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Abstract 

Ideologies of modernity extend resource frontiers to thousands of meters below and above 
the soil in pursuit of progress. Accelerating extractivism in fact entrenches uneven 
development and injustices across the globe. Yet, our age is not only hyper-extractive, it 
is also resistant: multifarious communities stand up against incessant extractivism that 
uproots their socionatures and threatens their futures. Growing scholarly interest in 
resource extraction and ensuing conflicts has been crucial for documenting global 
patterns of extractivism and its local repercussions, thereby also supporting activists. 
Socionatural struggles in Central Asia have, however, received less attention and remain 
unexplored in critical research on resource extractivism and resistance. Focusing on 
expanding gold mining in Kyrgyzstan in the last three decades, the given thesis counters 
this geographical bias and contributes to spatially reworked, historicising and politically 
sensitive understandings of globally advancing resource extractivism through analysing 
its local dynamics and ramifications for people. To this end, the thesis presents a grounded 
account of the multi-scalar processes and practices within and between three sites 
un/making Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush: the capital Bishkek, the centre of mineral governance; 
Orlovka, an alleged case of cooperation; and Maidan, a protracted case of contestation. 
Within an interdisciplinary research process, the thesis advances a relational 
sociomaterial approach for engaging the multi-scalar extractive entanglements of gold’s 
material dimensions, its different valuations, and its governance. Mobilising the 
interdisciplinary sociomaterial analytic through a multi-method research design reveals 
the intertwined structural and historico-geographical conditions that enact gold mining in 
Kyrgyzstan in an extractive state order while motivating ordinary citizens’ resistance to 
this order based on its emergent sociomaterialities. The thesis maintains the 
incommensurability of peoples’ valuations and ontological multiplicities that are at stake 
through gold extractivism in Kyrgyzstan. Unpacking embodied complexities in Orlovka 
and Maidan unearths convergences in surging grounded political activism against the 
global structures of extractivism that forecloses pluriversal paths to well-being. This 
thesis consistently demonstrates the value of disciplinary and methodological pluralism 
in empirically researching sociomaterial agency and rendering visible the interplay of 
mutually constitutive structures and situated more-than-human agency that undergirds the 
making and unmaking of resources and resource frontiers.  
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Zusammenfassung 

In ihrem Streben nach Fortschritt treiben Ideologien der Moderne die Grenzen der 
Extraktion von Ressourcen tausende Meter über und unter die Erde. Dabei verfestigt und 
vertieft die Beschleunigung des Extraktivismus ungleiche Entwicklung und 
Ungerechtigkeiten auf der Welt. Allerdings ist unser Zeitalter nicht nur hyperextraktiv, 
es ist auch widerständig: eine Vielfalt von Gemeinschaften erhebt sich gegen den 
kontinuierlichen Extraktivismus, der ihre Sozionatur entwurzelt und ihre Zukunft 
bedroht. Wachsendes wissenschaftliches Interesse an der Extraktion von Ressourcen und 
den damit einhergehenden Konflikten hat maßgeblich dazu beigetragen globale Muster 
des Extraktivismus und seinen lokalen Auswirkungen zu dokumentieren und damit auch 
Aktivist*innen zu unterstützen. In Zentralasien haben Konflikte um Sozionatur jedoch 
weniger wissenschaftliche Aufmerksamkeit erhalten und bleiben in der kritischen 
Forschung zu Ressourcenextraktivismus und Widerstand weitgehend unterbeleuchtet. 
Diese Doktorarbeit setzt dieser geographischen Verzerrung einen Beitrag zu der 
Ausweitung des Goldbergbaus in Kirgisistan in den letzten drei Jahrzenten entgegen. Die 
Arbeit trägt durch die Analyse von lokalen Dynamiken und Auswirkungen auf die 
Menschen zu einem räumlich umgearbeiteten, historisierenden und politisch sensiblen 
Verständnis des sich global ausweitenden Ressourcenextraktivismus bei. Mit diesem Ziel 
präsentiert die Arbeit eine situierte Darstellung der multiskalaren Prozesse und Praktiken 
innerhalb und zwischen drei Standorten, die Kirgisistans Goldrausch ab/schaffen: die 
Hauptstadt Bischkek, das politische- und Verwaltungszentrum für mineralische 
Rohstoffe; Orlovka, ein Fall von angeblicher Kooperation; und Maidan, ein Fall von sich 
lange hinziehenden Auseinandersetzungen und Widerstand. Durch einen 
interdisziplinären Forschungsprozess entwickelt die Doktorarbeit einen relationalen 
soziomaterialen Ansatz zur Erforschung von multiskalaren extraktiven Verschränkungen 
der materiellen Dimensionen von Gold, seinen unterschiedlichen Bewertungen und seiner 
Governance. Sie mobilisiert die interdisziplinäre soziomateriale Analytik, durch ein 
multimethoden- Forschungsdesign, welche die miteinander verflochtenen strukturellen 
und historisch-geographischen Bedingungen offenbart, die einerseits Goldbergbau in 
Kirgisistan als Teil einer extraktiven staatlichen Ordnung inszenieren und andererseits 
den Widerstand einfacher Bürger gegen diese Ordnung auf der Grundlage der 
entstehenden Soziomaterialitäten motivieren. Die Arbeit belegt und verficht die 
Unvergleichbarkeit der Bewertungen der Menschen ebenso wie die ontologische 
Vielfältigkeit, die durch den Gold-Exktraktivismus in Kirgisistan auf dem Spiel stehen. 
Durch das Auspacken verkörperter Komplexitäten in Orlovka und Maidan werden dabei 
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Konvergenzen im wachsenden geerdeten politischen Aktivismus gegen die globalen 
Strukturen des Extraktivismus, der die pluriversalen Wege zum Wohlbefinden aufkündigt 
zu Tage gefördert. Diese Doktorarbeit zeigt konsequent den Wert von disziplinärem und 
methodischem Pluralismus bei der empirischen Erforschung soziomaterieller 
Handlungsautonomie und macht sowohl das Zusammenspiel gegenseitig 
konstituierender Strukturen als auch von verorteter mehr-als-menschlicher Autonomie 
sichtbar, die dem Schaffen und Abschaffen von Ressourcen und Ressourcengrenzen 
zugrunde liegen. 
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“The executives and project scientists glowed […]; they were onto 
something big, and they knew it. Earth was seriously depleted in many 
of the metals they were finding on Mars. There were fortunes to be 
made, enormous fortunes. And someone who owned a piece of the 
bridge over which every ounce of metal had to pass would make an 
enormous fortune as well, probably the greatest fortune of all.”  

Red Mars 
Robinson 1993: 308 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Resource rush and resistance 

At the time of writing, there are 672 mining-related conflicts mapped by the 
Environmental Justice Atlas (EJ Atlas)1 – a more than twofold increase since January 
2017 (Conde and Le Billon 2017: 3). These points on the atlas stand for multifarious 
communities across the globe that struggle to defend their sovereignty over own life 
projects, values and meanings attached to their social natures (Castree 2001) from 
becoming uprooted as extractive industries thrust into their lifeworlds (Ballard and Banks 
2003; Bridge 2004; Blaser 2004; Martinez-Alier et al. 2010; Walter and Urkidi 2017; 
Leifsen 2020). Large-scale extraction2 and transformation of nature into primary 
resources for export, as a method and manifestation of extractivism, prevails since 
colonial times and is not new (Acosta 2013). However, different iterations of modernity 
continue to justify and normalise the unprecedented acceleration of extractive activities 
in pursuit of seemingly more developed and progressive life conditions (Acosta 2013; 
Bebbington et al. 2013; Schaffartzik et al. 2016; Junka-Aikio and Cortes-Severino 2017; 
Jacka 2018; Wooden 2018; Leifsen 2020; Shapiro and McNeish 2021). From deep-sea 
minerals in Papua New Guinea to permafrost gold ores in Kyrgyzstan’s glaciers to deep-
space asteroids, in our ‘hyper-extractive’ age (McNeish and Shapiro 2021) resource 
frontiers extend to thousands of meters below and above the soil (Jacka 2018) while in 
fact exacerbating uneven development and inequality across the globe. As countries with 
high resource consumption3 embrace a renewable energy transition and concomitantly 
the next boom in critical minerals looms large, it becomes clear that the structure and 
scale of resource-intensive consumption and production remain intact (War on Want 
2021). Yet, this incessant extractivism is increasingly challenged by alternative visions 
and conceptualisations of intermeshed human and planetary well-being as the rush for 
materials is met with waxing resistance (Bridge 2004a; Bebbington et al. 2008a; Temper 
et al. 2015; Conde 2017; Jacka 2018; Shapiro and McNeish 2021). Hence, despite 
historical continuities and global convergences, extractive practices are open-end 
configurations, consisting of momentary stabilisations of multiple co-constitutive 
material, ideological, economic, and political processes (Pijpers and Eriksen 2019; 
Valladares and Boelens 2019; Shapiro and McNeish 2021). Depending on shifting power 
relations and representations of desirable, sustainable, and legitimate society-nature 
relations, new sites emerge while others become unmade or even remade as frontiers. 
Resource frontiers are thus in constant flux. This thesis focuses on Kyrgyzstan – a 
resource frontier in the making. 

Kyrgyzstan is featured on the EJ Atlas through one single conflict linked to mining of 
ores and building materials: the Kumtor gold mine. This gold deposit, discovered when 

                                                 
1 https://ejatlas.org/ accessed on 03.10.2021. These conflicts are related to ’mineral ores and building 
materials extraction’. For a description of the EJ Atlas, see Temper et al. 2015. 
2 ‘Large-scale’ refers to the size of the deposit and/or mining operation. 
3 High-income countries increasingly meet their metal needs through imports from resource-rich 
countries (Schaffartzik et al. 2016; War on Want 2021). 

https://ejatlas.org/
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Kyrgyzstan was still a Soviet republic, started to be developed by a Canadian company 
in 1992 shortly after the Soviet Union ceased to exist. Together with the policy advice 
and development aid from international donors, the country’s ruling elite brought the gold 
industry to the fore as a lucrative investment attraction that could steer the country’s 
economy from recession to recovery (Bogdetsky et al. 2001). In 1997, Kyrgyzstan started 
large-scale production of gold at the Kumtor mine. Operationalisation of a Soviet-era 
deposit into a privatised gold mine with the support of Western donors in the early hours 
of independence symbolised the beginning of a new era, seemingly breaking with its 
socialist past. This extraction-driven development path for the country’s transition to a 
market democracy was in line with the dominant global development paradigm and 
neoliberal governance consensus directed towards the developing world (Sheppard and 
Leitner 2010). Drawing on experiences in Latin America and Africa, the World Bank 
expected that also in Kyrgyzstan neoliberalising extractive industries through 
privatisation, state deregulation, improved institutional base and fiscal discipline would 
increase investment flows to the mining sector (Bogdetsky et al. 2005; Campbell 2008). 
Indeed, these concerted efforts put Kyrgyzstan on the map for gold mining investors. As 
‘deregulated’ extractive practices expanded into more places and lives, unfettered mining 
infrastructures springing from deposits with corruption inscribed into these have 
increasingly fomented unrest and set in motion ordinary citizens’ activism. In fact, the 
Kumtor mine is not the only on-going gold mining struggle in the country.  

In response to the upsurge in persisting conflicts, a multidisciplinary scholarship focusing 
on Kyrgyzstan’s contested gold mining sector has burgeoned over the last decade, 
meticulously observing and studying the politics and discourses of gold mining (Doolot 
and Heathershaw 2015; Wooden 2017; Horrocks-Taylor 2018; Moldalieva and 
Heathershaw 2020), mounting anti-mining activism (Bogdetsky and Novikov 2012; Lee 
and Styers 2012; Wooden 2013), its drivers and strategies (Gullette 2014; Tiainen et al. 
2014; Wooden 2018; Doolotkeldieva 2020; Sternberg 2020; Furstenberg and 
Toktomushev 2021; Botoeva forthcoming). Despite this growing attention, the histories 
and geographies of extractivisms, and their repercussions in Central Asia have globally 
received less attention and remain unexplored, especially in comparison to extractive 
enclaves in Latin America that dominate the expanding literatures on conflicts associated 
with extractivist expansion (Andrews et al. 2017; Conde and Le Billon 2017; Scheidel et 
al. 2020). Kyrgyzstan, as a constellation of sites that embodies overlapping histories of 
modernity, development and intensive resource extraction under different institutional 
frameworks guided by different valuations of nature and resources, has much to offer for 
pushing forward modes of inquiry through asking new questions and thereby advancing 
understandings of how local sites manufacture global dynamics of extractivism and 
resistance (Latour 2005; Kalinovsky and Kamp 2018). 

1.2. Thesis objectives and research questions  
Three decades of gold mining in Kyrgyzstan reveal heterogeneous and non-dichotomous 
positions in the society-nature nexus that transcend the binary of ‘conflict’ or 
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‘cooperation’ between actor groups represented by the categories of ‘local community’, 
‘national state’ and ‘international company’. Rather, extractive entanglements are 
emergent of multi-scalar hybrid processes that cut across the material – immaterial, 
socialist – capitalist, Soviet – post-Soviet, state – private, formal – informal and local – 
global divides. Learning from and resituating different knowledges both on and from 
Central Asia and other imagined or contested frontiers, this thesis sets out to advance 
spatiotemporally and politically sensitive understandings of contemporary extractivisms 
and alternatives in Kyrgyzstan through producing knowledges that resist over-
generalisation (Haraway 1988; Rose 1997; Kobayashi 2009). 

To this effect, the first objective of this thesis is:  

(1) To follow and unpack the multi-scalar processes and practices that make and unmake 
Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush. 

In an effort to build upon the studies that focus mostly on place-based understandings of 
mining dynamics and conflicts, I start out in the capital Bishkek, the centre of resource 
governance, where the first connections between different agents and sites are forged. I 
trace these connections across the country and its histories within a multi-stage research 
design. Thereby, I progressively contextualise emerging insights within the sites as well 
as between them (Hannerz 2003), as I work towards processual and relational 
understandings of how gold mining becomes institutionally, materially, discursively, and 
morally rushed and resisted.  

In Bishkek, focusing on the mental models of different national actors involved in gold 
mining licensing transactions, I investigate the institutional roots of mining contestations 
that unfold in different locales (Chapter II). I then follow the leads that emerge in this 
phase and connect these material and discursive flows to the extractive practices and local 
perspectives in two communities: Orlovka in the North and Maidan in Southwest 
Kyrgyzstan. 

Orlovka that was once home to rare earth metal mining during the Soviet Union hosts the 
country’s third largest gold deposit ‘Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny’ that became the first 
gold mine after Kumtor to be launched in the post-independence era. Similar to Kumtor, 
also Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny is a geological discovery of the Soviet era. During the 
first phase of the research in Bishkek, in my interviews with national governance actors 
Orlovka emerges as a ‘cooperative’ former Soviet mining town that had embraced the 
return of privatised extractive industries under Chinese investors in 2012. A recurring 
theme is how ‘good mining’ is possible and can be beneficial for local communities and 
the country’s development efforts.  

Maidan, on the other hand, is one of the country’s troubled communities that embodies 
the ‘Shambesai’ gold deposit – the first and only gold discovery in Kyrgyzstan’s post-
Soviet history by a private Australian-based gold developer in 2007. During the same 
official interviews in Bishkek, it becomes clear that the community members do not allow 
any mining activity on their soil since the dwellers violently ousted the company 
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representatives in 2013 as the company brought in the first excavator for constructing the 
mining infrastructure. Maidan stands out amongst communities that do not consent 
mining: I find out that since 2014 no state official, company representative or researcher 
has been allowed in Maidan; the initial disputes have transformed into a protracted 
conflict. 

The reasons behind Orlovka’s alleged consent to gold mining in contrast to Maidan’s 
contest are however limited to what is propagated by the state and company 
representatives, and scant media reports given the lack of research in these regions. 
According to the official discourses, there are selfish, material interests at play in 
insurgent communities such as Maidan whereas allegedly cooperative dispositions 
motivate Orlovka’s mining sentiments. I engage these discourses and study the nature of 
Orlovka’s ‘cooperation’ (Chapter III) and Maidan’s ‘resistance’ on the ground (Chapter 
IV). 

Three research questions have helped me navigate the field as it emerged in Bishkek, 
Orlovka and Maidan:  

1. How do national actors of mineral governance and their perceptions influence 
emerging regularities of behaviour in gold mining? 

2. What are the underlying conditions behind heterogeneous community positions 
to gold mining?  

3. How do entanglements of gold’s material dimensions as a resource, its different 
valuations and governance co-produce and shape practices in and positions to gold 
mining? 

A continuous reflexive engagement with modes of inquiry apt for capturing the hybrid 
extractive entanglements has accompanied the research processes for achieving the first 
thesis objective. For overcoming the aforementioned divides instead of reproducing them 
and conveying lived complexities instead of reducing them, the given research has 
demanded progressively crossing disciplinary and methodological boundaries, 
culminating in the second objective of this thesis: 

(2) To explore the potential of a disciplinary and methodological cross-pollination for 
furthering our understanding of how human sociality is intertwined with the material 
world taking the case of gold mining as an example. 

Bringing into dialogue the interdisciplines of institutional economics, critical geography, 
and anthropology,4 their theoretical underpinnings and methodologies, this thesis 
progressively advances a relational sociomaterial approach for following, analysing, and 
trying to make sense of how and why different places in Kyrgyzstan in their connections 

                                                 
4 Including the cognate fields of behavioural and ecological economics within heterodox economics, 
political ecology, and feminist studies. Throughout the thesis, where relevant, I make specific mention 
of these scholarships. 
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to each other become enacted as sites of mining and/or struggle. Accordingly, two 
additional research questions have guided the epistemological reflections of this thesis:  

4. What can we learn from Kyrgyzstan’s case through a relational sociomateriality 
lens about the drivers and dynamics behind the making and unmaking of resource 
frontiers? 

5. How can an interdisciplinary multi-method research approach contribute to 
interpreting extractive entanglements? 

The outcomes of the research have culminated in the following scientific papers that 
constitute the core chapters of the thesis: 

Chapter II:  Ocaklı, Beril, Tobias Krüger and Jörg Niewöhner. 2020. “Shades of 
Conflict in Kyrgyzstan: National Actor Perceptions and Behaviour in 
Mining”. International Journal of the Commons 14 (1):191-207. doi: 
10.5334/ijc.988. 

Chapter III: Ocaklı, Beril, Tobias Krueger, Marco A. Janssen, and Ulan Kasymov. 
2021. "Taking the discourse seriously: Rational self-interest and resistance 
to mining in Kyrgyzstan."  Ecological Economics 189:107177. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2021.107177. 

Chapter IV: Ocaklı, Beril and Jörg Niewöhner. 2022. “Making and unmaking gold as 
a resource. Resistant socionatures in Maidan, Kyrgyzstan.” Geoforum 
131:151–62. doi: 10.1016/j.geoforum.2022.03.015. 

In the remainder of this introduction (Chapter I), I present my empirical, theoretical, and 
methodological choices. Section 2 introduces the empirical setting of the thesis, situates 
the gold mining expansion in Kyrgyzstan’s transitional history and makes the case for the 
selected study sites. Section 3 elaborates on the theoretical perspectives that inform the 
core chapters of this thesis. Section 4 describes and discusses my research approach and 
practice as they have evolved through the course of the given research as well as detailing 
my multi-method interdisciplinary research design. The subsequent chapters present the 
peer-reviewed articles as they were published (Chapter II, III and IV).5 Chapter V 
concludes the thesis with a synthesis of the research findings, distils their implications for 
research on extractivism and resistance, and offers directions for further reflection and 
research. 

2. Gold mining in Kyrgyzstan 
In this section, I provide an overarching overview of the gold mining sector in 
Kyrgyzstan, the circumstances under which it has expanded over the last three decades 
as well as the far-reaching consequences of this expansion for the country, the prevailing 

                                                 
5 Except for minor typos and corrections.   

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2022.03.015
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governance order, and its citizens. I then make the case for centring on Bishkek, Orlovka 
and Maidan as three sites that have been un/making Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush. 

2.1. Independence and the extractive order 
Extraction was a key sector underpinning the Soviet modernisation and persists as the 
main tenet of the national developmental path also in the post-independence era. 
Kyrgyzstan had been made into an extractive frontier already during the Soviet Union, 
thereby significantly contributing towards meeting the material demand of Soviet 
industrialisation and modernisation (Wooden 2018). Decades of surveying and 
prospecting by geologists culminated in geological maps, maps of geophysical and 
geochemical fields that were all mobilised as “inscription devices” (Li 2014: 589) for 
rendering hundreds of deposits ‘investable’ (Bogdetsky et al. 2005: 6). On the basis of 
this geological infrastructure, mining clusters across the country were established for 
extracting and processing these resources. Towards the end of the 1980s, all of the 
Union’s antimony and 64% of its mercury was produced in the Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist 
Republic (KSSR). Additionally, 30% of the Soviet Union’s rare-earth metals, 25% of its 
monocrystal silicon and up to 15% of its uranium production originated from the KSSR 
(ibid.: 13). While also gold deposits were chartered from the 1960s on (ibid.) for 
positioning the Kyrgyz SSR as one of the next gold frontiers (Wooden 2018: 153), these 
reserves remained untapped for feasibility reasons. Industrial gold production 
commenced as late as 1986 with the opening of the ‘Makmal’ gold mine (Bogdetsky et 
al. 2005: 13) and has become rolled out under the capitalist regime starting with the 
Kumtor gold mine. Today, there are 14 gold mining operations, nine of which are 
medium- and large-scale, and an additional 13 mines are under exploration (Natural 
Resources Governance Institute 2017; Kulova 2021). Gold is Kyrgyzstan’s prime mining 
commodity, accounting for 90% of the total national mineral output (Ernst & Young 
2018) and 42.4% of the country’s exports (Germany Trade & Invest 2021). More 
concerning than the country’s commodity dependence on gold is its dependence on a 
single mine: preliminary 2020 national statistics record a 12.5% contribution of the mine 
to the country’s GDP, attesting to Kumtor’s lasting dominance of the sector. The same 
year, the gold mine operations made up 23.3% of the aggregate industrial outputs 
(Kumtor Gold Company 2021).  

How gold mining has become both a key source of public finance and friction is 
intimately intertwined with the transitional history from a Soviet Socialist Republic to an 
independent Kyrgyz Republic. As a small landlocked country without the hydrocarbon 
endowments of neighbouring Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan 
followed a different course for opening and connecting its economy to the global market 
(Pelkmans 2005; Engvall 2015; Pomfret 2019). In partnership with international donor 
organisations, the independent republic’s first president Askar Akayev introduced 
neoliberal policies. These interventions entailed privatising the country’s key sectors and 
enterprises, liberalising trade and customs with limited state regulation while tightening 
the state subsidies that the citizens had known from their Soviet state (Pomfret 1995; 
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Engvall 2015; Pelkmans 2017; Owen 2020). The liberalising policies exposed different 
segments of the society to what had by then become a highly interconnected world, 
however, under high institutional uncertainty as state institutions to regulate the drastic 
economic opening were yet to be crafted at the time. As such, connections to global 
networks of capitalism unfolded under the post-independence governance mechanisms at 
the intersection of formal post-Soviet and informal, unwritten institutions. This is the 
institutional landscape in which first Kumtor and then other gold mining projects were 
brought into being. Ever since, the gold mining sector has come to serve the country’s 
ruling network as a main source of rents and corruption (Gullette 2014; Doolot and 
Heathershaw 2015) rather than its citizens. 

Towards the end of the first decade of independence, the initial policies and the Kumtor 
investment extricated the economy from the initial recession, however, the “unregulated 
brand of capitalism” (Engvall 2015: 6) under the neoliberal regime resulted in high levels 
of plundering, laundering and lawlessness, eventually fuelling popular disappointment 
and civil insurgency. The country and its economy became largely run by the president’s 
extended family instead of a functional state. In the meantime, the ordinary citizens 
continued to grapple with persisting poverty and insecurity while the actual state policies 
increasingly diverged from the initial promises of democracy and development 
(Pelkmans 2005). Widening discontent with the Akayev regime led to the first popular 
uprising – the Tulip Revolution – and ultimately forced the Akayev family out of the 
country in 2005. Kurmanbek Bakiyev, the second president of the Kyrgyz Republic, 
further ingrained what Akayev started. Just within five years of his rule, Bakiyev and his 
network transformed the system of government into a criminal kleptocracy, controlling 
the country’s commanding heights including the law enforcement agencies, trade and 
customs, and the financial system (Engvall 2015; Cooley and Heathershaw 2017). In 
2010, the deep functional interdependences that culminated in a state run as a family 
business became widely known, setting in motion the next national unrest and turmoil, 
also ousting the country’s second president. Subsequently, the gold mining protests that 
started in 1998 following a toxic spill around the Kumtor operations (Gullette 2014) have 
also gained momentum (Wooden 2018), as more communities near licensed gold deposits 
recognised who has benefitted from commodification of their nature and resources in 20 
years of independence. 

Responding to the intensifying unrest and entrenched distrust towards the state 
institutions across the country, a number of institutional innovations have been adopted, 
albeit with limited impact on democratising governance (Engvall 2015) including 
pertaining to mineral governance (Furstenberg and Toktomushev 2021). At the highest 
political level, in an effort to counter the consolidation of corrupt authoritarianism, a 
semi-parliamentary system of government replaced presidentialism. Concurrently, based 
on the rather disappointing experiences of the 1990s’ development paradigms across the 
globe, the focus of international development cooperation shifted from liberalising 
economic policies and markets under Washington Consensus to effective governance and 
civic participation under the retitled Post-Washington Consensus (Sheppard and Leitner 
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2010). As ‘getting the institutions right’ has been ascertained as the key explanatory factor 
behind nations’ development (Rodrik 2007),6 particularly for precluding ‘resource curse’ 
(Pomfret 2018), the development initiatives also in Kyrgyzstan have increasingly 
concentrated around strengthening the legal institutional basis, reducing bureaucracy and 
corruption as well as increasing transparency and predictability in the society. This 
‘institutional’ turn in development policies was reflected also in the sphere of mineral 
governance and gold mining.7 In 2005, Kyrgyzstan started implementing the global 
governance standard ‘Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative’ (Furstenberg and 
Toktomushev 2021). From 2012 on, the Subsoil Law has been regularly revised within 
multistakeholder consultation processes. Mining companies have become obligated to 
seek the consent of the communities in the vicinity of their operations, in addition to their 
legal licenses, through engaging with the communities, heeding to their concerns 
regarding the planned projects and designing together with the community 
representatives a ‘social package’ that would entail supporting the community and 
infrastructure development directly through different projects (Doolotkeldieva 2020). 
However, again mirroring the experiences in the Global South (Sheppard and Leitner 
2010), the measures targeting the improvement of governance structures under the Post-
Washington Consensus have further deepened the neoliberal state policies towards 
making markets more efficient rather than demonstrating genuine commitment to 
deliberative democracy and addressing citizens’ concerns (Engvall 2015; Owen 2020). 
Likewise, the institutional changes governing the mining sector, that were presented to 
publics as interventions for a more just distribution of the benefits accruing from gold 
mining, have at best become geared towards constructing consent to expanding gold 
mining (Wooden 2018). At worst, these measures have continued to serve the state’s 
extractive order, to which the scandals around the regularly plundered mining-financed 
development funds attest (Horrocks-Taylor 2018). 

Thirty years on, the consequences of the decisions made in the early hours of 
independence are all-pervasive in Kyrgyzstan’s cascading interdependences that continue 
to perpetuate a governance order for and by extraction of resources and rents. During the 
course of completing the research underlying this thesis, Kyrgyzstan experienced yet 
another compound popular uprising following the parliamentary elections in October 
2020, bringing the controversial public figure Sadyr Japarov to presidency 
(Doolotkeldieva 2021a).8 Japarov, a native of the Issyk-Kul region where the Kumtor 

                                                 
6 As Rodrik, however, criticises, a view of institutions confined to formal property rights has led to 
irrelevant policy implications that biased formal rules and their de jure improvement through 
‘institutional reforms’. 
7 From 2012 to 2018, I worked in one of these initiatives. The methodology section (Section 4.1) 
provides more information about this initiative and my role therein. 
8 The fraudulent elections and accumulated disillusionment with the country’s in/formal governance 
order and governing elite that have failed the citizens’ exigencies and social safety united the 
protestors; however, their visions of alternatives drove different protest fronts apart. While the 
oppositional leaders remained fractured and could not seize the momentum, high hopes of moving 
from the old patriarchal elite-led governance marred by corruption became overshadowed by protests 
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mine is located, has come to be known as an adept national populist who has made a 
career around gold mining contentions. Most prominently, in 2012-2013 as a member of 
the national parliament he persistently called for nationalising the Kumtor mine on the 
grounds of environmental violations, co-opting thereby the surging mining protests that 
were prompted by predominantly genuine grievances (Horrocks-Taylor 2018). The 
mining sector, particularly the re/negotiation of the effective Kumtor agreements 
regulating the gold mine investment has been a first port of call for new governments to 
distance the current ruling elite from the previous ‘corrupt’ administrations – and the 
Japarov administration has not been an exception (Kapushenko 2021). So far, the new 
president has contributed to a slew of contradictory mining discourses and practices 
spanning: a decree on reformation of the sector that inter alia includes a ban on foreign 
investors from taking stakes in future mining projects deemed nationally significant and 
adopting a new mining code; floating possibilities to sell off a large iron-ore deposit for 
repaying the country’s external debt to China;9 and seizing control over the Kumtor gold 
mine (Doolotkeldieva 2021b; Voices on Central Asia 2021; de Gouvello 2021). The 
ramifications of these measures are yet to be grasped. Nevertheless, looking back on both 
the country’s independence history and Japarov’s personal trajectory, the interlinked 
strategies and mechanisms of consolidating power and capturing resource rents are likely 
to become more controversial. In just under half a year, he has managed to pass a 
referendum in favour of reverting to a strong presidential system under the pretext of 
increased state accountability and responsibility (Japarov 2021), thereby further reifying 
the nationalist authoritarianism that has been on the rise since the Bakiyev regime 
(Engvall 2015; Doolot and Heathershaw 2015). In the view of these recent developments, 
Freedom House, a global freedom and democracy observatory, downgraded Kyrgyzstan’s 
freedom status from ‘partly free’ to ‘not free’ in its latest progress report (Freedom House 
2021: 26). 

State-building and institutional morale at the discretion of the ruling elite – within and 
beyond the formal political system – has taken shape hand in hand with sprawling non-
transparent gold mining operations in the country’s post-Soviet history. However, despite 
decades of pursuing extractive projects for national development under the current 
resource governance regime, a sense of well-being remains elusive at home. Today, 
roughly one in six Kyrgyzstani citizens are compelled to take up arduous stints abroad in 
Russia and Kazakhstan (Sagynbekova 2017) for building own multi-local safety nets 
(Thieme 2008). Indeed, Kyrgyzstan is one of the world’s most remittance-dependent 
countries with remittances labour migrants send home amounting to 28.4 % of the 

                                                 
who brought Sadyr Japarov, taking progressive Kyrgyzstanis by surprise (Ismailbekova 2020; 
Doolotkeldieva 2021a, b). 
9 As of December 2020, state debt to China accounted for 41.8 % of the external debt of the country 
(24.kg 2021). While China retains its economic dominance in the country, the perception of China and 
Chinese investments connected to its megaproject ‚Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) is increasingly 
fraught with problems. Recent studies link mining-related grievances in the country to Chinese 
investments and anti-Chinese sentiments (Sternberg 2020; Furstenberg and Toktomushev 2021; 
Botoeva forthcoming).   
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national GDP, coming in third after Tonga and Somalia (World Bank n.d.). The country’s 
reliance on gold exports for keeping the economy afloat is thus not the only dependence 
Kyrgyzstan is mired in. The unrestricted and unruly expansion of gold mining since the 
independence is however one that potentially threatens people’s lives and livelihoods they 
have been rebuilding after years of precarity and hardship following the ‘transition’ from 
Soviet rule. 

2.2. Three sites un/making Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush 
Next, I introduce the rationales behind starting my empirical investigation in Bishkek and 
tracing the emerging insights to Orlovka and Maidan (Figure I-1). 

 
Figure I-1. Map of Kyrgyzstan denoting sites of empirical research and locations of the gold deposits 
(map by Marius Derenthal based on open data from © OpenStreetMap contributors).10 

2.2.1. How it all starts: Gold mining licensing in Bishkek 
The capital Bishkek constitutes the first site of empirical research for this thesis for two 
reasons. First, any mining company, be it with intentions to prospect and explore a deposit 
or to develop a readily explored ore into a mining project, is conditioned to apply for a 
license from the mandated State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining. According 
to Chapter 4, Article 29 of the Subsoil Law of the Kyrgyz Republic, all types of subsoil 
use operations are subject to licensing (Kyrgyz Republic 2018: 18).11 A mining licensing 
                                                 
10 Data is available under the Open Database License.  
11 With the exception of allocation of the subsoil rights under a concession or product sharing 
agreement, or state registration (ibid.). 

Maidan 
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transaction can be executed in exchange for a bonus payment as stipulated by the Tax 
Legislation of the Kyrgyz Republic and a licensing fee for the first year of subsoil use. 
Depending on the categorisation of different subsoil resources, a license can be granted 
on the basis of a tender, auction and direction; the former procedure is applicable to the 
deposits of national significance. Thus, seeking a license in Bishkek is the formal 
requirement for any mining operation, and within the national borders gold mining 
officially starts and further advances with different licensing transactions in Bishkek. 
Therefore, starting the empirical journey in Bishkek with delineating the contours of 
national mineral governance is warranted for capturing how the prevailing governance 
officially makes Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush, while at the same time possibly unmaking this 
expansion in unexpected ways. 

A second interrelated reason behind commencing a study of gold mining dynamics and 
disputes in Bishkek, a city where no mining takes place, is counterintuitive, yet is founded 
upon the literatures on mining conflicts in Kyrgyzstan and at other resource frontiers. On 
the one hand, relevant studies mostly foreground the perceptions and perspectives of the 
‘local communities’, i.e., communities that reside in close proximity to the mining 
projects and are affected by the extractive undertaking (Conde 2017). However, as 
mentioned above, by the time mining arrives in these locales a number of life-altering 
decisions and transactions have already been taken and executed. Thus, while 
categorising conflict drivers along the separate attributes of the mining company, the 
nature of the mining project, the particularities of communities or the state policies and 
actions might present an overarching overview of the factors at play (e.g., Conde and Le 
Billon 2017), it may also obscure the role of extra-local and/or translocal processes and 
relations with the ‘local’ in the conflict timelines. On the other hand, according to the 
research on Kyrgyzstan, non-transparent licensing and haphazard regulation of gold 
mining has and continues to play a pivotal role in breeding corruption in and contestation 
around gold mining in the post-independence era (e.g., Gullette 2014; Doolot and 
Heathershaw 2015; Engvall 2015; Sternberg 2020; Furstenberg and Toktomushev 2021). 
The historically evolving functional interlinkages between the transitional undercurrents, 
state-building and gold mining in Kyrgyzstan thus argue for more explicit empirical 
engagement with the national actors who through action or inaction shape resource 
governance. However, studies of how mining contestations become perpetuated or 
prevented through micropolitics starting at the national level, which also factor in the 
internal and cognitive aspects of the involved actors (Conde 2017; Conde and Le Billon 
2017; Walter and Urkidi 2017), are scarce - both within the context of mining globally 
and gold licensing transactions in Kyrgyzstan in particular. Chapter II hence presents gold 
mining licensing in Kyrgyzstan in greater detail and analyses the structural and 
institutional roots of gold mining disputes reinforced through the national dimensions of 
mining practices. Focusing on the mental models of national actors that are involved in 
the governance of licensing transactions, the chapter advances a differentiated 
understanding of enduring regularities in mining that refine the otherwise crude binary of 
conflict – cooperation. 
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Starting the empirical study in Bishkek has shaped this thesis beyond its culmination in 
the first scientific publication of the doctoral research (Chapter II). Conversing with the 
national actors of governance from public, private and non-profit realms, and studying 
their mental models of tangible licensing transaction systems also granted access to 
otherwise “unlooked-for” (Hastrup 2013: 148), intangible or elusive relations and 
processes that however steer behaviour in mining over time. As such, Bishkek as the 
national site itself evolved into a powerful “medium transporting specific types of traces” 
(Latour 2005: 176), leading me to new sites of observation: the city of Orlovka and the 
Maidan rural community (see Figure I-1), as introduced next. 

2.2.2. The ‘cooperative’ Orlovka 
Orlovka, a small city in the country’s northernmost region of ‘Chui’, is the second site of 
empirical research that emerged during the fieldwork in Bishkek. As a former Soviet 
mining town that was designed for a rare earth metal mining complex of Soviet 
significance (Bogdetsky et al. 2001), hosts today the country’s 3rd largest gold operation 
on the ‘Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny’ deposit. Extracting gold under capitalism from a 
deposit located in a former Soviet mining settlement, explored by the Soviet geological 
survey, certainly embodies multiple extraction histories and meanings, rendering a 
Soviet/post-Soviet binary abstract. Known colloquially as ‘Altynken’, the deposit has 
been under development by the joint venture ‘Altynken LLC’ of the state-owned gold 
company ‘Kyrgyzaltyn’ and a Chinese investor ‘Zijin Mining Group Co. Ltd’ since 
summer 2015 – coinciding with the inception of the empirical research for this thesis.  

While finding scientific information about Orlovka prior to fieldwork was difficult, the 
literatures on Soviet mining towns in Kyrgyzstan reveal that Orlovka, mirroring other 
mining towns, was a material and symbolic construct of the Soviet modernisation and 
industrialisation. Akin to Shurab straddling the Kyrgyz-Tajik border (Reeves 2014), 
Kokjangak in the South (Pelkmans 2017), Jyrgalan in the northeastern part of the country 
(Sturød 2019), and Kyzyl-Kiya and Khaidarkan neighbouring Maidan, Orlovka and the 
nearby Ak-tyuz were one of the so-called model mining towns that were created around 
the extractive industrial complexes as “urban utopia” of Soviet modernity (Wooden 2018: 
151). Speaking to Pelkmans (2017: 4) description of Kokjangak, also Orlovka had been 
“a paragon of Soviet modernisation, a frontier town.” Sharing the same faith with other 
mining towns, with a collapsing Soviet Union and its industries, also Orlovka and its 
residents fell into pieces – physically and psychologically. These towns had benefited 
from safer connections to Moscow and direct provisioning of goods and services, which 
came to symbolise a “cultural and aesthetic connection – of ‘the centre in the periphery,’” 
as Reeves (2014: 114) helps us to order the emotional collapse that followed the physical 
disintegration. 

As during the fieldwork in Bishkek, Orlovka and the mine’s imminent launch came to 
take up significant space in my interviews, I decided to follow these discursive flows to 
Orlovka. The return of mining to Orlovka was celebrated as a successful case of 
community-company cooperation. Based on my original research, the empirical scene is 
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further elaborated in Chapter III. The chapter analytically connects the discourses that 
arise in Bishkek to the practices and perspectives in Orlovka in an attempt to unravel how 
the town has been made into a frontier again. 

2.2.3. Maidan sitting on a gold mine 
Maidan in southwestern Kyrgyzstan is the third site of observation. Consisting of 13 
villages, Maidan itself is a rural settlement in the Kadamjai region that was however 
surrounded by a number of Soviet mining towns (Bogdetsky et al. 2001). Maidan is the 
place of the only post-Soviet gold discovery by a private Australian exploration company. 
‘Shambesai’, as it is named by the explorers, is a rather small deposit that after years of 
geological studies was planned to be developed into an open-cast gold mine in 2013.  

A year earlier, in 2012, a study based on field research in eight mining-affected 
settlements across the country assessed Maidan’s and neighbouring communities’ 
sentiments towards mining as the most negative (Lee and Styers 2012). The study was 
undertaken in response to the upsurge in mining conflicts in 2011-2012. Concerning 
Maidan, the study brings to the fore the environmental fears and the perception of being 
left uninformed about the mining plans as significantly contributing to the conflicts. 
Amongst all the studied communities, the authors classify the region as one of the most 
vulnerable to mining conflicts and they explicitly recommend that mining project 
activities should not begin until a thorough risk assessment has been made (Lee and Styers 
2012: 108). 

Fast forward to 2013, on October 18, Maidan made headlines, including in Eurasianet, an 
independent news organisation covering Central Asia and South Caucasus, under the 
caption “Kyrgyzstan: Another Gold Mine Attacked as Kumtor Protests Continue” 
(Trilling 2013). Therein, Trilling wrote:  

“In the latest assault on foreign miners operating in Kyrgyzstan, an angry crowd has 
attacked an Australian-run gold exploration project in the south. The company says the 
attack looks related to the ongoing wave of violence against foreign mining outfits in the 
Central Asian country. A group of about 200 protestors attacked the offices of Australian-
listed Manas Resources’ local subsidiary, Z-Explorer, at the Shambesai gold field in 
Batken Province on October 18, Reuters reported.” 

The article continued referring to the company’s statement that: 

 “[T]he angry crowd met a company bulldozer […] [and] ransacked the company’s local 
office […] A group of activists … disturbed what was initially a peaceful negotiation 
regarding site works. This group is likely to be affiliated with groups that have protested 
against mining elsewhere in the country. As a result of the activists intervening, a larger 
crowd gathered, blocked site access and some minor damage was recorded at the 
community liaison office […] (ibid.). 

Eight years on, the mine is still not operational, at least not at the time of writing, as 
activists in Maidan continue to reject mining on their territory. My knowledge regarding 
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Maidan and the mining disputes there prior to fieldwork were limited to statements 
emanating from the formal interviews and informal conversations I conducted in Bishkek 
in 2015. These statements predominantly reproduced the tenor of the aforementioned 
news report, attributing such protests like Maidan’s to pursuits of own commercial, 
material interests while sometimes exploiting legitimate environmental concerns (Trilling 
2013). Lee and Styers (2012: 4) find little evidence for these hypotheses that are “often 
voiced in mining industry circles in Bishkek, that community conflicts are chiefly stirred 
up by commercial-criminal groups […] to reap the benefits for themselves or seek other 
financial gains”. Similarly, Wooden (2013) in her comprehensive nationwide 
investigation rejects the tendencies to explain protest engagement in Kyrgyzstan solely 
by affluence, rationality, or grievances. Differentiating environmental protests from mass 
discontent in the post-Soviet space and neo-patrimonial societies, she argues that the 
environmental political mobilisations cannot be explained by elite politics or material 
motivations alone (ibid.: 314). She convincingly documents that “people do not just 
protest because there is an opportunity; they protest about something” (ibid.: 324). 

What does Maidan protest about then? Chapter IV delves into these controversial 
discourses and unpacks them on the ground in Maidan in an effort to make sense of the 
processes and practices that have incited the incident in October 2013 and continue to 
maintain Maidan’s resistance to the development of the Shambesai gold mine. The 
chapter presents the first situated account of extractive entanglements that to this day keep 
gold in the ground. 

