can be reinjected similarly as unconditional aid or as FDIs back into the 

national economy. 

Transparency International expressed concern about several EU member states‘ 

failure to meet the requirements imposed on them in the 5th EU Anti-Money Laundering 

Directive (5th EU AMLD). The requirement set in the Directive is to create a transparent and 

publicly accessible register listing beneficial owners of the companies operating in the 

member state. Out of the 28 member states in the EU Hungary, Italy and Lithuania have not 

produced any type of beneficial ownership registers. Six countries, namely Cyprus, Czech 

Republic, Finland, Greece, Romania, and Spain, have failed to comply with the deadlines in 

making the registers public. (Transparency International, 2021) In this regard, the Union’s 

AML is only as strong as its weakest link. Once a transaction has been accepted into a 

European bank, its further transfer becomes less complicated. Despite the common market, 

banking secrecy protects the beneficial owners, and investigating the origin of funds in 

another bank is extremely difficult. Despite the talk in the Union, capturing these financial 

flows has not invoked genuine interest in the EU and remains obscure. 

Overall, the West has been neglecting the regulation of its institutions to the extent 

that between 2001 and 2010 a US-based NGO Global Finance estimated the illicit financial 

flows globally to amount to some $5.8 trillion (The Guardian, 2013). Today, the Central 

Asian autocrats and their cronies have become completely fused with global business and 

finance (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017). It is difficult to assess the current situation at the 

time of writing. Among the banks, there is a mantra-like saying that they are always five 

years behind the criminals. However, when money laundering has been as systematic as was 

evident from the recent cases, it is difficult to limit the definition of ”criminals” only to the 

culprits hauling the funds to a bank branch for laundering. Instead, the proverb ought to 

emphasize that it is the regulator, who is five years behind the banks. A Eurojust report shows 

nearly a 100% surge in the reported money laundering cases since the Danske scandal in 

2017 (Eurojust, 2022). With the increase in monitoring among the financial institutions, this 
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does not constitute indisputable evidence for showing an increase in money laundering 

activities per se. However, it surely serves as an indicator that the practice is alive and 

operational. 

Nevertheless, with the regulations evolving, the banks are now forced to exit their 

customers unwilling to disclose their beneficial owners. In combating money laundering, the 

next steps are to consider how the clients can launder their funds in the future. In an attempt 

to regulate AML and fraud, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has produced 

recommendations on how to organize AML structures internationally in financial institutions. 

Following these recommendations is in practice mandatory for any financial institution 

hoping to operate with the signatories of the recommendations. The European drivers 

supporting the transitions in Central Asian financial institutions are Switzerland, the UK, and 

Luxemburg – two traditional tax havens and a country with a special jurisdiction (City of 

London) for finance within Europe. The motivation stems from a need to implement the 

recommendations, as these countries host the financial institutions, which are likely to have 

customers building operations in Central Asia. Since 2009, $31 million has been invested in 

building matching financial infrastructures in developing countries (ICA, 2022). By 

supporting the transition, they help introduce the same infrastructure to these countries they 

feel comfortable with. The situation invoked worries, which were expressed by a 

representative of the National Bank of the Kyrgyz Republic Baktygul Jeenbaeva: “On the 

international level they have created the infrastructure for money laundering and expect us at 

a national level to investigate it!” (Cooley & Heathershaw, 2017) The result is as if one was 

forced to have home security equipment installed by a known criminal syndicate.  

While the AML regulations may have tightened it does not offer a solution for the 

UN’s estimate of up to $2 trillion being laundered every year and currently residing on 

offshore accounts. The will to make use of those funds remains unchanged. Similarly, the 

want to siphon out personal assets from a predatory state’s reach prevails. To understand the 

international elite’s grand corruption and the laundering of aid in practice, this study 

introduces three samples. These are chosen on the basis that they highlight best the different 

mechanisms that have been known to be in use in Kyrgyzstan. 

Three samples 

Maksim Bakiev and the CADI 

Erica Marat claims that under Akayev and Bakiyev two types of regime members 

emerged: “state actors who were primarily interested in sustaining political order in the 
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country and maintaining their hold on power, as well as non-state actors (mainly family and 

friends) who sought to use their insider access to amass great wealth” (Marat, 2015).  

As was discussed in the previous chapter, what contributed to Akayev‘s ruin was his 

inability to distribute the privileges in the form of access to international funding widely 

enough for sufficient support. Under the Bakiyev administration, his son Maksim and his 

foreign friends Mikhail Nadel and Eugene Gourevich founded the Central Agency on 

Development, Investment, and Innovation (CADI) in 2009. CADI was an institution 

responsible for the distribution of all financial inflows into Kyrgyzstan and controlled the 

assets of the country’s largest financial institutions. In exchange for support, they were 

granted access to global finance, which solidified the shadow economy and the patronage 

networks within the state-dependent branch of elites. (Global Witness, 2012; Marat, 2015)  

These financial institutions held Bakiyev’s assets, which later ended up in offshore 

accounts. They used a method of ’round-tripping’ for circulating the funds and returning 

them laundered clean. Maksim’s CADI was, nevertheless, short-lived. He had to flee to the 

United Kingdom in 2010 to escape the political situation heating up at home, where the 

Kyrgyz people had stepped on the barricades to overthrow the corrupt government. 

Following the ousting of his father Kurmanbek, Maksim Bakiyev was against the 

odds and given political asylum in the UK, which refused to surrender him for the Kyrgyz 

courts to stand trial for his machinations. In 2013, a Kyrgyz court sentenced Maksim in 

absentia to 24 years in prison for corruption. The same year a US court dropped fraud charges 

against Maksim it had filed earlier. The response from the Kyrgyz side towards Western 

conduct was articulated by president Almazbek Atambayev in July 2013: 

“You’re hosting a guy who robbed us. We could have used that money to fund fair 

elections … I didn’t know that behind the beautiful words of democracy are very dirty lies. … 

Britain is one of the founders of democracy and it’s impossible to understand its actions 

against us. I am ashamed for Great Britain and didn’t expect politics to be this cynical and 

corrupt.”(Walker, 2013) 

Diligently, the UK provided free transit for his wealth, and him and his family. Today, 

Maksim continues his business activities in London. The law and enforcement system in 

Kyrgyzstan does not have the capacity to investigate Maksim Bakiyev’s offshore accounts. 

This case potentially also explains partly why the outflows to certain European countries, 

including the UK, remain classified. Hence this case illustrates how it is virtually impossible 

to identify the beneficial owners behind not just offshore, but also regular companies. 
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Whether the question is an injection of aid or FDI, tracking its progress through the state 

distributive organs may prove extremely difficult. 

BONGOs and NGOs 

This case looks into the distribution of resources through non-state actors in 

Kyrgyzstan. As discussed in the previous chapter, Kyrgyzstan’s civil society is largely 

compromised of Business-Oriented Non-Governmental Organizations. These organizations 

are founded by commercial companies to represent their interests (van der Zwart & van 

Tulder, 2006). Local-level actors, the local elite, are largely dependent on the former in 

funding their activities on a community level. BONGOs originally emerged to sell “civil 

society services for donor funding”. In practice, most of all the NGOs operate with external 

commercial funding. (Sharshenova, 2018)  

Only a limited number of NGOs are, both, eligible and able to secure funding in 

Kyrgyzstan. Only companies with sufficient assets to hire a competent translator and a 

counsellor are able to apply. For the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights 

(EIDHR), the demand is for the applicant to have at least 10% initial capital. Considering the 

amounts of EIDHR grants this can be anything between $1.000-30.000. This is way more 

than what any community in Kyrgyzstan can be expected to muster together independently. 

(Axyonova, 2012; Sharshenova, 2018)  

Consequently, the field has turned highly competitive. Different BONGOs compete 

over fitting into grant frames. Three steps follow: firstly, due to the 10% initial capital, a 

community level actor needs to establish a BONGO-dependent NGO to be eligible to apply 

for a development grant. Secondly, the BONGOs become dependent on the state-elite with 

access to funds to secure the grants. And finally, the BONGOs agenda shifts from the local 

community and/or civil society to fit within the grant requirements. It follows that the 

development interest of the local community becomes articulated through the sponsoring 

BONGO, which in turn has structured its agenda according to the donor preferences (Radnitz, 

2012). Thus, the agendas of the major organizations are shaped by either the international 

elite with the consent of the political elite – the ‘uncivil society’ - or by external donors 

advocating their specific agendas and providing the checks and balances for the actors. From 

the standpoint of money for power this suggests that in order to secure a grant for a grassroots 

community project, the community must comply with the international elite or donor's 

understanding of what is best for them.  

Moreover, in a discussion with an aid worker in Kyrgyzstan, it was brought up that 

the majority of companies in Osh are not registered in any company registry. Their 
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perception was that the practice complicates finding legit partners, as aid organizations are 

obliged to work with only registered companies. The only reason a company would register 

itself, they asserted, was if it wanted to have access to foreign bank accounts. The negligence 

of some larger aid organizations to find out properly whom they partner with favours the 

companies, who can afford to have a Western business façade. 

Road construction with state funding 

This third sample provides a practical example of a grant distribution at the state-level 

in Kyrgyzstan. The case is built from an interview with an informant in Kyrgyzstan during 

the summer of 2022. My informant, “Arstan”, described a road construction project, in which 

he had been an entrepreneur applying for a government tender. It is unclear whether the funds 

provided for him originated from development aid per se. However, the case produces a 

hypothetical, where the state had an interest to disguise embezzlement as a genuine case of 

governmental support.  

My informant had been applying for a government tender to build a road in one of the 

northern oblasts in Kyrgyzstan. Arstan won the competition to build a road leading to his 

undertaking in the region. Upon signing the agreement, he noticed the grant agreement stated 

a double sum compared to what he had applied for. The government representative explained 

that should he like to receive the grant he would have to sign off the double amount. Later, he 

would receive what was initially agreed upon. Thus, whether the funds were part of an aid 

scheme or not, the case suggests an over-charging scheme, where excessive funds are 

allocated to a project and later skimmed aside. The government officials had documentation 

and were able to show where the funds had gone. Similar possibilities tend to turn up when 

the follow-up on the aid schemes is poor, there is little understanding of the local practices, 

grants to the governments are paid by default, and/or grant projects are not transparent. 

