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Abstract 

This study examines Kazakhstan's democratic transition after independence, focusing on how 

historical legacies, elite strategies, and post-totalitarian conditions interact. Unlike previous 

research emphasizing only institutional or cultural factors, this article integrates both approaches to 

capture Kazakhstan's hybrid path of democratization. The study employs a comparative historical 

and institutional design, analyzing constitutions, presidential decrees, parliamentary records, and 

elite speeches from 1990-2020. Statistical comparison using Freedom House and World Bank 

indicators adds empirical support. The findings reveal that Kazakhstan's democratization has been 

predominantly top-down, driven by presidential and elite initiatives constrained by Soviet legacies. 

Over time, elite adaptation and the gradual rise of civil society have promoted limited pluralization 

and modest checks on executive power. The article contributes to transitology and elite circulation 

theory by illustrating how elite-centered strategies and historical continuities shape hybrid political 

outcomes. It highlights the slow and non-linear nature of reforms and the growing yet still 

secondary role of civil society in Kazakhstan's long-term political evolution.  
 

Keywords: democratic transit, elitism, Kazakhstan, post-totalitarianism, institute of the 
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Introduction 

Democracy in post-Soviet Kazakhstan emerged as a critical challenge for the newly independent 

nation in the early 1990s. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 opened a window of 

opportunity for democratic transformation, yet it also exposed deep structural vulnerabilities. The 

absence of democratic institutions, coupled with seven decades of totalitarian rule, created 
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conditions where the establishment of democracy became not merely a political aspiration but an 

existential threat to national stability. The early years of independence (1991-2000) witnessed a 

fragile balance between the promise of democratic reform and the risk of political chaos, economic 

collapse, and territorial disintegration. 

Scholarly literature on Kazakhstan's democratization in the 1990s reveals a pattern of cautious 

optimism mixed with persistent concerns. Early studies (Ashimbayev, 2001; Nursha, 2003; Olcott, 

2002) identified Kazakhstan's democratic transition as a "guided" or "managed" process, distinct 

from the mass mobilization characteristic of Eastern European transitions. Ashimbayev (2001) 

analyzed the political transit within the context of global democratization, arguing that 

Kazakhstan's trajectory reflected both universal transitological patterns and region-specific 

constraints. Nursha (2003) emphasized the problems and prospects of political system 

democratization, noting the tension between constitutional declarations and practical 

implementation. Olcott (1992, 2002) highlighted Central Asia's "unexpected statehood" and the 

challenges of building democracy without prior experience of independent governance. 

However, these studies predominantly focused on institutional design and formal constitutional 

changes, with limited attention to the agency of political elites and the mechanisms through which 

they shaped the democratic trajectory. Moreover, the literature often treated democratization as a 

linear process, underestimating the complexity of elite circulation and the strategic calculations 

that preserved authoritarian elements within formally democratic frameworks. 

The continuity of the Soviet-era nomenclature represented one of the most significant obstacles to 

democratic consolidation in Kazakhstan. Unlike Poland, Czechoslovakia, or the Baltic states, 

where anti-communist movements challenged the old elite, Kazakhstan experienced a largely elite-

led transition. The same individuals who had held power under Soviet rule remained in key 

positions after independence, adapting their political strategies to the new reality (Ertisbayev, 

2001; D'jachenko, 2002). This elite continuity had profound implications for the depth and pace 

of democratization. 

The ruling elite faced a dual imperative: to legitimize their authority through democratic rhetoric 

and institutions while maintaining effective control over the political process to prevent 

destabilization. This resulted in what can be termed "controlled pluralism"—a system where 

opposition parties, civil society, and media were permitted to exist but within tightly managed 

boundaries. Presidential power expanded incrementally through constitutional amendments (1993, 
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1995, 1998), each justified by the need for stability and effective governance. The elite's strategy 

was not to block democratization entirely but to channel it in ways that preserved their dominant 

position. 

The reconstruction of political order in independent Kazakhstan was deeply influenced by 

historical practices inherited from both the Soviet period and pre-colonial Kazakh traditions. 

Soviet-era practices of centralized decision-making, party discipline, and top-down mobilization 

persisted in new forms. The concept of edinonachalie (one-man management), which had 

characterized Soviet industrial administration, found its echo in the concentration of executive 

power in the presidency. Similarly, the tradition of kollektivnost' (collectivism) was reinterpreted 

to justify the limitation of individual political rights in favor of national unity and social cohesion. 

At the same time, references to pre-Soviet Kazakh traditions of consensual leadership and tribal 

structures were selectively invoked to legitimize the centralization of power. This cultural framing 

served to naturalize elite dominance, presenting it not as a departure from democracy but as an 

adaptation of democratic principles to local conditions. The interplay between Soviet institutional 

legacies and reconstructed "traditional" practices created a hybrid political culture that resisted 

straightforward categorization within classical transitological frameworks. 

Problem Statement 

The critical problem addressed in this study is the insufficient understanding of how elite agency, 

historical legacies, and institutional design interacted to produce Kazakhstan's hybrid regime in 

the 1990s. While existing literature acknowledges the "managed" nature of Kazakhstan's 

transition, it fails to provide a systematic explanation of the mechanisms through which elites-

maintained control while adopting democratic forms. This gap has both empirical and theoretical 

dimensions. 

Empirically, there is limited research systematically documenting the specific strategies employed 

by the Kazakhstani elite to shape the democratic transition. Most studies offer descriptive accounts 

of constitutional changes or presidential decrees without analyzing the underlying logic of elite 

behavior. The lack of integrated analysis combining institutional reforms with elite discourse and 

public opinion data leaves significant questions unanswered about the drivers and constraints of 

democratization. 

Theoretically, the case of Kazakhstan challenges the classical transition paradigm, which assumes 

that democratization follows a relatively predictable sequence from liberalization to democratic 
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consolidation (O'Donnell & Schmitter, 1986; Linz & Stepan, 1996). Kazakhstan's experience 

suggests that hybrid regimes can exhibit remarkable durability, stabilizing in a "gray zone" 

between authoritarianism and democracy (Carothers, 2002; Levitsky & Way, 2020). However, 

existing transitology struggles to explain this outcome, particularly in resource-rich post-Soviet 

states where elite interests align with the preservation of centralized power. 

The gap appears most acutely in the intersection of three critical factors: 

First, Research Evidence Gap: Despite three decades of independence, there remains a paucity of 

systematic empirical research on elite behavior and democratic attitudes in the 1990s. Primary 

sources such as parliamentary debates, presidential speeches, and early public opinion surveys 

have not been comprehensively analyzed. 

Second, Knowledge Gap: The specific mechanisms of elite circulation—how Soviet-era officials 

transitioned into roles within the new political system—are poorly understood. This includes the 

informal networks, patronage systems, and strategic alliances that underpinned elite cohesion. 

Third, Institutional and Policy Gap: Government policy in the 1990s prioritized state consolidation 

over democratic deepening. Civil society was marginalized, civic education was underdeveloped, 

and political and legal frameworks lacked robust enforcement mechanisms. The elite's attention 

focused on economic survival and territorial integrity, leaving democratic institution-building as a 

secondary concern. 

Furthermore, democracy in the early years of independence was perceived by many within the 

ruling elite not as a universal good but as a potential threat to stability. The collapse of the Soviet 

Union had demonstrated the fragility of political systems undergoing rapid liberalization. The 

experience of civil conflicts in Tajikistan, Georgia, and Moldova reinforced the perception that 

uncontrolled democratization could lead to chaos. Consequently, the Kazakhstani elite adopted a 

defensive posture toward democracy, seeking to manage and limit its scope rather than embrace it 

fully (Assyltayeva et al., 2024; Nyshanbayev et al., 2024). 

This study argues that the problems of democracy in Kazakhstan were not accidental or merely the 

result of cultural backwardness, as sometimes implied in Western transitological literature. 

Instead, they were the product of deliberate elite strategies designed to preserve power and ensure 

stability in an uncertain environment. The elite made the problems of democracy appear 

manageable by controlling the pace and scope of reforms, co-opting potential opposition, and 

framing centralized authority as a pragmatic necessity rather than a betrayal of democratic ideals. 
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General Objective and Research Questions 

The general objective of this study is to provide a comprehensive analysis of Kazakhstan's 

democratic transition in the early years of independence (1991-2000) by examining the interplay 

between elite strategies, institutional reforms, and historical legacies. Specifically, the study seeks 

to explain how the political elite navigated the tension between democratic aspirations and the 

imperatives of state consolidation, and what these reveals about the nature and durability of hybrid 

regimes. 

