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When Central Asian states gained independence in 1991, they did so in the context 
of two countervailing trends. On the one hand, they had no history of democratic 
politics and were emerging from a long period of Soviet rule. The instinctive 
reaction of political leaders was to use familiar mechanisms from the Soviet period 
– propaganda, a ruling party and repression – to stay in power, constructing modern 
forms of authoritarianism in newly independent states. 

At the same time, these states emerged within the context of a global wave 
of democratisation. All Central Asian states joined the Organisation for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), which included commitments to human rights and 
democratic principles as part of a broad definition of security. The OSCE’s Office 
of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) dispatched international 
missions to observe elections and assess whether human rights were observed. 
Central Asian regimes maintained democratic processes, such as elections, but they 
served largely as a façade behind which political leaders constructed authoritarian 
regimes. 

This interaction between domestic dynamics and international norms has 
produced different types of authoritarian regime in each country. But variation 
among different types of authoritarianism is difficult to categorise in existing 
typologies. According to Freedom House’s annual ‘democracy score,’ all five Central 
Asian states are ‘consolidated authoritarian’ regimes. Yet it is obvious to anybody 
travelling between, say, Astana and Ashkhabad that the regimes in Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan differ markedly, even if both are evidently authoritarian in nature.1 
Existing theories of authoritarianism struggle to distinguish between these varieties 
of autocratic rule. They continue to categorise regimes according to the role of 
electoral institutions (‘electoral authoritarianism’ or ‘competitive authoritarianism’), 
but this does not help to differentiate among consolidated authoritarian regimes 
(Schedler 2006; Levitsky and Way 2010). The lack of fully democratic elections is an 
important element of an authoritarian regime, but it is not sufficient to explain the 
different varieties of authoritarianism that have evolved in Central Asia. A more 
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sophisticated understanding requires a deeper examination of state practices in 
different areas of social and political life and a more detailed understanding of how 
these regimes maintain their authoritarian rule. This chapter first outlines the 
evolution of democratic elections across the region, before examining a range of 
practices that set the Central Asian states apart from each other in significant ways. 
 
Authoritarianism and elections 
 
In the early 1990s, reflecting the democratic moment at the end of the Cold War, 
almost all the Central Asian states experienced some form of contested politics. In 
Tajikistan political disputes and electoral rivalries spilled over into civil war by 1992. 
In Kyrgyzstan political differences were channelled into peaceful, competitive 
elections for parliament and formed the basis for a fragile political pluralism. In 
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, on the other hand, any signs of internal dissension 
were quickly suppressed. In Kazakhstan the process took longer, but the result was 
the same: elections did not reflect changes in public opinion and played no role in 
choosing the executive. With the exception of Kyrgyzstan, these regimes tended 
towards a form of authoritarian political order in which elections played no role in 
choosing the executive – although they may have had other important functions 
such as mitigating elite fragmentation or constructing legitimacy (Isaacs 2011). 

In Uzbekistan the transition from contested elections to consolidated 
authoritarian rule was rapid. Islam Karimov had been appointed as first secretary of 
the Communist Party in 1989 and was elected as president of the Uzbek SSR 
through a vote in the Supreme Soviet (legislature) in 1990. But when Uzbekistan 
held its first presidential elections in December 1991, he faced opposition from an 
avant-garde poet and dissident, Mohammed Salih. Karimov won the election easily 
with 87 per cent of the vote and Salih was forced to flee the country in 1993. 
Opposition parties were soon banned. Karimov avoided direct elections throughout 
the 1990s, instead having his term in office extended through a 1995 referendum, 
before finally facing a national poll for the first time in 2000. He was re-elected in 
2007 and 2015 with over 90 per cent of the vote. No genuine opposition candidates 
were permitted to contest the poll. His successor, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, initiated a 
series of liberalising reforms, but his election in December 2016 was no more 
democratic than previous polls. No opposition parties were permitted to take part 
in parliamentary elections in December 2019, although there was more debate and 
competition among candidates than at previous elections. 

Kazakhstan initially had a much more pluralistic political landscape, but also 
ended up with a carefully managed electoral system. In the first ever presidential 
election on 1 December 1991 Nursultan Nazarbayev won an uncontested poll, 
gaining 99 per cent of the votes. There was more competition at parliamentary 
elections in the 1990s, but in the 2000s the political space for any unsanctioned 
political activity closed rapidly. In 2007, the ruling party, Nur Otan, won all 98 
elected seats in the new Mazhilis. (legislature) The authorities allowed two other pro-
Nazarbayev parties into parliament at the 2012 elections, but Nur Otan still 
dominated the legislature. The situation remained virtually unchanged after 
parliamentary elections in March 2016. Presidential polls produced overwhelming 
majorities for the incumbent. Nazarbayev won 91 per cent of votes in 2005, 96 per 
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cent in 2011 and 98 per cent in 2015. None of these elections was judged to be free 
or fair by international observers. Hopes were raised by talk of reform under a new 
leader, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, after Nazarbayev stepped down in 2019. As part 
of a carefully orchestrated transition, Tokayev won a snap election in June 2019 with 
a relatively modest 71 per cent of the vote, after a centrist opposition leader was 
allowed to compete, but there was no sign of further democratisation. 

