
  
    


    Discussing Neopatrimonialism and Patronal Presidentialism in the Central Asian Context


    


    Marlene Laruelle


    Research Professor of International Affairs,


    George Washington University


    Abstract: This article first introduces the recent theoretical advances achieved through the concept of neopatrimonalism. Next, it links neopatrimonialism to the concept of patronal presidentialism, which has been used in the Eurasian space. It then analyzes the societal and economic mechanisms of these patronal regimes, deconstructs the links between patronage and “clan politics,” and insists on the hybrid character of the norms and legitimacies of these regimes, thereby asserting that there is room for change and innovation. It concludes by discussing the cumulative knowledge offered by this special issue examining Central Asia.


    The concept of patrimonialism is both multidimensional and multidisciplinary. Its origins lie in Max Weber’s sociology of domination and legitimacy, which defines three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and legal-rational bureaucratic. According to Weber, institutions are the impersonal source of individual bonds in Western democracies, while the separation of public and private does not exist in ancient or medieval patrimonial societies.1 In the 1960s, African independence revived debates on “modern patrimonialism” and the personal rule that seemed to define many sub-Saharan African regimes.2 In 1973, following the work of Guenther Roth on “modern patrimonialism,” Shmuel Eisenstadt proposed to employ the prefix neo- in order to dissociate a patrimonialism based on the traditional legitimacies from contemporary regimes that rely on more diverse mechanisms of legitimation, for example, taking into account the influence of external actors and a more binding international legal system.3 Although this addition makes sense at the empirical level, it has remained controversial because the border between “traditional” and “modern” is slippery.


    By the 1970s, the concept of neopatrimonialism quickly gained quasi-hegemonic status in the study of sub-Saharan Africa, largely through the work of Jean-Francois Médard. However, the term became a kind of catch-all concept, “in danger of losing its analytical utility”4 and encompassing very diverse and sometimes poorly defined phenomena. In their seminal work Democratic Experiments in Africa, Bratton and van de Walle have advanced the discussion by stating that neopatrimonialism, unlike patrimonialism, co-exists with rational-legal legitimacy. The success or failure of transitions in sub-Saharan Africa must therefore take into account contingent factors like military interventions, political protests, and pro-democratic opposition, as well as international dependence.5 More recently, the reflections of Erdmann and Engel have demonstrated that neopatrimonialism can be defined primarily by its conflicting norms. It is based on the close interaction between patrimonialism (all power relationships are personal relationships) and legal-rational bureaucratic domination (the distinction between the public and the private formally exists and is accepted, even if it is not respected).6 Neopatrimonialism is therefore defined primarily by the hybridity between two logics of domination and legitimacy, a characteristic—hybridity—that is also found within the debates on the post-Soviet space that interest us here.7


    The concept of neopatrimonialism is multidimensional because it is multidisciplinary, which may explain its catch-all character, but also guarantee its heuristic scope. A product of political science, neopatrimonialism also spread to economics and has ventured into the lands of anthropology and sociology—neopatrimonial practices as an extension of patriarchal domination beyond the boundaries of kinship. The dominant economic reading has emphasized the weight of neopatrimonial practices in order to understand the poor performance of many developing countries, or even their underdevelopment, the so-called “low” equilibrium or poverty trap.8 The concept also has been frequently used in the debate over rentier economies, as rent-seeking and neopatrimonial practices are mutually reinforcing patterns toward non-productive economic activities.9 However, economics has been slow to actually include this concept in its theoretical studies because it requires a non-quantitative approach to economic developments and invites major international financial institutions to consider the human factor in their development strategies.10 The more conventional concepts of corruption, weak institutions, and poor governance were selected to express the human role in economic mechanisms that are often elaborated in an abstract and decontextualized manner.


    Paradoxically for a concept coming from political science, the place of neopatrimonialism in the typology of political regimes and of regime changes was discussed only recently.11 For some, neopatrimonialism is compatible with all types of regimes and is not characteristic of authoritarian states. Its mechanisms can reproduce themselves in regimes that are more accountable to public opinion and even be strengthened by efficiency reforms, as shown in the case of Zambia.12 However, several scholars challenge this assertion; they consider the link between neopatrimonialism and authoritarian regimes to be obvious, and that phenomena described as neopatrimonial in democratic societies with rational-legal bureaucratic rules could be better specified as cronyism, or corruption. Although there are “neopatrimonial multi-party systems”13 in Africa, Latin America, or Eurasia, Richard Snyder has pointed out that the transition from neopatrimonial rule is most likely to result in the continuation of non-democratic rule.14 However, in his article “Can Neopatrimonialism Dissolve into Democracy?” Mamoudou Gazibo discusses the specific case of “new democracies” or “third wave democracies” in Latin America and the post-Communist space, which precisely because of their hybrid nature, can produce combined neopatrimonalistic and democratic features.15


    Despite recent theoretical advances, the concept of neopatrimonialism remains multidimensional since it refers to processes simultaneously political and economic, individual and collective, and that are part of local social functioning, with their own cultural codes. It calls for the consideration of the endogeneity of political and economic transformations and the experience of individuals. In addition to the need for global theories of political change, projections of economic developments at the global level, statistical calculations of levels of wealth, and a comprehensive approach to the functioning of societies, using the concept requires one to take into account path-dependency, historical legacies, the personalities of leaders, specific historical moments, and the strategies of actors and “political entrepreneurs.”16


    

    Terminological Intersections and New Developments on the Archetypical Definition



    Neopatrimonialism defines the informal interaction of state with private interests. It is therefore often used as a synonym for corruption, clientelism, patronage, cronyism, nepotism, the “big man” syndrome, godfatherism, warlordism, capture, predation, kleptocracy, prebendal regime, etc.17 However, most of these terms are narrower than the concept of neopatrimonialism.


    Corruption refers to specific practices that may occur in non-neopatrimonial states. It can be widely non-politicized and decentralized, thus indirectly ensuring a certain balance in the distribution of wealth in the absence of state-enforced legal property rights. By contrast, neopatrimonialism supposes centralized and hierarchical corruption that operates in a pyramidal fashion, and serves a political legitimacy strategy. Cronyism is also found in all societies, including legal-rational democracies, because it is based on an exchange of services between business groups and political circles, especially when it involves the allocation of public funds.18 Cronyism does not consistently prevent economic growth, as it can operate in systems that produce wealth, while neopatrimonialism is not productive since the exchange is not fair. The latter therefore does not allow wealth to flow, as market mechanisms are designed only to meet the rulers’ needs.19 According to the World Bank, countries with neopatrimonial systems are among those with the largest Gini coefficient, which is indicative of the unequal distribution of wealth.20


    Capture, predation, or clientelism are some of the central dimensions of neopatrimonialism, which supposes the confiscation of public property for personal purposes. While Médard states that clientelism and neopatrimonialism are two competing models (the former being a traditional legitimation to the patron-client relationship, while the latter is not),21 on the contrary Eisenstadt, Bratton and van de Walle, and Erdmann and Engel involve them closely. They, however, emphasize the need for finer terminological dissociation between clientelism and patronage. According to Erdmann and Engel, clientelism “implies a dyadic personal relationship between patron and client, while patronage refers to the relationship between an individual and a bigger group.”22 The former may be present at all levels of society and determine individual relations and the exchange of personal goods and services, while the latter defines a mode of governance and function of intra-elite relations, and concerns mostly the transfer of public goods to private persons.


    Recently, other non-qualitative contributions to political science and sociology have given more substance to the traditional ideal type of neopatrimonialism. This is schematically defined as a regime headed by a single ruler, who controls access to public resources for private purposes, and distributes material and symbolic rewards in exchange for political loyalty, and who segments any would-be elite opposition through the mechanisms of wealth rotation and power balance.23 This ideal-typical view has been criticized because it emphasizes the stabilizing aspects of a regime without giving the means to take into account changes within the regime or what makes it legitimate. Moreover, this vision too often has been limited to the personality of the leader and his family. Analyzing neopatrimonialism as a top-down system does not allow one to understand the societal fabric and bottom-up logics. Several studies therefore worked to enrich the concept by highlighting other governance mechanisms: A neopatrimonial regime can be accepted because its mode of allocation of wealth is validated by citizens, especially in societies based on rent-seeking behavior. It can set in motion a politics of participation, and a politics of identity and ideological symbols which are shared with the population, therefore widening its basis for legitimacy.


    

    From Africa to Eurasia, from Neopatrimonialism to Patronal Presidentialism


    The concept of neopatrimonialism found its greatest success in the study of sub-Saharan Africa, where it is seen as a core feature of local politics. Its use for other parts of the world has never achieved such unanimity, even if it is found in several studies of Latin America, Southeast Asia, southern Europe, the Middle East,24 and post-Communist countries after the 1990s. At the end of his career, Médard himself extended his work on the French case through his analysis of the Françafrique, the French-African networks.25 Published in 2012, the collective volume edited by Daniel C. Bach and Mamoudou Gazibo, Neopatrimonialism in Africa and Beyond, revived the debate examining the different contexts in which to apply the concept, recognizing that a “cross-cutting grid of analysis [is] still missing.”26


    This latest work insists on the idea that comparison with non-African cases is not only principally welcome, but necessary to avoid the trap of an African-centered reading of the concept. Indeed, neopatrimonialism has been in danger of becoming a doxa, something that is taken for granted in any particular society. It has paid the price for being over-used as an easy explanation of the failure of development strategies in sub-Saharan Africa, and a demonizing notion. As noted by Daniel Bach, the concept has become a “teleological explanation of the decline of the state,” comparable to the notion of the “anti-development state,” but analysis in other parts of the world shows many more complex examples of states that are simultaneously patrimonial and developing. One must therefore separate neopatrimonialism within the state from patterns of neopatrimonialism that permeate the entire state.27


    In each region where it is applied, the concept of neopatrimonialism interacts with specific debates, for example Sultanism in the Middle East. In the post-Soviet space, it has interacted with the analysis of the Soviet regime and especially Stalinism, which combined bureaucratic logic with the broad and discretionary use of power.28 The hybridity of the Soviet regime, which was both highly personalized but with well-elaborated politics of popular participation, weighed heavily on the formation of the post-Soviet regimes. The two Brezhnev decades (1964-1982) left a major imprint on contemporary societies via a bloated bureaucracy, understood as a state within a state, with its own internal logics that do not respond to those of the rest of society, alongside a subtle combination of formal rules and informal practices. All of the elites who currently rule Central Asia were socialized in the late Soviet period, and have been part of patronage networks since the beginnings of their careers, embodying what Kitschelt et al. call “patrimonial communism.”29


    After the Soviet Union’s collapse, neopatrimonialism became wrapped up in thinking about the capture of the state by powerful vested interests, this time with the archetype of Yeltsin’s Russia in the 1990s. Hellmann and Kaufmann have decrypted the penetration of the state by interests and private lobbies that could influence the content of public policy in shaping the rules and legislation and providing “illicit private gains” to civil servants.30 At the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, this notion of state capture gained visibility through World Bank and European Bank for Reconstruction and Development publications.31 After the “power vertical” that Vladimir Putin introduced during his first presidential term, the concept of state capture faded from international usage, but the study of interactions between bureaucracies, oligarchs, and ruling families have confirmed the relevance of the neopatrimonial approach.32 Bach and Gazibo also correctly point out the contemporary thematic shift that minimizes the previous focus on the dynamics of institutionalization in favor of an emphasis on relations between institutions and markets.33 This framework of analysis applies in the post-Soviet space, where economic assets are based largely on trading mineral and agricultural resources on now-globalized markets.


    The comparative nature of the neopatrimonialism concept allows one to move beyond traditional area studies boundaries. A detailed comparative analysis of Central Asia and sub-Saharan Africa would, for instance, probably prove relevant. These two regions have their neopatrimonial historical roots in the colonial legacy: the legal-rational sphere was confined to the colonial power, while the colonized populations were under a classic patrimonial system. Once independence was achieved, in most cases the regimes in place were run by elites who previously had been the representatives of the central/colonial power and maintained economic systems based on the export of raw materials. Today, the case of Nigeria, where 80 percent of oil revenues benefit 1 percent of the population, can shed interesting light on the unsuccessful redistribution of Azeri oil wealth and its failure to prepare for a post-oil era. The Central African Republic under the Bokassa regime, where deinstitutionalization and the rise of informal practices challenged the very notion of the state, also could be discussed in parallel with certain aspects of the Kyrgyz situation.


    However, this—relevant—focus on markets and globalizing mechanisms, while advancing our knowledge of neopatrimonialism as an economic practice, neglected some key political science debates about regime cycles, patterns of legitimacy, and regime change. How then does neopatrimonialism contribute to our definition of post-Soviet regimes? As Alisher Ilkhamov notes,“Whereas the concept of neopatrimonial regime has been widely used with respect to developing countries, it was surprisingly neglected by scholars studying the state-building process in Central Asia and the post-Soviet space more generally.”34 The range of terminology used to define post-Soviet regimes is usually large, going from electoral authoritarianism, and illiberal democracy to rentier state.35 A large part of the literature devoted to post-Soviet regimes focuses on Russia and on “color revolutions” countries—Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan.36 However, the dissociation between countries that have had color revolutions and the others tends to be mistaken, as color revolution is interpreted as a democratic breakthrough and not as part of a regime cycle.37 In addition, those countries without such a “revolution” tend to be less studied than the others.38


    Yet it is relevant for the social sciences to underline comparative elements and to build a general theory of regime evolutions in the Eurasian space. Henry E. Hale’s concept of patronal presidentialism, defined as “the exercise of political authority primarily through selective transfers of resources rather than formalized institutional practices, idea-based politics, or generalized exchange as enforced through the established rule of law,”39 is probably the concept used for the post-Soviet space that is closest to neopatrimonialism for other regions of the world. Both concepts do not entirely overlap, maybe less by objective differences than by the confused and muddying character of the catch-all neopatrimonialism concept. Studies on neopatrimonialism are more inclusive of economic mechanisms, while those on patronal presidentialist regimes answer mainly political science questions. The former have an already long tradition of comparativism between areas studies, while the latter is still to be developed outside its original Eurasian space. But the neopatrimonialism concept tends to confuse or at least to embrace too many phenomena while that of patronal presidentialist regimes is better defined, and allows for a more sophisticated analysis of the rooting of political legitimacy mechanisms in the social fabric.


    

    Patronal Presidentialism in the Central Asian Region


    Regime Definition and Regime Change Patterns


    Despite their considerable differences in terms of economic development, the five Central Asian states can all, to varying degrees and with their own specificities, be regarded as patronal presidentialist regimes.40 Based on “strong man” politics, their presidentialism has been reinforced by legal reforms, but also by supplementary mechanisms (referendums, extensions of the term of office, etc.) that have made them plebiscitary regimes. Many of them have developed specific traits. Turkmenistan under Saparmurat Niyazow distinguished itself from its neighbors by the extreme isolation of its leader and by his ability to free himself from dependence on traditional patron-client relationships amongst local and provincial elites41 in order to establish an absolutist—sometimes called Sultanistic—regime where everyone seemed to be directly subordinate to the person of the president. His successor, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow, largely erased these traits and has reinstated the regional tradition of classic patronage.


    The Kyrgyz case is clearly specific, as since the second revolution of April 2010 and the subsequent June referendum, the country has become the first parliamentary system in the Central Asian region. However, under Presidents Askar Akayev and Kurmanbek Bakiyev—that is over nearly two decades, the country followed the presidentialist pattern of its neighbors.42 The failure of Kyrgyz presidentialism can be explained by a smaller, more egalitarian distribution of wealth between the hands of competing elites, whereas leaders indeed sought the “strong man” model of their neighbors. Today, while many Kyrgyz political parties campaigned for a return to a presidential regime and praise Putin’s “power vertical” model, the mechanisms of competitive elections have led to a parliamentary system. This reopens the debate on the role of institutions in changing the practices of the actors themselves. The other three countries—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan—follow similar patterns of classic presidentialist patronage with high levels of simultaneously concentrated political, economic, and symbolic power: constantly strengthening presidential powers through multiple quasi-legal and legal means; increasing control over primary economic assets; and the myth of the founding father of the nation, visible on the ideological level through the daily practices of the cult of personality.


    These regimes have been rather successful in terms of longevity, with the exception of Kyrgyzstan. However, despite their similarities, all have managed or are preparing to manage the difficult question of succession in relatively different ways. So far Kyrgyzstan in October 2011 has been the only country in the region to have a successful democratic transition with the peaceful election of Almazbek Atambayev. The only other country that has had to deal with the question of succession, Turkmenistan, also managed it successfully, by way of the consensual appointment of a member of the president’s inner circle by those close to power following the sudden death of President Niyazow in December 2006. However, the degree of consent needed for his successor’s appointment is subject to debate: The purges and turnover that followed may indeed be interpreted as the normal operating mode of the regime, or as a post-succession reckoning and exclusion of unhappy competitors.


    The other three countries—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan—are currently postponing the issue of succession, as their presidents have refused to appoint dauphins. All have had or have been drawn toward dynastic logics. In the first half of the 2000s, the two eldest daughters of the Uzbek and Kazakh presidents, respectively Gulnara Karimova and Dariga Nazarbayeva, tried to break onto the political scene. They used their stranglehold on the media (for Dariga) and charitable or academic institutions (for Gulnara) to create images as public figures. They also have become MPs and took the lead of political formations that were more liberal than their father’s presidential parties. Blaming their respective failures on cultural arguments—a woman in power in patriarchal societies—is not very convincing. The reasons probably lie elsewhere: inability to achieve consensus and support among ruling elites; internal rifts in the presidential families, especially the loss of support from their fathers; and changes in strategy. Dariga Nazarbayeva has been weakened by the disgrace of her husband Rakhat Aliyev, despite their divorce. Meanwhile, in the second half of the 2000s, Gulnara Karimova changed tack and decided to prepare for her exile by focusing on both tangible and symbolic assets—real estate, diplomatic status, and jet set networks in Western Europe. The other daughters of the two presidents, Lola Karimova, and Dinara and Aliya Nazarbayeva, have not inserted themselves into the political arena. Like the seven daughters of Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon, they have built shadowy careers as successful businesswomen. Since 2010 in Tajikistan, the dynastic scheme has been tried with the rise in power and visibility of the very young Rustam Rakhmon (born in 1987) and attempts to impose him on the public stage as a legitimate actor. However, these dynastic scenarios, or “presidential monarchies,”43 are unlikely to be sustained over the long term, and it is plausible that the reins of power ultimately will go to the technocratic figures who managed to reconcile local oligarchies.


    



    Economic Mechanisms of Patronal Presidentialism


    In order to ensure their longevity, the Central Asian regimes have put in place strategies of creeping state capture. These plans have been organized in a phased manner by adopting selective institutions of a market economy, which has helped to legalize the seizure of resources, but to avoid the usual balancing powers of a classic market economy. This capture works on similar terms, but on very different scales, according to the riches of each country. The regimes in Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan have been consolidated on the basis of hydrocarbons—mainly oil for the first and gas for the second. Kazakhstan has a much broader portfolio than its Turkmen or Uzbek neighbors; it is inclusive of other highly profitable sectors and potentially more durable than hydrocarbons alone: mineral extraction, in particular uranium; a booming construction sector; and financial and banking sectors. Uzbekistan is a more complicated matter. Its portfolio is diversified—comprising cotton, gold, uranium, and oil—but with a reduced capacity to diversify exports. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have access to three limited revenue-generating domains (not including remittances from migration): Soviet era mining operations (aluminum for Tajikistan, gold for Kyrgyzstan) that are decreasingly profitable; control over the re-export of Chinese products (booming in Kyrgyzstan, less so in Tajikistan), which since 2011 has been restrained by the Russia-led Customs Union; and narcotrafficking that feeds the local shadow economy.


    The rent-seeking mechanisms are therefore not necessarily all related to the traditional sector of minerals extraction. Everywhere in the region, especially in Turkmenistan, construction is a highly visible sector for the misappropriation of public projects for private purposes. Areas closely related to the new market economy—and that on the paper could be better regulated by laws or international practices, such as banking and investment institutions, and the communications sector—are also the subject of increasing attention on the part of the regimes, who do not want to let this financial windfall escape. Thus all of the states in the region have become allocation states,44 or distributive states, responsible for privately redistributing public goods through various mechanisms: the diversion of funds through offshore shell companies; selling public assets to foreign investors at reduced prices in exchange for bribes; and underground negotiations for all public contracts.


    In this context, the question arises of whether these regimes belong to the category of “anti-development states” that Daniel Bach discussed for some sub-Saharan African countries. A large majority of countries in Africa experienced significant economic growth in the 2000s, but as the examples of Nigeria, Angola, and Equatorial Guinea have shown, growth that is driven by the fluctuation of international commodity prices can go along with very poor performances in terms of implementation efficiency and capacity to produce public policies. The structural reforms undertaken in Central Asia in the 1990s—from radical shock therapy in Kyrgyzstan to quasi-stagnation in Turkmenistan—and those made in order to improve the investment climate during the economic boom that preceded the 2008 crisis were decided according to the interests of the ruling elites. Governments have accepted or rejected reforms based on their domestic political calculations more than for abstract development goals. Even when they inaugurated reform programs, their implementation has been unsatisfactory since the chain of decision-making gradually weakens as one moves down the corporate ladder. Moreover, all governments have managed to turn their dependence on foreign aid to their advantage by making it virtually impossible to track implementation or pursue retaliation in case of failure. Local forms of patronal practices thus have led to what is traditionally defined as a “low equilibrium”45 in which economic performance and state-building are reduced or weakened, and the incentives for a productive and competitive environment are warped by financial inflows from hydrocarbons or international aid.


    



    The Patronal Regime and the “Clan Politics” Construction


    I follow Erdmann and Engel’s dissociation between clientelism and patronage—clientelism is a relationship between two individuals exchanging services, patronage is a grand mode of state governance implying a transfer of public goods to structured private groups.


    The five Central Asian regimes all operate according to systems of both nepotism and cronyism. All of the Central Asian presidents have allowed close and distant members of their families to enjoy the bounties of the patronage system, and this practice is widespread at all levels of power. Clientelism, defined as “networks of dyadic relations centered on power figures, the patrons, who control resources essential to the survival and well-being of dependent groups, the clients,”46 is also a key feature of the regimes’ functioning. The president distributes administrative positions, official political functions (government, diplomatic), and economic assets according to unwritten rules. The shifting boundaries are thus constantly renegotiable in exchange for various forms of loyalty, and again this mechanism is reproduced at all levels of the hierarchy and in all sectors. The distinction between Kyrgyzstan and its neighbors, visible when discussing the formal regime, is then no longer relevant when looking at informal tools of power because the country operates along the same mechanisms as the others and corresponds to the schema of a “neopatrimonial multi-party system.”47


    Clientelism drastically affects the state administration. In none of the five countries does public service function as a meritocracy, rather people are hired through personal connections, favors, promises, and privileges. Posts are for sale at prices known to those seeking to acquire them, but the candidate negotiates the value of the position based on his/her membership in a network, which offers symbolic contributions on top of the price paid. There is no distinction between office and officeholder: subordination to a position is the same as being subordinate to a man, and bureaucrats have a kind of property right over their position. When a boss departs, contracts must be renegotiated with his successor. The continuity of public service is therefore fragile, as an agreement may suddenly be called into question, whether this be a contract between a regional governor and a foreign investor, or more modestly, an agreement between a citizen and the municipal authorities. The constant change of rules, to which all actors must submit, creates massive uncertainty, which in turn requires the establishment of networks as social “safety nets.” The system’s flexibility and ability to adapt to evolving standards can therefore be explained precisely by a combination of formal rules and routinized informal social practices. The authorities have every incentive to maintain “gray” institutional and legal areas, which offer opportunities for their own rule as they monitor wrongdoing.48 Clientelism and corruption are thus control mechanisms that the state uses to ensure the dependence of the elites and officials on the incumbent leadership. The concept of the “blackmail state”49 seems appropriate for the whole region, and partly explains the weak institutionalization of political life.


    Studying the patronal nature of the Central Asian regimes is more complex than its clientelistic traits. Conventionally, patronage in Central Asia is usually studied as “clan politics,” founded on the idea that kinship, family and/or ethnic ties (kinship for former nomadic societies in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan; and regional solidarities and neighborhood communities for sedentary societies in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan) play a major role at the highest levels of the state and provide a relevant means by which to study local politics.50 This clan politics assumption is a construction of the Soviet period, particularly of perestroika, and was amplified in the 1990s by the mutual validation of Western studies and local narratives. However, the actual role of clan politics has never been demonstrated compellingly, and the use of clan terminology has created more problems than solutions.51


    Clan covers two phenomena that may share some features, but are clearly distinct: clan as a genealogical or identity tool, and clan as a network or political tool. One of the potential explanations of the tendency to confuse both clans can be found in Henry E. Hale’s thesis about “ethnicity [being] about uncertainty reduction while ethnic politics is about interest.”52 Both clan-ethnicity and clan-patronage are indeed based on the same logics of reducing uncertainty in societies and regimes where weak predictability is the rule. Ethnicity is a cognitive tool used to interpret the world and one’s place in it; patronage is a practical tool used to secure social safety networks against political, social, and economic unpredictability. As both are related to fighting uncertainty, they tend to be closely associated in scholarly works, especially when the grid imposed on the countries being studied is one of a “survival” of “archaic” or “traditional” identities. To reduce the culturalist assumption that clan-identity and clan-patronage are similar, the concept of patronal presidentialism, which emphasizes communal and comparative mechanisms rather than the cultural specificities of the Central Asian region, proves useful.


    Clan in the genealogical sense plays a certain role in Central Asian societies, even if patrilineal references changed greatly during the Soviet era, particularly in urban areas, and have lost some of their relevance today. Questions of descent and kinship may be important in marriage strategies; they are used as symbols during rituals and individual and collective commemorative events. However, not only is their impact limited by other criteria of belonging, but these kinship solidarities are necessarily localized since they are based on trust and reciprocity (that is, that a service will be repaid later). They are therefore far from the definition of clan politics that confuses genealogy and network. The clan in the anthropological sense is not a clan in the political sense. Belonging to a clan in the political sense is based on diverse criteria unrelated to questions of parentage: old personal friendships, solidarity from high school or college (a Soviet tradition that continues today), integration with a komanda (professional team), or common private economic interests.53 Moreover, contrary to the genealogical clan, the political network is vulnerable. Familial membership is immutable in principle, but network membership is not guaranteed. A network may disappear if the leader loses his access to power; one can also be excluded. Moreover, each individual belongs to several networks at once and must rank them when they compete with each other. The political game is thus never stabilized since the network is actually a flexible and temporary entity.


    In addition, the value of the political clan differs according to the level of government (national or local), and the branch in question (executive or legislative). Throughout the Central Asian region, authorities have to face one key challenge: to be sure the decision-making process works down the chain of implementation. To implement the decisions taken in high places, executive authority cannot rely on coercion alone, as it is politically and financially costly, but must also employ networks of different natures, which have the ability to mobilize people and shape public opinion.


    The regional elites are one of these necessary networks. The assumption that the central executive’s relationship to regional elites is top-down and uni-directional is an optical illusion due to the authoritarian nature of these states. In reality, regional elites are powerful because they occupy a key intermediate level and are in daily contact with local power brokers. The case of Kyrgyzstan, where Bishkek is unable to remove the controversial, ultranationalist mayor of Osh, Melis Myrzakmatov, reveals the weakness of the Kyrgyz central state. But even in strongly authoritarian and hierarchical Uzbekistan, President Islam Karimov has had trouble parachuting his followers into key regional positions without provoking reactions from local elites, who have the ability to resist decisions made in the center.54 In Tajikistan, the authorities in Dushanbe engage in regular combat with some recalcitrant local elites, for example in the Rasht Valley, and in the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region (GBAO), and must use the argument of the fight against Islamic terrorism to try to settle local tensions by force of arms.55 In Turkmenistan, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow had to bring an end to the solitary exercise of power of his predecessor in order to boost state capacity to implement decisions, while maintaining the social consensus by better taking into account the expectations of local elites.56 Regional elites, in turn, seek to be heard in the central bodies, both for reasons of advancing their personal political careers as well as directing public subsidies or obtaining financing for large infrastructure projects.


    Negotiations between central and regional elites are not formalized or institutionalized. The central authorities have only a vague idea of their ability to impose their decisions in the regions. Thus one cannot interpret each appointment of a minister or governor as part of a clear, conscious strategy that is shared by all stakeholders. The regional criterion for the distribution of posts comes into effect in competition with many others: personal ties between the candidate and the president or his close advisers, ability to raise funds for his appointment, strong links to security circles or business groups or support from the largest regional company or industry. No actor can be sure he is putting forward enough good arguments or material wealth to win the position, and the central authorities cannot know in advance if they will succeed in imposing their decision, or if it will create controversy.