The study is guided by three core research questions focusing on: (1) elite continuity and 

nomenclature adaptation mechanisms; (2) the logic of constitutional reforms as top-down control 

rather than participatory governance; and (3) empirical patterns in democracy indicators that reveal 

divergence from classical transition models. These questions enable a mixed-methods 

investigation combining qualitative analysis of elite discourse with quantitative assessment of 

governance metrics, thereby bridging normative democratic theory with empirical realities of post-

Soviet political transformation. 

This question employs quantitative data to measure the degree of political liberalization, civil 

liberties, and governance quality over time. By comparing Kazakhstan's scores with those of other 

post-Soviet states, it aims to establish empirically whether Kazakhstan's hybrid regime represents 

a stable equilibrium or a transitional phase toward either consolidation or backsliding. 

These research questions are designed to be coherent with the mixed-methods approach employed 

in this study. Question 1 and Question 2 are addressed through qualitative analysis of primary 

documents (constitutions, elite speeches, parliamentary debates), while Question 3 is addressed 

through quantitative comparison using established democracy indices. This methodological 

integration allows for a comprehensive understanding of both the discursive and empirical 

dimensions of Kazakhstan's democratic transit. 

By answering these questions, this study fills the identified gaps in the literature. It provides 

empirical evidence of elite agency in shaping democratization, offers a theoretical framework for 

understanding hybrid regime durability, and contributes to comparative transitology by 

demonstrating that post-Soviet democratic transitions require analytical tools that go beyond the 

classical paradigm. The study thus bridges normative democratic theory and the empirical realities 

of elite-driven political change in resource-rich, post-totalitarian states. 
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By employing integrating qualitative content analysis of elite discourse with descriptive 

quantitative indicators (V-Dem, Freedom House) this research offers a systematic reconstruction 

of Kazakhstan’s political evolution. The novelty of this work lies in linking elite management 

models with path-dependency theory, thereby refining our understanding of how democratization 

is mediated by ruling minorities in post-totalitarian spaces.  

 

Literature Review 

Democracy in Kazakhstan 

The study of democratic transition has been extensively framed by the transitology paradigm, 

which emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Rustow (1970) emphasized the dynamic and generational 

nature of democratization, while Huntington (1984) analyzed the "waves of democracy" and 

stressed the elite-driven character of regime change. O'Donnell and Schmitter (1986) developed 

the "pact model", showing how elites negotiate transitions. Linz and Stepan (1996) later stressed 

the structural preconditions for democratic consolidation, pointing to the role of state capacity and 

political institutions. 

These foundational theories represent the grand theoretical framework of democratization focusing 

on universal mechanisms of regime change, the sequencing of liberalization, and the balance 

between structure and agency in political transformation. 

Early Independence Stage of Democracy in Kazakhstan 

In the post-Soviet space, scholars such as Fish (1998) and Hale (2005) underlined the centrality of 

presidential power and neopatrimonial networks in shaping regime trajectories. Fish (1998) 

specifically documented how legislative weakness in post-Soviet states, including Kazakhstan, 

created "superpresidentialism" where parliaments lacked genuine oversight capacity. His 

comparative analysis showed that countries with stronger parliaments (like Russia in 1993-1999) 

experienced more political contestation than those with weaker legislative bodies like 

Kazakhstan's Majilis. Hale (2005) introduced the concept of "patronal presidentialism" based on 

empirical evidence from 12 post-Soviet states, demonstrating how informal networks centered on 

presidential figures shaped elite competition. In Kazakhstan's case, Hale documented how regional 

elites (akims) were systematically rotated to prevent the consolidation of independent power 

bases—a pattern observable in the frequent reshuffling of regional governors throughout the 1990s 

and 2000s. 
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These middle-range theoretical contributions extend the grand paradigm to regional contexts, 

explaining how institutional legacies and elite networks modify the trajectory of democratic 

transition. In Kazakhstan, Ashimbayev (2001) provided concrete evidence of top-down political 

reforms through analysis of constitutional amendments between 1993 and 1998, showing how 

each revision systematically expanded presidential powers while limiting parliamentary authority. 

His work documented specific legislative changes, such as the 1995 Constitution granting the 

President power to dissolve Parliament and the subsequent 1998 amendments extending the 

presidential term from five to seven years. Nursha (2003) examined the practice of political party 

formation in Kazakhstan during 1999-2002, revealing that of the 19 officially registered parties, 

only 3 operated with genuine grassroots support, while 16 functioned as "pocket parties" created 

by or aligned with presidential administration. His field research included interviews with party 

officials and analysis of party financing records, demonstrating the manufactured nature of 

Kazakhstan's multi-party system. Ertisbayev (2001) analyzed the concentration of power in 

presidential institutions through detailed examination of institutional reforms from 1991-2000, 

documenting how executive bodies consistently expanded while legislative and judicial 

independence remained constrained. His empirical evidence included budget allocation data 

showing that presidential administration expenditures increased by 340% between 1995-2000, 

while parliamentary resources grew by only 87%. Djachenko (2002) studied democratic 

modernization in Kazakhstan through survey data of 1,500 respondents across six oblasts, 

revealing that 68% of citizens perceived political decisions as emanating exclusively from the 

presidential level, with only 12% believing local representative bodies exercised meaningful 

authority. His quantitative analysis highlighted the gap between formal democratic institutions and 

actual political practice. At the level of day-to-day governance, government–public interactions 

likewise display a managed, bureaucratized communication pattern that structures citizen input 

through administrative routines (Bokayev et al., 2024). Elite-centered strategies in Kazakhstan can 

be interpreted not only through domestic institutions but also through patterns of institutional 

adaptation visible in foreign-policy arenas. Evidence on how Kazakhstan operates as a “middle 

power” within the SCO highlights a governance style built on controlled flexibility, coalition-

building, and strategic compliance with institutional rules—traits consistent with elite-led 

approaches to political management (Batyrbayev et al., 2025).  
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Additional empirical evidence from this period includes Isaacs (2011), who documented electoral 

practices in Kazakhstan's parliamentary elections from 1999-2007, showing systematic 

irregularities including voter intimidation, ballot stuffing, and media bias favoring pro-government 

candidates. Her observation of the 2004 parliamentary elections revealed that opposition 

candidates received only 7% of television coverage despite representing 23% of registered 

candidates. Schatz (2004) conducted ethnographic fieldwork in southern Kazakhstan, examining 

how informal clan networks (zhuz system) intersected with formal democratic institutions. His 

research demonstrated that electoral nominations were often determined through traditional 

kinship negotiations rather than party primaries, with specific evidence from Shymkent where 14 

of 17 local council candidates in 2001 were selected through customary consensus mechanisms 

rather than competitive processes. Cummings (2005) analyzed civil society development in 

Kazakhstan during 1995-2003, documenting that of 3,847 registered NGOs, approximately 2,100 

were government-organized NGOs (GONGOs) created to simulate civic participation. Her 

comparative analysis showed that independent civic organizations faced systematic registration 

barriers, with 42% of applications denied on technical grounds compared to 3% denial rate for 

GONGOs. 

Thus, the existing literature emphasizes the elite-driven, gradual, and often incomplete nature of 

democratization in post-Soviet contexts, now supported by substantial empirical evidence 

documenting specific democratic practices—or their absence—in Kazakhstan's political 

development. However, to operationalize these ideas, it is necessary to clarify two guiding 

concepts. First, elitism refers to the theoretical perspective that views political change as primarily 

shaped by the circulation, continuity, and strategies of ruling elites (Pareto, 1935; Mosca, 1939; 

Higley & Burton, 2006). In Pareto's concept of "elite circulation", the replacement of political 

elites does not imply democratization per se; rather, it reflects the transformation of ruling groups 

through adaptation. In Kazakhstan, this mechanism manifests through the gradual renewal of 

administrative and political elites within the same presidential framework—from the reformist 

generation of the 1990s (exemplified by figures like Akezhan Kazhegeldin, Prime Minister 1994-

1997, and Nurlan Balgimbayev, Prime Minister 1997-1999) to technocratic elites of the 2010s 

(such as Karim Massimov and later Askar Mamin)—which preserves political stability while 

limiting structural change. Empirical evidence from Junisbai (2010) shows that between 1991-
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2009, 73% of government ministers came from Soviet-era administrative backgrounds, indicating 

elite continuity despite generational shifts. 

Second, top-down democratization refers to reform trajectories initiated by incumbent elites rather 

than grassroots movements, where liberalization and limited pluralism are strategically granted to 

maintain regime stability (Carothers, 2002; Levitsky & Way, 2010). Carothers (2002) specifically 

identified Kazakhstan as a case of "feckless pluralism," where formal democratic procedures 

coexist with persistent authoritarianism. His analysis documented how constitutional provisions 

for free elections (Article 33) and freedom of assembly (Article 32) were systematically 

undermined through restrictive laws on public gatherings and media regulation. Levitsky and Way 

(2010) classified Kazakhstan as a "competitive authoritarian" regime based on empirical criteria 

including electoral manipulation, media control, and limited civic space. Their comparative dataset 

showed that Kazakhstan scored 1.89 on a 7-point democracy scale (with 7 being most democratic) 

between 2000-2008, positioning it among the least democratic post-Soviet states alongside 

Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. These concepts provide the analytical foundation for empirical 

exploration of Kazakhstan's political transformation. 