3. Making and unmaking of resource frontiers 
Echoing Castree (2005: 225), “we have always lived in a mixed-up, hybrid and ‘impure’ 
world where it is difficult to disentangle things from their relationships.” Extraction, 
extractivisms and counteraction through resistance are part of this messy, impure world. 
Motivated by a commitment to theoretical perspectives that are attentive to the hybridity 
of extractive entanglements, this thesis mobilises ‘interdisciplinary assemblages’ (Barry 
and Born 2013: 10) of relational and processual approaches for unearthing different 
aspects of multi-scalar processes and practices that at once constitute and contest gold 
mining in Kyrgyzstan. To this end, the thesis brings theoretical insights from critical 
geography, anthropology, and institutional economics12 into ‘a self-conscious dialogue’ 
(ibid.: 12) for generating reflexive questions and framings that transcend individual 
disciplines. Critical geography, anthropology and allied scholarships inform this thesis 
through their grounded and thick, reflexive analyses of resource extraction, extractivism, 
its impacts on people and places, and ensuing resistance. Perspectives from institutional 

                                                 
12 Throughout the thesis, I draw on different schools of thought within institutional economics 
including classical institutional economics, transaction cost economics, new institutional economics, 
and commons, ecological and behavioural economics scholarships concerned with the role of 
institutions in use and management of (shared) resources. Within an interdisciplinary endeavour such 
as this thesis a broad review of the field is out of scope. See Markey-Towler (2018) for a concise 
review of the major currents in institutional theory. 
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economics allow me to develop a productive and dynamic lens for probing critically into 
the institutional landscape/s which have and continue to motivate both the expansion of 
gold extraction and resisting this expansion. 

The core chapters of this thesis are thus dedicated to documenting and understanding how 
the extractive expansion becomes enabled, experienced, and contested in locally 
differentiated ways in Kyrgyzstan and what exactly is being resisted, to what end. For 
overcoming renditions of global resource extraction and enabling governance 
mechanisms as agentless capitalist phenomena (Gilberthorpe and Rajak 2017) or as pure 
constructs of human agency, I consistently work towards a relational sociomaterial 
approach for rendering visible und analysing the dynamic, non-linear interplay of 
mutually constitutive structures and situated more-than-human agency (Hodgson 2000, 
2003)13 that motivate the extractive expansion and resistance to it. By implication, I also 
challenge conceptualisations of institutions as pregiven, exogenous, formal structures that 
can be by design right or good for all (Williamson 2000). I trace and study institutions 
both as manifestations of past and media for future licensing transactions, discourses, 
practices, and relations that, interwoven with gold’s material dimensions, embody, and 
transmit particular visions of order, development, and well-being. Therein lies the 
intertwinement of institutions, extractivism and resistance. 

In the following, I present the theoretical foundations that have informed the core chapters 
of the thesis, with each subsection signposting how these insights are taken up and further 
developed in each of the scientific papers. I thus aim to lay bare the different 
interdisciplinary dialogues that the papers foster and contribute to individually as well as 
together as a whole. First, I introduce the different units of analysis that have formed the 
basis of my approach to studying the un/making of gold mining in Kyrgyzstan. Second, I 
present the debates that have enabled me to attend to different appraisals and enactments 
of the nature of gold mining. In the final section, I assemble the previously introduced 
components of extractive entanglements and present how I approach the nature of 
resistance which I engage in the subsequent chapters of this thesis. Each subsection draws 
on different theoretical perspectives from the core scholarships and presents how these 
are advanced through the research process. 

3.1. Unit of analysis or how to study the un/making of gold mining 
In this subsection, I present different yet complementary approaches that have enabled 
me to capture dynamic multi-scalar processes that through their relationships to each 
other emerge (Harvey 1974; Castree 2005) and un/make gold mining in Kyrgyzstan. 
Here, multi-scalar does not mean “occurring at different scales” (Mansfield 2005: 468). 
Following Mansfield ’s (2005) lead, I conceive scale – both temporal and spatial – as a 
dimension of extractive entanglements, not as a discrete scale in and of itself. In that 
                                                 
13 In both articles, Hodgson takes his cue from classical institutional scholars and makes the case for 
reviving relational approaches to institutions. While he focuses on the co-constitutive nature of social 
structures and human agency, I build on this basis and extend agency as a potentiality that resides 
everywhere (Harvey in Harvey and Haraway 1995: 518) and is not exclusive to humans. 
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sense, neither the ‘history’ nor the ‘national’ is conceptualised here as a deterministic 
container of what is happening ‘today’ in the affected ‘local’ communities. Rather, these 
scales are “implicated in other scaled activities” (ibid.: 458) and work together – or 
against each other – as relational dimensions of processes and practices. 

The research underlying this thesis starts in Bishkek with an investigation of how the 
national dimensions of gold mining influence conflict dynamics in Kyrgyzstan by 
mobilising the licensing transaction system as a unit of analysis. This analytical attention 
allows for an explicit and structured examination of micropolitics and cognitive aspects 
of conflict dynamics, responding to the recent calls within the literatures on extractivism 
and resistance (Walter and Urkidi 2017; Conde 2017; Conde and Le Billon 2017). The 
analytical lens thus serves as a foundation for formal inquiry into the in/formal 
institutional landscape in which gold mining and conflicts unfold. In Chapter II, I zoom 
into the gold licensing transaction system that acts as a gatekeeper for mining in the 
country and wields significant leverage on the regulation of the sector. For informing a 
rigorous analysis of how national actors perceive licensing transactions and influence the 
sector governance through their behaviours, I turn to a scholarship that holds expertise in 
studying human behaviours in and through transactions as units of institutional analysis - 
institutional economics. Especially within transaction cost theory, transactions and their 
material dimensions have been employed as the basic unit of economic activity and 
institutional analysis (e.g., Commons 1931, 1932; Williamson 1985), whereby 
institutions are seen as rational responses to the costs of transacting (Markey-Towler 
2018). Yet, where does one transaction end and another one start? In an effort to set a unit 
of analysis that can absorb the hybridity and fluidity of interactions in mining, following 
Greif ’s (2006) conception of interlinked transactions, in Chapter II I develop a systemic 
approach to the analysis of licensing transactions. This allows me to study national actors’ 
internal perspectives and behaviours not only in the focal licensing transaction between 
the state actors and mining companies but also in associated auxiliary transactions that 
surround the focal transaction, for example via carrying influential information and 
knowledge about gold mining practices. At the same time, such a systemic approach 
brings into the open less tangible yet influential discourses and practices beyond the place 
and time of licensing transactions.  

Accordingly, discourses and practices, as extended iterations of transactions system, 
constitute the second unit of analysis employed in the thesis. While focusing on the role 
of national actors’ cognitive perspectives, unlooked-for state and corporate discourses 
with respect to affected communities’ positions and oppositions to gold mining emerged. 
Within the overall framing of expanding mining for the Kyrgyzstan’s post-independence 
development and modernisation, communities consenting to mining were praised as 
‘cooperative’ and contrasted with others that did not readily agree to new mining projects. 
The state bodies and mining companies I engaged acknowledged the possibility of 
genuine health and environmental concerns behind negative sentiments; regardless, they 
predominantly believed these concerns to be fuelled by a handful of affluent elites that 
pursued own selfish, material interests at the expense of collective well-being of the 
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country. The existing literature reveals that these framings are not likely to be one-off or 
figure of speech in Kyrgyzstan (Lee and Styers 2012; Wooden 2013). Indeed, beyond 
Kyrgyzstan, particularly geographers and anthropologists, concerned with the global 
narratives and strategies that render places and place-based resources ‘available’ and 
‘investable’, demonstrate different functions that these discourses can come to fulfil in 
conflict escalation, prevention or even repression as different discourses become 
operationalised to justify mining practices at (imagined) frontiers (Li 2014; Richardson 
and Weszkalnys 2014; Andreucci and Kallis 2017; Le Billon and Sommerville 2017; 
Valladares and Boelens 2019; Leifsen 2020). As Li (2014: 589) argues, discourses and 
practices, together with resources’ material dimensions, technologies, and relations “have 
to be pulled together and made to align” to assemble resources for global investment. 
Thus, in Chapters III and IV, I draw on these perspectives from critical geography, 
political ecology, and anthropology for connecting the mining discourses to the extractive 
practices they seek to forge ahead in Orlovka and Maidan, respectively. As such, 
extending the analytical focus from the licensing transaction system to extractivist 
discourses and practices affords a connection to the translocal processes and mechanisms 
that make mining possible in extractive frontiers, circumventing thereby an analytical 
compromise between documenting situated complexity and understanding structures 
(Bebbington et al. 2013). 

Taking discourses and concomitant practices seriously also warrants critically inquiring 
into the ideologies that undergird their production in the first place (Harvey 1974) as well 
as the potentially impacted relations in the society that might resist their reproduction. 
Following this line of thought, for unpacking the validity of the extractivist discourses in 
Maidan, I expand and deepen my analytical focus one more time. In Chapter IV, I draw 
upon recent research on resource governance and contestations to inquire into dwellers’ 
relations that motivate their appraisals, positions, and eventually their persisting 
resistance to the Shambesai gold mine. I thereby situate Maidan’s resistance in intricate 
historical and geographical processes that have culminated in their existing relations 
(Swyngedouw 1999; Castree 2001, 2005). These are the relations the inhabitants maintain 
to each other, and to what we might routinely call ‘nature’ and ‘resources’ – all of which 
gold licensing transactions have the potential to transform through bringing along new 
interdependences and conflicting interests. These potential or anticipated changes might 
then altogether suggest a new order for Maidan that is deemed undesirable for the 
inhabitants. Thus, ‘relations’ serve as a composite analytical bridge that accounts for 
discourses and practices integral to the execution of mining transactions while reflecting 
the conditions that have been historically produced in different geographies and motivate 
the reversal of these transactions. 

3.2. The nature of gold mining  
It is the affordances and potentialities of the licensing transactions, discourses, practices, 
and relations, intertwined with the nature of gold and gold mining, its valuations, and its 
governance, that motivate and/or resist the formation of extractive assemblages. In this 
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section, I refer to concepts from institutional and ecological economics, political ecology, 
critical geography, and anthropology that have helped me think through the nature of gold 
mining and the interdependences implicit in its social nature. These literatures have in 
recent decades increasingly recognised the need to pay attention to the properties and 
appraisals of the biophysical world, furthering our ways of approaching and studying 
material agency, i.e., the material dimensions of ‘resources’ that impact and are impacted 
by society-nature interactions and their governance (e.g., Ostrom et al. 1994; Hagedorn 
2008; Swyngedouw 1999; Castree 2001; Bakker and Bridge 2006; Martinez-Alier et al. 
2010; Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014).  

Within institutional economics, spearheaded by Ostrom et al. (1994), a scholarship 
dedicated to the study of social-ecological transactions has bourgeoned (e.g., Beckmann 
2002; Hagedorn 2008; McGinnis and Ostrom 2014; Thiel et al. 2016). Acknowledging 
that these transactions are co-produced by social and natural systems, these scholars have 
focused on deepening our understandings of the interdependences that unfold in social-
ecological systems and their governance implications. Accordingly, the particularities of 
social-ecological systems, such as the level of difficulty to observe, measure, and assign 
impacts to single social or ecological drivers, the degree of rivalry in and excludability of 
different actor groups from resource use, heterogeneity of actors and interactions, to name 
a few possible social-ecological system attributes, have become an integral part of 
studying enduring regularities of behaviour (Ostrom et al. 1994; Falconer 2002; 
Hagedorn 2002, 2008; McCann 2013; McGinnis and Ostrom 2014; Thiel et al. 2016). 
These studies have foregrounded evaluating the alignment between the idiosyncratic 
properties of the biophysical and social factors and the institutional arrangements that are 
expected to respond to and govern these particularities. Informed by these conceptual 
developments, in Chapter II, focusing on the licensing transaction system as the unit of 
analysis, I analyse how and why different attributes of gold licensing and auxiliary 
transactions are perceived by the studied national actors and how these material 
dimensions figure in their governance and influence conflict dynamics. 

Expanding the analytical attention from licensing transactions to extractivist discourses, 
practices, and relations within and between the different sites, it has become increasingly 
impossible to distil emerging sociomaterialities of gold and gold mining, e.g., pollution, 
corruption, plundering, into nature’s materiality on one side and humans’ nature-altering 
sociality on the other (e.g., Harvey 1974; Swyngedouw 1999; Castree 2001; Bakker and 
Bridge 2006). Thus, in an attempt to understand how the human and non-human agencies 
co-constitute gold’s sociomaterialities, in Chapters III and IV, I inquire into the social 
nature of gold, processes and conditions making gold mining desirable and feasible, and 
how these become re/negotiated and with which interests (Castree 2001; Bridge 2009; Li 
2014). Here, valuations as a register from political ecology and ecological economics 
(Martinez-Alier et al. 2010; Avcı et al. 2010; Le Billon and Sommerville 2017) helps me 
to connect different appraisals of gold mining and framings to strategies for materialising 
and/or resisting gold mining in Orlovka and Maidan. Connecting different actor interests 
and positions in gold mining to resource valuations also opens up new modes of analysis 
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that are politically sensitive, as the question becomes “who has the power to simplify 
complexity and impose one particular language of valuation?” (Martinez-Alier et al. 
2010: 157). Indeed, as Chapters III and IV will lay bare, legitimising one particular 
valuation language, e.g., modernisation, development, economic rationality, cost-benefit 
analysis, common good, goes hand-in-glove with delegitimising incommensurable 
community values and valuations that comprise the local lives and social natures (Castree 
2001) or indeed inseparable hybrid ‘socionatures’ (Swyngedouw 1999) in Orlovka and 
Maidan. Furthermore, the attention to divergent valuations and ontological multiplicities, 
brought into play by ecological economics, political ecology, and anthropology (Latour 
1993; Blaser 2004, 2009; Martinez-Alier et al. 2010; de la Cadena 2010), allows me to 
illuminate the power struggle at the heart of un/making of gold mining in Maidan in 
Chapter IV. For making sense of Maidan’s struggle, I engage sociomaterialities of gold 
extractivism and resistance to it by bringing different resource valuations and ontologies 
into dialogue with resource materialities and their governance building on prominent 
relational perspectives from critical geography (e.g., Harvey 1974; Swyngedouw 1999; 
Castree 2001; Bakker and Bridge 2006), anthropology (Latour 1993; Richardson and 
Weszkalnys 2014) and institutional economics (Ostrom 1990; Hodgson 2000; Aoki 2001; 
Greif 2006). I thereby deepen the material outlook developed in Chapter II. To this end, 
I reconstruct different historico-geographical processes that have culminated in the 
existing socionatural relations in Maidan as well as gold’s emerging sociomaterialities. 
These sociomaterialities are in conflict with Maidan’s socionatural relations and futures 
they aspire to, as Chapter IV will show.  

3.3. The nature of resistance  
If conflict surfaces, according to institutional theory, governance mechanisms are 
expected to motivate order towards workable mutuality out of conflict amid 
interdependences between interacting actors (Commons 1931).14 In practice, however, 
institutions may become the very cause of ordinary people’s resistance, if they imply an 
order that without their consent extracts meanings, values and life projects attached to 
grounded socionatures by remaking places into commodity frontiers. Confronted with the 
problematic interdependences that such an extractive order entails for people, their places, 
and lives therein, affected communities become sites of struggle for safeguarding or re-
establishing their sense of order (e.g., Urkidi 2010; Tiainen et al. 2014; Walter and Urkidi 
2017; Conde 2017; Avcı 2017).  

Transaction cost theory is concerned with the emergence of institutions as formal rules 
and their execution as governance as a rational response to costs incurred by idiosyncratic 
dimensions of transactions (Williamson 2000). While such a rational cost-benefit analytic 
is helpful in demonstrating how formal institutions can emerge for realising mutual gains, 
understanding if and how institutions have actual hold over agency warrants moving 

                                                 
14 Transactions, argues institutional economist Commons (1931), entail in themselves three sets of 
relations: dependence, conflict, and order. 
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towards a more compelling theory of institutions (Markey-Towler 2018). In Chapter II, I 
develop a relational approach to institutions and resource governance in conversation 
with well-established institutional perspectives that overcome dualisms of formal-
informal and exogenous-endogenous institutions (e.g., Commons 1931; Crawford and 
Ostrom 1995; Searle 2005; Hodgson 2006; Greif 2006; Aoki 2007). Such a dynamic and 
processual approach allows me to examine how, why and with which institutionalised 
outcomes the key national actors’ interventions in licensing transaction systems shape the 
enduring regularities of behaviour in gold mining. While I maintain transaction systems 
as the basis of exchange, I expand upon the associated rational choice framings with the 
prominent cognitive arguments from Aoki (2001, 2007) and Greif (2006) who stress the 
importance of beliefs and norms in motivating the recognition of and adherence to rules. 
This approach prevents me from biasing formal over informal institutions. Moreover, a 
relational approach permits the integration of entrenched and thus slow-changing aspects 
of institutions that have hold over mind and behaviour, which are, as admitted by 
Williamson (2000: 596), “taken as given by most institutional economists”. Accordingly, 
in Bishkek as the first site un/making gold mining, I focus on how national actors’ beliefs 
and norms interact with the perceived attributes of gold licensing transaction system to 
produce, reproduce, or change the accepted and expected rules of behaviour in gold 
mining. Chapter II is thus pivotal for the entire thesis. Theoretically, the chapter lays 
down the fundamental approach to institutions, one that also maintains that governance 
mechanisms are co-produced by and constantly negotiated amongst diverse actors 
(Bridge 2004a; Bebbington et al. 2008b; Kolinjivadi 2019), within and beyond 
government. In the same vein, empirically it reveals resistance as an institution, emergent 
of beliefs and norms shared by a wide range of actors, while breaking with the 
conflict/cooperation dichotomy in mining. 

Contemporary hyper-extractivism or indeed its locally differentiated extractivisms 
(Szeman and Wenzel 2021) and their debilitating effects on lives have been recognised 
to be closely bound up with the adoption of neoliberal institutions propagated by the 
Washington Consensus since the late 1980s (Bebbington et al. 2013; Schaffartzik et al. 
2016; Junka-Aikio and Cortes-Severino 2017; Jacka 2018; Pérez-Rincón et al. 2019). 
Coinciding with the end of the Soviet reign in Kyrgyzstan, also foreign investments in 
gold mining in Kyrgyzstan have been institutionally facilitated within a neoliberalising 
system of governance. In Chapters III and IV, I unravel how neoliberal institutions and 
resource governance travel, unfold, impact, and become resisted in Orlovka and Maidan. 
Building upon the institutional fundament established in Chapter II, I draw upon 
perspectives from ecological economics, political ecology, critical geographical research 
and anthropology of extraction in order to advance spatially reworked, historicising and 
politically sensitive analyses of gold extractivism under neoliberal resource governance 
and its consequences for people in Orlovka and Maidan. The scholarship at this 
intersection acknowledges the resilience of neoliberal governance coupled with a socio-
spatial imaginary of globalising capitalism bringing prosperity to all (Sheppard and 
Leitner 2010; Andreucci and Kallis 2017). Yet, parsing the neoliberal governance of 



Introduction 

 23 

nature, its dynamic processes, and its impacts ‘on the ground’, these scholars have 
challenged fixed, stable conceptualisations of neoliberal extractivism (Mansfield 2007; 
Gilberthorpe and Rajak 2017). While most notably critical geographers have recognised 
self-regulating, free markets, lean government, liberalisation, privatisation, and 
deregulation of the economy and property regimes as salient ‘formal’ features of 
governance enabling extractivisms, they have steered clear from abstract understandings 
and definitions of neoliberal governance (McCarthy and Prudham 2004; Mansfield 2007; 
Castree 2008). Analysing neoliberal resource governance on the ground, these literatures 
have debunked the image of an essentially ‘deregulating’ state, instead rendering these 
neoliberal platitudes as “ideological constructs that manage to obscure the actual 
disciplinary work (by the state, market, and individuals themselves) required to make 
markets function” (Mansfield 2007: 395). More than two decades of applied research into 
resource extraction and resistance indeed attests to open-end society-nature 
configurations that struggle to stabilise and destabilise destructive commodification of 
socionatures (Bridge and Jonas 2002; Bridge 2004a; Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014; 
Pijpers and Eriksen 2019). The Chapters III and IV contribute to these critical 
engagements with hybrid extractive entanglements through historico-geographical 
analyses of contradictory processes making Orlovka and Maidan into a gold frontier and 
managing dwellers’ reactions to the extractivist expansion enabled by neoliberal 
governance order. 

In both chapters, I follow and connect the discourses that emerged in Bishkek during the 
first research phase to the extractive practices and local perspectives in Orlovka and 
Maidan. These discourses perpetuated by state and corporate actors categorise and 
polarise communities as ‘self-interested’ vs. ‘cooperative’ communities depending on 
their scepticism of or support for gold mining. While resistance in communities such as 
Maidan are presented as driven in pursuit of own selfish, material gains, ‘cooperative’ 
cases such as Orlovka are proudly portrayed as models of contemporary mining that 
advances the country on its way to progress and development. In Chapter III, I approach 
‘neoliberalism’ as “a complex assemblage of ideological commitments, discursive 
representations, and institutional practices” (McCarthy and Prudham 2004: 276), in order 
to analyse through Orlovka’s experience the concerted discourses, extractive practices, 
and valuations that work together to expand gold mining in the country at all costs. The 
chapter is informed by and contributes to critical interdisciplinary accounts of strategies 
that seek to regulate and discipline affected peoples’ heterogeneous sentiments and 
contestations as obstacles to be ‘removed’ for forging ahead extractivism (Harvey 2005; 
Sheppard and Leitner 2010; Blaser and de la Cadena 2017; Andreucci and Kallis 2017; 
Brock and Dunlap 2018; Valladares and Boelens 2019; Leifsen 2020). Together, these 
strategies repackage the state functions as ‘corporate responsibility’ and ‘active 
citizenship’, and shift these onto mining companies and ‘rational’, economic agents 
(McCarthy and Prudham 2004; Harvey 2005; Wooden 2018; Jacka 2018). Yet, faced with 
surging resistance, extractive states are discursively enveloping these neoliberal practices 
in nationalist rhetoric for evoking moral sentiments (Harvey 2005). For putting these 
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contradictory discourses and practices to the test, I deepen the interdisciplinary dialogue 
with contributions from behavioural economics. Behavioural economics has over the last 
decades consistently refuted the rational self-interested, utility-maximising model of 
human behaviour (Gintis 2000; Henrich et al. 2001; Henrich et al. 2004; Gintis et al. 
2005), advancing thereby our knowledge of human behaviour and motivation (Murnighan 
and Wang 2016). Within a sequential multi-method research design (Creswell and 
Creswell 2018), this chapter disassembles the neoliberal resource governance and puts 
these polarising mining discourses to a rest by revealing their functions within efforts to 
advance resource extractivism and engineer consent to it. The chapter brings to light the 
historical and geographical conditions behind resident’s consent to the Altynken gold 
mine while unearthing their silenced resistance against the injustices co-produced by the 
extant resource governance and material dimensions of gold mining since agreeing to the 
mine.  

But what is the nature of resistance if there is no mining? This is the issue I grapple with 
in Chapter IV based on Maidan’s struggle against the planned Shambesai gold mine. In 
the wake of the global rush for primary commodities of the last two decades, scholars 
have become interested in understanding the processes that work towards rendering 
socionatures as investable resources. Most prominently, geographical and 
anthropological research have challenged pregiven conceptions of ‘resources’ (Bakker 
and Bridge 2006), instead documenting the efforts that go into transforming the non-
human world into land for investment (Li 2014; Le Billion and Sommerville 2017), 
mountains as extractable gold (de la Cadena 2010; Li 2016; Hirsch 2017; Valladares and 
Boelens 2019) or forest plantations for ‘green growth’ (Ehrnström-Fuentes 2019). These 
bodies of literature have advanced relational understandings of the material world that 
becomes enacted as hybrid socionatures through sociomaterial and discursive processes. 
These processes are at play both in Orlovka and Maidan. Yet, their different geographies, 
their distinct experiences of the Soviet period and their transitional history have resulted 
in different transformations of the socionatural relations in Orlovka and Maidan. While 
Orlovka had been imagined and constructed as a resource frontier already during the 
Soviet Union, it is only through the discovery of the gold mine that Maidan has become 
a site of struggle between different imaginaries and ontologies. In Chapter IV, motivated 
by state and corporate discourses that ascribe resistance to mining to material, selfish 
interests, I try to make sense of Maidan’s resistance by critically delving into the 
sociomaterialities of gold extractivism, resistance to it and their socionatural 
underpinnings. In Maidan, resistance emerges as a situated experimentation of 
socionatural governance for imagining and leading meaningful more-than-human 
socionatures, alternative to the extractive order in Kyrgyzstan that seeks to make Maidan 
into a gold frontier. This chapter speaks to the growing literature on the making of 
resources and frontiers, thereby geographically expanding its former focus on South 
American cases (e.g., Kaup 2008; de la Cadena 2010; Li 2016; Hirsch 2017; Valladares 
and Boelens 2019; Ehrnström-Fuentes 2019).  



Introduction 

 25 

This final chapter has naturally taken a synthesising character, as I have progressively 
situated my findings in Bishkek (Chapter II), Orlovka (Chapter III) and Maidan (Chapter 
IV) within the connections that have emerged between these sites and their constituents 
(Hastrup 2013). Thus, the key theoretical threads that run through the earlier chapters 
coalesce in Chapter IV and culminate in the main theoretical contribution of this thesis: 
a relational sociomaterial approach for studying extractive entanglements of nature’s 
materiality, its ontologies, valuations, and the institutions that mediate the society-nature 
relationships. Neither the nature of gold nor of resistance to it is given; they co-emerge. 
It is through momentary stabilisations and destabilisations of multi-scalar extractive 
entanglements that resources and resource frontiers become made and unmade – as 
indicated by the title of this thesis.  

4. Methodology  
The previous section introduced the theoretical assemblages of different insights from 
institutional economics, geography, anthropology, and cognate fields that have guided 
the critical engagement with multi-scalar extractive entanglements in Kyrgyzstan. Over 
the years, my research approach and practice have evolved through continuous reflection 
about how ontological and epistemological contingencies become enacted in the 
understandings I write-in (Mansvelt and Berg 2010) this research. I have increasingly 
challenged myself to also resist simplifying, overgeneralising or even universalist 
viewpoints beyond theory (Haraway 1988; Rose 1997). 

In this section, I attempt to divulge the sources of and spaces for different forms of critical 
reflexivity that have continuously intervened in the messy conditions and joint practices 
of knowledge production through research ‘co-laborations’ (Niewöhner 2016) between 
myself, the sites of research, informants, colleagues, friends as well as the thought 
collectives elsewhere I have been a part of through the course of this research. Next, I 
explicate my approach to organising and implementing the given research through the 
notion of ‘co-laborative research’ (ibid.) (Section 4.1). I expound three forms of 
reflexivity that have led me to transgress disciplinary, methodological, and spatio-
temporal boundaries of research as I transgressed multiple, personal boundaries myself 
in pursuit of discovering the kind of researcher I sought to become (England 1994). I then 
detail the research design, analytical phases and methods employed in each of the phases 
(Section 4.2). For each phase, I reflect upon how my overlapping identities, relations, 
research topic and methods influenced my access to the fields and conducting fieldwork.  

4.1. Critical reflexivity and co-laborative research approach  
Critical epistemologies are demanding epistemologies. They demand reflection about the 
web of relations in which knowledges become available. Reflexivity is thus more than 
simply asking how one’s own positions and power affects the kind of knowledges the 
research imparts. It is also about asking the “moral question of what right one has to speak 
about, to, or on behalf of ‘others’” (Kobayashi 2009: 139). Situating knowledges is then 
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a call for, in Haraway’s words (1988: 589), “politics and epistemologies of location, 
positioning, and situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition of being 
heard to make rational knowledge claims. These are [after all] claims on people’s lives.” 
Therefore, reflexivity is acknowledging that our claims are never from nowhere, but they 
come to be through “the view from a body, always a complex, contradictory, structuring 
and structured body, versus the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity” (ibid.). 
Reflexivity is also about making this acknowledgement visible and being accountable for 
it – that is as much as possible given the paradoxical, never-finished process of ‘situating’ 
partial knowledge (Kobayashi 2009). And with that, reflexivity is a demand to 
acknowledge its imperfections and incompleteness (Rose 1997). After all, “the demand 
to situate knowledge is a demand to recognise” the messiness of research (ibid.: 314). But 
situating knowledges “is not about isolated individuals”; it is about communities with 
which we join partial views for finding a larger vision (Haraway 1988: 590). Thus, 
reflexivity is also about being cognisant of the relations between the self and its multiple 
positions, the studied world-making processes, and their protagonists, and “fields of 
interpreters and decoders” (Haraway 1988: 590) embodied through the literal and 
figurative translators, informants, colleagues, and companions (Haraway 1988; Rose 
1997; Kobayashi 2009; Mansvelt and Berg 2010; Niewöhner 2016).  

Informed by these scholars and drawing upon Niewöhner (2016), in this thesis, I have 
sought to practise reflexivity through mobilities. Niewöhner, taking his cue from 
Hirschauer (2008) argues for ‘reflexivity as mobility’ “between theories, fields, 
colleagues, institutions, thought styles and ways of worlding” (Niewöhner 2016: 5). It is 
then through ‘co-laborative research’, as a shared, experimental process of labour (ibid.: 
10), that we can create and nurture spaces and infrastructures for reflexive processes of 
knowledge production.15 In the following, I lay bare the processes of co-laborative 
research and knowledge production that underpin this thesis. I start with my occupation 
prior to undertaking this research that prompted this doctoral research in the first place 
and eventually shaped my approach to it. 

At the time of the first fieldwork, in July 2015, I had been working in international 
development cooperation for eight years. My intellectual journey up to that point had 
been motivated and influenced by the curiosity to understand how ideas of development 
travel, become practiced and reproduced or contested between diverse actors. Following 
my interdisciplinary postgraduate degree in development studies, after having lived in 
Kyrgyzstan for the first time between 1996 and 1998 as the daughter of a development 
practitioner, I came back to the region a decade later as a development practitioner myself. 
In different capacities, I supported state organisations as well as stakeholders from private 
sector and civil society in the region towards the implementation of different countries’ 
national development strategies and goals pertaining to the management of natural 

                                                 
15 Niewöhner (2016: 10) distinguishes ‘co-laboration’ from collaboration; the latter presupposes a 
shared goal or intention whereas the former is not necessarily about striving towards a joint output. 
While his call for co-laborative research is embedded within anthropology, I have found this approach 
to reflexive research also productive for an interdisciplinary undertaking such as mine. 
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resources ranging from land to subsoil. Fast forward to my most recent appointment that 
led to this research, from 2012 to 2018, I worked in a development programme called 
‘Mineral Resource for Development’ financed by the German Federal Government. The 
programme was born out of efforts to help supply the Germany industries with access to 
mineral resources.16 In keeping with the period, the advisory agenda of the programme 
corresponded to the institutional turn within international development mentioned in the 
introduction to the empirical setting (Chapter I, Section 2.1). Accordingly, the 
cooperation with the partner countries, i.e., Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan, 
centred around improving mineral governance towards enabling them to benefit from 
resource extraction. I was responsible for one of the programme components and I 
supported the design and implementation of deliberative reform processes through high-
level multi-stakeholder participation formats. Although 2012, the year we started the 
project, witnessed some of the most intensive protests against gold mining expansion in 
Kyrgyzstan, it did take me a while to start questioning what it was that I was contributing 
to. Working in a project that had the objective of supporting governments in reforming 
their mining sectors for driving development, it had eventually dawned on me that I had 
to deepen my reflexive engagement with processes and practices of development, 
extractivism and resistance. I returned to academia in 2015. 

But the inertia was strong. I could not just give up my identity as a development 
professional and become ‘only’ a researcher. For the first three years of the doctoral thesis 
(2015 – 2018), I held on to my practitioner identity and added a researcher identity to it. 
As schizophrenic as this sounds, it was a generative period. Akin to ‘the post-normal 
researcher’ profile described by Temper et al. (2019: 5),17 this was a period of awakening 
after years of development-business-as-usual. As I acknowledged my ignorance of recent 
years, I started my journey of reflecting and transgressing a number of boundaries. The 
first one was transgressing practitioner – researcher boundaries and becoming a 
practitioner-researcher. I started my research and conducted fieldwork as I continued to 
work full-time as a practitioner, communicating my new double-role transparently at all 
times. In this phase, my research approach had naturally taken on a transdisciplinary 
character. Perhaps, a reverse transdisciplinarity in this case, as I, a practitioner, sought to 
reach out to science to foster ‘a culture of accountability’, bringing different publics in 
interaction (Barry and Born 2013: 14). Needless to say, as an individual researcher 
without a transdisciplinary research programme around or behind me, the 
transdisciplinarity and ‘the logic of accountability’ (ibid.) I refer to here are in the most 
                                                 
16 The programme was implemented together with the German Corporation for International 
Cooperation (Deutsche Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit), Federal Institute for 
Geosciences and Natural Resources (Bundesanstalt für Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe) and 
Federation of German Industries (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie), where I was based. The 
programme had a total budget of about 10 million Euros over six years. For more information about 
the programme’s second phase, see https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/14122.html.  
17 Temper et al. (2019) propose a ‘Tarot deck’ exercise as a strategy to reflect on the political rigour 
of our scientific practices. They explore a number of different transgressive researcher profiles as 
Tarot cards, which represent the results of their collective reflexivity exercise through employing arts-
based methods. 

https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/14122.html
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modest, humble form imaginable, and were nurtured through different co-laborations in 
the years to come. As I kept sharing my research ideas and emerging insights with my 
colleagues in Berlin, Bishkek, Hannover, Nur-Sultan (Astana at the time) and Dushanbe, 
our work on the ground was no longer safe from the anxieties and irritations that came 
through the crack that was my research endeavour. As I started to embody the 
conversations and observations in the field, also my colleagues became more critical of 
some of the narratives that the state partners and mining companies perpetuated regarding 
the mining conflicts. In turn, our project work and conversations were extremely helpful 
in navigating the first phase of this research. As I deepened my involvement in the field 
as a researcher, I have come to realise that without my colleagues and our extended 
network of gatekeepers, such research involving key state organisations and, more 
critically, mining companies would have simply not been possible. Mobility between 
different epistemic communities of practitioner colleagues especially on the ground in 
Central Asia as well of researchers in Berlin at my home institute, the Integrative 
Research Institute on Transformations of Human-Environment Systems (IRI THESys), 
was the source of reflexivity in this period.  

Initially it was due to my job that I needed to organise fieldwork around project activities 
in Central Asia. However, latest after the second fieldwork in December 2015, I 
deliberately decided against limiting the places and periods of my empirical research. 
This led me to transgress the usual spatio-temporal boundaries of doctoral research 
projects and approach my research in a sequential multi-stage design (Creswell and 
Creswell 2018). The mobility in and out of the field, year in, year out, was the result of 
seeking to create spaces for critical thinking and reflexing (Niewöhner 2016). As I needed 
time to take in, digest, and communicate what I saw, talked, or read about, I have along 
the process transformed from ‘the post-normal researcher’ to ‘slow and care-full scholar’ 
(Temper et al. 2019). Perhaps I was just slow, but I would like to believe my caring 
slowness was a move away from a practitioner’s routinised rush to find ‘neutral solutions’ 
towards acknowledging that knowledge production is inherently political and unequal 
(ibid.). Taking time to improve the quality and depth of my engagement with people’s 
lives in Kyrgyzstan, with texts and with my epistemic communities, I have started to 
strive for being sensitive to and critical of the political processes that were intertwined 
with the topic of my research, adding thereby ‘political rigour’ to scientific rigour (ibid.).  

Gradually, as I moved between fields and identities, I added to my existing co-laborations. 
Informants, field assistants, communities in Maidan and Orlovka, but also new thought 
collectives emerged that have motivated my mobility between disciplines, schools of 
thoughts, and methods as I transgressed disciplinary and methodological boundaries. In 
April 2018, I decided to focus solely on my research. At that point in time, I had 
conducted three separate fieldwork stays including the research in Maidan that 
culminated in Chapter IV. I was in the process of publishing the first scientific paper of 
the thesis as it stands in Chapter II, but I was still yet to make sense of my stay in Maidan 
(summer of 2016) and was committed to understanding the ‘cooperative’ case of Orlovka. 
As different, conflicting narratives from earlier fieldworks emerged, I found myself in 
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need of creating or joining more co-laborative spaces. From 2018 onwards, in 
conversation with different thought collectives, my research has become increasingly 
interdisciplinary and multi-method. For theoretically and methodologically preparing my 
research on the ‘rational, self-interest’ narrative, I was privileged to visit the Arizona State 
University, ‘Center for Behaviour, Institutions and Environment’ and to work there 
together with Marco Janssen and his colleagues in April-May 2018. Marco Janssen, an 
Elinor Ostrom scholar, has dedicated his life’s work to experimenting with methods to 
study human cooperation in use of natural resources. Iterating between pre-tests, tests, 
and adjustments and reflections, we finalised the research design for ‘taking the discourse 
seriously’ through the case of Orlovka (Chapter III), co-authored by Marco Janssen. The 
interdisciplinary work around this research was guided predominantly by a ‘logic of 
innovation’ (Barry and Born 2013: 14) – that is, again, a very modest methodological 
innovation for studying different aspects of behaviour in mining and discourses about 
them.  

Although the empirical research in Maidan was conducted in 2015 and 2016, it became 
the last one to be ‘processed’ and turned into a research paper. This was not random; I 
did not have the vocabulary at first for absorbing this level of complexity and 
responsibility. No researcher or development agency could set foot in Maidan since the 
escalation of conflict with the mining company in 2013-2014. But the narrative of 
material motives meddling in and playing on people’s fear was still the dominant one, in 
Maidan but also in other resisting communities. In 2016, I became the first ‘outsider’ that 
could access Maidan. In the aftermath, the pressure to say, in published form, something 
smart in a responsible way was debilitating but I could not do it on my own. So, I entered 
and crafted new thought collectives. In 2018, with my colleagues at IRI THESys, who 
also researched mining in different parts of the world, we founded a ‘Mining Group’ to 
collectively think and reflect about the precarious and perverse entanglements we were 
encountering. These colleagues were anthropologists and political ecologists that have 
brought me to different literatures and ways of thinking. To deepen and widen my ‘view’, 
I also became a member of the ‘Laboratory: Anthropology of Environment Human 
Relations’ at the Institute of European Ethnology, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin and of 
the self-organised ‘Decolonial Reading Group’ at IRI THESys.  

While in the earlier stages I formed different interdisciplinary assemblages in a rather 
‘integrative-synthesis’ mode (Barry and Born 2013: 11) for a more comprehensive 
interrogation of extractive entanglements, towards the end, especially as I was working 
on the protracted dispute around the Shambesai gold mine in Maidan, I have brought 
different disciplinary perspectives into relation within an ‘agonistic-antagonistic’ mode 
of interdisciplinarity (ibid.). Enacting a ‘logic of ontology’, the interdisciplinary approach 
here challenged altogether the ontological status of nature, resources, and resistance 
within scholarships I was drawing on. The aforementioned collectives have at first 
tremendously irritated and overwhelmed me to eventually push my thought styles forward 
and sideways. This process has motivated the second objective of this thesis to explore 
the potentialities of an interdisciplinary, multi-methodological mode of research for 
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advancing how we think about the sociomaterialities of extractivism. I hope that the core 
chapters and the different ways in which I approached the underlying research reflect this 
progression. 

4.2. Research design: A multi-method interdisciplinary study  
I employed a multi-method, interdisciplinary research design to study different processes 
and implications of advancing resource frontiers. In this section, I introduce how I 
approached the study design, fieldwork and research methods that have enabled me to 
answer the questions posed in Section 1.2 for achieving this objective. 

In an attempt to explore the nuances of the globally advancing extractivism, within an in-
depth, multi-stage case study, I have tacked back and forth between the structure of global 
extractivism, its locally differential manifestations under contextual influences, and 
potentially productive theoretical concepts that I have sought to develop further through 
the research process (Baxter 2010). During this iterative process, within a case study 
methodology, I strove for rigorous research by endorsing methodological pluralism for 
three reasons. First, using multiple methods was a logical consequence of working within 
an interdisciplinary mode of research. Research methods do not exist in isolation after all; 
they are closely tied up with theoretical and ontological positions (Poteete et al. 2010). 
Second, as Poteete et al. (2010: 11) bring forward so succinctly, “no single method 
overcomes all challenges”. Progressing beyond the tired debates about the superiority of 
one methodology or method over another, in the past two decades researchers have 
increasingly combined different qualitative and quantitative methods for capturing 
different questions, meanings, and interpretations in different contexts (Flyvbjerg 2006; 
Poteete et al. 2010; Punch 2014). And third, particular to the phenomenon at hand, it is 
the combination of insights from quantitative global and qualitative country-level cases 
studies that has furthered our understanding of the global patterns of extraction and 
ensuing conflicts (Schaffartzik et al. 2016; Scheidel et al. 2020). Taking my cue from 
Hastrup (2013), I sought to follow the traceable connections in the field. Hastrup (ibid.: 
157) argues, “either there is a traceable connection, and therefore a field, or there is not, 
and then no single but several fields.” As she connects this point to Hannerz’s (2003) 
study of foreign correspondents across the globe, she contends: “for a field to emerge, we 
must establish connections between its constituents” (Hastrup 2013: 157). This argument 
challenges us to rethink “the idea of place inherent in the notion of the field and recasts it 
as an event of configuration that may take multiple forms” (ibid.). But within the 
discussion of reflexivity, I have interpreted this argument also as a call for pushing 
research beyond collecting multiple cases in multiple places. Thus, through different 
methods I strove for revealing different assessments of worlds in different sites, i.e., 
worldings (Tsing 2010), and bringing them into conversation as a basis for reflexive, thick 
inquiry (Niewöhner 2016).  

The fieldwork comprised four analytical phases in Kyrgyzstan adding up to six months. 
During these phases, I collected data from multiple sources in multiple sites as specified 
in Table I-1.  The first visit was to Bishkek in July 2015, and it served the purpose of 
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developing a sense of the on-going contestations in the mining sector and becoming 
acquainted with basically how mining works in Kyrgyzstan – this time through a double-
gaze of a practitioner-researcher. During the first fieldwork in Bishkek in July, I also 
interviewed five gold mining companies that were willing to talk to me. At the time, many 
had to halt their operations due to escalating protests and were cautious about engaging 
with publics, even with development agencies and programmes. Among the five 
companies were also the developers of the Kumtor gold mine, the Altynken mine in 
Orlovka and the Shambesai mine in Maidan. The second visit was in December 2015, 
when I returned to Kyrgyzstan to follow the leads emerging from the first fieldwork. I 
conducted research in Bishkek, but I also travelled to Orlovka and Uch-Korgon near 
Maidan for exploring whether these sites could be productive and feasible for 
understanding the nature of resistance and cooperation in the sector. Considering the large 
scale of the Kumtor mine operations impinging on vast areas of diverse ecosystems, I had 
the option to focus the whole research only on Kumtor, possibly leading to a research 
with many gaps, or allow myself to follow the leads to multiple sites. Having known the 
(criminal) controversies around the Kumtor gold mine as explained in the empirical 
background (Section 2.1) and the readily available research on this mine (e.g., Wooden 
2017, 2018; Horrocks-Taylor 2018; Pomfret 2018), I decided to venture into the unknown 
through Orlovka and Maidan. The companies operating at these sites were the most open 
and willing to ‘tolerate’ a practitioner-researcher. This was an exclusion criterion for 
deciding on other sites. I travelled to Kyrgyzstan the third time in 2016 for conducting 
the empirical research in Maidan where I was allowed to stay from June to July. The final 
fourth visit was in 2018 during which I focused on the dwellers’ relations with the gold 
mine in Orlovka from September to October. Addition to own original research, I 
continuously relied on secondary data sources including the Subsoil Law, other official 
information from local administrations, mining company reports and protocols of 
community consultation meetings, grey literature, and local media reports. 