    The bias of defining politics in the Central Asian region through the confusing clan criteria is therefore dangerous because it is restrictive. Clan is merely one political tool among many, and if it is not associated with financial or economic arguments, it is unlikely to be given priority on behalf of a primordialist conception that would make someone responsible toward a person with whom he shares a “blood” relation. Moreover, clan cannot be dissociated from the issue of the efficiency of the decision-making chain. In Turkmenistan, Berdimuhamedow has distributed key positions to members of the Ahalteke clan, and in Uzbekistan Karimov has privileged elites from Samarkand and Bukhara and marginalized those from the Ferghana Valley, not due to any kind of primordialist clan solidarity, but because these decision-making chains are seen as more functional. Even though a foreign observer might see these choices as evidence of “archaic” traditional solidarities; seen from the inside, the president’s choices respond mostly to the rationally-based criterion of looking for the most efficient decision-making chain.


    Regional elites’ appeal competes with other kinds of influential networks. In each country in the region, but especially in Turkmenistan and in Kazakhstan, presidents cajole loyalty from oligarchs who belong to national minorities (mostly people of Russian, Jewish, Korean, or Armenian descent) or from foreign nationals in order to maintain balance. These personal/business-related networks allow them to weaken the pressures coming from the regional elites. In the 2000s, as in Russia, the role of the security service networks also greatly increased, coming to constitute a state within a state, especially in Uzbekistan. These particularly powerful structures, responsible for internal security, law enforcement, tax collection, customs, finance, and export procurement, have their own logics of centralizing powers and their own loyalty system. They therefore added to the already-complex dynamics between the executive and regional elites, and weaken the narrative about clan as a relevant interpretative framework.


    Central Asian political systems must also manage a democratic façade consisting of elections and referendums. They pay attention to public opinion, even if Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan cannot really be classified as electoral patronal systems, while Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and obviously Kyrgyzstan can.57 Election campaigns are a “harvesting season” for the electorate, and cannot be ignored by politicians who run for office. Here again, hybrid legitimacy tools interfere with the conventional reading on a purely top-down clans politics. More importantly, the deputies and locally-elected elites must manage daily relations with their constituencies, and thus are more engaged with realities on the ground, but also more dependent on them. To mobilize people, especially ones living in rural areas, to vote and participate in necessary activities (such as farming, tax collection, and distribution of social benefits), local elites rely on power brokers of various kinds: company directors, leaders of former kolkhozes, neighborhood community leaders (mahalla in the Uzbek system), councils of elders (aksakals), respected religious figures (men and women), and the former Soviet middle class, mostly people with specialized technical knowledge and teachers. All of these intermediate elites are a key element in the success or failure of the implementation process. Although their cooptation is based on trade in material or symbolic services, it nevertheless requires a shared and collective staging that is consensual, therefore largely based on the initiation of traditional (actually re-traditionalized) solidarities, and genealogical, kinship, regional, or ethnic identities, but also Soviet-style valorization (even if declining) of technical/educational prestige.


    “Traditional” loyalties are therefore largely irrelevant to the highest echelons of the state, where corporate mentalities, private interests, and individual loyalties to the presidential figure and his close advisers dominate. They are used more often, but not exclusively, at the local government level; however, they must be understood mostly as one governing tool among others, and as a politics of symbolic participation, more than as a primordialist factor that pushes people to privilege their own kinship. These “traditional loyalties” are indeed staged to legitimate social, economic, or political factors that must be periodically renegotiated. They are a political construct, not a given, as seen in Kyrgyzstan, where political elites were the first to identify a north-south divide as an explanation of the country’s vibrant, but unstable, political life.


    



    Conflicting Norms, Hybrid Practices


    One may not be content to analyze the legitimacy of patronal presidential regimes solely on the basis of their redistribution mechanisms, which would suppose that the consensus between “society” and “state” can be explained only by rational and utilitarian choices by all actors. State resources are also used for symbolic legitimacy.58 Power contesters have sometimes been eliminated by physical means (targeted political assassinations were commonplace in Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan in the 2000s); by legal and quasi-legal pressures (invitations to go into exile or imprisonment); and by cooptation (distribution of positions of high symbolic value but little political power, such as prestigious diplomatic and academic appointments). The Kazakh regime was particularly successful in this last area, managing to sustain a broad consensus around the president and disarming his historical opponents (Olzhas Suleimenov, Murat Auezov, etc.).


    However, the regimes’ legitimacy also rests on their relatively successful management of shared conceptions and worldviews, ideological production, and consensual identity. The traumas of independence—civil war in Tajikistan, for instance—weighs heavily in maintaining collective fears (Islamic terrorism in Uzbekistan, interethnic violence in Kyrgyzstan) and in defining enemies. The control of the information space, which is filled with conspiratorial theories denouncing collusion between foreign and domestic enemies and insisting on the fragility of the country in a challenging regional environment where great powers have only hidden agendas, contributes to reinforce the apparent unanimity between the regime and the majority of its citizens.59 Orchestrated political mobilization—creating a façade opposition, the rapid development of GONGOs, sponsored demonstrations, youth activism, corporatist movements according to profession, age or gender, etc.—provides a creative framework for citizens who want to participate more actively in the development of a shared public space without challenging the modalities of the patronal regime. Finally, the creation of a national mythology, based on that developed for each of the republics during the Soviet era, but adapted to the conditions of independence, has been widely successful. This has strengthened a sense of identity—and thus representation—between citizens and leaders through classic nation-building tools.60


    Yet to varying degrees, the Central Asian regimes have all sought to improve their modes of operation and have relied on hybrid logics. In the 1990s, the Uzbek authorities struggled to keep their Soviet cadres in strategic technical occupations, particularly in the extractive industries. At a time when Soviet domination was criticized as colonization and the “revival” of the Uzbek nation was loudly praised, the authorities also gave priority to cajoling these cadres, mostly representatives of so-called European minorities. The immense Navoy mining combine—the world’s second-largest after Indonesia’s Grasberg, one of the emblems of Uzbek industry bestowed by the Soviet regime, and an employer of more than 60,000 people—has, for instance, become both one of the leading sources of rent for the Karimov family (uranium and gold exports), but also one of the last refuges for Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian technicians trained in the Soviet era. Neopatrimonial logics and rational-legal logics can therefore coexist. In the 2000s, Tashkent also tried to boost the training of intermediary cadres through a dense network of vocational schools and technical institutes in provincial towns, this time with limited success, because the depletion of human capital had already occurred.


    Kazakhstan has also sought to take into account the need for skilled cadres, and wanted to maintain a minimal level of professional qualifications in strategic industrial areas. As in the Soviet era, the mechanisms of conciliation between patronal logics and the need for rationality led to a duplication of functions. In government and private corporate hierarchies, a jobholder belonging to the titular nationality and embodying the patronal system coexists with a second, who holds the knowledge needed to operate the service or the company, and whose status is not linked to patronage networks, but to a more personal cliental dependency on his superior. The Kazakh authorities also have encouraged the emergence of middle classes of civil servants, especially in the new capital Astana and in the non-hydrocarbon parts of the private sector, and have been tempted to create a certain degree of pluralism within the intellectual elite, particularly within think tanks. For example, the Kazakhstan Institute for Strategic Studies, established under the presidency, faces competition from the Institute for World Economics and Politics, which is under the auspices of the Foundation of the First President of Kazakhstan. Even Turkmenistan has tried to develop professionalism within its bureaucracy after Berdimuhamedow complained about the overall incompetence of his ministers and their staff.


    These tensions between contradictory logics are multiple and regular, and signal the core instability of these regimes and their hybridity. Improving capacity-building skills and pluralism in the shaping and implementing of public policies is developed not out of ethical concern by leaders who are suddenly conscious of their mission to provide social welfare to their citizens, but by their pragmatic need to run the state on an everyday basis. In order to capture the rent that is necessary for a patronal regime, one must first produce it, levy taxes, and then be able to redistribute it. As in Russia, where despite “power vertical” rhetoric, Putin has had to travel in person to implement the Kremlin’s decisions regarding mega projects, such as the 2012 APEC summit in Vladivostok or the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Central Asian leaders struggle to rule a dysfunctional state. Their ability to redistribute state services and public wealth is based on a constant tension between their patronal legitimacy and a weak power infrastructure that reduces their ability to capture rents.


    This tension can produce hybrid innovative adaptations, as seen in the case of post-2010 Kyrgyzstan, where state failure to provide social welfare is coupled with the strengthening of the formal bureaucracy, and the emergence of a pluralist political debate. Or in Kazakhstan, where the Zhanaozhen riots of December 2011 pushed the authorities to take a fresh look at everyday issues related to the redistribution of income. Although this tension can produce innovation, the destructive elements of patronal presidentialist systems can take over as well. In Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Azerbaijan, the combination of increasing economic fragility, the depletion of presidential legitimacy in preparation for succession struggles, and the end of the Soviet legacy in terms of infrastructure and human capital suggests that political innovation will be difficult to implement without severe upheavals. Furthermore, unlike post-Soviet states near the border of Europe, such as Ukraine or Moldova, external incentives coming from the European Union are not influential in southern Eurasia, reducing the attraction for political dissent or the odds of defection for some part of the elites.


    

    New Contributions on Patronal Presidentialism in the Central Asian Region


    In addition to this introductory essay, this Demokratizatsiya special issue includes five articles. While each one is dedicated to a particular country, with the aim of better capturing the dynamics of each society, they also seek to discuss the different aspects that comprise patronal regimes, and to build cumulative knowledge.


    Erica Marat’s article provides insight into the specifics of Kyrgyzstan, which is both an exception and the norm. It is exceptional for its parliamentary system, which despite its flaws and weaknesses has prevented the emergence of an absolutist presidential authority, and forced the elite to re-organize relations with its constituencies in a more democratic manner. It is the norm because the country continues to be a particularly illuminating prism of patronal practices, particularly in the intrinsic link between business interests and political strategies. Kyrgyzstan is divided into several patronal networks: those based on the leaders of various parliamentary factions, those from political forces not represented in the parliament, and those arising from non-political sources, mostly business ventures. However, the new political and constitutional conditions provide an original framework for formal competition based on informal mechanisms, particularly by enhancing the intermediate structure of a vibrant political party system.


    Sebastien Peyrouse focuses on the patronal aspect of the Kazakhstani political system and on the consolidation for two decades of a neopatrimonial state based on harnessing major economic sectors. He investigates the three main political and economic circles that make up the central ruling elite (the “family,” the oligarchs, and the technocrats), and discusses the balance between, and close interactions among, these three groups. The presidential “family” is further divided according to personal strategies and appears to be a unified actor only when directly opposed to other groups. The oligarchs, in addition to their own market-based competition, have established contradictory dynamics, some by relying on indirect confrontation and others on cooperation with the patronal state. Finally, the role of technocrats is central, because they allow these economic competitions to find an institutionally-framed formulation, and serve as “go-betweens” between private interests and their politicized or administrative mediation.


    Shedding light on another aspect of patronal regimes, Slavomír Horák’s article returns to Berdimuhamedow’s construction of a new relationship with the Turkmen elites. Turkmenistan’s second president no longer promotes a solitary approach to power, but rather a pyramidal scheme that gives decision-making positions to key members of his extended family and persons from his region of origin, and that reveals his deference to regional hierarchies. However, as noted by the author, these kinship or regional solidarities remain conditional on loyalty to the person of the president and are not a guarantee of promotion per se. Moreover, the place occupied by some shadowy figures belonging to national minority groups or foreigners who mediate between Ashgabat and foreign investors, and the maintenance of some cadres with technical skills from the Soviet era confirm the failure of clan theories as an explanatory logic—even for a country like Turkmenistan, at least at the highest political level—and the presence of some degree of rationality in the operation of the state apparatus.


    Although patronal presidentialism is often studied from the top, as a mechanism that mainly concerns the central ruling elite, it can only function through its ability to reproduce itself throughout the entire decision-making chain. In Central Asia, rural elites’ ability to coerce workers in cotton production are a key engine determining the success or failure of the patronal regime. The two articles on Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, based on first-hand field research, take on this local perspective, which too often is missing from analysis, and confirm the relevance of more micro-oriented studies at the sub-national level. Lawrence Markowitz goes into detail on elite appointments in several regions of Uzbekistan and demonstrates the limits of presidential power on the appointment of regional cadres in their area of influence. In the 2000s, Tashkent retreated from its previous methods for influencing local politics and returned to ruling them through classic patronage structures. Linked to mechanisms associated with these patronal mechanisms, Markowitz also studies their impact on the malfunctioning of the Uzbek court system and the pivotal role that the procurator plays in defining and dispensing justice.


    Hafiz Boboyorov’s goes to an even more local level, that of the rural elites who continue to command political and economic influence in the cotton-producing region of Khatlon, Tajikistan. He analyzes how state elites only maintain their monopoly over the cotton sector by relying on the former Soviet technical elites, senior family members, and religious notables. These local masters earn their cliental status in exchange for their ability to mobilize cotton workers through their patrilineal, familial, and ethnic networks. They also are in charge of reinventing genealogies in order to legitimize or delegitimize strategic properties, and to stigmatize as disloyal toward their kinship those who protest against the social inequality caused by the cotton economy. Finally, they are also the bearers of local agricultural knowledge, and distribute this knowledge according to their own interests—far from the idyllic image of a “neutral” indigenous expert. Boboyorov thus opens up the unexplored field examining the relationship between knowledge distribution and patronal regimes.
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    Abstract: This article argues that Kyrgyzstan’s new constitution, which strengthens the parliament’s powers, is mainly the result of an informal pact among multiple influential political figures who came to office in 2010. The new, regulated political environment, although largely dominated by neopatrimonial interests, has nevertheless produced the first signs of genuine political debate and fair competition. Should this trend continue, the party- and coalition-building processes will yield a more sophisticated political landscape in time for the next election. In a pessimistic scenario, this constitutional experiment will lead to even more hollow institutions and stronger reliance on patronage networks.


    Kyrgyzstan is the only Central Asian state to transfer presidential power through competitive elections.1 Since gaining independence in 1991, the country has seen the rise of a diverse civil society, opposition parties, and independent media, something that neighboring states still largely lack. Yet Kyrgyzstan is often described as a failing state, where informal patronage networks overshadow any formal bureaucracy and weaken the economy.2 Kyrgyzstan’s political liberalization—following two violent regime changes in less than a decade and the adoption of a parliamentary system of governance—has yet to strengthen state institutions and establish effective governance.


    This article argues that Kyrgyzstan’s new constitution, which allows various political forces to compete in free elections and stage debates inside parliament, is mainly the result of an informal pact among multiple political figures who captured power in March 2005 and then again in April 2010. This consensus among the key political players does not directly contribute to state building and good governance, but the highly competitive parliamentary and presidential elections in 2010 and 2011, respectively, allowed these players to continue their political struggle as legitimate actors. The new constitution presumes that Kyrgyz political actors are driven by neopatrimonial links and therefore seeks to regulate them to the extent that no one political network captures too much power.


    With this argument in mind, this article offers three interrelated propositions. First, the 2010 constitution introduces new rules of competition for old political players with solid economic and political resources. In the 2010 elections, all political players had nearly equal opportunities in competing for parliamentary representation and the most powerful of them prevailed. Second, Kyrgyzstan today is an example of how formal rules can transform and regulate neopatrimonial politics: although fierce political struggle often revolves around business interests, the new constitution both facilitates and restricts competition among power holders. Finally, it will take at least another cycle of competitive elections before we can judge whether Kyrgyzstan’s current political system will gradually promote the evolution of good governance through increased transparency and competition. In the meantime, current political forces will seek to survive in this competitive, yet regulated, environment by adopting new strategies of political struggle.


    I approach the main argument and the three related propositions by drawing on studies of neopatrimonial states in Africa, Eastern Europe, and Asia. The article will proceed in three parts. First, I examine the concept of a neopatrimonial state and its applicability to Kyrgyzstan. Second, I decipher the political environment in Kyrgyzstan at the time the new constitution was adopted. Here I describe the new laws that create the conditions for fair and competitive elections, coalition building, and regulating the balance of power between the president and parliament. Lastly, I will show how various players seek to increase their own power by using or challenging these rules and the opposition they face from civil society. The empirical data supporting the arguments come from numerous interviews with current and former members of parliament, as well as government officials. The analysis is also a result of an in-person observation of the Interim Government, parliament and various government agencies during the period between April 2010 and June 2012.


    



    Regulated Neopatrimonialism in Kyrgyzstan


    In the literature on neopatrimonialism, the phenomenon is essentially characterized as hybrid relations that are based on both the legal-rational bureaucracy as well as the patrimonial networks identified by Weber.3 In a neopatrimonial state, political relations are contingent upon private interests, personal connections, favors, promises, and privileges. As a result, policy production and implementation follow personal interests and connections, while officials blur the distinction between personal and universal gains.4 Neopatrimonial networks embrace nepotism, clientelism, and corruption—all present within the boundaries of the formal state. Any market development in such states is designed to meet the rulers’ needs and overshadows formal regulations.5


    Neopatrimonialism is well studied in authoritarian states where the head of state, although elected, relies on both a formal bureaucracy and patronage networks to sustain his hold on power. In centralized political regimes where only one political party has the right to both govern and gain profit, patronage networks are much stronger.6 The party has no need to admit other players and is interested solely in expanding its own wealth and power. Informal politics become more ingrained than formal rules, and the state bureaucracy largely ceases to function effectively at all levels of government.


    Since Kyrgyzstan is not an authoritarian state, research on some multiparty African and Eastern European countries provides a better framework for analysis. Importantly, this body of literature helps us to understand the interplay between some elements of democracy, such as free, fair and frequent elections, and weak state institutions. Studies of political party formation and state-building in Eastern Europe demonstrate that state administrations are likely to facilitate the rise of patronage networks when electoral competition takes place in a state that is weak and not consolidated.7 Power-hungry parties will adapt bureaucracies to grab as many resources as possible in order to prevail in the next election. “Because electoral competition was introduced before the consolidation of the postcommunist state administrations, the door was [left] open to patronage politics, enabling underdeveloped and resource-hungry parties to raid the administration for their own party-building,” according to O’Dwyer’s summary of the East European experience.8 As a result, the state is used as a party-building instrument, rather than parties working to build the state. Party membership becomes a means for attaining economic benefits and can be driven by business, ethnic or familial contacts rather than professional qualifications.


    Studies of Ghana, one of the few African states that managed to build a multiparty system, reveal how elections may in fact reinforce neopatrimonial ties within state institutions, particularly within the parliament.9 Lindberg explains that, in Ghana, neopatrimonial relations do not necessarily need to be reproduced as a result of fraudulent elections. On the contrary, well-organized, competitive elections allow political party leaders to increase the stakes for the new members and to recruit only those individuals who can contribute to victory. Party lists are ordered based on who can donate the most financial and political resources to the electoral campaign. Between elections, political competition revolves around MPs as they dole out favors to their supporters instead of producing relevant policies. In such a “distributive democracy,” MPs serve the needs of their constituency by handing out resources and gifts, not by looking for long-term solutions to vexing policy problems. MPs and government officials do not necessarily align around common interests to remain in power and to continue protecting personal business interests; rather they also seek to check the growing power of their competitors. The formal bureaucracy becomes the most efficient way of sustaining one’s own capital, while political competition becomes one arena within a broader fight for resources.


    Neopatrimonial-based politics have been largely overlooked in the literature on Central Asia. Instead, instances of corruption and clientelism are often seen as expressions of solidarity among groups of people connected by identifiable clans.10 For example, Ilkhamov argues that while patron-client relations in Uzbekistan can be based on kinship, they often go beyond clannish identity and involve the heads of more than one family. He further argues that clan and familial identities often become salient when they promise to yield privileges and resources. For the most part, however, it is the individuals who already occupy state posts who will play patrimonial networks to boost their own political influence.


    Like in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan’s political forces have little interest in uniting around clan or kinship ties; rather political alliances are brokered between officials who will not threaten the network’s business interests. Bonds based on non-family ties lead to greater political leverage and often play a far larger role than kinship.11 These connections can be based on shared workplaces, joint business interests, inter-family contacts, or common political interest in specific issues. For example, an entrepreneur who owns a retail outlet chain in Bishkek would be interested in joining whichever political party that could ensure the adoption of business-friendly policies. By contrast, familial, clan and tribal identities are often viewed as important features of everyday life (weddings, funerals, etc.) rather than being defining features of the political domain.


    One major difference between Kyrgyzstan and single-party Central Asian states is that Kyrgyzstan’s neopatrimonial networks are considerably more fluid and therefore more unpredictable than elsewhere in the region. Economic resources are controlled by several competing regional elites who wish to increase their own political leverage over competitors. The presence of strong political competition propels network leaders to create codes of conduct for their members. Major political players want to institutionalize these de facto regulations to increase predictability and decrease insecurity in competitions over public offices. During the first two years of the parliament’s operation under the new constitution, the MPs changed the voting rules and loosened party membership requirements. According to these new regulations, a MP needs to be present in order to cast a vote, while MPs wishing to leave their fraction do not lose their mandate.


    That said, Kyrgyzstan’s experience shows that the presence of some competition is an important factor when writing the rules of the informal networks to avoid a chaotic situation in which everyone risks losing. All players realize that centralizing power in the hands of one group can make it possible for the dominant group to strip resources away from all the other players. The new constitution protects the privileges of the opposition by creating conditions for formal competition. Because the current constitution has allowed all interested political forces to participate in parliamentary elections, the parliament represents all of the most dominant political groups, with only a few powerful actors left outside of the legislature.


    In rough terms, it is possible to delineate Kyrgyzstan’s neopatrimonial networks into three broad categories. First, there are networks based on the leaders of various parliamentary factions. Most parties contain more than one neopatrimonial network. Ata-Jurt, Ata-Meken, and Ar-Namys have all revealed such internal divides. These personal networks cross party lines and unite members of parliament from different parties but with similar business interests. Second, neopatrimonial networks stem from political forces not represented in the parliament. Adakhan Madumarov’s Butun Kyrgyzstan party, which failed to enter parliament in the 2010 elections and sought to unite with Ata-Jurt in early 2012, is the primary example of such a force. Finally, these networks arise from non-political sources, mostly business ventures closely tied to political officials.


    Patrimonial networks inside Kyrgyzstan’s parliament are often labeled as “northern” and “southern” political forces. These networks are by no means based on familial ties, but are strictly contingent to regional identity.12 While the leaders of some parties come mostly from southern Kyrgyzstan, they have found more shared interests with politicians from the north.13 Moreover, rather than serving as a party axis, “southern” MPs are represented in all of the parties and at times unite to promote their own candidates for key government positions. Rallying “southern” support to nominate Akhmadbek Keldibekov, a member of the Ata-Jurt party, to be speaker of parliament in 2011 is one such example.14 Likewise, in December 2010, it was mostly “southern” MPs who blocked Omurbek Tekebayev’s bid for the speaker’s role. The alignment along a “southern” identity seems particularly strong compared to the “northern” faction in parliament. To date there have been no visible manifestations of a “northern” alliance against southern political forces. That said, however, “southern” MPs have also clashed on a number of issues such as control over resources in Osh and Jalalabad oblasts.15 It is therefore possible to assume that regional identities matter when all other options to prevail in the competition for choice political posts are exhausted.


    On the local level, however, where resources are limited and competition is less dynamic, patrimonial relations may unravel with or without formal state institutions. For example, Melis Myrzakhmatov, the infamous mayor of Osh, allegedly controls the licit and illicit economic resources in his town and oblast, but his realm does not contain rival localities. The mayor almost entirely relies on a private army of martial arts enthusiasts to provide security, while his office is composed of loyalists or family members. In the March 2012 local elections, Myrzakhmatov’s newly formed Uluttuk Birimdigi party was able to maintain his hold on power largely thanks to the support of Ata-Jurt and Butun Kyrgyzstan.16 Similar to Myrzakhmatov, the local officials have no incentive to follow formal rules and will likely align with whoever dominates on the national scene.


    



    “Revolutions” and the Emergence of New Rules


    Political competition in Kyrgyzstan is much more dynamic compared with neighboring states because of the nature of its national economy. Former president Askar Akayev introduced a loosely regulated market economy in the early to mid-1990s. This market produced a group of powerful entrepreneurs who later developed political ambitions. Later on, neither Akayev, nor his successor, Kurmanbek Bakiyev, was able to strip those entrepreneurs of their financial power and political influence. The violent struggle between powerful elites over political power and economic resources is often seen as the main cause for the regime changes that took place in 2005 and 2010.


    The overthrow of Akayev in March 2005 was widely interpreted as the product of opposition elites vying for power and access to economic resources. Radnitz argues that the 2005 regime change was largely masterminded by competing political elites who, in turn, were seeking to protect their personal interests. Wealthy opposition leaders, according to this view, used ordinary citizens to stage protests and generate popular anger toward the regime. Radnitz details how in 2005 wealthy, power-hungry political elites mobilized local communities to exert pressure on the ruling regime.17 “Material concerns” served as a strong unifying factor for opposition elites, while “abstract political principles” played a marginal role. Opposition forces outside of the ruling regime mobilized their own villages and the apolitical masses to satisfy their materialist goals and to fuel their rise to power.


    Following Akayev’s ouster, otherwise competing opposition leaders made an informal pact to install Bakiyev as head of state.18 At that time, Bakiyev was seen as a “consensus figure” who could maintain the balance among various opposition leaders without grabbing too much power himself. His job was to live up to the expectations of other competing players who made the 2005 regime change possible. Most of the “Tulip Revolution” leaders, however, were soon disappointed, as Bakiyev managed to centralize power in his hands within a few months of becoming president. In 2008-10, his control over state and society was comparable to that exercised by Emomali Rakhmon in Tajikistan.19 Greed, and not an attempt to balance between former political allies, motivated Bakiyev’s cabinet members as they extorted resources from entrepreneurs and politicians alike. Starting from 2008, the only way for an individual to hold onto a business enterprise or a public position was to join Bakiyev’s Ak-Jol party. At the same time, his son Maxim was in charge of all financial inflows, including foreign aid, investment, and revenues, as he was being groomed to eventually succeed his father.20


    Existing studies of Kyrgyzstan’s political development have shown how both under Akayev’s and Bakiyev’s leadership, powerful political elites used horizontal and vertical patronage networks to either bargain for the best deal with the ruling regime or to form a formidable opposition. Engvall demonstrates how Kyrgyzstan’s state institutions functioned according to informal relations. He argues that, under both leaders, the state in Kyrgyzstan was organized as a “marketplace” where most positions were acquired through bribes and other forms of corruption. In this environment politicians want immediate returns from their investments, so most public funds are squandered and few social services are provided to the public.21


    The post-2005 experience had a powerful impact on these informal networks following Bakiyev’s ouster in April 2010. Instead of relying on a single individual to manage the state, leaders of the 2010 regime change were convinced that only early corrections in the overall political system would ensure the fair representation of all players.22 That is, whereas Bakiyev was a consensus choice among competing political players after the 2005 revolution, the winners in 2010 distributed power through the adoption of a new constitution and the appointment of Roza Otunbayeva for a two-year “transitional presidency.” Importantly, the consensus was a rational choice among Interim Government members on the new rules of power sharing, rather than an ideological accord. Politicians sought to preserve individual powers and interests by means of gaining seats in the parliament and appointing the government.


    Between the collapse of the Bakiyev regime and the October 2010 parliamentary elections, the Interim Government—comprised of former opposition leaders—was deeply divided about the course the country should take. Competition, suspicions, and personal intrigues plagued the interim leaders, with each trying to insert their own cadres into the new government. While Otunbayeva enjoyed the support of many in Bishkek and beyond, most of the decisions made by the provisional government were made without her knowledge. She often served as a mediator for competing interests.23 As McGlinchey argues, most of the competing elites rely on the power of their local constituents and are ready and willing to create chaos if needed to prevail on the national political scene.24


    At the time, Omurbek Tekebayev, head of the Ata-Meken party and the main author of the new constitution, was one of the most popular politicians in Kyrgyzstan and represented a formidable challenge to others in the Interim Government.25 Tekebayev had developed the new constitutional framework during Bakiyev’s reign as a reaction to the president’s ability to quickly consolidate power by creating a one-party system.26 However, his ideas would not have prevailed without the consent of other key players in the Interim Government. Tekebayev’s version of the constitution provided equal opportunities for all party leaders at the forefront of the 2010 regime change. Thus, Tekebayev’s plan was seen as a genuine effort to share power with other players.