Tajikistan followed a very different trajectory, but also ended up with a 
highly controlled, non-democratic electoral system. The 1997 peace deal that ended 
the Civil War introduced multiparty democracy, with  representation in government 
for opposition movements, including the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan 
(IRPT). But President Rahmon used the cover of the peace agreement to centralise 
power and gradually remove his potential opponents one by one. This process was 
completed in 2015, when the IRPT was first excluded from parliament at elections 
in March and later banned. Many of its members were arrested and imprisoned. All 
legal opposition disappeared from Tajikistan’s parliament and the ruling People’s 
Democratic Party dominated the legislature. At parliamentary elections in March 
2020, although five other parties won seats, they were all completely loyal to the 
regime. The OSCE concluded that infringements of rights had ‘left no space for a 
pluralistic political debate’ and that all ‘genuine opposition has been removed from 
the political landscape.’2 Rahmon won his fifth presidential election in October 
2020, with over 92 per cent of the vote. 

Turkmenistan had been an outlier even among Central Asian regimes in its 
minimal adherence to democratic procedures. Saparmurat Niyazov, who had been 
Communist Party First Secretary since 1985, won a presidential poll in 1992 with 
99.5 per cent of the vote, but there were no other candidates. In 1994 Niyazov 
extended his period in office indefinitely in a referendum, winning 99.9 per cent of 
the votes, and until his death in 2006 never again faced the voters. Elections to 
Turkmenistan’s legislature did take place in 1994, 1999 and 2004, but they always 
had the same result: the country’s only legal party, the Democratic Party of 
Turkmenistan (DPT), won all the seats (Bohr 2018). His successor, Gurbanguly 
Berdymukhamedov, held an election in February 2007 and won a more modest 89 
per cent of the votes. At subsequent polls in 2012 and 2017 he returned to form 
with more than 97 per cent of the votes. In 2012, a Law on Political Parties was 
adopted allowing for a multiparty system to be established. When elections were 
held in December 2013, an artificial opposition party – the Party of Industrialists 
and Entrepreneurs – and state-sponsored organisations such as the Women’s Union 
of Turkmenistan also competed for seats. Despite the changes in electoral processes, 
the Turkmen legislature remained powerless, with all political influence centralised 
in the presidential administration. The only articulated opposition to the regime 
came from opposition activists in exile publishing critical commentary online. 

Paradoxically, having followed very different trajectories after 
independence, the four most authoritarian Central Asian states all ended up with 
similar electoral systems. Presidents held regular polls but faced no real opposition. 
Seats in parliament were divided among a ruling party and a small number of 
artificial, pro-government parties according to arbitrary and unwritten rules that had 
little to do with the voting process. Political parties did not reflect different social or 
ideological positions or interest groups, but were created in a top-down fashion to 
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create a façade of democratic practice and to consolidate elites. These parliaments 
and elections were not unimportant: there is extensive research on the role of 
elections and political parties under authoritarianism (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; 
Brownlee 2007; Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Frantz and Ezrow 2011). But they had 
little in common with democratic political parties or democratic elections.  

The exception was Kyrgyzstan, where elections were competitive but not 
fair – bribery and vote manipulation were rife, but that did not prevent different 
political parties from entering parliament. Successive Kyrgyz presidents attempted 
to follow the wider Central Asian authoritarian model and build ruling parties that 
could dominate parliament, but in each case their attempts to rig the system in their 
favour resulted in mass unrest. President Akaev established the Alga Kyrgyzstan 
party to run in the February 2005 elections, but he was forced from office by popular 
unrest. President Kurmanbek Bakiev founded the Ak Jol party in 2007 and sought 
to make it an effective ruling party at the December 2007 parliamentary election, 
when it won 71 out of 90 seats. He easily won a fraudulent presidential election in 
2009, winning 77 per cent of the votes. But in 2010 he was also ousted after mass 
protests. After Sadyr Japarov was elected president in January 2021, after another 
outbreak of popular unrest,  he introduced changes to the Constitution to strengthen 
the presidency at the expense of parliament, which were approved in a referendum 
in April 2021.  
 
Authoritarian practices and authoritarian regimes 
 
Central Asia offers a case study of regimes which share similar non-democratic 
electoral systems, but have very different types of authoritarian regime.  To 
understand variation that is not reflected in electoral dynamics, it is useful to 
examine other political practices. Glasius (2018) suggests that because regime 
categorisation is now so confused between different versions of democracy and 
authoritarianism, it is much more productive to assess authoritarian practices, which 
may be encountered in all regimes, rather than democratic elections. Natalie Koch 
suggests thinking about a particular saturation of illiberal governance practices as a 
way of unpacking what authoritarianism means in contemporary politics (Koch 
2016a: 442).  