(Axyonova, 2012) 

Conclusions 

Central Asia along with other similar regimes, where the distinction between the state 

and the private has blurred produces a dilemma for us. On one hand, they are criminals and 

abuse the very funds supposed to help those in need. On the other hand, the current practice is 

profitable for our financial institutions, polishes our shields as benevolent benefactors, and 

consequently helps our economy. Moreover, as the Eurojust report showed it is becoming 

increasingly difficult to sweep the evidence of moral malpractice under the carpet. The litter 

seeping out threatens to reduce our grand schemes of democracy empowerment and 

normative valour to account only for an increase in the authoritarian regimes’ ability to 
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accumulate wealth and suppress opposition at home (Marat, 2015). This is reflected in the 

Freedom House, Press Freedom, and Corruption Perception indexes.  

Similarly, the promotion of good governance is undermined by the examples of bad 

external governance, which aims for quick wins (Sharshenova, 2018), tolerates imitated 

commitments, and encourages corruption and fraud. Hoffmann (2010) explains the reluctance 

of Central Asian leaders stems from the assumption, that furthering transparency, and 

participatory politics and strengthening formal institutions one can undermine their basis for 

rule and power. Indeed, it is easy to put oneself in the driver’s seat and recap what 

Atambayev thought of the founders of democracy being corrupt. From a Central Asian 

leader’s point of view, they were first talked into fraud by showing an example and by 

facilitating it, and then asked to turn themselves in. 

What this section showed was that the current aid and investment practices and needs 

become orchestrated and drafted by the benevolent benefactors. The local organizations, not 

only misallocate the aid but also by abusing it producing detrimental results for the 

development of civil society and rule of law in Kyrgyzstan. 

4.4. Informality Without Transparency: the national elite and the native son 

What has been discussed in previous chapters (Chapter 2) suggests that kinship ties 

laying the foundation for civil society institutions existed before Soviet colonialism. They 

managed not only to survive but adapted to the requirements of democracy and a market 

economy during the early 90s. Some claim the kinship ties have in fact strengthened in rural 

Kyrgyzstan to compensate for the inequalities in access to wealth and influences. In recent 

years anthropologists have criticized the use of ‘clan’ as an analytical concept in political 

science, averring that it is misleading and has no empirical basis (Finke, 2002; Gullette, 2010; 

Ismailbekova, 2017). Ismailbekova explains the criticism of clan politics is based in part on 

the lack of empirical evidence. Kyrgyz society is built on two groups. the uruk, a small group 

of kinsmen who share a common ancestor four to seven generations removed; and uruu, a 

larger genealogical grouping that can include a number of uruks (Gullette, 2010; Jacquesson, 

2010). David Gullette demonstrates that neither group is empirically observable in the sense 

of cohesive bodies of people. Thus, the traditional understanding may be insufficient in 

understanding kinship relationships allegedly prevailing in Kyrgyzstan and consequently 

foster the distrust of aid and investment towards informal, and non-Westernized, systems. 

This section seeks to elaborate on these kinship ties and establish a better 

understanding of the checks and balances regulating these informal relationships. This is 
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useful in determining the mediums for aid distribution in a society based on kinship. This is 

done by first elaborating the anthropological account of the civic culture on a local level in a 

kinship society. I show that certain similarities can be identified between the Kyrgyz rural 

community level and our own understanding of democratic decision-making processes. 

However, it becomes important to recognize the difference between a (Western) individual 

culture and an (Eastern) collective culture. 

Secondly, three practical samples are presented to demonstrate the practical 

applications of the argument made in the first part. These samples are selected to showcase 

the varied practices of civic culture in Kyrgyzstan. The first sample introduces Aksana 

Ismailbekova’s ‘Rahim’ as a native son, who entered a symbiosis with his community to 

mobilize support for his growing business. The second sample draws from my research in 

Kyrgyzstan, where I became acquainted with a businessman, who sought to build his 

enterprise through trust-building with a community but was met with resistance. The third 

sample looks again at the NGOs, but this time solely the ones relying on external funding. It 

draws from an interview with a World Food Program worker in Kyrgyzstan, who described 

the interplay between the organization and the local communities. The focus of these samples 

is to highlight a power for money dynamics between the business (the ‘independent elites’) 

and the local communities, and to introduce the checks and balances, their discontents, 

regulating the conduct of the business.  

Kinship ties and the native son 

Kinship ties in Kyrgyzstan have traditionally been symbolized in a “native son”, 

which assumes hierarchy and common identity. Native son is expected to protect their 

community in times of need and to represent the community in the political arena. These 

patrons use “imagined genealogical ties” as a “symbol to justify his exercise of power over 

the community and to legitimize his authority and decision-making”. The imagined 

genealogy and space “play a crucial role in manipulating behaviours and the practices of 

social actors”. (Ismailbekova, 2017) It covers for Anderson’s imagined communities based 

on borders and common language by providing the space and time to imagine a community.  

Moreover, the genealogical ties may go back several generations and are passed 

through oral narratives but remain sufficient in creating kinship ties. These ties between the 

prospective patrons and clients not only build trust but form a symbiosis. The clients are 

dependent on the material resources the patron can provide. In turn, the patron is dependent 

on the support he can muster from the relationship and on using it to legitimize his conduct 

(for the sake of the community!). The community elders view themselves as instructors for 
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their native son and set requirements for spiritual and material needs. Thus, as Ismailbekova 

argues “post-Soviet patron-client relations are self-interested, but they are built from 

ritualized expressions of kinship and thus also moral sentiments” (Ismailbekova, 2017).  

These ties are not created overnight and require constant upkeep. In the Kyrgyz 

patron-client relationships the focus is set on the native son representing the community as a 

whole. In politics, the notion of ’our son‘ justifies any legally ’unpure’ practices in ensuring 

that their patron can engage with the centres of power through a parliamentary position. The 

practice survives within the imagined framework of kinship ties. It manifests itself in the use 

of ”kin terms, lineage identification, and outright manipulation of the genealogies for various 

purposes”. Bearing in mind (Chapter 2) that the genealogical ties establish a feeling of 

belonging that is a sociocultural reality increases people’s participation during elections. 

(Ismailbekova, 2017). Ismailbekova’s research resonates with Radnitz’s understanding of the 

operationalization of subversive clientelism, which he explained as 

“a product of daily struggles over power, property, and prestige. Elections may momentarily 

bring latent conflicts out into the open, but the efforts of insecure elites to win societal 

allegiance are ongoing. Scholars should therefore be attuned to the activities of aspiring 

patrons in everyday life, which may have important implications for state-society relations 

and political legitimacy.”(Radnitz, 2012, p. 201) 

Interestingly, what Ismailbekova and Radnitz agree on seems to suggest that the 

patron-client relationships create possibilities for a daily plebiscite to take place within 

society instead of focusing only on the elections period and thus help in legitimizing the 

conduct. The mechanism of this plebiscite differentiates itself from the Western democratic 

ideas, where the focus is on individual personhood.  

In 2021 I was observing the Kyrgyz parliamentary elections as an observer. In the 

mission debriefing some observers criticized the community practice of deliberating among 

themselves on which candidate the community should vote for. The criticism highlights the 

liberal understanding of personhood instead of a common experience of statehood. 

Ismailbekova argues “democracy and the free-market economy are primarily conceptual 

categories; in local contexts, they are intertwined with other social institutions, beliefs, values 

and practices”(Ismailbekova, 2017, p. 187). Perhaps due to this "intertwining“ the fact that 

the community was practicing a form of direct democracy escaped the observer's attention.  

For a liberal society, it is difficult to conceive that their parliamentary representatives 

should also represent their families. However, it is not so difficult to find similar 

contemporary narratives from the West. At the end of 2022, for instance, Finland is 
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navigating through a legal reform regarding its Sami minority in Lapland. The Sami people 

have their own representative organ (Sámediggi), which still pays heed to the Finnish 

parliament. The current issue is with who is allowed to represent the Sami people in the 

representative organ. (Helsingin Sanomat, 12.11.2022) At the time of writing the matter 

remained undecided. On the table, the options are whether actual genealogical ties are 

required, or if speaking the Sami language is sufficient if the person considers herself as part 

of the group.  

Similarly, continental Europe is saturated with somewhat similar cases, where 

genealogical ties and/or language play a substantial role in society. However, we rarely 

discuss ’clans’ (apart from perhaps the Scottish clans) or ’tribes,’ as they are somehow 

considered backward. Rather, they are referred to as ‘minorities’ and they should receive 

special care. Consequently, the more individual the society, the more there are bound to be 

appeals towards special treatment based on a minority group position. Whether these groups 

are structured through kinship ties, tribes, diets, social media, or lived experiences (erlebnis), 

it would do us good to discard the backward language also in Central Asia to draw a bead on 

what counts and why in Central Asian societies. 

The native son  

This first sample revisits the case of ‘Rahim’, a pseudonym given for Ismailbekova’s 

character in Native Son (Ismailbekova, 2017). Rahim built his business empire by forming a 

symbiosis with a community. He manipulated his own heritage to make it appear he was a 

descendant of great ancestors. He married carefully and became an ökül-ata, a representative 

father, for several children whom he supported through their major first steps in life. Rahim 

funded certain public projects, provided jobs, and represented his community in public 

matters. Through his interaction with his community, he was able to rely on their support in 

dire straits. The key to Rahim’s success was that he managed to build trust between himself 

and his community. This took years of commitment, sacrifices, and investments (both money 

and time). Rahim eventually perished in what can be assumed to be a part of the intra-elite 

power struggles of the time. It is difficult to conceive what happened to him as no criminal 

investigation was concluded. However, what can be assumed is that Rahim overstretched his 

support lines and miscalculated their capacity to carry him through. What his legacy teaches 

us is some kind of an understanding of a functional symbiosis between a patron and a 

community. In a time when the state was not able to provide for its people, a local aspiring 

patron was able to cover the state’s role. Moreover, it is possible to identify the checks and 

balances in play by paying heed to the village elders' assertation of their patron's activities. 
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Additionally, the genealogical tie to Rahim’s community not only brought the community 

within his reach but invested him with direct accountability towards his community. The 

trust, or the lack of it, the community has in its patron becomes an issue in the next sample. 

