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POWER TRANSITION AND POST-AUTHORITARIAN REFORMS
IN KAZAKHSTAN AND UZBEKISTAN: A COMPARATIVE POLITICAL ANALYSIS

Abstract

The aim of this study is to analyze the institutional nature of the post-authoritarian power
transition in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and the substantive logic of the announced political reforms
from the perspective of comparative politics. In the post-personalist period, the reforms initiated by
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev and Shavkat Mirziyoyev have been presented in official discourse as
renewal and political modernization. However, evaluating these reforms solely at the level of declared
normative commitments is insufficient. This article examines the reforms in a comprehensive manner
through the evolution of political discourse, legal and institutional restructuring, and changes in actual
governance practices.

The theoretical framework of the analysis draws on the concepts of authoritarian adaptation and
elite reproduction. The study demonstrates that the substance of the power transition has been oriented
more toward the reconfiguration of regime stability than toward democratic institutionalization.
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In this context, the notion of “reform” functions not as a mechanism for expanding structural
pluralism but as an instrument for reaffirming elite agreements and redistributing power resources.
This process reveals an internal contradiction between the rhetoric of liberalization and the practice of
centralized control.

We interpret this dynamic as an institutionalized form of “managed liberalization: while the
discourse of change becomes a tool of legitimation, the structural constraints on political competition
remain intact. The study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of regime transformation in
Central Asia and refines the conceptual framework for analyzing authoritarian transitions.

Keywords: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, power transition, post-authoritarianism, political reforms,
comparative politics.
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KA3AKCTAH MEH O3bEKCTAHIATYBI BUWIIK TPAH3UTI ’)KOHE
IHOCT-ABTOPUTAPJIBIK PE@OPMAJIAP: CAJIBICTBIPMAJIBI CASICH TAJITIAY

Anoamna

byn 3eprrey makcatbi Kazakcran mMeH ©O30eKcTaHIaFrbl MOCTaBTOPUTAPIIBIK KE3EHIET1 OMIIIK
TPaH3UTIHIH UHCTUTYIIUOHAJIBIK TAOMFATHIH JKOHE JKapHUsUTaHFaH casick pedopMaap/IbiH Ma3MYH/IBIK
JIOTUKAChIH CAJBICTBIPMAIIbl CasicaTTaHy TYPFbICBIHAH Tanjaiabl. lepcoHanucTik OWIIIK YATICIHEH
keiinri kezenyae Kaceim-XKomapt Tokae nen [llaBkar Mup3uéeB OacTamamibUIbIK €TKeH pedopma-
Jlap peCMHU JTUCKYPCTa KAHFBIPY KOHE casCy MOJIEPHU3ALUS PETIHIE YChIHBUIABL. JlereHMeH, arainraH
pedopmanap bl TEK KapusJlaHFaH HOPMATUBTIK YCTaHBIMIAp JCHreiinae Oaranay skeTKutikci3. Ocbl
Makaiazia pedopmaiap casiCH JUCKYPC SBOJIOLUSICHI, KYKBIKTHIK-MHCTUTYLIMOHAIABIK KalWTa Kypbl-
JBIMJIAY JKOHE HAKThI 0acKapy MPaKTUKAChIHBIH €3repici apKbUIbl KEIISH 1 TYp/e KapacThIpbLIaIb.

TeopusblK TYpFBIIAH Tajljay aBTOPHUTApPIBIK OeHiMIeNny MKoHE OJIHUTAIbIK PENpOIyKIIUsS
KOHIICTIIMSJIapbIiHA CyiieHenl. 3epTTey OWIK TpaH3WUTIHIH Ma3MYHBI JI€MOKPATHUSUIBIK MHCTUTYLMOHA-
TU3ALUSAIaH Tepl PeKUMIIK TYPAKTHUIBIKTHI KaliTa KOH(pUTypalusiayFa OaFrbITTaIFaHbIH KOPCETE/I.

