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Executive Summary
The Lenin Statue in Bishkek was erected in 1984, during the 60th anniversary of the Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist
Republic. Shortly after the fall of communism in 1991, all Lenin statues were taken down. However, Bishkek’s
Lenin stood in the same square until 2003. This year, the square was going to be renovated to celebrate the
2.200 anniversary of the Kyrgyz statehood. The Lenin statue was then relocated near the Old Square. The
reason for the relocation remains unclear. The government’s explanation’s vagueness and inconsistency
allowed different interpretations to appear and provoked different reactions. This case analyses the process of
contestation that started after the relocation of the Lenin statue.
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Introduction

A statue of Lenin was erected in the main square of Kyrgyzstan’s capital, Bishkek, in 1984 to
celebrate the 60th anniversary of the Kirghiz Soviet Socialist Republic. The government’s decision to
remove the statue in 2003 was criticised by many, as it was considered to be both unlawful and
undesirable. Ultimately, it was decided that the statue would be moved to the city’s old square, next
to the main square. It is unclear whether this was the government’s intention from the start. Still, it
seems to have served as a relatively successful compromise between removing the symbol of a
bygone era to make way for other symbols of Kyrgyz nationhood and remembering Lenin’s central
role in Kyrgyzstan’s history.

Background

Bishkek’s Lenin Statue was initially erected on the capital’s main square, then known as Lenin Square,
in 1984. Both the square and the statue were unveiled in celebration of the 60th anniversary of the
Kirghiz Soviet Socialist Republic. The statue is made of bronze and stands over ten metres tall,1

weighing 20 tonnes (See Cover Image). The sculptors of the statue were A.P. Kibal'nikov, V. I.2

Protkov, T. S. Sadykov, and the architects were E.I. Kutyrev and A. I. Isaev. Lenin initially stood with3

his right arm outstretched toward the Ala-Too Mountains. His gesture is common to many statues of
Lenin and symbolises his vision and aspiration toward a bright Communist future. Since the4

monument’s relocation to the old square, his arm stretches toward the Kyrgyz Parliament building.

The Lenin Statue After 1991

After the fall of Communism in 1991, Lenin Square was renamed Ala-Too Square, and Lenin statues
were removed from the capitals of most other former Soviet states. However, Bishkek’s Lenin statue5

remained standing for over a decade, until 2003, enjoying a longer post-Soviet life than Soviet life.6

This can undoubtedly be linked to Lenin’s significant role in Kyrgyz history. While Kyrgyzstan’s
relationship to its Soviet past is complex, Lenin continues to be acknowledged as the leader who7

brought Kyrgyzstan its statehood. He is also credited with putting an end to the Great Urkun, the8

bloody 1916 Central Asian revolt against tsarist conscription whose centenary was marked by the
Kyrgyz government in 2016. In addition, the continuing prominence of his statue could be seen as a9

9 Bruce Pannier, "Remembering The Great Urkun 100 Years Later,” Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty, April 29, 2016.
8 Damira Umetbaeva, "National memory in Kyrgyzstan: attitudes to the Soviet past,” OpenDemocracy, April 26, 2012.

7 Dalmira Umetbaeva, “Paradoxes of Hegemonic Discourse in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan: History Textbooks’ and History Teachers’
Attitudes Toward the Soviet Past,” Central Asia Affairs 2, 2015: 287-306.

6 Ibid., 18.

5 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes in
Urban Kyrgyzstan (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017), 18.

4 Alan Cienki and Cornelia Müller, "Metaphor, Gesture, and Thought,” In Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought, edited by
Raymond W. Gibbs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 483-501.

3 Law of the Kyrgyz Republic, “Regarding the monument of V. I. Lenin on the Ala-Too Square in Bishkek,” 22 May, 2000.

2 Sally Cummings, “Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 120.

1 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes in
Urban Kyrgyzstan (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017), 17.
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reflection of political and economic changes taking place in Kyrgyzstan in the early 1990s.