This approach opens up a shift from a mono-dimensional analysis (‘how 
free are elections’) to a multidimensional analysis – focusing on the state’s various 
practices in different areas of public life (Polese et al. 2017: 3). One way to categorise 
this array of state practices is by using the tripartite framework developed by Lewis 
et al. (2018) to analyse authoritarian responses to internal armed conflicts. They seek 
to understand how authoritarian regimes manage internal rebellions by achieving 
hegemonic control in three domains: discourse; space; and political economy. This 
provides an alternative framework to examine how authoritarian regimes in Central 
Asia function in reality and how they maintain power. It seeks to explain 
authoritarian persistence by showing that authoritarianism is more than an absence 
of democratic elections, but represents a complex political order, which seeks to 
achieve control in multiple domains and to manage contradictions between them. 
By explaining different state practices in these three areas, we can gain a more 
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nuanced understanding of varieties of authoritarianism that goes beyond the 
conduct of elections and the failure to develop democratic institutions. 
Authoritarian discourse 
Recent scholarship has examined ways in which Central Asian regimes achieve 
legitimacy, despite their lack of democratic credentials (Isaacs and Du Boulay 2019; 
Polese et al. 2017; Omelicheva 2016; Lewis 2016; Matveeva 2009; Schatz 2008). 
Omelicheva discusses legitimacy in terms of discourse – an approach also developed 
in Lewis (2016) and Lemon (2014), who use the concept of hegemonic discourse to 
explain how regimes maintain power. The state controls a hegemonic discourse – 
‘the dominant ideas, tropes, narratives and syntax that circulate in a society in ways 
that constrain the possibility of articulating alternatives to the political status quo’ 
(Lewis 2016: 422) – to ensure that alternative political ideas are excluded from the 
public sphere. Discourses are policed through overt censorship, prosecution of 
dissident voices and suppression of independent media, but also through more 
subtle linguistic games that resonate with existing social beliefs and norms. The 
more a government can rely on what Rampton calls ‘deeper hegemony’ – ‘the 
gradual but incremental hegemonisation of the social field’ (Rampton 2011: 254) – 
the less the state will need to rely on state coercion and violence to control discourse. 
In other words, discourses that have some resonance among a domestic population 
and with international actors are easier to maintain without recourse to repression 
than those that do not. 

Kazakhstan was most successful in balancing discursive control with social 
and economic modernisation, because a central basis of its legitimacy was its 
economic performance. The result was a form of ‘soft authoritarianism’ (Schatz 
2012), which prioritised agenda-setting and persuasion over coercion and state 
violence. The government argued that an autocratic regime was the most efficient 
and effective means to achieve social stability and promote economic prosperity. 
This technocratic authoritarianism explicitly cited East Asian models – Singapore’s 
Lee Kuan Yew was a personal inspiration for Nazarbayev – in arguing that 
democracy and political pluralism were inappropriate distractions during a period 
when the focus should be on economic development. Antagonistic politics was 
viewed as undermining a socio-economic framework in which the state provides 
technocratic solutions, based on expertise and managerial competence. Elites 
embraced a ‘cult of the knowledgeable manager,’ who could ensure prosperity 
without being involved in divisive politics (Rustemova 2011: 37). 

There was little difficulty in finding traction for this national discourse of 
technocratic performance with the international community, which was willing to 
overlook the lack of democratic elections in favour of economic prosperity and 
investment opportunities. Kazakhstan was able to find numerous discursive agents 
- public relations firms or senior Western politicians - to reproduce its own talking 
points in the international arena. Among the Kazakh population, a performance 
discourse also resonated, because for much of the population the government’s 
claims of economic competence appeared to be reflected in policy outcomes. The 
Kazakh government used its high budget revenues from oil and gas sales to boost 
social spending and to invest in infrastructure. GDP per capita advanced from a low 
of just US$3,740 in 1995 to US$10,570 in 2016, producing a new Kazakh middle 
class – concentrated in Almaty and Astana – which experienced rapidly growing real 
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incomes and had a vested interest in the preservation of the authoritarian political 
system. After 2014, when the economy faltered as energy prices fell, and reports of 
high-level corruption became more widespread, maintaining a performance 
discourse became more challenging and the government faced growing social 
discontent. At times the government responded by shifting to a discourse that 
blamed outsiders for internal problems, blaming exiled politician Mukhtar Ablyazov 
for the unrest in Zhanaozen in 2011, for example. But when Kassym-Jomart 
Tokayev – a diplomat and technocrat – took over the presidency in 2019, he 
continued to emphasise traditional themes of social stability and state-led economic 
growth. 

