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Key Points

•	Once separated by geographic borders, Uzbeks in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and 
around the world are now able to share their grievances through the internet and 
social media.

•	Perhaps more than any other event since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the re-
action to the violence in Southern Kyrgyzstan in June 2010 hardened the lines of 
the Uzbek ethnic community. 

•	Ethnic Uzbeks appear to increasingly think of themselves as a group transcending 
the geographic, political, and religious boundaries that once divided them. The 
central aspect of this communal identity is a feeling of shared victimhood and suf-
fering.

•	The emergence of Uzbek online communities in which the reaction to the Osh 
violence took place threatens the Uzbekistani government’s idea of territorial na-
tionalism.

•	The redefinition of pan-Uzbek identity through shared victimhood also reinforces 
the idea that being Muslim is a vital part of being Uzbek. This could be one of the 
most important lasting effects of the June violence, particularly if legal or civic 
efforts to achieve some kind of justice continue to fail and no secular alternatives 
can be found.
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On June 11, 2010, over 100,000 ethnic Uzbeks 
crossed the border from southern Kyrgyzstan 
into Uzbekistan.1 They were fleeing riots that 
had overtaken the city of Osh, killing nearly 500 
people, destroying over 2800 properties, and 
leaving tens of thousands homeless. Though 
the causes of the violence were manifold and 
remain debated, the political and economic 
grievances behind it played out along ethnic 
lines.2 Nearly all the victims were Uzbek; the 
perpetrators, Kyrgyz. 

The year 2010 was not the first time Uzbeks 
crossed the Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan border to 
escape persecution. In May 2005, the govern-
ment of Uzbekistan fired on a public protest 
in the city of Andijon, killing over 700 Uzbek 
citizens. Thousands more fled over the border 
to Osh—the very city from where Kyrgyzstani 
Uzbeks would flee to Andijon five years later. 
These parallel journeys speak to the Uzbek 
search for a reprieve from state surveillance 
and public persecution, a mission that so far has 
proven futile. Even abroad, Uzbeks have been tar-
geted for political assassination.3 

Uzbek political rights have been trampled for 
as long as “Uzbek” has been an ethnic category.4 
But while repression endures, the way Uzbeks 
are able to discuss their plight has changed. 
Once separated by geographic borders, Uzbeks 
in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and around the world 
are now able to share their grievances through 
the internet—in particular, through social media, 
which has transformed narratives of the 2010 
violence. Though Uzbek activists had previously 
attempted to mobilize scattered co-ethnics to 
mount international political pressure for issues 
affecting Uzbeks—like the 2005 Andijon vio-
lence—these attempts failed to achieve broad 
resonance. Social media made the plight of 
Uzbeks in Southern Kyrgyzstan resonate with 

Uzbeks around the world in a way that earlier 
outbreaks of civil or state violence never did. 

This paper examines the transnational effort by 
ethnic Uzbeks to document the 2010 violence 
in Kyrgyzstan and mobilize international sup-
port—first for intervention to stop the conflict 
as it unfolded, and then to preserve evidence 
of alleged injustices suffered by the communi-
ty.5 Combining analysis of digital media with 
recent ethnographic fieldwork in Southern 
Kyrgyzstan, the paper addresses questions about 

how “digital memory” of violence influences how 
people adapt to post-conflict everyday life. It also 
addresses how narratives produced by the global 
community – most of whom did not experience 
the conflict itself – shape, and sometimes conflict 
with, the understanding of the conflict for those 
who experienced it. 

As soon as the riots began, Uzbeks around 
the world began discussing them on Uzbek-
language websites. In these forums, the scope, 
brutality, and savagery of the June violence was 
communicated without restraint—in marked 
contrast to the international media, which por-
trayed Uzbeks as voiceless, passive victims; and 
to the Kyrgyzstani and Uzbekistan state media, 
which responded with tepid, carefully measured 
statements. Few leaders in Kyrgyzstan acknowl-
edged that the violence targeted Uzbeks at all, 
while calls for investigation by the Uzbekistani 
government played lip service to public discon-
tent. In both countries, coverage of the events 
was censored.

