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Introduction 

This presentation compares and contrasts the regime changes in Georgia 
(2003) and Kyrgyzstan (2005) that resulted in the overthrow of Presidents 
Shevardnadze and Akaev and are often considered to be part of a common ‘colour 
revolution’ phenomenon sweeping the post-Soviet space. My research seeks to shed 
light on the actors and factors that contributed to the rise of successful anti-regime 
opposition movements and the relationship between political and NGO forces before, 
during and after the political crisis that dislodged the ruling regime. I will inspect the 
varying capacities of the Georgian and Kyrgyzstani protest movements and identify 
the factors that influenced the timing and nature of their anti-regime efforts. I will 
look at how the protest movements managed to operate in a hostile political 
environment, and inspect the ways in which they attempted to develop a counter 
political culture that challenged the regime and managed to entice major personalities 
to ally themselves with oppositional protest efforts. Other topics for scrutiny will be 
how these movements advertised and disseminated their message, methods employed 
to involve and motivate citizens, and the extent that historical, regional, and 
geographical considerations helped or hindered their struggle. The presentation will 
also provide interrogate the role of external forces in the colour revolution 
phenomenon. Since the organization and resources required to prosecute a successful 
colour revolution have been formidable, and opposition funds are often meagre, 
questions have been raised regarding the extent of foreign support for opposition 
forces. Finally, I will investigate why the regime-changes did not produce similar 
results and why the paths of Georgia and Kyrgyzstan have diverged since their 
“colour revolutions” and also address the question of whether what occurred in both 
states were “revolutions” brought about by strong oppositions or simply the collapse 
of rotten state institutions, which could not survive even minor frontal assaults. The 
paper is based on both primary sources and interviews conducted in both Georgia and 
Kyrgyzstan and relevant since 2002 and relevant secondary sources. 
 
 
Five main aspects to be borne in mind when comparing the two regime-changes 
 
11..NNaattuurree  ooff  SSttaattee  
  
22..CChhaarraacctteerr  ooff  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  
  
33..CChhaarraacctteerr  ooff  ooppppoossiittiioonn  
  
44..CCiivviill  SSoocciieettyy  
  
55..EExxtteerrnnaall  IInnfflluueenncceess  
  
66..PPeeooppllee 
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Main similarities:  
 
11..BBootthh  SShheevvaarrddnnaaddzzee  aanndd  AAkkaaeevv  wweerree  oonn  tthhee  wwaayy  oouutt..  
  
22..  TThhee  eelleeccttiioonnss  tthhaatt  lleedd  ttoo  tthheeiirr  ddoowwnnffaallllss  wweerree  ppaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  nnoott  pprreessiiddeennttiiaall    
  
33..  BBootthh  wweerree  ssuussppeecctteedd  ooff  ttrryyiinngg  ttoo  ddeevviissee  eexxiitt  ssttrraatteeggiieess  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  gguuaarraanntteeee  tthheeiirr  
iinntteerreessttss..  
  
44..  MMoosstt  ooff  tthhee  ooppppoossiittiioonn  lleeaaddeerrss  wweerree  ffoorrmmeerr  aaccoollyytteess  ooff  tthhee  pprreessiiddeenntt.. 
  
55..  BBootthh  SShheevvaarrddnnaaddzzee  aanndd  AAkkaaeevv  wweerree  rreelluuccttaanntt  ttoo  uussee  ffoorrccee  oonn  pprrootteesstteerrss  
  
66..  SSeeccuurriittyy  ffoorrcceess  aammbbiivvaalleenntt  
  
77..  IInnddeeppeennddeenntt  mmeeddiiaa  
  
88..  YYoouutthh  ggrroouuppss  
  
99..  WWeesstteerrnn--ffuunnddeedd  NNGGOOss  
  
1100..  UUSS  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  ((ppooll//eeccoo//mmiilliittaarryy))  
  
1111..  SSyymmbboollss  ooff  ccoolloouurr  rreevvoolluuttiioonn  
  
1122..  EElliittee  ddeeffeeccttiioonnss 
  
1133..  LLeeggaall  ooppppoossiittiioonn  wwiitthh  ppaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  rreepprreesseennttaattiioonn  
  
1144..  SSoommee  ooppppoossiittiioonn  uunniittyy  
  
1155..  RReecceenntt  ttrraaddiittiioonn  ooff  pprrootteesstt  
  
1166..  MMaassss  mmoobbiilliizzaattiioonn  
  
1177..  AAbbsseennccee  ooff  eenneerrggyy--rriicchh  eeccoonnoommyy 
 
 
Elections as a catalyst: 
11..LLiimmiitteedd  ttiimmee  ffrraammee  ccaann  eennccoouurraaggee  ppeeooppllee  ttoo  bbeelliieevvee  eeffffoorrtt  nnooww  wwiillll  bbee  eeffffeeccttiivvee..  
  