«Pedopma» yFpIMBI OYJ1 KOHTEKCTE KYPBUIBIMIBIK IUTIOPATU3MII KEHEUTy Kypasbl eMec,
ANUTANBIK KeNicIMIEepai KalTa OeKiTy »oHe OWJIIK pecypcTapbhlH KaiiTa Oelly MeXaHHM3Mi peTiHze
KepiHenl. MyHpaait ynepic nubOepanuzalus PUTOPUKACHI MEH OPTaJbIKTaHABIPBUIFAH Oakpliay
MIPAKTUKACHI APAChIH/IAFbI 1K1 KaHIIBUIBIKTHI AiKbIHAAN b

bi3 Oy muHaMuKkaHbl «OacKapbUIaThIH JTHOEpaIH3alUsIHbIHY HHCTUTYIIMOHANIAHFaH (opMachl
peTiHe TYCIHAIpEMI3: e3repic AUCKYPCHI JIETUTHUMAIUs KypajblHa alfHaJFaHBIMEH, cascu Oaceke-
JIECTIKTIH KYPBUIBIMIBIK IIEKTeyaepi cakranaapl. 3epTrey OpTanslK A3UsIarkl pexuM TpaHchopma-
IUSCBIH HEFYPTIBIM HIOAHCTHI TaibIMAayFa KOHE aBTOPUTAPIBIK TPAH3UTTEPAl TalAaybIH
KOHLIENTYaJAbIK IeHOepiH HaKThUIayFa MYMKIH/IIK Oepei.

Tyiiin ce3aep: Kazakcran, ©36ekctan, OWIIK TpaH3UTI, TOCTAaBTOPUTAPH3M, casicu pedopmaap,
CaAJIBICTBIPMAJTBI CasicaTTaHy.
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TPAH3UT BJIACTU U ITIOCT-ABTOPUTAPHBIE PE®OPMbI
B KABAXCTAHE 1 Y3BEKUCTAHE: CPABHUTEJIbHBIN OJIMTUYECKHA AHAJIN3

Annomauus

enp nccnenoBaHus — MpOAHAIU3UPOBATH MHCTUTYLHMOHAIBHYIO MPUPOJY TPaH3WUTa BJIACTH B
nocr-aBToputapHbiii nepuon B Kasaxctane m Y30ekucrtaHe, a TakkKe COIEPIKATEIbHYIO JIOTHUKY
OOBSBIEHHBIX TOJUTUYECKHX pEePOpPM C TOUYKH 3pEHUS CPaBHUTENBHOM monurosoruu. B
MOCTIIEPCOHAIMCTCKUN Tepuoa pedopmbl, uHumupoBanHbie KackiM-XKomaprom TokaeBeiM u
[IlaBkarom Mup3uéeBpiM, B OQHUIMATBLHOM JUCKYpce ObUIM MpeACTaBiIeHbl Kak OOHOBJIEHHE U
nojguTHYecKass MojaepHu3auus. OJHAKO OIeHKa JTUX pedopM HUCKIIOUMTENILHO Ha YpPOBHE
3asiBIEHHBIX HOPMATHBHBIX YCTAaHOBOK SIBJSIETCS HeNOCTaTouyHOW. B maHHON crathe pedopMbl
paccMaTpuUBalOTCS KOMIUIEKCHO — Ye€pe3 5SBOJIIOLUIO TOJMTUYECKOTO JHUCKypca, MpPaBOBYIO H
MHCTUTYIHOHAIBHYIO PECTPYKTYPHU3ALUIO, a TAKKE U3MEHEHUS B PEATIbHBIX MPAKTUKAX YIIPABICHMUSL.

Teopernueckn aHaM3 OMNHUPACTCS HA KOHIENIMKM aBTOPUTAPHOM aJanTalid W AIUTHOU
penpoaykiuu. VccrnenoBanue mokasbIBaeT, YTo COAEp)KaHWE TPaH3WUTa BIACTH B OOJBLICH CTENeHH
HalpaBJIeHO Ha PEKOHPUIYpalMI0 pPEKUMHOM CTAaOWIBHOCTH, YeM Ha JEMOKPATHYECKYIO
MHCTUTYLIHOHAIN3ALHIO.

OcHoBHbIe pe3ynbTarbl. [loHsATHE «pedopma» B JAaHHOM KOHTEKCTE BBICTYNIAeT HE Kak
MHCTPYMEHT pacCIIMpPEHUs] CTPYKTYPHOTO ILTIOpAI3Ma, a KAK MEXaHM3M 3aKpeIUICHUS SJIUTHBIX
COIJIAIICHUH U TepepacipenesieHus: pecypcoB BiacTu. [1onoOHBIN mpoliecc BBISBISET BHYTPEHHEE
MIPOTHUBOPEUNE MEXKIY PUTOPUKOM TnOepanu3ayy U NpakTUKaMH LIEHTPaIU30BaHHOTO KOHTPOJIS.