Online works on the 2010 violence range from 
materials unique to the internet age—such as 
cell phone videos, blog entries, digital photo-
graphs, and Mp3s—to classic literary forms like 
poetry that contributors believe both reflect 
the uniqueness of Uzbek culture and unite the 

Social media made the plight of Uzbeks in Southern Kyrgyzstan resonate 

with Uzbeks around the world in a way that earlier outbreaks of civil or 

state violence never did
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ethnic community. Many Uzbeks struggled with 
how to rally the support of co-ethnics while 
also attracting international concern. While 
the desire for international intervention led 
some to translate their works or publish them 
in more widely understood languages, the bulk 
of the discussion took place in Uzbek and there-
fore tends to be inaccessible to those outside 
the Uzbek community. 

The intense dialogue catalyzed by digital technol-
ogy has transformed ethnic and state relations 

in Central Asia. Perhaps more than any other 
event since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
reaction to the violence in Southern Kyrgyzstan 
hardened the lines of the Uzbek ethnic commu-
nity. Ethnic Uzbeks appear to increasingly think 
of themselves as a group transcending the geo-
graphic, political, and religious boundaries that 
once divided them.  

Building a digital community 

The emergence of Uzbek online communities in 
which the reaction to the Osh violence took place 
threatens the Uzbekistani government’s idea of 
territorial nationalism. Uzbek online communi-
ties consist not only of Uzbeks in Uzbekistan, but 
ethnic Uzbeks born in neighboring states such as 
Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan as well 
as Uzbeks living abroad. Until roughly a decade 
ago, it was very difficult for these groups to com-
municate with each other on a regular basis. The 
collapse of the Soviet Union had transformed 
soft borders between republics into hard lines 
between states, blocking Uzbeks in Uzbekistan 
off from fellow Uzbeks in Central Asia. Uzbeks 
who were exiled abroad in the 1990s were effec-
tively silenced, with little ability to share their 
ideas in a public forum or communicate with 
other Uzbeks who shared their views.

After the May 2005 violence in Andijon, every-
thing changed. During the crackdown that 
followed, many of Uzbekistan’s journalists, poets, 
and activists were driven from the country. They 
fled to neighboring Kyrgyzstan—from Andijon 
to Osh in many cases—and most were eventu-
ally given asylum in Europe and North America. 
The Andijon massacre, and the widespread exile 
of dissidents in its aftermath, was intended to 
silence critics of the Uzbek government. Yet this 
was the opposite of what happened. Refugees 
from Andijon dramatically increased the number 

of Uzbeks living abroad, many of whom were crit-
ical of the government, and nearly all of whom 
now had regular internet access for the first 
time.6 

At the exact moment Uzbeks were fleeing 
Uzbekistan, digital media was undergoing a trans-
formation. The Andijon events coincided with 
the emergence of blogs and free blogging ser-
vices—in particular Ucoz.ru, a Russian-language 
blogging service launched in 2005—that made 
it easy for Uzbeks with little internet experience 
to publish their works and respond to them. 
Scattered around the world, Uzbeks developed a 
community through commentary—in which lan-
guage, not citizenship, is the passport for entry.

At the center of this community’s efforts was 
Andijon. The unprecedented violence brought 
once feuding activists together to expose the 
truth behind the massacre and seek justice. It 
also prompted Uzbeks to go online to look for 
uncensored Uzbek-language information about 
the events, thus expanding the audience of oppo-
sition websites beyond the opposition. Though 
the websites often focused on critiquing the 
Uzbek government, the people behind them were 
often not from Uzbekistan. One of the most popu-
lar sites, Isyonkor, was founded by an Uzbek from 
Tajikistan who described himself in an inter-

Online works on the 2010 violence range from materials unique to the 

internet age—such as cell phone videos, blog entries, digital photographs, 

and Mp3s—to classic literary forms like poetry 
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view as a “child of Turkistan” whose efforts were 
geared toward getting Uzbeks to reject artificial 
boundaries created by borders and unite with 
each other online.7

Uzbeks from Kyrgyzstan also played an active 
role in these online political spaces long before 
2010. One of the best-known journalists to write 
about the Andijon violence, Alisher Saipov, was 
an Uzbek born in Osh, Kyrgyzstan. He also died 
in Osh, at the age of 26, assassinated by men 
presumed to be agents of the Uzbek government. 