Next, I foreground the most prominent research methods and sources of data that underpin 
the core chapters of this thesis. I highlight thereby some of the most challenging red lines 
of conducting research in a conflict-laden context and how I tried to navigate these. As 
each of the resulting scientific papers have elaborate sections on study design, in the 
following I attempt to complement the information provided in the papers. 

Table I-1. Multi-stage fieldwork and research methods according to analytical phases  
Methods Sources Analysis Time and Place 

Institutional analysis of mining sector contestation and role of national actors  

In-depth semi-
structured interviews  
(n=28) 

Key state, private and 
non-profit 
organisations in 
mineral resource 
governance 

Deductive qualitative 
institutional analysis  

July 2015, Bishkek 
and Kayindi 
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Participant 
observation (n=1) 

Public seminar 
organised by state 
actors 

  

Following leads to further sites 

In-depth semi-
structured interviews 
(n=5) 

Key state, private and 
non-profit 
organisations in 
mineral resource 
governance; Altynken 
mine management 

Qualitative 
description; inductive 
qualitative coding  

December 2015, 
Bishkek, Orlovka and 
Uch-Korgon near 
Maidan 

Informal 
conversations, 
participant 
observation 

Altynken mine 
management, 
Shambesai mine 
developer 

  

Ethnography of sociomaterialities of extractivism and resistance 

In-depth semi-
structured interviews 
(n=33), go-along 
interviews, informal 
conversations, 
participant 
observation 

District 
administration, village 
council, pasture 
committee, civil 
society groups, 
schoolteachers and 
technical workers, law 
enforcers, social 
workers 

Inductive-deductive 
qualitative coding 
following a relational 
sociomaterial 
framework 
 

June – July 2016, 
Maidan and 
surrounding village 
communities 

Multi-method analysis of rational self-interest and mining sentiments 

Informal 
conversations 

Local informants Qualitative 
description 

May – August 2018, 
remote contact with 
Orlovka 

Quantitative dictator 
game and subsequent 
mining survey  
(n=120) 

Randomly selected 
participants 

Quantitative  
Bayesian statistics 

September – October 
2018, Bishkek and 
Orlovka  

Qualitative in-depth 
semi-structured 
interviews  
(n=15) 

Local administration, 
city council, civil 
society groups, former 
and current mine 
employees, 
schoolteachers, 
business owners 

Qualitative 
description of case; 
coding for themes 
emanating from 
mining survey with 
NVivo software 

September – October 
2018, Orlovka 

Informal 
conversations, 
participant 
observation 

Everyday interactions 
with mine employees, 
local government 
officials, business 
owners, bazaar, host 

 

4.2.1. National actor perceptions and behaviour in mining: an institutional 
analysis 
The empirical research for this thesis started with the fieldwork in July 2015 that formed 
the basis of Chapter II. It also became a source of inspiration for Chapters III and IV. 
Here, I focus on its role for the first scientific paper (Chapter II). Looking back, starting 
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the research in Bishkek instead of in Maidan or Orlovka, or any other mining-affected 
community for that matter, strongly influenced the story I am now able to tell with this 
thesis. It was part strategy and intuition of a practitioner, part serendipity that I ended up 
conducting a very comprehensive inquiry into opinions, perceptions and beliefs of actors 
that start the mining commodity chain in the country. Having a fundamental 
understanding of how the sector functioned, I was convinced that I had to start in Bishkek 
as the centre of policy-making and a hub for the business and non-profit community. Yet, 
I did not know at the time how instrumental this research would be for the thesis. Indeed, 
having access to a multiplicity of sources and perspectives on the status of different mine 
development projects afforded me a comprehensive entry to the research topic while also 
equipping me with an in-depth overview of the sector and its problems. 

The main method during this first fieldwork phase was semi-structured interviews, most 
of which were in-depth. This was my first appearance in Bishkek as a practitioner-
researcher. Thus, my colleagues from the project team acted as gatekeepers for 
coordinating the meetings and accompanying me during the interviews. At the beginning, 
I was also accompanied by a researcher assistant, Svetlana Dzardzanova, who was 
working for the OSCE Academy.18 Due to her schedule and my familiarity with the 
country, we decided that she focused on helping me with transcribing the interview data. 
From the state side, I was able to interview representatives of all the key organisations 
with mandates in policy-making, enforcement and oversight in the mining sector: 
Ministry of Economy, State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining, State Agency 
for Environmental Protection and Forestry, State Inspection Office for Environmental 
and Technical Safety, National Statistical Committee, and Hydrometeorological Agency 
under the Ministry of Emergency Situations of the Kyrgyz Republic. I shall highlight that 
the Ministry of Economy is responsible for policy-making, whereas the State Committee 
for Industry, Energy and Mining is responsible for enforcement and is the key address for 
licensing procedures. From the business sphere, five mining companies agreed to meet 
me. In addition to the Kumtor, Shambesai and Altynken gold mine operators, also KAZ 
Minerals and Talas Copper Gold found time for an interview.19 Furthermore, I could 
interview the most active non-profit organisations working on conflict resolution, 
resource management, implementation of international standards such as the EITI and 
academic institutes. Over the years, I have come in contact with various fellow 
researchers with interests in mining contestation in the country who faced difficulties in 
pursuing their research. Similarly, as I dropped the ‘practitioner’ identity myself, I have 
realised how this intimate research with high-level actors in Bishkek would have been 
simply impossible to conduct as a ‘researcher’ only.  

                                                 
18 OSCE Academy is a regional initiative of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE) that offers post-graduate education, professional training and conducts practice-oriented 
research on topics concerning Central Asia. For more, see http://www.osce-academy.net/en/.  
19 KAZ Minerals operates on the ‚Bozymchak’ copper-gold deposit in the Jalal-Abad region. Talas 
Copper Gold held at the time the license for exploring the ‚Taldybulak’ copper-gold deposit in the 
Talas region.  

http://www.osce-academy.net/en/
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Bernard (2002: 205) argues that in research contexts with one shot of interviewing 
someone, semi-structured interviewing works best. In retrospect, this research was indeed 
my one real chance to access the mental models of the influential actors in the centre of 
governance. The interviews had to be as structured as possible as I had the aim of 
engaging busy state representatives, members of the business community, non-profit 
organisations, and international donor agencies. I developed in advance a detailed aide-
mémoire or interview guide (Dunn 2010) tailored to the organisations (Appendix A). In 
line with the guide, I opened every interview with presenting the aim of the interview, 
asking consent for recording, introducing myself or in case I was known re-introducing 
myself as a practitioner-researcher with two hats on. I would start asking descriptive 
questions about the mandate of the organisation and how they organise their work 
processes. This was not only a conversation-starter but also extremely important for 
building a solid understanding of the responsibilities in the sector governance. Depending 
on each organisation, I would then go on to ask the details of how they are involved in 
the licensing procedures (especially in case of state agencies), the stage of project 
development (in case of mining developers), their experiences in, perspectives and 
positions regarding the gold mining sector or the specific projects (in case of investors). 
For understanding how the relations are organised between the interlinked actors, I would 
then inquire into the organisations’ relationships to other state organisations, local 
administrations, mining companies, non-profit organisations and communities where 
they were involved. While the interview guide served as a compass, I allowed the 
conversations to flow and take their slightly different directions. Accordingly, the weight 
of each theme varied depending on the interest and willingness of the interview partners 
to engage with the topic. One issue I nevertheless dwelled on in each interview was the 
Environmental Impact Assessment of mining projects and how each interviewee 
perceived the legal obligation of conducting and auditing these assessments. The answers 
varied greatly and thus opened a window for me through which I could get a sense of how 
the nature of gold and its mining was perceived so differently. Some interviews would 
lead to new interviews via snowball sampling. Some interviews would lead to another 
round of interviews, e.g., with the Kumtor gold mine operator, and Manas Resources and 
their local subsidiary Z-Explorer, the developer of the Shambesai gold mine. On average 
the interviews lasted 1-1.5 hours. I would close the interview with inquiring into the 
interest of the interview partners in being involved and/or informed about the further 
development of my research project and tie the end of the interview to planned project 
activities in the coming months.  

Reflecting back, this phase was certainly challenging regarding the level of precision and 
interview management required when dealing with these high-profile actors. 
Nevertheless, given my practitioner-researcher status, it was at the same time the most 
pleasant and privileged fieldwork, and the only one where I was able to record all the 
interviews without an exception. I was also able to attend a public seminar (3 hours) as a 
participant-observer that was organised for informing the local communities in the 
Panfilov district of the Chui region about mining plans; this is the administrative division 



Introduction 

 35 

where also the capital Bishkek is located. This was the first time I could observe how 
state actors interact with local communities and respond to their concerns, or not. 

I conducted the majority of the interviews in Russian, except when the interview partner 
was English-speaking. The interviews were transcribed verbatim in the language of the 
interview. Initially, I coded the empirical material deductively in line with the broader 
themes of the theoretical framework presented in Chapter II, Section 2. While this was 
helpful in exploring the depth and width of the data, for an institutional analysis of 
conflicts it turned out to be a dead-end. For the qualitative analysis of ‘spoken’ or even 
‘unobservable’ institutions, I proceeded with manually extracting institutional statements 
in line with the coding criteria I developed. Here, I drew inspiration from Crawford and 
Ostrom (1995) who coined ‘institutional statements’ for a syntactical approach to 
institutional analysis (of written rules). Yet, as my focus was not only on written laws, I 
had to develop a different approach. This in return enabled me to refine the theoretical 
framework into its final form as presented in the chapter and guided the secondary coding. 
The details of the framework, coding criteria and analysis are presented in Chapter II. 

4.2.2. Ethnography of sociomaterialities of extractivism and resistance 
For following up on the emerging insights and leads during the first fieldwork, I returned 
to Kyrgyzstan in December 2015. During the second fieldwork, I conversed again with 
representatives of the Ministry of Economy, State Committee for Industry, Energy and 
Mining, a leading environmental non-governmental organisation I had met already in 
summer, the management of the Altynken mine and the operating company of the 
Shambesai gold deposit in Maidan.20 Having reached empirical saturation regarding 
national resource governance, I decided to move on further to new fields, namely Maidan 
and Orlovka. The data collected during the first two fieldworks in July and December 
2015 also underpin Chapters III and IV. As the first fieldwork was introduced in the 
previous section, in this section, I present the methods utilised during the second 
fieldwork, focusing here solely on Maidan. I then elaborate the third fieldwork in June-
July 2016 that I conducted in Maidan and surrounding communities. 

In the intervening time between the first and second fieldworks I reflected on which 
further sites could help advance understanding the heterogeneous community positions 
regarding gold mining. The curious case of Maidan left deep impressions on me, 
especially the polarising discourses about communities that rejected vs. those that 
allowed mining such as in Maidan vs. Orlovka. I had the impression that lack of research 
in Maidan left room for headlines written afar (e.g., Trilling 2013) and dominant state 
and corporate interpretations of the on-going dispute. I observed the tendency by 
development programmes to re-produce these framings or in Wooden’s (2017) 
experience to misunderstand them. For reaching a final decision, I contacted Manas 
Resources and their local subsidiary Z-Explorer who held the license to develop the 
Shambesai gold mine. I reiterated my interest in focusing on Maidan as a further site and 

                                                 
20 In this phase, Aizharkyn Aisakhunova assisted me with data transcription.  
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they informed me about a series of meetings they planned in Uch-Korgon, near Maidan. 
They invited me to accompany and shadow them. In the aftermath of having lost access 
to the mine site following the protests late 2013, the company was trying to build contact 
by means of group discussions with different segments of the communities near the gold 
deposit. I could participate in two such meetings (lasting 2-3 hours). During the second 
meeting, two furious activists from Maidan walked in on the company representatives as 
they were talking to a group of young men. The activists were not happy about the 
meeting or how the meeting transpired in the first place. I could not understand what 
exactly the issue was. It all happened very quickly, in local Kyrgyz dialect. After intense 
hue and cry, the activists left. That was the moment I decided to come back to Maidan 
for fieldwork. 

Until the third fieldwork in June-July 2016, I focused on preparing myself 
methodologically and mentally for the fieldwork. At the beginning of my doctoral 
research, I was more strongly rooted in institutional economics, which would have 
suggested triangulation of interviews, focus groups and participant observation for such 
a context (Poteete et al. 2010: 34). After my first encounter with Maidan, I was not even 
sure I could be allowed to conduct any research in Maidan, let alone conduct interviews. 
Indeed, as I was eventually able to live in Maidan for two months, ethnographic research 
constituted the central approach to the research in this phase, both as process and as 
product (Punch 2014: 129). As process, ethnographic approach, specifically through the 
method of participant observation, helped me develop a situated understanding of Maidan 
as a place, its meanings for the dwellers, its histories, the contexts of everyday life and 
how the makeup of the local lives all came together to oppose the gold mine (Kearns 
2010). I was able to co-habit with one of the leading anti-gold mining activists and her 
family. In the first meeting, which was actually a session of the village council (aiyl 
kenesh), as I introduced the purpose of my visit and my intentions, I was asked what my 
contribution to the local life would be. My proposal of teaching English at the primary 
school during the summer holidays was accepted as a valid contribution. As a matter of 
fact, my role as a teacher was also the main reason I was tolerated in Maidan. I was 
accompanied by Aitolkun Arzieva, an anthropology student, who joined me in the field a 
week after the first assistant ran away back to Bishkek.21 Our days were split between 
teaching until noon and then engaging in village life in the afternoon. During the first 
weeks, my focus was on observing how people went about their lives in Maidan. I also 
had the chance to conduct more structured observations at picknicks and day trips. Many 
of the daily talks circled around what was deemed important by the people in Maidan in 
summer including for example cherry-picking, travels to summer pastures, preparing 
fodder for the winter, expecting family guests from Russia who worked there as labour 
migrants, road construction, rehabilitation of old schools and hospital. There was a lot of 
suspicion about my stay but there were still enough people who talked to me, let me in 
their lifeworlds, allowed me to go along with and talk to them as they ran their daily 
errands. And then there was ‘the topic’: the gold (altyn). Initially, I was not let in or 
                                                 
21 Later on, I found out that the fieldwork was too stressful for the first field assistant. 
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around such conversations. With time I started to catch routine conversations, quarrels, 
and anxieties around the gold project. It was an extremely valuable and intense experience 
for me to be able to stay at an activist’s home, as I was thereby kept well informed about 
the latest developments around the mine. Every day, I put down my observations and 
insights from informal conversations in field memos, which were included in the analysis. 
My ‘contributing’ and silent presence in the village was helpful for building minimum 
trust (Bernhard 2002: 334), which made the rest of the fieldwork possible in the first place 
– that is until it eventually became impossible to stay. 

From the third week of our stay on, I could also start substantiating and complementing 
my observations through interviews.22 My observations and unstructured conversations 
during the first weeks were instrumental in asking ‘sensible questions’ (ibid.) and allowed 
me to draft an interview guide with broader themes. With this guide at hand, I would start 
the interview with a round of introductions, allowing as much space and time as my 
interlocutors wanted to take. This initial part of the interviews enabled me to gain insights 
into how people lived during the Soviet Union, their roles in the local communities and 
their relations to nature. Building on this background, I would inquire into how the 
transition period had unfolded, how people perceived the recent years and their level of 
well-being, as I tried to carefully approach the topic of mining. If it was possible, I would 
ask about the history of mining in the area, if any deposits were known and/or under 
development. We would then reach a critical point and at least once each interview 
partner would ask me, “Are you sure you are not working for the company?.” I would 
reassure that I was a doctoral researcher and try to find a way back to our conversation.23 
When trust issues would become too significant, I would try to openly talk about their 
concerns and fears that inhibited them to talk to me. Sometimes this would lead to new 
insights on how the appearance of gold in Maidan had changed trust in the local 
communities. If we would turn back to the interview, I would proceed with asking 
questions to understand how the company approached Maidan, how they communicated 
about their plans, the environmental assessment studies they conducted, and eventually 
what happened before and after the protests of October 2013. I was able to conduct 33 
interviews with the local representatives of the company, local administration, local 
deputies, teachers, civil society groups, other activists and farmers in the Maidan village 
communities and nearby settlements as well as again with the representatives of the 
license-holder in Bishkek (via phone). The interviews lasted on average 1-1.5 hours. I 
conducted the interviews mostly in Russian. During the fieldwork, I could re-activate 
                                                 
22 I conducted the interviews individually, except for two group interviews (with 2 and 10 people). 
The larger group discussion was not my initiative, it was instead demanded from me by a group of 
mothers whose children I was teaching at the school. They were concerned about a possible hidden 
agenda behind me teaching their children free of charge. Initially, the group wanted me to introduce 
myself in detail and clarify my position regarding the planned gold mine (“Are you for or against the 
mine?”). The discussion progressed into a sincere two-way discussion about our anxieties: theirs about 
the gold, mine about researching gold in Maidan.  
23 As long as I was not asked, I did not talk about my non-academic working experience in Central 
Asia. If I was asked, I would openly discuss it. However, at the time my work was irrelevant to my 
research in Maidan. 
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some the basics of my Kyrgyz knowledge I had lost over the years and pick some 
elements of the local dialect. This was essential for participant observation, as people 
talked mostly in Kyrgyz to each other. As I did not feel secure in my Kyrgyz, I always 
double-checked with my assistant Aitolkun. If the interview partner felt more 
comfortable, we talked in Kyrgyz. In such cases, Aitolkun translated from Kyrgyz to 
Russian and back. This duplication was helpful for re-gaining my lost Kyrgyz but also 
for minimising misunderstandings. I would always close the interview with asking if there 
was anything they would like to ask me. In most cases, they would ask about why I was 
interested in gold, whether I was for or against gold, if I after all did work for the mining 
company. I could record none of the interviews. I thus took elaborate hand-written notes 
which I digitalised immediately after each interview. 

The fieldwork in Maidan was the most challenging and psychologically demanding. 
Bernhard (2002: 335) cautions in his book on “Research Methods in Anthropology” that 
“there is no reason to select a site that is difficult to enter,” but, as he continues, “when 
equally good sites are available that are easy to enter.” I was convinced that I had to 
inquire into a so-called ‘conflict’ case for myself on the ground. Coming very close to 
Maidan and sensing some of the tensions in December 2015, in addition to suspecting 
that lack of information about such cases was adding to delegitimising framings, I had no 
reason not to select Maidan. I prepared official letters in English and Russian from my 
university. As planned, I started the fieldwork with introducing myself and my research 
in the district administration, asking for their official support. When I arrived in the 
Kadamjai district administration, the head of administration (akim) welcomed me with a 
smile. It turned out that we had already met through my involvement in the 
aforementioned project. I had his support, which he communicated in writing as well as 
in person directly to the head of the village administration (aiyl ökmötü) and to local 
deputies. I also received my ‘social license to research’ after presenting my research plans 
in the village council – akin to the ‘social licence to mine’ that, if granted, stands for a 
green light by affected communities for planned mining projects (Doolotkeldieva 2020). 
It was initially problematic that the two activists from December 2015 recognised me and 
insisted I might be after all working for the company. Regardless, for reasons still 
incomprehensible to me, they voted ‘yes’ (12 out of 14 deputies). After the session, they 
suggested to call me Bermet, a Kyrgyz name meaning pearl. “I am in,” I thought.  

For the next two months, however, I lived with the anxiety of how long I would be 
tolerated. This was due to gold and my unclear position on gold. I was an insider on the 
outside, but I remained for many a spy of the company on the inside. As Dowling (2010: 
36) argues, “you are never simply either an insider or an outsider”; we all have 
overlapping positions and roles. That I have lived and worked in their country for many 
years served as a value compass, with which Maidan could initially locate me in their 
cosmologies and place a bare minimum of trust in me. But only insofar as giving me 
consent to live in this ‘place’ they called home, and not enough to trust me with their 
lives. What was ‘data’ for me, was ‘life’ for Maidan. It was of existential importance for 
the inhabitants to know if I was for or against gold and what I ultimately aimed to achieve 
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with my research. I thought it was not my place to have a position. Starting to conduct 
interviews caused unease. I was after all allowed to live in Maidan as a teacher; it was 
thus unclear why I was interested in interviewing people if I was not a spy. July started 
very difficult. People who agreed to meet me became unavailable or stopped answering 
my calls altogether. My relations with my host became strained as well. While at the 
beginning she gave us home-baked bread (lepeshka) every week and helped us with 
collecting water from the river, these small gestures of acceptance at first became rare 
and then disappeared. It was time to leave, and I left while we were still on good terms. 
It was only in Maidan that I felt compelled to keep a research diary for critically reflecting 
about my interactions and observations (Dowling 2010: 31).  

I started my processual ethnography of Maidan’s extractive entanglements in summer of 
2016. Yet, the final product of written ethnography through thick descriptions (Geertz 
1973) of lives and socionatures in Maidan, motivations and meanings therein, and 
eventually the sociomaterialities of the planned gold mine and their resistance was 
completed in summer of 2021, as it stands in the last chapter of this thesis (Chapter IV). 
As soon as I left Maidan, I started going through all the interview transcripts, field memos 
and diary entries. I did a preliminary inductive coding to grasp the data, but I first had to 
find a language that could overcome and dissolve preceding divides (Harvey and 
Haraway 1995), between nature/culture, material/ideological, real/discursive, for writing 
a publication. The process of making sense of my stay in Maidan unfolded in a dialogic 
relationship (Mansvelt and Berg 2010: 344) between the empirical research and different 
worldings including my own as I transitioned from a post-normal researcher to a slow 
and care-full one (Temper et al. 2019). I kept reflecting on my fieldwork in Maidan as I 
went on to prepare the next fieldwork in Orlovka. At the same time, I started seeking 
spaces for reflexivity and co-laboration as mentioned in Section 4.1. Through deeper 
engagement with reflexive anthropological and critical geographical literatures on 
extraction, ontological pluralism and materialities (e.g., Harvey 1974; Swyngedouw 
1999; Castree 2001; Bakker and Bridge 2006; de la Cadena 2010; Li 2016), I stopped 
seeking ‘solutions’ as the practitioner in practitioner-researcher would have it and started 
making available those humble answers of others, in this case of people of Maidan and 
Orlovka, and including them ‘in the consultable record’ (Geertz 1973: 30; Niewöhner 
2016) of what underlies variegated positions on gold mining. Along the way, I also started 
recognising the impossibility of neutral, impartial knowledges and have become aware of 
my shifting partial views (Rose 1997). Naturally, the data analysis, which included data 
collected during the first two fieldworks in Bishkek and Uch-Korgon, unfolded in an 
iterative-deductive manner in conversation with the conceptual framework presented in 
Chapter IV, Section 2 but also influenced by the fieldwork in Orlovka. 

4.2.3. Multi-method analysis of rational self-interest and resistance to mining 
During the second fieldwork in December 2015, it also became clear that Orlovka and 
the nearby Altynken mine were going to be an important part of understanding the mining 
contentions in the country, albeit in completely unpredictable ways. As Section 4.2.1 
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already described the first fieldwork phase, which was very influential also for refining 
the research on Orlovka and ultimately Chapter III, here I focus briefly on the second 
fieldwork conducted in December 2015, centring upon Orlovka. This is followed by a 
more in-depth introduction of and reflection on the fourth and final research phase. 

During the second fieldwork, before travelling to Uch-Korgon with the operator of the 
Shambesai gold mine in Maidan, I got a chance to meet the mine management again and 
visit the Altynken mine site in Orlovka. During a day trip organised by the management, 
I was able to set foot on the mining area, see the different production facilities therein as 
well as deepen my knowledge of the gold mine operations. The Kyrgyzstani manager of 
the Kyrgyz-Chinese joint venture ‘Altynken LLC’ detailed the initial protests against the 
mine which according to him the mine management was able to settle by means of an 
agreement with the local community through open and constructive dialogue. This trip 
was crucial for understanding how the company presented different procedures in place 
including employment conditions, work safety procedures, environmental monitoring 
measures and how they continued working with the different representatives of the 
community and financed different community-building initiatives. The insights I gained 
from this fieldwork were in line with the laudable image of the mine and the relations 
between the company and the community.  

During the visiting fellowship in Arizona, as we were preparing the research methods for 
the coming phase, my then-former colleagues helped me establish contact with a former 
employee of the local administration in Orlovka. She had previously attended some of 
the workshops organised by our project and was willing to help me with accessing the 
field. We had remote contact between May and August 2018. She was my first contact 
with Orlovka and painted a completely different picture of the community-company 
relations than publicly known until then. Our informal conversations were of extreme 
importance in preparing for the fieldwork. In September 2018, I returned to Kyrgyzstan 
for conducting the fieldwork in Orlovka. This was after I had stopped working as a 
development practitioner. At the time, also our programme had come to an end. Thus, for 
the first time I was just a researcher. Following the field experience in Maidan, I was no 
more euphoric about conducting research into gold mining, but I was curious what the 
combination of a different site and different set of methods would yield. This phase built 
on the earlier field stays of July and December 2015 that served the research in Orlovka 
as an exploratory qualitative examination of the mining sector and the gold mine in 
Orlovka. Accordingly, in the final field trip I employed multiple methods for collecting 
and analysing data (Creswell and Creswell 2018). 

The principal method I used in this phase was behavioural field experiments to analyse 
the rational self-interest model of behaviour in mining that emerged during the earlier 
research stays. Experiments as adept methods for testing pre-defined hypothesis have 
gained prominence in recent decades. As Poteete, Janssen and Ostrom put in their eminent 
contribution “Working Together: Collective Action, the Commons and Multiple Methods 
in Practice”, experiments “regularly contradict expectations from formal models based 
on behavioural assumptions of individual utility maximisation of material returns” 
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(Poteete et al. 2010: 141). Contrary to the rational choice model of selfish actors, 
experiments of social dilemmas have repeatedly found cooperative behaviour (Gintis 
2000; Henrich et al. 2001; Henrich et al. 2004; Gintis et al. 2005). While not everybody 
is equally benevolent, substantial fractions of people have also regarded payoff of others 
at own costs, demonstrating intrinsic social preferences beyond their own material utility. 
Set against this, approaching mining sentiments and discourses through field experiments 
presented an opportunity to make a novel contribution by taking the method further to a 
new research context and thereby revealing insights regarding mining sentiments that 
could be otherwise not possible through a purely qualitative research design. This in turn 
enabled me to extend the breadth of my research within an intensive case study research 
mission by triangulating rigorous qualitative analysis with statistical analysis (Poteete et 
al. 2010; Punch 2014: 307). By making variables talk to personal trajectories and 
sentiments, I was able to move towards making cautious causal arguments. Together with 
my research assistant Nestana Rysbekova,24 we conducted a total of 120 experiments and 
associated surveys with randomly selected individual participants in Bishkek and 
Orlovka. With my co-authors, we decided to include respondents from another city as a 
control non-mining town. Given the proximity between Bishkek and Orlovka and socio-
economic differences, Bishkek was a feasible extension of our sample. The specific 
design and protocol of the experiments are explicated in Chapter III (see Appendices B 
and C1/C2, for the experiment design and protocols in English and Russian, respectively). 
Thus, in the rest of this section, I shall reflect on the aspects of conducting the experiments 
that are not visible in the published research.  

As I was designing the methods with my co-authors, I was also preparing myself for a 
challenging field experience with experiments. Experiments simulating social dilemmas 
around common-pool resources (Cardenas et al. 2013) had been already conducted in 
Kyrgyzstan (e.g., Baerlein et al. 2015; Ibele et al. 2017). I had known that running 
experiments was demanding on several counts. Experiments need to be meticulously 
designed and tested for making sure the experiment is ‘measuring’ what it is supposed to 
measure; they require perseverance during the lengthy implementation (sometimes up to 
3 hours); coordination and interpersonal skills are indispensable for keeping the 
participants engaged; and of course, there are a number of things that can go wrong during 
the analysis and interpretation of the results. I had expected all of these challenges and 
even more, as our experiments were going to be on gold mining – a topic that had become 
extremely politicised and divisive. Yet, I did not expect to be scolded at the Ministry of 
Health upon arrival for my intentions to conduct experiments on ‘Kyrgyzstani citizens’.25 
As Bekmurzaev et al. (2018) reflect on their fieldwork experiences, while the legal 
context of conducting research in Kyrgyzstan might at first convey the impression that 
researchers enjoy freedom of scientific research, the regulatory framework and its 
interpretation lies at the discretion of relevant authorities and state security organs. This 

                                                 
24 She was a recent law graduate at the time of our working together. 
25 The meeting at the Ministry transpired in pursuit of advice on the selection of charitable 
organisations for the behavioural experiments, the details of which are explained in Chapter III.  
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vagueness can especially be a peril to doing research on conflict-related issues that might 
be deemed ‘of concern to national security’ by state authorities. Gold mining and conflicts 
certainly fall under this category, as I had to experience first-hand. At that point in time, 
I did not have the backing of my professional development network, but I had started to 
develop an academic network. Accordingly, colleagues from the American University of 
Central Asia prepared a letter of support in addition to the official letter I brought from 
my home university in Germany. Moreover, one of the foreseen co-authors, Ulan 
Kasymov, who was experienced with conducting experiments, was at the time also in 
Bishkek and initially supported the fieldwork. The experiences in the run-up to the 
implementation phase were unpleasant but extremely helpful. They made me realise that 
I needed to be slightly broader in my framing when conducting and communicating about 
the experiments, which is also advised by scholars who work in authoritarian contexts 
(e.g., Lottholz 2017; Glasius et al. 2018; Bekmurzaev et al. 2018). Accordingly, I framed 
the experiments as “a scientific survey on readiness to cooperate in use and management 
of natural resources including mining in Kyrgyzstan” (see Appendices C1 and C2 for 
game protocols in English and Russian).  

The difficulties did not cease during implementing the experiments and these differed in 
Bishkek and Orlovka. After two final rounds of testing with a group of students and staff 
of the AUCA, we started running the experiments in Bishkek. Conducting field 
experiments individually, as opposed to group experiments (e.g., as in common-pool 
resources games), was very demanding. Yet, taking time for each player also minimised 
the in-game misunderstandings or confusions. Each experiment was followed 
immediately by a survey inquiring into demographic variables as well as general opinions 
regarding mineral governance. Experiments lasted around 12 minutes on average. In 
some cases, respondents were intrigued about the research and wanted to chat after the 
official part. If there were comments during and after the experiment pertinent to the 
purpose of the study, we included these in the data analysis. Before and during the 
experiments in Bishkek, I travelled to Orlovka to present myself officially at the mayor’s 
office and asked for his support for my research, to which he agreed. After completing 
the experiments in Bishkek, we moved to Orlovka. The general support of the mayor was 
a good entry to the field in Orlovka. Also, my interlocutor with whom I had already had 
contact prior to the fieldwork acted as a gatekeeper throughout our stay. She helped me 
identify the initial interview partners and arrange meetings with them. From my previous 
project colleagues, I had heard only very positive comments about Orlovka – as opposed 
to Maidan. Contrary to their working experience, however, my research experience in 
Orlovka turned out rocky. For not priming the experiments, I started with the experiments 
instead of the interviews. At the beginning, not being known in the town, it was extremely 
difficult to have anyone participate. Orlovka is officially a city but with 6,000 inhabitants 
at the time (Orlovka Mayor’s Office 2018), the relations were more personal than in 
Bishkek, hence I had to gain dwellers basic trust first. Through simple conversations at 
the bazaar, around the administration building and with my host, more and more people 
had a basis for talking to me. With time, I found out that the major issue for the dwellers’ 
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hesitance to talk to me was again related to not knowing whether or not I was working 
for the mining company, or the state for that matter. Suspicions or jokes about being a 
spy in disguise of a researcher is not unique to my research experience. Yet, the topic of 
my research did exacerbate the problems other scholars, who conducted research on 
sensitive topics in authoritarian or closed contexts, report (Lottholz and Meyer 2016; 
Glasius et al. 2018). 

An ethnographic research approach through semi-structured interviews, informal 
conversations, and participant observation in Orlovka formed the second pillar of my 
research methods in the final fieldwork for this thesis. Already during completing the 
experiments, I observed the makeup and flow of everyday lives in Orlovka; these 
observations and concomitant insights would have not been possible solely through 
‘formalised interactions’ during the interviews (Kearns 2010: 245). The sense of lost 
significance with the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the local mining industries 
was palpable – through the ruins of the housing buildings, empty spaces, in dwellers’ 
countenance. Continuous participant observation and informal conversations during the 
day, at private events during the evening and on the weekends provided me with a 
different kind of access as an observer. These instances made me cognisant “of the full 
sensory experience of being in place” (ibid.: 257), of the histories and meanings embodied 
in the built environment that looked empty or run down to me, and how all this figured 
in dwellers’ consent to and, as I increasingly became aware, concerns about the gold 
mine. Together with interviews, these qualitative methods provided me not only with 
complementary evidence but more importantly with a deeper contextual understanding 
(Kearns 2010). I could conduct only 15 in-depth interviews, as suspicions regarding my 
purpose in Orlovka never truly subsided. Regardless, the interviews I could conduct were 
extremely rich as I was able to converse with former geologists, current mine workers, 
representatives of the local administrations, members of the city council, civil society 
actors and schoolteachers. Not many were willing to talk to me but when they did, they 
spoke with pleasure about the glamourous past of their city, of their significance for and 
during the Soviet Union, with melancholy about the depression they underwent after the 
independence, with hopes as mining returned to Orlovka and with frustration when they 
spoke about how mining was unfolding. I was not able to record any of the interviews. I 
had to take hand-written notes and type these immediately after the interviews as the basis 
for data analysis. All the interviews were conducted in Russian. 

The data were analysed also using a mix of methods. The data collected during the first 
two fieldwork phases in Bishkek and Orlovka were coded qualitatively for developing a 
general understanding of the Altynken mine operations within the broader overview of 
the sector contestations. The experiments were analysed within a Bayesian statistical 
paradigm, which allowed us the required flexibility in modelling the distributions of the 
quantitative data (Chapter III and Appendix D detail the statistical analysis). The 
statistical analysis was conducted together with Tobias Krüger, who also co-authored the 
ensuing publication. I conducted the descriptive statistics. Together, we decided which 
models were the most promising in explaining the data. We triangulated the initial 



Chapter I 

 44 

analysis of the qualitative data for deciding on the model and making sense of the analysis 
results (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). After completing the formal statistical analysis of 
the experiments and the surveys, I completed the inductive analysis of the qualitative data 
while paying particular attention to the patterns that emerged from the experiment and 
the survey. Chapter III reports the details of the research design from its first step going 
back to July 2015 until its final phase in October 2018. While the underlying empirical 
research appears concluded in this chapter, similar to Maidan, Orlovka as a field 
continues to stay with me (Glasius et al. 2018: 87-88). I keep in touch with the former 
employee of the local administration and my host family who made the fieldwork possible 
in the first place. I share the progress of my research; they share with me the recent 
developments in their personal and collective lives entangled with gold mining. 
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Figure I-2. Kumtor gold mine. Permafrost mining at 4,000 masl. Photo by Janarbek Joldoshbaev 
(RFE/RL) 

 
 
 
“If only […the company] were to be blamed, mine would have been shut down long 
ago and not been able to dump waste rock on glacier. Someone issued the permission.”  

Geologist at a research institute in Kyrgyzstan  
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Abstract 
Confronted with advancing resource frontiers, local communities increasingly rely on 
conflict to re-establish order in the face of problematic interdependences brought about 
by mining transactions. This article captures the interactions at national level that 
engender these interdependences in the first place. We explore how national actor groups 
influence emerging regularities of behaviour in mining through the example of gold 
mining in Kyrgyzstan - a fragile resource-dependent country divided by mining conflicts. 
For the analysis of these emerging patterns of behaviour, we focus on shared beliefs and 
norms that in interaction with perceived dimensions of transactions provide motivation 
to act. The identified regularities of behaviour help differentiate the otherwise crude 
dichotomy of conflict and cooperation, pointing to shades of conflicts. Mining conflicts 
in Kyrgyzstan are driven by profound structural factors that are rooted in weak 
governance, lack of institutional trust and limited cooperation across national actor 
groups. Risks and costs are distributed to outgroups, threatening the local social-
ecological systems and further fragmenting Kyrgyz society. If extraction continues in the 
current mode of governance, resource-based grievances are likely to persist in 
Kyrgyzstan, as mining will increasingly encroach on local ecosystems, livelihoods and 
cultural commons - unless the national perceptions and shared beliefs change.  

  



Chapter II 

 48 

1. Introduction 
Despite concerted efforts to manage natural resource use within planetary boundaries 
(Steffen et al. 2015), mining remains a key sector underpinning economic growth and 
development. Mining is a complex operation that is shaped by material, social and 
normative dimensions. Mining transactions intensify or create interdependences between 
actors. They entail, on the one hand, flows of natural, economic and human resources that 
create opportunities for cooperation. On the other hand, they often evoke conflict, greed 
and grievance as opportunities for some may mean disturbances for others (Mining, 
Minerals and Sustainable Development Project 2002; Hilson 2002; Bebbington et al. 
2008a; Stevens et al. 2013; Franks et al. 2014). With advancing resource frontiers and the 
concomitant disturbances of local social-ecological systems (Martinez-Alier 2002; 
Bridge 2004b; Martinez-Alier et al. 2010; Schaffartzik et al. 2016), we witness the 
intensification of resistance against new extractive projects worldwide (Bridge 2004a; 
Bebbington et al. 2008a; Bebbington et al. 2008b; Bebbington and Bury 2009; Temper et 
al. 2015; Conde 2017; Avcı 2017).  

This paper focuses on gold mining in Kyrgyzstan – a fragile resource-dependent country 
at the commodity frontier (International Council on Mining & Metals 2018). Following 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, Kyrgyzstan has become a player in the global 
commodity market through licensing ‘Kumtor’, its largest gold deposit. While gold 
mining has become the mainstay of the economy, since 2010 there has been an upsurge 
in local resistance (Bogdetsky and Noikov 2012; Gullette 2014). The increasing 
resistance towards gold mining has been accompanied by a growing attention in the 
literature on Kyrgyzstan (e.g., Lee and Steyers 2012; Gullette 2014; Tianien et al. 2014); 
however, conflicts in Central Asia have been under-researched compared to Latin 
America and Africa in the broader mining literature (Andrews et al. 2017). Nevertheless, 
the geopolitical and climatic conditions surrounding Kyrgyzstan make it a matter of 
urgency to investigate the underlying roots of the conflicts. As a mountainous country, 
Kyrgyzstan is vulnerable to glacial lake outflows and other climate emergencies (Kyrgyz 
Republic 2016). The conflict dynamics are exacerbated by overt, yet unpredictable, 
tensions over access to the shared water resources in Central Asia. 

Reactions to mining are highly heterogeneous and hinge on factors related to the given 
project, community, company and state (Bridge 2004a; Bebbington et al. 2008b; Avcı et 
al. 2010; Le Billon et al. 2016; Schaffartzik et al. 2016; Conde 2017; Conde and Le Billon 
2017; Carvalho 2017; Walter und Urkidi 2017; Horrocks-Taylor 2018). Notwithstanding 
varying specific conceptualisations, conflicts are generally understood as expressions of 
resistance (Martinez-Alier 2002; Escobar 2006; Bebbington et al. 2008b; Martinez-Alier 
et al. 2010; Avcı et al 2010; Conde 2017; Conde and Le Billon 2017). Through resisting 
the interdependences and uncertain future that mining entails, local actor groups seek to 
re-establish order in their communities (Urkidi 2010; Tiainen et al. 2014; Walter and 
Urkidi 2017; Conde 2017; Avcı 2017).  
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Most studies so far have focused on local perspectives and conflict at community scale. 
However, mining does not start there. Some of the community- and company-related 
conflict drivers identified in the literature are to be regarded as manifestations of other 
conflicts rather than the root of the problem. Building on this rich literature, we trace the 
structural roots of conflict upstream to the national level26 by adding an institutional 
economics perspective to the existing literature on mining conflicts. In an attempt to 
contribute to differentiated accounts of resource conflicts, we focus on the role of national 
actors and their perceptions in mining conflicts. We zoom into the key transaction of 
licensing as the gateway to gold mining in Kyrgyzstan and investigate how beliefs and 
norms of national actors interact with perceived dimensions of gold mining to shape 
regularities of behaviour. Our focus on national actors is important as these actors 
administer and govern the gold licensing transactions in Kyrgyzstan, and thus shape the 
disturbances and ensuing conflicts in the local commons. The patterns of behaviour we 
identify break with the conflict/cooperation dichotomy and demonstrate themselves in 
‘shades of conflict’. 

2. Shared beliefs and norms regarding rules of behaviour 
2.1. Institutions 

This paper studies what motivates key national actors that initiate the mining commodity 
chain to behave in certain ways in licensing gold deposits and how these individual 
behaviours endogenously become, reinforce or alter the regularities of behaviour in 
Kyrgyz gold mining (Commons 1931; Crawford and Ostrom 1995; Hodgson 2006; Greif 
2006; Aoki 2007). At the collective level, these regularities then constitute the 
institutionalised rules of behaviour that exogenously inform, enable and control future 
actions of individuals who are involved in and affected by gold mining. While a behaviour 
is not automatically an institution, a behaviour reinforced by collective acceptance can 
acquire the status of an institution (Searle 2005). Collective acceptance is then expressed 
in shared understanding and common knowledge about allowed, prescribed, monitored 
and sanctioned rules of behaviour. 

Aoki (2001, 2007) conceptualises institutions as shared beliefs about how ‘the game’ is 
played and ought to be played, representing the repeated patterns of acceptable and 
expected social interactions. Thereby, Aoki similar to Greif (2006) emphasises beliefs as 
the linchpin of institutions due to the motivation they provide for rule-following and 
reinforcing common knowledge. Greif (2006) conceives institutions as a system of 
distinct but interrelated components of rules, beliefs, norms and organisations that form 
the micro-foundations of behaviour and generate regularities through the guidance they 
provide for individuals. Behaviour will follow rules only if people believe in and hence 
are motivated to follow them; this motivation is created by beliefs and norms. 

                                                 
26 In this chapter, the term ‘national level’ is used for referring to the national dimension of multi-
scalar extractive entanglements which unfolds at the territorial-administrative division of the capital 
Bishkek. 
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Organisations are then the arena where rules are produced, implemented, and beliefs and 
norms perpetuated. 

This brings us to the possible incompatibility of written rules and enduring regularities of 
behaviour. Such incongruence indicates problems of enforceability (Ostrom 1990; 
Hodgson 2006), which have been studied empirically, including in post-socialist 
countries (Engvall 2016; Theesfeld 2004). The notion “ignored laws aren’t rules” 
(Hodgson 2006: 6) becomes pivotal for institutional analysis of conflicts especially in 
transition contexts where drastic political changes have taken place. Co-evolution of 
selectively implemented written laws and non-written rules that regulate interactions in 
post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan epitomises this institutional challenge. Given our interest in 
retracing behaviour to its motivation in such an empirical context with a weak system of 
law and informal regulatory mechanisms, we place beliefs and norms at the centre of our 
analysis (Denzau and North 1994; North 2005; Schlüter and Theesfeld 2010). We thereby 
circumvent the formal/informal institutions divide and study institutions as they are 
understood, produced, reinforced and changed by the national actors themselves. 
Together, these national actors design, administer, regulate and monitor gold licensing in 
Kyrgyzstan. Hence, their perceptions, beliefs and norms, upon which they act, 
significantly shape the disturbances that mining induces in local commons. 