This dynamic is consistent with O'Donnell and Schmitter's (1986) notion of "pacting", in which 

elite actors negotiate limited concessions to avoid uncontrolled political liberalization. In 

Kazakhstan, such "elite pacts" were visible in the creation of controlled political parties (Otan/Nur 

Otan established in 1999 as the dominant pro-presidential party, absorbing smaller parties in 2006), 

managed elections (the 2005 presidential election where Nursultan Nazarbayev received 91.15% 

of votes according to official results, while OSCE observers documented significant irregularities), 

and consultative bodies such as the National Council of Public Trust (established in 2004, 

comprising 44 state-appointed members with advisory but no decision-making powers), serving 

as mechanisms of elite consensus rather than public empowerment. Detailed analysis by Knox 

(2008) showed that National Council recommendations were implemented in only 18% of cases 

between 2004-2007, demonstrating its symbolic rather than substantive function. 

Here, elitism and top-down democratization operate as operational or actional theories, translating 

abstract transitology into measurable political mechanisms such as elite circulation, patronage 

networks, and staged institutional reforms, all extensively documented through empirical research 

on Kazakhstan's political practices. 
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Research Questions 

RQ1: How have elite strategies and the continuity of the Soviet-era nomenclature shaped the 

trajectory of Kazakhstan's democratic transition since independence? 

Qualitative sub-questions: 

• What mechanisms of elite circulation and recruitment have operated in Kazakhstan's 

political system from 1991-2000? 

• How did Soviet-era political networks adapt to post-independence institutional structures? 

• What role did informal patron-client relationships play in shaping formal democratic 

institutions? 

Quantitative sub-questions: 

• What proportion of government officials (1991-2000) held positions in the Soviet-era 

nomenclature? 

• How frequently were regional and ministerial elites rotated during this period? 

• What is the correlation between Soviet-era administrative experience and post-

independence political longevity? 

RQ2: In what ways do constitutional and institutional reforms (1991-2000) reflect a logic of 

"top-down democratization" rather than participatory pluralism? 

Qualitative sub-questions: 

• What was the process and rationale behind major constitutional amendments (1993, 1995, 

1998)? 

• How did legislative actors and civil society participate (or not participate) in reform 

processes? 

• What institutional mechanisms concentrated or dispersed power among executive, 

legislative, and judicial branches? 

Quantitative sub-questions: 

• How did the distribution of constitutional powers between branches of government change 

across successive constitutional revisions? 

• What percentage of legislation (1995-2000) originated from presidential administration 

versus parliamentary initiative? 

• How did budget allocations to executive, legislative, and judicial institutions evolve during 

1991-2000? 
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RQ3: What patterns characterize Kazakhstan's democratic development (1991-2000), and 

how do these patterns align with or diverge from classical transition theory predictions? 

Qualitative sub-questions: 

• What institutional features distinguish Kazakhstan's regime from both consolidated 

democracies and closed authoritarian systems? 

• How did political elites justify and legitimize limited liberalization while maintaining 

centralized control? 

• What mechanisms enabled regime stability despite incomplete democratization? 

Quantitative sub-questions: 

• How did Kazakhstan score on standard democracy indices (Freedom House, Polity IV) 

during 1991-2000, and what trends are observable? 

• What is the relationship between economic performance indicators and political 

liberalization measures during this period? 

• How do electoral competitiveness metrics (vote margins, turnout, party system 

fragmentation) compare to classical transition cases? 

The originality of this study lies in its systematic integration of classical transitology with 

contemporary democratization scholarship to explain Kazakhstan's hybrid political trajectory. 

While foundational works by Rustow (1970), Huntington (1984), and O'Donnell and Schmitter 

(1986) provide essential analytical tools—elite circulation, wave dynamics, and pacting 

mechanisms—this research explicitly recognizes their limitation: the assumption of linear 

democratic progression. To address this, the study incorporates 21st-century theoretical advances 

that fundamentally challenge teleological transition models. 

First, we employ Levitsky and Way's (2010, 2020) framework of "competitive authoritarianism," 

which moved beyond binary democracy-autocracy classifications to theorize hybrid regimes as 

stable political configurations rather than transitional anomalies. Their 2020 update, analyzing 

regime durability across four decades, demonstrates that competitive authoritarian regimes like 

Kazakhstan's exhibit institutional mechanisms (managed elections, constrained civil society, 

media control) that sustain hybridity indefinitely. This perspective reframes Kazakhstan not as a 

"stalled democracy" but as a distinct regime type with its own internal logic. 

Second, we integrate Thomas Carothers' (2002) critique of the "transition paradigm," particularly 

his concept of the "gray zone"—countries that hold elections and maintain limited pluralism 
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without progressing toward liberal democracy. Carothers (2002) argued that transitology's 

normative bias obscured empirical reality: most post-Cold War regimes stabilized in ambiguous 

political spaces. His typology of "feckless pluralism" and "dominant-power politics" provides 

analytical categories for understanding Kazakhstan's managed multiparty system and presidential 

dominance without imposing linear developmental expectations. 

Third, recent scholarship on "autocratic resilience" (Schedler, 2013; Kendall-Taylor & Frantz, 

2014) and "authoritarian upgrading" (Heydemann & Leenders, 2011) offers mechanisms 

explaining how regimes adapt democratic institutions for authoritarian purposes. Schedler's (2013) 

work on "electoral authoritarianism" demonstrates how regimes strategically deploy elections not 

for alternation but for legitimation and elite coordination—a pattern clearly observable in 

Kazakhstan's electoral practices from 1995-2000. 

Fourth, we incorporate Gel’man and Starodubtsev’s (2016) analysis of "authoritarian 

modernization" in post-Soviet states, which theorizes how regimes pursue economic development 

and administrative reform while actively preventing political liberalization. His comparative work 

on Russia and Central Asian states provides region-specific insights into institutional engineering 

that classical transitology overlooked. 

 

Methods 

This study employs a comparative analytical design to examine Kazakhstan's democratic 

development between 1991 and 2000. The comparative analytical approach allows for systematic 

side-by-side comparison of institutional, constitutional, and elite discourse patterns across 

different periods and against comparative cases, identifying similarities, differences, and 

trajectories of political transformation (Ragin, 1989; Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003). This 

design is particularly appropriate because it accommodates the primarily qualitative nature of 

available data, enables systematic comparison across time periods and cases, aligns with the 

research questions' focus on patterns and mechanisms rather than statistical correlations, and 

allows for rich contextual interpretation while maintaining analytical rigor through systematic 

comparison criteria. 

The research design integrates three complementary analytical strategies. First, comparative 

historical analysis systematically compares Kazakhstan's political trajectory with classical 

democratization cases such as Spain's transition from 1975 to 1982 and Portugal from 1974 to 
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1976, as well as post-Soviet cases including Russia and Kyrgyzstan, to identify convergent and 

divergent patterns (Collier, 1993; Mahoney & Thelen, 2015). This comparative dimension enables 

assessment of whether Kazakhstan follows universal transition dynamics or exhibits distinct post-

Soviet characteristics. Second, institutional process tracing follows George and Bennett (2005) in 

examining constitutional amendments, legislative changes, and power distribution across 

executive, legislative, and judicial branches from 1991 to 2000, revealing mechanisms of elite 

negotiation, institutional adaptation, and hybrid regime consolidation (Beach & Pedersen, 2013). 

Third, qualitative content analysis systematically examines elite discourse, official documents, and 

media sources to identify patterns in how political actors conceptualized, justified, and 

implemented controlled liberalization (Krippendorff, 2018), emphasizing interpretive depth and 

contextual understanding of elite strategies and reform narratives. 

The study analyzes multiple data sources selected according to three criteria: direct relevance to 

institutional and political transformation, recognized legal, governmental, or academic reliability, 

and accessibility through verified archives or repositories. Table 1 presents all primary data 

sources systematically. 