    Most leaders of the provisional government were popular in their local precincts, but lacked the support of the broader population. Some of them threatened to use the power of the masses to pressure rivals who tried to grab too much influence over the design of the new system. In a leaked May 2010 phone conversation between General Prosecutor Azimbek Beknazarov and acting Economics Minister Almazbek Atambayev, the politicians exchanged threats and personal attacks. Beknazarov warned that he could gather his supporters in Bishkek and oust the Interim Government, while Atambayev told him not to threaten him with things like revolutions. “Hey, my friend,” Beknazarov calmly replied, “you know that I can arrange a third revolution if the need arises.” Atambayev brushed aside this saber-rattling, “Maybe you scare someone else, but you don’t scare me!” The politicians then discussed a US$400,000 bribe allegedly paid for a prestigious government position.27


    It is in this environment that major political players welcomed the new constitution and agreed to participate in fair and competitive elections and thus legitimize their state roles. The major players did not have a long-term democratic plan for the country, but instead sought to create a regulatory system that would pre-empt a repeat of the “winner-take-all” situation seen in 2005. Members of the Interim Government most likely had only a very basic understanding about what constitutes democratic governance and why Kyrgyzstan needs it. More than free elections, they wanted to preserve their own power and avoid the uncertainty that accompanies a regime change through mass unrest.


    The May 2010 constitution was designed specifically to make formal rules supersede the informal. In essence, the new constitution seeks to prevail over patrimonial practices in politics and business in Kyrgyzstan. It also seeks to reduce or eliminate the possibility of another violent regime change. The constitutional provisions ensure that no single leader or political force is able to centralize power to such a degree that he would not hand over power if he lost the next election.


    Three provisions are especially important in this sense. First, parliament has become stronger than the presidency. Parliament cannot be dissolved unless two-thirds of the MPs agree to resign. Second, no one party can receive more than 60 percent of all seats in the parliament no matter how many votes it receives. This provision protects the parliament from the emergence of a powerful pro-presidential party and the majority party or coalition faces a strong opposition faction. The constitution ensures that opposition members chair the parliamentary committees on the budget and law enforcement. The parliamentary minority can also nominate its own candidates for ministerial positions. Finally, an elected president can serve only one six-year term.


    The new constitution has created the necessary conditions for competitive elections and the development of a ruling coalition. Following the upheaval of April 2010, there was no single political party that was able to prevail in the electoral process by gaining the support of the acting president or Interim Government. Unsurprisingly, the 2010 parliamentary elections were dominated by veteran political players who managed to cluster in new or old political parties. In effect, old players competed in the 2010 elections according to new rules.


    



    Post-Election Party-Building


    Kyrgyzstan held one constitutional referendum and two elections between 2010 and 2012. Despite instability in southern Kyrgyzstan, the June 2010 referendum28 on the new constitution took place amid relative calm across the country.29 Later that year, on October 10, Kyrgyzstan held the first genuinely competitive and free parliamentary elections in Central Asia’s post-Soviet history. The OSCE gave the vote its highest rating, emphasizing that the Central Election Commission’s work was genuinely “impartial and independent,” and all political parties with candidates had equal access to the media.30 Kyrgyzstan held presidential elections in October 2011.31


    To run in the 2010 parliamentary elections, parties needed to compose a list of 100 members, with at least 30 percent female candidates and ethnic minorities. Mathematically, since the constitution caps single-party representation at 60 percent of seats in the 120-member parliament, this meant that the first 72 names on the party list had a realistic chance of obtaining a parliamentary seat. On election day, 29 parties competed and five crossed the nation-wide 5 percent threshold needed to win seats in the parliament. Ironically, the loosely regulated political environment in Kyrgyzstan allowed parties opposed to the Interim Government, such as Ata-Jurt, Ar-Namys and Respublika, to win seats, while some Interim Government candidates did not succeed.


    Given these results, the party parliamentary factions faced the challenge of forming a ruling coalition that would accommodate the interests of political leaders who otherwise would not collaborate because of personal enmity. The first attempt to form a coalition failed because Ata-Jurt members voted against Tekebayev’s bid for the parliamentary speaker position. Encouraged by their success in the parliamentary elections, Ata-Jurt and Ar-Namys now staunchly rejected the new constitution and felt empowered to challenge Tekebayev in the parliament. They warned about the possible instability that such a system could bring to Kyrgyzstan and argued that a popular, visionary leader is needed to hold the country together. As time passed, however, and the ongoing divisions diminished their leverage in parliament, the party leaders’ views changed accordingly, and both became pro-active supporters of a stronger parliament. Ata-Jurt held the parliamentary speaker’s position for almost a year, while intraparty splits weakened Ar-Namys, forcing it to enter alliances with other forces and stop demanding prestigious government posts for its supporters. This outcome shows that when Kyrgyzstan’s major political forces feel threatened by stronger alliances in the parliament, they will insist that the political system be more decentralized and better regulated.


    The October 2010 elections where every political faction could participate have helped to identify the strongest forces in the country and propel them into the state apparatus. That is, unlike during Bakiyev’s regime when opposition leaders were stripped of political power within his first two years of leadership, a wide spectrum of political forces gained representation in the parliament and the government, leaving only those unable to cross the 5 percent threshold outside the state structures.


    Based on my interviews and observations, there are three types of party members in the five factions. The first and largest category includes incumbent MPs who were eager to win reelection in 2010 and their close allies who wanted to obtain a public office. This category mainly consists of party leaders or the top five members on the party lists.32 These are typically influential politicians and owners of large businesses in their district. The members of this group are accustomed to using public office to retain and multiply their wealth regardless of constitutional changes or the configuration of the top leadership in the country. This group’s members likely paid US$50,000-US$250,000 to major party leaders to join the top party ranks.33 The two new parties—Respublika and Ata-Jurt—formed only months before the elections and were infamous for selling party-list slots for extravagant prices.34 Other parties, however, were also known for selling party list slots.


    Importantly, however, the current parliament has fewer MPs accused of criminal activities than did earlier legislatures. Under Bakiyev’s one-party system, dozens of MPs were alleged to have ties to the criminal underworld. Under the new system, only three current MPs are suspected of shady dealings, specifically coordinating drug trafficking operations in southern Kyrgyzstan. One of those three heads a faction and reportedly serves as smotryaschii (protector) for drug lords operating in the south.35


    The second group includes an “amorphous mass”36 made up of smaller-scale entrepreneurs and former members of local governments who enjoy local popularity. This group also includes some representatives of ethnic minorities and female candidates who were put on the party list to satisfy constitutional requirements, but they were not expected to be active once elected.37 The “amorphous mass” populates the majority of any faction and mostly votes along party lines. The “masses” are usually not informed about decisions made by the party leaders and are the last to find out about major intra-party splits. Some members of the Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan (SDPK), for instance, have met president Atambayev only at party gatherings; while Ata-Jurt MPs were kept in the dark about Tashiyev’s ouster as a party leader in June 2012.38 One MP from SDPK said that he only twice had a chance to talk briefly with Atambayev since the parliamentary elections.39


    Finally, the third category includes “idealists,” the handful of MPs who are not necessarily driven by business interests, but who seek to implement policies that would bring change to the country as a whole. These people were invited to join parties because of their prior professional experience and intellectual ability. These groups often overlap—an “idealist” can be guided by his or her business interests, while the “amorphous mass” may refuse to vote along party lines out of ideological convictions.


    The high concentration of entrepreneur MPs, debates on economic issues, such as budgetary spending, privatization of strategic resources, tariffs, and key government posts, dominate parliamentary discussions. These issues tend to spawn inter-faction coalitions that expect the “amorphous masses” to fall in line. To preserve their own value in the party ranks, the “masses” MPs mostly cater to their local constituencies by helping their native villages to celebrate cultural events, distributing individual scholarships, and helping those in the most need—usually elders and orphans.40 Since becoming politically active, one MP with most of his business ventures concentrated in Bishkek has been actively engaged in his father’s native village by regularly investing his own funds into various local projects.41 By doing so, MPs like him seek to secure local votes in the next election.


    By contrast, local concerns, such as proposals to fix windows at a local school or celebrate a special anniversary of a local poet, dominate parliamentary discussions among less economically influential MPs who seek to satisfy the needs of local constituencies.42 According to Dastan Bekeshev, an MP from Ar-Namys, during the first 18 month of the current session, parliament adopted only 20-25 laws related to substantive national concerns, while as many as 1,000 laws either concerned local matters or were procedural in nature (changed terminology, definitions of terms, etc.). In effect, the most vital and long-term legislative acts, such as the state budget, economic reforms, security policy, and new regulations and institutions, are exclusively introduced, promoted, and approved by either financially powerful MPs or the “idealists.” At times, wealthier MPs use financial incentives to encourage members of the “amorphous mass” to support bills that positively affect their parochial interests.


    Lacking succinct political programs, party coalition-building efforts do not follow any predictable path, but rather reflect the ability of top leaders to negotiate agreements. For the most part these agreements involve the allocation of key government posts and chairmanships of parliamentary committees. The stability of these coalitions, as well as their relations with the opposition, are often impossible to predict because several business or political interests might coalesce at once during a discussion of any particular bill or regulation. As O’Dwyer describes the East European experience: “Instead of internally coherent and programmatically defined parties, one finds heterogeneous coalitions. Instead of predictable coalition-building, one finds marriages of convenience.”43


    The only formal accountability mechanism that the parties have once the coalition forms is the constitutional requirement to hold early elections should the factions be unable to form a coalition in three attempts. The fear that the parliament will be dissolved and new elections called as a result of political intrigues and public anger has been constant since election day.44


    Despite initial worries, however, Kyrgyzstan’s parliamentary experiment has been surprisingly stable during its first two years. MPs have debated important issues from competing perspectives. The parliament has provided a forum for the country’s most powerful players to settle their own regional differences and conflicting interests. To a large extent, the institution has eased competition over economic resources among players who otherwise would choose to destabilize the state to reach their goals. As a result, the legislative branch has cast a spotlight on various political and business alliances within the parliament. In effect, political leaders who played according to the new rules during the elections and won parliamentary seats were forced to learn to survive in the region’s most transparent post-election environment. Over the long-term, powerful players’ eagerness to strengthen regulations for competition may lead to greater political stability and even strengthen the formal bureaucracy.45


    The new constitution triggered a need for new parliamentary procedures. Kyrgyz MPs had to learn how to make a floor statement within two minutes, how to talk to journalists, and how to build coalitions. The parliamentary sessions are now broadcast live on TV and radio. Partly as a reaction to the suddenly increased demand for openness, MPs have sought to limit freedom of speech and ban political criticism. In June 2011, the parliament issued a decree aiming at regulating interethnic relations by controlling the media and restricting the emergence of “monoethnic communities.” According to 95 of the total 120 MPs who voted for the decree, this would help maintain stability in the country.


    



    Presidential Elections and the Recentralization of Power


    After winning the October 2011 presidential elections, Atambayev sought to recentralize power by ensuring that the new coalition includes SPDK and Respublika, which is led by Prime Minister Omurbek Babanov. Although Kyrgyzstan is a parliamentary state with five competing parties represented in parliament, MPs nevertheless have supported most of Atambayev’s initiatives since his inauguration in December 2011. A few weeks after the president’s inauguration, a new coalition was formed that included all parliamentary factions, except for Ata-Jurt. Reportedly, Ata-Meken’s was particularly against Ata-Jurt’s inclusion into the coalition.46


    To boost their party’s influence, Ata-Jurt’s leaders chose to ally with Madumarov’s Butun Kyrgyzstan party, which had no parliamentary representation in February 2012. Both Ata-Jurt’s head Kamchybek Tashiyev and Madumarov draw most of their popularity from the ethnic Kyrgyz in southern Kyrgyzstan. In their statement announcing their alliance, Tashiyev and Madumarov presented a joint vision of the country’s development and pledged their readiness to tighten control over government economic policy. However, both men competed in the presidential elections, splitting their constituencies, allowing another candidate to prevail. Their decisions to seek the presidency were largely irrational from the point of view of their voters. Yet, both realized that even if they did not win the presidency, any votes they garnered would boost their popularity for the near future. If the new bloc had survived, it could have potentially changed the electoral dynamics in the country.


    Seeing Ata-Jurt’s popularity waning, Tashiyev and his fellow party members have been calling for the dissolution of the current parliament and new elections. According to Ata-Jurt’s parliamentary bloc, over 70 percent of the population in Kyrgyzstan does not support the parliament.47 Tashiyev also called for changing the constitution back to the 1993 version that granted, according to him, more powers to the parliament than the 2010 revision.48 For Butun, the alliance with Ata-Jurt was the only way to maintain the party’s influence in politics. Madumarov has demonstrated his considerable political skills by rallying thousands of people to support his candidacy and staging anti-government protests for days on end. Despite their efforts, Ata-Jurt and Butun’s alliance soon fell apart and in June 2012 Tashiyev lost his party leadership position.


    By mid-2012, most parties have seen formal splits within their ranks. Along with Ata-Jurt, two other parties within the ruling coalition, Ata-Meken and Ar-Namys, face internal divides. Ar-Namys dropped the formerly influential Felix Kulov from its top leadership in an effort to improve the coherence inside its ranks. The party’s popular informal leader, economist Akylbek Japarov, might replace Kulov. Ata-Meken, in turn, excluded some of its key members from party lists because of their disagreement with the party’s leadership.49


    Regardless of the intraparty divisions, most influential MPs still strive to join or create an alliance outside of the direct control of the president. The shifts are occurring as part of an effort to raise the profile of some MPs prior to the next election cycle. The same familiar faces are likely to run in the 2014 parliamentary elections (if indeed the parliament is not dissolved earlier), but as part of more coherent and determined party formations. In this case, the next parliament is likely to be strong enough to prevent the president from usurping power, as happened with Bakiyev and Akayev. In this scenario, the constitution of 2010 will continue to govern competition among various business cliques, idealists, and regional alignments. All five factions are thinking one electoral cycle ahead, hoping to consolidate their positions in advance of 2014.


    



    Domestic Pressures to Fight Patronage


    Kyrgyzstan’s competitive, yet regulated political environment has contributed to greater transparency in some parts of the political domain. On several occasions MPs and government officials have exposed corrupt schemes used by the former regime, as well as current cases of corruption. Non-state entrepreneurs and civil society actors have sought to overcome neopatrimonial networks within the state bureaucracy by exposing how parliamentarians and top government officials lack the knowledge about what it takes to create a nation-wide market economy.


    Entrepreneurs in Bishkek often complain that greater transparency has not led to a genuine rule of law regime in Kyrgyzstan. A year after the April 2010 regime change, the Bishkek Business Club (BBC) expressed its members’ frustration that, despite the new constitution, the state bureaucracy is still a corrupt “relic of the old regime” that stifles “progressive ideas.” The government is still incompetent and prevents the “free development of individuals and organizations.” Corruption, lawlessness, and leadership based on patronage violate the property and constitutional rights of citizens. This situation has led to the “concentration of financial, informational and administrative resources in the hands of a small group of people and this will have consequences in the future.”50 Of particular concern are companies where the state owns shares. Rather than supporting the public good, these shares often serve the interests of the Ministry of State Property and the State Financial Oversight agency.51 These companies, according to the BBC, must be governed by independently-elected boards of trustees that would prioritize business ideas ahead of government interests.


    In an effort to push the parliament and government toward transparency, in early 2012 BBC launched a “100 Days” campaign that traced how the recommendations of various political action committees were implemented. The main goal of the campaign was to help policymakers find a viable economic strategy. 52 The club also exhorts Prime Minister Babanov, himself an influential entrepreneur, to work closely with the country’s business community. Although the club’s message is most apparent in and around Bishkek, many MPs believe it is waging a viable campaign that could lead to a new parliament.53


    When she served as interim president, Otunbayeva spearheaded several initiatives to increase government transparency. The most significant of these was the creation of special Public Advisory Councils (PAC) that monitor the activities of all ministries, including the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Energy, and the Ministry of Interior—government bodies traditionally accused of serving a small elite at the top of the regime. The councils’ members are made up of NGOs and independent observers. They have full access to all government records. For instance, council members overseeing the work of the Interior Ministry have received special permits allowing them to visit any detention facility. Although officials often refrain from directly responding to their critics, the PACs have nevertheless provided greater oversight to some of the ministries’ work. In effect, the councils represent an added measure to protect the state from patronage links and expose instances of decision-making based on subversive interests or familial ties.


    Furthermore, the Fuel and Energy Sector Transparency Initiative, created at Otunbayeva’s request in 2010 to oversee the work of the hydropower sector, has considerably increased the transparency of the country’s most vital income-generating industry.54 Customers are encouraged to stop stealing energy by installing accurate meters, while the government’s investment plans into the sector are scrutinized and made public. This arrangement could potentially increase public trust in government policy for this sector, lead to efficient privatization, and attract much-needed foreign investment. The initiative marks a significant milestone in the hydropower sector after Bakiyev’s downfall.


    According to Transparency International, Kyrgyzstan’s corruption perception index has slightly improved since 2010, moving from 2.0 to 2.1 (on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 being the worst). At the same time, however, the World Bank’s Doing Business 2012 report indicates that Kyrgyzstan has slipped three positions since 2010, and is now ranked 70th among 183 economies. The country scores particularly low in terms of “paying taxes” and “resolving insolvency.”


    To a large degree, Kyrgyzstan’s civil society activists, mostly based in Bishkek, are better equipped to lead a political debate, formulate a critique of public policy, and organize collective action than are the political parties. Financed by major international donors, NGO leaders also have a deeper understanding of the concepts of human rights and democracy. Compared to the handful of such informed civic leaders, public officials and MPs often lack even the most basic understanding of a properly functioning administration and the importance of standard operating procedures. Most MPs and government officials have a formal education unrelated to public administration, while some lack university degrees altogether. The few schools in Bishkek that offer degrees in law, economics, and public administration lack the resources required to equip students for public office. At the same time, civil-society activists are not interested in holding political office because public sector positions offer far less pay than can be found in the third sector. Civil society groups have learned entrepreneurialism from sources outside of Kyrgyzstan, and they rarely control any local businesses.


    



    Conclusions


    Over the past two years in Kyrgyzstan, informal political dealings eventually yielded to formal regulations, resulting in a more predictable and more coherent political process. The constitution adopted after the April 2010 regime change imposed regulations on patrimonial relations, and thereby played a stabilizing role in the country. The floor of the parliament has turned into the primary battleground for the country’s major economic and political players. Although this “parliamentary experiment” has not led to effective policies or reduced corruption so far, it has introduced rules for competition in order to avoid the concentration of power in the hands of one political leader or patrimonial network. But a lingering sense that chaos could easily return and uncertainty about the ultimate goal of the current political competition continues to be a strong motivating force pushing politicians to seek a more regulated political process.


    The new regulated political environment in Kyrgyzstan, although dominated by neopatrimonial interests, has nevertheless produced the first signs of genuine political debate and fair competition. To demonstrate their ability to win votes in parliament, MP candidates had to prove they are capable of offering viable policies during the elections. Should this trend continue, the party- and coalition-building processes that have taken place since the 2010 elections will yield a more sophisticated political landscape in time for the next election. At least two of the parties currently represented in parliament will likely either disintegrate or change leadership before the next elections, presumably creating stronger, more cohesive parties based on shared views and interests. In the next elections, the factions will have a stronger core. Unlike in 2010, it will be difficult for new parties to compete for seats unless they ally with one of the five parties now gaining experience in working under the new constitution. The party-building process will be at a more advanced stage with an identifiable active ideological core for each party.


    In the best-case scenario, such regulated neopatrimonialism will continue to prevent Kyrgyzstan from turning into a one-party authoritarian state. The Asian, Latin American, and Eastern European experiences have shown that patronage networks, if regulated, can yield robust state systems.55 Party competition is a key factor for disciplining powerful actors because it forces them to try to meet voter expectations. In an environment of transparency, the leaders of untainted political parties may eventually push aside reportedly corrupt leaders. Finding the “right” amount of competition, a level that does not lead to frequent government reshuffling and early elections, will help strengthen public administration.


    In a more pessimistic scenario, if the parliament is dissolved, a centralized presidency reemerges, or informal links prevail over formal regulations, this constitutional experiment will lead to even more hollow institutions and a stronger reliance on patronage networks. In either case, the changed political landscape will make it hard to realign all political parties under the umbrella of one party or one leader, and any politician who tries to do so will be checked by other members of the neopatrimonial alliances that still flourish within parliament.
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    Abstract: Kazakhstan’s regime functions through a neopatrimonial/patronal system, which is made up of several concentric circles. This article focuses on the first three circles: the family, the oligarchs, and the technocrats. It argues that patronal practices linking political elites and business interests are key to interpreting the functioning of the Kazakh political system.


    During the 1990s and early 2000s, the academic literature devoted to the Central Asian political regimes, both in Western and locally-produced works, took the “clan” factor as one of its dominant interpretive prisms.1 It assumed that the existence of regional or clan identities impacted political life. This assumption, which had long been present in Soviet academic literature, emerged in the region’s media with the great corruption scandals of the Brezhnev years at the beginning of the 1980s, and was heatedly debated in the Soviet press at the onset of perestroika. Western researchers undertaking fieldwork in the 1990s reproduced this prism and contributed indirectly to validating it—the implicit idea was that so-called traditional or archaic elements were halting the birth of modern civic identities and classical political parties based on a shared ideology.


    In the case of Kazakhstan, analysts argued that the three hordes, or juz, which had historically constituted a supple system of tribal confederations assembled on the basis of a territorial principle,2 determined the nature of the country’s political life. During the Soviet period, the Great Horde, based in the Almaty region, was assumed to have largely controlled the apparatus of the Communist Party; the Small Horde, whose territory was situated in the west of the country, reportedly had symbolic control over the country’s main oil wealth; whereas the Middle Horde, the most Russified, was well represented in intellectual circles and the administrative apparatus.3 In the post-Soviet period, phenomena such as the high turn-over of Kazakh senior officials and President Nursultan Nazarbayev’s strategies for nominating cadres were interpreted as being the peak of the clan iceberg, indirectly revealing the precarious and continually renegotiated balance between the hordes.4 If these solidarity strategies, which are far more pertinent in rural than urban milieus, and were deeply transformed by the Soviet decades, may have some social influence, in particular on marriage strategies and traditional exchanges of services, their role as drivers of political life has never be convincingly demonstrated.


    In the 2000s, new works in political science set out to revamp the analysis of post-Soviet political transformations.5 The notion of “patronal presidentialism,” applied not only to Putin’s Russia but also to the Central Asian regimes, makes it possible to avoid the cultural pitfall linked to the supposed clan feature of the region.6 The notion of neopatrimonialism, often used for the countries of sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, is also relevant. Definitions of neopatrimonial regimes differ depending upon whether they emphasize political elements (patronage, paternalism, arbitrariness, weakness of institutions, and misuse of public office) or economic ones (endemic corruption, the kleptocracy of the established elite, management of national wealth as private property),7 and whether they analyze the highest circles of the state (the presidents and their intimates), or more local mechanisms of the state apparatus. In this article, I work with the broad definition of neopatrimonial practices as blurring the boundaries between the political and the economic, the public and the private, the individual and the collective.8


    The regime established since Kazakhstan’s independence is intrinsically linked with strategies of economic development and is often presented as an archetype of the rentier state.9 The recentralization of oil and gas wealth; conflicts around the ownership of the mining sector and the banking industry; and success or failure in increasing living standards as promised by the president to his fellow citizens are key topics the Kazakh authorities use to assert their political legitimacy.10 Thanks to its economic success, the Kazakh regime has indeed managed to delegitimize its democratic liberal opposition and has established a paternalist state with weak institutions in which justice is not independent and the figure of the president—in power since 1989 and decreed by the parliament as “leader of the nation” in 201011—dominates public life. Everyday corruption is endemic (the country is ranked 120th out of 183 by Transparency International12), the use of offshore and shell companies to facilitate capital flight is extensive, and, despite large state subsidies, the implementation of decisions, especially provision of public services like education and healthcare, remains weak and inconsistent. The regime functions through a patronal system, which is made up of several concentric circles: the president and his intimates, often defined by local media and analysts as the “family”—a borrowing of the term used to designate the great Italian mafia families; the main oligarchs, whose relations with the political authorities can be either harmonious or conflictual; the technocratic elite (key ministers, governors of both capitals and the regions, heads of the presidential administration, etc.); the regional elite; small and medium-sized businessmen; and, at the lowest level, the local administration.


    This patronal system is founded on principles of loyalty to one’s superior, that is, to the one who distributes administrative status and financial resources to his subordinates in accordance with his or her own strategies of promotion. Loyalty broadly prevails over competence and the criteria of clan belonging: established networks are essentially ones of personal loyalty and of belonging to a group that has the same economic interests, a shared past as university classmates or workers who were employed as part of the same staff (komanda). References made to traditional solidarity criteria like regional or clan identities represent but one opportunity among many, and are likely of less influence the higher one rises through the echelons of power.13 This neopatrimonial system is therefore at once fragile (its balance is precarious, and status and wealth are always liable to being challenged) and flexible (alliances and lines of rupture can rapidly recompose). The idea of an omniscient president who controls the entire hierarchical pyramid belongs to the realm of myth: Nazarbayev is the master builder as much as a hostage of the system that he has created. His role as mediator between groups signifies that he is necessary to the equilibrium of the system, but also indicates that his disappearance from the political scene will not necessarily lead to a fundamental change in the state’s way of functioning.


    This article is part of a larger project to study the legitimacy mechanisms of the Central Asian regimes. It is based on regular visits to Kazakhstan’s two capitals, Almaty and Astana, as well as to provincial cities. The study revisits Western and local sources and relies on interviews with experts and local actors. It focuses on the first three concentric circles: the family, the oligarchs, and the technocrats, and leaves aside the more peripheral, but just as crucial, circles of the regional elite, small businessmen, and local administration. It argues that patronal practices linking political elites and business interests are key to interpreting the functioning of the Kazakh political system.


    



    Building a Neopatrimonial Empire and the Role of the Family


    The 1990s: Privatizations, Political Diversity, and a Multiplicity of Economic Actors


    Kazakhstan was the last of the Soviet republics to proclaim its independence, which it did on December 16, 1991, and its president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, in office since 1989, was one of the most unhappy to see the disappearance of Soviet institutions, particularly the ruble, which vanished in 1993.14 At the time, the republic was considered one of the most fragile in Central Asia, both on the political level (with a small population distributed across an immense territory, a high risk of territorial fragmentation due to the large majority of Russian and Slav populations in the northern and western regions, the substantial Uzbek minority in the south, and the capital’s isolation from the rest of the country) and on the economic level (extreme dependency on Russia, brutal de-industrialization due to the collapse of the planned economy and the vanishing trade links between the former Soviet republics). To guarantee both his political survival and that of the new state, Nazarbayev rapidly became what theoretician of neopatrimonialism Jean-François Médard has called a “politician entrepreneur,” one who concurrently holds political and economic resources and successfully bases his power on symbolic and financial assets.15


    Following the model established by Yeltsin’s Russia, Nazarbayev opted for a shock therapy policy designed to accelerate the transition to the market economy. He privatized almost the entire service sector and industrial sphere, with the exception of agriculture, which remained collective or state property until the 2000s.16 As in Russia, the first groups of wealthy businessmen or oligarchs formed shortly after the fall of the USSR by buying up industries in total collapse at low prices, in particular in the mining sector.17 They prospered thanks to illegal trafficking, mainly by smuggling metal to China and by reselling basic goods imported from Turkey or Iran, and then later bought in Dubai or China. Kazakhstan also welcomed many foreign investors, in particular in the largely privatized hydrocarbons sector: it was in this era that the largest contracts were signed, including those with Chevron and ExxonMobil to exploit the Tengiz deposit. The country’s economy thus fell into the hands of a multitude of actors with divergent interests and political networks, the presidential family being merely one actor among several.


    In the second half of the 1990s, the Kazakh system evolved: the second Constitution adopted in 1995 reduced political liberties; opposition parties, whether they were Islamic-nationalist or pro-Russian, were liquidated; the decision-making autonomy of the parliament was restricted while parallel institutions such as the People’s Assembly were created to strengthen the president’s power to co-opt and weaken elected institutions.18 Former Prime Minister Akezhan Kazhegeldin, whose National Republican Party had opposed Nazarbayev, was forced into exile. In parallel, the involvement of the presidential family in the country’s most profitable economic sectors grew, particularly in the hydrocarbons and construction sectors.