In Uzbekistan the government developed a very different discourse which 
constructed legitimacy by focusing attention on internal and external threats and 
divided the population into friends and enemies. There was a genuine threat to the 
state from militant Islamist groups in the 1990s, but the challenge was often 
exaggerated and the state response was brutal. The government became one of the 
most repressive states in the world, with no independent media or political space 
for opposition groups. Torture of prisoners was systemic. In 2005 Uzbek troops 
killed hundreds of protesters, after the arrests of religiously inspired businessmen 
sparked an uprising in the eastern town of Andijan. Karimov portrayed the 
crackdown as a legitimate response to terrorism. Uzbek officials – with some success 
– referenced the wider global discourse of the ‘global war on terror’ to justify 
Uzbekistan’s repressive practices to an international audience. Inside Uzbekistan the 
government attempted to resonate with traditional social structures and attitudes: 
the role of the president as ‘protector’ was often framed within traditional portrayals 
of male authority at the family level (Megoran 2008). Yet this discourse of a 
paternalistic authoritarianism had an obvious contradiction: as the state became the 
source of so much violence against society, it generated resentment and resistance, 
prompting further cycles of repression. 

Uzbekistan’s discourse of danger also damaged the economy because it 
empowered the security services – notably the National Security Service (SNB), 
which forcibly took over legitimate businesses and controlled both licit and illicit 
cross-border trade. When Islam Karimov died in 2016, President Mirziyoyev 
claimed that the SNB had been involved in major organised crime and expropriation 
of businesses. A crackdown on the SNB’s role in the economy followed, as 
Mirziyoyev shifted the official discourse away from countering threats and in the 
direction of achieving economic growth and effective governance. In Mirziyoyev’s 
annual state of the national speeches, the shift was very clear, with a new emphasis 
on technocratic and economic goals: tackling poverty, boosting regional trade and 
creating jobs. In terms of democratic elections, Uzbekistan remained largely 
unchanged. But the shift in legitimation discourse nevertheless had a very significant 
impact on state practices in the economy – and to a lesser extent in media and civil 
society. 

Tajikistan’s President Emomali Rahmon also constructed an authoritarian 
regime based on a threat-based discourse and the division of the population into 
friends and enemies (Lemon and Rahimi 2020). Few Tajiks believed that the 
government could solve the country’s dire social and economic problems – people 
relied much more on their own individual, family and community efforts to find 
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work, housing and education. Instead, the government advanced a legitimacy 
discourse that asserted its role as the bulwark against the threat of renewed Civil 
War and state collapse. These claims resonated with the international community – 
which supported Rahmon’s version of the peace process and largely turned a blind 
eye to the regime’s human rights abuses – and with much of the population, in which 
the popular trope – ‘as long as there is no war’ – became a justification for poor 
governance. Peace was widely understood in Tajik society in terms of a lack of 
division and antagonism – such as those cleavages represented by political parties 
and democratic politics – and instead as the result of hierarchical order, in which a 
leader was able to enforce a unity of views on society (Heathershaw 2009; Lewis 
2016). 

The discourse of negative peace was accompanied by increased repression 
and media control. Tajikistan’s media became progressively less free, critical 
websites were blocked and independent media closed. Its rating in an index of media 
freedom compiled by the NGO Reporters Without Borders declined sharply, from 
115 out of 180 countries in 2014 to 161 in 2020.3 Uzbekistan, on the other hand, 
was moving in a more positive direction, although from a low base, up from 166 in 
the world in 2016 to 156 in 2020. Uzbekistan’s shift to a discourse based more on 
performance and less on security threats made it less necessary to maintain previous 
levels of repression against the press. Tajikistan was effectively travelling in the 
opposite direction. 

In Turkmenistan the level of media freedom was even more dismal, rated 
by RSF as the second worst in the world after North Korea. Rather than relying on 
performance (most people’s living standards remained extremely low) or on an 
internal or external enemy (it had no recent experience of internal conflict), 
Turkmenistan’s discursive framing focused on a much simpler idea – a cult of 
personality. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan also had their fair share of 
veneration of the political leader, but the artificial creation of charismatic leadership 
was not the primary focus of state discourse. In Turkmenistan President Niyazov 
became a ubiquitous presence in the political landscape, his image visible 
everywhere, whether on a revolving gold statue in the centre of Ashgabat or the 
corner of every television screen in the country. He renamed the months of the year 
and wrote a book, the Ruhnama, full of folksy nationalism, which became required 
reading in all schools (Lewis 2008). 