Saipov’s death revealed how threatening the 
Uzbek government found this new online com-
munity and what measures they would take to 
control it.8

Saipov’s death also heralded an era marked by 
an increasing sense of futility surrounding the 
Andijon events and the prospect of political 
reform in Uzbekistan. Uzbeks had created dozens 
of websites documenting the violence, includ-
ing interviews with witnesses and survivors, 
photos from the scene, and articles and poems 
commemorating the victims and condemning the 
government. They lobbied international orga-
nizations and posted petitions online, but these 
efforts yielded no pragmatic results. The Uzbek 
government remains strong to this day. 

Online, Uzbeks expressed frustration over their 
inability to bring about political change. As the 
years went by, their focus on Andijon became 
less, and their online conversations turned into 
internal feuds over who was responsible for their 
own failure.

Social Memory and New Media

Though Uzbeks writing online did little to alter 
the political structure in Uzbekistan, their efforts 

show how effective the internet is in building a 
counter-narrative of a tragedy. Their version of 
the Andijon events was radically different than 
the one the Karimov government portrayed to 
its citizens, and difficult for the government to 
remove. Digital memory challenges the state 
directive to forget. By 2010, Uzbeks had become 
experts at tragedy preservation. They had also 
incorporated Andijon into a broader narrative 
of Uzbek identity. Andijon was portrayed as 
yet another chapter in the saga of centuries of 
oppression, whether by khans, tsars, the Soviets, 

or Karimov. Victimhood and persecution—and a 
longing for justice—were portrayed as inherent 
to Uzbek life. 

In June 2010, Uzbeks around the world watched 
online video of Uzbeks from Osh crossing the 
border into Andijon, a reverse of the journey 
taken five years prior.  Once again, Uzbeks were 
being targeted by brutal force, and once again 
it was being documented—but this time in far 
greater detail. New technologies like cell phone 
cameras and social media networks allowed 
Uzbeks to disseminate evidence far more widely 
and quickly than they could during the Andijon 
events. 

The 2010 violence in Kyrgyzstan was the first 
Central Asian mass casualty conflict to take 
place in the era of social media. Reactions to the 
atrocities were published in real time but pre-
served for all time, usually retrievable through a 
Google search. This paradoxical quality of digital 
media—in which instantaneous and often heated 
reactions are preserved for prosperity, often 
outside their original context—is changing how 
citizens react to mass violence in ways social 
scientists do not yet fully understand. Digital 
memory has created a catalogue of sins, search-
able and accessible, impervious to the human 
desire to move on.

Uzbeks feel that they were victimized for their ethnicity, with more specific 

agendas—targeting based on wealth or political affiliation, for example—

irrelevant
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Ethnicity as the Critical Factor: 

“Today I was found guilty of being 

an Uzbek”9

Uzbeks use digital media not only to convey what 
happened, but also to attempt to understand why 
they were singled out for attack. Though many 
conflicting arguments emerge, most believe that 
regardless of what initially spurred the violence, 
ethnicity was what perpetuated it.

Perhaps surprisingly, Uzbeks rarely discuss the 
political or socio-economic factors that many 
outside experts cite as probable causes. Uzbeks 
feel that they were victimized for their ethnicity, 
with more specific agendas—targeting based on 
wealth or political affiliation, for example—ir-
relevant.10 They see their future as arbitrary and 
uncertain, because there is little that can be done 
to change their position or to predict when the 
violence will begin anew. This sense of unpre-
dictable, inevitable persecution unites the Uzbek 
online community, even if individual discussants 
happen to live far from the areas where the vio-
lence took place or across state borders that had 
long divided Uzbeks into separate groups.11

In online forums, many Uzbeks argued that the 
2010 events were part of an officially sanctioned 
ethnic cleansing program.12 Accounts of ongoing 
harassment and small-scale attacks emphasize 
the alleged role of Kyrgyzstani police and security 
forces in either abetting the violence or directly 
causing it.13 A year after the events, discussants 
believed that neither the conditions that led 
to the June violence nor official attitudes from 
Kyrgyz authorities had significantly changed. 
New stories emerged about attacks against 
Uzbeks and their families, as well as official 
harassment from Kyrgyzstani law enforcement. 