Business is business, but not always in Kyrgyzstan 

During my field-research, I had a chance to spend time with an aspiring patron 

“Dastan”, who confronted, like Rahim, the checks and balances set by his community. He 

had been building his business in Chüi oblast outside his home region in Talas. Over the 

years he had been able to amass wealth and material resources to start expanding his holiday 

resort. He facilitated this through bribes to secure rights for the land he was using and by 

including a local man (his neighbour) as a member of his company’s board. Money from 

earlier business activities helped him to buy rights for the land and the contract with the 

neighbour gave him rights to build a business on it. However, the money was not good for 

securing the community’s support or trust. Dastan explained to me how recently he had 

secured government support for his business. The state had promised to build a paved road to 

his property, which benefited the whole community along that road. He also organized a 

publicity stunt, in which I also participated, and exercised at his father’s birthday. The whole 

community was invited. The crowd constituted more than two hundred guests stomping the 

grounds of his property. Everyone was given a gift; people were fed with plov and vodka 

poured freely.  

However, the next day we discussed if the party had been successful. Dastan 

expressed discontent. The people were not impressed and blamed him for being a showoff 

and thought (quite rightly) that his wealth and influence were acquired through corrupt 

practices. Additionally, some people, he had heard, wished harm to him and his business. 

Despite his best efforts, Dastan was not able to build trust with this community. The last time 

I saw Dastan he had lost many of his employees and withered physically. His brother was 

worried about his health and the building project. It seemed the project might be delayed and 

potentially escalate to a failure to perform toward his pre-booked customers. 

Following Ismailbekova’s reasoning, what Dastan lacked were genealogical ties to 

this community. When I asked Dastan if things would be different in case, he was a local son, 

he answered without hesitation “yes, of course”. Thus, Dastan’s share seems to confirm 

Ismailbekova’s finding that patrons need to be accepted by their communities’ by playing a 

unique lineage card, rather than simply distributing their wealth. Money in Kyrgyzstan, it 

seems, only buys rights and situational alliances. It does not buy trust or justify corruption in 

local eyes unless it is for the community’s benefit. In the past, the patrons were not only 
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political leaders but defended the community from external enemies. This notion of a local 

defender remains a residual in contemporary politics, where a native son is better than an 

outsider. These last notes of money’s influence, intolerance towards corruption, and the 

preference towards “our own son” help to bridge the last case. 

Local perceptions of foreign NGOs: Food for thought 

During the summer of 2022, I interviewed an employee from the World Food 

Program. I was interested in how the organization was perceived on the field. The WFP 

employee explained to me how they had inspected a project site in the south. They had 

employed Kyrgyz workers to build a water canal on a field used for agriculture. During their 

visit, a local man had appeared on a motorbike and dictated detailed instructions for the 

labour force on where to dig the canal before riding away. The identity of the instructor 

remained unclear to them. (Interview 2, Bishkek, 2022) The assumption was that he was an 

elder responsible for coordinating the project so that the canal would not be built through the 

wrong parts of the field. The fact that the local man had not bothered to introduce himself (a 

common thing to do also in Kyrgyzstan) nor had addressed the Westerners on the site shows 

quite clearly the distrust held against the operators. 

The local prejudice towards Western values 

During the interview, it became evident that they had little time to visit the 

communities personally, which amounted to a low-level situational awareness on the ground. 

I was informed the WFP seeks to maintain a low profile among the locals to be able to pass 

the roles and responsibilities more smoothly over to the locals in the future. Some of the 

current projects took place in southern Kyrgyzstan, where I had travelled sometime before the 

interview. Thus, I was able to verify this, as few people in the south had ever heard of the 

WFP or had had anything to do with it. Even the imam from the local mosque denied any 

ongoing WFP projects. During my stay, the attitudes toward Western organizations among 

my interviewees amounted at best to indifference. In fact, the only reason I was accepted at 

the elders’ tables seemed to be that I was actively exposing myself by participating in the 

sports games surrounding a religious festival. The elders expressed respect towards my effort 

to put my “skin in the game” in the form of wrestling and rope-pulling games.  

What had become an inevitable topic when discussing with rural community 

representatives in southern Kyrgyzstan was the promotion of feminism by Western 

organizations. The local elders in the Nookat district (part of Osh oblast) expressed distrust of 

these foreign organizations they claimed were shaking the equilibrium in their communities. 

They considered feminism as an attack against their traditional family unit. It turned the 



57 

ELITE CAPTURE OF AID IN KYRGYZSTAN 

children against their guardians, which often meant the grandparents, as the direct parents had 

emigrated abroad (Interview 5, Borbash, 2022). In the south, in general, the number of stores 

selling religious garments had increased substantially already since my last visit in 2021. 

Listening further to the accounts at a religious fair in Borbash told a story of a community 

being alerted of religious fundamentalism spreading into the south. Part of the reason was 

evidently the perceived disrespect of the young towards the tradition the elders saw as the 

glue holding the impoverished community together. 

These prejudices, whether well-founded or not, were also confirmed by another NGO 

employee working for the UN Women in Kyrgyzstan (Interview 3, Online, 2022). According 

to their statement, they were better off using local employees in the field to establish trust and 

good relations. At any rate, they did not have much time to spend on the field.  

The learning from these individual accounts seems to be that the distrust towards 

Western operators or organizations stems from their perceived intrusion into the 

communities. The communities uphold a system of governance they are all familiar with and 

which follows a tradition based on clientelism. The Western intrusion through introducing a 

foreign set of founding values to a fragile system operating already in crisis mode resulting 

from poverty, split families, border conflicts, and inefficient state. Diversity does not fit such 

a system. It creates discord in a community held together by its familial organization and 

cannot be tolerated as long as the focus remains on the present needs.  

Additionally, it would do good for us to remember that when we discuss the native, as 

the untrustworthy “other”, it also works the other way around. For us, as the “other”, there are 

many names circulating in Central Asia and they are rarely flattering. My experience is that a 

white man is assumed to lord over things, but when it comes to real manual work, he cannot 

be trusted. At the academy in Bishkek, I was automatically assumed to take over the 

leadership upon my arrival at a workshop, the local students had prepared for days. My 

protest, that I had no idea of the content did not change that decision. However, my expressed 

interest in taking on manual labour tasks, such as chopping firewood or saddling a horse, was 

met with suspicion, and sometimes ignored. Only through physical aptitude was I able to 

convince my hosts that I was worthy of their attention. This entails a cultural clash, as much 

the opposite is true in the West. Trying to convince my colleagues that I am a force to be 

reckoned with by demonstrating my prowess in arm-wrestling is not likely to take me far. 

Rather, I would imagine it to intimidate some people. Similarly, resorting to high-minded 

ideas, intellectual credits, and focus on economic dimensions of organizing labour intimidates 

in a citizenry concerned with present needs. Doing, instead of drawing, builds the credentials 
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for further progress. This is not to say that in the deep ranks people in Central Asia 

understand only brawn. Rather, it tries to convey a message for the organisations working on 

the ground, where the set-up urges them to consider short-term goals, such as food and 

shelter. One has to show commitment by leading from the front. It is a luxury we have trained 

ourselves in the West, where one can step back and focus on simply pulling the strings. Of 

course, this may not be true in its entirety, but it does not matter. This is how We are 

perceived in Central Asia and it affects how the trust is built between an organisation and its 

end-users. If we do not trust and respect the counterparty’s way of doing things, how can we 

expect them to trust ours?  

Furthermore, it serves to note that this distrust is not expressed simply towards the 

western employees, but also the educated urban local population. The reasons are easy to 

understand. In 2021 I interviewed a former assistant professor at the American University in 

Kabul and a visiting professor at the OSCE Academy in Bishkek. He argued for 

Washington’s and Brussels’ practice to “hi-jack” the bright minds from Central Asian 

universities to serve as local experts in the west (Foroughi, 2021). Ironically, many of these 

bright minds come from wealthy families and have never gone outside Bishkek in their lives. 

I learned this first-hand while travelling in Kyrgyzstan and attending several courses at the 

OSCE Academy in Bishkek. Often the students were either from Osh or Bishkek and their 

travel experiences within the country itself were extremely limited. They receive a 

westernized education and become very vocal in expressing these values. When I inquired 

about their post-graduation plans few saw a future in Kyrgyzstan or Central Asia. It seems 

contradictory that the people who do not see themselves as a part of society are given the 

loudest voice to dictate how it should be. It reminds of Dastan, who similarly disclosed to me 

that if his business became a profitable one, he would sell it and move to California. 

Consequently, it seemed prophetic that the local community did not trust him and support his 

undertaking. Blood for the community meant a more concrete foundation than money or 

gifts. Therefore, also the distrust towards the urban educated people is somewhat well-

founded. Both above depictions seem to underline a common message of a strong 

independency of the communal structures in Kyrgyzstan: the money is welcome but let us 

decide how to best use it.  

4.5. Conclusions 

In this chapter, I wanted to illustrate how the different business, community, and 

political actors fall into two different branches. I showed that while there were some internal 
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checks and balances in place for the national elite the same cannot be said of the international 

elite. In categorizing different actors, especially the Business, I urged for an assessment of 

primary motives or drivers. These motives, as we saw in some of the cases, could change 

over time or attempt to linger between the two.  