    In 1998, the so-called Kazakhgate scandal broke out, implicating in a series of financial misdeeds American operator James Giffen, a close friend of President Nazarbayev who had succeeded during the 1990s in becoming the gatekeeper of the country’s oil wealth for the main foreign investors, in particular Chevron, via his company Mercator. According to U.S. prosecutors, Nazarbayev and two of his close senior officials allegedly received hidden payments of about US$80 million via an opaque system of offshore and shell companies, while Mercator allegedly laundered the money won from brokering international oil deals.19 Concerned that the scandal would tarnish his international image, the Kazakh president ultimately allowed the money discovered in his Swiss bank accounts to be spent on charitable works, while Giffen himself received only a minimal sentence and even was thanked for services rendered to American interests in the region.20 The transfer of the capital from Almaty to Astana in 1997 enabled the presidential family to reap substantial revenues in the construction sector.21 Turkish and Russian firms invested in both residential and commercial buildings, as well as in building the state architecture of the new capital. The World Bank identified construction as a key sector for elite corruption in Central Asia, as elsewhere in the world: several construction projects with no commercial rationality won authorization with the aim of obtaining kickbacks.22 Nazarbayev’s personal fortune remains a matter of conjecture since multiple frontmen and shell company networks conceal its real extent.


    The growing role given to the president’s daughters and sons-in-law strengthened the close interconnection between domestic political dominance and control over lucrative economic sectors in the second half of the 1990s. The eldest daughter, Dariga, took over the leadership of the Khabar group, which owned more than 80 percent of the country’s television and radio channels, as well as several newspapers, while her spouse, Rakhat Aliyev, headed the financial police from 1997 to 1999 and invested in various sectors (the leisure industry and a quasi-monopoly over sugar and vodka sales, among others). The control exerted by the couple was therefore political as much as commercial.23 The second daughter, Dinara, married one of the most famous oligarchs, Timur Kulibayev, whose father, Askar, had been regional secretary of the Kazakh Communist Party in Atyrau in the 1980s, before becoming governor of this Caspian region in the 1990s. Timur Kulibayev first headed the Altyn-Alma Bank and chaired the Supervisory Board of Almaty Trade and Industry Bank, prior to being appointed to the key post of head of the Directorate for Project Assessment and Negotiating under the Investment Committee of Kazakhstan, which gave him access to foreign investors. In 1997, he changed his focus to the oil sector and became deputy president of the national extraction company, KazakhOil.24 Lastly, the president’s youngest daughter, Alia, was briefly married to Aydar Akayev, the son of the Kyrgyz president, in 1998, in the hope of making more official the rapprochement between both republics, but then later married a Kazakh oligarch, Daniar Khasenov.


    



    The 2000s: Centralization Processes, and the Nazarbayev Family as a Key Economic Actor


    At the start of the 2000s, the country redefined the relationship between the political authorities and the economy in a manner that was similar to Vladimir Putin’s actions in Russia. While the adoption of a market economy remained unchallenged, critics blasted the privatizations that took place immediately following the Soviet collapse. According to this new view of Kazakhstan’s recent history, shock therapy weakened the authority of the state and its ability to command its own resources; stimulated political chaos by giving rise to a class of cosmopolitan oligarchs with nothing but contempt for national interests and ready to invest their fortunes in opposing the established authorities; and handing foreign investors overly favorable conditions, thus enabling “foreign interests” to influence local political life. This narrative about both state weakness and the collusion between internal and external enemies signaled Kazakhstan’s entry into a phase which has often been qualified either as a return to “state capitalism” or as “resource nationalism.”25 The state dramatically changed its role in the hydrocarbons sector.26 In 2001, it created a single company to transport hydrocarbons, Trans Neft i Gaz (TNG), itself the result of a merger between KazTransGas and KazTransOil; in 2002 KazakhOil and TNG merged to give rise to the state-run company KazMunayGas; and in 2004, the authorities appropriated the right to preempt all oil and gas projects.27 Today, the shares of new consortiums must be 50 percent owned by KazMunayGas, and the government uses fiscal threats or the failure to respect environmental legislation to renegotiate better terms for existing contracts.28


    The political will to re-nationalize and re-concentrate economic assets is intrinsically linked with domestic political evolutions. While in Russia Putin used his first mandate to put recalcitrant oligarchs back into line, in Kazakhstan the sudden move into opposition by a part of the elite organized around the Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan party surprised the authorities, who were used to fighting against opponents outside the elite, such as Islamic-nationalists, Russians, and pro-Western liberal groups. Created at the end of 2001, Choice gathered members of the government, elected leaders, as well as businessmen concerned about Nazarbayev’s and his family’s growing stranglehold on the country’s wealth.29 The movement was led by Pavlodar governor Galymzhan Zhakyanov, Vice-Prime Minister Uraz Dzhandosov, and Temir Bank Director and former Minister of Industry and Commerce Mukhtar Abliyazov. In January 2002, Abliyazov and Zhakyanov were charged with a variety of crimes and imprisoned for a few months, though they were eventually released under international pressure and after publically apologizing.


    After dealing with Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan, the authorities became aware that the oligarchs possess enough revenues to guarantee them political autonomy, which, a decade after independence, could be used against the president as the strong man of the country and against his family as an economic actor. The first decade of the 2000s was therefore marked by two interrelated phenomena: the control of all potential dissent from within the elite, and the reinforcement of the presidential family’s stranglehold over the country’s assets. Several experiments were attempted. Like Yeltsin, Nazarbayev had not really invested any energy into constituting a presidential party, but, taking Putin’s United Russia as a model, he understood the benefit of having a more stable political structure. Since then, the presidential party Nur Otan represents the interests of “Ak-Orda,” the presidential palace in Astana, synonym of the presidential circles as a political actor.30 As in Russia, the few attempts to constitute regime-friendly alternative liberal parties failed. The Asar party, first created with the aim of rallying young elites loyal to the president under the leadership of his daughter Dariga,31 was eventually forced to merge with Nur Otan. The effort to establish a democratic facade32 while shoring up authoritarian practices resulted in Kazakhstan becoming a one-party regime; between 2007 and 2012 Nur Otan was the only party with parliamentary representation.33 This situation harmed the democratic branding that Kazakhstan has tried to sell to the international community, in particular during its chairmanship of the Organization of Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) in 2010, and forced it to water down legislation so that two pseudo-opposition parties could gain seats in parliament during the 2012 elections.34


    As in Russia, and following a long-standing Soviet tradition, control of both politics and the economy have been re-concentrated around security services: Kazakhstan’s National Security Committee (KNB), the Customs Committee, the fiscal police, border guards, the security service of the presidency, etc. The president’s first son-in-law, Rakhat Aliyev, for instance, climbed the career ladder of the KNB and the presidential security service between 1999 and 2002. The presidential family also diversified its takeover of profitable economic sectors. The mining sector, which has become more attractive in the 2000s thanks to the rise in world prices of minerals like cooper and zinc, has been re-appropriated by the presidential family via Nazarbayev’s brother, Bolat. The family also entered the gold sector thanks to its close links with the Asaubayev family, who owned KazakhGold until 2009. Lastly, similar to the entire former Soviet Union, sport clubs, which are important places for all sorts of trafficking and make it possible to monitor circles of young supporters, are in the hands of the highest figures of state. Timur Kulibayev, for example, not only heads the Kazakhstan Boxing Federation, but is also a member of the Executive Committee of the National Olympic Council.


    



    The Fall of the “First Son-in-Law,” An Example of the Uncertainty of Gains


    The balance of power in Kazakhstan is in large part founded on the relationship between the presidential family and the oligarchic groups. But the separation between these two circles, however, as shown by the president’s two sons-in-law, straddles both these worlds. While Aliyev has become an oligarch mainly thanks to his marriage to the president’s eldest daughter, Kulibayev’s economic base, at least at the start, was more autonomous from his presidential spouse, since it was built on his family ties and solidly rooted in western Kazakhstan. Moreover, the presidential family does not necessarily constitute a united group that displays systematic solidarity against other politico-economic actors, and is not without internal divisions. If, for a time, Aliyev was presented as the businessman of the family, his fall left the way open for Dinara Nazarbayeva and her husband Timur Kulibayev, today reported by Forbes to each have a net worth of more than US$1 billion, mostly but not only through their joint control of the country’s third-largest bank, Halyk Bank.35


    In the first half of the 2000s, the Kazakh press regularly described the growing rivalry between Aliyev and Kulibayev.36 Whereas the latter acted discretely in public and tried not to appear as the president’s heir apparent, the former did not hide his political ambitions and sought to control key positions within the administrative apparatus and media resources. Aliyev’s fall from grace, one of the most widely covered and politically scandalous episodes in the history of independent Kazakhstan, resulted from the emerging rivalry within the presidential family. For the first time, the Nazarbayev regime seemed to be imperiled and took seriously the risk represented by Aliyev’s dissidence. The latter went through a first period of disgrace in 2001, ending with his dismissal from the state security services and his subsequent nomination to the head of the Olympic Committee of Kazakhstan. In 2002, he managed to regain the spotlight as ambassador to Austria and Kazakhstan’s representative at the OSCE, and then, in 2005, he rejoined the leading circle after becoming the vice-minister of foreign affairs. 37


    At the start of 2007, the first son-in-law underwent a fall both rapid and complete. Accused by the Kazakh Supreme Court of being involved in the assassination of three members of Nurbank, one of Kazakhstan’s largest banks of which he was a principal shareholder, he was stripped of his diplomatic immunity. In order to avoid the international arrest warrant put out on him, he sought refuge in Vienna where the Austrian authorities refused to extradite him to Kazakhstan.38 Several of his close associates, including the secretary of Kazakhstan’s Security Council and the vice-minister of justice, were arrested; his wife divorced him; and he was accused of kidnapping, insider trading, money laundering, and murder, and sentenced in absentia to life in prison. His economic empire collapsed rapidly and was in large part carved up. Since his Austrian exile, Aliyev has tried, without much success, to influence Kazakh political life by threatening to reveal state secrets.39 Dariga also can no longer pursue her ambitions: she and her son Nurali Aliyev officially lost their status as shareholders of Nurbank, and her fiefdom, the media holding Khabar, was renationalized. Aliyev’s disgrace was confirmation that the gains he had made had not been guaranteed for life and were always liable to be renegotiated by force.40


    



    Samruk-Kazyna and the State Capitalism Model


    Kazakhstan has followed Russia’s model of creating large state corporations for the purpose of regrouping sectoral assets, and forcing private companies to sell some of their shares to the state in order to join these consortiums. In 2008, the government decided, upon presidential decree, to merge the country’s two main funds, both created two years before: Samruk, which was modeled on Singapore’s Temasek Holdings with the official aim of making the large state companies autonomous from the administrative apparatus and reducing their corruption; and the Kazyna Sustainable Development Fund, created to implement industrial policy, rationalize the use of funds focused on economic diversification, finance infrastructure projects and provide support for small and medium enterprises, and facilitate investments.41 The acknowledged objective of this merger was to reinforce the role of the state in the economy by combining control over assets with more investment power. Today the Samruk-Kazyna fund holds full or partial ownership stakes in more than 400 subsidiary companies, national institutes, and legal entities, with a total value of US$78 billion in assets, or almost 60 percent of Kazakhstan’s GDP.42 It includes energy giant KazMunayGas, uranium miner and nuclear agency Kazatomprom, the Kazakhstan Development Bank, the Kazakhstan Electricity Grid Operating Company (KEGOC), the national rail company Temir Zholy, the national air company Air Astana, the commercial fleet Kazmortransflot, the main thermohydraulic power station AES-Ekibastuz, the pharmaceutical holding SK-Pharmaceuticals, and so on.


    There are virtually no key sectors of the economy in which the fund does not intervene. Through its investments, it has a large stake in oil and gas, electric power, metals, mining, chemicals, communications, transportation, financial development, corporate banking, and real estate. In the context of the global financial crisis, the stabilization and recovery of the financial sector became one of its essential missions. In 2009, Samruk-Kazyna acted as a crisis manager on behalf of the government, implementing the anti-crisis program’s joint action plans in order to mitigate the impact of the crisis.43 Another core goal of the fund is to bolster investments. To turn it into an efficient portfolio manager, it has participated in the financing of 157 major industrial projects, such as the Atyrau oil refinery, the Balkhash power station, and the construction of the Zhertygen-Korgas railway to the border with China. The holding’s 2009 investments represented US$109 billion and, in 2010, Samruk-Kazyna made 93 percent of all investments in Kazakhstan’s energy sector.44


    The largest scandal to have emerged from the recentralization strategy orchestrated through Samruk-Kazyna hit the nuclear sector. Over the course of the 2000s, the national company Kazatomprom—involved in both the extraction of uranium and the development of Kazakhstan’s civil nuclear strategy—succeeded in becoming one of the most efficient enterprises in the country, with growing international visibility. In 2009, its director and the architect of its success, Mukhtar Dzhakishev, was suddenly arrested and accused of dispossessing the country of close to 60 percent of its uranium deposits via dubious contracts with several companies, both foreign and domestic.45 However it appears highly unlikely that Dzhakishev had been able to misappropriate such a massive amount of state goods without the go-ahead of higher-placed figures, as all the contracts signed by Kazatomprom were validated by his supervisory ministry, and the presidential administration. According to numerous local experts, this arrest concealed financial malpractices that occurred with the nod of the president or his close associates for a period of several years by using the former director of Kazatomprom as a scapegoat.46 It also enabled Samruk-Kazyna to incorporate Kazatomprom and therefore to reinforce the presidential control over uranium, which has become an increasingly profitable market since Kazakhstan’s elevation into the world’s primacy producer.47


    Samruk-Kazyna, indeed a symbol of Kazakh state capitalism, is also the instrument of the family’s stranglehold over the country’s economy, which has been personalized with the career path followed by Kulibayev. At the end of the 1990s, the president’s second son-in-law presided over Transport Nefti i Gaza, and then became vice-president of KazMunayGas between 2002 and 2005. In 2008 he was named CEO and a member of the board of directors of Samruk-Kazyna; in 2009 he joined the Council of Directors of KazMunayGas, Kazakhstan Temir Zholy and Samruk-Energo, and assumed the presidency of KazEnergy, an association grouping together the major oil and gas companies that also serves as an interface to foreign companies such as Lukoil, TengizChevroil and BP. At the end of 2011, after some months as chairman of the Samruk-Kazyna board of directors, the highest position of his career and a possible platform leading to the presidency, Kulibayev was forced to resign because of the oil sector workers’ riots in Zhanaozen.48 However, he has continued on as chairman of the Kazakhstan National Committee of the World Petroleum Council, and his career is probably far from over, especially given the presidential family’s control over the state holding.


    



    Negotiating Oligarchic Autonomies in the Face of Patronal Presidentialism


    The relations between the presidential family and oligarchic groups are key elements of the patronal functioning of the Kazakh regime. Local oligarchs made their fortunes during the savage privatization of the early 1990s, when they were the managers of the main privatization funds; or later with the emergence of new economic and financial riches, such as in the banking sector.49 The oil sector largely returned back under state control at the end of the 1990s-early 2000s, but, as in Russia, the mining industries remained in the hands of private actors. The banking sector constituted a second space of autonomy for oligarchs, but this was greatly reduced during the 2008 crisis, which forced most of the large banks to request public funds. As in Russia, returning the mining sector to state control could constitute the last great act of the “patrimonialization” currently underway in Kazakhstan.


    The oligarchs all have close relations with the decision-making circles and with the family’s intimates. They are unable to function without garnering support in the highest circles; however, they also play on specific strategies of cooperation and competition with the economic ambitions of the family, and can rapidly lose control of this balancing act. Two periods of tension between the family and the oligarchs marred the last decade: the first one between 2002 and 2005, which followed the economic recentralization carried out by Nazarbayev, and the second during the 2008 economic crisis. Today, in addition to the fortunes belonging to members of the presidential family, three large autonomous oligarchic fortunes are listed in the Forbes ranking of billionaires: Vladimir Kim at Kazakhmys, Adilzhan Ibragimov at the Eurasian Natural Resources Corporation (ENRC), and Nurzhan Subkhanberdin at Kazkommertsbank. Some fortunes are not considered “Kazakh” if the nationality of their owner is not, as is the case with Alexander Mashkevich, also at ENRC.50


    



    Successes and Failures of Oligarchic Dissidence: Subkhanberdin and Abliyazov


    Mukhtar Abliyazov and Nurzhan Subkhaberdin provide two diverging examples of failure and success in competing with the presidential family. At the end of the 1990s and beginning of the 2000s, some oligarchs progressively lost control of the oil and gas sectors in favor of state companies. They became concerned by Nazarbayev’s attempts to establish a Putin-style “power vertical” in the other profitable economic sectors, in particular in metallurgy, finance, and banking. Two groups of oligarchs contested this presidential take-over, but were dismantled between 2002 and 2005. The first oligarchic group, headed by Mukhtar Abliyazov, who controlled the transport, telecommunications, and mass consumption industries, was carved up during the campaign against Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan. After having established the Astana Holding, involved in multiple sectors, Ablyazov acquired in 1998, with a consortium of Kazakh investors, the TuranAlem bank, which was later to become BTA. A former director of KEGOC, he was appointed minister for energy, industry, and commerce. As leader of Democratic Choice, he was sentenced to six years in prison in 2002, and seems to have been subject to torture, beatings, and other ill-treatment in prison.51 He moved first to Moscow to rebuild his business and in 2005 took up the position of chairman of the board of directors of BTA Bank, on the condition, however, of renouncing his political career. The second group, led by Zamanbek Nurkadilov, who controlled sectors of construction and agriculture, also fell apart after its leader’s mysterious assassination in 2005, a few weeks after he said he would speak publicly about high-level corruption by foreign oil companies during contract talks with Nazarbayev in the early 1990s.52


    Among the examples of well-managed opposition, the case of Subkhanberdin is probably the most revealing. The main figure of the Kazakh banking oligarchy, he controlled Kazkommertsbank, Kazakhstan’s largest private bank and the fourth-largest in the Commonwealth of Independent States in terms of assets after Sberbank, Gazprombank, and Vneshtorgbank. The bank became quickly involved in multiple profitable activities, such as pension funds, insurance companies, and investment companies, and opened several branches in Kyrgyzstan and Russia.53 The career of Subkhanberdin, nicknamed the “Kazakh Khodorkovsky” by local media, nonetheless reveals how difficult it is to transform economic success into political gain.


    In the 1990s Subkhanberdin allied with Timur Kulibayev to wrest control of national companies like KazakhOil, KazTransOil, Kazakhtelecom, Temir Zholy, and Air Kazakhstan. However, when Nazarbayev, worried by Kazhegeldin’s powerful networks, decided to reassume control over a part of the economy, Kazkommertsbank was obliged to cede several companies and the alliance between Subkhanberdin and Kulibayev ended. The former wanted to remain in the private sector by controlling the banking domain, whereas the latter sought a takeover of the oil sector, which meant remaining dependent on state interests and large public companies. In 2001, Subkhanberdin sided with the Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan, but the ensuing political repression against the movement’s leaders pushed him publicly to withdraw his support for the opposition and abandon all political ambitions. After these two defeats, the young banker lost influence within the presidential administration: one of his close associates, Altynbek Sarsenbayev,leader of Naghyz Ak-Jol, was assassinated in 2006, and one of his mentors, Uraz Dzhandosov, former director of the National Bank of Kazakhstan and former vice-prime minister, also went over to the opposition.54


    However, despite these difficulties, Subkhanberdin continues to enjoy support among the “president’s men,” his main supporter being Sauat Mynbayev, a financial specialist close to the state leader. Yet several local observers consider that the oligarch is well aware of the precariousness of his own status, hence his commitment to the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development’s having shares of Kazkommertsbank’s capital, which in principle guarantees some protection for his financial empire.55 In 2007, Subkhanberdin increased his shares in the capital of Kazkommertsbank by buying some of those owned by Central Asian Industrial Investments, an offshore company based in the Dutch Antilles that is controlled by several Kazakh bankers. His official renunciation of all political ambition has not prevented him from issuing a veiled denunciation of the economic recentralization of the 2000s and implying that it would serve the direct interests of some members of the presidential family (he aimed his remarks at Rakhat Aliyev).56 He has complained about the declining investment climate, and pushed for more autonomy in the private sector and for reforms for a greater separation of powers. Subkhanberdin framed his complaints as ethnic discontent insofar as he denounced the rise to power of “non-Kazakh oligarchs,” criticizing them for their alleged cosmopolitanism: according to his assertions, their non-Kazakh identities made them likely to divert funds via offshore companies, a practice that is in fact employed by a variety of players and which bears no relation whatsoever to identity issues.57


    A second phase of competition between presidential circles and oligarchic groups opened with the 2008 economic and financial crisis. Between 2005 and 2008, the BTA bank grew rapidly, becoming one of the country’s largest, though this growth was founded on hedge funds and risky credits. When it defaulted, owing more than US$10 billion to the Royal Bank of Scotland, Barclays, and others, Ablyazov was accused of mismanagement and money laundering a total of about US$4 billion.58 He then sought exile in the United Kingdom on the grounds that he faced politically motivated charges. He was sentenced in absentia for lying about his personal fortune by the British courts and placed under an international arrest warrant at the start of 2012.59 In early 2009, Samruk-Kazyna was obliged to inject substantial funds into BTA and became its majority shareholder. Though the bank was in significant difficulty, its renationalization, as well as the partial one of Subkhanberdin’s Kazkommertsbank and of Alliance Bank, has been the subject of many virulent debates, since it enables the state to gain a stranglehold over a large part of the promising banking sector. The Ablyazov affair might have been merely an example of a Kazakh bank failing spectacularly, but it took a political turn not only because Ablyazov sought political exile in London, but also because the accusation against him in Kazakhstan portrayed him as having betrayed the president’s trust for a second time.60


    



    Oligarchic Circles in Partnership with the Patrimonial Empire: Kim and Mashkevich


    The relationship between the presidential family and the oligarchic circles is not only one of confrontation; on the contrary, confrontation has hitherto remained the exception. Two oligarchs symbolize this alliance of interests and the difficulty involved in assigning oligarchs an autonomous status from political power per se, whether in terms of politics or control over their commercial empires: Vladimir Kim and Alexander Mashkevich.


    Kim is today considered Kazakhstan’s leading and richest businessman. He controls close to half of the assets of Kazakhmys, Kazakhstan’s main copper producer, tenth largest in the world for the production of cathode copper and fifth for the production of silver. Since 2004, Bolat Nazarbayev, the brother of the president, has been on the company’s board of directors. The copper holding is regularly criticized for its lack of transparency, even though it has been listed at the London Stock Exchange since 2005.61 Kim is regarded as being part of Nazarbayev’s inner circle, andKazakhmys’ Board of Directors was chaired by Vladimir Ni, who was often presented as the president’s personal treasurer and secret advisor until his death in 2010. Kazakhmys allegedly represents the interests of several members of the presidential family and finances a large share of Nur Otan’s campaigns.62


    Mashkevich is also one of Kazakhstan’s principal businessmen. He built his empire during the first privatizations with two close associates, Patokh Chodiev, of Belgian nationality, and Alizhan Ibragimov, a Uzbek originally from Kyrgyzstan and citizen of Kazakhstan. The trio heads an industrial group commonly referred to as the Eurasian Group. The Eurasian National Resources Corporation (ENRC) controls about one third of the Kazakh economy, and dominates many strategic sectors such as metallurgy, coal, mines, and some financial institutions grouped around the Eurasian Bank. It gathers together the companies controlled by the three men, including Alferon Management, the Group’s main company, based in London, which owns several mines in various countries around the world (Sub-Saharan Africa, Indonesia, Kosovo and Russia), as well as Kazchrome, Aluminum of Kazakhstan, the mining and industrial complexes Zhairem and Sokolov Sarbai Mining Production Association (SSGPO), Eurasian Energy Company and ENRC Marketing.63 Like Vladimir Kim, the Eurasian trio decided to avoid a confrontation with the familyby orienting its activities around specific sectors. Thus, during the re-concentration of the hydrocarbon sector around KazMunayGas, Mashkevich gave up the shares in the gas sector he had acquired in the early 1990s, including those in Intergas Central Asia, in order not to compete with the presidential family.


    One of the distinguishing features of the Kazakhmys’ and the Eurasian group’s oligarchs is that they are ethnic minorities. Without Kazakh ethnic legitimacy, they cannot exhibit political ambitions to rival the established elite, and are unable to run for high elective offices. They have all played the internationalist card: Vladimir Kim, like Vladimir Ni, represent the Korean minority, whose cultural organizations they finance, whereas Alexander Mashkevich, who has Israeli nationality, serves as a central intermediary for business with Israel, and also presided over the Eurasian Jewish Congress, one of the five branches of the World Jewish Congress.64 Nazarbayev wields the brand of non-Kazakh oligarchs on the international scene as an example of the success of interethnic cohabitation in the country, and on the domestic scene as a counterweight to the other oligarchs who might be tempted to convert their financial wealth into political tools. The non-Kazakh origins of these oligarchs have thus attracted criticism from rival groups, poised to play the national card. Nurzhan Subkhanberdin was one of the first to insist on the necessity to “Kazakhify” the country’s economy and exclude from it businessmen belonging to the national minorities. The argument has little relationship with reality, since both Kazakhmys and the Eurasian Group also represent the interests of the Kazakh elite: Kazakhmys has support from elites in Dzhezkazgan, where the company is headquartered; whereas Mashkevich has an important ethnically-Kazakh support network within the presidential apparatus.65


    



    The Technocratic Circles: Actors and Objects


    The technocratic circles also constitute key actors of the patronal regime in Kazakhstan: senior officials have direct access to the president, control the administrative cogs allotting public resources to various sectors, and run the crucial function of nominating cadres and regulating the turnover of key positions, both in Astana and Almaty as well as in the regions. The oligarchic groups cannot do without support in the upper administration: their ability to maintain their commercial empires is directly linked with their fostering administrative networks to guarantee themselves access to the president or his intimates, and regulations that favor their businesses. In return, the senior officials enjoy financial privileges, both official (status as members of corporate boards) and unofficial (bribes, positions for the spouses or children), and can obtain posts in the private sector when they are ready to leave public service. Some figures, however, seem to maintain their legitimacy in the system without having openly visible connections with business circles. This is the case, for example, with Marat Tazhin, former vice-president of the presidential administration, and minister of foreign affairs between 2007 and 2009, whose influence is concentrated in the sector of foreign policy and ideology. Relations between the family, the oligarchs, and the technocrats can take diverse forms: that of a strategic alliance between them, or that of a rivalry between competing interest groups.


    



    The “Holy Alliance:” the Kulibayev-Masimov-Marchenko Trio


    Karim Masimov, prime minister of Kazakhstan since 2007, the longest serving Kazakh prime minister to date, is the very embodiment of the alliance between the family, the oligarchs, and the technocrats. He enjoys President Nazarbayev’s continually renewed support, since the president sees him as a competent and respected politician who has the advantage of not being able to compete with him on the symbolic level—Masimov is of Uyghur origin, and thus lacks legitimacy to aspire to the highest state office. Moreover, he has major networks focused on China; indeed, he speaks Chinese, has been the representative of the minister of foreign affairs in Urumqi, and headed Kazakhstan’s commercial house in Hong Kong.66 He played a key role in the recentralization of state-run corporations carried out under the leadership of Samruk-Kazyna and nominates officials faithful to the president’s interests for key positions in the holding.


    But Masimov’s influence within the state apparatus can, above all, be explained by his closeness with Timur Kulibayev and his links with Grigori Marchenko, the director of the National Bank of Kazakhstan, a position he has occupied since 1999 (albeit with a different status). Marchenko is a key technocratic figure in Kazakhstan, a symbol of balanced state budgets and the success of the national banking system. His position as the head of the National Bank offers opportunities for significant leverage in terms of financing large national companies. What is more, he is linked directly to the Russian and international banking communities on which Kazakhstan is heavily dependent. He also ensures that international financial standards are at least nominally followed. However, Marchenko is not an easily controllable figure. He has repeatedly stressed the need to diversify the Kazakh economy in order to avoid “Dutch disease” and has harshly condemned the corruption of senior legal officials.67 He has criticized the lack of government reforms, claiming it has become increasingly difficult to implement them, and has stated that Kazakhstan needs to be more liberal than Russia in order to attract foreign investors who might first look toward Moscow. Moreover, he has been very critical of the Chinese presence in the national energy sector.68 Today, the so-called Masimov-Kulibayev-Marchenko trio controls most of the country’s key economic sectors, especially the large national companies, through their joint control of Samruk-Kazyna, but they face discrete rivalry from other technocratic groups, which desire to prevent them from taking over all the various instruments of power—financial, administrative, and decision-making.