Turkmenistan’s personality cults have often been portrayed as irrational and 
bizarre. But they served a political function, creating an iconic centre of gravity 
around which public life rotates and circulates (Rolf 2004). Niyazov’s personality 
cult fulfilled a political purpose – to construct a nation in the context of a weak 
national identity and relatively strong sub-national identities, in a territory marked 
by rather uncertain and porous borders (De Leonardis, 2017). In that context, a 
political personality provided a centre of gravity around which the division of the 
population into friends and enemies could take place. The leader and the nation are 
one, and thus ‘[c]riticizing the leader … becomes coterminous with betrayal of the 
nation and is harshly persecuted’ (Leese 2014; 4–5). This functional role of 
constructed charisma – as opposed to some inherent, genuine charisma in a leader 
– became clearer when President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov revived many 
aspects of the personality-based discourse after a short-lived period when he 
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appeared to favour political reforms. The content of personality discourse is almost 
irrelevant. Berdymukhamedov has promoted himself as a sportsman, a cyclist, a 
rapper and a horseman. In the personalistic regime, the person at the centre must 
dominate the national discourse – the content of that domination is less important 
than the feeling of ubiquity that personalistic legitimacy discourses demand. But in 
the absence of genuine legitimacy gained through the charisma of the leader, a 
personality discourse is weaker than one based on performance or external threat; 
consequently, the level of coercive control and repression is significantly higher. 
Turkmenistan’s regime was involved in mass human rights abuses, and many 
individuals effectively ‘disappeared’ into its prison system, imprisoned for long 
sentences with no contact with the outside world. 

 
Monopolising space 
Democratic regimes are usually able to channel mass protests and regional 
discontent through mediating institutions – the media, parliament, peaceful 
demonstrations and elections. Where these mechanisms are absent or dysfunctional, 
any physical protests can be seen as highly threatening to regime stability. Protests 
and demonstrations represent challenges to the state’s dominance of political and 
physical space – whether taking control of the streets or by promoting regional 
autonomies or separatism. These spatial challenges can be fatal for a regime; in 
several cases Central Asian governments have resorted to armed force to assert 
control in their spatial peripheries. 

In Tajikistan, the regime gradually expanded its territorial control across the 
country during the 2000s. Government forces clashed with local armed groups in 
the eastern Rasht district in 2009–2011 in a struggle for political control that also 
meshed with disputes over business and contraband. A second round of internal 
conflict accompanied central government attempts to impose control on local elites 
in the remote Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (GBAO) in the summer of 
2012, when more than 50 people are reported to have died in fighting between 
government forces and the supporters of local Civil War–era commanders. In 
Kazakhstan, regional tensions contributed to the conflict in the western town of 
Zhanaozen in December 2011, when a long series of peaceful protests by oil 
workers ended in clashes, in which police killed at least 14 people and injured many 
more. By contrast, regional divides in Kyrgyzstan were reflected in the country’s 
public politics – no government was able to use force to impose full control on 
powerful clans in the south of the country – instead, regional divides often 
contributed to unrest and helped to mobilise protestors to overthrow incumbent 
presidents. Deep-seated regional affiliations laid the basis for political competition 
and made building an authoritarian state in Kyrgyzstan more difficult. 

The Kyrgyz state was not only unable to control its regions but also 
frequently lost control of the streets of the capital, Bishkek. In 2005, 2010 and again 
in 2020, Kyrgyz presidents were forced from office by mass unrest on the streets. 
Protestors seized control of central squares and stormed government headquarters 
in a symbolic demonstration of the regime’s lack of spatial control. By contrast, the 
Uzbek state maintained high levels of physical control and surveillance in its urban 
spaces. A highly coercive law enforcement system controlled public and private 
space in ways that were effective in preventing any physical mobilisation against the 



 

9 

 

regime. Under Karimov, there were numerous physical police checks on vehicles, 
widespread surveillance of public places, an extensive informer network in both 
private and public environments, and strict controls on the internet. After 2016 the 
government relaxed some controls on mobility, but a Soviet-era registration regime 
continued to limit mobility inside the country. The state also used existing 
hierarchical forms in society to ensure spatial control, particularly in the traditional 
residential neighbourhoods known as the mahalla. Historically developed as units of 
self-government, mahalla committees worked closely with law enforcement agents 
to contribute to what Sievers terms ‘grassroots absolutism’ (Sievers 2002: 152). 
Indeed, the mahalla goes beyond the control of public space into private spaces. As 
Rasanayagam notes, the government ‘attempts to use the mahalla as a medium for 
extending the presence of central government into the intimate spaces of the family’ 
(Rasanayagam 2011: 110–1). 

Kazakhstan also refused to allow any cession of control over the streets. 
Kazakhstan is leading the way in Central Asia in installing digital surveillance and 
‘Smart City’ technology supported by Chinese technology (Jardine 2019). But much 
of its control still uses traditional methods. When thousands protested after 
Nazarbayev’s chosen successor Tokayev won a snap election on 9 June 2019, there 
were more than 500 arrests by police. In response to international pressure, the 
government reformed the restrictive legislation that limited scope for streets 
protests, but a new law adopted in May 2020 still effectively restricted any 
demonstrations to spaces decreed by the government. The Prosecutor General’s 
Office outlawed a new group called Koshe Partiyasy (Party of the Street) as extremist 
on the grounds that it was linked to Mukhtyar Ablyazov’s banned Democratic 
Choice of Kazakhstan party. The authorities were nervous of any nexus between 
political activists in exile and political activists on the street inside Kazakhstan. 