Nevertheless, the allegiances provided exchanges of money for power but also 

introduced several checks and balances for the actors. On an international level, these checks 

and balances often demanded loyalty towards a higher-ranking patron or to an external set of 

norms. Nevertheless, it became apparent that the regulation of the international arena 

produced an informal contradicting paradigm with the formal normative suasion and 

democratic empowerment of the external powers. The result is a message the receiver 

struggles to decipher. On one hand, it can be understood as a genuine will to help. But on the 

other, the attached conditions in terms of values become a nuisance for the community 

equilibrium.  

Dr. Alexander Wolters, a long-time resident in Central Asia and the head of the OSCE 

Academy in Bishkek, told me during an interview in 2021, that he felt the EU had abandoned 

Central Asia. Talking with Vienna was like shouting to the woods because the EU interest 

has decreased. And yet, this comes against the backdrop of a renewed EU Strategy for 

Central Asia (2019) restating the conditionalities for aid and investment.  

Similarly, Sharshenova described the normative suasion of the Union to confuse local 

politicians with what the Union wanted to achieve in the region. With a strategy that even the 

experts struggle to understand, it is no wonder that the West is perceived as an unreliable 

partner with a colonial mindset experimenting on the region (World Bank, 2005). Neither 

would it surprise if the European conduct encouraged the international elite to engage in 

grand corruption and siphoning out funds that, despite being strictly earmarked, do not seem 

to serve any greater plan. The situation produces what Humbrey noted and Radnitz elaborated 

on as the autocrat’s dilemma:  

“The autocrat’s dilemma is that good governance, which facilitates economic growth 

and increases his legitimacy, can also hasten his downfall if opponents of authoritarianism 

are empowered in the process. …Where a regime and its allies enjoy a preponderance of 

resources, the political economy favors the status quo. If resources become dispersed—

through economic growth and the rise of a middle class, for example—independent centers of 

power can emerge, putting pressure on a regime to liberalize politically. In the extreme, a 

regime may be faced with a choice of making drastic concessions or unleashing repression, 

which risks provoking a backlash that hastens the regime’s demise. This is a dilemma 
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authoritarians have struggled to resolve, sometimes successfully, at other times, less so” 

(Radnitz, 2012). 

In other words, we are asking the autocrats to do the impossible. A leader should 

spread the spoils evenly to empower old enemies and find new ones where they were 

formerly not. Allowing cronies a free reign in the international arena was not under Akayev’s 

control and brought down Bakiyev as well. Holding them back would have reduced the 

leader to a “lame-duck” among former friends and made them realize new enemies outside 

(Hale, 2015). 

In this chapter, I contemplated the role of Western financial institutions in the 

machinations of the Central Asian cronies. With this, I wanted to highlight their significant 

role in conveying that confusing message to the leaders in developing countries. In the West, 

we ought to decide whether we want to keep the cake or eat the cake. Development aid and 

FDIs play a key role in funding the international elites’ money laundering activities, as well 

as in their oppression and co-optation of the local communities. At its current shape, it is not 

doing what an average taxpayer assumes it is doing. Similarly, our financial institutions play 

the role of a ‘pusher man’ by facilitating the activities. The practice enriches the Central 

Asian oligarchy and Western bankers. For a Central Asian autocratic leader, it is difficult to 

conceive how a state cannot regulate its institutions effectively. It made Atambayev woe for 

the founders of democracy in their inability to capture a known villain. Nevertheless, the 

situation produces a dilemma for a taxpayer and a household customer at a financial 

institution. Should we ask for more ethical practices for our money or should we stay content 

with the affordable financial products we can enjoy, as long as our bank is making that 

revenue elsewhere? 

The first three samples illustrated in practice what the financial institutions and the 

states already know: the status quo is a lucrative business. The system keeps being fed with 

money in the form of taxpayer-paid aid to support the laundromat that generates riches for the 

few. Otherwise, there would be a major cognitive fallacy if a system that is known to be 

broken, corrupt, and stealing funds is preferred over a more straightforward system of 

providing aid directly to its end-user. 

The second set of samples, nevertheless, assumes the donor would like to cut out all 

unnecessary intermediaries. These samples served to illustrate what forms of checks and 

balances the local communities have on the grassroots levels of society. These findings can 

be encapsulated in the need for social trust. Trust needs to be earned and maintained and it 

can be built only on steady foundations like blood and kinship ties. Western organizations not 
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only lack these ties, but they also amplify this lack by broadcasting a very confusing 

message.  

Thus, to earn that trust we should stand up as an example of good governance and 

distribute the aid we give so that it ends up where it should. Otherwise, we remain simply as 

another set of cronies experimenting with people. It seems too easy to argue against 

distributing aid through informal channels as reckless and corrupt. The German foreign 

ministry acknowledged in 2013 that the Europeans are aware of the BONGOs and other 

”murky affiliations" in Kyrgyzstan. However, they also conform that “in the absence of 

reliable and accurate information on the ground they have to work with what they have” 

(Sharshenova, 2018). Therefore, the next chapter discusses these ”murky affiliations” in 

Kyrgyzstan and asks whether there can be less severe forms of corruption. 

5. Corruption 

5.1. Introduction 

Asel Doolotkeldieva, a political ethnographer and a senior lecturer at the OSCE 

Academy in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, wowed in a tweet after a controversial election in 2020 the 

waste of Western taxpayers' funds in useless aid schemes in Central Asia, where the funds 

end up in private pockets: 

“I wonder how many millions of western taxpayers money were wasted to promote 

democratization, rule of law, parliamentarism and party politics? To arrive today at this 

embarrassing situation...”(Doolotkeldieva, 2021) 

Central Asian states are perceived as some of the most corrupt countries in the world 

(Transparency International, 2022). Kazakhstan ranks 102nd with a score of 37 (out of 180 

countries listed). Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan follow in 144th and 150th places with scores of 

25 and 27, respectively. Tajikistan has maintained a steady line in the past years, whereas 

things in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan have slightly worsened since 2020. Uzbekistan holding 

a score of 28 ranks 140th with a steady increase in corruption since 2013. Corruption in 

political economy is generally understood as the abuse of one’s office for personal gain. 

Political corruption has traditionally been associated with practices such as bribery, influence 

peddling, and embezzlement. (Kaufmann & Vicente, 2005) 

In this chapter, my scope is limited to institutional corruption as in embezzlement and 

bribery of officials and patrons. Nevertheless, corruption also happens as a part of everyday 

life in Kyrgyzstan. In practice, this means the bribes one may end up paying when pulled 

over by a traffic police officer while cutting a line to see a doctor or to recover lost 
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documents.5 However, distinguishing between institutional corruption and corruption as a 

survival strategy is essential. The former is grounded in greed and opportunity, while the 

latter is driven by the necessity to survive. Naturally, a case could be made over the necessity 

of institutional corruption to survive in a cut-throat business environment. However, placing 

these necessities in the same moral category is at best extenuating. 

The previous chapter underlined the importance of understanding that there are two 

branches of elites in Kyrgyzstan. This chapter seeks to elaborate on the potentially negative 

results of treating the elites interchangeably in terms of corruption. I produce two arguments 

in favour of distinguishing between different corrupt practices: (1) Corruption may serve as 

an alternative political framework for grassroots society level, and (2) corruption sometimes 

functions as an alternative system for resource allocation and problem-solving in a specific 

institutional and cultural setting.  

However, this is not to say that corrupt practices would not take place in Kyrgyzstan. 

But, as some studies suggest, corruption in society is often contingent on how it is perceived 

by society (Hoffmann & Patel, 2017). Hoffmann explains the collective action theory through 

psychology: ”the actor's behaviour is motivated by the belief that enough other people believe 

that other people should conform to this behaviour” (Hoffmann & Patel, 2017). It becomes 

accepted as a descriptive norm in society. Consequently, when discussing corruption, it is 

more beneficial to focus on the root causes of corruption among the actors, who set examples 

for the public at large.  

I argue for a change in the vocabulary discussing simply “corruption”. Corruption in 

some specific circumstances does not necessarily produce harm to development but is “a 

necessary way of life” or even a survival strategy ”in the face of weak institutions and lacking 

socio-economic development” (Keller, 2020; Kuipers, 2022, p. 4). Similarly, a World Food 

Program’s situation update in December 2022 referred to households’ need in Kyrgyzstan, 

due to inflation and global food crises, to resort to “coping strategies”(WFP, 2022). 

Therefore, revising the vocabulary is essential, as from having a corrupt regime, engaging in 

fraud and embezzlement, it does not follow that the people, engaging in survival strategies, 

are similarly corrupt. 

Corruption as a wicked collective action problem 

Over the past decade, several studies have started questioning the measuring and 

definition of corruption (Heywood, 2017; Roniger, 2004; Törnquist, 2001). Actors on the 

 
5 of which regrettably the author has personal experience in Kyrgyzstan. 
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field are well aware of the issue of corruption and several development agencies and civil 

society innovators have tried to strengthen their actions against corruption. Marquette and 

Peiffer writing originally in 2010 argued that the anticorruption measures often “failed due to 

a theoretical mischaracterization of the problem”. (Marquette & Peiffer, 2019)  

Consequently, there is a shift in the process of treating corruption through a principal-

agent approach into studying it as a collective action problem (Persson, Rothstein, & Teorell, 

2010). The principal-agent approach holds the principal can prescribe the pay-off rules in a 

relationship. Collective action theory, in turn, assumes a social dilemma, where all the actors 

would be better off cooperating, but fail to do so due to personal interest.  

In my line of argumentation, I slightly derail from the general collective action theory 

by arguing that understanding the practices perceived corrupt in the West may be traditional 

ways of interaction somewhere else. As was described in the previous chapter, engaging in 

private undertakings demands a social justification for the conduct. Therefore, the conduct 

should be scrutinized as an attempt to maintain functionally localized customs in the absence 

of (Western) formal institutions.  