These events were contextualized as part of a 
long-term systematic repression14 of Kyrgyzstani 
Uzbeks that could be traced back to the late 
Soviet period and endured to the present day, 
meaning similar outbreaks of violence would 
likely occur in the future. In a short, brutal poem, 
one Osh resident mourned: 

My body is a sack full of black charcoal
Sooner or later I’ll be burned
What are you to do now, my Uzbeks?15 

Attention to the 1990 Osh violence also increased 
as online discussants revisited and reinterpreted 
regional history.16  Discussants identified similar 
themes and patterns, and sometimes accused the 
same ethnic Kyrgyz officials of “planning” and 
funding both riots.17,18,19,20 In a detailed analysis 
tweeted and reposted on several forums, one 
Uzbek academic studying in the United States 
describes the resemblance between the two 
bloody episodes as “two volumes written by 
the same author.”21 Uzbeks outside of Southern 
Kyrgyzstan expressed deep regret for “failing to 
recognize” what now seemed to them to be an 
institutional, systemic potential for violence and 
discrimination.22

Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan denounced what they 
describe as an information war waged against 
them in the Kyrgyz press.23  They believed that the 
Kyrgyz media and Kyrgyz political elites blamed 
them for inciting the violence in collusion with 
international Islamic terrorist groups.24 In an 
open letter to an Uzbek dissident website, one Osh 
resident said he had become so frustrated with 
the bias in the Kyrgyzstan-based media that he 
eventually smashed his television in anger.25 Even 
further, the Uzbek commentators often accused 
Kyrgyz nationalist activists of distributing videos 
and photographs of dead ethnic Uzbeks or their 
burnt-out homes that reverse the ethnicity of the 

Though some early responses were full of rage and threats, promises 

of physical vengeance, and occasional rumors of an organized armed 

resistance, the dominating concern of online discussants was justice
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victims and falsely claim to be evidence of Uzbek 
violence against ethnic Kyrgyz.26 Though specific 
cases were rarely presented, Uzbek websites give 
weight to these claims by translating and repub-
lishing reports from international human rights 
investigators that find Uzbeks were overwhelm-
ingly the victims of the June violence, rather than 
the perpetrators.27

The sense that the majority ethnic Kyrgyz pop-
ulation of Kyrgyzstan suspects all Uzbeks of 
supporting of Islamic terrorism or ethnic sep-
aratism has long made Uzbeks feel excluded 
from Kyrgyzstani society.28 Uzbeks saw the late 
November 2010 announcements by Kyrgyzstani 
Security Services that they had uncovered 
a group of “nationalist-separatist” terror cells 
inside Kyrgyzstan as an attempt to whip up pop-
ular hysteria against ethnic Uzbeks. When the 
existence of the cell was first announced, the 
government emphasized that the group was com-
posed of criminals of various ethnicities. But after 
a special forces operation in Osh on November 
29 that left four Uzbeks dead, the story changed 
to reflect anti-Uzbek sentiment. Kyrgyz govern-
ment officials justified the raid by claiming that 
the men in both Bishkek and Osh were members 
of international Islamic terrorist organizations 
pursuing nationalist-separatist goals and that 
they planned to kill “at least 12,000 people” in 
Kyrgyzstan.29  

The arrest and exile of Uzbek community lead-
ers, the wildly disproportionate prosecution of 
ethnic Uzbeks on charges of inciting the violence, 
and the intimidation of human rights advocates 
or Uzbeks defense attorneys were seen by many 
as a sign of institutional change in Kyrgyzstan, 
a redefinition of citizenship based on ethnicity. 
Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan described this ethniciza-
tion of the country and accompanying violence 
as a loss of brotherhood – a betrayal on the part 
of trusted neighbors – resulting in a lost home-
land.30 Contrary to separatist accusations that 
fly in the Kyrgyz language press, Uzbek discus-
sants say that Kyrgyzstan is their homeland. In 
being driven out of Kyrgyzstan they do not feel 
they are “returning home” to Uzbekistan or other 
places—as the Kyrgyz description of Uzbeks as a 
“diaspora” would indicate—but are losing their 
homes, being scattered to the wind.31

Fire, Rape, and Murder: “No one 

can remain indifferent”  

As Uzbeks documented the violence of June 
10-14 online, common symbols and themes 
began to emerge. These symbols informed both 
the creative works inspired by the events and the 
political campaigns of those seeking reparation.