    



    Representing Oligarchies in the Top Administrative Echelons: Bulat Utemuratov and Nurtay Abykayev


    Since the 1990s, two circles of senior officials have been in competition with one another as the representatives of differing, sometimes contradictory interests—the circle of Bulat Utemuratov and that of Nurtay Abykaev. Abykaev is one of the oldest (he was born in 1947) members of the high-level Kazakh technocratic circles, linked to Komsomol activity during the Soviet period. Considered the éminence grise of President Nazarbayev, for a longtime he remained head of the presidential administration, i.e., the “number two” of the state apparatus, since he was in charge of nominating cadres, and the make-up of the president’s cabinet, and enjoyed privileged relations with foreign investors. He has also occupied the positions of chairman of the Senate, Kazakhstan’s ambassador to Russia, deputy foreign minister and, in 2010, was employed as head of the National Security Committee. He is usually viewed as a representative of the “Russian lobby” thanks to his networks in the Kremlin, the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB), and the institutions of the CIS and Eurasian Economic Community.69


    Utemuratov had a lengthy stint as the secretary of the National Security Council and is often described in some specialized media as “Nazarbayev’s personal cashier.” He is also a seasoned businessman, who started his career at the end of perestroika before joining the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations, a strategic location for the establishment of networks with foreign investors. In 1999, he was appointed as presidential adviser on matters of foreign economic relations. He then invested in various investment funds and became the principal shareholder of Verny Capital, which has shares in the gold extraction firm Altyntau Gold, and in Kazzinc, a major and fully integrated zinc producer with considerable copper, precious metals, and lead holdings. Verny Capital is said to have sold its shares in both companies to Glencore in 2012 for about US$5 billion.70 Utemuratov had stayed out of the media spotlight until, in 2008, he emerged as one of Kazakhstan’s wealthiest men.71


    The competition between these two networks is structured around the mining sector. Utemuratov’s relations in this sector rival those of Mashkevich, whose ENRC also works in African markets, the stomping grounds of Glencore; as well as those of Kazakhmys, which competes with Kazzinc for zinc and copper production. In publicly formulating this competition, Utemuratov played the card of Kazakh nationalism, and hoped to assemble under his leadership Kazakh oligarchs opposed to the predominant role of non-Kazakhs. This alliance included Mukhtar Ablyazov before he fell into disgrace—whereupon Utemuratov then bought out much of his business and communications empire—and Nurzhan Subkhanberdin. Nurtay Abykayev, on the other hand, supports the activities of both Mashkevich at ENRC and of Kim at Kazakhmys, as well as the relations of both oligarchs with their counterparts in Russia.72


    



    The Generational Change


    These different constellations of technocratic power contributed to state stability, but also to political immobilism: the same persons have held sway over key positions since the end of the 1980s, and often have friendships or intimate relations dating from Soviet times.73 But those loyal to Nazarbayev since the perestroika era are about to exit the political scene and be replaced by the new generation trained since independence. Changes in the state apparatus balance of power and the birth of new technocratic cultures—helped by those who were trained abroad for instance—may impact the larger political culture and ways of reacting to demands coming from society.74


    Abykayev and Utemuratov represent the Soviet generation, as does Imangali Tasmagambetov, the former first secretary of the Atyrau Komsomol. Tasmagambetov has occupied many key positions, including prime minister in 2002, state secretary in 2003, head of the Presidential Administration, and since 2008 has run the Astana City Council, a central site of power.75 This is also the case with Adilbek Dzhaksybekov, who has often remained in the president’s shadow, but has been considered one of his most loyal lieutenants since the 1990s, as he was mayor of Astana from the time it was made the capital in 1997, and thereafter headed the presidential administration. He was made vice-president of the presidential party Nur Otan prior to being named ambassador to Russia and then defense minister.76 This generation thus commonly combines positions linked with Russia (embassy or ministries linked to defense and to security), the function of akim (governor) of the country’s two large cities, Almaty and Astana, and the management of cadres through the presidential administration.


    A new generation of technocrats, less linked with the Soviet past, is today in the process of climbing the upper echelons of the administration. This is the case with Kayrat Kelimbetov, who was trained in Kazakhstan’s most prominent post-independence institutions of higher learning, such as KIMEP, and received his degree from the Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University. Close to Abykayev, he made the error of giving his support to the opposition party Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan before retracting his endorsement. He has served as the minister of economic development and trade, the CEO of Samruk-Kazyna, head of the Presidential Administration, and was appointed deputy prime minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan at the start of 2012.77 Kelimbetov is seen as a direct rival of the Kulibayev-Masimov-Marchenko trio, since he competes with the president’s second son-in-law and the prime minister for control of Samruk-Kazyna on behalf of the president himself.78


    Kelimbetov has also played the card of denouncing the “non-patriotic” decisions of some Kazakh oligarchs investing abroad, and has renewed ties with the groups of so-called southerners.79 The latter group unites Umirzak Shukeyev,the former mayor of Astana and then the vice-prime minister; Sarybay Kalmurzayev, who heads the financial police and thus is in charge of the fight against corruption; General Kozy-Korpesh Kazbuzov, who leads the Customs Committee; and Sat Tokpakbayev, the former director of the KNB and former minister of defense. Kelimbetov is also close to Nurlan Balgimbayev, one of Kazakhstan’s “oil kings,” a consultant for Chevron, director of KazakhOil, and prime minister from 1997 to 1999. In 2007 Balgimbayev was named presidential adviser for energy issues and in 2009 special representative for Caspian development. He now presides over the energy construction projects of KazMunayGas, including the Karachaganak refinery, offshore Caspian projects, the modernization of the Pavlodar refinery, and the Uralsk gas station.80 The balancing game between the Kulibayev-Masimov-Marchenko trio and its competitors is therefore cultivated and probably fuelled directly by President Nazarbayev himself.


    Nazarbayev uses the new generation to show the old guard that he still has the ability to alter the existing balance of power among the elite. The most revealing example is that of Darkhan Kaletayev’s dazzling career. Both young (born in 1972) and of liberal orientation, Kaletayev was first appointed to the vice presidency of the Presidential Administration, then to that of the presidential party Nur-Otan, before he ended up assuming the leadership of Samruk-Kazyna in 2009.81 This generational change will probably become a key driver in renegotiating the patronal system in Kazakhstan in the years to come. Like the older generation, young technocrats will remain unavoidable “go-betweens” between private interests and the political leadership, and help to defuse potential clashes among the elite, but they will probably also try to take into consideration accountability claims coming from Kazakhstan’s society.


    



    Conclusions


    At the economic level, neopatrimonial practices do not necessarily work against the country’s development, at least not against increases in citizens’ living standards: in Ivory Coast, the massive enrichment of the ruling class in the 1970s occurred without growth ending, just as has happened in Kazakhstan. However, economic growth and long-term development are not corollaries: an enduring reversal in raw material exports to the world market can engender an economic crisis with high political risks.82 Indeed, neopatrimonialism wagers on the exploitation of resources for export, and therefore constitutes an increased risk of Dutch disease83 to the extent that the elite promote the lucrative exploitation of raw materials and neglect other domains, in particular those, more competitive, of innovation and cutting-edge technology, which require extensive infrastructure investments with no immediate return on investment. For two decades now, the Kazakh leadership has not taken up opportunities for economic reform unless they conform to its pre-established interests. Kazakhstan’s successful economic path has “purchased” popular support for the regime, and we may seriously question whether patronal practices would have been able to secure political legitimacy in the absence of resource wealth.84


    At the political level, the reinforcement of neopatrimonial mechanisms in Kazakhstan ran parallel to a rising authoritarianism. Like in Russia, Kazakhstan’s population remained largely depoliticized. The leaders’ kleptocracy has been the butt of disillusioned mockery, which reveals the very widespread notion that private greed obviously trumps public interests. The idea of a common public space—a res publica—for which one may justifiably fight and demand a better distribution of wealth is shared by few, since the state is not considered an instrument of fair redistribution. In addition, apart from the small, and often discredited, opposition groups, the only visibility the“opposition” has had is that of groups like Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan, whose leaders seemed to be more interested in asset redistribution than promoting democracy. However, as a hybrid regime, the Kazakh neopatrimonial system also allows for innovation: over the course of many years, the presidential party Nur Otan has become an important and noted place of passage for those looking for a technocratic career. This was not previously the case, and it seems to confirm the indirect institutionalization of parties as one of the centers of power.85 Meanwhile, the products of the Nazarbayev regime, the new middle-classes of civil servants and private actors, tend to be increasingly demanding public accountability and good governance mechanisms from inside the system.


    One of Kazakhstan’s main issues for the decade ahead is therefore to manage the long-term sustainability of this neopatrimonial regime with an ageing president whose legitimacy could become contestable. As in all regimes based on practices of monopolizing wealth, the degree of institutionalization is too weak to enable the regime’s beneficiaries to consider their gains secured and legally protected. The prospect of a political succession at the highest levels of state, even if it can be managed without apparent conflict, as in Turkmenistan in 2006 upon the death of Saparmurat Niyazow, potentially opens the way to challenge the wealth distribution among competing groups. That challenge, even if it is only potential and may not materialize, may have implications for the whole decision-making chain, since all actors will take this risk into consideration in elaborating their strategies of political and material survival.


    Patronal practices are a way of managing uncertainties in weakly institutionalized systems, and this uncertainty increases when the leader is obliged to leave the scene because of his age. However, Nazarbayev’s exit from Kazakhstan’s leadership does not mean that the regime will drastically evolve, even if the second president will have to build another type of legitimacy than that of the “father of independence.” Some formal evolutions—growing mechanisms of institutionalization, the weight of the presidential administration and of the presidential party, and a more ideologically-polarized young generation—signal potential room for changing formal behaviors. However, the authorities have refined their persuasion strategies in a more proactive way, helping to ensure a longer regime survival.86


    But change can also come from external, society-based pressure. Social protests contesting working conditions (salaries, environmental risks, pensions) began in the mid-2000s, but the 2008 economic crisis and the media visibility accorded to the riots in Zhanaozen in December 2011 gave them a long-term impact on public opinion which has taken the political authorities by surprise. Some parts of the elite could therefore decide to base their career strategies on political change and hope to arouse new features of popular support that would challenge the current regime.
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    Abstract: This article analyses the transformation of the Turkmenistani elite, focusing on the period after the 2006 death of the first president, Saparmyrat Niyazow (“Turkmenbashy”). I argue that the process of elite formation in highly centralized systems, such as that in Turkmenistan, is determined by the character of the first leader, who has a long-lasting impact on the local political culture. The uniqueness of Turkmenbashy and the political culture he founded were based on his solitude and isolation both from the domestic and outside worlds. Even if such a situation is hardly likely to occur again in the future, his legacy is transferrable to subsequent generations of leadership in the country. Turkmenbashy’s successor, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow, has followed political tradition as a successful way of holding onto the reins of power, notwithstanding some minor changes due to the new leader’s different roots in the traditional structures of Turkmen society.


    Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Turkmenistan has been considered one of the most bizarre regimes in the post-Soviet area and one of the closest to the totalitarian ideal.1 In attempting to understand the character of the Turkmen regime after 1991, scholars usually pay attention to the legacy of the pre-Soviet period and the Soviet regime.2 The transformation of tribal Turkmen society into a regional-based kinship backed by the Russian and then Soviet authorities has contributed considerably to the current regime’s character. This article argues, however, that, aside from this Soviet continuity, the local political culture and the personality of the leader should be considered an important element of regime formation. The interaction between these two factors, namely political culture and the president’s personality, suggests the neopatrimonial logic at work in contemporary Turkmenistan. I contend that a leader’s character works to shape the political culture, especially when that leader is a “founding father” of a newly independent country.3 Successors to the first leader are generally expected to behave in similar fashion to their predecessors, often with only slight changes in style due to differences in social background.


    This article thus focuses on recent developments in the Turkmen elite structure, particularly post December 2006, i.e., under the second president, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow.4 The first section discusses the formation of Turkmen elites in the pre-Soviet, Soviet, and post-Soviet periods, while the second focuses on the continuities and discontinuities of elite formation after 2006. The analysis of the political elite in Turkmenistan lacks a solid empirical basis. The isolated character of the regime stands in the way of field research and direct access to information. Consequently, Turkmenistan has, with some exceptions, remained outside mainstream research on Central Asia.5 All research on the elite has to be based upon incomplete biographies of key leaders, indirect observations, analogies, unofficial sources and interviews, as well as the subjective statements and extrapolations by Turkmen living abroad who draw on their previous experience to describe the current situation. Conducting research on the elite in Turkmenistan as a key element of the regime is extremely difficult, always incomplete, and even speculative, but it remains the only way we have of understanding current Turkmen politics.


    



    Soviet and Post-Soviet Elite Formation


    After the establishment of Tsarist dominance over Turkmen tribes at the end of the nineteenth century, the role played by the Ahalteke tribe gradually expanded, as the center of the trans-Caspian area—Ashkhabad—was located on its territory. The Ahalteke were subject to much greater Russification than other Turkmen populations, especially those living under the Uzbek-dominated Bukhara or Khiva administration.6 The Ahalteke continued to remain dominant even after the October Revolution had transformed nomadic or semi-nomadic society into settled communities.7 The prerevolutionary elites were mostly liquidated during the civil war and the 1920s and new institutions of power (state institutions, the party apparatus, kolkhozes etc.) were established. At the same time, the central Soviet leadership maintained maximum possible parity between tribes.8 The Soviet period created a kind of hybrid system amalgamating elements of the “traditional” tribal social structures—assembled according to regional ties—and the “modern” power hierarchy. New structures and institutions began to arise at the end of the 1930s, as the last representatives of pre-Soviet leaders had been replaced by new cadres whose loyalties were based upon Soviet-formatted nationality and linguistic knowledge (Russian, and Russified Turkmen) or party affiliation, whereas tribal identity constituted only one precondition for social promotion.


    Starting in the 1940s, but especially since the 1960s, “local” first secretaries with more developed ties within the republics accrued greater power, whereas the role of the “Russian-speaking” second secretaries, sent to the periphery republics from the center, became much more formal.9 However, Moscow’s influence on the appointment of the First Secretaries led the Turkmen elites to seek support from within the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union rather than within their local environment in Ashkhabad. Furthermore, the non-Ahalteke first secretaries who ruled in the Turkmen SSR from 1951 to 1985 were “strangers” in the capital.10 Quite symptomatic was the role of Muhammetnazar Gapurov, whom many Ahalteke considered to have been illiterate (in both the political and cultural senses).11 His name is associated with the incorporation of many under-qualified cadres into the party structure, the security apparatus, and the intellectual circles of Soviet Turkmenistan,12 as well as with numerous instances of data falsification (just as in neighboring republics).13 The post-Soviet Turkmen elite, including Niyazow’s own, was educated during the Gapurov era, and have preserved a political culture founded upon cronyism, corruption, and clan loyalties.


    Gorbachev’s perestroika substantially impacted the evolution of the Turkmen elite and largely determined the character of the government during the post-Soviet era. Gorbachev tried to accomplish Andropov’s plans to reform the Soviet economy and society. This required that the new republican leaders terminate the then existing leading group, minimize their involvement with local elites, and re-establish Moscow’s effective control over the peripheries. Of course, these strategies were rather utopian, as the local affiliations were impossible to break up, and the planned economy could not be revived. Cadre purges—of which the Uzbek “cotton affair” and the December 1986 riots in Almaty are the most discussed interventions—reinforced the feeling of rivalry among elite groups throughout Central Asia. In the Turkmen case, Gorbachev’s purges stimulated the long-awaited return of the Ahalteke to power. Saparmyrat Niyazow, appointed first secretary in 1985, was the ideal candidate from Moscow’s viewpoint as, albeit formally part of the Ahalteke, he had no significant patronage network in Turkmenistan itself; he was an orphan with no moral obligations to elevate his own relatives and cronies. His appointment to the office of Turkmen SSR first secretary came with strong support from the center. Moreover, weak alternatives and opposition allowed him to fix mechanisms of control to quash all potential challengers.14


    With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian cadres appointed during the Soviet era no longer felt pressure from above. Niyazow understood that the former center was not able to dismiss him after the crisis in 1993 between the Supreme Soviet and the Yeltsin government, and, with the absence of any alternative source of power, he was able to put in place a regime of highly centralized power. The political elite came to be based mostly on personal loyalties and patronage networks with the president, whose strong position yielded him the nickname “Turkmen No. 1.” Niyazow’s weaker position within the Turkmen and Ahalteke elite made even easier a pronounced centralization of power around his person. As he held all the formal and informal keys to power, the legacy of the Soviet repressive apparatus was used to suppress any residual alternative power centers to the regime. Consequently, President Niyazow’s megalomania and acute self-absorption became a driver of the new political culture in Turkmenistan.


    Despite a kind of obsessive emphasis on Turkmenness, his highly trusted advisors included several non-Turkmen figures. Viktor Khramov, former employee of Ideological Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Turkmen SSR, became a founder of Turkmenbashy’s ideology and a powerful businessman in Ashgabat with shares in Turkmenistan’s energy trade and other prosperous sectors.15 The president’s financial matters were managed by two other Russians, Alexandr Zhadan, and Vladimir Umnov. The circle of influential non-Turkmen also included other important foreign business people, who had been able to establish good relations with the president and, after a time, proved able to influence his decision-making markedly.


    In contradistinction to other Central Asian presidents, whose families were directly tied to particular regional and clan groupings, Turkmenbashy’s family had no political ambitions inside Turkmenistan, although the president’s son, Murad, administered the hotel business in Ashgabat and other cities as well as several other enterprises.16 Patronage groups created on the basis of competing tribal and/or regional kinships were not strong enough to challenge the president’s authority. However, several Ahalteke families consolidated their influence inthe capital city in the first half of the 1990s at the second or third level of the power hierarchy, gradually ousting other regional elite.17 The political culture and the character of the president resulted in widely expanding sycophantism, with some groups plotting against one another, and others being purged.18 All these processes bolstered the position of the president, who was thus able to set groups against one another whilst rising alone above all of them.


    In the 2000s, the uppermost Turkmen elite comprised a narrow group of individuals close to the president who had not been purged for one reason or other. Here, the dominance of the Ahalteke played a negligible role. The elite included, above all, General Akmyrat Rejepow, head of the Presidential Guard, who was from eastern Turkmenistan and became the strongest power figure in the country after gaining control of all the security agencies. Other invulnerable ministers were Agageldi Mämmetgeldiyew (defense minister, an Ahalteke, but from the Tejen district in south Turkmenistan), Geldimuhammet Aşyrmuhammedow (Ministry of National Security, Balkan region), and Akmämmet Rahmanow (minister of the Interior, an Ahalteke), as well as the prosecutor general, Muhammetguly Ogşukow (Baharly region of Ahal province). The future leader of Turkmenistan, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow, an Ahalteke, held the position of health minister and was said to have provided personal medical assistance to President Niyazow. Although he was not a major figure in this circle, his closeness to Niyazow is evident from the long time he spent in government.


    During Niyazow’s fifteen years in power in independent Turkmenistan, regional origin was only one factor among many enabling one to enter into the highest elite circles. Indeed, it was far from being the most prominent, as loyalty to the president became the main pre-condition for promotion up the hierarchy. Other factors included membership in key state security units, crucial to the president, as well as the ability to plot against others without getting caught up in the cadre purges. Such an atmosphere ultimately came to form the core of Turkmenistan’s post-Soviet political culture.


    



    The Rise of Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow


    The close and homogeneous group of Turkmen elite that remained after Niyazow’s death made it possible to avoid internal disputes with unforeseeable consequences. The so-called “December 21 group,” i.e., the president’s close advisors and security personel present on the day that Niyazow died and who chose his successor, was able to come to a consensus over who was to be the new leader.


    We have little information by which to understand the appointment of Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow as the new president. His being of Ahalteke origin with Ashgabat-based networks seems to have been one criterion, which ruled out “eminence grise” Rejepow, who had no power base either in the capital city or in his own region, though he was considered a highly competent person. A measure of closeness to the first president in the last minutes of his life was also probably taken into consideration. In this case, Berdimuhamedow, who served as the president’s personal physician, was presumably one of the first to learn of Turkmenbashy’s death. Although he was not considered a favorite in the succession race, his long-term survival in the government, good relationships with members of the uppermost elite, particularly Rejepow and Mämmetgeldiyew, together with his Ahalteke origin weighed heavily in the leadership selection process. Muhammetgul Ogshukow, another Ahal member of the “December 21 group” and the prosecutor general in 2006-09, did not seek the highest post. Owezgeldy Ataew, the head of the supra-legislative force Halk Maslahaty was, according to the existing constitution, the legal successor of the president. He even tried to affirm his rights and, according to some sources, attempted to found a more liberal regime in the country.19 However, such processes were highly undesirable for the elite and he lacked sufficient support among the decision-making circles. The presidential administration dispatched him with a lengthy jail term justified through the use of compromising material. All in all, the choice of Berdimuhamedow seems to have been a compromise. His youthful appearance, Ahal origin, and non-military position made him attractive both for insiders in Turkmenistan as well as for outside partners, although domestic public opinion played little role during the transfer of authority.20


    Once Berdimuhamedow was announced to the world as the head of the Funeral Committee, it was clear that he would become the new president and “Turkmen No. 1.”21 The role of prominent non-Turkmen figures remains one of the most unknown sides of the story. Analyses seeking to tease out the significance of Turkmenbashy’s closest advisors—that is, Khramov, Zhadan, and Umnov—in the process have usually oscillated between two approaches. Both of them are speculative and give us no indication, whether direct or indirect, as to which is more probable. According to the first version, their role was marginal and they mostly observed the intra-Turkmen processes and secured their positions after the announcement of the new leader. An alternative version of events claims that these three influential persons, especially Khramov, were strongly involved in the nomination process.22 Their enduring presence in the highest echelons of Turkmen political life (though Berdimuhamedow subsequently managed to exclude Umnov under unclear circumstances), as well as their being able to maintain their businesses in the country make the second option likelier.


    At first, it seemed that Berdimuhamedow was to serve as a compromise candidate and therefore that he would be a weak and manipulable representative of the security services headed by Rejepow. Turkmenistan would then have followed a more oligarchic rather than personality-based course. But those who established him in power possibly underestimated his abilities and the symbolic mandate he received during the presidential elections in February 2007. Berdimuhamedow began to consolidate his personal power almost immediately after his selection, and his extensive legal powers enabled him to establish his own power base and create a personal regime in the spirit of the local political culture, involving the absolute dominance of a single leader. The gradual elimination of all challengers was thus a logical consequence of his rise to power. The members of the inner circle were not able to create a unified front against him at the beginning of his rule, and Berdimuhamedow acted pragmatically. He began by purging General Rahmanow, the minister of the Interior,23 who enjoyed wide support within some Ashgabat circles and was also a professional within the police apparatus and the security structures.24 Rejepow, Berdimuhamedow’s patron and probably the most powerful figure among the “December 21 group,” followed soon after. Rejepow’s support in Ashgabat was allegedly weak and the business of his clients provided attractive income for the president, making them a target. Other figures from the former inner circle were gradually purged by 2009.25 Although some of them were of Ahalteke origin, they were not close relatives of the new president and/or did not come from the same district.26


    



    The Mechanism of Elite Formation under Berdimuhamedow


    More akin to the other Central Asian leaders, Berdimuhamedow built his own regime on family and regional networks from the Western Ahal region. U.S. embassy cables released at the end of 2010 by Wikileaks paint stunningly unflattering portraits of him, describing him as an Ahalteke nationalist, and as scornful of the country’s other regional tribal groups.27 During Niyazow’s years, he remained in his post for the maximum time and was not involved in any purges. He was apparently the “younger ally” of former Vice-Premier Yolly Gurbanmuradow, who was later sacked by the president. At the same time, Berdimuhamedow was able to survive and keep his share of business in Turkmenistan—entry exams to the universities (during his vice-premiership, the level of kickbacks rose sharply) and the pharmaceutical industry (imports of medicines and control over obligatory insurance).28 It is still unclear who had patronage over him, that is, whether it was Niyazow himself, or Khramov, for instance.


    After ousting Niyazow’s former circle, Berdimuhamedow started gradually to replace old cadres with his own. People with no, or little, clan, territorial, or career affiliation to the president were constantly sacked or reshuffled in order to prevent them from combining their power to form a center of opposition. A regular series of purges took place in pursuit of this goal, which the new president carried out in the same fashion as his predecessor. Ministers and other important figures in the state apparatus were appointed for trial periods, sometimes only to be replaced with further changes. Other purges have involved the further elimination of the non-Turkmen cadres that had remained in some mid-level positions, but they were not carried out on the huge scale seen under the Niyazow regime.


    In contrast to his orphan predecessor, who had little contact with distant relatives, Berdimuhamedow is much more involved in the regional and family structures of Turkmen society. He therefore allocated positions to his “zemlyaks” (relatives and people from the same region), and had to seek to provide protection and income for this group.29 However, the new president did not in general privilege his region of origin. For example in May 2011, blasts at the military ammunition stores in Abadan (part of the president’s native Ahal province) created considerable damage there, involving several fatalities and many more injuries. The government tried to hide the real picture, at first refusing to admit the damages, and later underestimating their extent. Moreover, it increased censorship and state control over mobile communications, in a move that gave no specific advantages to the president’s own region.


    Instigated by the president, Ahal-based nationalism (Ahalchilik) has become a key feature of Turkmen politics and Ashgabat society over recent years. The exclusivity and superiority of the Ahal-dominated elite has led to uncontrolled behaviors: appropriations of non-Ahal properties and lucrative enterprises (including houses, cars, shops, and restaurants) have taken place in many areas. Non-Turkmen and non-Ahal populations are treated dismissively.30 Office-holders among the security apparatus tasked with protecting the regime (the Ministry of National Security, the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of the Interior) are almost exclusively tied to the president through regional origin or family bonds. Ata Serdarow, a cousin of the president and long-time colleague, managed to retain his position as health minister until 2010. Gurbanmyrat Hangulyýew, the president’s brother-in-law, has been the minister of transport since 2008. Ýaýlym Berdyýew, another relative of the president, formerly a rank-and-file employee in the Ahal branch of the Ministry of National Security, was promoted to the position of minister of defense and head of the State Security Council and, in 2011 was appointed minister for national security. His family connections and loyalty to the president seemingly make him a linchpin of presidential power.