Kuipers finds that a black-and-white conceptualization of corruption “fails to 

understand corruption as an alternative form of problem-solving in specific institutional 

settings” (Kuipers, 2022, p. 1). In Papua New Guinea, petty corruption has been employed to 

provide for the lack of access to public services and has managed to provide some level of 

security (Walton, 2013). Similarly in Vietnam bribes are used to circumvent bureaucracy in 

securing healthcare via social networking (Nguyen, 2009). 

Additionally, following Hoffmann’s logic on how corruption is perceived, changing 

the language from treating local customs as ’corrupt', would in effect decrease the saturation 

of the society with corruption discourses. Reducing the belief of enough other people tolerate 

the behaviour would potentially raise the threshold for officials to engage in corrupt practices. 

This is not to argue that corruption, in its current definition, is a virtue for society, but that it 

can be functional and is often embedded in cultural practices. Thus, the approach should be 

coordinated in a holistic manner, which considers the complicated interrelationship between 

various forms of corruption, poverty, and prospects for inclusive economic growth (Kuipers, 

2022). In practice, this means focusing more on the locus and context, where the activities 

take place.  

Furthermore, it requires a change in the mindsets of potential donors for corrupt 

systems. Embezzling funds is considered a form of corruption, but the consequent laundering 

of those funds through foreign accounts is a separate felony. Together, though, they fall into a 
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moral category of deeds done for greed, not of necessity. In other words, embezzling 

earmarked donor funds and redirecting them locally to where they are most needed, does not 

stand in the same moral category as redirecting the same funds into a shell company, and 

siphoning them to an offshore location. 

However, when corruption is seen as a collective action problem. It causes a type of 

prisoner’s dilemma, where the actor understands the harm the collectivity suffers, but is not 

willing to forfeit the practice in fear of lost revenue. Along the same lines are Peiffer and 

Marquette, who argue “collective action theory has largely been used to emphasize how 

perceptions of others' likely actions factor into decisions to engage in corruption” (Peiffer, 

Armytage, & Marquette, 2018). Thus, corruption produces a “wicked problem”. A term first 

coined by Churchman as a problem with no single solution (Churchman, 1967). The term was 

later developed to denote solutions to wicked problems that are neither true nor false, but 

either better or worse (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Thus, corruption should be seen as a problem 

constituting an impasse in finding a single all-embracing solution, due to its capacity to set up 

a prisoner’s dilemma (Rothstein, 2011). 

Nevertheless, Heywood (2017) has persuasively argued that researchers and 

policymakers should pay more attention to where corruption happens and what type it is (i.e. 

focus and locus): “if we are to address corruption for the purposes of effective policy, we 

need to disaggregate it into different types, as well as different levels and locations in which 

it occurs” (Heywood, 2017). This would suggest these studies on corruption should be a 

mainstay in different project managers’ playbooks, who operate at state-level or in NGOs in 

regions where corruption is rampant. However, Locatelli found corruption to appear “a taboo 

and project management scholars seem afraid to write about it. However (and unfortunately), 

the context of the public sector and procurement of large projects are ideal for corruption” 

(Locatelli, Mariani, Sainati, & Greco, 2017). Therefore, the discussion around corruption, 

perhaps due to its wickedness and collectiveness, has remained meek. However, carries 

possibilities for developing it as a problem-solving mechanism for alternative political 

frameworks.  

5.2. Corruption as alternative political framework for grassroots society 

Corruption should be seen as a multifaceted and complicated phenomenon, which 

does not necessarily interfere with development and can produce growth despite its perverse 

effects (Kuipers, 2022). Combating corruption has often been a step-by-step process 

following socio-economic development instead of being a pre-condition for it (Khan, 2006; 
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Rodrik, 2008). In the West, corruption is often perceived to be the “wax on the wheels” in 

increasing the profitability of a company (Hanousek, Tresl, & Ferris, 2020). Such instances 

are a lobbyist bribing a senator in Washington to pass favourable legislation, or the Old Boy 

(“hyvä veli”) networks in Finland, where wealthy people with similar backgrounds help each 

other out in business or personal matters. Grand corruption, as in government-level 

corruption, is in turn often associated with weak institutions. The institutions and the state in 

Kyrgyzstan fall into this category. Consequently, under such conditions corruption often 

persists as an essential method for asset and service acquisition (Kuipers, 2022). This should 

entail an outcry from the collective-action camp to ramp-up the civil society in order to 

provide an alternative to the corrupt practices. 

Why this is not the case? Uslaner and Rothstein (2012) argue for a lack of intragroup 

trust: “people in systemically corrupt settings participate in corrupt practices mostly because 

they perceive that most other agents play this game and that it, therefore, makes little sense to 

be the only agent that acts honestly”(Uslaner & Rothstein, 2012). The clientelist networks 

and kinship ties in Kyrgyzstan provide sufficiently for the group’s social trust, but rivalries 

between the lineages persist. A note on the terminology, Rothstein discusses intragroup 

rivalries, where the group is understood to constitute a national unit. On the contrary, Kuipers 

discusses the same phenomena as intergroup, where a group is a smaller unit consisting of a 

lineage. In Kyrgyzstan the rivalries taxing the social trust take place between the lineages. 

Therefore, for consistency’s sake, this chapter translates the phenomena as an intergroup 

issue. Consequently, Rothstein’s above concern seems justified.  

In Kerala, India, Törnqvist observes, clientelism has evolved ”from developmental, 

'independent' grass-roots work to the greater promotion of local organising and coordination 

among the people” (Törnquist, 2001). In the case of Kerala, the aim was to change the 

established political parties and their priorities from below. However, while building such a 

formal bottom-up civil society in Kyrgyzstan to forge trust in intergroup relationships, one 

must consider the traditional practices among the public at large to provide for the system of 

needs. What is considered corrupt in one place, could be seen as a normal way of bartering, 

or solidarity somewhere else. Collective-action theorists are therefore likely to suggest that 

combating corruption requires enhancing societal trust in intergroup relationships, for 

instance, by investing in civil society and inter-community engagement. (Persson, Rothstein, 

& Teorell, 2013) Enhancing the development of the public sector services and civil society 

thus requires an arena, where intergroup issues can be deliberated. Commonly this type of 

commotion takes place in the national parliament. In Kyrgyzstan’s case, however, it is 
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commonly understood that politicians are corrupt and not interested in public grievances. 

This leaves the groups wanting a forum for deliberation. In the above chapter, I discussed the 

practice of deliberating the community’s collective vote before elections. In this manner, the 

candidate stands accountable for a collective of voters, instead of single individual 

grievances. 

Meanwhile, in the West, David Runciman, from the faculty of political sciences at 

Cambridge, proposed an option to solve the generational impasse in Western politics. He 

called for more ”deliberative democracy, which would allow individuals with different points 

of view to engage with each other directly, free from partisan representation” (Runciman, 

2019). What allegedly happened in that Kyrgyz village was a form of direct democracy 

taking place, where the community gathered to engage with each other directly and deliberate 

on their favourite candidate. Thus, the community reserves a personal seat in the parliament 

free from partisan politics. 

In any event, political clientelism, within the solidarity groups, is considered 

problematic from the corruption prevention standpoint. It is generally understood as the 

distribution of benefits targeted to individuals, or groups, in exchange for electoral support 

(Gottlieb & Larreguy, 2020). Assumingly some favours would be provided in exchange for 

their collective ballot in that Kyrgyz village, which naturally would play a role in decision-

making In the Kyrgyz patron-client relationships a ‘native son’ may represent the community 

as a whole. The notion of „native son“ justifies legally ’unpure’ practices to ensure that their 

patron can engage with the centres of power (Ismailbekova, 2017). Peiffer and Alvarez tested 

a hypothesis and found considerable support for an argument that people become less 

interested in anticorruption action when they believe it is commonly practiced in society 

(Peiffer & Alvarez, 2016). Ismailbekova, however, asks whether these electoral exchange 

practices (favours for votes) should be perceived merely as a ”cynical enactment of a ritual in 

whose authencity no one really believes”. She answers herself that they should be seen 

instead as a „sincere demonstration of political participation and democratic intent“. 

Interestingly, she adds that the practice “in fact acknowledges the state as the proper locus of 

moral authority”. (Ismailbekova, 2017) By promoting the corrupt state as the locus for moral 

authority, Ismailbekova underlines its merit as a role model for society at large. Therefore, 

distinguishing between grand corruption on the state level and petty corruption is not only 

important in setting up moral categories, but also the general public’s morality potentially 

follows the example set by the state. 
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Samuel Huntington, who saw wealthy elites’ attempt to influence politics as a good 

thing, argued that the extension of patronage disciplining the new elites would integrate the 

public’s voice in the political order (Kuipers, 2022). I may not be content with Huntington’s 

assumption that there are sufficient incentives for the wealthy to invest in their home 

economy when it comes to Kyrgyzstan, but the mechanism is similar to what Ismailbekova 

suggested. The community sees themselves (village elders) as instructors disciplining their 

native-son and set requirements for spiritual and material needs. Thus, the post-Soviet patron-

client relations may be self-interested, but they are built on ritualized expressions of kinship 

and thus express also moral sentiments.  

However, forming these ties is a lengthy process and they require constant upkeep. 

Ismailbekova argues that „anticorruption measures at the local level risk undermining 

relations of patronage that function as a crucial mechanism of social protection“ 

(Ismailbekova, 2017). Thus, I would argue that the accountability of a representative for a 

larger body of voters in Kyrgyzstan’s specific cultural setting creates a stronger incentive for 

the candidate to act if compared to practice, where the candidate answers only for individual 

complaints. Therefore, in the absence of sufficient Westernized civil society institutions, 

housing intergroup societal trust, and the capacity to provide transparency and accountability 

for the government, the current informal patronage system might be the second-best solution. 

5.3. Rethinking Corruption as a system for resource allocation 

Parliamentary politics left aside another aspect of looking into corruption practices 

taking place on the community level have more to do with the reallocation of resources. 

