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a b s t r a c t

This article analyzes general perceptions of a good political leader of post-Soviet
Kyrgyzstan by looking at how political leadership is perceived by the ordinary people in
the country. This issue seems to be particularly important with country taking a new
route – parliamentary republic and facing crisis of political leadership as a result of two
revolutions of 2005 and 2010. Furthermore the article sheds some light at people’s
expectations which are important due to the presidential elections in fall 2011. The article
looks at what type of a leader the people of Kyrgyzstan wish to see, and what are the
qualities (personal or professional) a political leader must possess. In an attempt to answer
these questions, the article identifies ten main qualities of a “good” political leader for
Kyrgyzstan as a result of a filed study and tries to evaluate the Kyrgyz case within a broader
body of literature about political leadership.
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James MacGregor Burns said, “Leadership is one of
the most observed and least understood phenomena on
earth.”1 In analyzing the issue of leadership in Central Asia in
general and in Kyrgyzstan in particular, it can be said that
there is overwhelming “reliance on leadership” which does
not always bring about positive results for these country’s

societies.2 This article aims to analyze the general percep-
tions of a good political leader for the ordinary citizens of
post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. Role of elites in the process of
transition to democracy emphasized by the elite-led
democratization approaches seems to be especially useful
in understanding Kyrgyz leadership patterns in this era.3 In
this context, it is possible to suggest that Kyrgyz leaders
portrayed themselves as the main actors of post-Soviet
democratization process. The role that the two leaders,
Askar Akaev and Kurmanbek Bakiev, played in the political
life of the country was very important, as they were the
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main figures who shaped the process of transition to
democracy by using political legitimacy as amajor reference
point in order to make their everyday practices acceptable
for the people. In rhetoric, they claimed that they supported
democratization and used certain methods (such as regular
parliamentary and presidential elections as well as refer-
endums) to legitimize their rule. Within this general
framework, it will not be wrong to argue that the whole
transitionprocess in Kyrgyzstanwas to a large extent shaped
by the choices and preferences made by Akaev and Bakiev.

It is further possible to suggest that both Akaev and
Bakiev, as the top two leaders of the country, exercised
considerable amount of influence as long as they stayed in
power. Once these two leaders were ousted however, in
2005 and 2010 respectively, their influence over the
affairs of the country came to a sudden halt. Therefore, in
order to better understand the political developments in
Kyrgyzstan, it is in a way inevitable to analyze how political
leadership is perceived by the people in the country. As
such, what type of a leader do the people of Kyrgyzstan
want, and what are the qualities that they wish to see in
this person must be seen as important questions. In an
attempt to answer these questions, this article focuses on
the main qualities of a “good” political leader for
Kyrgyzstan as seen by the ordinary citizens of the country
and tries to evaluate the Kyrgyz case within a broader body
of literature about political leadership.

One major reason why such a topic is worth studying is
related to the fact that there is a relative void in the literature
about leadershipstudies in theEurasianregion.As Ismail and
Ford suggested, “Despite the critical importance of leader-
ship effectiveness in the region, there is a striking scarcity of
leadership studies that focus on [Eurasia].”4 As such, more
leadership research focusing on Eurasia can “explore the
appropriate leadership style and behaviors that could result
in leadership effectiveness”5 in the region, an obvious
necessity in the specific case of Kyrgyzstan, a country which
suffered from political instability that resulted in two of its
post-Soviet leaders ousted from power. Therefore, studying
political leadership in Kyrgyzstan may help us understand
more the reasons why the country faced two leadership
changesbypopular revolt, so far theonlycase inCentralAsia.

Another major reason why such a topic is critical is
related to the fact that leadership studies have a tendency
to focus on the leaders themselves and not their followers.
In other words, what we see in these studies is an attempt
to understand the general attitudes, beliefs, backgrounds,
characteristics, leadership styles, decision-making patterns
of the political leaders, and/or their relations with the

subordinates.6 We also see other studies which focus on the
domestic or global context in which these leaders find them-
selves.7 The limited number of leadership studies in Eurasian
region isnodifferent in this sense. Inotherwords, thesestudies
also put the main emphasis on the leaders themselves, how
‘effective’, ‘charismatic’, ‘authoritarian’ etc. they have been.8

As such what seems to be missing in the literature on
political leadership in general and political leadership in
Central Asia in particular is research on how the ordinary
people perceive their leaders, in other words, a shift from
the leaders to the led. What the public thinks about polit-
ical leadership in general and/or their particular leaders in
particular may shed more light on our understanding of
a better, more smoothly and more democratically func-
tioning political order.9 Some studies suggest that how the
electorate perceives leadership quality may be critical in
determining the outcome of the elections.10
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