2.2. Transactions 
If “institutions are the humanly devised constraints … [and opportunities] … connecting 
the past with the present and the future” (North 1991: 97), then our internalised beliefs 
and norms will reflect the history of interactions and our learnings while influencing our 
future strategies (North and Denzau 1994). These interactions are conceptualised as 
transactions in transaction cost economics (TCE), where they are established as the 
ultimate unit of analysis (Commons 1932: 4; Williamson 1985: 18). Originating in the 
domain of industrial organisation, TCE have been applied also for analysing 
interdependences between social and ecological systems (Beckmann 2002; Hagedorn 
2008; Garrick et al. 2013; McCann 2013; Thiel et al. 2016).  

Institutional elements such as beliefs, norms and organisations inherited from the past 
reflect the nature of our socio-economic transactions, while shaping the process leading 
to new institutions that again regularise transactions (Greif 2006). In other words, 
institutions emerge in response to the interdependences and costs caused by transactions 
and their attributes. By implication, institutions determine the modes of future transacting 
and its implications for uncertainty (North 1990), distribution (Knight 1992) and cost 
(Williamson 1985). 

We endorse a conception of a transaction that includes transfer of resources, rights and 
information from one or more actors to one or many, which incurs direct or indirect 
impact on individuals (Greif 2006; Hagedorn 2008). Drawing on Greif’s contribution to 
TCE (2006) we advance a systemic analysis of mining transactions. In the current study, 
the national actors, whose behaviour we examine, officially represent public, private and 
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non-profit organisations. They generate behaviour in the transactions that lead to gold 
mining and hence influence responses to mining nationwide. While these organisations 
are made up of different actors with potentially conflicting interests, we abstract the 
organisations as single actors for our analytical purposes (Ostrom 2005: 38; Hodgson 
2006: 10).  

2.3. Transaction system attributes 
Traditional TCE asserts that “the principal dimensions with respect to which transactions 
differ are uncertainty, asset specificity and frequency” (Williamson 1985: 52). These 
material differences shape our social interactions that regulate resource governance 
(Bakker and Bridge 2006). Since mining transactions embody both industrial production 
and processes in ecological systems, additional biophysical attributes need to be taken 
into account (Ostrom et al. 1994). The extraction of minerals, such as gold, relies on the 
appropriation of water and land resources. Consequently, we incorporate additional 
attributes such as modularity and functional interdependence, excludability, rivalry, 
resource size, jointness/lack of separability, heterogeneity/variability, 
measurability/observability, distance, reversibility, complexity, legitimacy, etc. (Ostrom 
et al. 1994; Falconer 2002; Hagedorn 2002, 2008; McCann 2013; Thiel et al. 2016).  

2.4. Institutional foundations of behavioural regularities  
While the beliefs and norms that each national actor upholds regarding mining 
transactions is the starting point, ultimately, we are interested in identifying those beliefs 
and norms that are shared and generate patterns of behaviour. Analogous to the 
competition of alternative governance structures (Williamson 1999) and institutions 
(Knight 1992; Brousseau et al. 2011; Thiel et al. 2016), the task at hand is to ascertain the 
dominant coalition of beliefs and norms that are interrelated with transaction attributes 
(Greif 2006). Thus, after we explore the beliefs and norms at the individual level, we 
comparatively analyse the shared beliefs and norms at the level of national actor groups 
and examine how transactions are perceived by national subgroups of state, private and 
non-profit actors (Garrick and Aylward 2012; Coggan et al. 2013).  

Figure II-1 illustrates our analytical approach. Starting from the individual level, we trace 
behaviour to national actor beliefs and norms regarding the transaction system. Capturing 
the interaction of perceived attributes of transactions with beliefs and norms necessitates 
a different syntactical approach than the original conceptualisation of ‘institutional 
statements’ by Crawford and Ostrom (1995). We conceive institutional statements as the 
verbal expressions of internalised beliefs and norms about the transaction system and its 
attributes. Based on individual internalised beliefs and norms assigned to perceived 
attributes, we identify which institutional elements are shared within each group of 
national actors. This is followed by a comparative analysis of beliefs and norms shared 
across groups. Finally, we study the regularities of behaviour that the collective 
knowledge at the national level implies for gold mining transactions.  
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Figure II-1 Institutional foundations of behaviour 

3. Analysing institutional foundations of behaviour: Gold licensing in 
Kyrgyzstan  
In this section, we first delineate the case study of gold licensing in Kyrgyzstan where it 
is executed, namely at the national level. Second, we introduce our data sources and 
methods of data collection and analysis for studying enduring patterns of behaviour in 
gold licensing reinforced by national actor beliefs and norms.  

3.1. Gold licensing in Kyrgyzstan  
Kyrgyzstan has undergone a rapid and fundamental regime shift with the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union in 1991. The country quickly earned a reputation for its immediate 
commitment to reform and transition to democracy. Kyrgyzstan was the first Central 
Asian country to follow the recommendations of international donors, undergoing a rapid 
liberalisation (Engvall 2016). Just one year after independence, Kyrgyzstan had become 
a player in the global commodity market through licensing ‘Kumtor’, the largest gold 
deposit in the country. Kumtor started its operations in 1997 with a $450 million 
investment by the Canadian company Cameco (ibid.). Juxtaposed with the dire economic 
situation struck by the loss of major trading partners, the subsidies coming from Moscow 
and the external indebtedness of 111.5% of GNP (Grävingholt et al. 2006: 45), licensing 
Kumtor gave the initial impetus for liberalising the Kyrgyz economy. Between 1994 and 
2018, the Kumtor Gold Company’s financial contributions to the country aggregated to 
$3.77 billion (Kumtor Gold Company 2019a). In comparison, GDP averaged $3.59 
billion from 1990 until 2017 (Trading Economics 2019). In the meantime, another 
Canadian firm, Centerra, has become the sole proprietor of the Kumtor gold mine that 
continues to retain its economic hegemony to this day, contributing 18.4% to the 
industrial output and 8.6% to GDP (Kumtor Gold Company 2019b). In 2017, non-
monetary gold accounted for 39.4% of foreign trade (Germany Trade and Invest 2018).  

Nearly 30 years, two national uprisings ousting incumbent presidents and three revised 
Kumtor profit-sharing agreements later, Kyrgyzstan continues to stand out in the region. 
For Central Asian standards, the country retains a relatively high degree of pluralism and 
a vibrant civil society. At the same time, with 25.6% of the population living below the 
national poverty line, Kyrgyzstan is one of the poorest members of the Commonwealth 
of the Independent States, followed only by Tajikistan and Armenia (Asian Development 
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Bank 2019). Despite its formal resolve to developing institutions of market democracy, 
enforcement has been selective. Thus, Kyrgyzstan remains a fragile resource-dependent 
state that does not channel mineral resource revenues to broader socio-economic 
development. In the meantime, today there are eight other producing gold mines in the 
country alongside Kumtor and gold accounts for 90% of the mining industry (Ernst & 
Young 2018). While the development of mining continues to be a national priority, local 
resistance against gold mining has been on the rise since 2010 (Bogdetsky and Noikov 
2012; Gullette 2014).  

The reasons behind the conflicts are interrelated and include among others: distrust 
towards the government and foreign companies, lack of structured multi-stakeholder 
dialogue, fear of environmental degradation, perceived threats to health and livelihoods, 
and perception of unfair hiring practices of mining companies (Sairinen et al. 2012; 
National Institute for Strategic Studies (NISS) 2013; Lee and Styers 2012; 
Martsynkavych and National Ecological Center of Ukraine (NECU) 2013; Gullette 2014; 
Gullette and Kalybekova 2014; Tiainen et al. 2014; Doolot and Heathershaw 2015; 
Eurasia Foundation of Central Asia et al. 2017; Horrocks-Taylor 2018). The conflicts 
manifest themselves in roadblocks, damaging and setting company property on fire, 
verbal and physical assaults and other forms of violent resistance; some are short-lived 
and acute while others are protracted. As conflict monitoring is not systematic and 
regular, the most recent number of incidents we could find was 43 problematic cases 
reported in 2013 (NISS 2013). One of such cases broke out in southern Kyrgyzstan, close 
to the Fergana valley, when around 200 protestors attacked the offices of the exploration 
company. The valley is split between Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan; the region 
is known as the agricultural heartland of Central Asia but also as a hotbed of cross-border 
clashes over land ownership and shared water resources. This particular dispute continues 
to make headlines. Meanwhile the license changed hands from an Australian-listed gold 
company to a Chinese one.  

Such transfer of usufruct rights is not unheard of. Yet, in Kyrgyzstan this has taken on 
ambiguous dimensions as granting but also revoking licenses and permits has been 
increasingly haphazard. Doolot and Heathershaw (2015) argue that gold licensing has 
served to raise the scaffolding of a sovereign state which thereby provides rents for the 
elite while formally undertaking the role of a mediator for foreign companies and 
reasserting this sovereignty now and then in form of unpredictable control and regulation. 
The timing of upsurge in protests against gold mining from 2010 on is, therefore, not a 
coincidence as the mechanisms and extent of state performance and corruption have 
become public the same year. The first demonstrations in 1998 targeted Kumtor following 
the accident of a truck spilling 1.7 tons of sodium cyanide into the Barskoon river 
(Martsynkavych and NECU 2013). Over the years different lines of protest have 
coalesced into one driven by the general public’s discontent with the ruling regimes, 
infiltration of organised crime in state and business, and corruption transformed into a 
business model for the state. Set against this context, Kumtor and other large-scale 
infrastructure projects laid the groundwork for building the Kyrgyz state as a marketplace 
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(Engvall 2016) whereas the nation has become increasingly fragmented. Concurrently, 
public policy and state regulation have been selectively performed as a source of finance 
while sustaining the image of an aspiring democracy towards international actors. 

In this study, we seek to advance our understanding of the interwoven conflict dynamics 
in transition countries such as Kyrgyzstan where formal post-Soviet state-building and 
institutional design have co-evolved with informal rules that regulate strategic 
infrastructure projects as sources of rent. Employing the analytical framework presented 
in Section 2 (Figure II-1), we analyse how key national actors involved in the 
aforementioned schemes shape the enduring regularities in gold mining through their 
perception of licensing transactions. We conceptualise our case study at the national level 
where the gold commodity chain starts within the national borders when a mining 
company acquires the legal license to pursue an investment project. In line with the 
subsoil law of the Kyrgyz Republic, the execution of a licensing transaction is the legal 
precondition for any further mining activity (Kyrgyz Republic 2018, Chapter 4, Article 
29: 18). As depicted in Figure II-2, mining licensing is the focal transaction in our 
institutional analysis regardless of the specific license required for different mine 
development stages (prospecting, exploring or developing).  

The execution of a gold licensing transaction is influenced by the exchange of information 
and knowledge that generates beliefs about the behaviour in this focal transaction. We 
refer to these secondary interactions as auxiliary transactions; they occur between the 
parties of the focal transaction (state and private actors) and also between non-profit 
actors that represent different segments of civil society. The exchange of beliefs, such as 
about impunity in case of failure to conduct legally binding environmental impact 
assessments or opportunities to facilitate access to licenses through illicit payments, are 
examples of how auxiliary transactions can be intertwined with behaviour in the focal 
licensing transaction through intertransactional linkages.  

Figure II-2 illustrates two sets of intertransactional linkages that are crucial for generating 
behaviour in the gold mining sector. The first set unfolds at the national level between 
parties to the mining licensing and other national actors that are in a capacity to influence 
the former through generating institutional elements. Second, the transactions that are 
executed at the national level in the capital Bishkek (1st tier) are linked to transactions at 
the local (district and community) level where the land plot subject to the licensing 
transaction is located (2nd & 3rd tier). The transactions at the national level produce 
implications for the local social-ecological systems and thus create new or intensify 
existing interdependences there, but these are not the focus of the present study. 
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Figure II-2 Transaction system of mining licensing and intertransactional linkages 

3.2. Materials and methods 
This study draws on qualitative empirical data collected in July 2015 in Bishkek, 
Kyrgyzstan (see Appendix E for data sources, collection methods and sample size). Data 
collection relied mainly on in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted individually 
(n=23) and in small groups (n=5). We interviewed the key policy-makers and state 
officials who administer and regulate gold licenses (n=9), private actors who are either 
license-holders or represent business interests (n=9) and finally non-profit actors who 
have been working on sustainable management of natural resources (n=11). Non-state 
actors without profit-orientation beyond non-governmental organisations such as 
international donor organisations and research institutes were also included in the data 
collection. The initial set of key national actors was expanded via snowball sampling. The 
opening questions covered the official mandate of the interviewed actor, their work 
approaches and processes, the status of project development (in case of mining 
companies), experiences and opinions regarding the gold mining sector including the 
regulatory framework, relationships to other key actors including challenges and 
opportunities of the mining sector (see Appendix A for guiding questions). Following the 
initial questions and establishing rapport, the interviews were conducted so as to follow 
their own dynamics, allowing unobservable institutional elements to manifest themselves 
through viewpoints deemed important by the interviewed actors. This granted us access 
to crucial contextual and historical information about mining in the country as actors 
elucidated their perceptions and beliefs that transcended the time and place of the 
interview. 

All data were recorded upon the consent of the informants and transcribed verbatim in 
the original data language (mostly Russian but occasionally English). The transcribed 
empirical data were systemically coded using computer assisted qualitative data analysis, 
specifically the software NVivo. We deductively coded for capturing broad themes in line 
with our theoretical approach as shown in Figure II-1, such as ‘actor groups’, ‘elements 
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of the transaction system’ and ‘attributes of the transaction system’, while allowing for 
‘in vivo’ codes that came directly from statements (Strauss and Corbin 1990). Primary 
coding in NVivo enabled us to get acquainted with our data and identify the transaction 
system attributes perceived by the actors. However, due to difficulties similar to those 
faced by Watkins and Westphal (2016), we proceeded with secondary coding that 
included manual extraction of institutional statements into a spreadsheet. As actors “do 
not talk in institutional statements” (ibid.), based on our analytical framework in Figure 
II-2 we developed the following coding criteria for extracting institutional statements if 
and only if the empirical data included: 

– An actor belief and/or norm interrelated with 
– A perceived attribute corresponding to  
– The transaction system of gold mining licensing or an element thereof in the case 

country. 

The spreadsheet included the name of the organisation that actors represented, the 
extracted institutional statements fulfilling the coding criteria as well as reference to the 
different attributes mentioned in these statements together with a judgement of their 
magnitude, i.e., low, medium or high. Only those transaction attributes that were implied 
by the actors were extracted. Most of the extracted statements consisted of multiple 
sentences conveying one coherent opinion while they naturally differed in their structure, 
length and content. Table II-1 illustrates examples of extracted institutional statement, 
one from each actor group, highlighting the perceived attributes of the transaction system. 

Table II-1 Example institutional statements 

Actor Institutional statement Implied transaction system attributes 

Public No one [at the local community] 
understands geology [...] Because of that 
it is the easiest to shout about the 
environment. It's very important to 
conduct the EIA.27 It's a legal 
requirement. That's why we always tell 
the company, conduct an EIA [...] 
Otherwise, the company will be blamed 
for everything. 

Highly complex and human asset specific 
transaction system; capacity not prevalent 
at the local level 
Low measurability/observability which 
can be increased by EIA; low de facto 
legitimacy of EIA, hence the need to 
underline the need to conduct it  
Low jointness of the focal transaction  

Private Government in Bishkek grants you the 
license and then you arrive in the village, 
as if it is a completely different 
government. 

Distance between partners highly 
influential; increases uncertainty of the 
transaction system 
Focal transaction has low de facto 
legitimacy 

Non-
profit 

Incompetent people work in the 
inspection and [there is] corruption: if 
only […the company] were to be blamed, 

Condition of high human asset specificity 
not fulfilled by state actors 

                                                 
27 Environmental Impact Assessment 
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mine would have been shut down long 
ago and not been able to dump waste 
rock on glacier. Someone issued the 
permission. 

High functional interdependence of the 
transaction system with corruption and 
weak law enforcement  

Following the extraction of the individual institutional statements, we identified 211 
individual beliefs and norms in relation to the transaction system entailing 14 attributes 
thereof that were perceived by the interviewees (i.e., micro-foundations of behaviour, 
Figure II-1). Next, we categorised the actor beliefs and norms according to the magnitude 
of the attributes as perceived by the actors. At this stage, we analysed which of the beliefs 
and norms were shared within the respective group of actors (i.e., state, private and non-
profit). Once we abstracted the shared beliefs and norms within each actor group, we 
identified beliefs and norms shared across groups that implied certain regularities of 
behaviour in gold mining as elaborated next (i.e., institutionalised rules of behaviour, 
Figure II-1). 

4. Implied regularities of behaviour in gold mining  
In this section, we present the regularities of behaviour in gold licensing reinforced by 
the national actors in a capacity to prevent or mitigate conflicts. The perception of 
licensing attributes by the key national actors underlies the formation of those beliefs and 
norms upon which these actors act or forbear. Based on the aggregate shared beliefs 
across actor groups, we identified 15 regularities of behaviour. These recurring patterns 
of behaviour regulate gold licensing by either enabling or sanctioning the shared beliefs 
and norms. These patterns demonstrate themselves as different shades of conflict as 
depicted in Figure II-3, conjointly forming a spectrum of behaviour with four overarching 
categories, which are presented in turn (refer to Appendix F for a detailed version).  

4.1. Distrust 
National actors perceive a high degree of functional interdependence within the 
transaction system. This perception corroborates the significance of mining in the 
country. At the same time, the perception of the problematic extent to which gold 
licensing is linked to other political and economic transactions since the independence 
reveals the shared belief about underlying weak law enforcement. Ultimately, different 
manifestations of this shared belief reinforce distrust in the state’s capacity to mobilise 
the economic potential of mining – including distrust by state actors. 

State actors believe that the smooth implementation of licensing is the responsibility of 
local government and failure to fulfil these duties calls forth the conflicts. Thereby they 
allude to the limited enforceability of the legal license and underline the necessity of 
acquiring a ‘social license’ from local communities as representation of their consent to 
the extractive project. Private actors, in turn, believe the interdependences to be caused 
by competing claims to resources under high uncertainty. The interplay between licensing 
and local actors such as farmers but also politicians, who fear the adverse effects of 
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licensing, is cited as an example. Finally, non-profit actors believe that licensing 
transactions mirror the unstable nature of the economic, political and societal processes 
in the country that have been ongoing since independence. They refer to mismanagement 
of and corruption around large-scale infrastructure projects as examples. 

This general distrust is voiced also towards both the local concerns about the ecological 
footprint of mining and mining impact monitoring. The ability to observe, measure and 
assign the mining impact in the ecosystem to single drivers is perceived by all actor 
groups as an important attribute of licensing, despite diverging assessments thereof. State 
actors are aware of the ecological concerns even if these are admitted only half in jest. 
They believe that licensing does not trigger more joint outcomes than any other 
anthropogenic impact on the environment. Jocular statements that local communities 
prefer to live with bad roads, but an intact ecology, disclose that the state actors neither 
trust local communities nor recognise their ecological and health concerns as genuine 
conflict drivers. 

When it comes to monitoring and regulation of mining impact, state actors differ widely 
in their beliefs. State representatives with mining policy and enforcement mandates 
believe the impact of licensing to be readily observable and measurable. Contrarily, a few 
of the state actors believe that current policy design, implementation and regulation are 
highly inefficient and costly, compromising the already low measurability of the licensing 
impact.  

Private and non-profit actors believe that the jointness of licensing transactions, i.e., 
producing interconnected outcomes, prevents the analytical separation of material, 
environmental and sentimental reasons behind community resistance. From this vantage 
point, private actors recognise jointness to be conducive to ecological instrumentalisation 
by different local groups. Non-profit actors link the low measurability of impact to the 
high degree of jointness that licensing exhibits. They believe that lack of state willingness 
and cooperation in implementing transparent measures to monitor the fiscal benefits and 
environmental costs of licensing aggravates distrust and fuels conflicts.  

4.2. Limited outgroup trust, cooperation and collective action 
Next, we identify distrust between the actor groups with polarising effects in a more 
systematic fashion. Specifically, a perception of widespread incompetence and lack of 
capacity to execute licensing undermines the legitimacy of the transaction and erodes the 
basis for trust and cooperation for addressing the roots of local resistance at the national 
level. 

While all actor groups perceive the necessity of idiosyncratic assets for comprehending 
and executing mining licensing, they do not believe this condition to be fulfilled. State 
actors perceive a dire lack of competence at the local level, which subsequently 
determines the local responses towards the transaction. Private and non-profit actors 
believe that neither the required quality and nor the quantity of human resources is present 
across all territorial-administrative units. They also believe that decentralised governance, 
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combined with missing investment in competence at local administrative levels, is an 
underlying structural cause of conflict.  

The perception of insufficient competence is concomitant with a pervasive perception of 
complexity in limiting cooperation and collective action at the national level. State actors 
perceive that the transaction is too complex to be grasped by local communities and their 
representatives as they lack the necessary mining know-how. Private actors believe that 
mining companies are left alone with the communities as a result of limited competence 
and capacity in state structures. Together with non-profit actors, they also relate the 
complexity of the transaction system to its joint nature, which makes it challenging to 
comprehend and manage the system. In the light of the current impact regulation, non-
profit actors perceive complexity also in terms of unmanaged uncertainty entailed in 
licensing. They believe that ignorance of mental models, especially of the local actors, 
breeds more uncertainty. In the end, the shared belief that complexity is caused by ‘others’ 
that are ‘elsewhere’ justifies limiting one’s own action in overcoming the underlying 
drivers of complexity at the national level. 

Finally, the disputed de facto legitimacy of gold licensing consolidates disbelief in the 
transaction system. State actors hold the local administrations responsible for 
compromising the transaction legitimacy and thereby hindering its execution. Non-profit 
actors claim that uncertainty and path-dependency challenge the legitimacy further. 
Private actors also perceive the contested legitimacy of licensing whilst discerning 
tangible state support for bigger gold deposits that increase legitimacy. In this case, the 
legitimacy of the transaction system is questioned, but not that of the gold deposits of 
national significance.  

4.3. Resistance/conflict 
In the absence of trust and cooperation between the national actor groups, they fail to 
counteract the adverse mining impact; hence, local communities resist gold mining. 
Resistance is recognised by non-state actors as an expression of local discontent caused 
by weak rule of law. Accordingly, they believe that the conflicts aim at reversing the 
licensing transactions. Non-profit actors stress that conflicts do not emerge out of 
nowhere: they epitomise community distrust and discontent with the past and present 
modes of mining management by the state; Kumtor is mentioned as an example. 

Non-state actors perceive that communities resist mining when they perceive or fear a 
decrease in value and/or volume of their local resources. They acknowledge that gold 
licensing intensifies the local perceptions of rivalry and pressure over local commons. 
Non-profit actors believe this rivalry to be over (i) land, (ii) mineral resources beneath 
the land as well as (iii) means of production to implement the mining project including 
water. If the sense of competition escalates under uncertain futures, local communities 
will resist and defend their resources.  

State actors, in contrast, do not perceive institutional uncertainty. They believe that local 
actors and mining companies cause uncertainty in licensing transactions. Contrarily, non-
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state actors perceive high uncertainty and believe that associated costs are borne solely 
by the communities and companies, while benefits accruing from the transaction remain 
unpredictable. They recognise conflicts as a form of community response to high 
uncertainty.  

It is an open secret that the state’s motivation to watch or act depends on the size of the 
licensed deposit. In case of smaller deposits, resistance is more persistent and sooner or 
later mining companies withdraw from operation, unless the communities choose to 
negotiate with the companies. Risk-averse companies that are disproportionately exposed 
to political fluctuations around Kumtor avoid investing in the country. Larger gold 
deposits are, on the one hand, monitored and regulated more rigorously by the state in 
order to prevent conflicts in the first place. On the other hand, the communities around 
large mines, as sources of substantial public finances and rents, do not enjoy the same 
freedom and can be sanctioned for protesting. 

4.4. Conflict resolution 
If communities resist, there might be efforts to resolve the frictions depending on three 
factors: (1) national state actors’ perception of the conflict drivers, (2) the significance of 
the deposit in question and (3) the resources required for settling the dispute. National 
actor groups agree that each mining site and community is different. Hence, their 
reactions vary corresponding to the contextual differences. Nevertheless, non-state actors 
stress that national political changes and uncertain developments around large-scale 
deposits also impinge on the community responses. For state actors it is the uninformed 
local actors who fear the environmental and health impacts of licensing and hence oppose 
it.  

When it comes to bigger gold mines closer to the capital, state actors are motivated to 
counteract the frictions quickly and do not wait until the communities grant their consent. 
In case of large-scale deposits, they perceive a high level of asset-specificity that the state 
alone cannot meet for operationalising the mines. Further, the more palpable conflicts 
closer to the capital are prioritised by the state organs. Non-state actors believe that the 
limited state capacity motivates the prioritisation of the conflicts that are less costly 
because they are closer to the state apparatus. Similarly, private actors perceive that the 
distance between the transacting partners increases licensing uncertainty and exacerbates 
tensions. Non-profit actors also observe that greater distance between parties is 
detrimental for outgroup cooperation. Finally, non-state actor groups believe that 
decentralised administration magnifies distance further. At the same time, perception of 
distance by state actors motivates limiting their own responsibilities. They believe that 
raising awareness about gold mining is the responsibility of the local administration as 
they themselves are “far away”.  
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Distrust Limited trust, cooperation and 
collective action 

Resistance/conflict 

 

Conflict resolution 

 

Distrust in state’s capacity to mobilise 
the economic potential of mining  

Limited outgroup trust and cooperation Community resistance to mining and 
withdrawal from operation unless there 
is political support 

Limiting conflict drivers to contextual 
factors with partial recognition of the 
role of institutional uncertainty 

Distrust in mining impact monitoring Limited intergroup cooperation and 
collective action for overcoming the 
roots of complexity 

Local communities around smaller 
deposits resist with impact  

Safeguarding large-scale projects 

Limited acknowledgement of potential 
ecological footprint 

Disbelief in the transaction system 

 

Recognition of conflicts as expression 
of discontent without reliance on rule of 
law 

Prioritisation of conflicts closer to the 
capital 

  Negotiation between mining companies 
and local communities with limited 
legal protection 

 

  Risk-averse foreign companies avoid 
investing in the sector  

 

  Advocating for more cooperation with 
local communities 

 

Figure II-3 Regularities of behaviour as shades of conflict 
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5. Discussion  
Increasing global demand for mineral resources, be it for digitalised manufacturing, 
electromobility or mere capital accumulation, continues to push extractive frontiers 
further into emerging economies with liberal regulatory regimes (Bebbington and Bury 
2009; Schaffartzik et al. 2016; Conde 2017; Conde and Le Billon 2017). The expansion 
of mining can be financially generative providing much needed investment for broader-
based development in emerging markets. Yet, balancing the distribution of mining wealth 
against concurrent ecological degradation remains a challenge for countries at the 
commodity frontiers, such as Kyrgyzstan, Peru (Bebbington and Burry 2009) or Nigeria 
(Conde and Le Billon 2017), where strong institutional frameworks are yet to be crafted. 
Failing to harness the revenues from mining for socio-economic development and at the 
same time failing to minimise the disturbances of local social-ecological systems 
intensifies and/or creates new problematic interdependences. Across the globe, these 
failures provoke resistance against mining operations. 

Environmental concerns sparked by company conduct as in the Pascua-Lama gold mine 
in Chile (Urkidi 2010) and in Kumtor in Kyrgyzstan, both permafrost mining encroaching 
on glaciers, or discrepancies in developmental aspirations across actor groups as in the 
case of gold mining at Mount Ida in Turkey (Avcı et al. 2010), are just two of the many 
conflict drivers cited in the literature. These factors are often interrelated and influential 
in combination. This concurrence challenges the attribution of causes and effects, 
especially where biophysical alterations, material motives, social configurations and 
normative perspectives become entangled. In such complicated constellations, it becomes 
imperative to tell apart the root and the manifestation of the conflicts. Is the collapse of a 
glacier an unforeseen project-related environmental shock, a risk that has been 
downplayed by the company, an action legally permitted by the state officials or only a 
rumour spread by the local population?  

In an attempt to contribute to differentiated accounts of conflicts, we set our study where 
mining starts. We deliberately limited our study to the national level for tracing the 
structural-historical roots of conflicts in Kyrgyzstan. We zoomed into the key licensing 
transactions as the gateway to all gold mining projects in the country. We teased out how 
state officials, mining companies, business representatives and non-profit actors reinforce 
regularities in behaviour in gold mining, thereby influencing conflict potential. Focusing 
on national actor beliefs and norms as well as their underlying perceptions of key gold 
mining attributes made this institutional analysis of conflicts possible, despite the 
institutional incongruence prevalent in Kyrgyzstan. This way we also elucidated the 
conflict dimensions such as the role of internal perspectives of national actors, 
interactions between state and non-state actors (Bebbington et al. 2008b; Conde 2017; 
Conde and Le Billon 2017) as well as perceptions and beliefs (Avcı et al. 2010). 

Our analysis reveals that the regularities of behaviour in gold mining are not adequately 
captured through the conflict and cooperation divide. Rather, they unfold in multiple and 
subtly different shades of conflict. The shades we found present but a single snapshot of 
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a system of shared perceptions and positions that is in constant flux attesting to the 
dynamic nature of conflict potential and escalation. This has implications for conflict 
prevention. Each actor can be influential in tilting the equilibrium of shared beliefs 
towards a new equilibrium where different patterns of behaviour will be prescribed and 
sanctioned. Before discussing the implications of our findings for the literature, next we 
highlight the methodological challenges associated with conflict research. 

Due to the sensitive nature of the research, data collection involved interviewing actors 
that are formally part of the transaction system; informal actor groups had to be left out 
of the scope of this research. Also, we cannot rule out that other actors representing the 
same organisation might have responded differently. However, in serious conflicts actors 
do not tend to give away any internal organisational differences (Nuijten, 2005: 9). They 
might have given strategic answers instead. This, in turn, advised caution when analysing 
the implicit institutions and made the contextual information we recorded and our 
acquaintance with the country through 12 years of previous work and research ever more 
important. 

In this paper, we analysed how national actor behaviour influences mining conflicts 
through the example of gold mining in Kyrgyzstan. Institutional analysis was well suited 
for tracing interdependence, conflict and order that are implicit in mining transactions. 
We structured our analysis following the framework presented in Section 2 (Figure II-1). 
This allowed for interrelations between perceived transaction attributes, and beliefs and 
norms upon which actors behave. The framework enabled us to establish a formal 
foundation for studying informal motivations in a convoluted and tense political setting 
while maintaining a critical distance to the rhetoric employed by actors. This analytical 
lens rendered possible a formal analytical inquiry into how the perceived materiality of 
resources interacts with individual beliefs and norms to reproduce, reaffirm or challenge 
different patterns of human behaviour that govern mineral resources (Bakker and Bridge 
2006; Bebbington et al. 2017). 

Our analysis unveiled a crucial gap in the conflict timeline, ascertaining patterns of 
behaviour that lead to resistance. Accordingly, distrust and limited cooperation among 
key national actors that govern gold licensing preceded the outbreak of conflicts. The 
conflicts are then only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath lies a widespread misalignment of 
institutions at the national level that could not respond to the key attributes of gold mining 
for minimising the intensification of adverse interdependences. The analysis of shared 
beliefs and norms of national actors contextualised the mining conflicts and unearthed 
their structural roots at the national level. A widely shared belief of a weak rule of law 
reinforces complete institutional distrust in the state’s capacity and willingness to 
transform the mineral base rather than using it for short-term gains as has been the case 
since independence (Doolot and Heathershaw 2015; Engvall 2016). Interestingly, this 
pattern is also reinforced by the state actors themselves as they hold local administrations 
accountable for failing to align conflicting interests. The state actors perceive the national 
and local scales as completely disconnected from one another, except in cases of 
significant gold mines. This disconnection, officially justified through decentralised 
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governance, has been problematised by the interviewed non-state actors as well as the 
literature (Grävingholt et al. 2006; Doolot and Heathershaw 2015) and it plays a crucial 
role in the conflict proclivity.28 Taken together, distrust and limited intergroup 
cooperation are likely to manifest themselves not only in mining but also in other 
infrastructural, capital-intensive investments with transaction attributes similar to those 
perceived in gold mining (Horrocks-Taylor 2018).  

Our results indicate that state and non-state actors understand conflict drivers rather 
differently. For most state actors, the conflicts are place-based, locally driven and 
sometimes evoked by company conduct. On the one hand, state actors portray local 
communities and conflict drivers as heterogeneous. On the other hand, they contend that 
conflicts are generally caused by weak local administrations that fail to implement the 
regulatory framework for licensing. While local communities’ ecological and health 
concerns are known, they are not recognised as valid. Policy-makers and state officials 
with oversight functions believe conflicts to be driven by misinformation and lack of 
knowledge at the local level. They also imply opportunistic motivations to be at play. In 
sum, mining attributes such as jointness, uncertainty or degree of 
measurability/observability of impact are not conceived of as critical dimensions that 
need to be incorporated in the policy design and followed by stringent enforcement and 
monitoring. These actors believe that mining operations impact the ecology just like any 
other production. 

Both private and non-profit actor groups have a more differentiated view of the conflicts, 
notwithstanding the belief that local elites might be interested in the perpetuation of 
conflicts. Whereas state actors tend to blame local actors for fuelling the conflicts, non-
state actors perceive lack of competence and enforcement to be pervasive across the 
country, starting with the central government in Bishkek. They recognise the conflicts as 
community responses to competing claims over local resources in the face of an uncertain 
future with limited state efforts to monitor and manage impact. When the adverse mining 
impacts – actual, anticipated or feared – cannot be counteracted, conflicts arise, aiming 
at reversing the licensing transactions or improving the community positions in these 
transactions (e.g., Urkidi 2010; Sairinen et al. 2012; Lee and Styers 2012; Gullette 2014; 
Walter and Urkidi 2017; Conde 2017; Avcı 2017).  

The patterns of conflict we identified in Kyrgyz gold mining refine three insights 
discussed in the literature. First of all, conflict dynamics are related to scale29. 
Community resistance around smaller deposits tends to have greater impact on 
negotiations compared to large-scale operations as such movements tend to be overlooked 
by the state. In such cases, resistance may lead to direct negotiations with the mining 
companies outside of national regulatory frameworks often leaving local communities 
more vulnerable unless risk-averse companies readily withdraw. The Kyrgyz state has a 
                                                 
28 The distinction between national and local levels in this paper follows the administrative divisions 
and is therefore heuristic. The relations between the two are indeed more interwoven than abstracted 
here.  
29 ‚Scale’ refers here to the size of deposit and operation and is not discussed in relational terms. 
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greater interest in resolving or suppressing conflicts around larger mines on which it 
depends, conflicts that are more palpable due to their proximity to the capital and/or those 
that can be solved with minimal resources. The key attributes of mining are perceived 
differently in these cases. State actors are motivated to pay lip service to environmental 
regulations, to the participation of local communities or basically to adhering to written 
rules, as sanctioning non-compliant companies would cover the monitoring costs, while 
allowing the state to perform sovereignty and capture rents (Doolot and Heathershaw 
2015). 

Secondly, the importance of cooperating with the communities in order to win their trust 
was stressed by most of the respondents and has been highlighted by the mining literature 
(e.g., Avcı et al. 2010; Tianien et al. 2014; Gullette 2014; Conde and Le Billon 2017). 
However, our shades of conflict reveal that trust and cooperation must already exist 
between actors at the national level for obviating conflicts. Indeed, different actor groups 
can influence the terms of how mining unfolds, as institutions and discourses that govern 
shared resources are struggled over and co-produced through the interactions of these 
actors (Bridge 2004a; Bebbington et al. 2008b; Carvalho 2017). Walter and Urkidi (2017) 
showcase the potential of hybrid governance through cooperation between actor groups 
using the example of the Latin American mining consultations. Civil engagement is 
especially called for in countries with widespread corruption in order to hold governments 
to account; ranking at place 132 out of 180, Kyrgyzstan is one of the most corrupt 
countries in the world (Transparency International 2019). 

The non-state actors we studied are more receptive to the threats of mining. Yet, it is 
either more expedient for them to play along and/or they do not believe they can formally 
change the rules of behaviour that largely follow informal motivations. The patterns of 
behaviour we identified motivate reciprocating distrust. As reciprocal distrust becomes 
consolidated, it erodes the basis for collectively identifying pathways (Poteete et al. 2010) 
to reconcile mining and sustainable development within a safe operating space (Steffen 
et al. 2015). In collectivist societies such as Kyrgyzstan, lacking institutional trust in the 
capacity of public institutions to enforce the written rules and sanction cheaters negatively 
influences prosociality and cooperation (Irwin 2009; Andriani and Sabatini 2015) and 
foments group membership leading to in/outgroup distinctions. Order is then likely to be 
achieved by maximising ingroup benefits and distributing risks and transaction costs to 
outgroups across scales. Hence, conflict and cooperation coexist. 

Thirdly, high transaction costs in mining, limited state capacity and willingness to invest 
in institutional trust go together with restricted collective action to prevent conflicts. Risk-
neutral non-profit actors, despite being conversant with local narratives, abstain from 
partaking in critical public discourse. In the end, local communities are suppressed or left 
alone with mining companies, social-ecological threats of mining are largely ignored 
while transparent and equal redistribution of gold revenues is pending. Put mildly, the 
national actor beliefs and norms we presented reinforce problematic regularities of 
behaviour. These can hardly be considered effective institutions for governing the 
resources in the country. Rather they will continue to hinder the implementation of 
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institutions that will advance sustainable resource management. Introducing modern 
regulations is not necessarily one of Kyrgyzstan’s weaknesses, albeit inconsistencies 
therein; Kyrgyzstan has been acclaimed for its ambitious economic and legal reforms 
after independence compared to other Central Asian countries. The continuously revised 
subsoil law foreseeing the development of social benefit packages with and for the 
communities, regional development funds or revenue-generation schemes 
(Intergovernmental Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals and Sustainable Development 
2018) are examples of the on-going institutional innovations. It is their selective 
enforcement that is the crux of the problem and will likely remain so, as long as the 
national perceptions and shared beliefs elaborated here remain intact. 

Through our findings, we seek to draw attention to alarming precursors of ignored 
conflicts in brittle contexts. According to fragile state indicators for Kyrgyzstan, despite 
the overall performance improvement over the last decade, the prevalence of 
‘factionalised elites’ and ‘group grievance’ continue to counteract this progress (The 
Fund for Peace 2019). Both reflect a wide range of schisms in the society such as over 
equal access to and distribution of resources. Kyrgyzstan recorded significant 
accomplishments in terms of social pluralism and public sector accountability; far more 
than other resource-rich countries in the region. The very fact that we can talk about 
protests in Kyrgyzstan is a case in point. Nevertheless, our analysis testifies to 
fragmentation and we anticipate the intensification of resource-based grievances with 
effects beyond the local scale. The Kumtor operations are planned to come to an end by 
2026. It is likely that other gold projects will continue, and new ones will emerge. 
Operations are expected to shift towards dispersed and biodiverse areas with the growing 
global demand for metals (Sonter et al. 2018). With over 60 % of the population living in 
rural areas (United Nations Statistics Division 2019), these communities will continue to 
resist as extraction will increasingly encroach on their ecosystems, livelihoods and 
cultural commons – unless Kyrgyzstan joins its neighbours and becomes also a 
consolidated authoritarian regime. In the long run, however, unregulated extraction may 
trigger the transgression of certain boundaries in local resource systems, impacting also 
shared resources in the region. 

6. Conclusion  
The diversity of framings, methods and case studies across the globe enriches our 
understanding of reactions to the expanding resource frontiers. Local communities resist 
for achieving their sense of order in response to the interdependences created by mining 
transactions that do not incorporate their positions but impact their resources, their lives. 
Our study went upstream to the national level and captured the interactions that engender 
these interdependences in the first place thereby addressing a crucial research gap in the 
conflict timeline.  

We studied conflicts through the lens of institutions as they are understood, produced, 
reinforced and changed by the national actors, thereby circumventing the formal/informal 
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institutions divide. Analysing conflicts from an institutional perspective on the basis of 
such a divide would have been a scratch on the surface. In Kyrgyzstan, the real obstacle 
is not the quality of written rules. It is the intrinsic motivation of state officials and 
influential non-state actors to not enforce these rules. Conceptualising institutions as 
shared beliefs and norms about the prescribed and expected rules of behaviour allowed 
us to study the mental models of those actors that govern gold licensing and decide on 
the future of the country’s shared resources. Our analytical framework and research 
methodology made, firstly, in-depth conflict research in the context of Kyrgyzstan 
possible and, secondly, enabled a nuanced account of conflict across a spectrum of 
shades.  

Mining conflicts in Kyrgyzstan are driven by profound structural factors that are rooted 
in weak governance, lack of institutional trust and limited cooperation across national 
actor groups. Risks and costs are distributed to outgroups, threatening the local social-
ecological systems and further fragmenting society. If extraction continues in the current 
mode of governance, resource-based grievances are likely to persist as mining will 
increasingly impinge upon land and water systems on which local communities depend. 
The conflict dynamics will take on new dimensions beyond the local scale in this already 
resource-stressed region should the effects of the current mining practices spill over into 
the neighbouring countries. 

The study of beliefs and norms of the key national actors holds promise for opening up 
new avenues in conflict research, especially in fragile transition contexts where 
intertwined lines of conflict pre-exist. Hence, further research on resource conflicts across 
scales starting at the national level are needed for advancing a nuanced account of 
conflicts worldwide. A differentiated comprehension of conflicts will refine our 
understanding of conflict proclivity and guide us to the underlying roots and the 
conditions under which conflicts can be prevented. Such theoretically driven and 
empirically informed investigations will provide a solid basis for actor groups that are 
ready to collectively work towards reconciling competing claims. The shared beliefs of 
the national actors that were presented and discussed here are, however, only one side of 
the mining conflicts. In Kyrgyzstan it is imperative for future research to shed light on 
actors’ mental models, motivations and beliefs at the local level so as to complement the 
findings of this paper. 
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Abstract  
Faced with mounting resistance against mining, neoliberal governance resorts to 
polarising strategies that delegitimise the heterogeneous positions people hold regarding 
mining. In this paper, we contrast and complicate these dichotomies with the lived 
experiences on the ground in Kyrgyzstan. We focus on the ‘Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny’ 
gold mine near the town of Orlovka that has been lauded by the state and business 
community as a paragon of company-community ‘cooperation’. We question how the 
gold mine has come to be an exemplary case of cooperation in a conflict-rife sector. Based 
on behavioural experiments, surveys, and in-depth inquiry, we follow and unpack 
entanglements of valuations, discourses and practices that have repackaged Orlovka from 
a former Soviet mining town in depression into a putative model of progress. Our 
interdisciplinary account unravels the contradictory processes of re/making extractive 
frontiers and managing resistance to extractivist expansion that interweave neoliberal 
practices with nationalist discourses. Beneath the discourses praising Orlovka, we find a 
community that has never stopped resisting despite consenting to the gold mine. The 
extractive entanglements we unearth exemplify the diversity of exigencies and aspirations 
behind resisting, negotiating and/or allowing mining while attesting to the diversified 
portfolio of tactics that silence and delegitimise these life concerns. 
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1. Introduction 
Global consumption preferences continue to advance the mining frontiers incessantly 
since the 1950s (Schaffartzik et al. 2016). As accessible resources diminish, and the 
mining industry pushes the frontiers deeper and farther, resistance is increasing (Bridge 
2004a; Bebbington et al. 2008a; Temper et al. 2015; Conde 2017; Jacka 2018). One such 
resource frontier in the making is Kyrgyzstan, where gold mining has been the main 
driver of industrial growth and trade following the independence of the country (Pomfret 
2018; Ernst & Young 2018; Intergovernmental Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals and 
Sustainable Development (IGF) 2018). However, licensing sizeable deposits has not been 
only a major source of public finances but also of public discontent with the state’s 
management of the sector. The perception of unfair distribution of fiscal benefits and 
environmental costs, against the background of unveiled abuse of office and corruption 
by high-ranking public servants, have proliferated protests against gold mining since 
2010 (Bogdetsky and Novikov 2012; Lee and Styers 2012; Gullette 2014; Tiainen et al. 
2014; Doolot and Heathershaw 2015; Eurasia Foundation of Central Asia et al. 2017; 
Wooden 2018). New gold projects coexist with concessions that are legally licensed but 
not developed due to a lack of social consent of the nearby communities. In the face of 
the mining-related grievances, the state is under increasing pressure to justify its 
extraction-driven developmental vision. This paper focuses on one of the operational gold 
mines in the country – ‘Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny’ – that has been praised by the state 
and business community as an exemplary case of company-community ‘cooperation’. In 
an attempt to fathom how a gold project in a conflict-ridden sector has come to be an 
exemplary case of ‘cooperation’, we follow and connect the state and corporate 
discourses from the capital Bishkek to the practices in Orlovka where the mine is located. 

Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny, known colloquially as ‘Altynken’, is the outcome of 
decisions made following the country’s independence. Kyrgyzstan started its 
experimentation with neoliberal extraction shortly after becoming an independent 
republic in 1991. In an effort to transition to market democracy, the administration of the 
new President Akayev followed the prescriptions of the international donors and 
embarked upon radically liberalising, privatising and deregulating the economy 
(Bogdetsky et al. 2001; Pelkmans 2005; Engvall 2016). With the World Bank Group’s 
encouragement as part of their global corporate strategy (Campbell 2008), 
industrialisation and economic development through the commodification of the mineral 
base was defined as a pillar of the independent economy (Bogdetsky et al. 2005). And it 
worked: already in 1992, Kyrgyzstan licensed its largest gold deposit ‘Kumtor’ to a 
Canadian investor.30 Subsequently, Kyrgyzstan has become part of the so-called mining 
geographies as a result of the neoliberal reforms (Bridge 2004b; Schaffartzik et al. 2016). 
Thus, Kyrgyzstan’s independence also marked the beginning of the country’s gold rush 
in the neoliberal era. Today, there are nine medium- and large-scale gold mines in 
operation (Natural Resources Governance Institute 2017). 

                                                 
30 Kumtor gold mine has since also become a source of national contestation (see Wooden 2013, 2017). 
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Thirty years and three nationwide upheavals later,31 the decisions made at the outset of 
Kyrgyzstan’s road of independence reverberate to date. Its neoliberal resource 
governance has indeed opened the country’s doors to foreign investments in gold projects. 
Along the process, however, the resolve to reform the institutional landscape remained 
confined to creating a market for investors and state officials rather than a democracy 
with a market (Engvall 2016). On the one hand, the formal post-Soviet state-building and 
institutional design have co-evolved with non-written, ‘working rules’ (Ostrom 1990) that 
enable and reregulate large-scale investment projects as sources of rent (Doolot and 
Heathershaw 2015; Engvall 2016). On the other hand, this institutional incongruence has 
paved the way for haphazard monitoring and sanctioning of noncompliance by investors 
and state actors alike while limiting the participation of citizens in decisions concerning 
their lives. Consequently, the mining sector in Kyrgyzstan has come to be ruled by a 
system of resource governance that is not responsive to and aligned with the problematic 
interdependences caused by mining transactions (Ocaklı et al. 2020). Hence, the rapid 
extractive expansion in Kyrgyzstan under the extant resource governance regime has 
brought about interrelated disturbances in social-ecological systems, livelihoods and 
public health that conjointly deepen injustices and impair the social fabric.  

As communities continue to resist the prevailing resource governance system, state and 
corporate actors face mounting pressure to discursively and morally legitimise their 
extractive agendas in the name of ‘the greater common good’ (Blaser and de la Cadena 
2017). As a result, the strategies to materialise large-scale gold mining adapt and evolve, 
assuming more subtle ways to silence the opposition. In seeking to contain resistance, 
‘deviant’ positions that go against the extractive agendas are neutralised and moralised, 
e.g., in Germany (Brock and Dunlap 2018), Peru (Andreucci and Kallis 2017) and 
Ecuador (Valladares and Boelens 2019; Leifsen 2020). Irrespective of the particularities 
within and between communities for resisting, negotiating or accepting mining, people 
are categorised in polar opposites in an effort to frame and tame their underlying 
exigencies and aspirations. Similarly, concerns of communities in Kyrgyzstan that remain 
reluctant and/or reject extraction are reduced to self-interested, rational choice motives 
(Lee & Styers 2012; Wooden 2013; Gullette 2014; Ocaklı et al. 2020). Communities that 
consent mining such as Orlovka are praised as ‘cooperative’. 

This article aims to provide a corrective to the polarising strategies that delegitimise 
heterogeneous positions people have on mining. To this end, we follow and unpack 
entanglements of valuations, discourses and practices that have reassembled Orlovka 
from a former Soviet mining town in depression into a putative model of progress through 
the opening of the Altynken gold mine. This paper presents a critical interdisciplinary 
account of contradictory processes of re/making extractive frontiers and managing 
resistance to extractivist expansion that interweave neoliberal practices with nationalist 
discourses (Harvey 2005). We follow a multi-method research design combining 
                                                 
31 The national uprisings in 2005 and 2010 ousted incumbent presidents Akayev and Bakiyev, 
respectively. The results of the recent events following the parliamentary elections on October 4, 2020 
are yet to become intelligible. 
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behavioural experiments, surveys, and in-depth inquiry. We situate our analysis in the 
historico-geographical specificities of Orlovka, Kyrgyzstan and the lifeworlds therein 
(McCarthy and Scott 2004; McGlinchey 2020). Through the process of reconstructing 
the making of Orlovka as a case of ‘cooperation’, we uncover complex lived experiences 
that underlie and guide Orlovka’s relationship with the gold mine. Beneath the image of 
Orlovka as a laudable mining town re/created and sustained by the state and business 
actors, we find an Orlovka that has never stopped resisting.  

2. Mining entanglements in Orlovka  
Shortly before Altynken was officially launched, in July 2015 I, the first author, 
commenced my research exploring sentiments towards gold mining in Kyrgyzstan.32 I 
started my research in Bishkek, the centre of mineral governance and companies’ first 
stop for acquiring a license. I interviewed key actors across sectors involved in/directly 
in the licensing process.33 The state officials were proud and believed that mining was 
going to lead the way of modern Kyrgyzstan to growth and development. They boasted 
of operational and imminent gold projects, contrasting these alleged cases of 
‘cooperation’ with contested projects. Tarring with the same brush, state and corporate 
actors explained mining-related altercations to be triggered by rational actors that acted 
only in pursuit of personal material and political gains. They were referring to activists 
demanding increased transparency and accountability in contested mining operations. By 
contrast, the story of Altynken gold mine in Orlovka was one that got told often and with 
pleasure. Given its official opening, Altynken was prominently featured in the mining 
circles that year. I decided to follow the ‘cooperative’ community narrative and listen for 
it also on the ground in Orlovka. After establishing the first contacts in April 2018, I 
travelled back to Kyrgyzstan in September of the same year.  

This section introduces the empirical setting for the study and situates Orlovka in the 
historical periods of Soviet modernisation and extractivism, uncertainty and precarity 
following the fall of the Soviet Union and the return of mining under the capitalist regime. 
Given the limited relevant research on Orlovka, the following description of our case is 
informed by the accounts of our interlocutors during the qualitative fieldwork in Orlovka 
(see Section 3.1 for details of the empirical research) as well as the literatures on Soviet 
mining towns in Kyrgyzstan. 

2.1. Orlovka regaining its feet again 
During the Soviet era, Orlovka was a place of prominence, prosperity and pride. Rich in 
mineral resources, Orlovka and its surroundings had been strategically developed into an 
industrial hub. In the 1960s, with the inception of rare-earth metal mining under the 

                                                 
32 The first author conducted the empirical research for the given paper. 
33 Including all the state bodies with a mandate of mining politics, licensing and oversight, mining 
companies and business representatives, and non-profit organisations including international 
development agencies. 
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umbrella of the Kyrgyz Mining-Metallurgical Enterprise,34 the region had become an 
employment attraction, hosting specialists from other parts of the Soviet Union. Based on 
the data from the mid 1980s, 15,000 people lived in Orlovka (Bogdetsky et al. 2001), 
compared to 6,300 nowadays (Orlovka Mayor’s Office 2018). In the prime of its 
production around 7,000 people were believed to be employed at the cluster, making the 
enterprise and its seven plants the main employer in the region.35 Thus, Orlovka, a town 
built for and by mining, had flourished over the years. The residents reminisce about those 
days as an era of development that was unique for Kyrgyzstan, with a grand enterprise of 
‘Soviet significance’ that bestowed importance upon Orlovka. As a matter of fact, 
Orlovka and nearby Ak-tyuz were part of the greater Soviet ideologies of modernisation 
that included expansion of mining also in Kyrgyzstan (Figure III-1 (a)). They were two 
of the approximately 20 model towns created for the mining plants in Kyrgyzstan 
(Bogdetsky et al. 2001). These model settlements were deliberately designed (Pelkmans 
2017) for the ‘good miner citizens’ of the Soviet Union (Sturød 2019) that were rewarded 
with certain privileges such as well-developed social infrastructure, high salaries and 
direct ‘Moscow provisioning’ of goods. 

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the state-owned enterprise disintegrated 
by the end of the 1990s, leading to mass emigration. With no enterprise to maintain the 
social infrastructure, and with the majority of the population leaving, many of the 
privileges that made Orlovka a unique town started to fall apart. The residents who stayed 
in Orlovka describe the first 10 years following the regime change as a phase of 
depression in which old went, yet new did not come. And it is not only the houses, high-
rise buildings, the quality schools and hospitals or the house of culture that collapsed; 
people had lost their aim and meaning in life. All of these privileges, just as the Moscow 
provisioning, were more than a simple signifier of material well-being. Similar to other 
former mining towns (e.g., Reeves 2014; Pelkmans 2017; Sturød 2019), also in Orlovka 
it was the sense of significance, and with that identity that people lost. As most of the 
residents had been employed in the mining enterprise, only a minority was able to sustain 
themselves through agriculture. It would take a whole decade of extreme hardship for the 
Orlovka community to start realising what exactly the regime change to a neoliberalised 
economy meant. 

                                                 
34 Today, the Enterprise is known as the Kyrgyz Chemical-Metallurgical Plant. The plant has been 
partially re-opened for the production of solar modules by a Kyrgyz-Russian company ‘Astra Solar 
Technologies’. 
35 Interview with a retired geologist who worked in the nearby deposits and the metallurgical 
enterprise. 
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Figure III-1. (a) Remnants of the shafts of the former Soviet mining complex in Ak-tyuz where 
dwellers from Orlovka were employed (left); (b) Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny gold mine operational 
since 2015 by the joint venture ‘Altynken LLC’ between the state-owned gold mining company 
‘Kyrgyzaltyn OJSC’ and a subsidiary of the Chinese ‘Zijin Mining Group Co. Ltd’ (right) (photos by 
first author taken during the fieldwork in Orlovka). 

By the beginning of the 2000s, people had realised that they were left alone under the 
new reality. Without support from the state, they started to reorient themselves and gain 
new skills, engaging in agricultural production and commerce. Soon after, in 2006, a 
Kazakh investor entered into the joint venture ‘Altynken LLC’ with the state-owned gold 
mining company ‘Kyrgyzaltyn OJSC’ and acquired the license to develop the nearby 
Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny gold mine (Figure III-1 (b)). Altynken, meaning gold mine 
in Kyrgyz, did not come as a surprise to the community, as they knew of the gold deposit 
along the ‘Taldy-Bulak’ river since its exploration in 1963. As the prospects of having a 
running mine again grew, Orlovka started to be recalled to life. Members of the 
community vividly refer to these years as a turning point. Accordingly, with employment 
opportunities at the mine, people started to return to Orlovka. Improved roads, city 
lighting, home improvements, new shops and cafés were all indicators of prosperity, 
giving a sense of Orlovka standing on its feet again. Orlovka was becoming a place of 
life, leaving its history of abandonment behind or at least overlaying it with a new coat 
of hope. Although there had been already an awakening before Altynken, it is strongly 
believed that the opening of the mine gave a major impetus – not least in bringing back 
the lost significance to Orlovka. After all, Altynken was the country’s second large-scale 
gold mine to be launched since independence. 

2.2. Altynken  
The Taldy-Bulak Levoberezhny gold mine is located 12 km upstream of Orlovka (Figure 
III-2). The mine takes its name from the Taldy-Bulak river which is the main source of 
water for livestock and irrigation in Orlovka. The mine is with gold reserves of 60-70 
tons the country’s 3rd largest gold deposit (Bogdetsky et al. 2005) and is developed 
through underground mining. 
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Figure III-2. Orlovka and the Altynken gold mine, together with their location in Kyrgyzstan (red 
dot) (map by Marius Derenthal based on open data from © OpenStreetMap contributors).36 

In 2011, the license to develop Altynken changed hands from the Kazakh company to a 
Chinese one, ‘Superb Pacific Limited Company’, a wholly owned subsidiary of China’s 
‘Zijin Mining Group Co. Ltd’. The investor negotiated a new licensing agreement, 
acquiring 60% of the Altynken shares, with the remaining 40% belonging to the state-
owned company. Despite the initial euphoria, in 2012 local residents started to protest 
against the new investor. There has been a series of protests before; however, the protests 
in October 2012 are signalled out by the dwellers as pivotal for defining the terms of 
engagement of the new mine operator (Moldalieva and Heathershaw 2020). The positive 
sentiments towards the opening of Altynken and prospects for the good life that the mine 
symbolised were overshadowed by concerns over fair benefit-sharing between Orlovka 
and the mine operator, and ecological justice. In order to rectify these injustices, 
community members mobilised in pursuit of increased participation in decision-making 
processes. Through interrupting the operations at Altynken, the citizens in Orlovka 
improved their bargaining position and were able to negotiate better conditions for their 
community under which they would allow the company to operate the gold mine. These 
conditions also ensured environmental impact monitoring in line with the legal 
framework. 

The ensuant negotiated partnership agreement between the company and the community 
followed the main tenets of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) which is by now 

                                                 
36 Data is available under the Open Database License.  

http://www.opendatacommons.org/licenses/odbl
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commonplace and core to business in the global mining industry (Kemp and Owen 2013) 
for countering the increasing insurgency against mining activities. Confronted with 
intensifying resistance to mining, in 2012 the Kyrgyzstani government followed suit and 
introduced a series of CSR measures for license-holders in quest of a ‘social license to 
operate’ in addition to their legal mining licenses (Wooden 2018; Doolotkeldieva 2020). 
Accordingly, the partnership agreement consisted of several components. The most 
crucial element was the ‘social package’, one of two measures that the government 
introduced for legitimising extractive expansion. Accordingly, the company would 
compensate a total of 20 million Kyrgyzstani Som (KGS) (today’s equivalent of 
approximately 255,800 EUR), to be split between the four affected local administrations, 
on the territory on which land plots were licensed for developing the mine. This amount 
had already been paid out by the time of our fieldwork in September 2018. The second 
element of the agreement was a placement rule stipulating that during the construction 
and production phases 50% and 90% of the employees, respectively, would be 
Kyrgyzstani citizens. The hired employees would be trained on-the-job without additional 
fees.37 Now, the company continues to make payments directly to the ‘Kemin 
Development Fund’, to which the residents of the Kemin district including Orlovka can 
apply for different initiatives aimed at improving the local economic development and 
living standards. Such regional developments constitute the second set of measures 
introduced in 2012.38  

In 2015, I interviewed the managing director at the time. He seemed proud they could 
solve the tensions with the local population, revealing his success formula: “You need to 
be completely transparent. In the digital age, you cannot hide anything. You have to 
engage with the people, with the youth.” But he also did not hide the full government 
backing the company enjoyed, explaining that “the government is more interested in 
launching the plant”. I asked him what makes Orlovka so different, he answered plainly 
that “Orlovka was a mining town.” 

Altynken continues its operations at the time of writing, albeit under diverging 
circumstances than reflected in the official state and company discourses. After detailing 
our study design next, drawing on our empirical research we revisit the former director’s 
success formula and the government’s commitment to the mine following the social 
consent (Sections 4.2 and 4.3). 

3. Study design 
3.1. Methodology  

The paper draws upon multiple sources of data collected during three fieldwork stays 
amounting to a total of four months in Kyrgyzstan from July 2015 through October 2018. 

                                                 
37 According to the managing director of the company at the time, 400 people were trained between 
2012 and 2014. 
38 In line with the government decree on ‘Model regulation on the procedure for the formation of 
regional development funds’ (Ministry of Economy of the Kyrgyz Republic 2019). 
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We followed a sequential mixed methods approach to data collection and analysis 
combining qualitative inquiry and quantitative experimental methods (Creswell and 
Creswell 2018). For capturing the subtleties of complex sentiments towards mining, we 
pursued multi-stage triangulation of data sources for designing each subsequent research 
phase and making sense of the ensuing observations (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). The 
research was carried out in three main analytical phases: (1) exploratory qualitative 
inquiry of the mining sector and the Altynken mine, (2) explanatory quantitative 
experiments and subsequent mining surveys and (3) in-depth qualitative inquiry in 
Orlovka (Table III-1). 

The first phase comprised official interviews with national actors of mineral governance 
in Bishkek including the Altynken management during the first two fieldworks (July and 
December 2015), and informal conversations with local interlocutors about Orlovka and 
the mine (May – August 2018). The qualitative insights gained through the interviews 
helped us to sketch the formal contours of the Altynken gold mine operations within the 
broader context of mining sector contestations. Ascribing mining contestations to rational 
choice motives emerged as a recurring theme from these official statements. These 
discourses however did not converge with the initial insights emerging from our informal 
conversations with local inhabitants. They conveyed a deep sense of frustration with how 
the mining operations and community concerns were handled on the ground. Our 
motivation to follow these discrepancies culminated in the second quantitative phase and 
informed the experimental design. 

Table III-1. Multi-stage triangulation of data collection and analysis 

Analytical Steps Methods Sources Analysis Time and Place 

1. Mining sector 
contestation 
overview and 
hypothesis 
development 

In-depth semi-
structured 
interviews  
(n=33) 

Key state, private 
and non-profit 
organisations in 
mineral resource 
governance; 
Altynken mine 
management  

Qualitative 
coding 
with NVivo 
software 

July 2015, 
Bishkek 

December 2015, 
Bishkek and 
Orlovka 

 Informal 
conversations  
 

Local informants Qualitative 
description 

May – August 
2018, remote 
contact with 
Orlovka 

2. Testing self-
interested actor 
model and 
mining 
sentiments 

Quantitative 
dictator game 
and subsequent 
mining survey  
(n=120) 

Randomly 
selected 
participants 

Quantitative  
Bayesian 
statistics 

September – 
October 2018, 

Orlovka and 
Bishkek 

3. Study of mining 
entanglements 
in Orlovka 

Qualitative in-
depth semi-
structured 

Local 
administration, 
city council, civil 
society groups, 

Qualitative 
description of 
case; coding for 
themes 

September – 
October 2018, 
Orlovka 
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interviews  
(n=15) 

mine employees, 
schoolteachers, 
business owners 

emanating from 
mining survey 
with NVivo 
software  Informal 

conversations, 
participant 
observation 

Everyday 
interactions with 
mine employees, 
local government 
officials, business 
owners, bazaar, 
host, etc. 

 

In the second research phase, in order to examine the discourses of alleged ‘self-interested 
rationality’ vs. ‘cooperative dispositions’ behind mining sentiments, we conducted 
quantitative experiments and mining surveys in September and October 2018 in Bishkek 
and Orlovka. Taking the rational choice discourses seriously, we tested the underlying 
model of behaviour with a modified version of the dictator game (explained further in 
Section 3.2). Over the last decades, behavioural experiments have successfully 
challenged the canonical model of the individual ‘homo oeconomicus’ that stipulates 
human behaviour to be incentivised solely by self-regarding utility maximisation (Gintis 
2000; Henrich et al. 2001; Henrich et al. 2004; Gintis et al. 2005). We now know that this 
view of actors as “law-abiding but not fair” (Kahneman et al. 1986: 286) fails to reflect 
the heterogeneity of human behaviour (Fehr and Fischbacher 2005). Following this 
baseline, we surveyed the participants on their general sentiments regarding the mining 
sector and its governance in Kyrgyzstan (see Section 3.2 for details). 

At the final stage, building on the results of the experiments and the survey, we undertook 
a qualitative analysis of the mining entanglements on the ground in Orlovka. We 
conducted formal interviews and relied on continuous informal interviews where 
respondents had safety concerns. The qualitative data collection in Orlovka focussed on 
information and insights from the representatives of the local administration, local city 
council, civil society groups (e.g., women’s council, youth council, court of elders, local 
NGOs), retired and current mine employees, and other members of the community such 
as schoolteachers. Our interviews and conversations were guided by questions about the 
socio-economic developments in Orlovka, sentiments towards mining in general and 
Altynken in particular. The interviews were complemented by continuous participant 
observation during everyday life encounters such as with the mine employees, local 
government officials, local business owners but also with dwellers and vendors at the 
bazaar as well as private conversations with the host family and their social network. 

As audio recording was not welcomed by the interviewees, the interviews were 
systematically written down and digitalised immediately afterwards for coding using 
computer assisted data analysis, namely the software NVivo. We inductively coded the 
qualitative data for exploring recurring themes in line with the patterns emerging from 
the mining survey. The results of the qualitative analysis allowed us to gain intimate 
knowledge about different historical and contemporary perceptions of mining that co-
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exist in Orlovka for explicating the case (Section 2) while building on the survey results 
for delving deeper into Orlovka’s mining sentiments (Section 4.3).  

We analysed the experimental data within a Bayesian statistical framework, whose 
parameter estimates are more straight-forward to interpret than frequentist estimates, and 
which proved to be more flexible in modelling the data distributions encountered here.39 
In particular, we departed from the Tobit model that is common in the literature on 
dictator games (e.g., Meier et al. 2016), as our response data (e.g., total donations) are 
clearly non-normal. We detail the statistical data analysis in Appendix D. 

3.2. Experiment and mining survey design 
For analysing the discourses of rational choice motives in opposition to mining in 
Kyrgyzstan, we adapted the standard anonymous dictator game in line with the study 
context. In a two-player dictator game, one player dictates the division of the windfall 
money provided by the experimenter between herself and the other player; the latter can 
only accept the proposed allocation (Kahneman et al. 1986). The self-interested agent 
would keep all the money. Following tests, we held the experiments in Orlovka and 
Bishkek, the later functioning as the non-mining control town. The dictator game and the 
mining survey were conducted directly on the street using paper-and-pencil with a sample 
of randomly selected inhabitants in both locations. We chose central venues for reaching 
out to a diverse group of passers-by as demonstrated by Figure III-3 (see Appendix B for 
study area and sampling).  

In each city, the game was conducted on an individual basis with 60 people (n=120) and 
participants were compensated with a fee of 200 KGS40 for their participation, equalling 
approximately the average daily income. The study consisted of two parts (see protocols 
in Appendices C1 and C2). In the first part, we ran the dictator game. Immediately 
afterwards we asked questions about the decisions taken. In the second part, we surveyed 
participants’ socio-economic background and opinion about mining-related issues in the 
country. Experiments were conducted in Russian and lasted 12 minutes on average (see 
Appendix B for further procedures). 

In our design, the ‘dictator’ could share the money with two recipients, each representing 
a charitable organisation working in Orlovka or nationwide (based in Bishkek). We 
selected four organisations that support marginalised families, children and orphans 
following a thorough assessment of their work and reputation for limiting negative 
                                                 
39 The Bayesian paradigm yields actual probability statements (so called posterior distributions) about 
the hypotheses or parameters or interest (e.g., dependence of variables, regression coefficients) 
without the need of the frequentist paradigm for p-values and significance levels. This comes at the 
‘cost’ of having to specify so called prior distributions for the uncertain parameters that formalise our 
uncertainty about the parameters before any data are considered. The priors were chosen 
‘uninformatively’ here, i.e., such that they did not unduly influence the results. We report results using 
the median and the 95% credible interval of the posterior distribution, which look similar to the 
confidence intervals of frequentist statistics but have a direct probabilistic meaning. 
40 2.57 EUR as of 13.08.2018 (OANDA 2018). In 2018 the average monthly income was 
approximately 68 EUR (National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic 2018). 



Chapter III 

 80 

priming (Appendix B details the organisations). In two independent rounds, the 
participants were given a windfall of 300 KGS41 in six 50 KGS notes and had the option 
to ‘donate’ some or all of the gift money to the predetermined social causes in Orlovka 
and across the country. They could also keep all the money or split it between themselves 
and the recipients. The main difference between the rounds was the type of organisation. 
In one round, the participant was provided with two state-organisations and in the other 
with non-governmental organisations. The different type of organisation in the two 
rounds aimed at testing if state involvement had an influence on other-regarding 
behaviour. In any given round, the participant could choose to donate to her ingroup 
and/or outgroup, that is if a group effect existed. The total donations made by respondents 
acted as a proxy for rational self-interest. The rational selfish maximiser would keep the 
total windfall of 600 KGS and hence would not donate. 

Following the game, we asked three questions about the factors that influenced (Q1) and 
would have changed the allocation of the money (Q2) in each round as well as on how 
familiar the participant was with each of the recipient organisations (Q3). Subsequently, 
we conducted a standardised survey of socio-economic (Q4-Q13)42 and mining-related 
questions. The questions on mining focused on the participant’s opinion about mining in 
Kyrgyzstan (Q14), trust towards the central government in the management of the sector 
for developing the country (Q15), fair distribution of mining costs and benefits (Q16), the 
local communities’ position on mining (Q17) and about the mining conflicts that break 
out in these communities (Q18).  

                                                 
41 Equivalent of 3.85 EUR per round as of 13.08.2018 (OANDA 2018). Over two rounds in less than 
an hour the participant could hence win 7.70 EUR. 
42 Including a question inquiring into acquaintance with manufacturing / industrial production through 
own or family members’ employment (Q11 in Appendices C1 and C2).  
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Figure III-3. Map of the study areas in Orlovka and Bishkek where participants were sampled (map 
by Marius Derenthal based on open data from © OpenStreetMap contributors). 

4. Taking the discourse seriously: Rational self-interest and resistance 
to mining  
We first present the results from the dictator game, arriving at a verdict of 
overwhelmingly other-regarding behaviour by our players. We focus on the most 
pertinent findings for counterchecking the polarising mining discourses. Next, 
triangulating the experiment and mining survey results, we dispel the rational choice 
motives behind mining positions. Finally, we elaborate the snapshot of these sentiments 
further in line with our findings on mining entanglements in Orlovka. 

4.1. Dictator Game: Altruism trumps self-interest  
Out of 120 participants, 97% donated a part or all of their windfall money, regarding the 
predetermined social causes higher than their own interests. 11% donated between 50 and 
300 KGS, 23% between 350 and 550 KGS and 34% everything (600 KGS). Average 
donations were greater in Bishkek (median 533 KGS, 95% credible interval [504, 554]) 
than in Orlovka (465 [411, 504] KGS).43 Figure III-4 reveals that the national-level 
                                                 
43 Results are presented as the median and the 95% credible interval of the Bayesian posterior 
distribution of the parameter or variable of interest, here average donation, summarising the central 
tendency and the spread of the uncertainty distribution. Other than the frequentist confidence interval, 
the 95% credible interval conveys a direct 0.95 probability that the true value of interest is in that 
interval (contingent on the model assumptions as in all statistical analysis). 
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charities received on average greater shares than the Orlovka-level charities by 
participants both in Bishkek (0.62 [0.55, 0.69]) and Orlovka (0.65 [0.58, 0.71]), with no 
clear differences in individual charity donations between locations (all 95% credible 
intervals span zero). The average share donated to state charities was slightly smaller 
compared to non-state charities (0.48 [0.45, 0.50]) in both Bishkek and Orlovka. It seems 
the causes of the individual charities determined the donation behaviour of the 
participants, rather than where the charities worked (ingroup/outgroup) or if the state was 
involved (state/non-state preferences).  

 
Figure III-4. Individual charity donations by location: box and whisker plots with added mean 
(circle). B=Bishkek, O=Orlovka. NS_O=Nurmeeaisa, NS_KG=Pomogat Legko, S_O=Local 
department of social protection in Orlovka, S_KG=State orphanages in Kyrgyzstan (see Table B- 1 in 
Appendix B for explanations of the individual charities). 

Indeed, the participants based their decisions on the information conveyed through the 
name and description of the charities, and how much they thought the charities needed 
the money, while their age explained much of the difference in donations between 
Orlovka and Bishkek. The majority of participants answered “Who needs the money 
more” (68%) when asked what influenced their allocation decisions the most (Q1). 49% 
said “Nothing” would have changed their decision (Q2), while 40% stated “More 
information about the organisations and where they will use the donation”. The answers 
to these two questions support the hypothesis of cause-driven decisions. Moreover, the 
shares participants kept for themselves and donated to causes were unaffected by the 
control variables (Q4-Q13; 95% credible intervals of effects spanning zero), except for 
‘age’ (Q5). Participants in the upper two age groups (45+) kept on average 8% [0, 17] 
more for themselves that participants in the lower two age groups (18-44). Also, in trying 
to explain the greater average donations in Bishkek compared to Orlovka, we determined 
‘age’ (Q5) to have a clear effect, with younger participants (18-44) donating on average 
60 [2, 157] KGS more than older participants (45+). The variable ‘age’ is correlated with 
the variables ‘income’ (Q13), ‘children’ (Q12) and ‘education’ (Q7) (distribution of 
deviance difference overwhelmingly in support of dependence hypothesis),44 hence is a 

                                                 
44 The dependence hypothesis is that the two categorical variables are dependent, rather than 
independent. For the concept of deviance difference, see Appendix D. 
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proxy for these. We conclude that the variable ‘age’ (and its relation to ‘income’, 
‘children’ and ‘education’) is the dominant driver (among those tested) of the donation 
differences between Orlovka and Bishkek (see Appendix G for distribution of responses 
to questions 5, 7, 12 and 13 in Bishkek and Orlovka). 

The results of the dictator game show that an overwhelming fraction of our participants 
demonstrated prosocial preferences beyond maximising own utility, despite varying 
degrees of benevolence. Orlovka participants, despite exhibiting cooperative behaviour 
in the game, were not more cooperative or less self-interested than their counterparts in 
Bishkek. Based on the information about the charities and personal histories players 
brought into the game, players were motivated to donate to causes they believed needed 
support out of concerns for fairness. Next, we substantiate players’ concerns also in 
relation to mining governance. 

4.2. Mining survey: The sentiments of altruists 
According to the state and corporate registers that became intelligible to us during the 
first research phase, anything less than outright support for the extant mining policies and 
practices is an act of self-interested behaviour. By implication, this logic would expect 
from our significantly other-regarding participants that they concur with the current 
mining practices. Here, we disprove this hypothesis of self-interested rationality to 
explain participants’ critical positions towards mining. Our participants’ donation 
behaviour, as a proxy for rational self-interest, is not correlated with their mining attitudes 
expressed in the survey (95% credible intervals of individual effects spanning zero; Table 
III-2 presents total donations vs. mining opinions). As a matter of fact, the participants 
voiced serious concerns over different aspects of current mineral governance despite 
being significantly other-regarding. Furthermore, the mining survey ascertains different 
aspects of opinion towards mining (Q14-Q18) to be interrelated, with an overwhelming 
support for the dependence hypothesis.45 In the following, we sketch these interdependent 
mining sentiments and start complicating the binaries. 

  

                                                 
45 We identified no further clear correlation patterns between mining sentiments and other 
demographic variables including occupation in public sector (Q10) or mining-related industries (Q11).  



Chapter III 

 84 

Table III-2. Mining attitudes and corresponding donation behaviour in Bishkek and Orlovka. For each 
answer, the percentage of responses is given as well total donations as mean (standard deviation). The 
mining critical answers are bold-faced; average total donations did not differ between participants 
with mining critical versus mining non-critical attitudes (95% credible intervals of differences 
spanning zero). 

 Bishkek Orlovka 

Responses 
(%) 

Donation 
(KGS) 

Responses 
(%) 

Donation 
(KGS) 

Q14: “Which one of the following statements represents your opinion about the mining sector in 
Kyrgyzstan best?” 
“I am not interested in mining, I do not care” 5 500 (100) 3 600 (-) 
“Mining helps the country to develop” 47 528 (113) 45 469 (137) 
“Mining benefits my community” 2 600 (-) 15 467 (218) 
“The sector cannot develop because of the 
conflicts around mining” 

17 555 (101) 7 375 (287) 

“I do not see any benefits from mining” 12 543 (113) 8 540 (134) 
“I am against mining the way it is being 
implemented here” 

14 600 (-) 22 419 (248) 

“I do not know” 3 600 (-) 0 - 

Q15: “How much do you trust the central government to use the mineral resources for the 
development of the country?” 

“I trust the government “ 7 550 (100) 24 389 (170) 

“I somewhat trust the government” 25 540 (93) 29 512 (154) 

“I don’t trust the government much” 29 532 (106) 29 521 (125) 
“I don’t trust the government at all” 39 554 (108) 17 373 (276) 

Q16: “Which one of the following statements do you agree with?” 

“The costs and benefits of mining are 
distributed fairly” 

10 525 (141) 26 443 (188) 

“The costs and benefits of mining are not 
distributed fairly” 

75 551 (99) 57 486 (183) 

“I don't know” 15 528 (91) 17 425 (218) 

Q17: “Which one of the following statements do you agree with?” 

“The local communities prevent the country 
to make use of our mineral richness” 

25 567 (90) 19 445 (186) 

“The local communities are left alone with 
the impacts of mining” 

41 544 (88) 58 473 (192) 

“I do not know” 15 478 (162) 18 400 (209) 

“The local communities do not have a say, 
the government decides” 

5 600 (-) 5 533 (115) 

“The government does not manage the 
mineral richness properly (the local 
communities also want better living 
conditions)” 

7 525 (87) 0 - 
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“Different depending on the case (the 
situation and the reaction of the local 
community differ)” 

7 588 (25) 0 - 

Q18: “What do you think about the mining conflicts in the local communities?” 

“I am not interested in these conflicts, I do 
not care” 

7 475 (166) 9 580 (45) 

“I am not informed about the conflicts” 46 544 (106) 20 445 (216) 

“The conflicts are a good way of 
demanding improvements of mining 
practices” 

20 579 (58) 45 468 (178) 

“The conflicts are a threat to the country’s 
development” 

24 536 (101) 27 417 (215) 

“Any conflict is a threat to the country's 
development” 

3 525 (106) 0 - 

While the state’s involvement in the social organisations did not influence player’s 
donation behaviour, we found trust in mineral governance and perceiving benefits from 
mining to be correlated in both Orlovka and Bishkek. The critical and supportive attitudes 
to mining were fairly balanced. Sixty-four participants stated that mining either helped 
the country to develop (Q14.2) or benefited their community (Q14.3), while their level of 
trust towards the government in mineral governance for development of the country 
varied, with a tendency towards intermediate to greater levels of trust (Q15.1-3). Those 
who believed not to see any benefit from mining (Q14.5) or were against mining the way 
it was being implemented in their locality (Q14.6) tended not to trust the government at 
all to use the resources for the country’s development (Q15.4).  

Regardless of their general perception of the sector, participants were concerned about 
the fair distribution of mining consequences that the local communities are left alone 
with. The majority of the participants (77) perceived the mining costs and benefits to be 
distributed unfairly (Q16.2); this perception was underpinned mainly by corruption and 
ecological concerns. Among these were both respondents who perceived benefits from 
mining (Q14.2-3=34) as well as those who were critical of mining as it is currently 
practised (Q14.5-6=31). Fifty-seven participants said the local communities are left alone 
with the impacts of mining (Q17.2), which was the single most popular response both in 
Orlovka and Bishkek. 

We also found the general opinions towards mining (Q14) and conflicts (Q18) to be 
interlinked. The viewpoint that conflicts can play a productive role in improving mining 
governance was defended both by people who perceived mining to be beneficial and who 
were critical of the current mining practices. The majority of respondents in the capital 
Bishkek revealed that they were not informed about mining conflicts (27). To the 
contrary, in Orlovka, conceiving conflicts as a good way of demanding improvements of 
mining was the most popular opinion (25). This opinion was also related to perceiving an 
unfair distribution of mining costs and benefit as well as feeling left alone with the 
consequences of mining.  
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Our players were no purely self-interested actors during the game, and in the subsequent 
mining survey a considerable portion of them disclosed seeing benefit in mining while 
also uttering scepticism about how mining unfolds – all at the same time. Indeed, the 
participants had lingering concerns over unfair distribution of mining benefits and costs, 
and by extension over affected communities being left alone with these costs. This is 
where conflict presented itself to our participants as a good way of demanding 
improvements. Next, we showcase what cooperation and resistance in contemporary gold 
mining in Orlovka actually mean. To this end, we step out of the game and survey domain 
and enter the lived mining experiences in Orlovka.  

4.3. Into the lifeworlds in Orlovka  
In the remainder of this section, we return to Orlovka and further complicate the official 
state and corporate discourses depicting Orlovka as a cooperative case. We focus on how 
mining operations unfolded following the company acquiring social consent and the 
corresponding lived experiences of the dwellers’ in Orlovka that contradict the official 
discourses. The qualitative insights we report here regarding mining sentiments in 
Orlovka are based on our empirical findings from the final research stage and are 
informed by our results from the preceding two research phases (see Section 3.1. and 
Table III-1 for details of empirical data). Specifically, our qualitative analysis 
foregrounds perceptions of fairness and trust, as these were the concerns expressed during 
the mining survey.  

Two years after reaching an agreement, the production at Altynken was officially 
launched on July 29, 2015. Temir Sariev, the incumbent Prime Minister at the time, 
heralded the opening of the Altynken gold mine in light of the government’s efforts to 
implement large-scale projects for national development (Aiylchiev 2015). 
“Unfortunately, there are those who try to hinder these efforts”, the Prime Minister added. 
He said that Kyrgyzstan had chosen the path of democracy with opportunities for open 
and fair competition but not one that was based on “empty slogans”. This is a reference 
to the mining contestations in the country. Based on our research in Orlovka, it probably 
also alluded to the disputes in Orlovka that have, despite reaching an agreement in 2013, 
continued beyond the day of the opening ceremony in 2015. State and business 
representatives continue to delegitimise the ongoing struggles of the local population and 
reaffirm the Altynken mine as an exemplary case of cooperation between state, investors 
and the local community, one that furthers Kyrgyzstan on its way to development 
(International Business Council 2019a, 2019b). 

Resistance in Orlovka continues to this day in forms of, for example, complaint letters, 
rallies and hunger strikes. The local activists fight for fair and just mining governance, 
one that also respects their rights to information and participation. Fair benefit-sharing in 
terms of employment opportunities and terms at the mine constitutes the first dimension 
of perceived injustices. It is disputed that the company adheres to the 90% hiring quota 
for Kyrgyzstani citizens. In September 2018, there were 350 Chinese and 1008 
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Kyrgyzstani workers employed at the mine.46 It is believed that in fact the company is 
increasingly working with Chinese subcontractors to fabricate their employment 
commitments. Low salaries continue to be another cause of frustration. Despite 
continuous protests demanding equal remuneration of Kyrgyzstani and Chinese workers, 
in February 2016 the company threatened to reduce salaries by 15% (Begalieva 2016). 
Negotiations between the workers, Chinese mine operator and Kyrgyzaltyn succeeded in 
averting salary reductions. However, such tactics divert attention from the original 
demands of workers for increased salaries, which continue to this day.47 

The second dimension of injustices are ecological grievances. Given the mine’s proximity 
to the Taldy-Bulak river and grazing pastures (Figure III-2), ecological concerns naturally 
revolve around water, linked to threats to livelihoods and public health risks. 
Environmental violations by the company concern dust pollution, multiple leakages of 
the tailings dam and wastewater discharges into the river; this includes cyanide used as a 
leaching reagent.48 As a result of complaints, the tailings area has been rebuilt and sealed 
with a geomembrane. However, according to the inhabitants, the company continues to 
purposefully conceal ecological information. In order to control further violations, the 
community engages in monitoring the environmental impact of the mining operations. 
They report violations directly to the State Inspectorate for Ecological and Technical 
Safety. Even then, their concerns about the ecology are not reassured: “there are no 
independent laboratories, we are not sure [the company] is not paying the experts we 
invite […]. There is corruption everywhere,” a young activist reports. Yet again, the 
residents allude to a more structural problem that goes beyond their troublesome 
relationship with the company.  

The realisation that the injustices perpetuated by the company are allowed by the state 
administration in Bishkek breeds distrust in the state and cynicism. An interlocutor who 
works at the mine links the change in company conduct to law enforcement and 
corruption: “They stopped reporting. There is no financial or environmental reporting, 
but the government is not asking questions either. The government does not sanction […]. 
Trusting the government or the company is one and the same. Government officials come 
to visit the company. They talk behind closed doors and go back to Bishkek with full 
suitcases”. Revisiting the statement of Altynken’s manager from 2015 (see Section 2), 
we find no trace of the company’s “success formula”. Shortly after receiving social 
acceptance, they seemed to have closed their doors for dialogue with the community 
members. The government, on the contrary, seems to have fortified its interests in the 
mine. The feeling of being left alone by their own state again, this time with the 
consequences of a mine that they initially hoped would lift them up, intensifies the 
                                                 
46 Interview with a young activist, who is also a member of the youth council.  
47 Most recently in April 2019 employees boycotted work and refused to eat until their demand for 
higher wages was met. In the aftermath, the company allegedly invited the auditing company BDO 
Kyrgyzstan LLC to help improve the salary system (Maslova 2019). 
48 Cyanide, a toxic leaching reagent, is the primary leachant in gold mining due to its high gold 
recovery rate and relatively low cost. Environmental accidents at gold mines involving cyanide, due 
to leaking heap leach liners or overflowing tailing ponds, are common (Hilson and Monhemius 2006). 
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grievances of the community around Altynken. The only impactful way to make their 
voice heard is then by means of resistance.  

Beneath the discourses praising Orlovka, we find committed local deputies, the women’s 
council, the youth council, the court of elders and NGOs all labouring at improving 
different spheres of life.49 The elderly, who have for the greater part of their lives existed 
as Soviet citizens, bring their life experiences, patience and hopes to the table. Among 
those who work at the mine, some resist in subtle, yet crucial ways by disclosing 
information about what really happens at Altynken. Others overtly protest. The rest of the 
dwellers keeps their heads down and tries to make ends meet. And then there is the youth 
that is at the forefront of collective action and resistance for change in Orlovka. They are 
hopeful and they persevere. As we witness their increasing visibility in social 
mobilisations in Kyrgyzstan (Ismailbekova 2020), we also find them here fighting for 
their rights to participate, to information and to a clean and meaningful future in and for 
Orlovka. 