Firstly, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, President Askar Akayev endorsed a new
liberalisation in this transitional period. A speech given by the President in 1993 shows his hopes for
a move towards economic, political and religious liberalisation, with ‘freedom of information, a free
press, and freedom of association [...] political freedom, [...] economic freedom.’ Indeed, Kyrgyzstan10

succeeded in gaining a reputation as an ‘island of Democracy’ in Central Asia. At the same time,11

however, the immediate post-Communist period saw an extreme brain drain, as Russians, Germans
and Ukrainians, in particular, left the country. Perhaps in an attempt to combat this, the government12

placed renewed emphasis on Kyrgyzstan being a ‘common home’ for its multiple ethnicities and
religions. It has been argued that this revival of ‘Soviet internationalism’ was intended to appeal to13

Kyrgyzstan’s minorities by creating the impression of continuity with the Soviet era. This might14

explain, at least in part, the continuing prominence of the Lenin statue during the period.

Secondly, Kyrgyzstan’s push for a transition towards an affluent market economy did not succeed,
despite some early signs of success. Despite this, it has been noted that many citizens maintained a15

belief ‘in a future affluent society despite [...] increasingly impoverished conditions.’ Pelkmans16

suggests that this was made possible through a combination of denial – with the lack of progress
often characterised as the ‘first step’ towards prosperity – and a perception of successful capitalism
as ‘a better functioning version of socialism’ in which the state plays a supportive and regulatory role.

Both of these features – a denial of the passage of time and an expectation of a return to the past –17

may have presented the figure of Lenin in a newly relevant light as a symbol of safety and optimism.
Particularly for the older generation, the painful post-Soviet transition to capitalism may have led to
nostalgia for the Soviet past.18

The continuing relevance of Lenin was demonstrated in 2000 when President Akayev signed a
decree recognising that the Lenin Statue had historical significance for the Kyrgyz Republic and
declaring it a historical-architectural monument that was under the protection of the state.19

History of the Contestation

Moving the statue

19 Ibid.
18 Damira Umetbaeva, "National memory in Kyrgyzstan: attitudes to the Soviet past,” OpenDemocracy, April 26, 2012.
17 Ibid., 41.
16 Ibid., 41.

15 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes
in Urban Kyrgyzstan (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017).

14 Asel Murzakulova & John Schoeberlein, "The Invention of Legitimacy: Struggles in Kyrgyzstan to Craft an Effective Nation-State
Ideology,” Europe-Asia Studies, 61 (7) (2009), 1234.

13 Ibid., 25.
12 Ibid., 34.

11 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes
in Urban Kyrgyzstan (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017), 24.

10 Askar Akayev.  “Kyrgyzstan: Central Asia’s Democratic Alternative,” Democratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, 2
(1) (Winter 1993): 22.
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In 2003, a decree was signed by Prime Minister Nikolai Tanaev authorising the renovation of Ala-Too
square in time for a celebration of the 2,200-year anniversary of Kyrgyz statehood. As part of these20

renovations, on August 16, 2003, the Lenin Statue was removed from the square. It was eventually21

relocated to the nearby Old Square, behind the State History Museum and facing the Kyrgyz
Government Building, and was mounted there on the anniversary of the October Revolution. The22

statue's relocation was led by State Secretary Osmonakun Ibraimov, who claimed that ‘we've finally
closed the door on Lenin's era. Finally [...] Now we're opening a new era of national history. That's our
statehood, our independence.’23

Despite Ibraimov’s explanation, the actual reason for the moving of the statue remains somewhat
unclear. Following criticism, the government distanced itself from the idea of ‘closing the door on
Lenin’s era,’ instead of sticking to the less controversial claim that the statue required renovation.
They also emphasised that the statue would not be removed and given just as important a location
near the Kyrgyz parliament building. Tokon Shalieva, the head of the Pervomaisky district, where the
statue was being moved, explained that ‘Lenin did a great deal for the Kyrgyz people, and no one can
deny this. We decided to improve the square by the parliament and put this statue in the place of
honour.’24

Others have suggested more mercenary or cynical motives. Deputy Absalat Masaliev saw the
decision as profit-driven, believing that since ‘there is an enormous space under the Lenin statue
which was built as a bomb shelter, [...] someone wants to exploit this property as a retail trade area –
and make money at Lenin’s expense.’ Deputy Doronbek Sadyrbaev, meanwhile, implied that the25

authorities were threatened by the presence of a statue depicting another leader figure.26

Criticism of the decision

The vagueness and inconsistency of the government’s reasoning allowed different groups in society
to interpret the moving of the statue in different ways, according to differing perceptions of Lenin.
Some government supporters welcomed the move as an outright denunciation of Lenin. For
example, Edil Baisalov, the leader of a local coalition of non-governmental organisations, For
Democracy And Civil Society, claimed that:

Lenin did not offer anything except violence and dictatorship. There are around 4,000 statues of Lenin
in this republic. Isn’t that rather too many for a person who never even visited Kyrgyzstan, and didn’t
say a word about our country anywhere in his works? For Kyrgyzstan to still have so many monuments
to Lenin is like Germany preserving statues of Hitler. Fascism and Communism are as bad as each

26 Doronbek Sadyrbaev in Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
25 Absalat Masaliev in Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
24 Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
23 Peter Baker, "They Can't Knock Lenin Off His Pedestal,” Washington Post, September 20, 2003.

22 Sally Cummings, "Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 121.

21 Alexander Shablovsky, "Lenin Monument Succumbs to Dialectical Forces in Kyrgyzstan,” Eurasianet, August 23, 2003.
20 Dina Tokbaeva, "Kyrgyz Folk Hero Replaces Freedom Monument,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, September 14, 2011.
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other. If we really want to build a democracy and a new civil society, we must tear such things down.27

On the other hand, much of Kyrgyzstan’s political sphere united in condemning the government’s
actions, claiming that removing the statue was unlawful and an affront to public sentiment. The
government faced backlash from several parties, including the Communists, the Socialists, ‘Jangy
Kyrgyzstan,’ ‘Erkin Kyrgyzstan’ and ‘Asaba,’ all of whom claimed that the government was acting in
contravention of their 2000 law, which had declared the historical monument a national treasure
under the protection of the government. The Leader of the Communists and Chairman of the28

parliamentary committee on state structures, Absamat Masaliev, claimed that ‘the government
violates laws, is illiterate and does not have the right to remain.’ Similarly, Deputy Turdakun29

Usubaliev stated that ‘the government, which does not take public opinion, the Constitution and laws
into consideration, does not have a right to stay in power and should immediately resign.’ Deputy30

Ishenbai Moldatashev also highlighted the violation of the law adopted by the Parliament, and the
leader of ‘Ata Meken’ party, Deputy Omurbek Tekebaev,
labelled the government’s action a historical and political
mistake. Deputies across the political spectrum called for31

the resignation of the Prime Minister and the cabinet.32

The legal dimension of the contestation was only one aspect
of a broader public feeling that the statue ought to remain in
its position. For example, at the time of the deconstruction of
the statue, protestors marched in the square with ‘Hands Off
Lenin!’ banners. Photographer Alexander Shablovsky33

noted the particularly strong presence of older generations,
‘the people hardest hit by the jarring economic and political
transition brought on by Communism's demise,’ at the
protest.34

Alongside the feeling that Lenin was a legitimate symbol of
Kyrgyz history and identity was the concurrent sense that
the statue replacing him was not. Indeed, part of the
criticism stemmed from a negative perception of the statue
chosen to replace Lenin: the Erkindik (Liberty) statue by
‘Kyrgyzstan’s most famous sculptor Tinibek Sadykov.’ This35

35 Sally Cummings, "Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 123.

34 Alexander Shablovsky, "Lenin Monument Succumbs to Dialectical Forces in Kyrgyzstan,” Eurasianet, August 23, 2003.
33 David Mould, "Lessons from Lenin,” Transitions Online, 9 (19) (2009): 17-19.
32 Ibid.

31 Aisha Aslanbekova, "Replacement of Lenin Statue Heats Up New Policial Season in Kyrgyzstan,” Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst,
September 10, 2003.

30 Turdakun Usubaliev in Aisha Aslanbekova, "Replacement of Lenin Statue Heats Up New Policial Season in Kyrgyzstan,” Central
Asia-Caucasus Analyst, September 10, 2003.

29 Absamat Masaliev in Aisha Aslanbekova, "Replacement of Lenin Statue Heats Up New Policial Season in Kyrgyzstan,” Central
Asia-Caucasus Analyst, September 10, 2003.