Carrying over the concern of the impact of anti-corruption measures on a local level, I want 

to discuss some of the practices in use in Kyrgyzstan. I would agree with Kuipers, on treating 

corruption as an alternative form of problem-solving in specific institutional settings. But I 

would emphasize its role not just as a problem-solving tool, but as a security and survival 

mechanism. Nguyen similarly above provided an example of Vietnam, where corruption 

plays a role in securing healthcare services for a large public (Nguyen, 2009).  

In the summer of 2021, I stayed with a semi-nomadic family herding their animals on 

the steppe near lake Song-Kul. During my stay, I was told of an extreme life-or-death 

situation, where bribes were the solution. Due to the condition of roads in rural Kyrgyzstan, 

distances are not measured in kilometres or miles, but in time. The closest town was 

Kochkor, one and a half hours away. All the family’s four children had been delivered at 

home in a traditional yurt. The family’s car had broken down twice on the crucial day and the 
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husband had to bribe the doctor in Kochkor to neglect his other clients and come to assist 

with the delivery.  

On another occasion, one of my informants, „Arstan“, with a background as a 

successful businessman in Kyrgyzstan and California, explained to me how the state 

distributes funds coming from different benefactors. According to him, the state makes the 

fund-receiver sign an agreement for an applied sum of, say, 1 million soms, but instead of 1 

million the state insists on putting in the contract, say, 2 million soms. The recipient is forced 

to sign if they wish to receive any funds. Later, the state keeps the additional extra one 

million but reports them as allocated.  

These two samples highlight the importance of drawing a clear distinction between 

different corrupt practices. Bribery paid for, and accepted by, a doctor is considered a corrupt 

practice. However, unlike the embezzlement in the latter sample, paying a bribe for a doctor 

to persuade him to take a laborious journey and neglecting his other patients hardly 

constitutes ”abuse of one’s office for personal gain”. Similarly, cutting a line to see a dentist 

by presenting a brown envelope at the check-in might be considered corrupt. In this case, the 

first party receives service quickly and the dentist collects a little extra. The worse-off are the 

ones sitting in the waiting room since the morning. Similarly, many of us in the West are 

accustomed to VIP tickets or priority boarding passes to cut the line and slow others down. 

Paying extra for better service to the detriment of others appears to be quite a widely accepted 

social practice.  

Marquette and Peiffer worry that intergroup perceptions of corruption play too 

significant a role in anti-corruption thinking and “may shift the blame onto society, rather 

than corrupt elites, effectively depoliticizing anticorruption”. Simply changing the peoples’ 

mentalities on the society’s behaviour will not automatically alter the ”structural necessity for 

elites to use corruption as a mechanism to ensure political survival”. (Marquette & Peiffer, 

2019) 

However, Persson, et al. ward this off by stating that any hypothesis even remotely 

suggesting that there is a positive function to corruption may “give political elites…an 

official excuse for maintaining the [corrupt] status quo” (Persson, Rothstein, & Teorell, 

2019). This is most likely true in the international elites’ case, as their environment and peers 

operate in a completely different arena with different rules. It would seem that Persson has a 

point. Bearing in mind Hoffmann’s findings, where the actor's behaviour is motivated by the 

belief that enough other people believe that other people should conform to this behaviour 

would seem to play into Persson’s pocket.  
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Consequently, the saturation of everyday life with corrupt discourses seems to 

contribute positively to the common belief in pervasive corrupt practices. Immoral actions 

become “business as usual, the way things work”. In the field of psychology, individual 

reflections on the surrounding society and its practices are thought to contribute to the 

established self-theory of how things are. They become helpful in the creation of a counterfeit 

self. This opens the door for immoral actions that can be defended as moral and normal 

within the societal context. (Abraham, Suleeman, & Takwin, 2018) As Persson pointed out, 

the elites could use a society associated with rampant corruption as a scapegoat to justify 

their own actions. Marquette & Peiffer and Persson, et al. seem to get tangled in their decade-

long exchange on the economic possibilities the use of corruption may, or may not, offer.  

Nevertheless, Marquette and Peiffer discussed above of another kind of necessity, not 

based on greed or survival per se. The structural necessity for political survival. Such 

necessities could be morally applicable to a hypothetical benevolent dictator, who, before 

leading their nation to the Promised Land, had to resort to corrupt practices because they are 

structural. Kyrgyz history knows such leaders, but who eventually became equally corrupt. 

The current president Sadyr Japarov is presently testing his dexterity on this. This, indeed, 

produces a dilemma. Since Japarov took office, he has been reducing the role of the 

parliament and advocating a stronger presidential system. This is enough for the West to label 

him a despotic autocrat despite the large mandate he enjoys from the electorate. However, if 

the system is rotten to its core, what else can the Kyrgyz people do but bet their money on the 

black horse and grant it enough power to sweep the table clean? In the 2021 presidential 

elections in the United States, several commentators felt the Americans had only bad options 

on the table. Eventually, the outcome of the vote does not necessarily change anything, as the 

other party can capture a sufficient majority in the lower courts of power and interrupt 

whatever the legally elected POTUS had promised to do. In Japarov’s case, the Kyrgyz can 

rest assured that by mandating him he can at least produce some results. Should he not 

perform, the Kyrgyz have an impressive track record for throwing the man out. 

As my humble contribution to that still ongoing discussion on corruption perception, I 

would like to propose a change in the used language. On the local level, simply refraining 

from talking about corruption does not make the fundamental services any more available. 

But it could offer a purgatory for the ordinary citizens, concerned with survival, to pass 

through and come to meet their peers with a clear conscience and to treat the elites according 

to their crimes. Therefore, limiting corruption discourses to concern the society’s role models 
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might not only contribute to finding more particular methods for combating corruption but 

might potentially create a spillover to the mentalities of the society at large. 

5.4. Conclusions 

This chapter attempted to elaborate on two topics. (1) Corruption may serve as an 

alternative political framework for the grassroots society level, and (2) corruption sometimes 

functions as an alternative system of resource allocation and problem-solving in a specific 

institutional and cultural setting. 

I argued over the possibility to treat corruption on a local level as a problem-solving 

method without an attached stigma. Potentially this would lead to accelerated use of corrupt 

practices on the state level. In contrast, I showed what functions certain corrupt practices 

serve in Kyrgyzstan and especially in rural areas. Corruption is not simply a problem-solving 

mechanism or an expression of family solidarity in the face of weak institutions but may 

amount to a method for survival. Consequently, corruption has persisted as a method of 

service and resource acquisition.  

Corruption takes place on the local community level, but also on the state level. It is a 

wicked problem with only second-best options available for resolving it, as long as the formal 

institutions are not sufficiently accountable and transparent to deal with society’s grievances. 

The forms of corruption should be nevertheless separated. Paying a bribe for a doctor’s visit 

to a difficult location, while asking her to neglect other clients, is hardly in the same category 

morally or legally as embezzlement and money-laundering activities. Therefore, on the local 

level, any anticorruption efforts should coincide with institution-building, economic 

development, and welfare provisions to compensate for security and services. Any such 

attempt is not likely to succeed if it ignores the arising transaction costs for societies for 

changing the status quo. 

Rothstein (2011) argued that the only reason people would refrain from corruption is 

if they had institutions that would make them trust that most other agents would not fall for 

the prisoner’s dilemma(Rothstein, 2011). When it comes to the international elite one such 

institution would be a financial institution genuinely committed to financial crime prevention. 

Such an institution might be difficult to come by in a competitive market set-up. Like the 

international elite in Kyrgyzstan, the financial elite is interested in profits. Serving wealthy 

clients is a profitable business. The financial institution refraining from accepting dubious 

transactions would immediately face the same prisoner’s dilemma as the corrupt member of 

the elite: how to make sure the others will conform as well. Building obstacles for 
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embezzling funds through BONGOs or shell companies and siphoning them offshore through 

Western financial institutions would surely have an impact on the feasibility of embarking on 

such ventures. The practical implementations of such a system fall beyond the scope of this 

research, but it serves to say that the ball for downgrading the incentives for corrupt activities 

might be in our corner. 

On an aggregate level, a change in the conceptualization of corruption would 

potentially benefit from diffusion in language. As it became apparent, Ismailbekova placed 

the moral authority and compass in the state. This entails that all corruption discourses held 

on the state level reflect on the practices labelled ‘corrupt’ on the community level. While 

corruption taking place within one’s own group could be justified as long as it gave the group 

a voice in the centres of power, it affected intergroup trust. Reducing the saturation of the 

whole society with corruption discourses, by distinguishing between grand, petty corruption 

and local customs, could increase the threshold for embarking on corrupt practices. At the 

same time, it could potentially clear the air in intergroup relationships. Any development in 

this sector would bring the perception of corruption in everyday affairs closer to the Western 

understanding of VIP lines and priority boarding schemes. Consequently, it could at best 

reduce the wickedness of the problem to our inability to look beyond our canonized Western 

institutional framework.  

Nevertheless, on the state-level, while corruption does not necessarily interfere with 

economic growth, “it is quite likely to have harmful effects if the proceeds leave the country 

to end up in a Swiss vault or a Parisian apartment”. (Kuipers, 2022) Combating these flows is 

difficult because it poses the prisoner’s dilemma to Western bankers, which drives the 

international elite in Central Asia. In a competitive business environment, any lost revenues 

are not treated lightly. Thus, the biggest challenge for us is to disincentivize grand corruption. 

We need to find methods to monitor the inflows and outflows of capital, and to strengthen the 

asset recovery from foreign accounts to avoid the prisoner’s dilemma the financial 

institutions face. 

6. Conclusions 

This study set its sights on contributing to the existing literature on Central Asian 

republics and connecting several fields of studies into a single comprehensible narrative. 