The primary symbol of the violence is fire. 
Videos, photographs, and descriptions of Uzbeks 
being burned alive and of Uzbek neighborhoods 
or businesses in flames dominate the discus-
sions across all mediums, from amateur blogs 
to formal religious addresses.32 Self-publication 
and participant documentation allowed Uzbeks 
to spread video and photographic evidence 
and archive it even after attempts at deletion.33  
Cellular phone videos of victims being burned 
alive, apparently filmed by ethnic Kyrgyz onlook-
ers, became the primary symbols of the violence 
for Uzbeks, shared repeatedly and discussed on a 
range of forums.34 In one video, a teenage Uzbek 
boy is beaten brutally by a crowd of Kyrgyz teens 
in Osh and then set on fire. The crowd looks on 
and yells, “Don’t put him out!” as his assailants 
hold back several onlookers who halfheartedly 
try to extinguish him as he slowly dies in front of 
the crowd.35 

Another dominant theme is rape, particularly 
the rape of young girls and children. As above, 
amateur video documentary evidence of women 
and girls and their relatives recounting their own 
stories spread virally across the internet and are 
often referenced in text discussions about the 
events.  Discussants describe the sexual violence 
in terms that emphasize inhuman brutality, citing 
gang-rapes of young children and virgin girls, fre-
quently with the humiliating detail (sometimes 
symbolically, sometimes literally) of their fathers 
being forced to watch.36

The graphic nature of the content provoked 
a strong reaction in the community. Many 
expressed feelings of horror, shock, and profound 
helplessness in the face of what they called “an 
inhuman savagery.”37   Discussants gave their 
own accounts of elderly men and women being 
thrown into flaming homes to burn to death, of 
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attackers cutting fetuses out of the wombs of 
pregnant women, of relatives finding the bodies 
of their loved ones partially eaten by stray dogs, 
and of women’s bodies found with their breasts 
cut off.38 Though these most anecdotes are not 
usually accompanied with documentary evidence 
and may be apocryphal, a substantial amount of 
documentary material of similar deadly violence 
gives weight to these stories.

The attacks are interpreted as a direct assault on 
the survival of Uzbek communities and Uzbek 
culture. Discussants emphasized the murder 
of community elders and pregnant women, the 
physical destruction of Uzbek neighborhoods and 
photographic evidence of the murder of some 
entire families to make this clear.39 They believe 
the attacks were directed against the values that 
Uzbeks hold most sacred and that exemplify their 
culture and community: protection of unmarried 
women, conservative sexual mores, respect for 
elders, the importance of the home as the center 
of family life, the reproduction of family and cul-
ture, Islam, and the neighborhood (mahalla) as 
a center of mutual ties and obligations that pro-
tects Uzbek culture in a country where Uzbeks 
are a minority.40 

In their online commentary, Uzbek authors 
extend the fire imagery to describe the scale 
of the destruction and discrimination against 
Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan. In contrast to the way 
the sudden outburst of violence is portrayed in 
international media and commentary—as an 
explosive event that inflicts a great deal of dam-
age quickly but then fades away—the Uzbek 
narrative characterizes the violence not as an 
explosion but as a conflagration. 

Saidjahon Ravoniy, an Uzbek poet and activist 
from Andijon, was one of several commentators 
who compared the fire in Osh to the Russian 
forest fires that burned through much of that 
summer. Ravoniy laments that while everyone 
could see the massive destruction in Russia, few 
understood the extent of the fires that burned in 
Kyrgyzstan, and the world seemed more upset 
over snakes and insects burning in Russian for-
ests than the human beings who were consumed, 
and continued to be consumed, in the Kyrgyzstan 
persecution.41 

Shared Victimhood: “To All 

Uzbeks in Uzbekistan and 

Everywhere Else”42

Many of the discussants—especially those writ-
ing from Kyrgyzstan where they reported that 
oppression and both official and officially toler-
ated harassment, attacks, and physical abuse 
continued—felt they were abandoned by the 
world. The systems that they hoped would pro-
vide security or justice failed them. Many authors 
felt that the Uzbek online documentation of the 
tragedies presented ample evidence that the 
violence took place and that Uzbeks were over-
whelmingly the victims (and not the aggressors, 
as the Kyrgyz government and media claimed). 