28 Law of the Kyrgyz Republic “Regarding the monument of V. I. Lenin on the Ala-Too Square in Bishkek,” May 22, 2000.
27 Edil Baisalov in Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
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statue took the form of a Kyrgyz woman, modelled after the Greek goddess of liberty, holding in her
outstretched hand ‘not a torch but a tunduk, the wooden centrepiece of the roof of a yurt and symbol
of the  Kyrgyz nation.’36

For some, the likeness between the new statue and the Statue of Liberty was seen as an
unpalatable form of deference to the West. Going further, Ajybekova, the first secretary of the37

Kyrgyz Communist Party, referred to the Erkindik as a ‘symbol of bourgeois capitalism’ and a ‘night
butterfly’ (a slang term for a sex worker), claiming that ‘the god of prostitutes was put here.’ Others38

pointed to the statue’s mixed symbolism, as the tunduk is traditionally carried by a man, often a tribal
elder. Mixing such a traditional symbol of Kyrgyzstan with the female goddess of Liberty had39

‘created so many different messages as to lose any meaning.’40

Decision-Making Processes

The decision-making process for the relocation and replacement of the Lenin statue remains
obscure. The government planned to remove the statue in time for a celebration of 2,200 years of
Kyrgyz statehood. However, the decision seems to have been made without consultation with the41

public. It has been described as ‘a secret operation four months in the making’ led by State Secretary
Osmonakun Ibraimov.42

Firstly, the reasons behind the removal are unclear. Initially, no explanation was given. However,
after criticism was put on the government, different arguments were made. On the one hand, the
need for renovations was stressed, with claims that there were ‘dangerous materials,’ namely43

‘radioactive condensate,’ under the shell of the statue. On the other hand, it was claimed that the44

removal of the statue was a lawful and carefully organised part of the Ala-Too Square renovations,
plans for which had been initiated two years prior. Speaking at a session of the Legislative45

Assembly on September 4, 2003, Prime Minister Tanaev stated that replacing the statue met the
architectural requirements of the new square, and placing it on the old square behind the National
Science Museum ‘establishe[d] a link between different time periods.’ Moreover, in his view, since
there was no legal document delineating the borders of the Ala-Too square, the old square could be
seen as part of the main square.46

Secondly, the government’s intentions for the statue were not communicated to the public and

46 Ibid.

45 Aisha Aslanbekova, "Replacement of Lenin Statue Heats Up New Policial Season in Kyrgyzstan,” Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst,
September 10, 2003.

44 Business Recorder, "Bronze angel takes Lenin's place in Kyrgyzstan,” Business Recorder, July 19, 2004.
43 Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
42 Peter Baker, "They Can't Knock Lenin Off His Pedestal,” Washington Post, September 20, 2003.
41 Leila Saralaeva, "Lenin Toppled in Kyrgyzstan,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, February 21, 2005.
40 Ibid.

39 Sally Cummings, "Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 126.

38 Ibid.
37 Peter Baker, "They Can't Knock Lenin Off His Pedestal,” Washington Post, September 20, 2003.

36 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes
in Urban Kyrgyzstan, 17-45. (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017), 19.
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seemed to have been purposefully disguised. According to Klara Ajybekova, first secretary of the
Communist Party, ‘we suspected the authorities were planning something when workers put up
scaffolding and frames around the pedestal. But I was reassured by state officials, who said that
ordinary repairs were being carried out.’ In contrast, Ibraimov’s celebration of ‘finally closing the47

door on Lenin’s era’ suggests a total removal. Later, after facing criticism for the decision to remove
the statue from the area, the government seems to have backtracked and explained that the
intention was simply to repair the sculpture and then move it to a location close by.48

Overall, in this case, the decision-making process was entirely top-down, with no public consultation
undertaken. This may have been more readily accepted had the government been transparent about
its decision-making process, motivations, and plans for the monument. As it happened, the plans for
the statue and the reasons for its relocation were only given in response to objections after the
decision had been made and seemed to have been inconsistent.

Summary and Conclusions

The controversies surrounding the Lenin Statue in Bishkek can be seen as symbolic of Kyrgyzstan’s
conflicted attitude towards its own identity. Within Kyrgyz society, there seems to exist a
simultaneous appreciation of Lenin’s role in creating the Kyrgyz state and a justified sense that the
Kyrgyz identity existed long before establishing the Kirghiz Soviet Socialist Republic. Likewise, there
exists a sense of nostalgia for the Communist system alongside aspirations to become a thriving
capitalist economy. This duality might explain the government’s approach to the statue of Lenin; they
took only the ‘“partial” decision’ to move rather than the complete removal of the statue, and they49

seem to have been hesitant in explaining their rationale, perhaps in part due to their own conflicting
perceptions of the former Communist leader.

