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Political Transition on the
Great Steppe: The Case of
Kazakhstan

Morena Skalamera Groce

On 19 March 2019, Kazakh president Nursultan Nazarbayev stepped down
after three decades in power. Presidential elections were hastily called for 9
June 2019, a year ahead of schedule. Frustration with the slow pace of
economic and social reform had sparked some protests in the months
preceding Nazarbayev’s resignation,? and then-acting head of state Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev appeared to acknowledge the public’s disenchantment in
his address announcing the election, saying that it would help speed up
reform, ‘remove uncertainty over the country’s political future ... and
resolve the socio-economic development issues’.? The subsequent transition
was carefully managed to bolster stability and continuity. Nazarbayev
remained in charge of the ruling Nur Otan party and the powerful Security
Council, and has assumed the title of ‘Leader of the Nation’ for life,
affording him extensive powers in defining Kazakhstan’s domestic and
foreign policy. As Tokayev, the country’s new president, stated in his
inauguration speech, ‘the final word on domestic and foreign policy will
rest with [Nazarbayev]; this is determined by law — he was and remains the
Leader of the Nation’ [These words do not seem to appear in the source
given in the endnote].* In a further move to control the succession process,
and possibly even to stage-manage a dynastic succession, Nazarbayev
appointed his eldest daughter, Dariga, as speaker of the Senate and
therefore next in line for the presidency.’

Among the secular authoritarian regimes of Central Asia, Kazakhstan is
the wealthiest and most endowed with natural resources. By 2017, the
country had amassed $147 billion in foreign direct investment — one-third as

much as Russia, whose economy is nine times the size. Gross domestic
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output per capita exceeds 90% of Russia’s, up from less than 30% when the
Soviet Union broke up.” The country is rich in petroleum and natural gas, as
well as uranium, coal, gold, aluminium and silver.

Conventional wisdom dictates that state control over revenues from
valuable commodities like these undermines the development of an
autonomous civil society and gives rulers the means to co-opt potential
opponents.® While these rents generate a trade surplus, they do not
contribute to the modernisation of the national economy. Instead, elites’
asymmetrical access to commodity rents perpetuates the existence of neo-
patrimonial regimes and, ultimately, plays a key role in explaining the
stability of quasi-traditional elite networks. Yet Kazakhstan remains a
puzzling case. Since 2014, the country has suffered a period of collapsing oil
prices, bringing economic development almost to a halt. Despite this, the
current regime remains largely unchallenged.

It is received wisdom as well that autocratic or dictatorial regimes need
to offer plenty of economic opportunities to their power base in order to
maintain legitimacy and a tight grip over their heavily controlled, statist
economies.!? Resource-rich [0k?] regimes stay in power when they are able
to keep their cronies happy by paying them well, and to co-opt any
opposition.® In Russia, for example, Daniel Treisman found that Boris
Yeltsin’s and Vladimir Putin’s approval ratings in the 1990s and 2000s
closely tracked the country’s economic growth rates.!* In Kazakhstan, the
overall performance of the economy is closely linked to fluctuations in the
price of petroleum, and most of the country’s wealth hinges on oil rents.
This being the case, the 2014 oil-price slump and subsequent recession
should have posed a significant challenge to the incumbent regime. It did
not. Indeed, the system became even more consolidated at the top.

In a comparative study of post-Soviet patrimonial regimes published in
2014, Henry Hale challenged the conventional wisdom by demonstrating
that exogenous shocks, rather than bringing about significant changes in the
politico-economic order, can actually sustain a regime’s patrimonial core.!8
He convincingly argued that the world is full of very poor countries with
long-lived leaders, suggesting that the key is not the absolute value of the

pay-offs provided by the regime, but rather the relative value of what a
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patron can credibly promise to provide, and the continuing expectation that
he will be in a position to carry on distributing these pay-offs. Thus,
diminished resource rates are not a strong predictor of meaningful regime
change, even in periods of presidential succession.

While Kazakhstan is richer and enjoys a relatively more enlightened
authoritarian regime than its Central Asian neighbours, Nazarbayev has
successfully constructed a pyramid of patron-client ties based in a
presidency that largely dominates national politics, keeping alternative
patrons weak and their own pyramids localised. This explains why, to
quote Tokayev, Nazarbayev ‘will have special, one might say priority,
importance in developing and making strategic decisions’, even after
having left the presidency.?! Hale would argue that, for authoritarianism to
function effectively, the regime needs a formal vehicle through which to
exercise power and implement orders, such as a pragmatic ruling party, a
reliable military or a presidential constitution.”? This account stresses
vertical power relations among actors in a patronal system. However, this
article supports an alternative patron-client model, one that identifies a
more horizontal pathway to regime consolidation [ok?].