One of the most common ways Uzbek discussants 
expressed these views was through open letters. 
These were written to each other (as in the letter 
quoted above in the subheading) or to regional 
and international political leaders, though these 
latter addresses are usually written in Russian 
or English for a wider audience, but published 
online.43 The internal conversations within the 
Uzbek community often argue that the pleas for 
help from the outside world had failed. From this 
betrayal emerged a stronger sense of Uzbek com-
munal responsibility, that they had no one to look 
out for them but themselves.44 

Participants in this conversation included 
Uzbeks in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and exiles 
across Europe and the United States – a mix 
that once again indicates the internet’s role 
in strengthening ethnic bonds. Yet within this 
online community, sentiment varied. Letters 
from Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan were often resentful 
towards Uzbeks in Uzbekistan or the government 
of Uzbekistan for not coming to their aid dur-
ing the violence. Letters from Uzbeks outside 
Kyrgyzstan often express regret, remorse, and 
sometimes criticism of the Karimov government 
on those same grounds.45

With little help coming from Kyrgyz officials 
or the international community, Uzbeks liv-
ing in Kyrgyzstan turned to Uzbeks abroad for 
help and advice. In one instance, they turned 



Uzbekistan Initiative Papers

8

No. 8, February 2014

to the famous exiled Muslim scholar and cler-
ic Obidxon Qori Sobitxon O’g’li (Nazarov) in 
Sweden for questions about the meaning of 
their suffering, for advice about whether or 
not they should remain in Kyrgyzstan, whether 
they should participate in Kyrgyzstan’s politi-
cal system, and whether or not it would be a 
sin to take vengeance for their suffering.46 (In 
February 2012, Nazarov was shot in an attempt-
ed assignation that many analysts assume was 
ordered by the Uzbek government.)

Sometimes Uzbeks abroad offered help and 
advice to Kyrgyzstani Uzbeks that reached so far 
into the intimate details of their lives that some 
felt it crossed the boundaries of what was appro-
priate. An Uzbekistani refugee living in Idaho 
was so moved by accounts he had read online of 
women being shunned by their male relatives or 
husbands they were raped during the violence 
that he wrote an open letter upbraiding his suf-
fering co-ethnics for their behavior and what he 
criticized as religious illiteracy. Quoting a recent 
sermon by the influential Kara-Suu imam Rashod 
Kamalov— who declared that the women were 
victims in God’s eyes and their purity and honor 
was intact— the Idaho-based author publicly 
offered to marry one of the victims himself and 
bring her to America to live with him.47

Posted comments in response indicated that 
Kyrgyzstani Uzbeks did not always appreci-
ate this level of interest in their private lives.  
Nonetheless the incident is a good illustration 
of the extent to which many living outside of 
Kyrgyzstan felt personally affected by the trage-
dy, and willing to take great measures to alleviate 
the pain of the victims.

Searching for Justice, in this 

World or the Next

“…Then [on the Day of Judgment] the lit-
tle children whose cries were cut short 
when they were murdered in Osh will have 
a chance to say: “Oh, Lord! Why did this 
evil person kill me?” They will make their 
appeal to the Creator [himself], inshallah.”48 
–Muniyb, Suffering and Misfortune

Though some early responses were full of rage and 
threats, promises of physical vengeance, and occa-
sional rumors of an organized armed resistance, 
the dominating concern of online discussants was 
justice. Most were deeply disappointed that despite 
all the means available to seek justice—whether 
Kyrgyzstani courts, Uzbek security forces, the UN, 
or international law—Uzbeks continued to face 
unfair treatment in the Kyrgyzstani media, courts, 
and politics. Online Uzbeks of all backgrounds pon-
dered the theme of justice—both in the here and 
now and divine justice on Judgment Day.49

The emphasis on finding a religious meaning 
for the tragedy and a religiously based appeal to 
justice seems to be linked to the frustration with 
the lack of justice by other available means. Many 
appeal primarily to a sense of ultimate morality, 
to the hope for divine justice, and the importance 
of the concept of qiyomat (Judgment Day) in 
the traditional Muslim worldview. Despite the 
emphasis on divine judgment, actors continued 
to seek justice in the here and now as well. 

Uzbeks “initiatives” to investigate and document 
the June tragedy and its ongoing aftereffects 
are a key part of the community effort to seek 
justice. These initiatives united activists, investi-
gators, victims and refugees across state borders 
and included Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, 
Europe, and the United States.   Together they 
published research drawing from the websites 
that had been created by the broader Uzbek com-
munity to bear witness to the violence.50