Central Asia, and especially Kyrgyzstan, has received relatively lot of interest in academic 

circles and in different faculties. Nevertheless, few researchers have attempted to build more 

joint narratives out of these precious fragments. Perhaps, the reason behind this is the general 
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perception of Central Asian republics playing only a minor role on the edge of the world, and 

thus not worthy of attention. However, the recent global developments have forced the West 

to seek new trade routes to secure supplies from Asia. Consequently, this study sought to 

shed light on the policies of the old hinterlands emerging rapidly as the new centre between 

the East and the West. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, many Central Asian republics have 

demonstrated a downward curve in their national GDP. Yet, their inability to develop into 

democratic states under a thirty-year western tutelage has invoked the question that lies at the 

heart of the research puzzle this study adopted. Due to its lack of natural resources and 

infrastructure, Kyrgyzstan became a model student of the IMF doctrine and therapy sessions. 

And yet it remains among the poorest countries in the world with constant issues with human 

rights, press freedoms, and corruption. What went wrong? 

Contributions of this research 

Throughout this research, I have several times referred to a “cognitive dissonance” in 

the Western donor thinking, where a known villain is preferred over the unknown and 

unfamiliar alternative. This dissonance laid the ground for the first hypothesis this study 

assumed of a financial regulatory mechanism, which, by housing the villain, facilitates and 

maintains a practice where the aid and investments never reach their end-users effectively. 

Consequently, this study built on a hypothesis, that a bad role model governing the aid 

produces corrupt beneficiaries. However, behind this banal dictation lies hope, which 

presumes an idea that some of the donors genuinely wish good for the region. Otherwise, 

writing this study would be of no purpose. Therefore, this research set its scope to discover 

the root causes for the plight witnessed in the region and the reasons behind the dissonance. 

The contributions of this study to the existing literature lay in its demonstrations of the 

foreign aid and investment impact on the region's development by combining the elements 

and rooting them to practice. The findings suggest that in its current form aid is inefficient 

and often detrimental to the region and to the image of the West in Central Asia. 

The failed state-building project 

The second chapter argued the set up on “Day One” in Kyrgyzstan was calibrated 

without taking nation building into account. State privatization and deregulation lured the 

apparatchiks, who were supposed to fill the vacuum left in the Soviet state building, to tap 

into international finance. The prospect of personal enrichment by stealing and siphoning out 

state funds not only interfered with any nation-building projects but also helped to install a 

corrupt system in its wake. The chapter argued that what went wrong was that the Western 
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technocrats overlooked the existing civil society among the lineages in Kyrgyzstan. It 

brought the building of an accountable and transparent state to a halt, and the following lack 

of internal control mechanisms facilitated the capital flight and impoverished the people. 

Therefore, the learning was that a civil society providing for accountability and transparency 

for the state is essential for the development of the region. 

Kinship ties providing social trust and the locus of middle class 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, many Central Asian republics have 

demonstrated a downward curve in their national GDP. Yet, their inability to develop into 

democratic states under a thirty-year western tutelage has invoked the question that lies at the 

heart of the research puzzle this study adopted. Despite Kyrgyzstan, due to its lack of natural 

resources and infrastructure, became a model student of the IMF doctrine and therapy 

sessions. And yet it remains among the poorest countries with constant issues with human 

rights, press freedoms, and corruption. What went wrong? 

Contributions of this research 

The third chapter set out to map the locus of the civil society found in lineages. After 

all, civil society does not consist of simply foreign third sector service providers. By building 

a comparative view of the civil societies in the West and the East, the chapter showed that a 

“system of needs”, build on social trust and civic culture, could be also found from the 

Kyrgyz society. Its locus, however, was within the communal statehood thinking based on 

kinship. Configuring this requires abandoning the canonized views of the Western 

understanding of a functional civil society. Kinship can produce effective checks and 

balances for the leaders by turning them accountable to a whole lineage. Moreover, this is a 

definite advantage in two ways: firstly, it shifts the burden of a politician answering to a 

single grievance into answering for the whole community. Secondly, it contributes to the civil 

society building by promoting culture and tradition, which in turn enhances social trust.  

In addition, the requirement to upkeep the genealogical kinship ties by participating in 

the communal rituals promotes an idea of a continuous plebiscite in maintaining the support 

of the community. After all, a native son is more trustworthy than an outsider is. Through the 

practical samples, empirical evidence showed that the communities preferred genealogical 

ties over money. For donors, this information is essential when evaluating partnering methods 

among the communities. 

Finally, the chapter investigated the sustainability of the kinship ties by trying to 

allocate the middle class as a traditional driver of a civil society. As a contribution, I 

proposed a new way of thinking the middle class position as double. One residing abroad and 
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contributing to the home communities through remittances. The other in the country of 

origin, where the wealth and the earned social credit through remittances shifted their 

position in the middle. The chapter concluded by identifying a risk factor in these 

remittances. Because of the large role, they play for the societies by accounting for 

approximately 30% of the GDPs in Central Asian countries, great care should be applied in 

scrutinizing them within the transaction monitoring units. Monitoring the flows is 

nevertheless essential for interrupting the siphoning out of illicit funds. For the same reason it 

is essential to identify between the different branches of elites in Central Asia in order to 

monitor the correct flows. 

The impact of aid and investment to the Western image 

The fourth chapter set as its task the identification of the different branches of elites. It 

took Radnitz’s independent elites under scrutiny and showed they were dependent on one of 

the two sets of elites identified as the umbrella branches. These branches were the 

international and the national elites. The incapacity of the western donors to differentiate 

between these elites comes as a problem, which consequently causes them to form a false 

picture of their activities. This would answer for the “cognitive dissonance”, arguably 

prevailing among the donors. It was found that often the international elite has different 

interests from the national elite. Their arena is international and their interest is in self-

enrichment, whereas the national elite operates mostly in the national arena and leans on the 

Lineage Associations. They both share an interest, as Radnitz pointed out, in personal assets 

protection from the predatory state. However, where the international elite used the offshore 

accounts as a mechanism to protect its wealth, the national elite used communities. 

Understanding these mechanisms is essential when distributing resources for local 

development. 

The chapter argued for an integrated culture of money laundering and fraud within the 

Western financial institutions inviting the international elite to abuse it. While the laundering 

itself is difficult to monitor in real time, certain patterns can give indications of these 

practices. The chapter introduced Dutch royalty deals as an example of the incentives made 

available for the financial elite entailing FDI and aid flows back to West and in tax havens. 

The sudden exit policies implemented after the Scandinavian banks’ scandals, where the 

beneficial owner could not be identified, are tell-tale signs of suspicious activities and have 

reduced the risk appetites among the financial institutions. However, it would be naïve to 

presume that a few banks being caught facilitating money laundering would change the 

financially lucrative culture infused in the culture of the financial institutions. With more 
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regulation from the national governments, the rate of exposures of money laundering cases 

has doubled in the past years. A sign of the corrupt culture not being abandoned, but very 

much alive and operational. However, both culprits are finding new channels of funnelling 

the lucrative funds. Future decreases in these scandals should be taken thus with a grain of 

salt. It seems the West is lacking a genuine will to intercept the transactions of illicit funds. 

Tellingly, the incentive to maintain the corrupt practices remains high and thus undermines 

the prospect of investing the funds in the home market. Instead, it directs the local actors to 

shape their businesses to meet the donor agendas. The donors themselves struggle to 

understand the needs of the end-users. Consequently, the current aid and investment practices 

not only misallocate the aid but also produce detrimental results for the development of civil 

society and the rule of law in Kyrgyzstan. 

The second part analysed anthropological narratives of the Kyrgyz society by 

providing a theoretical account accompanied by practical samples. It found that certain 

checks and balances exist within the kinship networks that provide transparency and 

accountability for the lineages. Forms of democratic deliberation similarly take place among 

the communities through the collective voting practices, which further enhance the 

accountability of their candidates by making them accountable not just for individual but a 

collective of voters. The samples also provide valuable insight into the perceptions towards 

the West. Often our participation is seen as unavoidable lording over matters, but when 

practical manual work is discussed, we should not be trusted with it.  

In addition, my experiences from the field also hinted towards a link between Western 

values, namely feminism, and radical Islam. Almost inevitably, the interviewees wanted to 

discuss feminism. In the south, especially, a general concern about it was widely shared. The 

general perception was that Western influence in the region, which is an academic context 

translates as ‘globalization’, was harmful for the region. It emigrated the parents away from 

their children, brought unfamiliar values to the communities, which turned their children 

against their guardians, and made the people think only about money, which is scarce. 

Similarly, in Northern Kyrgyzstan, the West was met with suspicion. Despite the friendliness 

and genuine interest of the rural people towards western faces, it was shadowed by a doubt of 

being force-fed with values the society at its current fragile state could not inhabit. Therefore, 

there exists a causal link between ill-coordinated development aid leading to emigration, 

which increases the risk of clashes between the values held by different generations. This 

combined with further restrictions on remittances may create a vicious circle, where the 
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familial organisation of community is broken down paving the way for extremist thinking 

and further restrictions on remittances.  

Moreover, the aid projects were not very visible in the rural areas and few people even knew 

of their existence. Partially this could be attributed to some of the international organizations 

intentionally operating with a low profile to help the future transition of projects. However, 

this contributed to the perception that what West was doing, was simply the promotion of its 

values. The chapter concluded with the thought that the dissonance in thinking might be the 

lack of reliable and accurate information. While corruption persists in all the layers of society 

in Central Asia, it might be useful to revise the “murky affiliations” in Kyrgyzstan. 

Corruption as a survival mechanism 

The final chapter on corruption proposed the idea of revisiting the overall corrupt 

label on Kyrgyz society. It argued that all corruption does not spawn from some unnecessary 

evil but sometimes constitutes a survival strategy. It is seen as a “wicked problem” and 

consequently has only second-best solutions to it. Therefore, a good start would be to 

distinguish between different corrupt practices and to revise the understanding of corruption 

as a universal evil. The chapter tested this line of argumentation by introducing two claims: 

corruption may serve as an alternative political framework for grassroots society level; and 

corruption sometimes functions as an alternative system of resource allocation and problem-

solving in a specific institutional and cultural setting. The difference lies in the necessity of 

the corrupt practices. Whether they practiced in greed and or because of business necessities 

to compete or are they a result of a necessity to literally survive by offering an alternative for 

resource allocation. 