The case of Kazakhstan suggests that informal elite networks are likely to
emerge as a major source of regime consolidation when a secular
authoritarian state is confronted with significant political or economic
uncertainty. Such conditions are often present at moments of change, such
as the departure of a long-serving leader [0k?]. In such periods, the
networks surrounding the leader begin to mobilise their followers in a quiet
struggle over succession, while at the same time working to maintain
stability by preventing challengers from consolidating their own power.
This process is especially important in cases of less repressive authoritarian
regimes, where some open protest is allowed. In such cases, informal
networks are critical means of spreading the autocrat’'s message and
recruiting followers, mobilising as many people as possible to fight for the
government’s cause. Indeed, informal networks of activists are likely to
become the primary vehicle by which the incumbent networks’ ideas are
spread. In this way, civil-society actors are co-opted well before they are

able to bring about substantive institutional reform.



O 00 N O U b WIN B

W W W WRNNNNNNNNNNRRRRRPRPRRP R
W NP OWVWOWNOWUDWNROUOLOOLONOOOOVUDNWNIERO

Failing reforms, entrenched interests and personalised relationships
Although factors such as a leader’s departure or an economic recession can
generate tremendous centrifugal pressures even in highly autocratic,
personalistic regimes, it is clear that they are no guarantee of revolutionary
change. Nor do institutional reforms necessarily increase the likelihood of
regime change: variations in institutions toward a more hybrid regime
sometimes have the effect of giving powerful elites both the incentive and
the capacity to block threats to their tenure and to the systems they
constructed, while at the same time avoiding more open political struggles
for succession. Yet there has been only limited study of the effects of elites’
interest in maintaining stability and continuity instead of pushing for
revolutionary change and an open struggle for power in the circumstance of
autocratic political succession. Existing studies are also silent about whether
and to what extent an autocrat’s own demand for economic reform can be
severely circumscribed or compromised due to a failure to recognise that
most decisions are made by deeply entrenched elites at the top [ok?].

In March 2017, the Kazakh parliament passed a constitutional reform
aimed at seriously reducing the president’s powers, redistributing leverage
and democratising the political system as a whole. Another reform package,
known as ‘hundred steps in the right direction’, is intended to forge a
dynamic private sector to deliver jobs to a growing legion of unemployed
youths otherwise susceptible to radicalisation. The package aims to improve
the courts, the civil service and e-government. Fiscal reforms including tax
increases and cuts to spending and energy subsidies are intended to
gradually erode Kazakhstan’s patrimonial welfare state.® Yet these
sweeping reform packages have been largely ineffective. The wealth gap is
worsening, particularly after several rounds of currency devaluation and
inflation wiped out the savings of the middle class.®® The slow
implementation of the reforms is provoking increasing public frustration
and small-scale protests. Institutional reforms are distrusted because they
are subject to manipulation and arbitrary constraints imposed by the elite,
which fears the outcome of unfettered competition. Meanwhile, the cost of

participating in any genuine opposition is usually very high.
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The relative weakening of state authority in Kazakhstan is not likely to
result in democratisation and may even serve to reverse such modest
democratisation as has been achieved [0k?]. With the progressive
weakening of the core, the autocrat’s modernisation dictums may no longer
fully affect the behaviour of oligarchic interest groups, which will quietly
resist changes that undermine the social and economic basis of their own
power. Meanwhile, illiberal institutions lack the incentive to integrate
alternative interests and views. Thus, the major stumbling block for
Kazakhstan’s efforts at promoting economic liberalisation and a gradual
political opening is the presence of elite groups formed mostly on the basis
of personalised solidarity. A ‘rally-round-the-leader’ approach among
impoverished but ‘first-entrant’ elites — including the stavlenniki, hand-
picked by the departing leader to act as ‘safeguards’ — allows them to tailor
the design of new institutions to their own advantage, even if that means
sacrificing revolutionary change for the sake of stability.3!

Kazakhstan lacks developed ‘parties of power’ and a strong military
apparatus. Collective behaviour is usually organised around personal ties
rather than abstract principles such as ideological belief, party allegiance,
economic class or ethnic background.3? Thus, powerful actors use informal
channels to secure access to the power resources of the state and keep
potential challengers at bay.*® At the same time, they seek to transcend the
narrow, exclusivist networks that exist within particular clans, tribes,
regions or ethnic groups, and thereby to avoid becoming identified with
exclusivist identity groups. President Nazarbayev was careful to keep those
appointed to positions of power in the regions, including the regional heads
(akims), under central control, while simultaneously trying to minimise ties
of solidarity among relatives, close friends and other in-groups within the
country’s complicated clan networks.

Collective-action theory holds that members of various (and potentially
competing) sub-networks must agree not only that the time has come to
switch their allegiance to a new patron but also who that person will be.*!
Individual clients are unlikely to try to challenge the leadership of the
patron by themselves. In cases where people expect a president and his

entourage to remain powerful (and in a position to wield carrots and sticks),
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this expectation serves to maintain that power. A decision among elites to
stick with existing power structures can also be explained through a logic of
‘path dependence’.* [Please provide a brief explanation of this term.] An
extreme example of this would be the efforts of Soviet leader Leonid
Brezhnev’s inner circle to keep him in power even after his death.4 [This is
pretty funny but has to be qualified. I (Editor, Allin) was around at the
time. You mean, presumably, they kept his death a secret for a while.
Please recast.] Thus, the self-preserving rules of the game can prevent
change even in the presence of shocks such as a leader’s departure or the
disruption of lucrative oil rents.