Secular civic efforts such as these provide an 
important outlet for the Uzbek community to tell 
its story to the rest of the world, and they often 
tailored these reports to the international com-
munity by publishing them in Russian, English 
and other languages. Engaging in a secular and 
civic discussion of justice, however, does not pre-
clude many of the authors from also locating the 
tragedy in an Islam-based religious morality and 
eschatology.51 This hope for divine justice, the 
sense that— as victims of oppression—they have 
God on their side, and the struggle to understand 
the senseless violence of human tragedy and find 
meaning for suffering in an Islamic worldview 
pervades much of the writing about the events 
and their aftermath. 
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In many cases, it appears that the redefinition of 
pan-Uzbek identity through shared victimhood 
also reinforces the idea that being Muslim is a 
vital part of being Uzbek. This could be one of the 
most important lasting effects of the June violence, 
particularly if legal or civic efforts to achieve some 
kind of justice continue to fail and no secular alter-
natives can be found. 

Conclusion

For many after the June 2010 events, the internet 
intensified a sense of belonging in a broader Uzbek 
community. The central aspect of this commu-
nal identity is a feeling of shared victimhood and 
suffering. Having followed economic hardships 
and widespread disappointment with post-Soviet 
“transitional democracies”, the June 2010 events 
may shape Uzbeks’ perceptions of themselves as 
an aggrieved or oppressed minority, even though 
they are the largest and most militarily powerful 
ethnic group in Central Asia. This “victim” identity 
could likely make Uzbekistani Uzbeks in particular 
more sensitive to perceived slights from neighbor-
ing states or other ethnic groups in the region. 

Here a contrast emerges between perspectives 
of people who felt drawn into the conflict from 
afar —that is, mainly through online interaction—
and those who lived through it personally. As 
time passed, interview respondents living in Osh 
(based on fieldwork conducted in 2011 and 2012) 
stressed the importance of moving on from the 
conflict and of shifting the victim identity onto the 
city as a multi-ethnic community. Some argued 
that Uzbeks should accept ethnic Kyrgyz discours-
es of blame in order to return to peaceful everyday 
life, even if they disagreed with the Kyrgyz views. 
Many expressed a desire to move on, and shifted 
the rationale for the attacks away from ethnicity 
and onto economic and criminal motivations, often 
stressing that they were not attacked by their 
neighbors, but by outsiders, hired thugs, or “jigits 
come down from the mountains.” 

Yet for the broader Uzbek public and particular-
ly for the Uzbekistani political opposition, who 
founded many of the websites where the initial 
discourse took place, the pursuit of justice for 
co-ethnics attacked on the basis of their common 

identity remains the dominant paradigm through 
which the events are viewed. 

The Andijon violence in May 2005 provoked a 
similarly strong online public reaction and discus-
sion among Uzbeks. Because the Andijon violence 
was “Uzbek on Uzbek” (however it was spun or 
interpreted), and because the Karimov govern-
ment launched an official narrative explaining 
that violence and took strong measures to pun-
ish dissenting voices, discussion of Andijon has 
been both forced “underground” and stigmatized 
as an opposition cause. Discussants are forced to 
take a political stand regarding Andijon: voicing 
doubt about any of the Uzbekistani government’s 
contradictory explanations of the violence is auto-
matically an oppositional act. Though it is an issue 
of great importance to many Uzbeks and citizens 
of Uzbekistan in general, the politicization of the 
Andijon events prevented it from gaining traction 
as a popular movement. 

This discussion of the Osh events has a very differ-
ent character. The government of Uzbekistan has 
made no strong statements creating any official 
stance and provided an unusual amount of lee-
way for Uzbeks to discuss an emotionally charged 
issue, notably allowing collaboration with interna-
tional organizations and committees, cooperation 
between actors across borders, and participation 
of Uzbekistan’s intellectual and creative elites in 
what appear to be unscripted forums and artistic 
works. 

Popular anger and dissatisfaction on this issue are 
primarily directed towards outside actors (ethnic 
Kyrgyz, Kyrgyzstani politicians, foreign instigators, 
etc). The Karimov government has structured its 
legitimacy on claims to authentic ethnic Uzbek 
nationalism. For these reasons it seems likely that 
relatively open discussion of these issues may be 
allowed to continue, especially if current events 
drive interest in the plight of Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan 
and elsewhere. This unusually permissive envi-
ronment combined with the new communicative 
capacity of digital technology may have created the 
broader ethnic Uzbek community’s first interna-
tional public debate since the breakup of the Soviet 
Union. Whether a publically debated issue can help 
create a genuine public sphere—and how that 
might affect the region—remains to be seen. 
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