22..IIff  tthheeyy  ccaarree  aabboouutt  ccoonnffrroonnttiinngg  tthhee  rreeggiimmee,,  tthhee  ccoosstt  ooff  iinnaaccttiioonn  aatt  tthhiiss  ttiimmee  iiss  hhiigghheerr  
tthhaann  iiss  nnoorrmmaallllyy  tthhee  ccaassee..  
  
33..EElleeccttiioonnss  ddrraaww  iinntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  aatttteennttiioonn  iinnccrreeaassiinngg  cchhaannccee  ooff  ssuucccceessss 
  
44..TThhiiss  iinn  ttuurrnn  ddeeccrreeaasseess  lliikkeelliihhoooodd  ooff  mmiilliittaarryy  bbeeiinngg  uusseedd  ttoo  ssuupppprreessss  ((ddeeccrreeaassiinngg  
ppeerrcceeiivveedd  ccoossttss))..  
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55..EEaassiieerr  ffoorr  ooppppoossiittiioonn  ttoo  uunniittee::  iiff  tthheeyy  ddoo  uunniittee  ffoorr  tthhee  ppuurrppoossee  ooff  eexxppoossiinngg  ffrraauudd,,  aa  
cclleeaarr  mmeessssaaggee  ccaann  bbee  ggiivveenn  ttoo  tthhee  ppeeooppllee  ooff  aaiimmss  aanndd  ssttrraatteeggyy..  
  
66..EElleeccttiioonnss  ooccccuurr  aatt  rreegguullaarr  pprreeddiiccttaabbllee  iinntteerrvvaallss,,  aalllloowwiinngg  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ttoo  pprreeppaarree.. 
  
77..FFiigghhttiinngg  eelleeccttoorraall  ffrraauudd  ooppeennss  ppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  cchhaannggiinngg  tthhee  rreeggiimmee,,  ootthheerr  pprrootteessttss  aarree  
ggeenneerraallllyy  rreeffoorrmmiisstt  iinn  nnaattuurree  aanndd  ppoossssiibbllee  oouuttccoommee..  
  
((SSeeee  BBuunnccee  aanndd  WWoollcchhiikk,,  JJoosshhuuaa  TTuucckkeerr  ((22000077))  
  
  
But parliamentary elections? 
••MMuullttiittuuddee  ooff  wweeaakk  ppoolliittiiccaall  ppaarrttiieess    
  
••PPaarrttiieess  ffaaiilleedd  ttoo  ffuunnccttiioonn  aass  iinntteerrmmeeddiiaarryy  iinnssttiittuuttiioonn  lliinnkkiinngg  ssttaattee  aanndd  ssoocciieettyy  
  
••PPeerrssoonnaalliittyy  bbaasseedd  aanndd  ddeevvooiidd  ooff  aannyy  iiddeeoollooggiiccaall  uunnddeerrppiinnnniinngg    
  
••PPrreeddoommiinnaannccee  ooff  ““iinnddeeppeennddeennttss””  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  
  
  
MMaaiinn  ddiissssiimmiillaarriittiieess::    
11..  RReeggiioonnaall  eelleemmeenntt  ddeecciissiivvee  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  
  
22..  GGeeoorrggiiaa  wwaass  tthhee  oorriiggiinnaall,,  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  aa  ccooppyy  
  
33..  TThhoossee  wwhhoo  hhooppeedd  ffoorr  ccoolloouurr  rreevvoolluuttiioonn  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  wweerree  nnoott  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  oouusstteedd  
pprreessiiddeenntt  
  
44..  TThhoossee  wwhhoo  oouusstteedd  pprreessiiddeenntt  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  wweerree  nnoott  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  aassssuummeedd  ppoowweerr  
  
55..  DDiiffffeerreenncceess  iinn  bbaacckkggrroouunndd//  ppeerrssoonnaalliittyy  ooff  BBaakkiieevv  aanndd  SSaaaakkaasshhvviillii  
  
66..  DDiiffffeerreenncceess  bbeettwweeeenn  ssuuppppoorrtteerrss  ooff  BBaakkiieevv  aanndd  SSaaaakkaasshhvviillii  
  
77..  ““OOppppoossiittiioonn  UUnniittyy””  oovveerrssttaatteedd  iinn  bbootthh  ccoouunnttrriieess  
  
88..  CCeennttrraalliittyy  ooff  SSaaaakkaasshhvviillii  iinn  GGeeoorrggiiaa  ccaassee,,  nnoo  ssiimmiillaarr  ddoommiinnaanntt  ffiigguurree  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  
  
99..  YYoouutthh  mmoovveemmeennttss::  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  iinn  lliiffeessppaann,,  iimmppaacctt,,  rroollee,,  ssiizzee  aanndd  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  
ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  
  