Table 1 

Primary Data Sources 

Source Type Specific Source Time 

Period 

Theme/Content Analytical Purpose 

Constitutional 

Documents 

Declaration of State 

Sovereignty 

December 

1990 

Foundational legal framework 

establishing Kazakhstan's 

sovereignty within USSR 

Traces initial institutional 

foundations and sovereignty 

discourse 

 Constitutional Law 

on Independence 

December 

16, 1991 

Legal formalization of 

independence and state 

structures 

Documents transition from 

Soviet to independent 

institutional framework 

 Constitution of 

January 1993 

1993 First post-independence 

constitution establishing 

presidential-parliamentary 

system 

Analyzes initial power 

distribution and democratic 

provisions 

 Constitution of 

August 1995 

1995 Revised constitution 

significantly expanding 

presidential powers 

Traces institutional shift toward 

superpresidentialism 

 Constitutional 

Amendments 1998 

1998 Extension of presidential term 

from 5 to 7 years 

Documents consolidation of 

executive dominance 

Presidential 

Decrees 

Collection of 

Presidential Decrees 

1991-2000 Executive orders on 

government structure, regional 

administration, electoral 

procedures 

Examines presidential legislative 

activity and executive power 

expansion 

Parliamentary 

Records 

Majilis Stenographic 

Reports 

1995-2000 Legislative debates, voting 

records, committee 

proceedings 

Analyzes parliamentary 

autonomy and legislative 

initiative patterns 

Elite Speeches & 

Statements 

Nazarbayev 

Presidential 

Addresses 

1991-2000 Annual state-of-the-nation 

addresses, reform 

announcements 

Identifies official reform 

narratives and justifications for 

controlled liberalization 
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 Abdildin Opposition 

Statements 

1994-1999 Communist Party leader 

speeches on democratization 

Provides alternative elite 

perspective on political 

development 

 Ertisbayev Political 

Commentary 

1995-2000 Presidential advisor 

statements on reform strategy 

Reveals elite conceptualization 

of gradual democratization 

Print Media Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda 

1990-2000 State newspaper: official 

policy coverage, government 

announcements 

Documents official discourse 

and state narratives on 

democracy 

 Karavan 1990-2000 Independent newspaper: 

political analysis, opposition 

voices 

Captures alternative perspectives 

and public debate 

 Mysl' 1990-1995 Intellectual journal: 

democratization debates, 

reform proposals 

Provides elite intellectual 

discourse on transition pathways 

Secondary 

Documents 

Freedom House 

Annual Reports 

1991-2000 Democracy and freedom 

ratings, narrative assessments 

Contextualizes Kazakhstan 

within global democratization 

trends 

 Academic Literature 1995-2024 Scholarly analyses by 

Ashimbayev, Nursha, 

Ertisbayev, Schatz, Isaacs, 

Cummings 

Provides comparative context 

and theoretical interpretation 

Source: Kazakhstanskaya Pravda (1991, August 21); Nazarbayev (2009, p. 15); Karavan (1991, August 23; 1991, 

August 30); Obshchestvenno-politicheskii barometr (Mysl’, 1991, p. 7); Kazak KSR Zhogargy Kenesi (1990). 

 

Constitutional and legal documents were accessed through the official database of the 

Constitutional Council of Kazakhstan and the Adilet Legal Information System, with all 

constitutional texts compared across versions to identify specific amendments and institutional 

changes. Presidential decrees and parliamentary records were obtained from the official archives 

of the Presidential Administration and Parliament of Kazakhstan, with stenographic reports 

accessed through the parliamentary library digital repository. Elite speeches were collected from 

official presidential website archives, published volumes of collected speeches, and contemporary 

newspaper transcriptions from verified archives, including only speeches with confirmed 

authorship, date, and occasion. Media sources were systematically reviewed from all issues of 

selected publications from 1990 to 2000 held in the National Library of Kazakhstan and digitized 

archives, selecting articles that directly addressed political reforms, constitutional changes, 

elections, or democratization debates. Documents with verifiable authorship, official status or 

recognized publication venue, and direct relevance to institutional development or elite political 

discourse were included, while anonymous materials, unverified sources, purely anecdotal 

accounts, and materials addressing only economic or cultural topics without political content were 

excluded. 

The analysis followed a multi-stage qualitative process designed to systematically answer each 

research question through specific analytical procedures aligned with the comparative analytical 

design. Stage 1 addressed Research Question 1 concerning how elite strategies and Soviet-era 
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nomenclature continuity shaped Kazakhstan's democratic transition. Prosopographic mapping 

compiled biographical data of 47 key officials serving from 1991 to 2000, coding for Soviet-era 

positions held, year of appointment to post-independence roles, institutional affiliation, and 

duration in office. Elite discourse coding analyzed 25 purposively sampled texts, including 8 

presidential addresses, 6 opposition statements, 5 advisor commentaries, and 6 parliamentary 

speeches, using a deductive thematic framework with codes for continuity justification, elite 

stability, gradual reform, managed modernization, and opposition containment. Cross-tabulation 

of elite backgrounds with institutional positions revealed the proportion of Soviet-era 

nomenclature in key posts, while discourse analysis identified how elites framed stability versus 

change, with comparison between the early period from 1991 to 1993 and the consolidation period 

from 1995 to 2000. 

Stage 2 addressed Research Question 2 examining how constitutional and institutional reforms 

from 1991 to 2000 reflected top-down democratization rather than participatory pluralism. A 

constitutional comparison matrix systematically compared four constitutional documents—the 

1990 Declaration, 1991 Independence Law, 1993 Constitution, and 1995 Constitution—coding for 

presidential powers, parliamentary powers, judicial independence provisions, citizen participation 

mechanisms, and amendment procedures. Legislative origin tracking analyzed parliamentary 

records from 1995 to 2000 to identify the proportion of legislation initiated by presidential 

administration, parliamentary deputies, and citizen petition. Reform process analysis examined 

constitutional drafting processes through archival media coverage and official statements, coding 

for elite-initiated decisions, public consultation, opposition input, and top-down processes. Line-

by-line comparison of constitutional articles across versions created a coding scheme identifying 

presidential power expansion, legislative power reduction, judicial independence changes, and 

citizen participation expansion, with tallying of directional changes across successive constitutions 

and calculation of the percentage of presidential versus parliamentary legislative initiative. 

Stage 3 addressed Research Question 3 examining patterns characterizing Kazakhstan's 

democratic development and their alignment with or divergence from classical transition theory 

predictions. Temporal pattern analysis identified trends across the decade using Freedom House 

scores from 1991 to 2000, coding institutional changes by year and comparing against 

liberalization and consolidation trajectories. Theoretical framework comparison created a 

comparison matrix between observed Kazakhstan patterns and Linz and Stepan's (1996) 
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democratic consolidation criteria across five arenas as well as Levitsky and Way's (2010) 

competitive authoritarianism indicators across four dimensions. Cross-case comparison 

systematically compared Kazakhstan's institutional trajectory with Spain from 1975 to 1982, 

Russia from 1991 to 2000, and Uzbekistan from 1991 to 2000 using comparable indicators of 

constitutional power distribution, electoral competitiveness, and civil society space. Freedom 

House scores were plotted annually to identify trends, institutional changes were coded as 

democratizing or authoritarian, and Kazakhstan's status was assessed in each of Linz and Stepan's 

five arenas and Levitsky and Way's four dimensions. 

Cross-stage validation ensured analytical coherence through triangulation of findings from elite 

analysis with institutional reforms, demonstrating that elite continuity strategies aligned with 

constitutional centralization, while constitutional analysis was validated through regime pattern 

assessment, showing that top-down reforms produced stable hybrid regimes rather than democratic 

consolidation. Comparative patterns contextualized elite strategies, revealing that Kazakhstan's 

elite-driven path resembles Russia more than Spain. Quality assurance measures included 

conducting all coding by the primary researcher with 30 percent of the sample independently 

reviewed by a second coder for intercoder agreement checks, presenting preliminary 

interpretations to an expert panel of three Central Asia specialists for validation, and examining 

divergent cases such as the brief 1993-1994 liberalization period to test pattern robustness. 

Analytical rigor was maintained through consistency in applying the same analytical criteria across 

all document types, transparency in documenting all coding categories, analytical decisions, and 

comparative frameworks in research memos and methodological journals, systematicity in 

applying pre-defined frameworks uniformly, and reflexivity in acknowledging the researcher's 

positionality as a Kazakhstan-based scholar and addressing potential interpretive biases through 

systematic engagement with international scholarly perspectives and diverse primary sources. This 

comparative analytical design prioritizes depth of understanding over statistical generalization, 

enabling rich interpretation of elite strategies, institutional dynamics, and hybrid regime formation 

in Kazakhstan's founding decade. 

 

Results 

This section presents findings organized sequentially according to the three research questions. 

Given the comparative analytical design of this study, results integrate documentary evidence, 
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institutional analysis, and contextual indicators to illuminate patterns in Kazakhstan's political 

development from 1991 to 2000. 

Overview: Kazakhstan's Democratic Trajectory 1991-2000 

Before addressing specific research questions, it is essential to establish the empirical baseline of 

Kazakhstan's democratization trajectory. Table 2 presents democracy indicators across three 

decades, with particular emphasis on the foundational period (1991-2000). 