Spatial control is also achieved through architecture and the built 
environment. Kazakhstan’s most striking piece of spatial politics was the 
construction of a new capital at Astana – later renamed Nur-Sultan. The shift of the 
capital asserted a new spatial identity for the nation and sought to overcome regional 
fractures (Köppen 2013). The northern geographic location of Astana shifted the 
centre of political power away from the commercial capital Almaty, but the new city 
also marked a sharp break with the Soviet past and the construction of a state that 
had global aspirations. Buildings designed by international architects such as 
Norman Foster contributed to a new identity for the Kazakh state. In all the Central 
Asian authoritarian regimes, the rebuilding of the state is producing new cityscapes, 
landscapes and architecture, which in turn construct new legitimacy discourses and 
spatial realities. In Tashkent a similar process has erased memorable central spaces 
in favour of new cityscapes that involve resettlement and displacement of local 
residents and promote a global aesthetic that asserts the powerlessness of the 
population in the face of local authoritarian practices and global capital (Akhmedov 
2018). 

Architecture and memorialisation played a particular role in the construction 
of Turkmenistan’s authoritarian order (Koch 2016b). The reconstruction of the 
capital Ashgabat deliberately destroyed symbols of the Soviet period and any 
historical epochs prior to the Niyazov era. Instead, the landscape is dominated by 
modern luxury buildings – symbolising the supposed prosperity and wealth that 
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independent Turkmenistan has achieved – and a series of monumental sculptures 
that in one way or another represent the personality of the president. There are 
prominent statues of President Berdymukhamedov, including one with his favoured 
Akhal-Teke horse. In November 2020 he unveiled a golden statue of the Alabay 
breed of dog. These monuments are often mocked in international media, but they 
serve a purpose in marking out political space and reinforcing the sense of ubiquity 
of the political leader. They symbolically exclude the possibility of space being used 
by other political forces: the president is always present, even when represented only 
by his animal friends. Consequently, citizens – whatever they think of 
Berdymukhamedov – are required to act in response to these statues and memorials 
as if they believe in his claim to be a charismatic leader, observing external 
ceremonies of loyalty regardless of their personal beliefs.4 

Authoritarian regimes also seek to control spaces beyond their borders, 
concerned about plots among political exiles, facilitated by ease of communications 
in cyberspace and international finance. The Kazakh authorities pursued political 
exiles abroad with obsessive zeal, none more so than opposition politician and 
banker Mukhtyar Ablyazov, a banker and opposition leader. In early 2009 he fled to 
the UK, leaving behind the failing BTA bank, in which the Kazakh authorities 
claimed to have uncovered a multi-billion-dollar fraud. The Kazakh authorities 
pursued Ablyazov and his associates in multiple jurisdictions abroad, winning civil 
proceedings in the UK courts, but failing to win his extradition from France (Cooley 
and Heathershaw 2017). The Kazakh government also pursued other former 
insiders, such as Rakhat Aliev, who had been married to Dariga Nazarbayeva, the 
president’s eldest daughter, before falling out of favour in 2007. The Kazakh 
authorities sought his extradition from Europe, but in February 2015 he was found 
dead in a cell in Vienna, having apparently committed suicide. 

In Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, repressions at home forced many political 
opponents into exile, but these states continued to reach beyond their borders to 
control the diaspora. Uzbek security agencies conducted extensive operations 
abroad, including surveillance, intelligence-gathering and threats against exiles. The 
Tajik authorities used a range of legal mechanisms – including Interpol – to attempt 
to detain individuals abroad, and cooperated with security services in Russia to 
kidnap exiles and bring them back to Tajikistan to face long terms of imprisonment. 
There were also credible allegations that the Uzbek security forces were involved in 
assassination attempts on Uzbeks abroad. In October 2007 in Osh, in southern 
Kyrgyzstan, a gunman shot dead Alisher Saipov, a young journalist who had been 
critical of the Uzbek authorities. In February 2012 Obid-kori Nazarov, a well-known 
Uzbek cleric who had gained political asylum and lived in the remote northern town 
of Stromsund in Sweden, survived an assassination attempt after a gunman shot him 
in the doorway to his block of flats (Lewis 2015). 
 
Controlling the political economy 
Different state practices in controlling discourse and space help us to differentiate 
varieties of authoritarianism in Central Asia. Equally important are state and 
corporate practices in a third domain – that of political economy. Practices in 
political economy are not merely about balancing resources between the population 
(to avoid unrest) and loyalists (to avoid defection), while maintaining international 
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credibility (Tumutlu 2016). They are also about shaping and controlling elites 
through legal and economic mechanisms – what Slater (2010) calls ‘ordering power.’ 
An array of formal and informal practices – gatekeeping mechanisms – serves to 
maintain the strategic heights of the economy in the hands of a small, hand-picked 
elite. Central Asian authoritarianisms can be usefully compared by examining the 
exclusiveness of this group of business elites, the mechanisms used to exclude and 
suppress new elites, and the extent to which political control trumps the need for 
economic competence and business investment, including foreign investment. The 
most successful systems ensured political control of economic resources, while 
allowing foreign investment and trade to stimulate the economy. In other cases, the 
control of the authoritarian state over business effectively stifled competition, 
reinforced inequality and embedded widespread poverty. 