In a recent conversation, a former employee of the local administration in Orlovka 
confided that “things are getting worse.”50 She said, “the company is finding new ways 
to assimilate and silence people. Soon this will be over too, and we will be a ghost town 
again with all the leftovers, like then with Ak-tyuz.” She was referring to the Soviet rare-
earth metal deposits that were left behind without rehabilitation. When I complained 
about the scant media reports on Orlovka, she responded cynically: “Seems like they 
don’t want you to find out about it.”  

5. Discussion 
Prior to our research in Orlovka, our knowledge of Orlovka’s relations with the Altynken 
gold mine was limited to what was discursively depicted by the state and company 
representatives: a former Soviet mining town that embraced the return of privatised 
mining after years of hardship. Taking the discourse seriously, we followed the processes 
behind the making of Orlovka into a paragon of company-community partnership within 
a sequential multi-method research design. Progressively contextualising this narrative 
within the broader repertoire of polarising strategies, that play incommensurable 
community values and visions off against each other as ‘cooperative’ vs. ‘self-interested’ 
dispositions, unravels the concerted state and corporate strategies that repress and 
delegitimise persisting resistance to mining in Kyrgyzstan. We now discuss our findings 
around five insights into processes of re/constructing resource frontiers and consent. 

First, triangulating the results of our experiment and survey confirms that positions 
regarding mining cannot be explained by and should not be reduced to rational choice 
motives (Lee & Styers 2012; Wooden 2013; Ocaklı et al. 2020). Our respondents were 

                                                 
49 A local branch of the ‘L.M. Fomova Public Association for Social Protection’ and a new 
environmental NGO founded as a response to Altynken’s violations. 
50 Personal exchange on 17 Sept 2020. 
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overwhelmingly generous, way more than reported by the literature on dictator games 
(Engel 2011). However, despite the other-regarding behaviour of the participants in 
Orlovka, just as the state and corporate discourses would expect from Orlovka as an 
allegedly ‘cooperative’ mining community, the respondents in Bishkek were even less 
self-interested than those in Orlovka. We thus interpret our experimental results against 
the background of the experimental set-up and the demographics of the participants, 
rather than construing them as unconditional place-based norms of cooperation beyond 
the game. The perception of deserving causes (Eckel and Grossman 1996; Engel 2011) 
evoked norms of fairness as the basis for individual decisions among the game’s 
participants. The deservingness of the causes was conveyed through the information 
people had about the charities, which interfaced with personal histories, experiences and 
emotions that participants brought to the game51 (Batson and Shaw 1991; Gintis 2000; 
Henrich et al. 2001; Murnighan and Wang 2016). The higher generosity in Bishkek seems 
to be driven by the on average younger respondents with no or less children and greater 
disposable income compared to Orlovka. Bishkek has indeed better economic and 
educational opportunities, thereby attracting young migrants from rural areas in 
Kyrgyzstan (Thieme 2008; Fryer et al. 2014).  

Second, following the praising discourses from Bishkek to Orlovka, we found an Orlovka 
that has never stopped resisting unfair performances of resource governance. After 
signing a partnership agreement in 2013 that was meant to ensure a certain investment in 
social infrastructure, a hiring quota favouring the local dwellers and environmental 
monitoring in line with the legal framework, the subsequent implementation of the 
partnership agreement and the dwellers’ concerns lost their importance. In hindsight, the 
agreement served the tactical purpose for the company to construct social consent. Hence, 
activists continue to resist the institutional incongruences that violate their rights to 
information and to participate in decisions concerning their lives (Lee & Styers 2012; 
Wooden 2013, 2017). By reacting to the prevalent resource governance through protests, 
formal complaints and in/formal meetings, community members, predominantly youth 
leaders in Orlovka are becoming part of the governance for holding the state and the 
company to account (Moldalieva and Heathershaw 2020). Orlovka allows mining in 
principle because it provides a livelihood to many. Mining helps the community to rebuild 
the social infrastructure they have known and reminisce from the Soviet era, and which 
they miss from their neoliberal state (Wooden 2018). Yet, Orlovka’s support as a former 
mining town should not be taken for granted (Bogdetsky and Novikov 2012). With a new 
generation, local dynamics are changing. Allowing mining is only a means to imagining 
and building futures; decent lives that right now seem possible through mining. Hence, 
Orlovka also continues to protest against current mineral governance to seek and 
negotiate ways that can reconcile the gold mine with divergent liminal imaginaries, 

                                                 
51 Personal experiences refer also to familiarity with the charities. Familiarity with the non-state 
charity in Orlovka negatively impacted the support for the cause. 
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undergirded by remembrances of lost Soviet prosperity, unfulfilled promises of neoliberal 
modernity and hopes of improvement.  

Third, rendering Altynken mine as an exemplary path to the nation’s development and 
Orlovka as a community of ‘collaborators’ (Leifsen 2020) is co-constitutive of concerted 
measures that interweave the corporate and state interests within an elusive model of 
participation framed in nationalist discourses. Focusing on Orlovka, an alleged case of 
‘cooperation’ instead of a case of ‘resistance’, allowed us to contrast and complicate these 
discourses with practices on the ground. In the hopes for appealing to the dwellers’ 
economic rationality, at first the company negotiated a price – the partnership agreement 
– for the expected ‘externalities’ as neoclassical economics would have it, thereby 
assimilating (for the moment) what are in fact incommensurable values (Martinez-Alier 
et al. 2010). The partnership agreement thus instantiated the company’s CSR approach to 
silencing insurgency and seeking consent from the community (Brock and Dunlap 2018). 
As we embarked upon the research underlying this article in 2015, just in time for the 
official launch of the mine, with the state’s backing Orlovka had already been depicted 
as a repackaged model of mining and development – as if trying to play on the Soviet 
remembrances and recycle the old rhetoric of ‘good miner, good Soviet citizen’ (Sturød 
2019). While the local inhabitants did not stop resisting injustices, their values and 
concerns that initially motivated their consent to the mine and shortly thereafter their 
resistance were delegitimised. As such, the state is not only able to shift own 
responsibilities and accountability onto the mining companies but in helping mine 
operators create ‘collaborators’ vs. ‘selfish protestors’ that reject the market incentives 
(Valladares and Boelens 2019), the state also works towards constructing a climate of 
popular support for its own extractivist policies (Harvey 2005). 

Fourth, the remaking of Orlovka into a resource frontier and portraying gold mining as a 
desirable development model for Kyrgyzstan lays bare the contradictory processes at play 
for materialising large-scale mining. Instead of the neoliberal ideal of a deregulated 
resource governance with minimal state intervention, as elsewhere in the resource 
geographies (Valladares and Boelens 2019), the Kyrgyzstani state goes to great lengths 
to legally and morally reregulate and enact resource extraction (Castree 2008). In 
everyday life, individuals are encouraged to be ‘active citizens’, self-organising and 
taking care of basic amenities in the presence of a neoliberal state (Owen 2020). Yet, as 
the case of Orlovka exemplifies, if they become ‘too active’ and seek collective 
interventions (Harvey 2005: 69), such as resisting mining, they face authoritarian 
repression and moral pressure through discursive strategies for conjuring up nationalist 
sentiments. The repression, national populism and delegitimisation of resistance to 
mining we reveal in this paper are however not unique to Kyrgyzstan or Central Asia, 
instead these are entailed in the neoliberal project (Lottholz 2020) that is imported to the 
Central Asian context following independence. Orlovka’s resistance to mining is a 
reaction to the illiberal face of this neoliberal resource governance. 

Finally, re/making places into resource frontiers and managing resistance to it implies the 
construction of new scales, social relations and model citizens (McCarthy and Prudham 



Taking the discourse seriously 

 91 

2004; Sheppard and Leitner 2010). Categorising communities in relation to each other as 
cases of either cooperation or conflict serves the dual function of demoralising the 
communities that go against mining while, ironically, silencing and delegitimising the 
very exigencies and aspirations that allow mining. In fact, people do not just resist or 
react to mining or development, but they sustain their own ‘life projects’ that are 
emerging “threads of landscapes, memories, expectations and desires” (Blaser 2004: 
26).52 These are place-based through one’s historico-geographical connections to a place; 
yet they transcend the local through their linkages to other non/human actors such as to 
the global commodity chain, as in the case of Orlovka. Disengaging from the 
particularities of places and people, the state and business representatives in Kyrgyzstan 
blame local communities for driving conflicts and hindering development; their 
ecological, health or other life concerns are not recognised (Sairinen et al. 2012; Wooden 
2013; Tianinen et al. 2014; Ocaklı et al. 2020; Botoeva forthcoming). Thus, if consent 
cannot be engineered by engaging the economic rationality with CSR interventions and 
communities resist mineral governance, then for “rendering resistance illegitimate” 
(Brock and Dunlap 2018: 38) the state constructs legitimacy and control through 
deploying a nationalist language appealing to common moral values. This paper reveals 
that Orlovka is not an exception. Communities are constructed as ‘local’ in terms of scales 
that need disempowering, not as different people constituting ‘places’. Yet, not all local 
scales are equal. Communities near large-scale mines face greater and sometimes hidden 
repression than smaller mines as in Orlovka, or criminalisation as in the case of Kumtor 
(Wooden 2017), because the state depends on the accruing rents. The contentions around 
smaller mines tend to be overlooked (Bogdetsky and Novikov 2012; Ocaklı et al. 2020).  

The problematic extractive entanglements we exemplified through the case of Orlovka 
are not externalities or unintended consequences of extractivism. They manifest the 
paradoxical discursive strategies the state steers for re/constructing relations and 
materialising large-scale mining that we observe beyond Kyrgyzstan (e.g., Andreucci and 
Kallis 2017; Brock and Dunlap 2018; Valladares and Boelens 2019; Leifsen 2020). The 
resistance we have uncovered in Orlovka, Kyrgyzstan is one of many movements that 
challenge extractivism (Valladares and Boelens 2019). Yet, extractivism remains resilient 
(Andreucci and Kallis 2017). We attribute this resilience to the imaginary of creating a 
flattened world where all places supposedly have the same opportunities for prosperity 
(Sheppard and Leitner 2010). This imaginary is at first appealing as it provides the much 
needed ‘hopes of improvement’. However, at the same time, it obscures and demoralises 
divergent legitimate ways of leading meaningful lives; opportunities are in fact not equal. 
Disciplining people through a national-populist valuation language for backing own 
economic rationality is as much part of the neoliberal repertoire as the nationalist 
discourse of extracting nature for ‘the greater common good’ (Blaser and de la Cadena 
2017). These discourses and underlying ideologies are social relations through which 

                                                 
52 Blaser develops the concept of ‘life projects’ in the context of indigenous communities. We employ 
the concept analytically without intentions of appropriation. 



Chapter III 

 92 

societies are being re/structured (Harvey 1974). This is why they matter and we need to 
take them seriously (Andreucci and Kallis 2017). 

6. Conclusion 
This paper engaged critically with processes that advance extractive frontiers under 
neoliberal resource governance. Our case Orlovka, once a good Soviet mining town, has 
been repackaged as a model of progress with the return of mining through Altynken. We 
took the underlying discourses seriously and traced them from Bishkek to Orlovka. Upon 
dispelling the discourses of self-interested rational vs. cooperative motives behind mining 
sentiments in an alleged case of ‘cooperation’, we uncovered their ideological and 
operative underpinnings, and explained why these discourses are so persistent. 

Creating and maintaining the image of Orlovka as a laudable case of cooperation fulfils 
functions beyond Orlovka and Kyrgyzstan. It is part and parcel of constructing new 
scales, social relations and model citizens for making and governing resource geographies 
in the neoliberal era. To this end, praising and denouncing communities are strategies of 
the same ideology. Working in tandem, these discourses and practices delegitimise 
variegated valuations situated in diverse lifeworlds. A multi-method study of an alleged 
case of cooperation allowed us to capture the subtleties of these tactics, thereby attesting 
to the diversified nature of the delegitimisation portfolio employed by state and corporate 
actors that are under increasing pressure to legitimise their extractive agendas.  

Our account of extractive entanglements in Orlovka demystifies the illusion of good 
mining allowed by a good community. Orlovka, despite consenting to Altynken, has 
never stopped resisting. Orlovka allows mining for the same reason it resists it: to get a 
chance for a future. This is also what the struggles for fair distribution and justice are all 
about and why they matter. Future research on extractivism will need to keep apace with 
the evolving portfolio of state and business tactics in response to resistance to mining. 
This entails paying more attention to the so-called cases of cooperation. Furthermore, it 
will be important and exciting to follow how changing local dynamics through younger 
generations and migration will reconfigure positions to mining. Alongside, further 
research should accompany translocal collective action networks beyond individual 
mining locales as they adapt and evolve, not only in resisting mining but also in 
navigating processes of imagining and realising post-mining futures. 
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Abstract  
In October 2013, around 200 protestors from the rural settlement Maidan in Kyrgyzstan 
clashed violently with the representatives of the exploration company as they brought in 
the first excavator to construct the mining infrastructure for the ‘Shambesai’ gold deposit. 
This paper is an attempt to understand the processes and practices that have led to this 
escalation and that continue to sustain Maidan’s rejection of the gold mine to date. 
Motivated by state and corporate assertions that attribute such actions primarily to 
material interests, we engage this resistance to gold extractivism in sociomaterial terms 
trying to understand more deeply the dynamics of ordinary citizens’ activism. Based on 
multi-stage interdisciplinary research, we trace and reconstruct the socionatural 
conditions and practices that have culminated in Maidan’s decade-long struggle to 
unmake gold as a resource on their territory. Focusing on resource materialities, their 
valuations and governance, we present a historico-geographical analysis of making and 
unmaking of a resource frontier. Against the backdrop of the extractive order that has 
prevailed in Kyrgyzstan over the last three decades, we understand Maidan’s struggle to 
be a form of situated institutional experimentation for shaping meaningful and just more-
than-human socionatures. 
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1. Introduction 
In December 2015, I53 accompanied the license-holder of the ‘Shambesai’ gold deposit 
to Southwest Kyrgyzstan where the deposit is located (Figure IV-1(a)). The company had 
lost access to the site in 2013 after dwellers in Maidan attacked company representatives. 
They were now trying to re-establish contact with the local population through a series of 
group meetings in neighboring Uch-Korgon. This was the nearest they could get to 
Maidan. In one of these meetings,54 just as the company representative was stressing that 
“there will be no harm” from mining operations, two elderly women stormed into the 
booth of the tea house, where we were gathered around a model of the mine (Figure IV-
1(b)). They were furious. A participant addressed the women, “they say, there will be no 
harm,” to which one of the women responded: “They will never tell you anything about 
harm […] If only you would think about your future. The whole village is sitting on gold.” 
This furious intervention was over in a flash with the two women disappearing as quickly 
as they had entered. It would take me the better part of my fieldwork in the following 
years to really understand the significance of this moment. This paper tries to trace and 
analyse this significance.  

Figure IV-1. (a) Shambesai gold deposit in the village of Maidan, together with nearby villages in the 
rural community and their location in Kyrgyzstan (red square), encircled black dot in the north denotes the 
capital city of Bishkek (left: map by Marius Derenthal based on open data from © OpenStreetMap 
contributors);55 (b) A section of the Shambesai model mine denoting the most impacted part of Maidan 
village with approximately 30 households in green (left), adjacent sanitary protection zone in red dashed 

                                                 
53 The first author conducted the empirical research for this paper. 
54 On December 2, 2015. 
55 Data is available under the Open Database License.  

http://www.opendatacommons.org/licenses/odbl


Making and unmaking gold as a resource 

 97 

lines, open pits (lower right) and processing facilities (upper right) (right: own photo taken at the focus 
group discussion in Uch-Korgon on December 1, 2015). 

Maidan is a mountainous region on Kyrgyzstan’s extractive edge. In 2007, the exploration 
company ‘Z-Explorer’, a subsidiary of Australian-based gold developer ‘Manas 
Resources’, discovered gold reserves in Maidan. The company acquired three licenses in 
2005, 2008 and 2012, to prospect, explore and develop the deposit – all without the 
potentially impacted communities’ consent. In October 2013, as the company brought in 
the first excavator, they were met with around 200 protestors who forcefully drove them 
away from Maidan (Trilling 2013). In July 2015, I embarked on researching the dynamics 
and drivers of Kyrgyzstan’s troubled gold mining expansion and the concomitant 
resistance to it. Following in the footsteps of mining companies as they pursue their 
licenses, I started out in the capital Bishkek and interviewed key national actors of mineral 
governance. The sustained disconcertment of the communities as gold mining expanded 
into their villages was known in Bishkek. The authenticity and validity of underlying 
concerns, however, were not recognised as legitimate by state and corporate actors (Lee 
and Styers 2012; Wooden 2013; Ocaklı et al. 2020). They claimed anti-gold mining 
protests to be stirred up by local elites that allegedly capitalise on ecological concerns of 
uninformed dwellers in the pursuit of their own ‘material motives’ such as monetary 
compensation from rival companies, conserving their own power positions within the 
rural communities and/or localising subsoil resource extraction. According to state 
representatives, ‘problematic’ cases such as Maidan posed barriers to the country’s road 
to modernisation. Our research starts with this conflicted configuration and critically 
delves into the veracity of these discourses. 

Extracting resources from nature for modernisation in Kyrgyzstan dates back to the Soviet 
reign and prevails under today’s neoliberal regime (Wooden 2018). Throughout Soviet 
rule, Kyrgyzstan hosted significant extractive industries that served the Soviet 
modernisation drive. These industries experienced a hiatus as the Soviet economy 
collapsed and the Union disintegrated towards the end of the 1980s. As Kyrgyzstan exited 
Soviet domination and entered the ‘transition’ course, led by the new neoliberal logic and 
supported by international financial institutions (IFIs), the country’s ruling elite geared 
its efforts towards reanimating the mining sector for steering Kyrgyzstan’s growth and 
development. Since the first licensing agreement to develop the country’s largest gold 
mine ‘Kumtor’ in 1992, eight other medium and large-scale investors captured mining 
concessions (Natural Resources Governance Institute 2017);56 eight of these mines 
produced gold in 2020 (Tazabek 2020). In 2019, a single Kumtor mine constituted 9.8% 
of the country’s GDP (Kumtor Gold Company 2020). While the country continues to rely 
heavily on gold mining as its economic mainstay with gold exports amounting to 36.6% 
of foreign trade in 2018 (Germany Trade & Invest 2020), the same year different protests 

                                                 
56 The license-holders of the largest gold mining operations are foreign companies from Canada, 
China, Kazakhstan, Russian Federation, Turkey, and British Virgin Islands except for two joint 
ventures with the state-owned gold company ‘Kyrgyzaltyn’ (Natural Resources Governance Institute 
2017: 5). 
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have brought seven mining concessions to a (momentary) halt (Dzhumashova 2020), 
including the Shambesai gold project in Maidan.  

Extractivism as one mechanism underpinning different neo/colonialisms (Acosta 2013) 
is not new and certainly predates the Soviet Union. However, many have attested to its 
acceleration under neoliberal governance over the last two decades (Bebbington et al. 
2013; Schaffartzik et al. 2016; Junka-Aikio and Cortes-Severino 2017). Indeed, as 
McNeish and Shapiro (2021: 5) posit, “our age is not only extractive, but hyper-
extractive”. Looking back at centuries of resource extraction for realising different 
projects of modernity across the globe, extractivism transcends the mere practice of 
mining: it is generally understood as an ideological paradigm that underpins intensive 
remaking of nature into export commodities while perpetuating vexed inter/national 
interdependences between producers, brokers, consumers of resources and resource rents 
(e.g., Acosta 2013; Andreucci and Radhuber 2017; Junka-Aikio and Cortes-Severino 
2017; Szeman 2017; Jacka 2018; Durante et al. 2021). As extractivist agendas make 
inroads into more places and lives, mounting resistance expresses discontent and 
frustration with different manifestations of neoliberal governance that facilitates 
extraction and strips people of sovereignty over their own life projects (Ballard and Banks 
2003; Blaser 2004; Bridge 2004a). Associated with appropriation and exploitation of 
natures and societies, extractivism inevitably entails reconfiguring existing society-nature 
relations that are themselves historically produced in different geographies (Swyngedouw 
1999). Hence, the implications of extracting the same ‘chunk’ of nature in different ways 
hinges on the society within which the extraction is embedded (Castree 2001: 13). In this 
paper, we engage these complex sociomaterialities of gold extractivism in an effort to 
deepen our understanding of what these sociomaterialities comprise and how they unfold 
to motivate ordinary citizens’ resistance. 

Three questions have guided the research underlying this paper: (1) What are the 
historico-geographical conditions that have configured Maidan’s opposition to the gold 
mine? (2) How is Maidan’s resistance to gold mining shaped by the interdependencies of 
the resource’s material dimensions, its different valuations and its governance? (3) What 
can we learn from the case of Maidan about understanding the transformations of 
socionatural orders and ensuing resistance? 

The paper answers these questions through analysing a total of 55 interviews, seven group 
interviews, participant observation of nine meetings57 and field memos of continuous 
participant observation of different actors who have been and continue to make and 
unmake Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush. The research was conducted from July 2015 through 
July 2016, totalling four months of fieldwork in Kyrgyzstan, in three analytical phases: 
(1) a formal exploratory inquiry into the gold mining sector through in-depth semi-
structured interviews with state, private and non-profit actors of mineral governance in 

                                                 
57 Interviews lasted on average 1-1.5 hours. Participant observed meetings include public information 
seminars, company meetings in Uch-Korgon, day-long conferences, local council sessions and social 
events such as picnics in Maidan lasting on average 4-5 hours. 
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Bishkek including representatives of Z-Explorer and Manas Resources (July 2015); (2) 
shadowing company representatives during their trips to Uch-Korgon and participatory 
observation during their meetings with the local residents (see opening vignette) 
(December 2015); and (3) in-depth qualitative research using ethnographic methods in 
Maidan and nearby settlements, enabled by cohabiting with one of the aforementioned 
activists and teaching at the local school (June – July 2016). Ethnographic fieldwork 
included participant observation, group conversations, go along interviews and formal 
interviews (Hay 2010). The observations and conversations in and around Maidan 
foregrounded personal and collective trajectories, lifeworlds and aspirations of people. 
We engaged representatives of the Kadamjai district administration, Maidan village 
council, pasture committee, civil society groups, schoolteachers and technical workers, 
law enforcers, social workers, and other members of the Maidan rural community and 
nearby settlements of Uch-Korgon and Absamat Masaliev. Most interlocutors were 
between 40 and 60 years of age and all were engaged in agriculture in addition to their 
formal occupations. The data was collected mostly in Russian and Kyrgyz languages and 
analysed in an iterative inductive-deductive approach in line with our conceptual 
framework presented in Section 2 using the software ‘NVivo’. The study is further 
informed by the first author’s long-standing insights into resource governance in 
Kyrgyzstan since 2007. 

We advance our arguments in four sections. First, we make the case for an 
interdisciplinary relational sociomaterial approach to studying multi-scalar extractive 
entanglements of materialities, valuations and governance of resources that on the one 
hand create new frontiers and re/make socionatures, while on the other hand affording 
resistance to this encroachment. Second, we empirically reveal the emergent 
sociomaterialities of gold and gold mining that to date keep gold in the ground in Maidan. 
Third, based on our findings we discuss four insights into the sociomaterialities of 
extractivism and activism. Finally, we conclude with highlighting the key implications of 
the research.  

2. The nature of resistance  
In this section, we develop an interdisciplinary conceptual approach for excavating the 
nature of resistance to extractivism that is situated in historical processes of un/making 
resource geographies within projects of modernity. Drawing on theoretical perspectives 
from critical geography, political ecology, anthropology, and institutional economics, we 
advance a relational sociomaterial analytic that brings the recent research on mining 
contestations, production and governance of socionatural interdependences into dialogue. 
We offer three interlinked registers that we consider productive for reconstructing the co-
production processes of extractive socionatures and resistance: first, material dimensions 
of the resources that are mined as well as those that are degraded, displaced, dispossessed 
during mining, their ontologies, how they are known, experienced, and extracted; second, 
institutions as shared beliefs and norms about rules that govern what is allowed, expected 
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and sanctioned within society-nature relations; and third, different valuations that on the 
one hand enable large-scale extraction and on the other afford and shape resistance to it.  

The scholarship at the intersection of critical geography, political ecology and 
anthropology has increasingly moved away from a treatment of the ‘resource’ “as a 
passive terrain carved and channelled by social agents” (Bakker and Bridge 2006: 19) 
towards acknowledging that society and nature are fundamentally intertwined. 
Challenging and overcoming a priori society/nature and object/subject boundaries 
furthered conceptualisations of nature’s materiality as a relational phenomenon, 
decentring human agency (e.g., Harvey 1974; Latour 1993; Swyngedouw 1999; Castree 
2001; Bakker and Bridge 2006; Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014). Insisting on the 
impossibility to “disentangle the social and the natural” (Castree 2001: 13), these 
literatures have convincingly argued that there can only be hybrid ‘socionature’ co-
produced by human-environment relations (Swyngedouw 1999). As Swyngedouw (ibid.: 
445) lays bare in his influential work on Spanish waterscapes, “the actually existing 
socionatural conditions are always the result of intricate transformations of pre-existing 
configurations that are themselves inherently natural and social.” The historico-
geographical production processes of socionatures thus form a composite of a myriad of 
inseparable and sometimes contradictory processes. It is these co-constitutive physical, 
social, economic, political, and cultural processes of socionatural production that reveal 
dualisms between society/nature, object/subject, material/ideological, and real/discursive 
to be persistent artefacts of modernity (Latour 1993; Swyngedouw 1999; Bakker and 
Bridge 2006; Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014; Himley et al. 2021). 

Modernisation entails the transformation of nature into resources through human 
practices (Bakker and Bridge 2006). It is within the contested projects of becoming 
‘modern’ that separations of culture from nature, matter from thought as well as a specific 
‘view from nowhere’ (Nagel 1986; Haraway 1988) are contrived to enable extractivism. 
Be it water, land, or gold – resources are not out there (Zimmermann 1933) waiting to be 
extracted, exchanged, or consumed. It is through multiple sociomaterial and discursive 
processes that resources, properties, meanings, valuations, and op/positions become 
(Bakker and Bridge 2006; Bridge 2009; Himley et al. 2021). What qualifies as a resource 
then becomes temporally and spatially fixed by means of social practices that are 
themselves not fixed (Castree 2001; Bridge 2009; Li 2014). This interrelation, we 
contend, calls for explicitly inquiring also into the role of institutions and resource 
governance that configure and are reconfigured by practices unfolding at the society-
nature nexus. Bringing together prominent insights from institutional economics and 
critical geography, here we conceive institutions as collectively shared beliefs and norms 
about expected and accepted socionatural practices and relations. Institutions determine 
who is eligible to decide (Ostrom 1990), whose valuations count (Martinez-Alier et al. 
2010), and who can act to produce what kind of socionatures (Swyngedouw 1999). In 
institutional contexts such as in Kyrgyzstan, where actual behaviours regularly depart 
from the rule of law (Hug 2021), it is rather the collective beliefs and norms that motivate 
people to follow, alter or resist a given socionatural governance order (Ostrom 1990; 
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Hodgson 2000; Aoki 2001; Greif 2006).58 These institutional elements emerge, evolve, 
and are enforced through constant interactions of a range of non/human actors at multiple 
sites and scales (Bridge and Jonas 2002; Bridge 2004; Bebbington et al. 2008; Bridge and 
Perreault 2009). By implication, while institutions re/make society-nature relations, they 
are indeed not fixed: diverse actors can collectively resist the making of undesirable 
socionatures and do so as we will see in Maidan.  

Confronted with valuations that monetarise and/or delegitimise incommensurable 
community values and worldviews while radically reordering socionatural relations, 
communities resist extractivism in more ways than one to defend their life projects and 
positions (e.g., Blaser 2004; de la Cadena 2010; Ehrnström-Fuentes 2019; Leifsen 2020). 
As ethnographies of extractivisms have brought to light, affected people/s, most notably 
in South America, have to continuously navigate their socionatural multiplicities against 
and beyond the linear teleologies of modernity (Nash 1979; Taussig 1980; de la Cadena 
2010; Salas Carreño 2016; Ulmer 2020). Thus, how communities respond to resource 
booms and rushes is also guided by and expressed in different, at times in multiple, 
overlapping valuations (Martinez-Alier et al. 2010; Avcı et al. 2010; Le Billon and 
Sommerville 2017). Yet, resistance often starts before actual mining does (Conde 2017). 
Understanding the nature of resistance thus entails taking a step back and asking how 
landscapes as place-based value systems that bear diverse affordances and 
incommensurable values are recast as investable resources paving the way for their 
extraction (Himley et al. 2021). Scholars have sought answers to this question in relation 
to making of and rushes for resources within the context of the underground (Kinchy et 
al. 2018), the global land rush (Li 2014; Le Billon and Sommerville 2017), 
unconventional fossil fuels (Kama 2020), forestry extractivism in Uruguay (Ehrnström-
Fuentes 2019), salt in the USA (Meyer 2013), natural gas in Bolivia (Kaup 2008), and 
gold in Peru (de la Cadena 2010; Li 2016; Hirsch 2017) and Ecuador (Valladares and 
Boelens 2019). These works testify to the nature of engagement in and resistance to 
extractivisms as open-ended configurations that at times disrupt the destructive modes of 
resource extraction (Kaup 2008; de la Cadena 2010; Li 2016; Hirsch 2017; Valladares 
and Boelens 2019) and at others altogether unmake resources (Ehrnström-Fuentes 2019). 
By studying Maidan’s resistance as a process of unmaking gold as a resource, we take 
the nascent interdisciplinary research on the making of resources and frontiers further 
(Himley et al. 2021), thereby contributing to critical understandings of global 
extractivisms from within the overlooked post-Soviet space. 

3. Making of a resource geography  
An understanding of how people in Maidan react to neoliberal gold mining today is 
inevitably situated in the broader project of Soviet modernity, the ways in which the 
transition from a socialist Kyrgyz Republic to an independent Kyrgyzstan unfolded, how 
Maidan experienced the regime change and how this change impacted socionatural 

                                                 
58 Cited institutional economists except Ostrom do not have a specific socionatural focus.  
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relations. Starting with Soviet modernity, in this section, we reconstruct Maidan’s 
evolving place and positions throughout four historical contexts that have reworked 
Maidan’s geography, redefining its socionatural relations and culminating in Maidan’s 
sustained attempts to unmake gold as a resource. 

3.1. Soviet ideologies and technocrats as producers of socionatures (prior to 
1991) 
Maidan is a rural settlement (aiyl-okrug) at an altitude of 1,000-2,000 masl in the resource 
geography of south-western Kyrgyzstan (Figure IV-1(a)) that bridges the highlands of the 
Alai mountains to its South and the fertile soils of the Ferghana valley in the North. 
Situated in the Kadamjai district of the Batken region, the Maidan settlement comprises 
13 villages, including one that is its namesake, and is inhabited by approximately 12,672 
people (Kadamjai Administration 2016) (Figure IV-2(a)). Without any factories or large-
scale farms in Maidan that symbolised the project of Soviet modernisation, Maidan 
retained its rural geography of mountain pastures and a limited connection to the 
neighbouring industrial clusters. Our interlocutors lived and worked during the Kyrgyz 
Soviet Socialist Republic (KSSR), established in 1936, mostly in agricultural enterprises 
they referred to as sovkhoz-kolkhoz. The state-owned farms (sovkhoz) that existed along 
with collective farms (kolkhoz) were the two forms of large-scale agriculture in the Soviet 
Union. People from Maidan were largely employed as ordinary workers in the production, 
harvest and processing of cotton, tobacco, silk, corn as well as in animal husbandry. 
Oftentimes, they had several assignments and were moved between fields, for example, 
from picking cotton to silkworm cocoons wherever labour was needed. They did not hold 
managerial and specialised roles in the farms. These roles went hand in hand with political 
status and power (Steimann 2010).59 

Figure IV-2. (a) Entrance gate to the Maidan rural settlement (left); (b) Pasture near the Maidan rural 
settlement (right) (own photos taken during the fieldwork in Maidan) 

                                                 
59 Refer to Steimann (2010) for an historical account of property relations that advantaged kolkhoz 
elites and other technocrats during the transition period vis-à-vis ordinary people. During the 
privatisation processes, these relations reproduced to some extent the disparities and inequalities that 
were inherent in the socialist economy. 
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In this period, the production of socionatural order in KSSR was guided by and expressed 
in Soviet values and ideologies of modernisation (Wooden 2018). The rich geographies 
of valleys, waterways, mountains were remade as resources through collectivised large-
scale farming and mining that underpinned industrialisation. Kyrgyzstan’s role in 
engineering Soviet socionatures was key, although Maidan’s part therein was limited to 
following the set values, beliefs, and norms. The majority of people in Maidan, received 
vocational training or higher education, yet “they were not given the right 
specialisation”60 that would qualify them for more powerful positions within the Soviet 
system. While local people knew the land as a productive matter and were acquainted 
with the machinery, dominant socionatural relations were pregiven by the state rendering 
the people’s connection to the land weak. Yet people’s connections with mining were 
even more negligible as barely anybody from Maidan worked as a miner or geologist. 
Somewhat ironically, the Kadamjai region was home to some of the most prominent 
mining industries worldwide (Bogdetsky et al. 2001). In the 1970s, the ‘Kadamjai 
Antimony Plant’ was the fourth largest producer of antimony with 15% of the total 
production. The ‘Khaidarkan Mercury Plant’ operated on the world largest antimony-
mercury deposits, and the coal mines in Kyzyl-Kiya that constitute one of the oldest coal 
mining regions of Central Asia emerged already in the late 19th century (Bogdetsky et al. 
2005). The extractive expansion in Kyrgyz SSR for a modernising Soviet Union was 
materially, discursively, and symbolically rendered feasible and venerable by means of 
developing geological infrastructure, establishing mining industrial clusters and model 
mining towns with privileged social infrastructure (ibid.). Mining conveyed significance 
and esteem (Sturød 2019).  

Soviet valuations and discourses of modernity and progress, the state property regime, 
seeing and producing extractive socionatures were all means of re/configuring 
socionatural relations in Kyrgyzstan. Controlling and sanctioning these relations was key 
to the production of socionatures that the Soviet state recognised and valued as “good law 
enforcement”, as a local deputy remembers. The Soviet period in Kyrgyzstan is today 
recalled very differently corresponding to the different positions to which people were 
assigned. Maidan did not experience the highs or the lows of moving mountains, gaining 
and losing prominence and privilege. Regardless, all socionatural relations were 
reinforced by the beliefs and norms that the state set out: there was no way of going 
against the central economic plans. It was only after the end of the Soviet Union that the 
multiple implications of the extractive socionatural order surfaced: hidden disasters and 
dangerous tailings in the former mining areas became widely known (Moldogazieva and 
Spoor 1997), including in Kadamjai, i.e., Kyzyl-Kiya and Khaidarkan (Bogdetsky et al. 
2001). 

                                                 
60 A local deputy in the village council who also works as a teacher and owns orchards. 
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3.2. Tapping mountains, removing glaciers: Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush (1991-
2010) 
On the 31st of August 1991, the people of Maidan, along with their 4.5 million compatriots 
(Abazov 1999a), woke up to an independent Kyrgyzstan. By then, independence had 
become inevitable and was, as it were, imposed through the collapse of a system on which 
Kyrgyzstan could no longer depend. Towards the end of the 1980s, KSSR had become 
one of the poorest Soviet Republics with one-third of its population living below the 
official poverty line (Steimann 2010). This decline had also hit Maidan hard. Our 
interlocutors recall the period of collapse to have started in the late 1980s extending 
almost through the entire decade until the end of the 1990s. They reflect on this difficult 
period with deep grief and disappointment, with feelings of being left alone with hardly 
anything to eat: “not even flour”, a dweller who now works at the secondary school 
shared, “we had to learn how to produce our own flour”.  

The first decade of transformation started tumultuously. In dire need of financing, 
Kyrgyzstan under president Akayev’s administration embarked upon a course of reforms 
entitled ‘shock therapy’ (Abazov 1999b). Prescribed by the IFIs and embraced by the 
Akayev government, the conditional reform package entailed the transition to a market 
economy by means of radically liberalising, privatising and deregulating the economy in 
exchange for financial assistance. By the end of the decade, the majority of the enterprises 
in the agricultural, mining, and manufacturing sectors were privatised (ibid.; Wooden 
2018). The country came out of economic recession in 1998 (Steimann 2010). 
Nevertheless, the road to this relative recovery was more of a shock than a therapy, setting 
in motion controversial political-economic dynamics and reinforcing inequalities 
(Pelkmans 2005; Sanghera and Satybaldieva 2012; Wooden 2018). In the remainder of 
this section, we focus on the privatisation of agriculture and mining that have impacted 
lives in Maidan most notably.  

In Maidan, the first impacts of changing land regulations were felt from 1992 onward. 
Every family received small plots of land in Maidan and nearby Kara-döbö (northwest of 
Maidan) and Tamasha (west of Maidan). As a dweller recounted, a family of six like hers 
could obtain around 0.27 hectares of land, in addition to a few animals as private property. 
Receiving these small and scattered land plots truly signified a landmark moment for 
Maidan. In her own words, “slowly but surely people started to see that by working the 
land, they could earn a living”. On this basis, people put their knowledges of horticulture 
and animal husbandry to work. Over time, they started trading apricots, peaches, apples, 
cherries, etc. to Kazakhstan and Russia. In this way, the emerging order reconnected 
Maidan to their pre-Soviet nomadic, agropastoralist ways of life while also triggering new 
relations to nature and each other (Figure IV-2(b)).61 Stable agricultural practices rooted 
dwellers and their relations in Maidan as – at the same time – better-paying yet precarious 

                                                 
61 Pastures and agropastoralism have been an integral part of the Kyrgyzstani lifeworlds (Sabyrbekov 
2019). 
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labour migration increasingly constituted the main extra-local source of income resulting 
in ‘multi-local livelihoods’ (Thieme 2008).62  

In the meantime, elsewhere in the country, privatisation and de/reregulation of mining 
started to produce outcomes. The international donors and the ruling elite singled out the 
extractive sector as “the only possible way to raise social welfare” (Bogdetsky et al. 2005: 
6). Ideologies of modernity, growth and progress were thus repackaged: the extractive 
sector was going to lead modern Kyrgyzstan’s way to growth (Aiylchiev 2015; Wooden 
2018). The deposits that were discovered from the 1960s onwards (Bogdetsky et al. 2001: 
25) paved the way for Kyrgyzstan’s gold rush. Starting with the licensing of ‘Kumtor’ in 
1992 to the Canadian mining company ‘Cameco’, gold irreversibly altered socionatural 
relations in Kyrgyzstan like no other commodity. The deposit at an altitude of 4,000 masl 
is extracted by removing parts of glaciers that feed water into the transboundary ‘Naryn’ 
river (Bankwatch n.d.). Gold is processed by cyanide-leaching. Since its launch, Kumtor 
has become a main driver of economic growth and source of protracted national disputes 
triggered by a major cyanide spill accident (Wooden 2017, 2018; Horrocks-Taylor 2018). 
In 1998, a truck carrying sodium cyanide to the mine rolled into the ‘Barskoon’ river, 
spilling 1.7 tons of its contents (Gullette 2014). Withholding the contamination for hours 
from the public, the company has refused for decades to recognise and rectify the 
damages done. State officials instrumentalising the mine for rent-seeking instead of 
holding the company accountable further manifests the neoliberal governance regime that 
since independence orders Kyrgyzstan’s extractivist expansion. 

Maidan was spared this expansion for more than 15 years until one day the consequences 
of the licensing boom reached their doorstep. According to one of the activists, Z-
Explorer appeared in 2006 in neighbouring Kara-Jygach, working on another exploration 
site ‘Obdilla’, moving on to ‘Shambesai’ in the village Maidan (see Figure IV-1(a)). The 
same activist, furious still today, expounded: “The company never talked to us, only to a 
handful of aksakals (older men). We found out about the mine when they started doing 
blasts”. The company representatives, on the other hand, described to me the first years 
of company engagement in the region as rather unproblematic. A representative based in 
Bishkek recalled that “in that period of time, you have to understand, companies were not 
proactive in telling anyone what they were doing. They relied on the local administration. 
It turned out that the administration did not really explain much to a lot of people”.  

3.3. Resisting the extractive socionatures (2010 – 2013) 
The company recognised that Maidan’s rejection of the mine was driven by 
‘environmental’ concerns, as they referred to them. Yet, they drew a line between 
‘genuine’ fears and those that were instrumentalised by opportunistic dwellers. According 
to the company, frictions started in late 2011. A company representative disclosed to me 
in an interview that until then they focused merely on the exploration works. In order to 

                                                 
62 Labour migration in Kyrgyzstan is a multifaceted research remit in and of itself. For more, see 
Thieme 2008 and Fryer et al. 2014. 
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rectify the initial lack of engagement with Maidan and their concerns, the company started 
building a presence through a community relations team. They also launched a 
comprehensive impact monitoring programme, heeding Maidan’s discontent with the 
preliminary studies done in 2010. However, the company believed that some of these 
concerns were in fact not genuine. First, they suspected that activists foregrounded 
Shambesai to deflect the community from the controversies surrounding the licensing of 
the ‘Bel-Alma’ coal mine, which Maidan strongly backed; something that did not make 
much sense to the company. Second, when in 2012 high radiation levels were recorded 
near the license area, the activists blamed the company for causing livestock mutations 
despite company’s efforts to clarify the occurrence as a natural anomaly. The company 
contended that a one-eyed sheep was brought from a market, construing this as activists’ 
way of building fear with visible mutations for an agropastoral community where 
livestock meant livelihood.  

“I would say it is worldwide and Kumtor had the same issues: those who shout the most 
want the biggest payoff to be quiet”, a company representative explained to me the 
activists’ measures. From 2012 on until the ‘excavator’ incident in October 2013, the 
company zeroed in on addressing the roots of such contentions through monitoring and 
community engagement programmes. However, the company failed to recognise the 
longue durée of the configuration in which they found themselves. Shaped by 
developments around the Kumtor mine, by 2010 resistance to gold mining was gaining 
momentum nationwide, connecting communities near mines, and thus extending far 
beyond Kumtor (Wooden 2017; Horrocks-Taylor 2018). The company ascribed such 
‘loud’ acts of resistance primarily to material incentives and hence failed to contextualise 
Maidan’s dissonance within the socionatural history of the region and communities’ 
experiences with gold as a resource. 

Two developments in this period have irreversibly shaped the emergence of gold as a 
resource in Maidan and thus resistance to the production of extractive socionatures. Prior 
to Shambesai, dwellers in Maidan were largely unfamiliar with gold mining. They started 
to find out about Shambesai in 2010, when, without any warning, blasts covered the 
nearest villages in dust. Interlocutors from the Maidan and Pum villages described to me 
that the dust clouds had not yet settled when strong vibrations were felt, cracks in the 
houses followed vibrations, some of the stalls collapsed, livestock deformations arose due 
to water pollution. The community did not know who had licensed 87 hectares of their 
pastureland to whom and why. Finding themselves in an informational vacuum, they 
started protesting. “The company workers went but came back again”, a local deputy 
recounted. Activists and local deputies complained to the State Geology Agency and 
members of the national parliament about the impacts. A commission checked the 
operations on the ground and indeed detected violations. The activists tried to deploy the 
commission’s assessment for putting an end to Shambesai. Yet to the contrary, in 
December 2012 the company received permission to develop the project. Ascertaining 
that all of the three mining licenses between 2005 - 2012 were granted without the 
communities’ consent, people felt left out; experiencing the initial consequences of the 
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mining without help from state officials, they have felt left alone ever since. An open cast 
gold mining infrastructure was going to be constructed on their pastures,63 along their 
main source of water – the river ‘Isfairam’– to extract and leach 7.8 tons of gold with a 
cyanide solution64 for at least 5 years to come. Feeling left out and alone already before 
mining even commenced, they began to gather information about similar mining 
operations, particularly Kumtor, and possible alternative pathways for their valley.  