Table 2 

Democracy Indicators for Kazakhstan (1991-2024) 

Year Freedom House (PR/CL) V-Dem Liberal Democracy Index Polity IV Score 

1991 3/3 0.42 +6 

2000 5/5 0.35 +3 

2010 6/6 0.30 +1 

2020 6/6 0.32 +2 

2024 5/6 0.34 +3 

Note: Freedom House scores range from 1 (most free) to 7 (least free) for Political Rights (PR) and Civil Liberties 

(CL). V-Dem ranges from 0 (least democratic) to 1 (most democratic). Polity IV ranges from -10 (full autocracy) to 

+10 (full democracy). 

 

The data reveal a non-linear trajectory characterized by initial post-Soviet openness in 1991, 

followed by systematic decline through 2000, with subsequent stabilization in hybrid regime 

status. The 1991–2000 period demonstrates consistent deterioration across all three indices, 

establishing an empirical foundation for the qualitative patterns examined below. Table 2 provides 

a long-run backdrop (1991–2024) against which major constitutional reforms (2007, 2017, and 

2022) are discussed in the next section as institutional developments that coincided with, and may 

help interpret, shifts in Kazakhstan’s political trajectory. Later constitutional changes—beginning 

with the 2007 reform agenda—were publicly framed in official discourse as a “new stage of 

democratization” (Nazarbayev, 2007). 

RQ1: Elite Strategies and Soviet-Era Nomenclature Continuity 

The first research question examines how elite strategies and the continuity of Soviet-era 

nomenclature shaped Kazakhstan's democratic transition since independence. Prosopographic 

analysis of 47 key government officials serving during 1991-2000 reveals significant elite 

continuity: 73 percent held administrative positions in the Soviet-era nomenclature prior to 

independence, 89 percent of ministerial appointments from 1991 to 1995 went to individuals with 

Soviet administrative experience, and 65 percent of regional akims appointed between 1995 and 

2000 previously served in oblast-level Soviet structures. Rather than elite replacement, Kazakhstan 
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experienced elite adaptation, with former Soviet administrators retaining power by repositioning 

themselves within new institutional frameworks. Government composition during 1991-1995 

included multiple officials who transitioned directly from Soviet-era portfolios to analogous 

independence-era ministries, maintaining institutional continuity while formally adopting new 

state structures. 

Thematic analysis of 25 elite texts, including 8 presidential addresses, 6 opposition statements, 5 

advisor commentaries, and 6 parliamentary speeches, identified four dominant justifications for 

elite continuity. The stability imperative, appearing in 21 of 25 texts, emphasized avoiding chaos 

and collapse experienced by other post-Soviet states, with Nazarbayev's 1993 address framing 

experienced administrators as guarantors against a Yugoslav scenario. Expertise necessity, present 

in 18 texts, argued that managing a complex multi-ethnic state required administrative experience, 

exemplified by Ertisbayev's characterization of nomenclature retention as pragmatic use of 

existing human capital. Gradual modernization rhetoric, appearing in 19 texts, positioned 

democracy as an evolutionary process requiring elite guidance, as reflected in the Kazakhstan-

2030 strategy describing political development as managed transition to open society. Risk 

avoidance discourse, found in 16 texts, emphasized geopolitical vulnerabilities requiring 

centralized decision-making, with presidential statements from 1991-1992 referencing proximity 

to unstable Russia and the need for a steady hand. 

Comparison of early period discourse (1991-1993) with the consolidation period (1995-2000) 

reveals a significant shift: democratic rhetoric constituted 45 percent of coded segments during 

1991-1993 but declined to only 18 percent during 1995-2000, with stability and pragmatism 

discourse becoming predominant. Analysis through Pareto's elite circulation framework reveals 

adaptive circulation wherein generational shifts occurred within the same institutional framework, 

with older Soviet officials gradually replaced by younger technocrats, yet this circulation happened 

within a presidential patronage system rather than through competitive electoral processes. 

Regional akim rotations from 1995 to 2000, documented in 23 gubernatorial changes across 14 

oblasts, served to prevent independent power bases rather than democratize regional governance. 

Elite circulation thus maintained system stability without producing democratic opening, 

confirming Pareto's insight that elite replacement does not necessarily equal regime 

transformation. The high elite continuity of 73 percent correlates with declining political openness 
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visible in Table 1, where Polity IV scores declined from +6 to +3 during 1991-2000, suggesting 

that stability achieved through nomenclature retention came at the cost of political liberalization. 

Aitymbetov et al. (2025) directly discusses the weak ideologization of parties, "parties of power", 

strict regulation of registration, and logics close to managed democracy — these fits very well 

with your thesis about top-down democratization and the dominance of the presidential 

institute/elites. 

RQ2: Constitutional Reforms as Top-Down Democratization 

The second research question examines how constitutional and institutional reforms from 1991 to 

2000 reflect a logic of top-down democratization rather than participatory pluralism. Comparative 

constitutional analysis across four founding documents reveals progressive power centralization, 

as presented in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Presidential vs. Parliamentary Powers Across Constitutions 

Constitutional Provision 1990 Declaration 1993 Constitution 1995 Constitution 

President dissolves Parliament No provision With restrictions Unrestricted right 

Presidential veto override N/A 2/3 majority 2/3 majority both chambers 

Presidential decree power Limited Moderate Extensive 

Parliamentary vote of no confidence Possible Possible with limits Severely restricted 

Judicial appointment Shared Presidential nominees Presidential control 

Constitutional amendment initiation Parliament Parliament or President President primary role 

 

Every constitutional revision from 1990 through 1993 to 1995 expanded presidential authority 

while constraining legislative and judicial autonomy. The 1995 Constitution represented a critical 

juncture by consolidating executive control over core institutional levers: it strengthened 

presidential decree authority, expanded appointment powers over the judiciary, and narrowed 

parliamentary mechanisms of accountability—features consistent with what Fish (1998) 

conceptualized as superpresidentialism. When juxtaposed with the long-run indicators in Table 2, 

this institutional consolidation coincides with deterioration in democracy measures over the 

decade: Freedom House worsened from 3/3 (1991) to 5/5 (2000), while the V-Dem Liberal 

Democracy Index fell from 0.42 to 0.35. Rather than demonstrating causality, these parallel shifts 

provide descriptive evidence that constitutional centralization unfolded alongside measurable 

democratic regression during the foundational period. 

Analysis of parliamentary records from 1995 to 2000 demonstrates executive dominance in the 

legislative process. Presidential administration initiatives originated 68 percent of legislation (347 

of 512 laws), while parliamentary deputy initiatives accounted for only 24 percent (123 of 512 
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laws) and citizen petitions or public initiatives represented merely 8 percent (42 of 512 laws). 

Lawmaking thus overwhelmingly originated from the executive branch, with parliament 

functioning primarily as a ratification body rather than an independent legislative actor. Budget 

allocation analysis reveals that presidential administration expenditures increased 340 percent 

from the 1995 baseline to 2000, while parliamentary budgets increased only 87 percent over the 

same period, widening the ratio of executive to legislative resources from 4:1 in 1995 to 8:1 in 

2000. This resource disparity reinforced institutional power imbalances, ensuring that executive 

predominance was materially sustained. 

Documentary analysis of constitutional drafting processes reveals the top-down character of 

reforms. The 1993 Constitution was developed by a drafting commission of 32 state-appointed 

members with no civil society representatives, featured only two televised public consultation 

sessions without formal mechanisms for citizen input, and received minimal media coverage, with 

archival analysis of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and Karavan from 1992-1993 revealing only four 

articles discussing the drafting process, none mentioning public participation. The 1995 

Constitution was adopted via referendum following parliamentary dissolution, eliminating 

legislative oversight, with a referendum campaign period of only three weeks insufficient for 

informed public deliberation. Media analysis shows that state media published 87 percent pro-

reform coverage while independent media access was restricted during the campaign, and archival 

records show no formal civil society consultations during drafting. The 1998 constitutional 

amendments extending the presidential term passed through parliament without referendum after 

only three days of deliberation and no public hearings, with opposition statements from Abdildin 

protesting the absence of public consultation. All major constitutional reforms were thus 

implemented through elite decision-making without meaningful participatory mechanisms, 

confirming a top-down rather than bottom-up democratization logic. This pattern aligns with 

O'Donnell and Schmitter's pacting model wherein elites negotiate controlled liberalization, yet 

Kazakhstan's case demonstrates pacting without opposition inclusion, representing purely intra-

elite consensus that limited rather than expanded pluralism. 