    The president’s closest relatives and inner circle have also taken control over the most important industries and profitable sectors of the economy, including the gas sector. The most prominent example is Berdimuhamedow’s son-in-law Dowlet Atabaýew, who worked as a commercial attaché at the Turkmen Embassy in Paris. In 2008, he was appointed chief representative of the State Agency for Management and Use of Hydrocarbon Resources in London. Since 2011 Berdimuhamedow’s son, Serdar, has also started to make more public appearances. A famous photo of him was published during the presidential elections in February 2012, in which the current president is symbolically surrounded by his father, son, and grandson.31 Serdar has concentrated substantial parts of the Turkmen economy in his own hands and also attempted to take control of former presidential son Murad Niyazow’s business empire.32


    In the cadre rotations and purges since 2007, evident priority has been given to the Ahal, Baharly, and Goek Depe districts, as well as to Ashgabat residents. Persons coming from these regions hold key positions such as vice-premierships, enabling them to control important and profitable sectors of the government and economy. However, the overall composition of the government and key state institutions in 2012 shows that Turkmenistan’s regions are more equally represented. Some technical posts are held by people outside the Ahal clan, and the president has tried to keep already scarce specialist personnel in place to stem the ongoing brain drain, regardless of their regional or tribal affiliation. Moreover, many Ahal-origin figures and more distant presidential relatives proved incompetent in high office, and a substantial number of them were removed from their posts notwithstanding their ties to the president. The interior minister and brother-in-law of the president, Hojamyrat Annagurbanow, was, for instance, removed from office as early as 2007, while Yusup Işangullyýew, the powerful secretary of the presidential apparatus and the president’s former school classmate, lost his position in March 2009.33


    Victims of Berdimuhamedow’s staff shake-ups usually face a gentle diplomatic or internal exile. Ata Serdarow, for instance, who formerly held the health portfolio, was appointed as ambassador to Armenia in 2010. Nokerguly Atagulyev, who used to work as the minister of trade and external economic relations, served after his removal as ambassador to Tajikistan and then for a short time to the United Arab Emirates. After the presidential elections in February 2012, he was reinstated to the higher position of vice-premier for trade and external economic relations.34 This fate serves as a typical example of the way in which Berdimuhamedow’s government deals with people from his circle: those removed from the government are not jailed, but moved to lower positions or diplomatic ranks. Other reshuffles of the president’s relatives can be interpreted as reactions to the publication of damaging information abroad. The closure of Atabaýew’s office in London, for instance, followed the release of a Crude Accountability report criticizing the opaque mechanisms for gas revenue distribution in Turkmenistan.35


    After Ahal, the Mary province (welayat), where the president also has relatives, is the second most prominent region for recruiting new elites. Included in his family line from this area is Vice-Premier for Culture and Media Maysa Ýazmuhammedowa, a cousin of the president who has long held this office. She and Myratgeldi Akmammedow, another Mary-origin vice-premier for agriculture are, however, controlled by executives from the Ahal region (Ministry of Agriculture, and Ministry of Water Management). The status of Ýazmuhammedowa, known for organizing state holidays and presidential visits around the country, was downgraded after the 2012 presidential elections, when she became the head of the Central Committee of the Women’s Union.36


    During Niyazow’s regime, part of the energy sector was in the hands of the elite from the Balkan province. Control of incomes lay in Ashgabat’s hands, but the Yomud group was in charge of technical matters and implementation. The main representatives of this group included Taçberdi Tagyýew, vice-chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers in charge of mineral sources; and Garýagdi Taşlyýew, Ministry of Oil and Gas. In 2009, however, there was a shift of functions in favor of Ahalteke dominance, and personnel in the energy sectors were rotated in January, May, and October of that year.37 The Balkan Yomuds continued to maintain their influence over some plants (Tagyýew became the head of the Turkmenbashy refinery in February 2012) and over the national oil and gas companies, Turkmennebit, and Turkmengaz (Taşlyýew became head of Turkmennebit). But they lost a part of their symbolic autonomy. These changes partly reflected the events in the international arena. This was particularly true of the May purge, which was likely a reaction to Gazprom’s turning off the gas a month earlier after an alleged explosion in the pipeline, and for the October reshuffle of cadres connected to questionable data concerning Turkmen gas supplies.38 Tagyýew’s removal could also have been linked to the disputes concerning Dowlet Atabaýew as indicated in some Wikileaks documents.39 Similar purges in the energy sector and relocations of cadres continued at the beginning of 2010, when Bayramgeldy Nedirow was appointed minister for oil and gas supplies, a position he had previously held. At the symbolic level, the change in control over the energy sector was confirmed by moving the headquarters of Turkmennebit from Balkanabat (the former Nebit Dag) in western Turkmenistan to Ashgabat. This is testimony to the fact that energy policy is being decided by Ahalteke and more particularly by Berdimuhamedow and his family, which is to say, outside the appropriate bureaucracies, whose role is now technical.40


    In addition to the Turkmen elite, Berdimuhamedow continues to protect the positions of the non-Turkmen in his inner circle. Khramov and Zhadan remain in the presidential apparatus, in spite of rumors of their disappearance in 2007. Only Umnov has disappeared from elite circles, under uncertain circumstances. Khramov remains responsible for creating the ideological framework for the Berdimuhamedow era, called the “Renaissance” period, and for issuing hagiographic publications about the new president.41 He also continues to manage properties in the country and apparently gas revenues are at least partly channeled through his accounts. His contacts abroad, especially in Russia, are unique in Turkmenistan and enable him to accrue further funds for the president. His cooperation with Berdimuhamedow is therefore based on a mutually advantageous relationship: Khramov handles funds for the president and his family in exchange for being able to run his business.


    The commercial elites from abroad that had surrounded Niyazow have also, for the most part, maintained their influence under the new president. Important examples of this foreign elite include representatives of construction holding companies—especially the Turkish firm Polimex (under the leadership of Erol Tabanca) and the French Bouygues. The most interesting development concerns the Turkish holding company owned by Ahmed Chalyk, who is in charge of building numerous official buildings in the country and is the owner of many textile plants and other businesses. After a brief decline in influence following Niyazow’s death, Chalyk, using his connections in the Turkish government, was able to restore his former authority.42 In 2009, he was even an integral part of Berdimuhamedow’s delegations abroad and his holding company had access to the majority of joint projects between Turkmenistan and other countries.43 This foreign elite has obvious ties with influential locals, and seems to cooperate with the president under mutually beneficial conditions.44


    



    Conclusion


    Niyazow’s rule markedly increased the power of the Ahalteke group, an evolution that led to a broad elimination of non-Ahalteke from key positions throughout the first period of his presidency. At the same time, Turkmenbashy, as the sole player, was able to purge members of the elite frequently, regardless of their regional affiliation. In this political culture, all alternative centers of power were eliminated and the influential decision-making circle was further restricted. Consequently, the Turkmen elite have inherited a specific political culture based largely on the leader’s personality and to a much smaller degree on regional or kinship ties. The inertia of the political culture under Niyazow was based on these principles and had a profound impact on the second president and his regime. Berdimuhamedow, as the sole leader, still controls all processes in the republic, including constant cadre rotations, based on the routines of political culture inherited from the previous period and his authority as the proclaimed and respected leader.


    Berdimuhamedow, however, soon turned into a more classic—for the Central Asian region—leader,45 insofar as he gave the most powerful positions in the state apparatus to people from the Western Ahal region. This “Ahalization” process was almost finished by 2012. The dominance of the Ahalteke is not, however, absolute and is not the only required condition for having a fruitful career. A certain number of Russian-speaking specialists remain at mid- and lower levels of the administrative apparatus because their knowledge is essential for the functioning of the bureaucracy. Indeed, some non-Turkmen hold the most powerful positions, operating in relations of mutual interdependence with the president due to their key roles in fostering relations with foreign investors.


    Sustaining Berdimuhamedow’s clan and extending his power base in case of a future decrease in state revenues could lead to more struggles among the elite. Were the president’s tight control over the elite to weaken, this would probably also bring about the rapid decline of his career. However, the personality cult operative in Berdimuhamedow’s regime presently seems stable and manageable, especially given his relatively young age, his ability to behave as a real authoritarian leader, and the strong vertical power structure that prevents any real challenger from emerging. A political system based on one-man rule, such as Turkmenbashy’s, was made possible because of the concrete background of the president within Turkmen society and his appointment from Moscow. Founded by the first president, this authoritarian political culture will likely be maintained even if the elite composition changes slightly, at least in the current economic situation.
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    Abstract: This article examines how neopatrimonial relationships within the state’s territorial administration support the rise and institutionalization of authoritarian rule. Using the case of Uzbekistan, it explores how neopatrimonialism within the state infrastructure halts political and economic reform, undermines the rule of law, and diminishes social welfare provision to the public. This case provides important lessons for other post-Communist countries: permitting neopatrimonial relationships to flourish within the territorial administration may provide useful sources of support by binding provincial elites to the regime, but over the long-term they further entrench authoritarianism and sow seeds of instability.


    Uzbekistan is something of a contradiction. It is highly centralized in its decision-making, brutally repressive, and quintessentially autocratic. The regime exercises high levels of control over society, politics, the media, and key parts of the economy, all of which requires significant state power. In these areas, the central government enjoys discretion in making decisions as well as a capacity to see them implemented. Beneath the veneer of strength and stability, however, lies a weak state pervaded by corruption and powerful vested interests. In fact, a broad array of neopatrimonial practices—misuse of public office, bribery, corruption, patronage—permeate the state apparatus and have led to an “impasse” in effecting governance.1 This is particularly true within the country’s territorial administration, where politics often reside outside the purview of the central leadership.


    Compared to other post-Communist countries, Uzbekistan is one of the most corrupt. Transparency International, for example, ranks Uzbekistan 177th out of 183 countries in public sector corruption.2 Uzbekistan is also the lowest democratic performer in the region across standard indices of political reform, rule of law and public service provision. Freedom House regularly lists Uzbekistan among the “worst of the worst” worldwide, with far lower scores than other post-Communist states in various categories of democratic governance.3 Uzbekistan’s relatively low levels of democratization are, therefore, correlated with its relatively high levels of neopatrimonialism. This article explores some of the causal linkages between neopatrimonialism and authoritarianism within Uzbekistan’s territorial administration.


    Most studies of authoritarianism in Uzbekistan, though, overlook or discount the importance of the country’s institutional weaknesses at the sub-national levels. Instead, academic and policy experts tend to focus on the strengths of the state as a source of authoritarian rule: the concentrated powers of the presidency, the rise of “power ministries” within the coercive apparatus, and the regime’s monopolistic economic controls. But the roots of authoritarianism lie at the base of its weak state apparatus, embedded in neopatrimonial relationships within its territorial infrastructure. As the “means of administration,” the state infrastructure is the backbone of the state not only in the center, but extends deep into a country’s sub-national politics down to the provincial and local levels.4 It has already been demonstrated that in many states critical matters of state power and policy are decided by the nature of state-society relations at these levels.5 In this article, I am extending this focus on sub-national state capabilities to examine the effects of territorial politics on authoritarianism.


    How, then, does neopatrimonialism within a country’s territorial administration affect the development of authoritarian rule? Using the case of Uzbekistan, this article explores three ways: by halting political and economic reform, by undermining the development of a rule of law, and by diminishing social welfare provision to the public. In examining the effects of sub-national state development on the political regime in Uzbekistan, it elucidates the intractable and surprisingly durable local-level underpinnings of authoritarianism that are often overlooked in broad-based—and overly optimistic—analyses of the region’s prospects for democratic transition.6


    



    Neopatrimonialism, Territorial Infrastructure, and Authoritarianism


    For many democratizing countries, neopatrimonialism not only occupies the center of the state building process but also decisively shapes the nature of their political regime.7 In this section, I draw on the comparative study of states and regimes to elaborate on the central features of neopatrimonialism in territorial infrastructures and identify how those neopatrimonial practices might support authoritarian rule. While all states confront challenges in seeing their decisions fully executed, Uzbekistan illustrates a fundamental quality of many of the world’s contemporary weak states: low infrastructural power. Many regimes (and their leaders) may enjoy unusually high levels of autonomy and discretion in how they make decisions, but they lack infrastructural power—that is, the logistical capacity to implement them consistently across localities.8 Like Uzbekistan, weak states face intractable social forces and thickets of neopatrimonial relations at the provincial and local levels that prevent regimes from carrying out what Crawford Young has termed “imperatives of state” in many regions of the country (e.g., ensuring internal security, consistent revenue flows, long-term wealth accumulation, etc.).9 As I demonstrate below, weak infrastructural power supports and sustains authoritarianism in specific ways.


    One common feature of neopatrimonialism is that public officials occupying government positions control access points to wealth (licenses, contracts, public sector jobs), which they distribute to supporters (often in return for bribes, kickbacks, favors, etc.). This is widespread throughout Uzbekistan’s territorial apparatus. While provincial and district governors in Uzbekistan do not gain “proprietary officeholding” rights (e.g., recognized property rights over their positions) as in medieval Europe,10 their distribution of state assets enables them to build up patronage bases, making them difficult to remove and quite powerful.11 Another feature of neopatrimonial orders that is found in Uzbekistan is the presence of local elites in society who use their social standing or command over local economic activities to exercise influence over local government offices and across their locality. An equivalent of “local strongmen” that emerged during the Soviet period (mostly as factory directors and collective farm chairs) remains an important set of actors in Uzbekistan today.12 Still another feature, where state infrastructures are underfunded or in decline and where opportunities for an emerging private sector exist to fill this gap, is a business elite, which can take over public functions of state and run them for its own profit. There are signs of such an emerging business class in Uzbekistan (primarily among traders and small business owners), though limited economic reform has constricted its development.13 In sum, when I say that Uzbekistan’s territorial infrastructure is that of a weak state characterized by neopatrimonial practices, I am referring to one (or more) of these features.


    How does neopatrimonialism within a state’s territorial infrastructure actually work to perpetuate and deepen authoritarian rule? There are many ways in which this occurs, and, of course, neopatrimonialism not only affects how policies are implemented on the periphery but it also constrains the central government’s ability to break away from authoritarian rule.14 Here I examine three specific ways, which are relevant to the long-term sustenance of authoritarianism more broadly across weak states.


    First, neopatrimonialism can stymie or halt political and economic reform. In countries with highly unequal distributions of immobile capital, significant obstacles hinder democratization and perpetuate authoritarian rule. In particular, land reforms that promise to redistribute property and access to resources are blocked by rural elites who have captured local and national institutions.15 At the same time, political and economic reforms may encourage popular mobilization, instability, and conflict that rulers seek to avoid. Because it is in their interest to preserve the status quo, rural elites use their influence in national institutions to block or shape reform initiatives and, if those reform initiatives pass, use their influence over local infrastructures to undermine their implementation.16


    Second, neopatrimonial relations within the state infrastructure weaken the development of judicial institutions and the rule of law in society. As Stephen Holmes has written, effective political authority within these institutions ensures protections of individual rights through the enforcement of laws.17 This is essential not only for preserving political, civil and social rights, but also property rights in society that institutions act to protect from an extractive state. Without norms of public services within these key offices, the state will fail to gain the trust and cooperation of the public.18 This is especially salient in rule of law institutions within the territorial apparatus, which all-too-often operate beyond the purview of critical media, opposition groups, and international organizations.


    Third, neopatrimonialism can undermine social welfare provision by the state. The provision of public services is an essential aspect of political accountability in the post-Communist context, where citizens have been accustomed to receiving (though meager and halting) a wide range of social services from the state. Failure to provide those services and/or attempts to reduce them through programs of liberalization has frequently met with social protest.19 This is also true in Central Asia, but regimes’ failure to maintain basic social welfare provision is not due to liberalizing reforms, but limits on state capabilities to deliver the services promised. As recent studies of states’ infrastructural capacity have shown, the absence of highly capable, well-resourced regional administrations can lead to ineffective provision of public services, such as basic utilities (gas, electricity, well-maintained roads), health care services, and schools. Moreover, local authorities that have greater capacity to provide public services are more likely to create new public goods to provide to their citizens.20 In short, the corrosive effect of neopatrimonialism on the capacity of Uzbekistan’s territorial infrastructure to maintain a basic level of social welfare provision to society is another way that the character of state infrastructure reinforces authoritarian rule.


    The comparative study of the state, therefore, provides some guidance in assessing the impact of neopatrimonial politics on authoritarianism in Uzbekistan. Using a range of primary print sources and interviews of local elites, this article elaborates many of the mutually reinforcing relationships between neopatrimonialism and the nature of Uzbekistan’s political regime. In the remainder of the article, I outline the Soviet and post-Soviet features of neopatrimonialism within Uzbekistan’s territorial administration, examine its effects on three aspects of authoritarian rule—stalled political and economic reform, weakened rule of law, and declining social welfare provision—and conclude with an overview of the broader implications of neopatrimonialism for Uzbekistan.


    



    The Features of Neopatrimonialism in Uzbekistan


    In the wake of the Russian Revolution, the construction of Soviet power in the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) has centered heavily on collectivization. Having been completed by the late 1930s, collectivization brought several long-term consequences in the republic. First, it concentrated significant resources under farm chairs, reshaping the problem of political control around collectivized agricultural units, their managers, and local political elites. Second, mechanisms of control, as in other Soviet republics, shifted markedly over time, giving rise to neopatrimonial orders within Uzbekistan’s territorial apparatus. Initially, centrally-enforced rapid turnovers prevented farm chairs and local politicians from extending their tenures and solidifying their local bases.21 In the years following World War II, however, there was far more stability among collective farm chairs, providing them with opportunities to develop economic power bases autonomous from the state. A number of veterans from the war returned home to fill leadership positions on collective farms, the most powerful of them holding their positions well into the Brezhnev era.22


    Those provinces within Uzbekistan that enjoyed significant concentrations of economic resources, therefore, were able to foster the development of patron-client ties linking local enterprise and farm managers with the provincial (obkom) secretariat. One indication of those patronage relations is the protection and favoritism that obkom first secretaries provided to district (raikom) first secretaries in making their appointments. As Figure 1 shows, in the last 30 years of the Soviet period, raikom first secretaries were frequently reappointed to the same position in another district. There is a relatively even proliferation of local patronage ties across provinces, with lateral raikom first secretary transfers in Andizhan, Samarkand, Namangan, Surkhandarya and Khorezm ranging from 23-25 percent of the time, and in Ferghana Province lateral movements were nearly 33 percent of all turnovers. While some regions’ provincial elite had a denser client base than others, patronage politics prevailed in most provincial apparatuses by the late-Soviet period.


    Moreover, the nomenklatura system encouraged patronage relations to congeal around Ferghana, Samarkand and Tashkent. A critical step within a politician’s rise is a diploma from party education institutions, especially the Tashkent High Party School. By 1967, 590 gorkom and raikom secretaries and raispolkom chairs passed through inter-republic programs of study. The same year, however, the School created six-month “inter-oblast’ courses” in Tashkent, Ferghana, and Samarkand, and in its first year, approximately 900 staff members of district party and soviets were trained at the three sites.23 Both inter-republic courses (which trained


    



    Figure 1: Lateral movements of raikom first secretaries, Uzbekistan, 1960-91


    [image: 1253.png]


    Source: Calculated from author’s database of political elites, compiled from district and provincial newspapers and republic-wide periodicals.


    


    elites from other republics as well) and inter-regional courses were sites at which contacts could be established and relationships formed.24 It is noteworthy that neither of Moscow’s reformist Communist Party of Uzbekistan’s (CPUz) first secretaries in the 1980s, Inamzhan Usmanhodzhaev (1983-88) and Rafiq Nishanov (1988-89), attended the School. While the School’s graduates constituted a pool of important nomenklatura elites, few moved into positions of obkom first secretary during the Soviet period. However, upon his appointment as CPUz First Secretary (and then President of Uzbekistan), Islam Karimov has relied more heavily on the School’s graduates, appointing 10 of them as heads of the republic’s regional administration in the early 1990s.


    Compared to the Soviet period, the average percentage of regional governor cadres appointed to positions outside their patronage bases since 1991 has dropped from 54 percent (between 1961-91) to 15 percent (1992-2002). Moreover, from 1993-95, the central leadership was unable to appoint any of its regional governors from outside their own regional patronage bases. This has not, however, marked a uniform decline in state power. As we will review in the next section, beginning in 1998, the center attempted to reassert its authority by appointing several regional governors from Tashkent. That effort, however, appears to have been abandoned by 2002.25


    The round of appointments and reappointments that immediately followed the break-up of the Soviet Union indicates the center’s intention to maintain the status quo by keeping its control over those regions where it was already established. It did so in regions that had been historically weak (i.e., not characterized with well-developed patronage relations and powerful local strongmen).26 In February 1992 the center appointed only two governors—Kayum K. Khalmirzaev and Erkin Tursunov—to positions outside their regional patronage bases. Moreover, these were regions to which cadres from other localities usually had been appointed during the Soviet period.27 In fact, regional governor selections in 1992 and 1993 indicate the center’s loss of political control in three ways.


    First, the center reappointed three regional governors who had already served several years in office, essentially giving them approval to continue to run their regions as they did during the Soviet period.28 Second, it installed several new regional governors who ended up staying in office for the remainder of the 1990s.29 All of these were promoted from within patronage relations of their respective regions, built powerful bases of support around them, and hence became difficult to remove. The influence of Kobiljon Obidov, for instance, was said to extend well into the center and enable him to determine whom the center assigns to key positions in the province (including that of Regional Procurator).30 Third, in provinces with historically weak regional patronage bases (Syrdarya and Navoy), central leaders appointed local cadres, effectively relinquishing more control to emerging regional patrons.31 Not surprisingly, they would be among the first to be replaced in 1995 and 1996 by governors from the center. Thus, immediate post-Soviet appointments created preconditions that enabled regional governors to strengthen their position vis-à-vis the center by promoting many of them from within their patronage bases.


    From 1995-97, new appointments were charged with rectifying this poor performance, but four of the six regional governors were appointed to regions where they had built their careers, demonstrating the center’s ambivalence towards aggressively attacking patronage bases in the regions. Minister of Justice Alisher Mardiev was sent to Samarkand where he had worked in procurator organs and district government offices his entire career; Shavkat Mirziyoev was returned to his home province of Jizzakh after a brief tenure as a district governor in Tashkent City; Nuhmanjon Mominov was promoted from within Ferghana after working in construction and district governor offices in the province his entire life; and Ozod Parmonov was finally put in charge of Kashkadarya, having built his career there in district governor offices and twice serving as second-in-command of the regional apparatus.


    Despite burgeoning corruption in these and other regions, the center failed to appoint outsiders to replace those dismissed. In a January 2000 speech to Parliament, Karimov openly expressed his frustration with his inability to control state officials, noting specifically that cadre selection remains under local influences:


    “...we need to perfect the system of selecting cadres, appointing them and renewing them... we should take the path of selecting the most suitable of the candidates for a position... The problem has never been solved easily. Usually at such times we always encounter subjectivity, cupidity, regionalism, tribalism, and many other evils characteristic of human beings. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to find ready ways to solve the problem....”32


    As a result, the central leadership initiated regional governor appointments designed to reduce local influences in three provinces—Kashkadarya, Samarkand, and Surkhandarya—by appointing cadres who had built their careers in Tashkent City. But this effort also quickly failed as each of these three positions was again returned to locally-based provincial elites.


    Bakhtiyor Hamidov, appointed governor of Kashkadarya Province, was clearly from the central apparatus.33 That he had unusual favor from the center can be seen in the extra funds made available to him through the regional budget. In contrast to his predecessors, who had received virtually no funds from the center (none at all between 1997-99), Hamidov’s first budget year (2001) witnessed an increase in subsidies to 15.7 billion som—amounting to 23 percent of the region’s annual expenditures. Hamidov, however, was viewed by many in the region as overly focused on extracting resources and paying too little attention to bringing in investment. Perhaps viewing his assignment to Kashkadarya as a demotion, he was reputedly highly predatory on local businesses and enterprises, which diminished his reception in the region.34


    At the start of 2003, central leaders were forced to replace Hamidov with local strongman Nuriddin Zayniev, who previously had been director of the Muborak Oil and Gas Lines Administration in the region. In this capacity, Zayniev oversaw the construction of a large chemical complex at the Shurtan gas-condensate field in Muborak district, which was funded by foreign loans estimated at a cost of US$1 billion beginning in 1997. Although the complex was constructed through a foreign consortium of Swedish, Swiss and Japanese subsidiaries of Uzbekneftegaz (the government’s gas and oil agency), nearly US$400 million went to local contractors for construction.35 Zayniev’s appointment, especially in the wake of Hamidov’s excesses, suggests that the central leadership has retracted its efforts to influence local politics in the region and has returned to ruling the region through its patronage structures.


    Likewise, Erkin Roziev, appointed to run Samarkand Province, came from Tashkent. After completing undergraduate and graduate degrees and working in republican party positions in Tashkent city, Roziev served as mayor of Bekabad city in Tashkent Province (1990-93) and first deputy governor of Tashkent Province (1993-98). Upon his appointment as governor of Samarkand in 1998, he claimed to have been sent to clean up corruption in the region.36 As we will discuss below, he pursued a frontal assault on local strongmen and patronage relations in the province. Less than three years later, however, Karimov removed him from office, and “criticized the region’s senior officials for their corrupt activities and poor performance.”37 A young and energetic governor from Jizzakh Province, Shavkat Mirziyoev, replaced him.


    A long-time favorite of the president,38 Mirziyoev enjoyed the highest subsidies from the center as governor of Jizzakh Province (1996-2001), despite the fact that GDP per capita in the region had steadily declined under his leadership from 94.3 percent (1995) to 72.5 percent (1998) of the national average.39 Moreover, upon being promoted to governor of Samarkand Region, subsidies to that region increased from 9.0 billion som in 2000 to 21.1 billion som in 2001—an unprecedented increase of 235 percent. While Mirziyoev had distinguished himself in the center’s eyes for his ability “to get jobs done,” he had also privately earned the nickname “Tyson” (after boxer Mike Tyson) among his subordinates for reputedly aggressive methods of enforcing his directives.40 His promotion suggested a return to ruling through the region’s patronage base.


    In a similar fashion, Bakhtiyor Olimjonov, formerly minister of agriculture (1999-2000), was appointed governor of Surkhandarya Region to clean up the region, succeeding Jora Noraliev. Noraliev possessed a very restricted professional background, based entirely in his native Jorqurgan District.41 After seven years in office, he was dismissed for failing to meet cotton and grain targets or implement economic reforms, and for permitting “nepotism, cronyism, and bribery” to fester in the region.42


    His replacement from Tashkent, however, proved ineffective in maintaining control over the province’s borders with Afghanistan and Tajikistan, which had become points of conflict during his tenure. This, as well as impending U.S. military action in Afghanistan after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, led to a greater recognition of the strategic importance of Surkhandarya. Olimjonov was replaced in February 2002 by Toshmirzo Qodirov, who as provincial procurator had reportedly arrested several farm chairs and brigade leaders, earning him a reputation for using heavy-handed coercion.43


    



    The Effects of Neopatrimonialism on Uzbekistan’s Authoritarianism


    Over the last 20 years, neopatrimonial practices within Uzbekistan’s territorial infrastructure have remained a durable feature of the country’s political landscape. While typically recognized as a source of Uzbekistan’s stagnant political economy, I argue below that neopatrimonialism has reinforced authoritarian rule as well—halting political and economic reform, weakening rule of law institutions, and draining social welfare provision.


    



    Halted Political and Economic Reform


    Economic reforms were initiated gradually in the early 1990s, in particular lifting restrictions on trade and foreign exchange flows, which led to a conditional loan (a Stand-by Arrangement, SBA) from the International Monetary Fund in December 1995. While restrictions on export licensing and export quotas were reduced, however, the agricultural sector remained largely untouched, as the government still exercised tight controls over those goods important to the regime (cotton, grain, gold). Moreover, payments under the SBA were suspended in 1996 when the government delayed agricultural reforms due to declining revenues in gold and cotton exports.44 Continued revenues from these commodities ensured a steady flow of profits from those in the central ministries on down to the territorial administration. As a report by International Crisis Group aptly summarized,


    “lack of reform led to sclerosis in the system, high levels of corruption went unchecked, and key income-producing sectors of the economy were taken over by vested interest groups with powerful positions in government… [leaving in place] an elite that is only rhetorically interested in reform and largely happy with a status quo that provides it with significant incomes and no necessity to share wealth with the broader population.”45


    Economic and political reform was again delayed in 2002, leading to the suspension of a loan package from the International Monetary Fund.


    Maintaining a state monopoly over cotton and grain production was essential for farm managers, factory directors, and provincial administrators, who used their control over production facilities to divert inputs and crop yields into the black market. For example, the two major chemical factories in Ferghana Province—Azot Factory and Kimyo Factory—were known to sell low quality or useless fertilizers and pesticides to farms and then sell the high quality part of their production illegally.46 In Samarkand, the provincial governor was legally mandated to extract 50 percent of the cotton and grain produced, but in 2001 collected 100 percent of the crop (and subsequent years continued to collect well above the 50 percent permitted). This excess crop was sold to unknown parties for an untraceable profit.47 Alongside whatever could be squeezed from agricultural production, significant rents are accrued through bribes paid in return for appointment to state offices in the territorial administration and to positions running profitable state-owned local industries (especially those selling construction materials or food products for domestic consumption).48 In addition to appointing farm managers in the district, the governor of Kuvasoy District (in Ferghana Province), for instance, appoints the directors of local cement, glass, brick and fruit canning factories—providing lucrative sources of income.49 The exchange of bribes for appointments within Uzbekistan’s state apparatus is ubiquitous and the only dispute among those within its territorial administration concerns the amounts that are paid.50


    This was particularly true in following through with land privatization. As Pomfret summarizes, “the need to retain control over the rents from the cotton sector meant that the biggest gap between claims of establishing a market economy and the reality of public policy was in the area of land reform.”51 By 2002, the regime had begun to experiment with full privatization schemes in four selected districts across the country. These experiments aside, a few independent farms were leased in each district across the country’s provinces. But privatization threatened the rents available to local officials.In the districts where full privatization schemes were enacted, directives passed down from the Council of Ministers were carried out by provincial and district governors, who either established commissions to review applications for land or directed the process themselves.52 When privatization was put on hold, no formal decree was made, but in provinces such as Samarkand, a verbal decision was disseminated from the provincial governor’s office that effectively stopped and even reversed land privatization.53 The farm chairs (renamed shirkat hojalig’i raislar) readily consented since this enabled them to better meet their plan targets. Overall cotton production continued to anchor a command economy in which a system of rents benefitted the few elites at the top who signed off on cotton exports and (to a lesser extent) elites at the provincial and district levels, with few profits trickling down to the farms themselves.