Although Eurasia is changing in ways that favour China, Russia
continues to wield significant influence in Central Asia, providing the
region’s most crucial security-related public goods and dominating its
military architecture.® Moreover, Russia shares a political, historical and
cultural affinity with the region that its rivals lack.”” Russian continues to be
widely spoken in Central Asia and is the region’s uncontested lingua franca,
while Russian TV and radio remain popular. Used thoughtfully, these built-
in advantages will ensure Russia’s strong position in Eurasia for decades to
come. Russia’s propaganda machine does not seem shy about using these
assets to undermine potential opponents for Central Asian influence. Russia
views its linguistic, cultural and military links as an instrument to shore up
its influence against the challenges posed by Chinese growth and Western
influence.

After the 2017 terror attacks in St Petersburg, the Kremlin warned
Central Asian leaders that the system that supported migrants” remittances
from Russia might be substantially revised if the Central Asian regimes did
not continue to work closely with Russia’s security apparatus.®® According
to the Russian Federal Migration Service, 10-16% of Central Asia’s active
labour force works in Russia.’® At the same time, a more assertive Russia
has taken a share of responsibility for the reorganisation of the region’s
massive bureaucracies and security apparatuses (the successors of the
Soviet KGB), providing Moscow with another means of wielding

disproportionate power.®
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Nazarbayev’s savvy in turning Kazakhstan into a multinational, politically
pluralistic republic with a market-oriented economy raises questions about
how competent his successor will be in defining and advancing the
country’s interests. There are several potential threats to Kazakhstan's
stability, including any political and economic uncertainty, the possibility of
fragmentation along regional or clan-determined lines, the threat of radical
Islam, and the dilemmas inherent in managing the country’s precarious
position between a prospering China and a newly re-assertive Russia.”” Any
polarisation [This is not the right word. Do you mean ‘unrest’?
‘Radicalisation”?] of the country’s large ethnic-Russian minority could
trigger a more interventionist approach in Moscow.” The new regime faces
the challenges of strengthening national identities, building more effective
political institutions and coping with sluggish economic growth. While
there is no immediate threat to US interests from developments in Central
Asia, it is possible that, in a system marked by personalised rule,
Nazarbayev’s successor may not have the experience, savoir faire or
charisma necessary to ensure continued stability and prosperity.

New regimes in Kazakhstan and elsewhere might seek to change existing
political practices. The US could capitalise on this by positioning itself as a
generator of new ideas. US policies should, however, set modest goals.
Previous Western expectations of a big leap toward democratisation in
Central Asia were premature. Ethnic tensions persist in the region, which
has no prior experience with democracy, and many of Central Asia’s
emerging young, Western-educated leaders are attracted to the statist
capitalism that has brought relative stability to Russia and tremendous
prosperity to China.”> The mere formality of Nazarbayev’s relinquishment
of power, the persistent clout of his loyalist apparatchiks, and the public’s
low expectations for genuine change in the near future mean that the new
regime is unlikely to make radical changes.

Demographic trends may work in the West’s favour, however.
According to 2018 estimates, the median age in Kazakhstan is 30 years for
men and 32 years for women, with nearly half of Kazakhstan’s population
born during Nazarbayev’s reign.”® Since the early 2000s, young Kazakhs

have enjoyed political stability and relative material affluence, developing a
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strong consumerist culture.” Even with growing government restrictions on
media, religion and formal public expression, they have been raised in a
comparatively free country. The new generation of Central Asian elites, in
contrast to the old guard, might gradually become more open to political
liberalisation, and might consider democratisation as an appealing, albeit
distant, goal. Their political programmes might be influenced by several
factors, not the least of which is the status of their countries’ relations with
the United States, a country which many of the younger elite have either
travelled to or studied in thanks to a spate of post-Soviet exchange and
professional-development programmes, such as the well-funded and
expansive Bolashak Programme.” Additionally, the replacement of Russian
by English as the predominant second language among Kazakhs was a
long-standing policy goal for Nazarbayev, and has been adopted by many
of the younger ministers in his cabinet. American overtures might be better
received by young people who have been exposed to the official
trilingualism introduced into the national curriculum by Nazarbayev’s
Kazakhstan-2030 programme.”®

Among Kazakhstan’s long-term challenges are the need to address
continued reliance on energy exports and mineral wealth, the problem of
capital deficiency and the strength of informal networks in deciding how
business operates in the sectors which generate large revenue streams,
particularly oil, gas and minerals. With a more vigorous trade
and investment policy, the US could help local governments implement the
much-needed reforms. In the face of slow but inexorable generational
change, younger elites might respond to concrete offers of advice on how to
remedy the ills of corruption, the weak rule of law, and the toxic
interweaving of the political and business elite by embracing better
governance and working to address economic stagnation through
development initiatives. Helping Central Asian countries build strong state
administrations would allow them to pursue more effectively a balanced,
multi-vector foreign policy in an attempt to maximise their own
independence in a geopolitically fraught region, a development that would
favour American interests.

[Please provide a 1-2 line author bio.]
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