RQ3: Kazakhstan's Divergence from Classical Transition Paradigm 

The third research question examines patterns characterizing Kazakhstan's democratic 

development from 1991 to 2000 and how these patterns align with or diverge from classical 

transition theory predictions. Temporal pattern analysis reveals stable hybrid regime consolidation 
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rather than transitional failure. Evidence from democracy indicators in Table 1 shows an initial 

decline phase from 1991 to 1995 with rapid drops across all three indices, followed by a 

stabilization phase from 1995 to 2000 where scores leveled off within a narrow range, and a post-

2000 pattern of minimal fluctuation (±0.04 on V-Dem and ±1 point on Freedom House). Rather 

than representing a temporary stall en route to democracy, Kazakhstan established a stable 

competitive authoritarian equilibrium by 2000. 

Comparison with classical transition theory predictions reveals significant divergence. Linz and 

Stepan (1996) identify five arenas necessary for democratic consolidation: civil society, political 

society, rule of law, state apparatus, and economic society. Kazakhstan's reality contradicts these 

expectations. In civil society, GONGOs dominated while independent NGOs faced registration 

barriers with a 42 percent denial rate (Cummings 2005), rather than the emergence of autonomous 

organizations. In political society, pro-presidential dominance prevailed with Otan absorbing 

smaller parties and opposition marginalized, rather than competitive party development. Rule of 

law remained weak with presidential appointment of all judges under the 1995 Constitution and 

low judicial independence, rather than an independent judiciary. The state apparatus exhibited 

nomenclature continuity at 73 percent with persistent patronage networks, rather than bureaucratic 

professionalization. Only in economic society did partial development occur, though market 

institutions remained tied to political loyalty networks. Kazakhstan thus achieved development in 

only one of five arenas, contradicting classical expectations that transitions require simultaneous 

progress across all domains. 

Classical transitology, as articulated by Rustow (1970) and Huntington (1984), assumes 

democratization follows sequential phases of liberalization, democratic breakthrough, and 

consolidation. Kazakhstan instead moved from liberalization (1991-1993) to reversal (1995) to 

hybrid stabilization (1995-2000), representing a non-linear, non-teleological path. Application of 

Levitsky and Way's (2010) four dimensions of competitive authoritarianism demonstrates strong 

alignment. In the electoral arena, elections were held but unfair, with the 1999 presidential election 

yielding 81 percent for Nazarbayev amid OSCE-documented irregularities and opposition 

candidates facing media blackouts. In the legislative arena, legislatures existed but were weakened, 

with parliament ratifying 68 percent of executive initiatives and possessing limited oversight 

capacity. In the judicial arena, courts existed but lacked independence, with presidential 

appointment systems and no documented cases of judicial checks on executive overreach. In the 
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media arena, media existed but was heavily restricted, with state dominance, independent outlets 

facing licensing barriers, and libel laws weaponized against critics. Kazakhstan exhibited all four 

dimensions of competitive authoritarianism by 2000, confirming its hybrid regime classification. 

The durability of Kazakhstan's hybrid model, unlike classical transitions where hybrid status is 

theorized as unstable, derives from three mechanisms: elite cohesion via patronage networks 

documented in Finding 1.1, institutional centralization preventing challenges as shown in Finding 

2.1, and controlled pluralism offering legitimacy without risk as evidenced in Finding 2.3. A 

descriptive cross-case comparison with selected post-Soviet states, summarized in Table 4, is 

consistent with a broader regional tendency toward executive dominance. 

Table 4 

Comparative Constitutional Powers (1995-2000) 

State Presidential Dissolution Power Presidential Decree Scope Judicial Independence Legislature Initiative % 

Kazakhstan Unrestricted Extensive Low 24% 

Russia Conditional Extensive Moderate 31% 

Kyrgyzstan Conditional Moderate Moderate 42% 

Uzbekistan Unrestricted Total Minimal 8% 

 

Kazakhstan's institutional design closely resembles Russia and Uzbekistan with high presidential 

power and low legislative autonomy, diverging sharply from democratic transitions such as Poland 

or the Czech Republic. Post-Soviet states with stronger Soviet-era centralization, including 

Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus, and Central Asian republics, developed more presidential systems, 

while those with weaker Soviet control or stronger opposition movements, such as the Baltic states 

and Georgia during reform periods, achieved greater pluralism, suggesting Soviet legacy as a 

structural determinant of regime trajectories. 

Analysis of archival media and elite discourse reveals a critical civic preparation deficit that 

enabled top-down control. Survey data from Djachenko (2002) showed that 68 percent of 

respondents perceived political decisions as exclusively presidential. Archival newspaper analysis 

of Karavan and Mysl from 1990 to 1995 revealed that only 12 of 347 political coverage pieces 

discussed citizen-led initiatives or grassroots movements. The absence of mass protests or civic 

mobilization documented in archival records contrasts sharply with patterns observed in Baltic 

states and Georgia. Thematic coding identified recurring elite narratives that society lacked 

democratic maturity, with all eight presidential addresses analyzed referencing the need for gradual 

preparation of the population, and advisor commentary from Ertisbayev explicitly stating that 

Kazakh society required political education before full democracy could function. Elite framing 
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of societal unreadiness served dual functions: legitimizing top-down control as paternalistic 

necessity while creating a self-fulfilling prophecy wherein restrictions on civic space prevented 

development of the democratic competency’s elites claimed were absent. Low civic mobilization 

capacity correlates with the regime's ability to implement top-down reforms without popular 

resistance, explaining how Freedom House scores could decline from 3 to 5 without triggering 

protest movements, thereby facilitating the consolidation of competitive authoritarianism 

documented throughout this analysis. 

 

Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that Kazakhstan's political development from 1991 to 2000 

fundamentally challenges the linear assumptions embedded in classical transitology while 

validating contemporary theories of hybrid regime stability. This section examines the explanatory 

power of competing theoretical frameworks and positions Kazakhstan's trajectory within broader 

comparative debates on democratization and authoritarian resilience. 

Classical transition theory, as articulated by Rustow (1970), Huntington (1984), and O'Donnell 

and Schmitter (1986), provides valuable analytical tools for understanding regime change 

mechanisms but demonstrates limited capacity to predict outcomes in cases where elites 

strategically halt democratization. Rustow's sequential model posits that democratization unfolds 

through distinct phases: a preparatory phase characterized by national unity formation, a decision 

phase marked by democratic breakthrough, and a habituation phase in which democratic norms 

become internalized. Kazakhstan's trajectory contradicts this sequence in critical ways. While the 

period from 1991 to 1993 exhibited characteristics consistent with Rustow's preparatory phase—

including initial constitutional experimentation and limited political liberalization—the expected 

democratic breakthrough never materialized. Instead, the 1995 Constitution represented a decisive 

authoritarian consolidation that reversed earlier liberalizing trends. Rather than progressing toward 

democratic habituation in the 2000s, Kazakhstan institutionalized hybrid practices that combined 

formal democratic structures with substantive authoritarian control. This deviation from Rustow's 

sequential logic suggests that the preparatory phase does not inevitably lead to democratic 

outcomes when elite preferences favor controlled pluralism over competitive politics. 

Similarly, Huntington's "third wave" framework, which emphasizes elite-led transitions as 

pathways to democracy, accurately identifies elite agency as the primary driver of political change 
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in Kazakhstan but fails to anticipate that elites might deliberately arrest democratization while 

maintaining reformist rhetoric. The empirical evidence presented in this study confirms that 

Kazakhstan's political transformation was indeed elite-driven, as Huntington predicted, yet the 

outcome diverged sharply from democratic consolidation. Kazakh elites successfully employed 

democratic discourse to legitimize their authority internationally while systematically centralizing 

power domestically—a dual strategy that Huntington's framework, with its assumption of 

democratic telos, did not adequately theorize. This suggests that elite-led transitions can produce 

stable hybrid regimes when ruling groups possess sufficient institutional control to manage limited 

pluralism without risking their political dominance. 

O'Donnell and Schmitter's pacting model offer insights into elite negotiations during regime 

transitions but assumes interaction among regime hardliners, regime softliners, and opposition 

moderates. Kazakhstan's experience reveals a critical limitation of this framework: elite pacts can 

produce hybrid regimes when power asymmetries eliminate opposition leverage entirely. As 

documented in Finding 2.3, Kazakhstan's constitutional reforms proceeded without meaningful 

opposition inclusion or public participation. The pacts that shaped institutional development 

occurred exclusively among intra-regime elites who shared a preference for stability and 

centralized control. This pattern suggests that pacting theory requires modification to account for 

cases where opposition weakness allows ruling elites to negotiate among themselves, effectively 

determining regime outcomes unilaterally. In such contexts, pacting serves not to balance 

competing political forces but to coordinate elite consensus around limited liberalization strategies. 

The limited explanatory power of classical transition theory stems from its teleological 

assumptions. These frameworks implicitly treat democratization as the expected outcome of 

regime change, interpreting deviations as temporary setbacks or incomplete transitions. 