Kazakhstan provides the clearest example of this complex balance of 
political control and economic prosperity, in which a process of economic 
consolidation for a narrow elite was balanced against the need to improve the 
business environment for investors. The process of consolidation began in the 
energy sector, culminating in 2002 with the merger of several companies to create a 
new giant, state-owned company KazMunayGaz, with Nazarbayev’s son-in-law 
Timur Kulibayev appointed as First Vice-President. Second, business groups close 
to the regime reportedly gained control of much of the construction sector, which 
became a lucrative area for investments during the construction of a new capital in 
Astana (Peyrouse 2012). Third, groups linked to the Nazarbayev family gradually 
established informal control over much of the mining sector (Global Witness 2010). 
The mining giant ENRC was also controlled by close allies of the president. 
Following the arrest and imprisonment in 2009 of Mukhtar Dzhakishev, the head 
of the Kazakhstan uranium company Kazatomprom, media reports suggested that 
other elites were now able to assert greater control over the uranium mining sector 
(Lillis 2009). Finally, entrepreneurs close to the regime gained direct or indirect 
control of key private banks following a banking crisis in 2008–2009. This informal 
extension of control over each sector of the economy was matched and supported 
by a formal reassertion of state control of strategic sectors of the economy through 
the country’s sovereign wealth fund, Samruk-Kazyna. 

Kazakhstan had to balance this concentration of power in strategic business 
with the need to promote small and medium-sized business and to advertise a 
positive business environment to foreign investors. Paradoxically, as the regime 
consolidated formal and informal control over many sectors of the economy, 
Kazakhstan also rose rapidly in international ratings on the ease of doing business, 
reaching 25th in the world in the World Bank’s index in 2020. This outcome was 
not only the result of a flawed ratings system that focused primarily on formal 
indicators. It also reflected a genuine effort in Kazakhstan to improve the business 
environment for small business, while restricting access to the major business 
sectors that had political importance. According to a Kazakh analyst, Dosym 
Satpaev, there is a ‘ceiling beyond which no one is allowed to go. [I]f you own 
something that is worth more than those in the inner circle own, that is dangerous’ 
(cited in Junisbai, 2010: 250). New emerging elites faced informal measures to 
constrain their business below this ‘ceiling.’ Informal gatekeeping practices 
restricted high-level business to a small club of the well-connected and politically 
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loyal actors.  However, as long as the informal ceiling remained relatively high, this 
system still offered scope for many smaller businesses to thrive and for different 
economic and social actors to benefit. The danger of such a dual system is that the 
mechanisms used to maintain hierarchical control of the economy in strategic 
sectors risk entrenching poor governance throughout the system. Authoritarian 
practices in the political economy help to ensure political control but require a 
careful balancing act to maintain the performance-based legitimacy discourse that 
underpinned the regime. 

In Tajikistan the regime achieved political control over business but 
struggled to leave sufficient space for economic growth and business development. 
The presidential family reportedly came to control the most lucrative branches of 
the economy (Eurasianet 2019). The small scale of the economy left limited space 
for other actors to thrive. Those who challenged this narrow control of major 
businesses – or attempted to convert business success into politics – faced extreme 
reprisals. In 2013 businessman and former government minister Zaid Saidov was 
arrested after he attempted to set up a New Tajikistan Party. He was subsequently 
sentenced to 29 years in prison on charges widely believed to be politically 
motivated. The economic impact of this narrow control seemed clear. In 2017 some 
40 per cent of Tajiks aged 15–24 were neither working nor studying (Putz 2017). In 
the absence of business opportunities at home, migration to Russia remained the 
only viable option for most people to find work. 

In Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov was opposed to the emergence of any 
‘oligarchs’ – business elites that Karimov feared could challenge his monopoly of 
political power. In theory the state retained control over much of the economy, but 
in practice a small circle of elites dominated by the presidential family and the 
security services informally controlled many businesses and were involved in hostile 
‘raiding’ against both foreign and domestic business (Lewis 2016b). The ‘ceiling’ at 
which business attracted the attention of state elites became very low, with law 
enforcement and other officials acting as predatory agents against small and 
medium-sized business. State control of agriculture forced many farmers to grow 
cotton and sell it to the state at low prices, often using low-cost forced labour. State-
linked elites benefited from the export of cotton, but much of the rural population 
lived in poverty. After 2016 the government embarked on significant economic 
reforms. Behind the rhetoric, the process has attempted to ensure that political elites 
retain control over key sectors of the economy, while space is created for new small 
and medium-sized businesses to emerge and stimulate economic growth and 
employment opportunities. But small networks of elites and oligarchs still 
dominated many business sectors, making it difficult for new entrants to compete. 