1100..  MMeeddiiaa  ccrruucciiaall  iinn  GGeeoorrggiiaann  ccaassee,,  nnoott  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann  
  
1111..  RRoollee  ooff  NNGGOOss  ggrreeaatteerr  iinn  GGeeoorrggiiaa  
  
1122..  DDiiffffeerriinngg  rroolleess  ooff  RRuussssiiaa  aanndd  UUSS  
  
1133..  AAlllluurree  ooff  EEuurrooppee  ––  ffaaccttoorr  iinn  GGeeoorrggiiaa,,  nnoott  iinn  KKyyrrggyyzzssttaann 
 



 
 
Some conclusions 

Georgia and Kyrgyzstan shared many structural conditions  – an unpopular 
president on the verge of stepping down, electoral irregularities, a reasonably strong 
civil society complemented by opposition parties, some independent media outlets, 
and Western assistance. But while the Tulip revolution may have had many of the 
ingredients of those in Georgia and Ukraine it was half-baked. People rushed to action 
without having the conceptual ground paved; the result was minimal institutional 
change and rapid popular disillusionment. Insufficient time had been available to 
build a mass democratic movement and the accusation sometimes levied against the 
Rose and Orange Revolutions, that what resulted merely was a circulation of elites,1 
carries more weight in the case of Kyrgyzstan. Cognisant of pressure from powerful 
neighbours like Russia, China, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and the lukewarm support 
of distant democratic regimes, the post-Akaev government in Bishkek did little to 
move Kyrgyzstan towards liberal democratic values. Though the key beneficiaries of 
the Tulip Revolution may have been found wanting, there is reason to believe that 
civic activism is on the rise as witnessed by the activities of the umbrella movement 
“For Reform” and the large demonstrations throughout 2006 and 2007 to implement 
key democratic reforms indicate that the departure of Akaev has not put most of the 
basic issues facing the Kyrgyz people to rest.2 

Opposition unity has been overstated. In Georgia, complete national unity was 
momentarily achieved after the resignation of Shevardnadze rather than before. 
Saakashvili received 96% of the vote in the presidential elections of January 2004 
though as subsequent events were to demonstrate this overwhelming mandate was 
rather fragile. Kyrgyzstan lacked a strong and united opposition. By the time of the 
Tulip Revolution many opposition leaders had united on paper but the parties they 
maintained were small and little united them save a common will to power and desire 
to see the back of Akaev. It would soon become evident that Kyrgyzstan’s opposition 
had leap-frogged to power despite a lack of preparation and having been denied some 
of the structural advantages enjoyed by their counterparts in Georgia and Ukraine. In 
the short-term, Western organisations basked in what seemed like another democratic 
success story and in July 2005, Kurmenbek Bakiev was elected president with 89% of 
the vote and promptly appointed Felix Kulov as prime minister in what was trumpeted 
as a north-south unity dream team. This partnership of convenience unravelled rather 
quickly and many of Bakiev’s erstwhile allies of the Tulip Revolution elections are 
today among his staunchest critics.  

Notwithstanding the unmistakable funding from abroad, foreign actors played 
a remarkably quiescent role during the Rose Revolution. Despite disliking 
Shevardnadze, Russia preferred an old familiar adversary to a new unpredictable one 
while the United States had learned to live with disappointment and never considered 
supporting Shevardnadze’s premature departure. During November 2003, both Russia 
and the US offered mediation not meddling and both states were surprised at the route 
events took.  

                                                 
1 See for example Henry E. Hale, ‘Democracy and Revolution in the Postcommunist World: From 
Chasing Events to Building Theory’, (32 pp.) Working Paper no.24, Program on New Approaches to 
Russian Security, (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, April 2005) and 
Theodor Tudoroiu, Rose, Orange, and Tulip: The failed Post-Soviet Revolutions. In: Communist and 
Post-Communist Studies, Volume 40, Issue 3, September 2007, pp. 315-34. 
2 International Crisis Group, Kyrgyzstan On the Edge. In: ICG, Osh/Brussels, 9 November 2006. 
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The opposition, while not entirely united, had reached a critical mass 
sufficient to discredit the elections and provide a focus for a disenfranchised 
electorate.3 A critical element to the success of the Rose Revolution was popular 
mobilization, which added so much weight to opposition demands and credibility. 
But, as has been pointed out elsewhere, revolutionaries rarely make revolutions, 
governments do.4 
 
 

                                                 
3 It is often forgotten that the opposition Labour and New Right parties decided not to collaborate with 

the protests and attended the aborted inaugural meeting of the disputed parliament.  
4 See Stephen F. Jones reference to Lewis Namier’s ‘Vanquished Supremacies’ (Hamish Hamilton, 

London, 1958) in ‘Reflection on the Rose Revolution: A Tale of Two Rallies’, Harvard International 
Review, 16 March 2008. 
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