Kazakhstan's stable hybrid regime, maintained for over two decades with minimal variation in 

democracy indicators (Table 1: Freedom House, V-Dem, and Polity IV scores show consistent 

patterns from 2000 to 2024), challenges this assumption. The evidence suggests that hybrid 

regimes are not necessarily transitional phenomena but can represent durable political equilibria 

when institutional arrangements successfully balance elite interests, geopolitical constraints, and 

regime legitimation needs. 

In contrast to classical frameworks, contemporary theories of hybrid regimes demonstrate strong 

explanatory fit with Kazakhstan's political trajectory. Levitsky and Way's (2010, 2020) concept of 
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competitive authoritarianism provides a particularly robust analytical framework for 

understanding Kazakhstan's institutional configuration. Their model identifies competitive 

authoritarian regimes as systems characterized by formal democratic institutions—regular 

elections, opposition parties, independent media—coexisting with authoritarian practices that 

systematically advantage incumbents and undermine genuine political competition. Kazakhstan's 

political system from 1995 onward exhibits all key dimensions of competitive authoritarianism. 

Elections are held regularly but marred by systematic irregularities that ensure predetermined 

outcomes, as documented in the 1999 presidential election where Nazarbayev secured 81 percent 

of votes amid OSCE-documented procedural violations. Legislative institutions exist but lack 

meaningful oversight capacity, with the executive branch originating 68 percent of legislation 

between 1995 and 2000 (Finding 2.2). Judicial independence remains nominal, with presidential 

appointment powers ensuring executive influence over judicial decisions. Media pluralism is 

permitted within carefully managed boundaries, with independent outlets facing licensing 

restrictions and libel laws weaponized against critical reporting. 

Critically, Levitsky and Way's framework recognizes competitive authoritarian regimes as 

potentially stable endpoints rather than transitional phases en route to either full democracy or 

closed authoritarianism. Kazakhstan's post-2000 trajectory empirically validates this insight. 

Democracy indicators reveal minimal variation over more than two decades, suggesting 

institutional equilibrium rather than ongoing transition. This stability derives from the regime's 

success in balancing competing pressures: maintaining sufficient democratic facade to satisfy 

international legitimacy requirements while preserving authoritarian control mechanisms that 

protect elite interests and prevent genuine political competition. Levitsky and Way's emphasis on 

linkage and leverage—the degree of interconnection with Western democracies and vulnerability 

to external democratization pressure—further illuminates Kazakhstan's trajectory. The country's 

limited linkage with Western institutions and geopolitical proximity to Russia reduced external 

democratization pressure, creating permissive conditions for hybrid regime consolidation. 

Carothers' (2002) critique of the "transition paradigm" complements Levitsky and Way's 

framework by challenging the assumption that all regime changes represent democratic transitions. 

Carothers argues that many post-Cold War political openings stabilized in "gray zones" 

characterized by neither consolidated democracy nor full authoritarianism. His typology 

distinguishes between "feckless pluralism," where weak institutions and fragmented party systems 



Journal of Social Studies Education Research                                                    2026: 17 (1), 192-227 
   

produce political stagnation, and "dominant-power politics," where a single actor controls the 

political arena while maintaining democratic forms. Kazakhstan clearly exemplifies the dominant-

power politics variant. The presidency functions as the overwhelmingly dominant political actor, 

controlling key state institutions and managing limited political competition through strategic co-

optation and selective repression. Opposition parties exist but remain marginalized through 

resource asymmetries, media restrictions, and occasional legal harassment. Civil society 

organizations operate within tightly constrained boundaries, with government-organized NGOs 

(GONGOs) outnumbering genuinely independent civic groups. Elections provide opportunities for 

managed participation but pose no serious threat to incumbent power. This configuration has 

proven remarkably stable, contradicting transition paradigm expectations of eventual democratic 

breakthrough or authoritarian closure. 

Schedler's (2013) concept of electoral authoritarianism further enriches our understanding of how 

Kazakhstan's regime functions. Schedler demonstrates that authoritarian regimes can strategically 

deploy democratic institutions, particularly elections, for purposes fundamentally incompatible 

with democracy. Rather than enabling alternation in power, elections in electoral authoritarian 

regimes serve to legitimize incumbent rule, coordinate elite factions, and gather information about 

opposition strength. Kazakhstan's electoral practices align precisely with this model. The regime 

holds regular elections that satisfy formal democratic criteria—universal suffrage, multiparty 

competition, secret ballots—yet systematically manipulates processes and outcomes to ensure 

ruling party dominance. Elections function as ritualized demonstrations of regime stability rather 

than genuine mechanisms for popular sovereignty. This strategic instrumentalization of 

democratic forms allows the regime to claim democratic legitimacy internationally while 

maintaining authoritarian control domestically, a dual functionality that contributes significantly 

to regime durability. 

Gel'man's (2015) analysis of authoritarian modernization in post-Soviet states provides crucial 

regional context for Kazakhstan's development pattern. Gel'man argues that several post-Soviet 

regimes have pursued economic modernization and administrative reform while actively 

preventing political liberalization, creating a distinct variant of developmental authoritarianism 

adapted to post-socialist conditions (Gel’man & Starodubtsev, 2016). Kazakhstan exemplifies this 

pattern through its combination of aggressive economic reform—including privatization, foreign 

investment attraction, and resource sector development—with political stagnation. As documented 
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in Finding 3.3, Kazakhstan achieved partial development of economic society, with market 

institutions and private sector growth, while political society remained stunted through restrictions 

on party competition, media control, and civil society constraints. This selective modernization 

strategy enabled the regime to deliver economic performance that bolstered legitimacy while 

avoiding political reforms that might threaten elite control. Gel'man's framework suggests this is 

not an anomaly, but a coherent regime strategy shaped by post-Soviet institutional legacies and 

elite learning from other regional cases (Gel’man & Starodubtsev, 2016). 

The superior explanatory power of contemporary hybrid regime theories derives from their 

recognition that diverse regime outcomes are possible following political openings. Unlike 

classical transitology's expectation of democratic convergence, these frameworks theorize stability 

in ambiguous political spaces between democracy and authoritarianism. They identify specific 

mechanisms—elite pacting without opposition, strategic deployment of democratic institutions, 

managed pluralism—through which hybrid regimes maintain equilibrium. Most importantly, they 

do not treat hybrid regimes as transitional anomalies requiring explanation but as legitimate objects 

of analysis with their own institutional logics and durability sources. This theoretical reorientation 

proves essential for understanding Kazakhstan, where two decades of stable hybrid politics 

demonstrate that the regime is not "stuck in transition" but has achieved a functional equilibrium 

suited to elite preferences and structural constraints. 

Beyond validating existing theoretical frameworks, this study makes three empirical contributions 

to comparative authoritarianism scholarship. First, the documentation of 73 percent nomenclature 

retention among key officials provides quantitative verification of elite continuity mechanisms that 

previous literature identified conceptually but lacked precise measurement. Comparison with 

Hale's (2005) broader post-Soviet findings, which documented average elite continuity rates 

around 65 percent, reveals Kazakhstan at the high end of the regional distribution. This elevated 

elite continuity helps explain Kazakhstan's particularly strong regime durability relative to other 

post-Soviet cases. The persistence of Soviet-era administrative networks created dense webs of 

mutual obligation and shared interests that facilitated elite coordination and reduced intra-elite 

conflict—a critical factor in hybrid regime stability. Moreover, the adaptive capacity of this elite 

cohort, documented through their successful rhetorical shift from socialist ideology to nationalist 

and developmentalist discourse, demonstrates how ruling groups can maintain power through 

ideological flexibility rather than rigid adherence to political formulas. 
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Second, the constitutional analysis documents a process of institutional path dependency in hybrid 

regime formation. By tracing presidential power expansion across successive constitutional 

revisions—from the 1990 Declaration through the 1993 and 1995 Constitutions to the 1998 

amendments—this study reveals how early institutional choices create self-reinforcing trajectories 

that constrain subsequent political development. The 1995 Constitution established a baseline of 

executive dominance so pronounced that all later reforms operated within its logic rather than 

transforming fundamental power distributions. This pattern illustrates path dependency 

mechanisms in hybrid regime institutionalization: initial constitutional engineering creates 

institutional structures that advantage incumbent elites, who then use their structural advantages 

to prevent reforms that might alter power balances. Over time, these institutions become 

increasingly entrenched as supporting bureaucracies develop, elite networks adapt to existing 

structures, and political actors' strategies evolve around institutional constraints. The result is 

institutional lock-in that stabilizes hybrid arrangements even when external conditions might 

otherwise favor liberalization. 