The study found that treating corruption more as a traditional way of doing things 

may have positive implications in maintaining social trust in intergroup relationships. In 

Kyrgyzstan, these intergroup relationships communicated through the Lineage Associations 

make up for the forum the state failed to provide for deliberation between the groups. The 

common tradition’s role justifies the ‘unpure’ practices of their representatives. Supporting 

and participating in these ‘corrupt’ rituals may appear as cynical enactments of unauthentic 

political culture. However, they can be seen as sincere demonstrations of civic culture and 

democratic intent. Importantly, they place the locus of guiding moral authority in the state. 

The state, providing the role model, remains thus responsible for the communities' 

perceptions of corrupt behaviour. Similarly, the West acts as a role model for the Kyrgyz 

state and has an impact on its development as a society through that model conduct. If the 
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state deserves a corrupt people through its own example suggests, then also the donor has to 

only look in the mirror for what it deserves. 

Despite the ‘unpure’ practices the patrons entertained, the chapter showed how the 

community elders imposed certain checks and balances on their patrons through bartering the 

communities needs. Thus, traditional anticorruption measures at the local level might risk 

undermining these mechanisms of social protection. The chapter argued that through the 

body of people deliberating together and holding their representatives collectively 

accountable, they are able to use more leverage on them. Thus, the corruption on the 

grassroots level may in fact strengthen the position of the communities vis-à-vis their 

representatives. 

I argued that corruption could be viewed as an alternative form of problem-solving in 

specific institutional settings. Its role as a security and survival guarantor in certain situations 

becomes highlighted. Firstly, the former research suggested that petty corruption helps in 

gaining access to services and is beneficial in providing security and in circumventing 

ineffective bureaucracy. Secondly, I proposed that treating this type of survival corruption 

similarly to grand corruption may unnecessarily saturate the society with corrupt discourses. 

Corruption by far is not a virtue. However, by saturating society with an indiscriminate 

corruption discourse increases the belief that the society is rampant with (grand) corruption. 

This lowers the threshold for actors to engage in corrupt practices. Thus, the focus of 

corruption prevention should be on the locus of corruption and its vocabulary. Embezzlement 

of government funds or laundering money on state-level should be placed in a different 

category from bribing a physician to assist in childbirth in a rural village. By decreasing the 

saturation of the society with corrupt discourses cascading from the behaviour of the 

society’s moral compass and treating it in a separate category, would potentially destigmatize 

survivalist corruption on the societal level. Consequently, by offering a clear conscience for 

the people employing corruption as a method for survival, or as a traditional custom, by 

limiting the corrupt discourses to those concerned with grand corruption could reduce 

intergroup tensions. Be that as it may, it offers an interesting line of research for future in 

combating corruption.  
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Interviews: 

Interview 1, Bishkek, 22.08.2022. Dr. Viktoria Akchurina, OSCE Academy in Bishkek.  

Interview 2, Bishkek, 26.08.2022. WFP representative.  

Interview 3, Online, 12.08.2022. UN Women representative  

Interview 4, Bishkek, 12.08.2021. Dr. Alexander Wolters, OSCE Academy in Bishkek  

Interview 5, Borbash, 10.07.2022. “Zhainbek”, a family man and a baker.  

Interview 6, Sary-Tash, 16.07.2022. Local physician.  

Interview 7, Sary-Tash, 06.07.2022, Chief Secretary at Municipal Government.  

Interview 8, Bishkek, 20.08.2021. Payám Foroughi, Assistant Professor of Political Science & 

Public Administration, American University of Afghanistan, Kabul.  
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APPENDIX B 

Interview pattern for community representatives 

Background Questions: 

• Name 

• Age 

• Occupation 

• Ethnicity 

• Family 

Questions for all genders: 

• Do you live here around the year? 

• What services are you lacking here? 

• Education: good enough for children? 

• Will the kids come back? 

• What would make them come back? 

• Jobs – what work is available? 

• Is the work interesting? 

• Identity – are people proud of their identity (as who they are) 

• Do you feel Patriotic and/or nationalistic? 

• Are there cultural events? Like theatres, music festivals, cattle festivals, food festivals, 

etc? 

• Does the community enjoy some support from govermnet or NGOs? 

• What democracy and capitalism mean to you? 

Questions for women: 

• How is to be a woman in your community? 

• Do you have access to services specially important for women? 

• Do you have daughtes? Where would they like to live and why? 

• What about women living on the steppe? In your opinion, how are they doing? 

For young (<25) 

• How is it to live here?  

• Where would you like to live in future? 

• What democracy means to you? 
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APPENDIX C 

Question Pattern for “NGO” 

Recipient: “ORGANIZATION NAME” 

Researcher: Juho Kääriäinen  

 

Background for research  

The interest towards ___ arises from a general trend of rising hostility towards NGOs 

operating in conflict-prone areas (ICRC. 2022). During my own field research, I have 

interviewed local communities in northern and southern Kyrgyzstan. My results suggest that 

certain local communities, especially with Muslim minorities are suspicious of international 

aid workers. The aid workers are often seen as bringing harmful/undesired influence for the 

community and its harmony. On occasions aid workers and researchers (including myself) 

are labelled as „enemy agents“ or personas non gratas in general.  

Method  

Online or face-to-face interview, where the latter is preferred. The interview consists of few 

questions to map Your operations in the region, its values and engagement with local 

communities. This preliminary mapping is followed by several open-ended questions and a 

possible discussion on topics, where You have had issues and how has the organization 

mediated those issues. The interview is recorded to produce academic credentials for the data. 

However, any information obtained during the interview, which the author decides to 

employ, will be verified with the interviewee later to make sure the interpretation was correct. 

The information gathered will be solely used for the purposes of academic research unless 

You specifically promise to extend its use.  

Questions:  

• What operations/projects does the WFP have in the region?  

• What are its values?  

• How do you think you are received in the region?  

• What mediums you employ for administering aid/support in the region?  

• Open-ended questions:  

• What does diversity, equality and democracy mean in the region and for the WFP?  

• What is the experience with the Muslim and/or traditional communities? How have 

you been received?  

• What kind of collaboration, if any, you have with local communities? 
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Resümee 

ELIIT ABI HÕIVAMINE KÕRGÕZSTANIS: VÄLISARENGUABI MÕJU KESK-

AASIA VABARIIKIDE KODANIKUÜHISKONNALE 

Juho Kääriäinen 

Selles uurimistöös uuritakse abi ja otseste rahaliste investeeringute mõju 

kodanikuühiskonna ülesehitamisele Kesk-Aasia kontseptsioonis, Kõrgõzstanis. Kesk-Aasia on 

aeglaselt, kuid vältimatult taastamas oma vana staatust ida ja lääne vahelise südamemaana. 

Hiina vöö ja tee algatus (BRI) on juba teinud suuri investeeringuid antud piirkonda. Samuti 

Türgi on väljendanud huvi türgi keelt kõnelevate rahvaste koostöö tõhustamise suunas, luues 

türgi keelt kõnelevate riikide Koostöönõukogu. Suessi kanali takistus 2021. aastal tõestas, et 

ELi kohalolek piirkonnas on oluline Hiinast lähtuvate tarneteede säilitamiseks. 2022. aasta 

agressioon Ukrainas on toonud lauale vajaduse vahetada välja Venemaad läbivad tarneteed 

ning leida tarnetele uusi partnereid. Kuid 1,02 miljardit eurot, mille Liit on suutnud aastatel 

2014–2020 Kesk-Aasiale eraldada, ei oma iseenesest märkimisväärset mõju. Ütlematagi on 

selge, et ELi poolt eraldatavad vahendid antud piirkonnas tuleb hoolikalt paigutada. Lisaks on 

hiljutised rahapesuskandaalid Euroopas sundinud riikide valitsusi vastu võtma meetmeid 

välisvarade süstemaatilise pesu vastu lääne pankades. See ebamoraalne tava on suunanud abi 

ja välismaised otseinvesteeringud nii Kesk-Aasia finantseliidi kui ka Euroopa pankurite 

isikliku rikastamise vahenditeks. See artikkel annab ülevaate Kesk-Aasia finantseliidi ja Lääne 

pankurite vahelisest kokkuleppest. See artikkel seab kahtluse alla traditsioonilise nägemuse 

Läänest kui lihtsalt Idale kasulikust heategijast. Läbi paberi töötatakse välja narratiiv, kus 

Lääne sekkumine iseseisvuse alguses määras tempo praeguse status quo kujunemisele. Ma 

vaidlustan Washingtoni konsensuse doktriini Kesk-Aasia vabariikide erastamise ja 

dereguleerimisega, mis kutsus piirkonnas esile korruptsiooni ja autoritaarse valitsemise. Selle 

hooletus rahvuse ülesehitamise suhtes jättis tähelepanuta kolhoosist välja areneva olemasoleva 

kodanikuühiskonna ja asendas selle rahvusvaheliste valitsusväliste organisatsioonidega ehk 

vabaühendustega, kes tutvustasid ühiskonna juhtimisest oma parima arusaama järgi. Järelikult 

peatus riigi ülesehitamine kui eliidid hakkasid riigi raha rüüstama ja neid offshore-kohtadesse 

sifoonima. Korruptsioonist sai Kõrgõzstani ühiskonna ühine nimetaja, kuid mõne jaoks jääb 

see ellujäämismeetodiks. Väidan, et pärast ühiskonna mitteformaalsetes struktuurides peituva 

kodanikuühiskonna õiget tuvastamist on võimalik suunata abi ja investeeringuid kohaliku 

kogukonna vajaduste rahuldamiseks. Kodanikuühiskonna mõjuvõimu suurendamine 

võimendab nende võimet nõuda riigilt ja selle eliidilt vastutust ja läbipaistvust. See aga nõuab, 

et Lääs kaotaks oma praktika arengumaade diktaatorite ja nende eliidi varade pesemisel. 
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