    For those in the executive—the presidency and its central ministries—the state monopoly over cotton and grain production is a labor-repressive agricultural system that simultaneously mobilized a large percentage of the population as rural labor and extracted crop yields that, when sold in the international marketplace, generated substantial state revenues and concentrated wealth. For those in the territorial administration—provincial and district governors—this system was partly a source of direct rents and partly a source of significant top-down influence that gave them control over other sectors of the regional economy and over the state offices that controlled those sectors. As a result, the preservation of state controls over Uzbekistan’s agricultural sector is essential not only for ruling elites who divert profits from cotton exports abroad, but also for sustaining a well-developed neopatrimonial order among provincial and district elites within the country’s territorial infrastructure.54 Even though incentives existed for political and economic reforms of the agricultural sector—especially cotton production, which requires a staggering US$500 million reinvested each year to keep it running55—initial forays into land privatization and free market liberalization were confronted with deep-seated obstacles within the territorial apparatus.


    



    Weakened Rule of Law Institutions


    The role of law enforcement institutions has become increasingly prominent in Uzbekistan since the early 1990s. As part of the state-building process, key government offices—procurator’s office, police, internal security, and the tax inspectorate—have become better funded, given broader scope in their activities, and gained certain social status within the country. But they have also been allowed to misuse their powers without real checks from other parts of the state, leading to the proliferation of corruption, bribery, extortion, and other problems. By the early 2000s, press reports were noting that the enhanced powers given to these offices had resulted in less accountability over their staff. As one journalist wrote of the procurator’s office,


    “At present the country’s Procurator’s Office has extremely wide functions of a repressive nature. A procurator in Uzbekistan has the right to supervise the implementation of laws, to launch criminal proceedings, to conduct investigations, issue an arrest warrant, arrange prosecution on behalf of the state at trials, and has the right to protest if the procurator finds the verdict unsubstantiated or too lenient...”56


    As described above, moreover, these “wide functions of a repressive nature” have also diminished the efficacy and autonomy of Uzbekistan’s court system, as procurators wield considerable influence over various stages of the judicial process. Before Uzbekistan adopted habeas corpus in 2008, for instance, police could detain individuals up to three days without reason, up to six days if declared a “suspect,” and even longer if deemed a “witness” in a case, but it is only through an order from a procurator that an arrest warrant can be issued.57 Despite its adoption, moreover, habeas corpus is rarely properly implemented.58 Consequently, procurators are in a position to use an arrest warrant as an instrument of extortion once someone has been detained.59


    Procurators serve on every court as judges, which means that all participants in the court process (even plaintiffs) have their documents examined by them. This deters most people from using the judicial system, since inconsistencies or missing paperwork can result in new investigations.60 Moreover, procurators strongly influence court decisions, since they can appeal any court decision and it is widely held that “judges whose decisions have been overturned on more than one occasion may be removed from office; consequently, judges rarely defy the recommendations of procurators.”61 While any citizen is allowed to appeal decisions by courts, moreover, this right is rarely used. By contrast, appeals are a frequent tool of procurators, and from 1998 to 2001, 70-80 percent of “unlawful” court decisions were appealed by procurators.62


    In many of Uzbekistan’s provinces and districts outside Tashkent, however, these enhanced law enforcement powers are deployed under the influence of district and provincial governors. In interviews conducted in 2002 and 2003, most district governors and most district procurators portrayed each of their roles as separate from that of the other. As one district governor explained, the procurator’s office “had no right” to interfere with the private affairs of individuals unless there is a transgression of the law.63 In fact, across localities there is considerable variation in whether procurators actually extend their authority—through extra-legal or legal means—or whether they become subordinated to regional and district governors at the head of local patronage bases. In some regions, the procurator’s local offices have become incorporated into intra-regional patronage relations, with the unintended consequence of enhancing the power of regional and local elites. In other cases, they have been able to remain independent from regional governors and their clients; in these cases, without the buffer of patronage relations, procurators are often in contestation with local elites. While there are ongoing conflicts and struggles for influence between procurators/police and governors in many localities in Uzbekistan, the general trend within the territorial administration empowers governors over law enforcement authorities.64


    Whether working separately or in tandem, positions within law enforcement agencies in the territorial apparatus have become simultaneously sources of revenue through bribes and sources of influence. Procurator salaries, for instance, averaged US$30-$40 per month in 2003, but in many provinces they live in nice, two-story houses, drive luxury cars (such as Mercedes-Benzs), and own $300 cell phones.65 Although the percentage of cases involving the procuracy in Economic Courts increased from 31.2 percent (1997) to 45.3 percent (2000),66 they are often described as operating “above the law,” often brazenly misusing their powers of office. In Syrdarya Province, for example, the owner of a gas station—a Turkish-Uzbekistan joint venture—who was expected to pay monthly bribes of US$2,000 apiece to the provincial governor, provincial procurator, and provincial tax inspector refused to pay and took the case to court. As his lawyer described, the abovementioned procurator joined the court and, alongside other judges on the court, adjudicated the case in which he himself was a named defendant.67 Similarly, police inspectors specially assigned from Tashkent to investigate governors’ misuse of public office are wined and dined, receiving ample compensation for their travel expenses and inconveniences.68 For business owners, local officials from the procuracy, police and state tax inspectorate are essential guests at weddings and other life-cycle events since their presence is important for “maintaining good relations.”69


    Together, the absorption of law enforcement functions into neopatrimonial relations diminished Uzbekistan’s overall rule of law in a variety of ways. It has eviscerated the court system as an institution to which the public can seek redress. The American Bar Association Central European and Eurasian Law Initiative’s (ABA CEELI) 2002 Judicial Reform Index for Uzbekistan, for example, rated judicial oversight of administrative practice as “negative” and found that “although the law essentially provides for judicial review of administrative decisions, the law is not frequently used, and the courts are reportedly hesitant to make decisions against the government.”70 The same index for Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan rated judicial oversight of administrative practice in these countries as neutral (and as positive for countries such as Ukraine and Bulgaria). These practices have led to a widespread mixture of frustration and fear among the public that is directly aimed at law enforcement offices, making them frequent targets of protest. This was not only the case in the 2005 Andijan uprising, but also in the smaller protests that preceded it throughout the country.71 These practices also fostered a deep sense of despair and social malaise, not unlike the kind that permeated the Soviet Union during the late Brezhnev era. These ephemeral consequences are reflected in the poor ranking by international non-governmental organizations. Freedom House, ABA CEELI, and the National Democratic Institute have all placed Uzbekistan below most other states in the post-Communist region, with the exception of Turkmenistan and Belarus.


    



    Diminished Social Welfare Provision


    Lastly, the provision of basic services to the population—healthcare, education, energy, and transportation—is severely constrained and steadily worsening in Uzbekistan. Since the mid-1990s the failure of the regime to sustain a basic level of social welfare has undercut its legitimacy and contributed to the impasse between the population and local leaders. In particular, secrecy, lies, and misinformation from the regime about outbreaks of HIV, tuberculosis, and polio have fostered a lack of public trust toward state officials, which starts at the local and regional levels.72


    As an indicator of diminishing state support, Uzbekistan has experienced a decline in health expenditure (as a percent of GDP) from 4.5 percent in 1992 to 2.5 percent in 1999 and a decline in education expenditure (as a percent of GDP) from 10.2 percent to 7.8 percent for the same period.73 The steady drop in both health and education expenditure over the 1990s illustrates how neopatrimonialism can undermine economic development, which in turn diminishes a country’s fiscal capacity to sustain social welfare programs.74 Moreover, investment in health and education facilities and the provision of gas and electricity are not priorities of provincial and district governors, who see their positions as sources of increasing private wealth rather than providing public services. Just as provincial officials seek to divert resources from agricultural production, they behave similarly when given access to inputs for social welfare programs.75


    As a result, there has been a rise in public anger toward the regime. In addition to the Andijan uprising in 2005—in which people protested their declining living conditions—there have been multiple protests in front of district and governor offices (and private homes) since the mid-1990s.76 More recently, the government has reportedly invested US$1.2 billion in healthcare in 2010, but most of those funds went to facilities in the capital, and the regime continues to neglect rural healthcare delivery needs. Pay for medical personnel is so low that even doctors working in favored positions in Tashkent are forced to demand side payments for both medical care and medication.77


    Simultaneously, Uzbekistan (like other Central Asian states) has experienced a significant drop in its capacity to provide basic utilities to its population. In part, this is due to an eroding infrastructure that substantially hinders the delivery of natural gas or electricity. But it is also a consequence of a situation in which “authorities prioritize export sales over domestic consumers,” which in the case of natural gas, has led to intermittent supply in many areas outside Tashkent during the cold winter months.78 A frequent refrain heard in Uzbekistan is that the country is rich in natural gas, but many people go without gas to cook or heat their homes because a few elites at the top maximize their rents from natural gas exports.


    Moreover, electricity and natural gas constitute the main utilities of the country’s “communal economy,” which are provided to districts and then on to major farms each winter with the expectation that the farm or district government will pay for that energy from the profits of agricultural production that are earned the following fall. However, neopatrimonial practices within the territorial apparatus often provide protection and patronage from provincial officials—allowing districts and farms to go for years without making timely payments.79 On one hand, the loss of revenue is substantial and further exacerbates the regime’s fiscal incapacity to provide for the basic energy needs of the country. On the other hand, any effort to collect the communal economy debt in a district disproportionately falls on the local farms and factories, generating resentment and anger toward an intrusive state that has already extracted most of the product—cotton, grain, etc. —of the local agricultural enterprise. Either way, the failure of the regime to provide adequately for the social welfare of the population continues to attenuate the connection between the mass public and the regime.


    



    Conclusion


    Since the Soviet period, Uzbekistan’s territorial administration has been characterized by high levels of neopatrimonialism, fusing formal and informal lines of political authority under provincial and district officials, and concentrating local economic power under factory and farm directors. In the post-Soviet period, those actors have lost some of their political clout and access to economic wealth as the regime of President Islam Karimov has attempted to centralize both under its control. But the regime in Tashkent still relies on political elites running the territorial administrative apparatus to extract high crop yields, maintain tight social control over local populations, and (to a lesser extent) promote long-term projects of economic growth. The balance between ruler and elite, therefore, is weighed on multiple scales within Uzbekistan’s political economy and in many areas—bolstered by flourishing neopatrimonial relationships—the rural elite continues to command political and economic influence.


    As demonstrated above, neopatrimonialism within Uzbekistan’s territorial infrastructure has stymied economic and political reform, eroded the rule of law, and sapped social welfare programs. Vested interests in retaining monopolistic controls over agricultural production—coupled with the regime’s high dependence on cotton for foreign export and grain for domestic consumption—have anchored a political economic structure that neither international institutions nor a progressive regime can easily dismiss. The inability of the government to seize opportunities to carry out reforms, such as after the September 11, 2001 attacks that brought unprecedented attention to the region, is partly a consequence of its territorial infrastructure and the neopatrimonialism that pervades it. As long as the country’s cotton monopsony continues to benefit circles of elites, political and economic liberalization will face daunting challenges.


    Efforts by the regime to develop a coercive capacity (to levels that far outpace its neighbors) have sustained authoritarianism in Uzbekistan, but in unexpected ways. Law enforcement organs have become more cohesive and assertive, but rather than challenge the system of economic and political privilege among regional elites, they uphold it to the detriment of the mass public. For many ordinary persons, the inability to seek justice against protected elites is far more proximate than the inability to form an independent political party. Widespread misuse of office by those within the procuracy, tax inspectorate, and police (and their undue influence over courts) has pushed people away from seeking redress from formal institutions, engendered widespread disenchantment with the local apparatus, and contributed to a growing sense of social malaise.


    Finally, the decreasing fiscal capacity of the regime has led to diminished social welfare provision, especially in rural areas governed by its territorial apparatus. Declining investment in its healthcare, education, and energy infrastructure has translated into a deepening rift between the regime and the public as the latter’s expectations of what the state should provide are consistently not met. Gas and electricity outages in rural areas, limited access to modern health care facilities, and narrowing secondary educational opportunities are realities that define everyday life in Uzbekistan’s provinces. Alongside an incapacity to reform and a weak rule of law, therefore, the provision of basic public goods is often sidelined in a system of provincial politics that enables neopatrimonialism to continue.


    As an extreme case of neopatrimonialism, Uzbekistan provides important lessons for our study of other post-Communist countries grappling with authoritarian rule. Permitting neopatrimonial relationships to flourish within the territorial administration may provide useful sources of support as it binds provincial circles of elites to the regime. Over the long term, however, they further entrench authoritarianism—by halting political reform, weakening rule of law institutions, and diminishing social welfare programs—and unintentionally sow seeds of instability. In Uzbekistan, these sub-national developments not only dampened prospects for transition from authoritarianism, but have defined an everyday experience for people in the provinces in which “the state” means continued exploitation in a system of labor-repressive agriculture, provincial elites’ false promises of land reform, subjugation to the misuse of power by venal law enforcement and judicial officials, and long winters with sporadic electricity and gas. Incremental state-building reforms addressing the corrosive effects of neopatrimonialism in the regions would not only remove obstacles to political and economic development that will undoubtedly arise in the future, but would provide relief to a large portion of the population. Failure to act on these challenges will keep the country on the verge of political crisis.
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    Abstract: According to the media and some journal articles, powerful state actors and institutions play an exclusive role in maintaining the cotton economy, which is the dominant agricultural sector in Tajikistan. This understanding shapes a binary division and opposition between central and local actors and between imported and indigenous knowledge. This article discusses the case of agricultural knowledge in the cotton sector to show how the existing personal networks influence the institutional rules and norms of knowledge transfer and exchange. These personal networks shape the interactions and alliances of agricultural actors, including masters, elders, religious notables, state authorities and international specialists. They also dominate development missions in the agricultural sector and determine the institutional performance of the state.


    This article investigates the role personal kinship and patron-client networks play in the generation, exchange and transfer of agricultural knowledge. It examines the elite-run cotton economy in the Shahritus District of Khatlon Province, which is located in the south-western region of Tajikistan. The province accounts for around 17 percent of the country’s area and about 35 percent of its 7.3 million population. The rural inhabitants of the province constitute 83 percent of its overall population.1


    In the pre-Soviet period, the subtropical lowland areas of Khatlon province were sparsely inhabited by native Tajiks and nomadic and semi-nomadic Uzbeks and Arabs. After World War II, the government began irrigating about 320,000 hectares of land in the province, subsequently changing it into one of the central cotton-growing regions of the Soviet Union.2 Due to a lack of manpower for the expansive new cotton plantations, the government relocated people to the farms from the mountainous communities of eastern, central and northern Tajikistan, as well as the Ferghana valley and the south-eastern parts of Uzbekistan. As a result, the central and south-western districts of the province, where I conducted field research,3 constitute ethnically heterogeneous communities of Tajiks, Uzbeks, Arabs, Turkmen, Kyrgyz and others.4


    The Soviet government established land and other agricultural resources as state properties and thereby employed peasants in the state-run cooperative enterprises and collective farms (kolkhozes and sovkhozes). In lowland areas, such as the Khatlon province, the collective farms were specialized in certain crops. Cotton mono-cropping was one such form of production that was expected to mobilize peasants as a unified economic and social class. The main purpose was to prevent the rural population from engaging in the private ownership of agricultural resources and limit their personal access to the market economy, thereby distinguishing them from the working class. There were allowed only kitchen gardens (tamarqa), which they mainly used for their subsistence needs. However, these attempts did not develop the class structures and relations that the Soviet leaders expected, but they nevertheless had an impact on personal relations by either maintaining or transforming them. The state elites became actual or “administrative” owners of state properties, while the workers of the collective farms accessed these properties and, in exchange, became personally indebted to the elites.5 Consequently, the Soviet institutions were transformed into personal networks of kinsmen, peers and patrons-clients.


    A similar system of property relations based on personal networks has survived throughout the existence of post-Soviet Tajikistan. Shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the state elites struggled to divide state power, resulting in the 1992-97 civil war. Legal reform and the redistribution of land and other agricultural resources started in 1991 and proceeded in an arbitrary manner through the civil war. The final stage of the land reform (1997-2005) reinforced state ownership of agricultural resources, making it the defining principle for property relations.6 Even the introduction of “stakeholder rights” (sahmdori), with central regulation of the land reform,7 could not establish equal rights to state properties, including land. Most people have full rights only to their kitchen gardens and to some supporting land plots (presidenti8). This institutional condition has reaffirmed the elites’ administrative rights to agricultural resources and activities and has consequently intensified reciprocal and landlord-tenant relations between them and the rural population.


    Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the share of Tajikistan’s agricultural sector in the country’s overall GDP has fallen sharply. According to official reports, the contribution fell from 37 percent in 1991 to 18 percent by 2008, even while the sector continued officially to employ two-thirds of the total population. At the same time, agricultural products constituted one-fifth of exports and 39 percent of tax revenue in 2008. Raw cotton accounted for 17.3 percent of total export revenue in 2004. The recovery and growth of the cotton sector in the post-civil war period have also increasingly absorbed the country’s land and water resources. The sector exploits 45 percent of the country’s 0.8 million hectares of arable land and 75 percent of the labor force in the cotton-growing communities.9 Since it does little to contribute to the well-being of individual families, the sector is closely associated with inequality and poverty. The World Bank asserts that “in Tajikistan almost three-quarters of the extreme poor live in cotton-growing areas.”10 To contribute to the reduction of the poverty rate in rural areas, therefore, the reform activities of the Tajik government, World Bank, Asian Development Bank and other development institutions, have focused on land privatization within the cotton sub-sector in the post-civil war period.11


    Despite this situation, however, cotton shapes the national political economy of the Tajik state.12 As the government has stated officially, “cotton is not only an important crop for our Republic; it is entwined with our history and with the lives and future of our people.”13 The proclaimed land reform and the liberation of agricultural enterprises did not abolish the elite-run institutions and practices which prioritize and monopolize the cotton economy. Today the elites of the central state and their privately-owned investment—so-called “futures”—companies monopolize the cotton sector. The futures system ostensibly operates to solve “the immediate problem of providing farmers with the basic means of production,”14 but in fact serves to perpetuate elite control.


    The cotton elites dominate the key cotton enterprises and infrastructure (including collection stations, cotton plants and agricultural machines), as well as the domestic and international raw cotton markets. The attractiveness of the cotton economy for Tajikistan is that cotton is the only crop which the country can sell in international markets and which, therefore, generates benefits for the elites.15 These elites have to rely on a network of client farmers and personal networks within the cotton communities because the majority of rural families do not have economic incentives to work on cotton farms and would not do so unless they were coerced to some extent and deeply embedded in networks through which they exchange their labor for access to administrative resources. Consequently, the client farmers run the cotton farms of their kinsmen, neighbors, peers and religious communities, relying on their various connections to provide the necessary laborers.


    This situation also shapes and enforces personal networks as the main source for transferring and exchanging important knowledge about agricultural crops and services. Personal networks, in turn, maintain key factors of knowledge transfer and exchange, ensuring that knowledge is passed along kinship and patron-client networks, workers remain loyal to the cotton economy, and the system continues to maintain the necessary status and skills required to bolster social and political stability. The empirical section of this article discusses the practices for acquiring agricultural knowledge. The status of the recipient and his personal relation to the bearer of knowledge ensures his direct and intensive training as well as the establishment of his reputation and trust among the local population. The cotton elites rely on these intermediaries to run cotton farms because of their ability to maintain social and political stability. Most crucial is the knowledge, such as the status and skills needed to influence and coerce workers to maintain the stability of political and economic relations in the cotton sector. The article discusses the personalistic practices which maintain the primitive cotton-growing system and substantially reduce the role of more advanced technical knowledge about cotton growing and marketing.


    Part one of the article outlines the theoretical framework employed and reflects upon the use of network theories in understanding social and economic relations. Here I define the concept of “network society” and elaborate on the network-based sharing and transfer of agricultural knowledge. Such knowledge, including its traditional types, is not power-neutral, but rather serves as a political resource for maintaining personal networks.


    Part two discusses how different types of agricultural knowledge are intertwined. This analysis criticizes the general assumption that local knowledge is politically neutral and often horizontally shared among community members and therefore isolated and excluded by some external actors, including state agencies.16 Here I discuss the role of local masters or the bearers of local agricultural knowledge. These local masters include experienced or knowledgeable and powerful peasants (tajribador), heirs of traditional agricultural, construction and ceremonial professions (usto), family elders, religious notables (such as hoji or pilgrims and eshon) and reputable women. Due to their status among the local population and personal relations with state authorities, therefore, these masters own and run important agricultural resources and enterprises, including cotton farms.


    Part three discusses the case of cotton monoculture which is monopolized by state elites. The state elites can only maintain their monopoly over the cotton sector by relying on their cliental masters, who are often the former elites of Soviet agricultural enterprises, family elders and religious notables. Often these masters establish and lead the cotton farms of their kinsmen, neighbors, descent groups and other related people. To enforce these network-based agricultural enterprises, they also dominate local political structures, such as mahalla committees,17 which reinforce kinship and patron-client relations in the cotton sector.


    The final section is about the agricultural extension services of local and international NGOs. In the study region, many international donor organizations and their local partners offer extension services to individual farmers. These services are primarily devoted to the fair and transparent distribution of professional knowledge and technologies related to soil, seeds, fertilizers and agricultural machines. The discussion considers how the services are embedded within the personal networks of the farmers and the NGO employees.


    



    Personal Networks of Agricultural Knowledge


    The proponents of network theories try to understand how a society works to overcome social differentiation based on clear-cut boundaries of communities, groups and classes. Any personal ties among kinsmen, neighbors, peers, descent or ethnic groups, religious communities, and patrons and clients shape the crosscutting networks of interactions at different levels. These networks are not reduced to primordial ties, such as ethnicity and caste, and also scramble class relations, since they link rich and poor.18 Scholars describe social and economic stratification as being weak due to the unstable status of the people involved in these interactions, pointing, for example, to property owners and laborers in patron-client networks.19 This weakness of class identity is apparent in the definition of networks for co-opting and muting resistance to increasingly unfair labor practices by large landowners. In such a system “people of disparate status, wealth, and power are vertically integrated below patrons who in turn may be clients of patrons at higher levels.”20


    These scholars agree upon the shared structural features of various networks, like “hereditary ties between families, mutual trust, confidence, mutual expectations, community support of values, and the conception of a moral bond.”21 To minimize the profusion of terminologies and concepts, scholars adopt the term “patron-client network” to simplify their analysis. When they talk about patron-client networks, they describe any type of relationship based on reciprocity. For some scholars, patron-clientelism implies economically and politically valuable and calculated relations.22 From this angle, a patron-client relationship consists of “networks of dyadic relations centered on power figures, the patrons, who control resources essential to the survival and well-being of dependent groups, the clients.”23


    To frame my theoretical approach, however, I do not limit myself only to the rational calculation of relations or to a simple division between state and non-state actors, but rather suggest that agricultural actors interact along their personal networks. The personal networks of kinsmen, neighbors, peers, colleagues and so on shape loyalty, clientelism and tenancy as the main attributes and incentives for interactions among the agricultural actors, including farmers, their local and state mediators, and international development organizations. In part, the formal institutions of the state and the development programs of the international community serve as patronage structures and resources for the personal networks. Similarly, the networks shape the dominant patterns of generation and transfer of certain types of agricultural knowledge, for example, of how to prepare land, where to purchase seeds, or how much fertilizers to apply and when. The involved actors sustain these patterns, which, in turn, favor the masters (farmers and mediators) of the cotton economy.


    Without considering the interrelations between the local and external (e.g., state and international) sources of knowledge, however, some scholars24 are inclined to distinguish between the two. Accordingly, local knowledge is “locally and culturally situated knowledge that was and still is produced in local communities.”25 This belief leads international development agencies to wish to bypass and exclude state actors and institutions, focusing their programs on the sources and bearers of “local knowledge.”


    In the case of Uzbekistan, Wall26 argues that local agricultural masters (including experienced peasants and farmers) practice horizontal sharing of knowledge about the subsistence economy and adaptation to local conditions. In this sense, a village community may shape a horizontal “knowledge network,” where the masters serve as central nodes, or as “knowledge brokers,” which connect between individuals. Wall maintains that the masters offer their agricultural knowledge without economic benefit or political loyalty in return. He explains that the increasing inequality in transfer and exchange of agricultural knowledge happens because some actors exploit others, rather than the local “knowledge networks.” Since the Soviet era, the state actors have excluded the local masters or traditional “knowledge brokers” from the generation and exchange of agricultural knowledge. He introduces the notion of “knowledge control” to suggest that the Uzbek state keeps in place the Soviet-created “closed system of knowledge” not only to maintain “control over the economy and agricultural production, but also to legitimate its political exercises.”27 The state’s centralized control or “hegemonic power,” he argues, makes it the main generator and exchanger of agricultural knowledge, while reducing the role of both state universities and local masters in the creation of new types of knowledge.


    To explain other types of existing local knowledge and their deviances from state control, Wall refers to such notions as “coping strategies”, “cooptation” and “knowledge loss.”28 For example, a coping strategy is the farmers’ accumulated social knowledge about how to avoid certain aspects of government regulations. Knowledge loss is related to the important actors who either abandon certain types of knowledge or are not able to transfer their knowledge to others.29


    This actor-oriented or state-centrist approach necessarily draws contrasts between local types and imported (e.g., state-run) types of agricultural knowledge. The state actors and structures are regarded as external to local communities. Therefore, the proponents argue that the empowerment of local masters extends their role as knowledge brokers, an advisory role they fulfill in their communities.30 They are believed to locate their agricultural knowledge beyond the effects of power relations. Rather they distribute their knowledge and experience through horizontal transfers to members of their communities regardless of the recipients’ status or position.


    



    Local Masters and Networks of Agricultural Knowledge in the Cotton Sector


    The division between local and imported (such as instructive and expert) knowledge systems, however, does not fully explain the interrelations of the actors and institutions at various (local, provincial, national and international) levels. As this study of the cotton-growing communities shows, the local masters are not powerless or neutral actors, but rather act in favor of the central state elites. They mediate between the elites and the ordinary people by offering some agricultural knowledge to the latter about aspects of the subsistence economy, such as soil, seeds and fertilizers. There is a necessary connection between the production of any type of knowledge and the exercise of any type of power. Agricultural knowledge is utilized only when it is integrated with other types of knowledge, such as strategies for developing and maintaining kinship, religious and patron-client relations through cotton farms.


    Such interrelation of power and knowledge, therefore, elevates the successful masters into the clients and the mediators of the cotton elites. To use the local networks for the benefit of the cotton economy, the elites rely on the local masters, including trained agricultural specialists (agronomists), foremen (brigadirs), construction and ceremonial masters (usto31), state employees (bureaucrats, teachers and doctors), family elders, religious notables (hoji, eshon) and reputable women. In the Sayyod village—a cotton-growing settlement of about 4,500 people in Shahritus district—where I have been conducting anthropological research since 2007, the key masters include Usto Shams (gardener, lemon-grower, master of grain seeds, seedlings and flowers, carpenter), Usto Nazar (bee-keeper, potato-grower, carpenter, construction master), Qamar-brigadir (brigadir since the Soviet Union), Hoji-Quli (religious pilgrim), Polon-aka (agronomist and extended family elder), ShU (female brigadir since the Soviet Union) as well as trained agronomists, including Safar Rahimov, Normat Shoev, Kholmurod Juraev and Haydar Ghulomov.32


    Often the masters represent and lead their extended families, qawms (descent or ethnic groups), neighbors and religious circles through local state and traditional structures, like jamoat,33 mahalla and mosques. Such representation is necessary to sustain cotton-growing farms and brigadas34 out of the individual extended families, neighborhoods and qawms. Since agricultural experts (such as “experienced” peasants, former brigadirs and trained agronomists) cannot always represent their solidarity groups or the members of their cotton farms, therefore, other nonagricultural masters, like family elders, hojis, teachers, doctors, state bureaucrats and reputable women also run cotton farms (see Table 1). For this reason agricultural mastership is not always determinant and male-dominated, as Wall35 observes in the case of Uzbekistan. There are also publicly acknowledged female masters who mobilize the majority of the female laborers in cotton-growing farms.


    The main quality of the agricultural masters is not their professional knowledge. Rather, they have the ability or experience to use their or others’ agricultural knowledge to maintain the existing power relations among the local population. Hence, mastership characterizes both the possession of indigenous and professional knowledge of agriculture and especially the ability and status to shape the solidarity of the local people for economic and political practices and structures. Such qualities are generally defined by the local idioms as “experience” (tajriba) while the masters are, thus, called “experienced” (tajribador).