Mpbl UHTEpIIpeTHpYEM 3Ty AMHAMUKY KaK MHCTHUTYLIMOHAIM3WPOBAHHYIO (OPMY «yMpaBisieMOn
nubepanu3alum»: JUCKYpC H3MEHEHHUH CTaHOBUTCS MHCTPYMEHTOM JIETUTHMAIUHM, TOrJa Kak
CTPYKTYpHBbIE OTPaHHUYEHHUS MOJUTHUYECKOW KOHKYpPEHIIMHM COXpaHstoTcs. MccienoBanue crnoco0-
CTBYEeT 0oJiee HIOAHCHPOBAHHOMY TMOHUMAaHUIO TpaHchopMmanuu pexxuMoB B LlenTpanbHOil A3uu u
YTOYHEHHIO KOHILIENITYaJIbHBIX PAMOK aHaJIN3a aBTOPUTAPHBIX TPAH3UTOB.

KaloueBble caoBa: Kazaxcran, V30ekucraH, TpaH3UT BIACTH, [OCT-aBTOPUTAPU3M,
MOJTUTHYECKUE PEPOPMBI, CPABHUTEbHAS TIOJTUTOJIOTHSI.

INTRODUCTION
After gaining independence, the states of Central Asia consolidated a model of authoritarian
governance characterized by a stable concentration of power in the hands of a single leader, weak
political competition, and limited civic participation. In Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the first
presidents — Nursultan Nazarbayev and Islam Karimov, who led their countries continuously from the
early 1990s — constructed an institutional architecture of power that depended heavily on their
personal authority and political influence. Legislative bodies, the judiciary, and other key institutions
functioned under the dominance of the executive branch, ensuring regime stability while

simultaneously constraining opportunities for political liberalization and democratic transformation.
This model of long-term personalist rule, often perceived by external observers as a guarantor of
stability, predictability, and gradual economic development, reached its structural and political limits
by the late 2010s. In Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev unexpectedly resigned in 2019 while
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retaining significant influence within the political system through both formal and informal
mechanisms. In Uzbekistan, the death of Islam Karimov in 2016 acted as a catalyst for a forced
leadership transition and initiated cautious yet notable reforms. These developments marked the first
instances of supreme power transfer in the histories of these states and opened a new phase of political
development that can be described as a post-authoritarian period with elements of institutional
transformation and adaptation of pre-existing governance mechanisms.

Examining the characteristics of these power transitions is crucial for understanding the
trajectories of political development across the broader Central Asian region. During the rule of
Nazarbayev and Karimov, both countries were widely classified as “consolidated authoritarian
regimes” [1, p. 114], where leadership succession constitutes a potentially unstable and risky process
capable of reshaping elite balances, redistributing resources, and affecting the resilience of state
institutions. Despite expectations of liberalization and democratic reform, such transitions are
frequently accompanied by the persistence of core elements of the previous system, including control
over political opposition, mass media, and civil society, as well as restrictions on genuine political
competition.

Against this backdrop, the article poses the following research question: to what extent have the
reforms initiated after leadership change transformed the political systems of Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, and to what degree have they facilitated or, conversely, hindered the preservation of the
authoritarian model of governance? Additionally, the study considers whether these reforms
contributed to genuine institutional strengthening or remained largely declarative in nature. The aim
of the research is to identify similarities and differences in the content, depth, and direction of post-
authoritarian reforms in the two countries, as well as to assess their impact on the evolution of
political regimes and the prospects for further political change.

The study is based on a comparative analytical approach, involving the examination of historical
contexts, mechanisms of power transfer, and subsequent reform trajectories in both cases. Particular
attention is paid to both shared patterns and country-specific factors shaping political dynamics,
including the role of political elites, institutional legacies, international influences, and domestic
societal pressures. Differences in reform strategies, the pace of change, and the degree of
institutionalization are also taken into account.