Maidan’s experiences with gold increasingly coalesced with political developments at the 
national level and spreading images of Kumtor (Wooden 2017) strengthening their 
perceptions of the effects that gold as a resource would have on local socionatures. The 
extent of infiltration of business, organised crime, and corruption in state affairs, on- and 
offshore, became public by 2010 (Doolot and Heathershaw 2015). These functional 
interdependences attested to the deeply intertwined physical, economic, political, and 
social processes that have transformed human bodies, glaciers, rivers, mountains, and 
pastures for making and producing gold, consequently impinging upon institutional trust. 
A series of protests ensued that first ousted the incumbent president Bakiyev in 2010, 
then spread also to gold mining (Wooden 2018) that had become a lucrative field for the 
state’s business model (Doolot and Heathershaw 2015). After the cyanide accident in 
1998, at least two more spills occurred at Kumtor (Wooden 2017) with neither the 
damages inflicted upon the Barskoon community in the first spill recognised nor the 
promises of betterment and progress realised. The images of collapsed glaciers due to 
dumped waste rock united distant communities (ibid.). Seeing Kumtor and worrying 
about becoming Kumtor discursively mediated public discussions about what mattered in 
Maidan and what kind of socionatures Maidan desired, inspiring a shared ‘capacity to 
aspire’ to a different future (Appadurai 2004). As Maidan has got to know gold, the 
deliberations about Shambesai have increasingly called into question whose interests gold 
mining serves. People in Maidan have also connected with other mining-affected 
communities with the help of the NGO ‘Tree of Life’65 “for exchanging and studying 
different experiences”, as a leading activist specified their connections and alliances 
outside of Maidan. 

It is important to recognise that Maidan’s response to Shambesai is not simply resistance 
to resource extraction per se. The local communities’ diverging responses to the Bel-
Alma coal and Shambesai gold mines demonstrate how it is the specific way that gold is 
turned into a resource that resonates with situated historically evolved socionatures – a 
process which is insufficiently captured in terms of material motives or the sheer 
materiality of the resource. Bel-Alma is a large coal deposit in the administrative territory 
of the Maidan settlement that the community supported. “Kumtor is to blame for 
everything; it left psychological traces”, the head of the Kadamjai administration (Akim) 

                                                 
63 Starting with the enclosure of the pasture commons, mining operations can adversely impact herding 
and pastoralist way of life (Sternberg 2020). 
64 The Kumtor cyanide spill of 1998 triggered an extreme aversion towards use of cyanide in gold 
mining (Lee and Styers 2012) and fears concerning the health of bodies and socionatures. 
65 An environmental NGO that was founded after the cyanide spill (Wooden 2018: 158). 
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sighed, setting gold apart from coal mining. For Maidan, coal had been enacted very 
differently as a resource. Dwellers grew up with coal during the Soviet era. As explained 
in Section 3.1, the nearby city of Kizil-Kiya was a coal mining town. To date, every house 
relies on coal for cooking and heating. The Bel-Alma mine is farther away from Maidan 
compared to Shambesai, but coal is also perceived to be readily available, without any 
processing plants, dams, tailing ponds, chemical solutions – all of which mean 
unpredictable, uncontrollable encroachment on the well-being of the Isfairam river, 
mountain pastures, land, dwellers, and their bodies.66 Unlike gold, the dwellers have 
known coal and experienced it without disasters, as I was told repeatedly. Coal would not 
make them resettle. For Maidan, the question has thus become what gold or coal would 
do to their community. Accordingly, gold stands for uncertain futures with irreversibly 
altered socionatures in Maidan – all for the benefit of creating rents elsewhere. These 
socionatural concerns thus cannot be separated into categories of ecological, material, 
livelihoods, cultural, and political drivers. For Maidan, gold is enacted in extractive 
relations in which they do not want to play a part; perhaps, a ‘devil contract’ they do not 
want to enter (Taussig 1980). 

3.4. Gold does not become in Maidan (2013 – present) 
In response to the extractive order Maidan experienced, diverging from the official post-
independence valuations of liberalism and progress, Maidan’s initial resistance to gold 
has evolved into a process of trying to imagine, shape and govern desirable socionatural 
relations. Reacting to the rise of anti-gold sentiments in the country from 2012 onward, 
companies became legally obliged to acquire the consent of affected communities 
(Doolotkeldieva 2020). Accordingly, the company started to conduct formal community 
consultations in the framework of corporate social responsibility and social licensing. In 
one of these meetings, they got approval for starting the construction phase (Z-Explorer 
2015). On October 18, 2013, the company brought in an excavator for road construction. 
Seeing the excavator arrive, around 200 people assaulted the company workers and 
damaged their office in Kara-Jygach. A local deputy explained to me how things had 
gotten so out of hand. She put it straight: “They didn’t listen. We burnt [their documents], 
so they would finally leave.” Having increasingly grown wary of the planned mine and 
the underlying mechanisms over the last three years, the ‘excavator event’ was simply 
the culmination of their frustration with being neglected in decisions affecting their lives 
– including those taken during the said consultation. In this final section, we elaborate on 
processes unfolding in Maidan for actively shaping socionatural relations. These 
processes manifest themselves in responsibility, trust and non-negotiability that have 

                                                 
66 The sociomaterialities of embodied labour in gold mining as well as Maidan’s spiritual, reciprocal 
relationships between the mountain pastures and waterbodies, that for some dwellers symbolise sacred 
sites, are topics worthy of explicit attention. These sociomaterialities are complex and emerge at the 
junction of remembrances and experiences of Soviet/post-Soviet industries, as well as pre-Islamic, 
Islamic and atheist belief systems (see for e.g., Aitpaeva 2006; Féaux de la Croix 2016), and thus 
deserve their own space of investigation. We are thankful to an anonymous reviewer for stressing 
these two aspects. 
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become institutionalised over time in their response to the irresponsible governance of 
which they have grown distrustful. It is important to note that this is a phase within a 
deeply neoliberal governance regime where the community and the company are 
completely left to their own devices to negotiate without legal protection from the state 
(Ocaklı et al. 2020). 

Shared beliefs about shifting ir/responsibility from the state to the company within the 
corporate social responsibility schemes have further fortified Maidan’s responsibility for 
their own paths into the future. In the aftermath of the excavator event, having lost access 
to the Shambesai deposit, the company tried to build bridges. Convening in nearby towns, 
the company would resort to ‘corporate science’ strategies (Kirsch 2014) and explain the 
project to small groups of people with the aid of a model mine (see Figure 1b) – in 
overwhelming detail. These details included, among others, that the gold was discovered 
as a result of 40,000 samples from 365 boreholes. These samples were tested in five 
laboratories. The mine’s feasibility study was approved by high-ranking members of the 
National Academy of Sciences of Kyrgyzstan. Assuming Maidan’s resistance to be 
motivated by a lack of knowledge that was exploited by opportunistic activists, the 
company tried to ‘inform’ the people in a well-established frame of public understanding 
of science (Irwin 1999). These efforts have quickly been framed by Maidan as a power 
and de/legitimisation struggle over whose views, experiences, knowledges, and practices 
of nature count instead of demonstrating responsibility (Bebbington 2010). The company 
representative based in Kadamjai complained to me that “people [did not] want to listen” 
to the company. Indeed, one of the female activists from the opening vignette (section 1) 
concurred in an interview that “there was nothing the company could say to change [their] 
minds.”  

Contrary to the state that depoliticised and externalised risk and responsibility to 
corporate actors (Kirsch 2014), Maidan repoliticised and internalised responsibility as 
‘counterwork’ (Leifsen et al. 2017) against the gold mine for safeguarding healthy and 
sustainable socionatures for future generations. A resident from Kara-Jygach who won a 
seat in the local village council in 2014 revealed: “I became a deputy because of the gold 
mine.” She explained that after the arrest of a young man following the excavator 
upheaval, older women figured prominently in protests against the gold mine. The sense 
of responsibility that was heightened through their struggle against Shambesai has united 
people beyond gold mining. Ordinary citizens became interested in local politics and 
decisions concerning Maidan’s future. Activism and leadership, especially of older 
women, have come to mean swiftly reacting to community’s exigencies, informing the 
public and collectively deliberating the developments concerning Maidan. Another 
female interlocutor commented on the always visible role of the older women in Maidan’s 
defence of place and positions: “In the newspapers they write bad about us, that we are 
crazy, but we only care about our kids, health, ecology and the future.” She was referring 
to the public discourses that labelled older women’s political activism ‘OBON’ (eng. 
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Women’s Unit for Special Purposes),67 a derogatory term that delegitimises women’s 
political agency and frames them as part of ‘mobs for hire’ (Satybaldieva 2018). 

In relation to the state that “says one thing and does another”,68 Maidan’s inhabitants have 
increasingly placed their trust in their own performances of statehood and governance 
(Reeves et al. 2014). Similarly, the firm support for the Bel-Alma coal mine has also been 
grounded in their own responsibility for raising living standards. A recurrent argument 
by my interlocutors for the coal mine was a “winning social package”69 by the company 
that would provide subsidised coal, renovate the kindergarten, the hospital and the roads 
that have been left to fall apart following post-socialist independence. Experiences of a 
state that left Maidan alone with a collapsing system, licensed their pasture commons 
three times in seven years without consent, consistently sided with the corporate interests 
when the country’s glaciers collapsed, and rivers became polluted are some of the key 
instances that culminated in Maidan’s institutional distrust. In June 2016, a number of 
houses were flooded due to recent rains. “If there is a flood, the government cannot even 
help one household. There are 500 households here. How should we trust them [with the 
mine]? We saw what happened in Kumtor”, a resident illustrated Maidan’s distrust. In 
another conversation, a guard at the ‘Surma-Tash’ protected area, asked me rhetorically, 
“Why would I want gold? I have been waiting 20 years for my apples to grow, they are 
finally giving harvest. And now they want to mine gold. They will extract and only the 
ones in big chairs in Bishkek, the ones who steal will benefit. This country is corrupt”. 
By contrast, feeling informed by local activists about the developments around 
Shambesai and persistently obstructing access to the mine empowered Maidan’s 
performance of and trust in self-governance. The recent years have certainly been loud, 
but only to match the volume of those who translated beneath what they claimed to be 
“just rocks”70 and which turned out to be emergent fragile yet resistant socionatures 
(Leifsen et al. 2017: 1094). 

The Maidan community is not categorically against mining, but gold mining in current 
Kyrgyzstan for the communities of Maidan is extractivism and thus non-negotiable. They 
do not believe their country to be ready for gold mining right now – neither in technical 
nor in moral terms. And they are not the only ones frustrated by the state. When we spoke 
in July 2015, leaning on their legal permission to mine, the company complained about 
the weak law enforcement. They believed they could still negotiate ‘a way out’ of the 
dispute and compensate relocation to new houses that would lead to better living 

                                                 
67 Rus. Otryad Bab Osobogo Naznacheniya. 
68 Principal of a high school in a neighbouring town. 
69 ‚Social package’ is one of the measures that the government introduced in 2012 for constructing 
consent for the extractivist expansion in the country. It is an agreement between license-holders and 
affected communities that stipulate certain investments in local infrastructure (for further details, see 
Doolotkeldieva 2020; Grenfell-Shaw and Toktomushev 2021). For more on construction of consent 
and counterinsurgency techniques employed in Germany and Peru, see Brock and Dunlap (2018) and 
Dunlap (2019), respectively. 
70 Local company representative explaining that the pastures at stake are largely unproductive rocks 
and mountains. 
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standards. During my stay in summer of 2016, the company had not had access to 
Shambesai since October 2013. In the intervening time, a lot had changed in Maidan. Our 
interlocutors conveyed a sense of prosperity, and they were proud to have attained it on 
their own. “We have everything, we do not need too much”, boasted one of the leading 
activists. This statement captured Maidan’s sentiments of well-being that was feared to 
be endangered through gold as a resource. The company still had not given up and this 
was confirming Maidan’s fears that the whole settlement might indeed be sitting on a 
gold mine. A dweller contextualised their anxiety, “They are not waiting so long only for 
7.8 tons of gold. They will not stop at that”. Later on, we, the authors, came across 
company’s exploration maps in the entire settlement beyond the Shambesai and Obdilla 
deposits. 

“A matter of time”, hoped the company, plainly stated the local officials, and feared 
Maidan. In 2017, the company found a new investor, Hong Kong-based ‘Tiandi 
International Mining Co. Ltd.’.71 In 2018, the new investor declared a switch to a non-
cyanide development method. Yet until this day, Maidan continues to stay put: each time 
the company tries to approach the mine, they are met with vocal protests (Vesti 2018; 
Dzhumashova 2020). According to a former policeman who previously worked in 
Maidan, “Maidan’s resistance has grown stronger, now also joined by neighbouring 
settlements.”72 Regardless, Maidan stays a troubled region: after all, more gold could be 
behind the company’s patience. Translating gold into rents for the ruling elite, it might 
indeed be “a matter of time”, before Maidan catches Bishkek’s attention. For the moment, 
though, gold does not become in Maidan. 

4. Discussion  
Multifarious movements across the globe are resisting injustices, patriarchal structures, 
and other forms of discriminations for making space for a multiplicity of worldviews 
(Kothari et al. 2019) or indeed forms of worlding (Tsing 2010). Amongst these, 
movements against pervasive exploitation of extractive industries have amplified over the 
last decades in correlation with large-scale capital investments (e.g., Conde 2017; Prause 
and Le Billon 2020; Dietz and Engels 2020; Shapiro and McNeish 2021). Our study of 
Maidan’s entanglements with the Shambesai gold concession geographically diversifies 
and conceptually expands upon the critical research on extractivism with a case from 
underrepresented Central Asia (Andrews et al. 2017; Conde and Le Billon 2017). 
Approaching Maidan’s struggle through a hybrid socionatural lens reveals the linked 
materialities of gold and resistance as emergent of multiple, overlapping, co-constitutive 
processes and practices that are intertwined with the historico-geographical 
transformations of Kyrgyzstani society. We offer four insights into the sociomaterialities 
of extractivism and activism.  

                                                 
71 A subsidiary of a large Chinese state-owned enterprise. 
72 Personal exchange on 28 January 2021. 
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First, conditions for the growth of gold mining and the resistance to it throughout 
Kyrgyzstan and in Maidan have been shaped historically in significant ways and hence 
need to be considered as such. On the one hand, the Soviet gold discoveries enabled the 
making of the country’s post-Soviet gold rush (Bogdetsky et al. 2001; Wooden 2018). 
Hence, although extraction expanded in Kyrgyzstan already during the Soviet Union, the 
prior acquaintance with gold mining compared to other extractive industries such as coal 
(Sturød 2019) was limited. Kyrgyzstan got to know privatised mining and gold 
production through the Kumtor gold mine in the post-Soviet era. On the other hand, those 
who have experienced extractivism already during the Soviet period lack today the 
infrastructure and the capacities to aspire (Appadurai 2004) in which the state-driven 
mining was anchored, while also recognising the long-term ‘extractive’ sides of mining 
(Tiainen et al. 2014; Wooden 2018). These recollections shape frustrations with and 
scepticism towards mining today. While for Maidan the deserted toxic landscapes are 
premonitions of what could be their own post-mining future, the historical continuities 
manifest themselves differently, most notably in its collective transitional history.  

In line with Massey’s (1991) global sense of place, Maidan’s op/positions to gold are 
situated in its geographically differentiated linkages to and experiences of the Soviet 
command and the neoliberal era following independence. Accordingly, Maidan’s 
transitional history and how the neoliberalisations reconfigured socionatural relations ‘on 
the ground’ stand out (McCarthy and Prudham 2004; Mansfield 2007; Castree 2008). 
Without the privileges of the former mining regions, people in Maidan were quicker in 
leaving the Soviet past behind (Ocaklı et al. 2021). These settlements had to grapple with 
the loss of significance in addition to the loss of livelihoods and ways of living. Set against 
this, as soon as residents in Maidan were allocated land, they started rebuilding their lives 
and figuring out new ways of living. Privatisation of land that has elsewhere re/produced 
inequities and injustices of the Soviet regime as affluent and powerful farmers were better 
positioned during the privatisation process (Sanghera and Satybaldieva 2012), worked 
out on a more equal basis in Maidan, perhaps because the social disparities were less 
pervasive than in other places. They channelled their pre-existing knowledges and 
capabilities they acquired from earlier agropastoral occupations into quite literally sowing 
the seeds of new relations to nature. These new socionatural processes and practices had 
effects beyond each household merely securing livelihoods. Dwellers in Maidan needed 
each other not only for coordinating their commons but also for learning from each other 
as they moved forward in highly uncertain times and assuring themselves of their 
collective self-efficacy and capacities to aspire to a shared future. Thus, in a period of 
extreme individualism imposed by the neoliberal state (Owen 2020), the new socionatural 
processes encouraged finding and nurturing a sense of community again as they started 
‘commoning’ for the “shared stewardship” of things they possessed together (Helfrich 
and Bollier 2015: 75). 

Second, Kyrgyzstan’s gold mining contentions are structurally embedded within the 
global political economy of resource extraction and the enabling governance system that 
is reinforced through the national institutional framework (Acosta 2013; Bebbington et 
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al. 2013; Andreucci and Radhuber 2017). Coinciding with the end of the Soviet era in 
Kyrgyzstan, from the 1990s onward, global resource extraction increased in scale and 
scope, driven by the commodity boom and neoliberalising extractive industries as part of 
the World Bank Group’s strategy for the so-called developing countries (Campbell 2008). 
It is within this context that export-oriented mineral extraction was adopted as a national 
development strategy for the independent Kyrgyzstan and a business-conducive policy 
framework for attracting foreign investment to go with it. The Kumtor mine, the world’s 
highest permafrost mine actively removing parts of glaciers, was licensed by the post-
Soviet state, and funded by IFIs including the World Bank Group and European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development in Kyrgyzstan’s first hours of neoliberal 
experimentation (Wooden 2018: 154). In the 2000s, as Kyrgyzstani people were leaving 
the hardest years of transition behind, gold mining extended to more communities within 
a deregulated or selectively reregulated governance system, depending on the 
significance of the deposits in question, i.e., their size and opportunities for rent-seeking 
(Ocaklı et al. 2020). 

Over time, community positions on gold mining have become inextricably linked to the 
governance order that sees, makes, and extracts gold where communities have started to 
see and make alternative socionatures (Leifsen 2020). While the workings of prevailing 
governance structures are not independent of the materialities (Castree 2008; Bridge and 
Perrault 2009) of gold - for example, an internationally traded precious metal - risk, 
irresponsibility, destruction, corruption and distrust associated with gold mining in 
Kyrgyzstan are also not intrinsic to natural laws (Bakker and Bridge 2006) or gold’s 
‘resourceness’ (Li 2014). Rather, these become enacted in specific socionatures of gold 
– assemblages of political, economic, chemical, physical, cultural processes – that 
produce disappearing glaciers, broken tailing dams, polluted rivers, and plundered gold 
rents through on- and offshore networks (Doolot and Heathershaw 2015), over and over 
again since the first post-Soviet administration (Hug 2021). Experiencing that “sitting on 
a gold mine is no guarantee” (Bridge 2009: 1236) of improvement in well-being, 
grievances in gold mining in Kyrgyzstan have long outgrown fears of ‘becoming Kumtor’ 
per se. Maidan’s case rather demonstrates that ‘Kumtor’ has become a metaphor for rather 
more fundamental processes that undercut the production of an extractive socionatural 
order. As substantiated by the environmental justice framings of the anti-gold protests 
that have been shifting from compensation to the distribution of extraction costs and 
benefits to responsibility, human rights, and the democratisation of mining (Wooden 
2017), the persistent protests for more than 20 years question state valuations and 
institutions that fail to serve the exigencies of its people and envision an alternative 
development path (Wooden 2018; Horrocks-Taylor 2018; Hug 2021). 

Mobilising an interdisciplinary sociomaterial perspective to Maidan’s relations with the 
gold mine not only locates these relations within the wider socionatural transformations 
in Kyrgyzstan and their global structural drivers. It also allows a view from Maidan and 
to sense the embodied fears of what ‘gold’ – a euphemism for the extractive state – will 
take away from them (Haraway 1988; Bakker and Bridge 2006). Reconstructing the 
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historical production processes of Maidan’s socionatural relations reveals their resistance 
as corresponding to the sociomaterialities of gold that are historically and institutionally 
re/produced and helps to demonstrate how resistance is a generative process enabling the 
unmaking of gold as a resource. Against this background, materialities matter because 
they embody transformations of nature dictated or incentivised in the name of 
modernisation and progress that disregard hybrid socionatural relations, life projects and 
achievements (Blaser 2004; Urkidi and Walter 2011; Li 2016; Walter and Urkidi 2017; 
Leifsen 2020). Framing the gold protests as acts of rent-seeking and labelling protestors 
as rented mobs are attempts to distract the public attention and discourse from what these 
protests are about (Wooden 2013; Satybaldieva 2018; Ocaklı et al. 2021). A relational 
sociomaterial outlook reveals that resistance in Maidan is not per se about the 
‘environment’ (Ballard and Banks 2003; Bridge 2004), clash of agropastoralism and 
mining (Mestre 2017), installing the right corporate strategy to win consent (Valladares 
and Boelens 2019), a company-community problem (Lee and Styer 2012) or even about 
mining (Urkidi and Walter 2011). Evolving from initial disputes about radiation levels, 
water, and dust pollution to the right to information and participation, to epistemological 
struggles over whose knowledges and accounts of nature count, resistance in Maidan has 
become an ontological conflict (Blaser 2009) between the meanings and valuations 
enacted in conflicting socionatures that cannot be sensibly disentangled and distilled into 
nature, resource, livelihood, and life.73 From Kyrgyzstan to Peru, this is the translocal 
nature of struggles that resist the coercive, extractivist makings of resources while 
delegitimising local ways of life as ‘absurd ideologies’ (Salas Carreño 2016) or ‘barriers 
to development’ (Aiylchiev 2015; Ulmer 2020).74 It is the divergent yet, not less or more, 
legitimate make-up of local lives and more-than-human liveability that set apart the place-
based nature of ‘unmaking’. 

Third, Maidan’s resistance is a situated institutional response to the unlocatable (Haraway 
1988) structural injustices and oppressions that the state and corporate actors perpetuate 
in Kyrgyzstan through the so-called extractivism-led development model. Maidan’s 
resistance is both a process for and expression of activism and institutional 
experimentation for a fair and grass-rooted socionatural order (Temper et al. 2018; 
Kothari et al. 2019; Valladares and Boelens 2019) and an alternative to frontiers imagined 
and constructed by extractivism (Bridge 2001). Perceiving state institutions as reshaped, 
rescaled, and reinforced based on economic, political, technological, populist valuations 
(Bridge and Jonas 2002; Martinez-Alier et al. 2010) underpins the shared beliefs and 
                                                 
73 By ontological conflict, we mean that nature is not only perceived differently by different actors in 
the region. Instead nature is practiced in different ways by actors and those ways do not align neatly. 
We focus in this paper on the conflicts without further explicating the ontological nature and its 
implications. 
74 Salas Carreño and Ulmer refer to Peru’s then-president Alan García’s critique of Andean 
cosmologies in 2011; Aiylchiev reports on Kyrgyzstan’s former Prime Minister Temir Sariev’s 
reference to anti-gold mining protests in 2015. Bringing grounded community concerns into dialogue 
serves here the purpose of revealing the commonalities in the un/makings of extractivisms and is by 
no means intended as a rigorous comparison or an act of ‘uncontrolled equivocation’ (Viveiros de 
Castro 2004).  



Making and unmaking gold as a resource 

 115 

norms that decision-making mechanisms in Kyrgyzstan rest at the discretion of rule of 
power instead of rule of law (Hug 2021). Within this culture of institutional distrust fed 
by endemic corruption, abuse of power and impunity by the ruling elite, people in Maidan 
use their agency in ‘reregulating’ governance in deregulated spaces (Bridge and Jonas 
2002; Bridge and Perrault 2009; Leifsen et al. 2017). Crafting and reinforcing from within 
the institutions of responsibility for communities’ own futures, trust in grounded practices 
and non-negotiability of an extractive order, people work hard to safeguard their earned 
positions, achievements, and aspirations. In a country where up to a million of its roughly 
six and a half million people have to leave their homes for seasonal, precarious job 
opportunities abroad (Sagynbekova 2017), Maidan’s sense of self-accomplished 
prosperity takes on a new meaning. Caught in the “double curse of natural resource and 
ideology” (Acosta 2013: 62), three decades on, Kyrgyzstan is still behind its pre-
independence GDP levels (Izvorski et al. 2020). Not by way of measuring well-being but 
rather contextualising: with a per-capita GDP of $1.309, it is the second poorest in the 
post-Soviet space (Hug 2021: 6). 

Last but not least, taking a step back from Maidan’s distinct extractive entanglements and 
Kyrgyzstan’s troubled gold rush, we find ordinary citizens’ activism far and wide fighting 
for alternative ways and visions of organising socionatures (Kothari et al. 2019). 
Motivated by shared beliefs and norms that their grievances and injustices are not only 
tolerated but perpetuated by their own state, ‘ordinary’ citizens step in. In Maidan, where 
many of the young people often spend considerable stretches of time in Russia and 
Kazakhstan as labour migrants, it is mostly older women at the forefront as political 
agents, acting purposefully for their communities’ well-being and justice. Maidan’s case 
hence dispels rational choice, sexist, and ageist assumptions about genuine political 
activism in Kyrgyzstan (Wooden 2013; Satybaldieva 2018; Ocaklı et al. 2021; Botoeva 
forthcoming). It also testifies to the particularly relentless work that women put into 
breaking grounds since the inception of anti-gold activism in Kyrgyzstan (Wooden 2017). 
In solidarity with women in Latin America and the Caribbean (Jenkins 2017; Muñoz and 
Villarreal 2019) and elsewhere at (imagined) frontiers (Kothari et al. 2019), women in 
Kyrgyzstan resist extractivist development paradigms, despite being structurally side-
lined and silenced. Against all odds, women in Kyrgyzstan, alongside with youth, are 
becoming visible in social movements against old, political, and patriarchal elites 
(Ismailbekova 2020; Hug 2021).  

5. Conclusion  
This paper investigated Maidan’s decade-long resistance against the making and mining 
of gold on their territory. In an effort to make sense of the assertions that attribute mining 
contestations in Kyrgyzstan to material interests, we unpacked the socionatural 
underpinnings of resistance in Maidan, which, we showed, are beyond material motives 
and gold’s physical attributes. Mobilising a relational sociomaterial analytic within an 
interdisciplinary research mode enabled a historically informed, geographically 
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grounded, politically sensitive analysis of Maidan’s resistance, revealing thereby the 
power struggle at stake in the making and unmaking of Maidan into a resource frontier. 
Having experienced the co-constitutive state valuations, institutions, and emerging gold 
materialities that underpin the prevailing extractive socionatural order and the curse of 
the plenty, Maidan’s resistance has become a gateway to an alternative development path 
and socionatural governance order for accommodating their variegated values.  

We have argued that both the extractive expansion and the resistance to it have been 
historically and institutionally re/produced. Our interdisciplinary sociomaterial lens 
foregrounded the contextual particularities that distinguish Maidan’s evolving 
socionatural relations across the Soviet/post-Soviet divide while situating inhabitants’ 
op/positions within the global and national structures that are behind Kyrgyzstan’s 
troubled gold rush. The state and corporate discourses that initially motivated this study 
aim to distract public attention away from the socionatural concerns behind the protests 
for forging ahead with gold mining, which is a salient but one manifestation of the 
extractive order in Kyrgyzstan. Should there be indeed more gold in Maidan, we can 
expect the intensification of targeted derogatory and delegitimising framings to facilitate 
the rescaling of governance towards tightening the oppressive grip. 

More than two decades of gold mining protests might be a good time for the international 
donor community and the state in Kyrgyzstan to take stock of the development and the 
damage recorded through neoliberal gold extractivism. Listening to voices echoing across 
the country, instead of dismissing them as loud acts of rent-seeking, would make a good 
start. Listening to Maidan’s struggle, this paper unearthed inspiring accounts of grounded 
activism and solidarity for building meaningful and just more-than-human socionatures. 
We conclude with three areas for further investigation. Delving into the mechanisms of 
the community consultations that have failed to involve the broader public in Maidan 
more than once, would contribute to a better understanding of how corporate 
responsibility travels and becomes translated. Explicitly studying women’s engagement 
in resistance movements in Kyrgyzstan would help illuminate how their involvement 
shapes the emergence and endurance of struggles against extractivism. In the same vein, 
intersectional analyses of the differential effects of extractivism on local communities, 
which also factor in the spiritual dimensions of struggles, would shed light on the 
dynamics of oppression and injustices associated with extractivism. 
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1. Conclusion  
In this thesis, I have sought to refine understandings of globally advancing resource 
extractivism through studying its dynamics in Kyrgyzstan as well as making available the 
answers and alternatives people craft in return. Focusing on the gold rush in Kyrgyzstan 
that has been in the making for the last three decades, the thesis presents a situated account 
of the multi-scalar processes and practices that re/make places into resource frontiers. By 
progressively assembling different assessments and interpretations of gold mining 
through different theoretical viewpoints and methods, I have attempted to unpack the 
efforts that go into making gold mining and into unmaking its concomitant extractive 
order in Kyrgyzstan. In this conclusion, I distil how the findings of this thesis push 
forward critical research on extractivism and resistance through responding to the five 
questions, posed in the introduction, that have empirically, theoretically, and 
methodologically guided the research underlying this thesis. 

First, the national ruling elite, mining companies with the elite’s support and the restraint 
non-profit organisations have all, through action and inaction, had a bearing on how the 
gold rush and the resistance to it has played out in Kyrgyzstan. The structures of global 
resource politics and economy, while being influential, are not imposed onto ‘agentless’ 
governance actors. From Bishkek and Orlovka in the North to Maidan in the Southwest, 
this thesis demonstrates that state authorities themselves, despite fluctuation and 
fragmentation, actively perpetuate peoples’ distrust in the governance of the country’s 
shared resources. They do so through non-transparent execution of gold licensing 
transactions, propagation of polarising discourses and extractive practices that disregard 
and delegitimise incommensurable makeup of local lives, values and socionatural 
relations. The institutional analysis of gold mining conflicts shows that actors of national 
governance, including knowledgeable yet reluctant non-profit organisations, could 
reshape the governance system through collective action and thus address the structural 
roots of conflicts. The concurrent shades of conflict however manifest that national 
governance actors diverge in their perceptions of gold mining, its nature, and resistance 
to it and by implication, how gold mining is ought to be governed. The institutional 
analysis ascertains that institutional distrust is also impactful in Bishkek, impeding non-
profit actors from publicly taking a more active stance in mining politics. As a result, 
community concerns receive recognition only when and where they align with the state 
authorities’ short-sighted utility maximisation calculations. Depending on the deposit 
volume and expected rents, the state is likely to engage with affected communities within 
an elusive model of deliberation and participation. If corporate social responsibility 
interventions targeting peoples’ economic rationality fail at engineering consent to gold 
mining, the communities face greater repression or abandonment, as the cases of Orlovka 
and Maidan, respectively, substantiate. Agency, however, is not exclusive to national 
actors. An oppressive and extractive state indeed mobilises local agency.  

Second, unpacking the discourses of rational choice and material interests driving 
contentions on the ground in Orlovka and Maidan attest to genuine agency of ordinary 
people for whom gold mining is enacted as a threat to their future/s. Neither is Orlovka’s 
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consent to gold mining motivated by intrinsic cooperative behaviour nor can Maidan’s 
contest be explained by self-interested, material dispositions. Contrary to these 
moralising discourses propagated by neoliberal state and corporate actors in Bishkek, in 
Orlovka and Maidan I found communities that are striving to get a chance for a future 
they consider meaningful. How they imagine their future/s, however, diverges and is 
intimately intertwined with the dwellers’ existing society-nature relations that have been 
configured differently by their distinct histories and geographies. As an urban settlement 
that was established on the basis of mining industries within the Soviet project of 
modernisation, people who inhabited Orlovka were by definition specialised in mining 
and for them mining was generative. Naturally, their relations to territory and nature were 
far removed from that of residents in Maidan where most of the inhabitants were occupied 
in farms during the same period. Consequently, they retained their connections to land, 
despite limitations imposed by the Soviet order. Therefore, heterogeneous positions to 
gold mining in Orlovka and Maidan have evolved in connection with their living 
conditions during Soviet rule, how they consequently experienced the regime change, and 
how the associated expansion of gold mining intersected their lives when it did. Thus, 
Orlovka consents to a new gold mine because it presents a (known) source of living for 
many, a means for rebuilding their community, regaining sense of significance going 
forward, leaving the melancholy of lost prosperity behind. For Maidan, on the other hand, 
a gold mine entails the transformation of their socionatures into an unpredictable mining 
infrastructure, endangering the means they themselves have laboriously crafted for living 
well and is thus unimaginable. 

Accordingly, third, the entanglements of gold’s material dimensions, its different 
valuations, and its governance, on the one hand, co-produce an extractive order based on 
gold mining and, on the other hand, afford resistance to this order based on its emergent 
sociomaterialities. While neither Orlovka nor Maidan is per se against mining, in 
connection with their historico-geographical particularities both localities resist the extant 
governance order that disengages from their exigencies and forecloses their participation 
in processes that affect them the most. Orlovka agrees to the Altynken mine. Yet, as a 
former Soviet mining town that experienced time-bound resource blessing during the 
Soviet period, embodied its aftermath as a ghost town, and struggled to survive the 
transition period without capacities to aspire to a new future, their agreement comes with 
a ‘but’. Although their initial protests de jure improved their bargaining position, they 
realised that for a de facto fair and transparent benefit-sharing they would have to 
persistently use their agency in countering the institutional incongruence that calls forth 
the injustices they face in the first place. Contrary to Orlovka, by the time gold mining 
reached Maidan, the dwellers had already established new grass-rooted socionatural 
relations. Observing the spatiotemporally disconnected wealth and woe produced by gold 
mining in their country, and experiencing the reckless processes that sought to recast their 
lives as uncertain gold socionatures had spurred Maidan’s early protests. However, as 
initial disputes with the license-holders morphed into a persistent power struggle, 
Maidan’s resistance that started off as an attempt to unmake gold as a resource has over 
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time also encouraged institutional experimentation for nurturing own alternative order 
vis-à-vis the prevailing governance regime. While resistance in Maidan is geared towards 
disrupting the extractive making of gold, Orlovka resists its extractive governance. 
Contextualising these understandings between Bishkek, Orlovka and Maidan illuminate 
that, while the conduct of the mining companies triggered the initial protests in both sites, 
it is the experience of a state order that sustains collective action and resistance for 
seeking and safeguarding pluriversal paths to well-being.  

Fourth, a relational sociomaterial lens reveals lived complexities that in conversation 
with global structures underpin extractive entanglements, conveying thereby also their 
implicated national dimensions. Locating the disengaged extractive valuations, 
discourses, and practices in Orlovka and Maidan, re-engaging consistently the relations 
within and through which extractivism and alternatives unfold in Kyrgyzstan allowed for 
recognising and respecting their spatiotemporal particularities. Making geographies and 
histories the explicit focus of inquiry, instead of treating them as ‘social detail’, 
overcomes theoretical and political abstractions of resource extraction (Gilberthorpe and 
Rajak 2017). Historico-geographical analysis of processes that un/make extractivism 
inevitably takes us to the places that embody what becomes transformed into resources. 
As such, the interdisciplinary sociomaterial analytic advanced in this thesis allows 
grounding people’s op/positions to resource extraction in their differentiated experiences 
of wider transformations, connecting thereby situated specificities to global structures 
that are transmitted through national institutional frameworks. Engaging materiality 
beyond a resource’s physical attributes and material motives unearths co-constitutive 
more-than-human agency and structures that at once enact resources in different 
sociomaterialities and afford resistance to this enactment. Taking sociomateriality and its 
constituents seriously thus permits sensitivity to incommensurable ontologies and 
valuations that are at stake while also laying bare translocal commonalities in grounded 
political struggles against extractivism and what they globally amount to – a global 
environmental justice movement (Martinez-Alier 2020; Scheidel et al. 2020). 

Finally, an interdisciplinary, multi-method research approach is apt for making visible 
different aspects of multi-scalar processes that are at play in advancing frontiers in 
Kyrgyzstan. In Chapter II, adding an institutional economics perspective to the existing 
literature on mining conflicts enabled investigating the root causes of gold mining 
contentions. The institutional analysis based on semi-structured interviews granted access 
to mental models of the national actors that in/directly shape the governance of the sector. 
By escaping the formal – informal institutional bind, the analysis of actors’ internal 
perspectives advances the mining literature with an account that complicates the conflict 
– cooperation dichotomy. The analysis thereby addresses a critical research gap as it 
points to the multi-scalar dimensions of mining-related conflicts, unveiling their 
translocal, structural nature. The lens mobilised in this chapter also provides insights into 
the contradictory state and corporate framings and strategies that do not consider people’s 
legitimate concerns. Deepening further the interdisciplinary research mode and 
correspondingly diversifying the methods allowed me to contrast these framings with 
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gold mining’s lived consequences under neoliberal authoritarianism. In Chapter III, 
triangulating qualitative data with quantitative behavioural experiments and surveys 
made it possible to formally refute the rational choice narratives in mining as well as 
dispelling the myth of good, cooperative community through the case of Orlovka. These 
findings were enabled by the research approach deployed here that also introduces a 
methodological innovation to extractivism research. An interdisciplinary discussion of 
these results at the intersection of behavioural economics, ecological economics, critical 
geography, political ecology, and anthropology reveals that the portfolio of state and 
corporate strategies to resistance is not only repressive but, more alarmingly, also subtle 
and evolving. Lastly, Chapter IV took on the question of material interests in Maidan’s 
resistance, the second strand of state and corporate discourses. Through a relational 
sociomaterial outlook the chapter reveals the impossibility of disentangling gold’s 
materiality from human sociality, supporting the recent advancements in materiality 
discussions. Such a view was enabled through overcoming the disciplinary boundaries of 
the key theoretical foundations advanced in the preceding chapters. A deeper 
interdisciplinary dialogue between relational insights from institutional economics, 
anthropology of extraction, critical geography, political ecology, and ecological 
economics allowed for unpacking the co-constitutive materiality and governance of gold 
in Kyrgyzstan within an ethnography of Maidan’s resistance.  

Taken together, I argue that mining contentions in Kyrgyzstan are contingent upon the 
sociomaterialities of gold that are co-produced by interconnected structural and historico-
geographical conditions. These “conflicts are not ‘local’ creations or salient feature of the 
communities” (Ocaklı in Voices on Central Asia 2021) but stand for courageous 
communities that defend their sovereignty over own lives. While this thesis has shown 
that gold and its enactments have encouraged collective action, activism, and institutional 
experimentation, it would be naïve to ‘stabilise the frame’ here (Tsing 2010). Instead, I 
would like to conclude the implications of this research with a call for not letting 
ourselves off the hook when we talk about extractivism (Szeman and Wenzel 2021), and 
highlight for whom and why the research approach and findings of this thesis on “tiny 
Kyrgyzstan” (Aitmatova 2021: 89) should matter. 

I have tried to show that theoretically and methodologically deepening and diversifying 
the scholarship on mining contentions in Kyrgyzstan and taking them to the wider 
scholarly conversations on resource extraction and extractivism can enrich these 
conversations while placing Kyrgyzstani citizens’ lived struggles on the global map. In 
return, different histories of development and extractivism at the intersection of Soviet 
and capitalist projects of modernity have the potential to refine the analytical purchase of 
these literatures. More comprehensive, variegated understandings of these struggles will 
hopefully support activists in their causes. Hence, beyond transdisciplinary academia, the 
insights this thesis offers are also relevant for the international donor community. These 
actors are complicit in the perpetuation of resource conflicts, not least through 
depoliticised, technocratic, and modernist engagements with development cooperation in 
Kyrgyzstan (Zhanaev 2021) that prioritise economic development (via entrepreneurship 
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and business promotion) over human rights (Hug 2021: 122). Most acutely, the events 
since October 2020 confirm that these are not separate matters but are inflicted at the 
nexus of governance, transparency, and accountability (Hug 2021). This brings us back 
to the Environmental Justice Atlas and the role of non-profit actors therein. This global 
map of conflicts is drawn together with academics, activists, and civil society 
organisations across the globe. The almost spotless Kyrgyzstan on the map unfortunately 
instantiates the dramatic deterioration in rights and freedoms of these groups in the 
country as state authoritarianism is closing in on them. An engagement with such a project 
as the atlas would be enough to place them in peril for their links to the ‘West’ (ibid.). 

As Kyrgyzstan continues to be relativised vis-à-vis neighbouring Central Asian 
authoritarian regimes and praised for its pluralism and vibrant civil society, ordinary 
people’s resistance and repression go on unnoticed “under the veneer of a façade 
democracy” (Aitmatova 2021: 88). Just as independence and linked institutional changes 
put Kyrgyzstan on the map for gold mining companies, my motivation with this thesis 
has been to make visible more sites of struggle on the map beyond Kumtor. I hope this 
thesis can make a modest contribution towards countering the geographical bias in the 
coverage of socionatural struggles across the globe. 

2. Looking forward  
In this final section, I point to trends, topics, and questions beyond the immediate scope 
of this thesis that deserve further reflection and research. I start with empirical issues for 
follow-on, continue with conceptual considerations on ‘extractivism’ and conclude with 
key messages for the disciplinary communities this interdisciplinary thesis has drawn 
together. 

The first area pertains to resilience and resistance in Kyrgyzstan. “Kyrgyzstan’s people 
are resilient” (Hug 2021: 129), but under heightening authoritarian nationalism and 
patriarchy its freedoms and rights are also fragile. Hence, it will be important for 
Kyrgyzstan watchers and scholars to reaffirm long-term commitment to activists’ 
‘matters of concern’ (Latour 2004) beneath the state’s matters of fact. While this thesis 
uncovered decade-long struggle in two sites, it remains to be seen how long these and 
other communities can endure the toll it takes to continuously inspect and counter 
extractive practices. The ongoing controversies around the country’s largest gold deposit 
Kumtor and recently announced contradictory strategies towards new projects manifest 
that the state’s approach to governing gold mining is consistently erratic. As tackled in 
this thesis, transparency, participatory deliberation, and responsibility have been largely 
given lip service through tactical corporate social responsibility measures, already during 
the previous administrations. What the latest developments under the Japarov 
administration hold for the country’s gold, its governance and people is unclear. Hence, 
it will be crucial to observe how the state’s approach to affected communities and their 
concerns might alter. Another topic worth following closely is the role of Chinese mining 
investments within the Belt Road Initiative in aggravating communities’ grievances. 
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While I could not substantiate these claims in my research, recent research links conflicts 
to Chinese involvement in the sector (Sternberg 2020; Furstenberg and Toktomushev 
2021; Botoeva forthcoming). In the same breath, future research shall keep paying careful 
attention not to convolute roots and manifestations of mining conflicts and feed into 
xenophobic discourses. And finally, during the course of this research, I have increasingly 
become aware of the inspiring role young and woman activists play in demanding 
transparency and accountability. Diversifying and deepening analyses of how different 
identities intersect with peoples’ search for justice would further shed light on 
mobilisation dynamics. 