The same trend can be seen in the fate of the statues which have
replaced Lenin. As has been discussed, the Erkindik statue was
met with ambivalence and, in August 2011, to mark the 20th
anniversary of Kyrgyz independence, it was also replaced. In its50

place, the government installed a statue of the Kyrgyz folk hero
Manas, a medieval king who united the tribes of Kyrgyzstan. This51

has been interpreted as an attempt at unification, being ‘an ethnic
Kyrgyz symbol’ while carrying ‘Soviet and internationalist
associations.’ Indeed, at the unveiling of the statue, Prime52

52 Sally Cummings, "Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 127.

51 Mathijs Pelkmans, "Shattered Transition: The Reordering of Kyrgyz Society," In Fragile Conviction: Changing Ideological Landscapes
in Urban Kyrgyzstan, 17-45. (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2017), 20.

50 Dina Tokbaeva, "Kyrgyz Folk Hero Replaces Freedom Monument,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting, September 14, 2011.

49 Sally Cummings, "Leaving Lenin: elites, official ideology and monuments in the Kyrgyz Republic,” In From socialist to post-socialist
cities: cultural politics of architecture, urban planning, and identity in Eurasia, ed. Alexander C. Deiner and Joshua Hagen (London; New
York: Routledge, 2016), 124.

48 Peter Baker, "They Can't Knock Lenin Off His Pedestal,” Washington Post, September 20, 2003.

47 Klara Ajybekova in Aisha Aslanbekova, "Replacement of Lenin Statue Heats Up New Policial Season in Kyrgyzstan,” Central
Asia-Caucasus Analyst, September 10, 2003.

PAGE 7



Case Study #93 | Contested Histories

Minister Almazbek Atambayev stated that the Manas epic was a symbol of the unity on which the
future of the Kyrgyz nation depended. However, the monument has also been criticised. Some have53

seen it as exclusionary to the country’s non-Kyrgyz citizens, a reading strengthened by the fact that it
was erected after the 2010 clashes between nationalists and Uzbek minorities in the country.54

Overall, the controversies over both the Lenin Statue and its successors in Bishkek’s Ala-Too Square
can reflect the shifting ideological emphasis placed on Kyrgyzstan’s history by successive
governments. As Pelkmans has suggested:

the awkward dance of statues on Ala-Too Square revealed the difficulty of producing a “state idea”
able to infuse a sufficiently sacred aura, one providing the legitimacy and authority necessary for
effective government [and] highlighted the precariousness of producing symbols sufficiently
encompassing and powerful to connect with the population at large and instil a sense of inclusion and
purpose.55

The relocation of the Lenin statue can be viewed as part of this ongoing process of finding a stable
symbol of national identity. Its relocation and continued presence in the capital show that Lenin
remains relevant to Kyrgyz life, though with different associations for different groups within society.
Furthermore, this is not the only Lenn statue that has been removed or contested in Kyrgyzstan.
Another statue in Balykchy was moved in a similar way in 2017 and also claimed the reasons were
the need to reconstruct and modernise the square. However, after a public discussion and the
majority of the citizens voted for its relocation to another part of the city.56

In this way, it becomes clear that Lenin is a multifaceted symbol, at once representing the successes
of Communism, the failures of Communism; the establishment of Kyrgyz statehood; and Kyrgyz
internationalism. This may explain the government’s cautious and covert approach to the fate of his
monument. However, the contentious nature of the statue may have made a more transparent
approach more popular with the public. In a nation with such a complex relationship with its past, a
collaborative approach to decision-making involving the public seems particularly important.

Research contributed by Katherine Wood

Last updated May 2022
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About Contested Histories
In recent years, there have been many contestations over memorials, street names, and other physical
representations of historical legacies in public spaces. These contestations often reflect deeper societal
tensions whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter- ethnic strife, or a growing
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.

The Contested Histories project is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and best
practices for addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the classroom.
Conflicts about history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon, and, although each case is
different, comparative cases can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices.

About IHJR at EuroClio
The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at EuroClio - European
Association for History Educators in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and
the resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies.

Contact information
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EuroClio Secretariat
Riouwstraat 139
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