The structure of the article is as follows: the first section outlines the theoretical approaches to the
study of authoritarian transformations and the characteristics of personalist regimes. This is followed by
separate analyses of the processes of power transition and reform in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The
final section provides a comparative analysis, presents the main findings, and discusses the theoretical
and practical significance of the study, as well as potential directions for future research in this field.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In theories of political transition from authoritarian regimes, there exists a hypothesis that the
transfer of power may create opportunities for positive change, particularly in the direction of
democratization and the expansion of civil liberties [2, p. 68]. This idea has long occupied a central
place in transitology, assuming that leadership change can trigger processes of institutional
liberalization and a gradual shift toward a more open political order. However, the post-Soviet
experience has clearly demonstrated that this hypothesis is not universal and is not consistently
confirmed in practice. In many cases, a change in leadership does not lead to systemic democratic
transformation but rather results in the modification of an existing governance model.

Political scientist Thomas Carothers, in his critique of the classical transition paradigm, argued
that in a number of authoritarian states the so-called “transition to democracy paradigm” failed to
materialize. This implies that the departure of an autocratic leader does not automatically lead to the
emergence of democratic institutions and practices. On the contrary, many countries exhibit a
persistence of established political mechanisms, albeit in somewhat modified forms. In reality, the
transfer of power often represents a process of internal regime adaptation to new conditions, involving
a redistribution of influence among elite groups rather than a fundamental revision of the principles
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underlying the political system. As a result, the evolution of political regimes frequently demonstrates
a strong tendency toward authoritarian continuity.

In the scholarly literature, the political regimes of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are commonly
characterized as neopatrimonial or personalist systems. A defining feature of such regimes is the high
degree of power personalization, whereby formal institutions play a secondary role compared to
informal governance practices. Informal networks, patron-client relations, and systems of political
loyalty become the primary mechanisms through which resources are distributed and decisions are
made. State policy is largely shaped by the personal authority of the president, as well as by the
balance of interests among elite groups clustered around him.

Within a neopatrimonial framework, institutions such as parliaments, judicial systems, and
political parties formally continue to function and retain the outward appearance of an
institutionalized state structure. However, their autonomy is significantly constrained, while the real
levers of power are concentrated in the hands of the head of state and his close circle [3, p. 127]. This
creates a dual system in which formal rules coexist with informal decision-making mechanisms, the
latter often proving more decisive in practice.

In authoritarian personalist regimes, the issue of leadership succession occupies a particularly
critical position and is widely regarded as one of the most vulnerable stages in the lifecycle of the
regime. The departure of a leader — especially if it occurs unexpectedly or without a clearly
institutionalized succession mechanism — can pose a serious challenge to the entire political system.
Key difficulties include ensuring the legitimacy of the new leader, preventing intra-elite conflict, and
maintaining the stability of state institutions. The absence of well-established procedures for
leadership change increases the risks of political instability and elite fragmentation.

From a theoretical perspective, a transfer of power has the potential to transform the nature of a
regime, including the possibility of a transition toward more democratic forms of governance.
However, empirical research indicates that such outcomes are relatively rare. For instance, an
extensive study by Barbara Geddes and her colleagues found that in the second half of the twentieth
century, only 45% of cases involving the departure of an authoritarian leader resulted in regime
change, and even in those instances, the outcome was most often the replacement of one form of
autocracy with another [4, p. 307]. This finding underscores the resilience of authoritarian systems
and their capacity to adapt to change without fundamentally altering their core characteristics.

Thus, in most cases, leadership change does not transform the type of political regime but merely
replaces the individual at its apex. This phenomenon is commonly interpreted as a manifestation of
institutional inertia and the durability of authoritarian structures. The persistence of key elements of
the system — such as control over political opposition, restrictions on media freedom, and the
weakness of civil society — enables the regime to continue functioning even after the departure of its
founding leader.

In analyzing the impact of power transitions on authoritarian systems, the legitimation strategies
employed by new leaders play a crucial role. In order to consolidate their authority, they may initiate
reforms aimed at signaling renewal and improving the effectiveness of governance. Such reforms may
include limited political liberalization, administrative restructuring, or economic adjustments.
However, in many cases, the primary objective of these measures is not a fundamental transformation
of the system but rather its preservation through adaptation to new political and social conditions.