The second area for future research relates to the notion of extractivism and the call for 
keeping the term analytically precise (Szeman and Wenzel 2021). Accordingly, a more 
systematic cross-comparison between extractivisms within and beyond the post-Soviet 
space can help differentiate the concept and its associations with neo/postcolonialisms. 
The thesis started out with a focus on extractive industries in the traditional, positive sense 
of the term. However, as the research progressed, the emerging perspectives from the 
sites brought me closer to the notion of extractivism as a normative paradigm. The 
research on extractivism was invaluable for interpreting my findings on Orlovka and 
through Maidan’s case I was able to make a conceptual contribution to this scholarly 
conversation. However, as a topic mostly researched in connection with South American 
experiences, a more comprehensive engagement with the concept of extractivism rooted 
in Central Asia and Eurasia remains an outstanding and intriguing task. Such an inwards-
looking undertaking within the post-Soviet space has the potential to make novel insights 
available and is also timely, given the surging movements against infrastructure 
developments beyond mining and Kyrgyzstan (Horrocks-Taylor 2018). For example, in 
the South Caucasus, thousands of Georgians made 2021 a historical year with the largest 
environmental protest in the country’s recent history as they stood up against the 
construction of a large hydropower plant in Rioni valley (Panozishvili 2021) – a child of 
Soviet modernism that the Georgian state attempted to conceive in the name of western 
modernisation. Broadening the country and sectoral focus of extractivism within the post-
Soviet space thus presents an opportunity also for a deeper engagement with Soviet 
colonialism and extractivism, if not in plural, and how these mechanisms figure in 
neo/colonialisms as well as in nascent discussions of the ‘post-Soviet’ from a 
postcolonial/decolonial perspective (Tlostanova 2012, 2015). This can prove to be an 
insightful undertaking also in conversation with other regions including South America 
and Africa that formally became independent ahead of the former Soviet states 
(Tlostanova and Mignolo 2012; Dadabaev and Heathershaw 2020).  

Finally, I would like to foreground key areas for further disciplinary reflections emerging 
from the interdisciplinary assemblages formed through this research. Here, I focus largely 
on institutional economics as the field in which I started off this thesis and which initially 
informed my theoretical outlook on resource governance. From institutional economics, 
I brought together prominent works for advancing a relational conception of institutions 
that were not necessarily readily connected. The disciplinary preoccupation – defining 
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institutions – seems to have either drawn or kept these scholarships away from each other. 
Yet, together, these strands lend a diversity of institutional understandings that reflect – 
exactly that – the diversity of institutions. Bringing into conversation these different 
framings can strengthen both the theoretical authority and analytics of the field, and there 
are already existing entry points offered by e.g., Hodgson (1998, 2000); Williamson 
(2000); Ostrom (2005); Markey-Towler (2018). Such an internal review can order the 
different branches in the field for other scholars, especially human geographers, interested 
in governance questions and in the same vein may provide inspiration for future cross-
disciplinary thinking. Particularly valuable are the advancements of the classical thinkers 
on the co-constitutive nature of agency and structure as well as the question of power 
therein (Hodgson 2000). These have over the years taken a backseat for a more positive 
theory of governance, also in its application to social-ecological systems (Epstein et al. 
2014). Within environmental governance, critical discussions are already fostering 
disciplinary thinking towards better integrating spatiotemporal and power dynamics into 
research on social-ecological interactions (e.g., ibid.; Smith et al. 2020; Epstein et al. 
2020). These reflections signal a disciplinary readiness and serve as a basis for forging 
relational and processual approaches to society-nature relations, to which this thesis has 
sought to contribute. Such approaches, most notably regarding the questions of ontology, 
materiality, and agency, have longer traditions within critical geography and 
anthropology. This is apparent in the applied literatures on resource extraction and 
extractivism and has been my main motivation behind a deeper engagement with 
geography, anthropology, and associated fields through the course of this research. 
Nonetheless, also these scholarships can open to institutional economics for refined yet 
systematic approaches to the inner workings of institutions, institutional change, 
regulation, and governance, and how these shape and are shaped by social practices. 

The pressing empirical inquiries, conceptual curiosities and disciplinary reflections 
addressed in this section are by no means exhaustive but mirror the issues that have 
engrossed me the most during concluding the given research. Delving into some of these 
potentialities can be helpful in strengthening disciplinary claims and in return offer new 
interdisciplinary avenues in researching sociomaterial agency that undergirds extractive 
orders and alternative futures. 
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Appendix A. Interview guidelines 
Table A- 1. State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining and Ministry of Economy 

Presentation of the research: 
Present aim, ask permission, mention the information will be used for scientific 
purposes, mention anonymity, ask permission to record 
Describe mandate (what does it include / what not), involvement in the sector 
How do you approach your mandate, work? 
Describe the process of licencing for different stages / purposes. 
Describe the process of monitoring and coordination of the activities accompanying 
the mining projects 
How long do they last? 
Actual list of mining projects (licences with different development stages) possible? 
How is the process regulated? 
Involved agencies in this process 
In which stages / processes is your work involved? 
What is the role within the mining sector? 
Describe the process of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) implementation 
and monitoring.  
Who monitors EIA soundness and gives approval?  
Is there a monitoring system in place that during the development EIA measures are 
being implemented? 
If yes, what are the tools for measuring? Intervals, frequency? 
Involved agencies in this process 
What are the main challenges and opportunities at the moment in mining (or in the 
given sector) 
Are there any approaches towards identifying the costs and benefits of mining and 
communicating those publicly? And not only at macro level but also at micro 
Which actors play a role in the sector? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
How would you describe your relationship with mining companies / government 
agencies / NGO & academia / local administration / local community? 
How would you describe the relationship between the two sectors of mineral 
resources and natural resources? 
How would you describe your relationship with communities where mining is 
planned or executed? 
Is there a defined strategy working with the involved actors such as companies, the 
communities, local administration, etc.? 
Are their established platforms for trilateral / multi-stakeholder communication? 
What have worked so far, and why? 
What have not worked, and why? 
Ideas how to approach these challenges 
What do you think comes off short in regard of all the activities in this field? Any 
gap that should be filled? 
To what extent would you like to be involved in the research project: inform, 
involve and collaborate? 
Anything you deem necessary and important to mention that has not been 
mentioned so far? 
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Table A- 2. State Inspectorate for Ecological and Technical Safety and State Agency 
on Environment Protection and Forestry 

Presentation of the research: 
Present aim, ask permission, mention the information will be used for scientific 
purposes, mention anonymity, ask permission to record 
Describe mandate (what does it include / what not), involvement in the sector 
How do you approach your mandate, work? 
At which stage of licensing of mining projects are you involved? 
Describe the process from the point of involvement for different stages / purposes. 
Describe the process of monitoring and coordination of the activities accompanying 
the mining projects 
How long do they last? 
Involved agencies in this process 
How is your relationship to them? 
Describe the process of EIA implementation and monitoring. Who monitors EIA 
soundness and gives approval?  
Is there a monitoring system in place that during the development EIA measures are 
being implemented? 
If yes, what are the tools for measuring? Intervals, frequency? 
Involved agencies in this process 
How would assess this tool as an environmental assessment tool? 
Do you play a role in the assessments? Like EIA or others? 
Do you carry out your own measurements on water and soil quality parameters? 
If yes, could you tell us a bit about your methodology? 
Is it possible to share the data with me for scientific purposes? 
What are the main challenges and opportunities at the moment in mining (or in the 
given sector) 
Which actors play a role in the sector? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
How would you describe your relationship with mining companies / government 
agencies / NGO & academia / local administration / local community? 
Which actors do you work with? 
How would you describe your relationship to these? 
How would you describe the relationship between the two sectors of mineral 
resources and natural resources? 
How would you describe your relationship with communities where mining is 
planned or executed? 
Is there a defined strategy working with the involved actors such as companies, the 
communities, local administration, etc.? 
Are their established platforms for multi-stakeholder communication? 
Are there any approaches towards identifying the costs and benefits of mining and 
communicating those publicly? And not only at macro level but also at micro  
What have worked so far, and why? 
What have not worked, and why? 
Ideas how to approach these challenges 
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What do you think comes off short in regard of all the activities in this field? Any 
gap that should be filled? 
To what extent would you like to be involved in the research project: inform, involve 
and collaborate? 
Anything you deem necessary and important to mention that has not been mentioned 
so far? 
 
Table A- 3. Hydrometeorological Agency under the Ministry of Emergency 
Situations and National Statistic Committee 

Presentation of the research: 
Present aim, ask permission, mention the information will be used for scientific 
purposes, mention anonymity, ask permission to record 
Describe mandate (what does it include / what not), involvement in the sector 
How do you approach your mandate, work? 
Which actors play a role in the sector where you work? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
Any integrated resource management practices known to you?  
Do you work with river basin plans? Any organisations known to you that work with 
them? 
Do you work with land use maps? Any organisations known to you that work with 
them? 
Here: if the conversation allows, start asking about the data set 
Are you involved in mineral resource sector? 
At which stages / steps are you involved? 
What are the main challenges and opportunities at the moment in mining (or in the 
given sector) 
How would you describe the relationship between the two sectors of mineral 
resources and natural resources? 
Which actors play a role in the sector(s)? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
How would you describe your relationship with mining companies / government 
agencies / NGO & academia / local administration / local community? 
Describe the process of EIA implementation and monitoring. Who monitors EIA 
soundness and gives approval?  
Is there a monitoring system in place that during the development EIA measures are 
being implemented? 
If yes, what are the tools for measuring? Intervals, frequency? 
Involved agencies in this process 
How would assess this tool as an environmental assessment tool? 
How would you describe your relationship with communities where mining is 
planned or executed? 
Is there a defined strategy working with the involved actors such as companies, the 
communities, local administration, etc.? 
Are their established platforms for trilateral / multi-stakeholder communication? 
What have worked so far, and why? 
What have not worked, and why? 
Ideas how to approach these challenges 
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What do you think comes off short in regard of all the activities in this field? Any 
gap that should be filled? 
To what extent would you like to be involved in the research project: inform, involve 
and collaborate? 
Anything you deem necessary and important to mention that has not been mentioned 
so far? 

 
Table A- 4. Non-governmental Organisations, International Donors, Business 
Associations, Academic Organisations and International Standard Offices 

Presentation of the research: 
Present aim, ask permission, mention the information will be used for scientific 
purposes, mention anonymity, ask permission to record 
Describe mandate (what does it include / what not), involvement in the sector 
How do you approach your mandate, work? 
Which actors play a role in the sector where you work? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
Any integrated resource management practices known to you?  
Do you work with river basin plans? Any organisations known to you that work with 
them? 
Do you work with land use maps? Any organisations known to you that work with 
them? 
Here: if the conversation allows, start asking about the data set 
Are you involved in mineral resource sector? 
At which stages / steps are you involved? 
What are the main challenges and opportunities at the moment in mining (or in the 
given sector) 
How would you describe the relationship between the two sectors of mineral 
resources and natural resources? 
Which actors play a role in the sector(s)? 
How would you describe your relationship with these? 
How would you describe your relationship with mining companies / government 
agencies / NGO & academia / local administration / local community? 
Describe the process of EIA implementation and monitoring. Who monitors EIA 
soundness and gives approval?  
Is there a monitoring system in place that during the development EIA measures are 
being implemented? 
If yes, what are the tools for measuring? Intervals, frequency? 
Involved agencies in this process 
How would assess this tool as an environmental assessment tool? 
How would you describe your relationship with communities where mining is 
planned or executed? 
Is there a defined strategy working with the involved actors such as companies, the 
communities, local administration, etc.? 
Are their established platforms for trilateral / multi-stakeholder communication? 
What have worked so far, and why? 
What have not worked, and why? 
Ideas how to approach these challenges 
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What do you think comes off short in regard of all the activities in this field? Any 
gap that should be filled? 
To what extent would you like to be involved in the research project: inform, involve 
and collaborate? 
Anything you deem necessary and important to mention that has not been mentioned 
so far? 

 
Table A- 5. Mining Companies 

Presentation of the research: 
Present aim, ask permission, mention the information will be used for scientific 
purposes, mention anonymity, ask permission to record 
Details of the company (name, ownership, different shareholders, country of origin) 
Details of the project (a joint-venture? Involved shareholders, etc.) 
Name of the project  
Type of mineral extracted 
Stage of the project 
Volume 
Exact coordinates of the site 
Proximity to the next village 
Population 
Progress so far 
How do you approach the local community and the local administration where your 
mine site will be developed? 
Is the EIA already implemented? Published? 
Have you carried out baseline studies for testing the initial soil and water 
parameters? 
Which measures to counteract the environmental and social impacts? 
Time plan 
Experience so far / Challenges  
What has worked and what not so far 
Which actors play a role in the sector? 
Working with whom? 
How would you describe the relationship to these players? 
If problematic -> what / who is in your opinion the cause behind it 
How do you work with these groups of actors? 
Is there a defined strategy working with the involved actors such as companies, the 
communities, local administration, etc.? 
Are their established platforms for multi-stakeholder communication? Also with 
other companies 
Are there any approaches towards identifying the costs and benefits of mining and 
communicating those publicly? And not only at macro level but also at micro  
Do you promote the implementation of public hearing? 
What have worked so far, and why? 
What have not worked, and why? 
Ideas how to approach these challenges 
What do you think comes off short in regard of all the activities in this field? Any 
gap that should be filled? 
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To what extent would you like to be involved in the research project: inform, involve 
and collaborate? 
Anything you deem necessary and important to mention that has not been mentioned 
so far? 
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Appendix B. Adapted dictator game design 
 
Table B- 1. Adapted dictator game75  

Round Location 

 Orlovka Nationwide 
Round 1 
Non-governmental 
organisations 

Nurmeeisa (rus. 
‘Нурмээайса’) 

Pomogot Legko (rus. 
‘Помогать легко’; eng. ‘It’s 
easy to help’)  

Supports marginalised 
children and their families in 
Orlovka 

Supports children with cancer 
nationwide   

Round 2 
State organisations 

Local department of social 
protection in Orlovka (rus. 
‘Отдел социальной защиты 
при Мэрии в г. Орловка’) 

State orphanages in 
Kyrgyzstan (rus. 
‘Государственные детские 
дома по Кыргызстану’) 

Supports marginalised 
residents of Orlovka 

Devoted to care of orphans and 
children separated from their 
biological families 

Experiment Procedures 
Before beginning the experiment, we made sure the participant was clear about the 
instructions. The participant could stop us at any time to ask questions for clarifications. 
If there were questions that would lead to discussion, we asked the participant to save 
these until the end of the study, as we wanted to make sure every participant was provided 
with the same level of information during the experiment. We read out the questions to 
the participant from a distance where they could also see and read them. Throughout the 
study we repeated that every decision they made would remain anonymous. 
In each round, the participant was given three envelopes for allocating the money: two 
representing the organisations and one for themselves. Upon explaining the options for 
each round, the experimenter and the assistant would turn away from the participant 
during the decision time. The participants were explicitly told not to announce their 
decisions to the experiment team. For minimising a potential order effect, we swapped 
the rounds for every second participant (Camerer 2003). Following the game and the 
mining survey, each participant was given the chance to ask or add information and 
received the participant fee. 

                                                 
75 The availability and causes of organisations operational in Orlovka were the defining factors in 
selecting these organisations. Unfortunately, there were only a few options with comparable causes to 
choose from in Orlovka. For limiting additional biases, we identified the two nationwide organisations 
in line with the causes of organisations identified in Orlovka. Following the initial selection, we further 
assessed the work and reputation of the organisations. We established that none of the organisations 
suffered from a bad reputation, except in the case of Nurmeeisa in Orlovka that was associated with 
mixed sentiments from the local population. 
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Study area and sampling 
In Bishkek, we identified two areas: the ‘Erkindik’ park and the ‘Ortosay’ bazaar (see 
Figure III-3 for the map of the study areas). Both locations are visited by people with 
diverse demographic backgrounds. In Orlovka, given the smaller town size and number 
of inhabitants, we had to hold the experiments all over whole town for attaining the same 
sample size as in Bishkek. Each experimental session per location lasted around three 
hours. In Bishkek, we rotated between the two locations, making sure to cover them at 
different times of the day during the week as well as the weekend. In Orlovka, we would 
continue where we stopped the last session. During the sessions, following random 
sampling we approached every third passer-by asking if they wanted to be part of the 
research in exchange for a participation fee. If they agreed, we checked their eligibility: 
only those of age living in the study area could participate. Subsequently, we introduced 
ourselves and explained the aim of our study, namely to investigate the cooperation in the 
use and management of natural resources in Kyrgyzstan, including mining. This was 
followed by outlining the experiment and the questionnaire. Upon clarifying questions, if 
there were any, we started with the dictator game. Following the game, we handed out 
the participant fee and thanked the participants for their time. 
 
 

References 
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Appendix C1. Dictator game protocol (English) 
 
Introduction 

Hello!  
I am a researcher from Germany and I need your help. Would you like to help me and 
while doing so earn up to 800 KGS (10.28 EUR)76 depending on the decisions you make? 
It will take about 15 minutes. 
Thank you for your willingness and time! With your willingness to participate, you have 
already won 200 KGS (2.57 EUR)! It will be paid out at the end of our conversation. 
Moreover, depending on the decisions you make, you have a chance of receiving up to 
another 600 KGS (7.70 EUR).  
Let us quickly make sure that you are eligible:  
Are you 18 years old or above?  
Do you live here?  
Great, let’s start! Now, who are we and what are we going to do? We are doing a scientific 
survey on readiness to cooperate in use and management of natural resources including 
mining in Kyrgyzstan. This is X and s/he is assisting me.  
The survey consists of two parts. In the first part, you are given a total gift money of 600 
KGS. In two rounds, you will have the option to donate some or all of this money to social 
causes. You can also keep all the money. Thereafter, I will ask you some questions about 
your decisions. You will remain anonymous and your answers will be used only for 
research purposes. 
In the second part of the survey, I will ask you a couple of questions about you and your 
background. You may interrupt me at any time to ask questions for clarification.  
Do you have any questions? Okay, let’s proceed. 
 
Survey                                       Respondent ID:  
 

I. Experiment 
In each of two rounds, you will receive 300 KGS as a gift. You will then have the option 
to donate part or all of it for social causes to predetermined organisations. It is your 
decision how you split the gift and nobody except me will know what your decision has 
been. 
If you don’t have any questions, let us start with Round 1: 
Here are three envelopes: one for you and two representing an organisation respectively 
(show the envelopes but hand out first only the respondent envelope). 
After I hand out the donation envelopes and the gift, you have the following options: You 
may keep all of the money; you can allocate the money between yourself and the two 
charities; you can donate all the money and split between these organisations or donate 
all of it to only one of the organisations.  

                                                 
76 EUR=77.75 KGS  https://www1.oanda.com/currency/converter/ accessed on 13.08.2018 

https://www1.oanda.com/currency/converter/
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In this round, there are the following organisations: 
Nurmeeisa is a non-governmental organisation that supports children, their families that 
are in a difficult life situation as well as orphanage graduates in Orlovka (hand out the 
envelope with organisation’s logo on it) 
AND 
Pomogot Legko (transl. ‘It’s easy to help’) is a non-governmental organisation that 
helps children with cancer getting the care they need in all parts of Kyrgyzstan (hand out 
the envelope with second organisation’s logo on it) 
Here are 6x50 KGS banknotes. Place as many banknotes as you want to keep into your 
envelope and the amount you want to donate into the donation envelopes. 
Please take your time to make your decision. I’ll turn away. Let me know, when you have 
made your decision. 
Once the respondent has made his/her decision, collect the envelopes. 
Thank you! Now, onto Round 2: 
 
In this round, the same rules apply as in Round 1. The only difference is the organisations. 
Here are three envelopes again (show the envelopes but hand out only the respondent 
envelope). 
After I hand out the donation envelopes and the gift, you have the same options as in 
Round 1: You may keep all of the money; you can allocate the money between yourself 
and the two possible donation recipients; you can donate all the money and split between 
these organisations or donate all of it to only one of them. 
In this round, you have the two following organisations to donate to if you chose to do 
so: 
Local department of social protection in Orlovka to be spent on poor and marginalised 
people living in Orlovka (hand out the envelope with organisation’s logo on it) 
AND 
State orphanages in all parts of Kyrgyzstan, your donations will be spent on dire needs 
of the orphans (hand out the envelope with second organisation’s logo on it) 
You are again given 300 KGS in 6x50 KGS banknotes. Place as many banknotes as you 
want to keep into your envelope and the amount you want to donate into the donation 
envelopes. 
Please take your time to make your decision. I’ll turn away. Let me know, when you have 
made your decision. 
Once the respondent has made his/her decision, collect the envelopes. 
Thank you! We are almost done with the first part. Just a couple of questions for being 
able to understand the decisions made: 
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1. What influenced your allocation decisions the most? 5 choices 
Round 1 
o Existing or lack of information about 

the organisations 
o Type of organisation 
o Their reputation 
o Where they operate 
o Who needs the money more 
o Other reasons that influenced your 

decision, please specify: 
 
 

Round 2 
o Existing or lack of information about 

the organisations 
o Type of organisation 
o Their reputation 
o Where they operate 
o Who needs the money more 
o Other reasons that influenced your 

decision, please specify: 
 
 

2. What would have changed your decisions? 4 choices 
o Nothing 
o More information about the organisations and where they will use the donation 
o More information about me: you don’t know if you can trust me with the donation 
o You would have liked to ask your family and friends for their opinion 
o Other factors, please specify: 
 

 
3. Please assess your familiarity with each of the aforementioned organisations: 

o Nurmeeisa in Orlovka 
4- Familiar 3-Somewhat familiar 2-Not very familiar 1- Not at all familiar 
 
o Pomogot Legko in Kyrgyzstan 
4- Familiar 3-Somewhat familiar 2-Not very familiar 1- Not at all familiar 
 
o Local department of social protection in Orlovka 
4- Familiar 3-Somewhat familiar 2-Not very familiar 1- Not at all familiar 
 
o State orphanages in Kyrgyzstan 
4- Familiar 3-Somewhat familiar 2-Not very familiar 1- Not at all familiar 

 
Thank you very much! We are done with the first part. Let us now continue with the final 
part: 

II. Questionnaire  

You may choose only ONE of the multiple choices! 

4. Where do you come from? State open and specify through: 
o Orlovka / Bishkek (to be adjusted for each location) 
o Another city close to Orlovka/Bishkek  
o Another city far from Orlovka Bishkek 
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o Rural area close to Orlovka/Bishkek 
o Rural area far from Orlovka/Bishkek 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
5. How old are you? State open and specify through: 

o 18-24 
o 25-44 
o 45-64 
o 65+ 

 
6. What is your gender? Not to be asked, make a tick: 

o Male 
o Female 

 
7. What is the highest degree of education you have completed? State open and 

specify through: 
o Primary school 
o High school 
o Vocational school 
o Bachelor’s degree 
o Master’s degree 
o Other, please specify: 
 
 

8. What is your ethnicity? State open and specify through: 
o Kyrgyz 
o Russian 
o Uzbek 
o Uygur 
o Chinese 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
9. What is your religion? State open and specify through: 

o Muslim 
o Christian 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
o Not religious 
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10. In which sector are you working? State open and specify through: 
o You work in public sector 
o You work in private sector 
o You have your own business 
o You work in non-profit sector (local / international NGOs, CSOs, etc.) 
o You work in academia 
o You are a student 
o You are unemployed 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
11. Have you or has any of your family members worked in manufacturing / 

industrial production? 
o Yes, mining related 
o Yes, non-mining related 
o No 

12. Do you have children? 
o Yes 
o No 

13. What is your net monthly income? 
o ≤ 5,000  
o 5,000 < – ≤ 10,000 KGS 
o 10,000 < – ≤ 15,000 KGS 
o 15,000 < – ≤ 20,000 KGS 
o 20,000 < – ≤ 25,000 KGS 
o More than 25,000 KGS 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
14. Which one of the following statements represents your opinion about the mining 

sector in Kyrgyzstan best? 6 choices 
o You are not interested in mining, you do not care 
o Mining helps the country to develop 
o Mining benefits your community 
o The sector cannot develop because of the conflicts around mining 
o You don’t see any benefits from mining 
o You are against mining the way it is being implemented here 
o Other, please specify: 
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15. How much do you trust the central government to use the mineral resources for 
the development of the country? 4 choices 
o You trust the government  
o You somewhat trust the government 
o You don’t trust the government much 
o You don’t trust the government at all 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
16. Which one of the following statements do you agree with? 2 choices 

o The costs and benefits of mining are distributed fairly 
o The costs and benefits of mining are not distributed fairly, please specify: 
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
17. Which one of the following statements do you agree with? 2 choices 

o The local communities prevent the country to make use of our mineral richness 
o The local communities are left alone with the impacts of mining  
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
18. What do you think about the mining conflicts in the local communities? 4 choices 

o You are not interested in these conflicts, I do not care 
o You are not informed about the conflicts 
o The conflicts are a good way of demanding improvements of mining practices 
o The conflicts are a threat to the country’s development  
o Other, please specify: 
 

 
19. Any other information you would like to share with us? 
 

END 
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Appendix C2. Dictator game protocol (Russian) 
Введение 

Здравствуйте! 
Можно ли занять ваше время, это займет не более 15 минут, при этом вы сможете 
заработать до 800 сом в зависимости от решений, которые вы примите.  
Спасибо за ваше согласие принять участие, благодаря этому вы уже выиграли 200 
сомов! Сумма будет выплачена в конце игры. Помимо этого, в зависимости от 
решений, которые вы принимаете, у вас есть еще шанс получить дополнительно 
600 сомов. 
Давайте убедимся подходите ли вы для участия: 

- Вам не меньше 18 лет? 
- Вы проживаете здесь (в Бишкеке/Орловке)? 

Прекрасно, давайте начнем!  
Мы проводим научный опрос о «готовность к сотрудничеству в использовании и 
управлении природными ресурсами, включая добычу полезных ископаемых в 
Кыргызстане». Опрос состоит из двух частей. Это Х и он/она помогает мне. 
В первой части вам дается денежный подарок в размере 600 сомов. В двух раундах 
у вас будет возможность пожертвовать часть или всю сумму на социальные цели. 
Вы также можете оставить всю сумму себе. После этого мы зададим вам несколько 
вопросов относительно вашего решения. Вы останетесь анонимными, и ваши 
ответы будут использоваться только для исследовательских целей.  
Во второй части опроса мы зададим вам пару вопросов о Вас. Вы можете прервать 
нас в любое время, чтобы задать вопросы для разъяснения. 
 
У вас есть вопросы? Хорошо, давайте начнем. 

Опрос     Респондент ID:   Duration:  

III. часть 

В каждом из двух раундов вы получите по 300 сомов в подарок. После этого у вас 
будет возможность пожертвовать часть или всю сумму на социальные нужды для 
определенных организаций. Это ваше право решать, как распределить деньги. 
Никто кроме нас, не узнает, каким было ваше решение. 

Если у вас нет вопросов, давайте начнем Раунд 1: 

Вот три конверта: один для Вас и два соответственно для организаций (покажите 
конверты, но сначала раздайте конверт только респонденту). 

После раздачи конвертов для пожертвований и денежного подарка у вас есть 
следующие варианты: вы можете сохранить все деньги; вы можете разделить 
деньги между собой и двумя благотворительными организациями; вы можете 
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пожертвовать все деньги и распределить между двумя организациями или можете 
пожертвовать все деньги только одной организации. 

В этом раунде есть две организации: 

Нурмээайса это общественный благотворительный фонд, который поддерживает 
детей и их семьи, находящиеся в трудной жизненной ситуации в Орловке 
(раздайте конверт с логотипом организации). 

А ТАКЖЕ 
 
Помогать легко это общественный фонд, который помогает онкобольным детям 
получить необходимую для них помощь по всему Кыргызстану (раздайте конверт 
с логотипом второй организации). 

Мы даем Вам 300 сомов в банкнотах по 50 сом. Поместите в свой конверт столько 
банкнот, сколько вы хотите оставить себе, а остальную сумму, которую вы хотите 
пожертвовать, в конверты для пожертвований.  

Сейчас у вас есть время для принятия решения. Дайте нам знать, когда примете 
решение. 

После того, как респондент принял решение, соберите конверты 

Спасибо! Теперь Раунд 2: 

В этом раунде действуют те же правила, что и в первом раунде. Единственное 
отличие – в организациях. Вот опять три конверта (покажите конверты, но 
раздайте только конверт респондента). 

После раздачи конвертов для пожертвований и денежного подарка у вас есть те же 
варианты, что и в 1 Раунде: вы можете оставить все деньги себе; вы можете 
разделить деньги между собой и двумя возможными получателями пожертвований; 
вы можете пожертвовать все деньги и разделить между этими двумя 
организациями или же пожертвовать всю сумму только одной из них. 

В этом раунде у вас есть два варианта:  

Отдел социальной защиты при Мэрии в г. Орловка, ваши пожертвования будут 
потрачены на социально уязвимые слои населения в г. Орловка (раздайте конверт 
с логотипом организации на нем). 

А ТАКЖЕ 
 
Помочь государственным детским домам по Кыргызстану, ваши 
пожертвования пойдут на нужды детей из государственных детских домов по 
всему Кыргызстану (раздайте конверт с логотипом второй организации). 
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Мы снова даем Вам 300 сомов в банкнотах по 50 сом. Поместите в свой конверт 
столько банкнот, сколько вы хотите оставить себе, а остальную сумму, которую вы 
хотите пожертвовать, в конверты для пожертвований. 

Сейчас у вас есть время для принятия решения. Мы отвернемся, а вы дайте нам 
знать, когда примете решение. 

После того, как респондент принял решение, соберите конверты. 

Спасибо! Мы почти закончили с первой частью. Осталось всего пару вопросов, 
чтобы понять что повлияло на ваши решения: 

20. Что больше всего повлияло на ваше решение о распределении денег? 5 
вариантов 

Раунд 1 
o Наличие или отсутствие 

информации об организациях 
o Тип организации: 

(государственная или частная / 
общественная орг-ция) 

o Репутация организаций 
o Местоположение организации 
o Кому нужнее деньги  
o Другие причины повлияли на Ваше 

решение, пожалуйста уточните: 
 
 

Раунд 2 
o Наличие или отсутствие 

информации об организациях  
o Тип организации: 

(государственная или частная / 
общественная орг-ция) 

o Репутация организаций 
o Местоположение организации 
o Кому нужнее деньги 
o Другие причины повлияли на Ваше 

решение, пожалуйста уточните: 
 
 

21. Что могло бы изменить ваше решение? 4 варианта 
o Ничего 
o Более подробная информация об организациях и на что они будут 

использовать пожертвования 
o Больше информации о нас: вы не уверены можете ли вы доверять нам 

пожертвования 
o Вы бы хотели спросить мнение своей семьи и друзей  
o Другие факторы, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
22. Просьба оценить вашу осведомленность о каждой из вышеупомянутых 

структур: 
 
o Нурмээайса в Орловке 
4-Знаком 3-Немного знаком 2-Не очень знаком 1-Совершенно не знаком 
 
o Помогать легко по всему Кыргызстану 
4-Знаком 3-Немного знаком 2-Не очень знаком 1-Совершенно не знаком 

 
o Отдел социальной защиты при Мэрии в г. Орловка 
4-Знаком 3-Немного знаком 2-Не очень знаком 1-Совершенно не знаком 
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o Государственные детские дома в Кыргызстане 
4- Знаком 3-Немного знаком 2-Не очень знаком 1- Совершенно не знаком 

 
Большое спасибо! Мы закончили эту часть. Теперь мы продолжим 
заключительную часть: 
 

IV. часть 
 
Вы можете выбрать только один вариант! 
 
23. Откуда вы родом? Оставьте вопрос открытым и укажите: 

o Бишкек  
o Другой город, близкий к Бишкеку/Орловке 
o Другой город далеко от Бишкека/Орловки 
o Сельская местность в близи от Бишкека/Орловки 
o Сельская местность далеко от Бишкека/Орловки 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
24. Сколько вам лет? Оставьте вопрос открытым и укажите: 

o 18-24 
o 25-44 
o 45-64 
o 65+ 

 
25. Какой у Вас пол? Не спрашивать, просто отметить: 

o Мужчина 
o Женщина 

 
26. Какой у Вас уровень образования? Оставьте вопрос открытым и укажите: 

o Начальная школа 
o Средняя школа 
o Профессиональное училище 
o Степень бакалавра 
o Степень магистра 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
27. Кто вы по национальности? Оставьте вопрос открытым и укажите: 

o Кыргыз 
o Русский 
o Узбек 
o Уйгур 
o Китаец 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
28. К какому вероисповеданию Вы себя относите?  
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o Ислам 
o Христианство 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
o Не религиозен 

 
29. В какой сфере вы работаете? Оставьте вопрос открытым и укажите: 

o Вы работаете в государственных структурах 
o Вы работаете в частных организациях 
o У вас есть собственный бизнес 
o Вы работаете в некоммерческом секторе (местные / международные НПО, 

ОГО и т. д.) 
o Вы работаете в области науки 
o Вы студент 
o Вы безработный 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните 
 

30. Были ли у вас или есть члены семьи, работающие в сфере промышленного 
производства? (любое производство: продуктов питания, одежды, 
строительных материалов и т.д.) 
o Да, в горнодобывающей отрасли 
o Да, в сфере промышленного производства (не относится к 

горнодобывающему сектору) 
o нет 

 
31. Есть ли у Вас дети? 

o  Да  
o Нет 

 
32. Укажите интервал, в который входит ваш месячный доход?  

o ≤ 5,000  
o 5,000 < – ≤ 10,000 Сом 
o 10,000 < – ≤ 15,000 Сом 
o 15,000 < – ≤ 20,000 Сом 
o 20,000 < – ≤ 25,000 Сом 
o Больше чем 25,000 Сом 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
33. Какое из следующих утверждений лучше всего отражает ваше мнение о 

горнодобывающем секторе в Кыргызстане? 6 вариантов 
o Вы не заинтересованы в горнодобывающем секторе, Вам все равно 
o Горнодобывающий сектор помогает стране развиваться 
o Горнодобывающий сектор помогает местности, в которой вы проживаете 
o Горнодобывающий сектор не может развиваться из-за конфликтов вокруг 

него 
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o Вы не видите пользы от горнодобывающего сектора 
o Вы против того как горнодобывающий сектор здесь работает  
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните 
 

 
34. Насколько вы доверяете правительству в управлении и использовании 

минеральных ресурсов для развития страны? 4 варианта  
o Вы доверяете правительству 
o Вы немного доверяете правительству 
o Вы не очень доверяете правительству  
o Вы совершенно не доверяете правительству  
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните 
 
 

35. С какими из следующих утверждений вы согласны? 2 варианта 
o Выгоды и негативные последствия от горнодобывающего сектора 

распределяются справедливо 
o Выгоды и негативные последствия от горнодобывающего сектора 

распределяются не справедливо, просьба уточнить 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

36. С какими из следующих утверждений вы согласны? 2 варианта 
o Местные общины не позволяют стране использовать минеральные 

богатства 
o Местные общины остаются наедине с последствиями добычи 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
37. Что вы думаете о конфликтах в горнодобывающем секторе в местных 

сообществах? 4 варианта 
o Вас не интересуют эти конфликты, Вам все равно 
o Вы не осведомлены о конфликтах 
o Конфликты - это хороший способ требовать совершенствования практики в 

горнодобывающем секторе 
o Конфликты представляют собой угрозу для развития страны 
o Другое, пожалуйста, уточните: 
 

 
38. Есть ли другая информация, которой вы хотели бы поделиться с нами до 

окончания опроса? 
 

 
КОНЕЦ
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Appendix D. Statistical data analysis 
We used a zero-one-inflated Beta model for donation fractions, i.e., donations divided by 
their maxima (600 KGS in total, 300 KGS per round or per charity). We thus neglected 
cases were participants donated part or all of their participant fee as well (up to 200 KGS) 
or even more out of their own pocket. These cases were classed as maximum donations. 
The Beta model on fractions allowed modelling left-skewed as well as right-skewed data. 
The model was implemented using the R ‘brms’ interface to the ‘Stan’ inference engine 
(Bürkner 2017; Carpenter et al. 2017; Stan Development Team 2018). We used weak 
priors throughout: student-t (df=3, mu=0, sigma=10) priors for all effect parameters, 
except for the zero-one-inflation probability (zoi) and conditional-one-inflation 
probability (coi) effects, where we used logistic(mu=0, scale=1) priors. When zoi or coi 
were not explicitly modelled then a Beta (mean=1, precision=1) prior was used. A 
Gamma (mu=0.01, shape=0.01) prior was used for the precision parameter of the overall 
Beta model. Four model variants were compared each time (common zoi and coi, 
common coi and modelled zoi, common zoi and modelled coi, modelled zoi and coi) 
using the expected log pointwise predictive density of leave-one-out cross validation 
(ELPD-LOO) via the R ‘loo’ package called from ‘brms’ (Vehtari et al. 2017). The best-
performing model according to ELPD was used for further analysis. 
For compositional data with more than two fractions (i.e., the money participants kept for 
themselves vs. what they donated to their respective ingroup vs. what they donated to 
their outgroup) we used a Dirichlet model via the ‘brms’ package. Again, weak student-
t(df=3, mu=0, sigma=10) priors were used for all effects and a Gamma(mu=0.01, 
shape=0.01) prior was used for the precision parameter of the Dirichlet model. 
For contingency tables we used a multinomial model as total counts were fixed by the 
total number of participants. A weakly informative prior cell count of aij = a = 1

R∙C
 was 

used, where R is the number of rows and C is the number of columns of the contingency 
table (Aitkin 2010), meaning a total prior weight of 1 compared to the data weight of 120. 
The probability of the independence hypothesis vs. the dependence hypothesis was 
calculated following Aitkin (2010) via the deviance difference. The dependence 
hypothesis is that the two categorical variables are dependent, rather than independent. 
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Appendix E. Data collection methods, national actors and sample size 

Method Actors Sample size 

State Private Non-profit 

Semi-structured 
individual 
interviews 

State organisations 
(7)77

Mining companies 
(6), business 
associations (2) 

Non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) 
(2), international 
donor organisations 
(2), international 
standards office (1), 
academic 
organisations (3) 

23 interviews (average 
duration: 1-1,5 hours) 

Semi-structured 
group interviews 

State organisation (1)78 Mining company (1) NGOs (2), academic 
organisation (1) 

5 groups; 2 to 4 
participants each (average 
duration: 1,5 hours) 

Participant 
observation 

Public seminar organised by state actors in the Panfilov district for 
informing the representatives of the local community about mining 
plans in the region79 

1 public information 
seminar (3 hours) 

77 Ministry of Economy, State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining, State Agency for 
Environmental Protection and Forestry, State Inspection Office for Environmental and Technical 
Safety, National Statistical Committee, Hydrometeorological Agency under the Ministry of 
Emergency Situations of the Kyrgyz Republic. 
78 State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining. 
79 Organised by the Ministry of Economy and State Committee for Industry, Energy and Mining in 
the Panfilov district of the Chui region in northern Kyrgyzstan. 
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Appendix F. Institutional foundations of behaviour in mining transactions 
Transaction system 

attributes Shared beliefs and norms Implied regularities of behaviour 

State actors Private actors Non-profit actors 
Low modularity, 
functional 
interdependence 

Functionally interdependent social and 
legal licensing; weak law enforcement 
leads to conflicts 

Path-dependent transaction processes; 
interdependent with rivalry, trust in and 
support from state 

Transactions mirror the general unstable 
economic, political and societal 
processes and are path-dependent 

Distrust in state’s capacity to mobilise 
economic potential of mining 

Excludability Not perceived as an attribute Exclusion determined by social license High excludability of the licensees Advocating for more cooperation with 
communities 

Rivalry Not perceived as an attribute High rivalry between communities and 
mining companies 

High rivalry over land, mineral 
resources and means of production 

Community resistance to mining; 
withdrawal from operation 

Asset specificity 
Transaction highly asset-specific; 
capacity of local self-government and 
communities determine the responses 

Highly asset-specific large-scale 
projects; decentralisation is a structural 
cause of conflict 

Highly human asset-specific transaction; 
condition not met ubiquitously 

Limited outgroup trust and cooperation 

Uncertainty 
Clearly set rules; local communities, 
local self-government and companies 
increase uncertainty 

Cost of uncertainty borne by companies 
and communities; conflicts are the 
community response 

Cost of high uncertainty borne by 
communities and companies 

Negotiation between companies and 
communities with limited legal 
protection 

Frequency Not perceived as an attribute Low frequency increases the 
dependency on Kumtor 

Not perceived as an attribute Risk-averse foreign companies avoid 
investing in the sector 

Resource size 
High asset specificity of large-scale 
deposits justifies concentrating state 
effort around these concessions 

State financially dependent on larger 
mines; motivation to safeguard those 

Ability to observe and monitor the 
transaction impact decreases with 
resource size  

Safeguarding large-scale mining 
projects; communities around smaller 
deposits protest 

Jointness/lack of 
separability 

Local self-government supports the 
conflicting communities; jointness not 
more than in any other production mode 

High jointness; different concerns drive 
conflicts; jointness conducive to 
ecological instrumentalisation 

Joint transaction system; lack of 
separability of resistance drivers; lack of 
functional clarity 

Limited acknowledgement of potential 
ecological footprint 

Heterogeneity/ 
variability 

Responses vary depending on local 
information and knowledge 

Highly site-specific factors fluctuate 
over time corresponding to uncertainty 

Varying sentiments across space and 
time; reactive to national uncertainty 

Limiting conflict to context with partial 
recognition of uncertainty 

Measurability/ 
observability 

Measurability and observability increase 
with disclosure, outreach and as mines 
develop 

Cooperation with communities can 
increase the measurability and 
observability and decrease uncertainty 

Low measurability and observability; 
increase over time; weak enforcement 
causes distrust, fuelling conflicts 

Distrust in current mining impact 
monitoring 

Distance 
Awareness-raising about the transaction 
system is the mandate of the local 
administration 

Distance between partners influential for 
execution; increases uncertainty 

Distance weakens outgroup cooperation; 
state focuses on conflicts nearby 

Prioritisation of resolving conflicts 
closer to the capital 

Reversibility 
Highly reversible transactions Conflicts target reversing the focal 

transaction  
Resistance for reversing transactions; 
environmental impact triggers conflicts 

Recognising conflicts as expression of 
discontent without reliance on rule of 
law 

Complexity 
Mining too complex to be understood by 
local actors 

Complex transaction system; limited 
state capacity; lack of unified strategy 
for dealing with conflicting responses 

Complex system with uncertain 
outcomes; nonlinear motivations; 
mental models not studied 

Limited action and intergroup 
cooperation for overcoming the roots of 
complexity 
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Transaction system 
attributes Shared beliefs and norms Implied regularities of behaviour 

 State actors Private actors Non-profit actors  

Legitimacy 
District and local administrations have 
lower legitimacy; ecological concerns 
possess low legitimacy 

Low legitimacy; medium legitimacy of 
ecological concerns; legitimacy 
increases with resource size 

System indicates low legitimacy; 
uncertainty and path-dependency 
challenge legitimacy 

Disbelief in the transaction system 
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Appendix G. Distribution of responses to questions 5, 7, 12 and 13 in 
Bishkek and Orlovka 
 

 
 

Figure G- 1. Distribution of responses to questions 5, 7, 12 and 13 in Bishkek and Orlovka 
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