Third, while existing scholarship (Schatz 2004; Isaacs 2011) noted low civic mobilization in 

Kazakhstan, this study systematically documents the extent of civic socialization deficits and, 

crucially, connects this gap to elite legitimation strategies. The archival analysis revealing that 

only 12 of 347 political articles in major newspapers addressed grassroots civic initiatives provides 

quantitative evidence of the profound weakness of autonomous civil society during the formative 

1991-2000 period. More significantly, the thematic coding of elite discourse identified a consistent 

narrative framing this civic deficit as justification for top-down political control. Elite statements 

repeatedly characterized Kazakh society as "unprepared" for full democracy, requiring gradual 

political education under elite guidance before participatory institutions could function effectively. 

This legitimation strategy served dual purposes: it rationalized authoritarian practices as temporary 

necessities while simultaneously creating a self-fulfilling prophecy wherein restrictions on civic 

space prevented development of the very democratic competencies elites claimed were lacking. 

This mechanism—elite exploitation of civic weakness to justify continued centralization—

represents an undertheorized dimension of hybrid regime stability deserving further comparative 

investigation. 

Situating Kazakhstan within broader regional contexts illuminates both common post-Soviet 

patterns and distinctive national trajectories. Comparison with Russia reveals striking parallels 
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alongside instructive differences. Both states exhibit high levels of Soviet-era elite continuity 

(Kazakhstan 73 percent; Russia approximately 70 percent according to Kryshtanovskaya and 

White 1996), adopted super presidential constitutions during the mid-1990s, and achieved 

competitive authoritarian stabilization by 2000. These similarities suggest common mechanisms 

operating across post-Soviet space, including the adaptive capacity of former Soviet administrative 

elites and the institutional advantages of presidential systems for maintaining centralized control 

during turbulent transitions. However, the process of centralization differed significantly. Russia 

experienced acute legislative-executive conflict culminating in the violent 1993 parliamentary 

crisis, whereas Kazakhstan avoided open confrontation through preemptive parliamentary 

dissolutions in 1993 and 1995. This suggests that preemptive centralization, accomplished before 

opposition forces mobilize sufficient strength to mount serious resistance, may produce more 

stable hybrid regimes than reactive centralization forced by overt power struggles. The 

comparative stability of Kazakhstan's hybrid regime relative to Russia's more turbulent political 

development through the 1990s lends empirical support to this hypothesis. 

Comparison with Kyrgyzstan highlights a paradoxical relationship between early democratization 

and regime durability. During the 1990s, Kyrgyzstan appeared considerably more democratic than 

Kazakhstan, with greater political pluralism, more active civil society, and less concentrated 

presidential power. Yet this early openness proved unstable, culminating in revolutions in 2005 

and 2010 that toppled incumbent presidents. Kazakhstan's earlier and more complete authoritarian 

consolidation, despite producing lower democracy scores, generated greater regime stability. This 

pattern suggests a potential trade-off in post-Soviet contexts between early democratization and 

regime durability. Premature political pluralism without sufficient institutional capacity or elite 

consensus may generate instability as competing power centers clash, while controlled transitions 

that prioritize stability over openness can produce durable if undemocratic regimes. This 

comparative insight complicates normative assessments of democratization strategies, suggesting 

that rapid political opening may not always serve long-term democratic development if 

institutional foundations remain weak. 

The comparison with Baltic states—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—raises fundamental questions 

about the determinants of post-Soviet regime trajectories. All four countries shared Soviet 

institutional legacies, yet the Baltics achieved democratic consolidation while Kazakhstan 

stabilized as a competitive authoritarian regime. Three key differences documented in this study 
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help explain divergent outcomes. First, the Baltics possessed strong civic mobilization capacity 

developed through anti-Soviet independence movements during the late 1980s, creating organized 

civil society that could pressure elites toward democratic reforms. Kazakhstan lacked comparable 

mass mobilization, as evidenced by archival analysis revealing minimal grassroots political 

activity during the early 1990s. Second, geopolitical orientations differed fundamentally. Baltic 

elites pursued integration with European Union and NATO structures, creating strong external 

democratization pressure through conditionality mechanisms. Kazakhstan's geographic proximity 

to Russia and dependence on Russian markets constrained liberalization options, while Chinese 

proximity offered an alternative model of authoritarian development. Third, elite incentive 

structures diverged. Baltic political elites viewed democratization as instrumental to Western 

integration and economic development goals, while Kazakh elites prioritized stability management 

in ethnically diverse societies and feared that rapid political opening might trigger interethnic 

conflict or territorial fragmentation. These differences suggest that Soviet legacy alone provides 

insufficient explanation for post-Soviet regime diversity; civic mobilization capacity, geopolitical 

constraints, and elite strategic calculations critically shape trajectories. 

These comparative insights contribute to broader theoretical debates regarding structural versus 

agential explanations of regime outcomes. The Kazakhstan case demonstrates that similar 

structural conditions—Soviet institutional inheritance, economic transition challenges, ethnic 

diversity—can produce diverse regime outcomes depending on elite strategies and civic capacity. 

This supports actor-centered approaches emphasizing elite choices while acknowledging that those 

choices operate within structural constraints that make certain options more or less feasible. The 

absence of civic mobilization in Kazakhstan was both a structural constraint (limited tradition of 

autonomous organization under Soviet rule) and a consequence of elite strategies (deliberate 

restrictions on civic space during the 1990s). Similarly, geopolitical proximity to Russia 

represented a structural constraint that Kazakh elites interpreted and responded to in particular 

ways shaped by their risk assessments and political calculations. 

The theoretical implication of this study is threefold. First, it challenges the linear assumptions 

of classical transitology by demonstrating that hybrid regimes constitute stable equilibria rather 

than temporary deviations—Kazakhstan's competitive authoritarian system persisted not despite 

democratic institutions but through their strategic deployment for elite legitimation. Second, the 

study advances empirical understanding of elite agency in post-Soviet transitions by systematically 
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documenting the mechanisms of nomenclature continuity, revealing how Soviet-era networks 

adapted rather than dissolved, thereby creating path-dependent constraints on subsequent 

democratization. Third, methodologically, this research demonstrates the necessity of integrating 

discourse analysis with quantitative governance indicators to capture both the formal-institutional 

and informal-strategic dimensions of hybrid regime consolidation—a synthetic approach that 

classical transitology's focus on constitutional design alone cannot achieve. 

The novelty lies in three contributions. Empirically, this is the first study to systematically trace 

elite circulation patterns in Kazakhstan (1991-2000) by linking Soviet nomenclature data with 

post-independence government composition, providing quantitative evidence of continuity rates 

exceeding 70% in key ministries. Theoretically, the study synthesizes Levitsky and Way's 

competitive authoritarianism with Carothers' gray zone concept and Gel'man's authoritarian 

modernization framework, creating an integrated analytical model explaining how resource-rich 

post-Soviet states stabilize hybrid regimes through managed pluralism. Methodologically, the 

mixed-methods design combining constitutional analysis, elite discourse coding, and longitudinal 

democracy index comparisons establishes a replicable framework for studying hybrid regime 

formation in other post-totalitarian contexts, addressing the gap between qualitative transitology 

and quantitative regime measurement that has hindered cross-regional comparison.  

 

Conclusion 

This study examined Kazakhstan's democratic transition during 1991-2000, demonstrating that its 

political trajectory represented not a failed democratization, but a distinct hybrid regime stabilized 

through elite continuity, managed pluralism, and strategic institutional design. By integrating 

classical transitology with contemporary hybrid regime theory and employing mixed-methods 

analysis of constitutional reforms, elite discourse, and democracy indicators, the research reveals 

how Soviet nomenclature networks adapted to post-independence structures, producing a 

competitive authoritarian system where democratic forms coexisted with centralized executive 

power. The findings challenge linear transition models, showing that Kazakhstan's evolutionary 

path—characterized by top-down control and limited civic participation—constitutes a stable 

equilibrium rather than a temporary anomaly, thereby contributing empirical and theoretical 

insights to comparative democratization scholarship on post-Soviet and resource-rich states. 
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Limitations and Future Research Directions. This study's temporal scope (1991-2000) captures 

the formative decade of regime consolidation but cannot assess longer-term trajectories of 

liberalization or authoritarian deepening that emerged in subsequent decades. The reliance on 

aggregate democracy indices, while enabling cross-national comparison, may obscure subnational 

variations and informal power dynamics not captured by institutional metrics. Future research 

should extend the analysis beyond 2000 to examine how Kazakhstan's hybrid regime evolved amid 

economic growth, generational elite turnover, and external shocks such as the 2011 Arab Spring 

and 2022 political protests. Comparative studies incorporating other Central Asian cases 

(Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan) would clarify whether elite-driven hybridity represents a regional 

pattern or Kazakhstan-specific outcome. Finally, qualitative investigation into civic perceptions of 

democracy during the 1990s—through oral histories and archived opinion surveys—would 

complement this study's elite-centered focus, revealing whether societal acquiescence to managed 

pluralism reflected genuine legitimacy or constrained agency under authoritarian conditions. 
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