    


    



    Table 1: Professions and Personal Networks of the Farmers


    


    
      
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Farmer

          

          	
            Profession

          

          	
            Network

          
        


        
          	
            Kholmatov Panjshanbe

          

          	
            Tractor driver

          

          	
            His brother is an agronomist; he belongs to the patron-client network of the cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Rahimov Nazar

          

          	
            Agronomist

          

          	
            His father is chief agronomist of the district

          
        


        
          	
            Shoista Mahmudova

          

          	
            The secretary of the collective farm

          

          	
            Patron-client network (cotton elites), belongs to the dominant ethnicity which shapes local cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Salom Kajoev

          

          	
            Welder

          

          	
            Belongs to the dominant ethnicity which shapes local cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Sharipova Munira

          

          	
            The head of the Women’s Council of the collective farm

          

          	
            Patron-client network with the cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Muhiba Aliyeva

          

          	
            The cook of the village school

          

          	
            The status to mobilize female workers from her extended family and neighborhood

          
        


        
          	
            Tuhfa Eshmatova

          

          	
            The secretary of the district government

          

          	
            Patron-client network with the cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Latifa Mamadrajabova

          

          	
            Brigadir (head of brigada) of the kolkhoz

          

          	
            The status to mobilize female workers from her extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Yusuf Muminjonov

          

          	
            Railway worker

          

          	
            The status to mobilize workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Ravshan Mirzoev

          

          	
            Bus driver

          

          	
            Sister is involved in the patron-client network of the cotton elites; the status to mobilize workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Rafiq Kholmurodov

          

          	
            Labor migrant

          

          	
            The status to mobilize workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Kholmat Toshev

          

          	
            Driver

          

          	
            The status to mobilize workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Zafar Hamidov

          

          	
            Kolkhoz worker

          

          	
            The status to mobilize workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Sharifmo Mahmadova

          

          	
            Kolkhoz worker

          

          	
            The status to mobilize female workers from his extended family

          
        


        
          	
            Rasul Nazarov

          

          	
            Business man

          

          	
            Belongs to the patron-client network of the cotton elites

          
        


        
          	
            Hoji Ghulomboy

          

          	
            Both a religious pilgrim and a former kolkhoz elite

          

          	
            Belongs to the patron-client network of the cotton elites through the family network of the Cotton Hero; the most reputable elder of Uzbek families and qawm in the village

          
        


        
          	
            SQ

          

          	
            Brigadir (head of the Sayyod Collective Farm)

          

          	
            Belongs to the patron-client network of the cotton elites through the president’s People’s Democratic Party; District People’s Deputy

          
        


        
          	
            ShU

          

          	
            Female brigadir

          

          	
            Belongs to the patron-client network of the cotton elites through inclusion in the list of the district governor, provincial governor and the president

          
        

      
    


    


    


    These experienced masters run cotton farms in order to mobilize manpower for heavy, but underpaid, work.36 According to the local idioms and practices, experience as the main quality of professional knowledge and practice is acquired and transferred mainly through inheritance patterns and partly through religious and seasonal ceremonies. The experience is, thus, sanctified, giving farmers powerful status in their kinship, descent, patron-client and other networks.


    Personal networks, including patrilineal kinsmen, are the main sources through which the agricultural masters acquire their knowledge and experience. The members of certain patrilineal, peer and patron-client networks have the chance to engage in direct and intensive training and to gain experience in important economic professions and political positions. Also these networks preserve and transfer extensive agricultural knowledge and certain professions (e.g., agronomy, veterinary medicine, land registration and bureaucratic positions) introduced during and since the Soviet period. In the local idiom, this practice is recognized as “backing” (pusht), which legitimizes the privileged access of the heirs. Certain masters, who have no inheritance status or personal relations, cannot develop a good reputation regardless of their professional training.


    Usto Nazar and his patrilineal kinsmen (junior brothers, sons, nephews and cousins) are among the most successful construction brigada, carpenters, bee-keepers, lemon-growers and potato growers in Sayyod village. Usto Nazar learned the professions from his grandfather, peers and colleagues and then transferred them mainly to his family members (see Figure 1). Similarly, Usto Shams is a local master of seeds, seedlings and construction, who has inherited his skills from his father while at the same time transferring them to his sons. The other four construction brigadas, and many single-workers, use construction work only as an additional source of income. They mainly work for their co-villagers and only rarely find customers in the town of Shahritus. In contrast to the superior status of the Usto, a title that designates prestigious and profitable professions, others types of workers are categorized as “black workers” (mardikor) or “unprofessional workers” (raznarabochii). Few people trust the single workers and therefore are unlikely to hire them and pay them decent salaries.


    Religious ceremonies serve to allow and sanctify the inheritance status and the practices of experience and backing, helping in part, to ensure that the masters have access to strategic resources and professions, like land, water, garden, shrine, mosque and religious practices. In recent years patrilineal members increasingly practice the ceremony of khatm,37 during which religious notables, elders and other respected men acknowledge and celebrate inherited professions. Similarly, we also have observed an increase in the creation and reinvention of the Shajaranoma (genealogical book), which describes the legitimate line of inheritance of strategic properties and skills by patrilineal groups.38


    


    Figure 1. The Networks of Professional Inheritance and Knowledge Exchange of Usto Nazar
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    Beyond personal networks the masters in Sayyod village share only limited types of agricultural knowledge, mainly about the subsistence economy. In cotton-growing communities, the recipients of such knowledge are loyal workers of cotton farms. The religious and seasonal ceremonies serve as settings for sharing the masters’ experience and to express the workers’ indebtedness. The loyal workers gather in such ceremonies and, therefore, have access to the masters’ agricultural knowledge and experience.


    Besides limiting agricultural knowledge to the loyal cotton workers, the masters also use these settings to devote their knowledge and personal ties to impeding the transfer of professional and legal knowledge to ordinary people. Through these ceremonies, the masters stigmatize the disloyal people for their “improper” search for legal rules to achieve their claims without relying on proper personal relations. Here the main concern is to ensure the stability of the existing political and economic relations, which favor the cotton economy. The masters and other mediators ensure that the cotton farms and brigadas employ kinsmen, neighbors and descent groups in order to supply enough manpower. Thus, many smallholders are informed that well-connected notables and elders have prevented them from establishing and running family farms.


    Likewise, the ceremonies are effective settings to stigmatize “strangers,” i.e., those who protest against inequality and the hierarchy created by the cotton economy. “Strangers” refer to a variety of the frequently reinvented discourses about people who are not loyal to qawm (kinship, descent or ethnic) networks and the related cotton farms. Notably, the reference to qawm imagines bonds among both related and unrelated workers and thereby shapes their solidarity and mobilizes them for cotton-growing activities. Such references reinvent shared kinship, descent, ethnic or religious history for often mixed and even unrelated qawm co-members. In fact, the cotton workers are not always related by qawm connections, while kinship ties are not limited to distinctive qawms.39


    In such a context the stability of the contested political and economic relations is the main concern of the cotton elites and their cliental farmers, that is, agricultural masters, elders and religious notables. The political and economic stability of Sayyod village’s cotton-growing farms depends mainly upon two experienced masters—SQ and ShU. Since the days of the Soviet Union, they have been involved in the patron-client networks of the key players of the local cotton economy, including networks with central, provincial and district state representatives. They have regularly received material and symbolic gifts, including the highly respected Lenin medal during the Communist era, which specifically mentions their loyalty to the cotton elites. They have gained their cliental status in return for their ability to mobilize cotton workers through their patrilineal, descent and ethnic networks. In return, the highly valued cliental status of the masters, which they regard as their own family and qawm honor, shapes a strong affective commitment among the cotton workers.


    The mediators of the cotton elites, namely the former managers of the Lomonosov Soviet kolkhoz, are aware that the masters are able to mobilize the cotton workers by highlighting their group honor and identity. These mediators include a winner of the Hero of Socialist Labor prize, one of the most honored titles of the Soviet era, and his kinsmen, who enjoy personal ties with the state elites of the cotton sector, including Tajikistan’s current president. Due to his life-long leadership of the Soviet-era kolkhoz, the Cotton Hero and his family have developed kinship and patron-client ties with the local masters, including the two most important, SQ and ShU. These relations include frequent interactions, trust and indebtedness, among other features (see Figure 2).


    


    Figure 2. Personal Networks of Two Key Masters in Sayyod Village


    


    [image: 2206.png]


    


    Since the president appoints district governors for only short-term periods and the cotton sector investment companies do not function at the district level, the Cotton Hero and his family play an important role by mediating between them and the local masters. Such mediation is important because it continuously involves SQ and ShU in the patron-client network of the cotton elites, which includes the district and provincial governors, the managers of the investment (“futures”) company TASS40 and the president. These cotton elites reward their cliental farmers with material and symbolic means, such as land, tax exemptions, debt freezing and luxury gifts. In part, the inclusion of ShU in the president’s and governors’ lists of active women and the membership of SQ in the president’s People’s Democratic Party are examples of such patronage favors and gifts.


    



    The Patron-Client Priorities for Professional Services in the Cotton Sector


    The investment company TASS in the Qurghonteppa region of Khatlon province monopolizes the local and international markets of raw cotton produced in the Qabodiyon Oasis. The managers of the company have personal (kinship and patron-client) relations to central and local state elites.41 The central state elites keep close ties with their “trusted representatives,” including local state officials, the managers of cotton investment companies and religious saints (eshons, i.e., regional leaders of Sufi orders). In return, the trusted representatives mediate to protect the political and economic interests of the elites.42 Thus, the state elites and the managers of TASS guarantee the privileged (re-)distribution of agricultural resources and knowledge to those farmers who are loyal to the cotton economy. A University of London report defines such exercises as “arbitrary re-distribution” in which the elites favor the privileged access of their families, friends and those who offer bribes.43


    In the Shahritus District, the cotton elites, including the managers of the investment company TASS and their official mediators in the local government, require the agricultural experts (agronomists and bureaucrats) to serve their cliental farmers. The farmers need to display their loyalty to the cotton economy in order to expedite bureaucratic, legal and taxation procedures required by state offices. The professional consultations, which are mainly provided at the beginning of the sowing season, provide farmers technical information about growing cotton. On other occasions, again in return for loyalty to the cotton economy, the agricultural experts consult farmers and gardeners about their new seeds, crops and gardens.44 The farmers and brigadirs, including female leaders of the female laborers, are rewarded with land plots or gardens in return for their loyalty to organize and run cotton farms and teams of cotton growers. Again the farmers and brigadirs, who lack the necessary technical knowledge, need the professional services of their kinsmen and peers to use the properties they have been given.45


    TASS negatively affects the professionalization of the agricultural sector by monopolizing the provision of seeds, agricultural machines, fuel and fertilizers, as well as by supervising credits and banks. The TASS managers also make decisions about types of seeds, crops, agricultural machines, quotas for cotton, amounts of fertilizers to be used and prices for inputs and outputs.46 The agricultural specialists of the district agricultural department mainly provide consultations for the cliental cotton-growing farmers of TASS. Among them, for example, the chief district agronomist supervises and monitors TASS extension services, especially the provision of seeds, fertilizers, fuel and agricultural machines. During the sowing season, he checks the monopolized distribution of cotton seeds by the TASS-run cotton plant. Being the exclusive distributor of cotton seeds, TASS restricts the development and extension of professional knowledge about new types of seeds.47 The Tajik government does acknowledge that the monopoly of seed distribution is the main factor which “leads to a mixing of seed varieties and qualities, resulting in uneven staple lengths”48 and ultimately poor agricultural performance.


    TASS does not allow the individual farms to find other sources of seeds, agricultural machines and fertilizers. Without personal networks with this monopoly supplier, farmers cannot even sell their raw cotton to the cotton plant. TASS fixes the amount and price of seeds, fertilizer and fuel, and provides nonstandard agricultural machines which significantly reduce the productivity of crops. According to veteran farmers, one hectare of cotton field needs 500-600 kilograms of fertilizer in order to produce a decent harvest. However, TASS only provides expensive and limited quantities of fertilizer—200-250 kilograms per hectare.49


    Additionally, only a few farmers own the Altay sowing tractor, the 75 model, which ploughs deeper than other tractors. The Sayyod collective farm, one of the largest in the region,50 which consists of 128 hectares of cotton and grain fields as well as gardens, has only one Altay seed-sowing tractor and one fertilizer tractor. The TASS-supervised Agricultural Machine and Tractor Station provides most other farms with only 28 and 40 model tractors. While the Altay 75 ploughs at depths of 50 cm in the soil, the nonstandard and low-power models can reach depths of only 25-30 cm. This is one of the main reasons for the low harvest of cotton. TASS also sets high prices for fuel, which again forces the farmers to use the nonstandard and low-power model tractors.


    TASS monopolizes other types of agricultural machines and distributes them in return for the personal loyalty of farmers. The village-level Sayyod Collective Farm was established in the aftermath of the division of the Jamoat-level collective farm in 2009. The leaders of the family teams (brigadirs) wanted to run private farms, but without tractors, they could not sow their fields until March, which is the end of the sowing season. For this reason, the head of the collective farm, who is an honored leader since Soviet times, and the female brigadir, a cotton activist member of the presidential party, ShU, went to the district governor. The governor personally asked for help from the TASS manager, who the next day sent ten tractors, which sowed the collective farm’s cotton fields within two days. This visit, which expressed the personal loyalty of the masters of the cotton economy to the elites, was decisive in renewing the informal commitment between the collective farm and TASS.


    TASS limits the availability of new seeds to the farms it serves. The Sayyod collective farm does not benefit from the expert services and privileged taxation legally assigned for the seed-growing farms. To supply high-quality seeds to the district cotton farms, TASS, the cotton plant and individual farms must pay for the infrastructure of seed production. However, TASS assigns the Sayyod farm the role of a cotton production unit, while transferring its seed production function to the cotton-cleaning plant and thereby preventing it from engaging in other stages of seed production, including laboratory and field experimentation to develop alternative options.


    Only rarely do professional seed production enterprises have the opportunity to provide their services and these cases only occur thanks to their privileged position in the patron-client network which dominates various levels of the state institutions. The Avesto seed-growing farm, which is based in Qabodiyon District, for instance, sustains its profitable economic activities due to the personal relationship of its leader to the Tajik president and TASS managers. It is a private farm specialized in cotton-growing, cotton seed production, and fisheries. The farm hires agricultural specialists from Tajikistan’s Academy of Agriculture. Nevertheless, its recently introduced type of cotton seed, called Avesto-96, has found limited markets despite the fact that, as the chief agronomist of the Sayyod collective farm asserts, this new seed provides 3.8-4 tons of cotton per hectare. 100 kilograms of raw cotton provides 38-40 percent fiber. By comparison the old cotton seeds provided just 33 percent fiber.51


    To increase agricultural productivity in the face of diminishing extension services and increasing risks due to climate change, local masters and state experts see the solution in an abundance of manpower, land resources, seeds, fertilizers and fuel. Hence, they sow excessive cotton seeds—60-80 kilograms of seeds per hectare instead of the standard 25-50 kilograms—in order to insure against the low-quality seeds, soil salinity and climatic uncertainty. The managers of the cotton sector are concerned with controlling the quantity of fertilizers, water and seeds as well as with their application techniques and periods. Monitoring the ability of the brigadirs and female mediators to mobilize ordinary workers is another important task of these specialists.52 An experienced and heroic farmer affirmed this point, stating that “cotton benefits from the presence of its lord and workers. Female workers must be in the field. Regardless if there are weeds to pick or not, if there is need for field work or not, their presence stimulates the growth of cotton stalk and yield.”53 According to such a dominant mindset, “honest work” therefore means hard, intensive and time-consuming engagement and hence physical presence in the cotton fields, especially by women. The physical presence limits the workers’ opportunities for other economic activities and thus ensures their long-term loyalty to the farmers.


    Despite the legal status of the dehqan farms54 as independent shareholder (sahmdori) enterprises, TASS utilizes a variety of informal, particularly patron-client, means to subjugate them: its monopoly of the cotton economy, the debt system, and bureaucratic procedures. As discussed above, the monopoly on seeds, crops, land resources, irrigation infrastructure and the raw cotton markets is an important tool in this regard. The debt system ensures that the cotton farmers remain indebted to their “investors,” while the latter have privileged access to state and international financial reserves.55 The crop monopoly means that individual farms cannot pay off their accumulated debt. As the accountant of the Sayyod collective farm explained, “Sayyod’s debt from 2009 until today constitutes 126 thousand Somoni.56 It is only the debt for land resources. TASS is interested in keeping the debt so that we are not released from it. The state froze our pre-2009 debt, which we must repay only when our farm starts making a profit from economic activities.”57 The frozen debt of the cotton farms throughout the country was US$553 million at the end of 2008.58


    The Cotton Sector Recovery Project of the Tajik government and the World Bank admits that in recent years the debt situation in the cotton sector has led to the perception and practice that “debts would be directly attached to land parcels and that, therefore, farmers in accepting land parcels would also be accepting personal responsibility for previous debts.”59 As a result, the World Bank-initiated project, which was adopted in early 2007 by the government, seeks debt resolution by “delinking” the farmers from the investment companies and integrating them into the free market.60


    The other effective means to subjugate the farmers, and thus to favor personal relations, are the bureaucratic procedures of statistical reporting, accounting and tax payment. Such state and bank procedures are performed through the patron-client relations farmers have with the cotton elites. When they do not have direct patron-client ties, farmers use their kinsmen and peers to contact and negotiate with the cotton elites. Despite the increased transaction costs, the farmers prefer to show their loyalty by their personal involvement in the procedures. As many farmers pointed out, infrequent personal interaction is undesirable since such behavior causes distrust among the patrons.


    Personal relations also affect the accounting and taxation practices of farmers. According to state regulations, dehqan farms should pay a unified tax directly in the nearest state bank office.61 Ideally this regulation should reduce transaction costs and develop impersonal relations. In fact, neither farmers nor the state officials are interested in obeying this newly-introduced regulation, but rather they modify it through their networks. Hence, personal, especially patron-client, relations are more important to fix taxes and to arrange the bureaucratic procedures of tax payment. “There is a unified tax per hectare for the dehqan farm. You pay it to the Tax Department through the bank. But the tax collectors come each quarter and demand a new receipt. Since the bank’s receipt is valid only for three months, you have to find or bribe somebody in order to get it every time.”62 For this purpose, often the farmers use their personal relations with TASS managers and other elites to access the bank services.


    



    Adaptation of the Agricultural Extension Services into Local Networks


    Today the general condition of agricultural activities, especially the professional maintenance of economic structures, knowledge and technical services, continue to worsen. Since Tajikistan’s independence in 1991, the centralized professional services for the maintenance and improvement of soil, seeds and other agricultural technologies have been substantially restricted. The sub-district state organization jamoat, which replaced the kolkhoz, employs only bureaucrats, including public representatives, police officers, tax collectors and land-surveyors. The professional agriculture experts, such as agronomists and veterinarians, are mainly employed by private farms and local and international NGOs, rather than district agricultural departments.


    Since the mid-1990s international donor organizations have implemented aid and development programs in different regions of Tajikistan, including the south-western districts of Qabodiyon. Donor organizations have also gradually changed their priorities from humanitarian aid to community-driven development and agricultural extension services. Currently many local NGOs represent and implement the agricultural extension service programs of international state and non-state donor organizations. The active organizations in Qabodiyon Oasis are UNDP Shahritus Area Office, Mercy Corps, GIZ, World Bank and others, which provide agricultural extension services through local NGOs.


    According to local NGO representatives and experts, such agricultural extension services have primarily been dedicated to poverty reduction by focusing their support on the poor segments of the population. “We do not work with the cotton farms because cotton does not give anything to the people. We work for food security,” an agricultural expert of Mercy Corps said.63 However, the extension services of the local NGOs have rarely reached the poor. This is first of all due to the limited material and financial capacities of the poor families who therefore do not meet the criteria for participating in the relevant programs. Often the extension services are provided in the form of microcredits, which must be paid back at the end of each financial year. While being unable to meet this requirement, the poor families prefer to use the limited services of their kinsmen, friends and patrons. As some implemented programs for the poor families have also faced difficulties due to their low economic capacities, the experts relate the failure to the “main characteristic” of the poor, which they see as “laziness.” According to one of the local experts of NGO Shifo extension service, “I have found out that poverty is due to laziness: our organization supplies seeds and fertilizers on credit without charging interest. But we get back the credit only with great difficulty.”64


    The other crucial factor that has not been taken into consideration for the “lazy” poor is their limited agricultural capacities related to land resources, bureaucratic services and state economic policy. The extension services of the development organizations, however, serve the powerful farmers who dominate the system. The services range from the provision of new seeds, techniques and experiments to the distribution of expert advice through trainings and information media. Many international NGO local branches and local NGOs, such as Mercy Corps, Shifo, Arbitrazh, Chashma, Bonuvoni Fardo and the Subhi Sayyod Association of Dehqan Farms, offer their services exclusively to cotton farms.


    The dominant networks of the local population impact on the way extension services are received and utilized. Gradually the networks of kinsmen, peers and patron-clients shape the beneficiaries of the extension service programs. This outcome is first of all due to the involvement of TASS, which pressures the experts of local state agencies and NGOs to serve its clients, i.e. the loyal cotton farmers. For the same reason, the district government agricultural department mediates among TASS clients and the extension programs.65 Since the extension programs failed to serve the poor, now most of the local NGOs, including the GIZ-funded Shifo and the World Bank-funded Chashma, provide microcredits in the forms of seeds of different crops (grain, potato, onion, etc.) and high-quality fertilizers. These microcredit programs also hire agricultural specialists who share expert knowledge about the properties of the new seeds.


    The setting and the audience for sharing expert knowledge are also important factors that limit the wider distribution of extension services. Extension trainings are mainly accessible to farmers due to the fact that they are the stakeholders of the extension service programs.66 Because the patron-client relationship to the cotton elites plays a key role in the selection of farmers who receive extension services, therefore, it follows that extension services favor the loyal clients of the cotton industry.


    Consequently, the distribution of expert knowledge about new seeds, for example, serves as a cliental favor for the farmers and as a power resource in the hands of the cotton elites. Obviously such knowledge-based power relations, which especially sustain the monopoly of the elites over the cotton economy, inevitably reduce the access of the majority to expert knowledge. Farm leadership becomes a necessary condition for access to the settings, such as trainings and field visits by experts, in which expert knowledge is shared. The experts often visit non-household fields, which in most cases are owned by the cliental farmers of the cotton elites. The smallholders either have their land plots attached to their house yards (so-called tamarqa) or use their stakeholder (sahmdori) land plots on the basis of tenancy relations with the farmers. Hence, the experts cannot reach the ordinary people who have no actual (management) right to the land they visit.


    This means that the smallholders and tenants are not aware of the properties of new seeds and thus, if they use them, need to consult with their farmers. The advice is provided in return for their loyalty to the tenancy and cotton monoculture system upon the land for which formally they have full (sahmdori) rights. The agricultural consultation is thus provided “on-site,” which means between landlord (cotton farmer) and tenant (cotton worker) as a part of their kinship, neighborhood, ethnic and other personal relations. The consultation is again limited to kinsmen, neighbors and sometimes to the members of descent groups, mobilized by cotton farmers for work in their cotton fields.


    If and when ordinary farmers take the risk to sow new seeds with insufficient knowledge, there is a great chance they will harvest a reduced yield. The risk is high since imported seeds require special techniques of cultivation and irrigation to adapt to new conditions.67 Ultimately, ignorant farmers produce a low harvest or even no profit from the new seeds. While well-trained farmers benefit from an improved harvest from using the new seeds, others often have sad stories to tell due to their misapplication. Many ordinary farmers mentioned unsuccessful experiences with new seeds for grain and watermelon. The nonprofessional names of the seeds, such as the wheat grain called “Tanya” (female name in Russian) and water melon called “Amerikanka” (literally: “American girl”), also indicate that ordinary peasants and smallholders have poor access to the relevant technical knowledge. Often they express general distrust towards any new seeds or believe that the new seeds can only be grown using a great amount of resources, including water and fertilizers. “We are using Amerikanka for the past 3-4 years, but we do not know the origin of the seed. The ripe fruit spoils within 10-12 days because it does not have a strong peel. We used to have local water melons such as Astrakhan, Alatarbuz and black water melon which weighed up to 68 kilograms and which could be kept for a long time and in cold weather.”68


    The reciprocal and patron-client access to professional knowledge reduces the farmers’ demand for market-oriented extension services. Most farmers refuse to pay for information. For example, one expert who works for an SMS subscriber network expressed the situation as follows:


    “The post-civil war humanitarian aid spoiled the people’s expectations. You visit them [to offer extension services] and they expect you to work for them free of charge. They do not imagine that information costs money. Through these services [newspaper and SMS subscriber networks] we try to accustom the farmers to pay for information. This is the only way that they start understanding the value of information. From the other side, when the donor leaves the country, the service will not disappear if it is paid for. The prices of the services have a symbolic value and only cover the cost and sometimes not even that much: the newspaper costs 1 Somoni per copy and the SMS monthly subscription costs 30 Somoni.”69


    Another important aspect of the extension services provided by the local NGOs and funded by their international donor organizations is to improve the management skills and knowledge of the private farmers. Some trainings, newspaper columns and SMS packages inform the farmers about the formal (bureaucratic and legal) aspects of establishing dehqan farms, accounting, internal book-keeping, and the regulations of taxation and statistical reporting.70 Again kinship and patron-client networks replace the extension service NGOs, which want to enforce formal arrangements. Despite the increased transaction costs, the farmers prefer to use their personal relations to arrange their bureaucratic, accountancy, reporting and taxation affairs. In these cases, personal relations demonstrate the loyalty of farmers to their patrons in the different state departments. From the perspective of statutory regulations, “Now many dehqan farms work chaotically: they do not have any book-keeping and accounting and they do not have accountants and insurance systems.”71 Such “chaotic” regulations are due to those farmers who seek their personal relations with the experts and specialists to manage their farms. Like many family-based farms, Sayyod collective farm has no professional accountant or book-keeper. Rather, SQ, the head of the farm, seeks his kinsmen and friends to arrange reporting, accountancy and taxation documents for the fourteen family-based brigadas.


    Similarly, such personal networks affect the efforts of the Subhi Sayyod Association of Dehqan Farms. Today about 50 private farmers are members of the association and each pays a 10 Somoni monthly membership fee. The managers of the association wanted to set up an accounting department for the member farms. “According to the plan, the farms were expected to pay 50 Somoni a month in return for the association’s legal advice and support, and the arrangement of their reporting, accountancy and taxation documents. But the farmers did not agree, although they pay a higher price and spend a lot of time waiting behind the doors of state offices.”72 While the individual farmers prefer to wait behind the door of the elites to maintain their patron-client relations, the association has gradually changed its own agenda. Today it serves the female clients of the cotton elites by providing agricultural trainings for them, publishing brochures and spreading stories in the media about their heroic performances for the cotton economy.


    



    Conclusion


    This article has shown how personal networks based on kinship, patron-client and other ties shape political and economic structures in the cotton sector. Contrary to the dominant discourse, the article’s perspective has reconsidered the prevailing role of the state and other important actors in this sector. The findings have emphasized that personal networks are important in the reproduction and distribution of agricultural knowledge systems. The affiliation of different actors, including the local population, state elites and even the representatives of civil society, in the locally-available personal networks shapes their choices and decisions. People gain political capital and professional knowledge by maintaining and creating enduring ties with key actors at different levels through the networks they are affiliated to.


    We have also observed that the stability of the cotton sector, which provides a miserable economic income to the majority of its laborers, depends on such local networks. Hence, the political role of the local masters (cotton farmers and mediators), rather than their agricultural knowledge, becomes more important for running cotton farms and mobilizing the required laborers. From this perspective, the bureaucratic, legal and professional knowledge and capacity of the agricultural actors depends upon their personal networks. These networks shape institutional rules and strategies for the reproduction and transfer of agricultural knowledge. The actors reduce the practices of horizontal sharing of knowledge while handling it as a power resource for maintaining their personal ties. The knowledge distribution system is based on the actors’ personal situations in the existing networks. This means that the problems of knowledge governance are related to knowledge networks, rather than to powerful actors, such as state representatives.


    The local masters also distribute some forms of agricultural knowledge to their laborers, thus ensuring that they remain indebted to their cotton farms. These masters are not powerless or neutral actors, as some scholars suggest when talking about local or indigenous knowledge. Rather, such interrelations of power and knowledge elevate the successful masters to the level of being cliental farmers or the mediators of the cotton elites. The elites rely on local religious notables, elders and agricultural masters to use their local networks for the benefit of the political structures of the cotton economy. Often the latter represent and lead their extended families, descent groups, neighborhoods and religious circles through local state and traditional structures. This is especially necessary to shape cotton-growing farms and brigadas out of these local networks. Since agricultural experts cannot always represent their solidarity groups, therefore, other nonagricultural specialists, like religious notables, family seniors and qawm elders, also run cotton farms.
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