There was no sign of a shift in policy in Turkmenistan where the president 
and his close allies dominated the most significant financial flows and business 
sectors – there was almost no scope for any significant independent business to 
operate at any scale except as an adjunct to the state. Turkmenistan was ranked at 
170 out of 180 countries in terms of economic freedom.5 Where private sector 
expertise was required, both presidents Niyazov and Berdymukhamedov used 
foreign business and non-Turkmen advisers to avoid the development of an 
indigenous business elite that might demand a role in the country’s governance. The 
system survived because Turkmenistan had extensive gas reserves, which the 
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government exported to China, and used the revenue to fund its extensive apparatus 
of repression. This allowed the regime to operate without creating a better 
environment for domestic business or for foreign investors. But the model was 
under increasing strain by 2020, with reports of social unrest and food shortages 
(Eurasianet 2020). 
 
Conclusion 
There were numerous factors that contributed to the emergence of authoritarian 
regimes in Central Asia after 2001, including historical, cultural and contingent 
factors in the post-Soviet period. Initial periods of political contestation in the early 
1990s were followed in most cases by a consolidation of political control around a 
single leader. By the third decade of independence, Central Asian states – with the 
partial exception of Kyrgyzstan – had coalesced around an authoritarian model in 
which electoral processes were undemocratic and played only a limited role in 
determining policies and personnel. This shared rejection of democratic elections 
disguised a wide variation in state practices in different social domains that 
determined how effective they were at meeting social needs and how much they 
resorted to repressive measures to ensure political control. 

First, they varied in their development of different types of legitimacy 
discourse, focused on performance, threat or personality. When states sought 
legitimacy through performance, they relied less on coercion and repression, and 
produced better governance outcomes. Threat-based discourses required extensive 
repression and downgraded economic performance and social needs. The 
personality discourse that was central to Turkmen politics was the least effective for 
society and the most repressive. 

Second, each regime used multiple techniques to prevent political 
opponents from occupying physical space – in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and 
Kazakhstan this struggle resulted in the use of force against the population – 
shooting civilians dead to assert government control. Other techniques – from cyber 
surveillance to changes in the built environment – provided non-violent ways for 
regimes to achieve social and political control over urban spaces. States also used 
covert operations internationally to police and repress political activity among exiles. 

Third, Central Asia’s authoritarian regimes sought to consolidate and 
control their dominance of key business sectors, not only for personal self-
enrichment but to prevent potential political opponents from using resources to 
challenge their political dominance. The trajectory in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan was 
towards growing consolidation of economic power around a small elite linked to the 
presidential family. But in Kazakhstan, the economy was sufficiently large to allow 
smaller business to find a niche. In Uzbekistan, the death of Karimov opened up 
some new opportunities for business, but a narrow elite still controlled large swathes 
of the economy. In Turkmenistan a rentier economy was easy for the regime to 
control, although poor governance and dependence on gas prices threatened to 
provoke a major socio-economic crisis. 

Despite this variety in practices in these three domains, each Central Asian 
regime has enjoyed remarkable longevity and relative stability. Frequent predictions 
that Central Asian authoritarian rule would prove to be fragile and prone to state 
collapse have so far proved mistaken. Kyrgyzstan appeared to be an exception to 
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this persistent authoritarianism. Its political life was marked by a plurality of 
discourses, contested physical spaces and a diverse business elite. The result was a 
pluralist society and state, but one that was also beset by fundamental political and 
economic problems. Central Asian authoritarianism was often highly repressive and 
did not meet the political, social and economic demands of Central Asian societies. 
But for many people in the region, Kyrgyzstan's political system also represented a 
warning that the existence of pluralism and diverse centres of power was not a 
guarantee that a sustainable form of democracy or economic prosperity would 
follow.  
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1 In Freedom House’s ratings, the country scores range from Turkmenistan (0), through 

Uzbekistan (2), Tajikistan (3), Kazakhstan (5) and Kyrgyzstan – once described in the 1990s as 

an ‘oasis of democracy’ – scoring 16. By comparison, Estonia scored 85 and Armenia 33. These 

scores have been remarkably consistent over the last decade, with slight improvements in 

Uzbekistan after the death of former president Islam Karimov, and a worsening of Kyrgyzstan’s 

political liberties.  
2‘Republic of Tajikistan Parliamentary Elections, 1 March 2020. ODIHR Election Assessment 

Mission. Final Report, 27 May 2020, https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/9/9/453243.pdf 
3 https://rsf.org/en/tajikistan 
4 Cf Lisa Wedeen’s observation that ‘Citizens in Syria are not required to believe the cult’s 

flagrantly fictitious statements and, as a rule, do not. But they are required to act as if they do’ 

(Wedeen 1998: 506).  
5 https://www.heritage.org/index/ranking 

                                                 