As political scientist Slavomir Horak has noted, although processes of succession and post-
succession change in authoritarian regimes remain underexplored in academic research, this period is
critical in determining the future trajectory of the political order [5, p. 89]. It is during this stage that it
becomes clear whether the existing system will persist or undergo gradual transformation.
Consequently, the analysis of transitional periods provides valuable insights into the internal logic and
resilience of authoritarian governance.

The cases of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan vividly illustrate this dilemma. In both instances, the
transfer of power was accompanied by reformist initiatives aimed at modernizing the political system
and enhancing its effectiveness. New leaders declared their intention to soften certain elements of the
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previous authoritarian order, expand opportunities for public participation, and increase the openness
of state institutions. At the same time, however, they sought to strengthen their own positions and
consolidate key levers of power in their hands.

Therefore, the processes of power transition in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan reveal a complex
interplay between change and continuity. On the one hand, there are observable efforts toward reform
and adaptation to new conditions; on the other, the fundamental logic of authoritarian governance
remains largely intact. This makes these cases particularly significant for comparative analysis and
contributes to a deeper understanding of political transformations in the post-Soviet space.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Under Nursultan Nazarbayev’s rule from 1990 to 2019, Kazakhstan was described as one of the
most stable authoritarian regimes in Central Asia. Nazarbayev established the dominance of
presidential power, brought the executive branch fully under his control, and did not allow the
parliament or judiciary to slip out of his influence. In 2010, Nazarbayev was officially given the title
of “Leader of the Nation” (Elbasy), which granted him and his family lifelong immunity from
criminal prosecution. On March 19, 2019, Nazarbayev unexpectedly announced that he would resign.
This move was unprecedented in post-Soviet Central Asia — a long-ruling authoritarian leader
voluntarily left office [6, p.219]. However, Nazarbayev’s decision was part of a carefully prepared
transition strategy. Even after stepping down from the presidency, he retained several levers of state
power: as the Chairman of the Security Council, the leader of the ruling Nur Otan (now Amanat)
party, and a member of the Constitutional Council, Nazarbayev continued to wield informal influence
over political decisions. Under the Constitution, when Nazarbayev stepped down his presidential
powers were assumed by Senate Chairman Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. In June 2019, an early
presidential election was held in which Tokayev won with over 70% of the vote.

After taking office, Tokayev announced that he would maintain Nazarbayev’s policy course, but
also carry out some reforms. He promoted the concept of a “listening state,” promising to strengthen
dialogue between the government and society [7, p.214]. The National Council of Public Trust,
established in 2019, began work as a consultative body engaging various social groups in dialogue. In
his first years, Tokayev took steps aimed at slightly softening the political system: easing the law on
peaceful assemblies, lowering the requirements for registering political parties, and launching
initiatives to increase the government’s accountability in addressing social issues. In 2020, a new law
on protests was adopted, making the previous advance permission process somewhat more lenient;
additionally, provisions like “slander” were removed from the criminal code and moved to the
category of administrative offenses. In the January 2021 parliamentary elections, Nur Otan party once
again won an overwhelming victory, and not a single opposition party managed to enter parliament.
This outcome demonstrated that the political arena was still completely under the control of the
authorities at that time.

Overall, Tokayev’s first package of reforms (2019-2021) sought to introduce certain institutional
changes while maintaining the presidential form of rule. However, these changes were carried out
very cautiously and did not significantly affect the core of the power structure. Nazarbayev’s shadow
remained clearly present during these years: his eldest daughter Dariga Nazarbayeva served as Senate
Chair from 2019 to 2020, and many members of the former regime’s elite continued in their positions
in the upper echelons of the state apparatus. No ban on opposition movements was lifted, and the
situation for freedom of speech did not substantially improve. These factors show the limited nature
of Tokayev’s initial changes and that the fundamental basis of the authoritarian model inherited from
the Nazarbayev era remained intact [8, p.138].

The biggest test of Kazakhstan’s power transition came in January 2022. A public protest that
began in Mangystau Province against a rise in liquefied gas prices spread across the entire country
within days, escalating into widespread unrest. During the January events, according to official data,
at least 238 people were killed and thousands were injured. Protesters set fire to a number of
government buildings and armed clashes took place. Using this crisis, Tokayev took decisive steps to
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consolidate all power in his hands. He requested military assistance from the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO), bringing a temporary foreign peacekeeping force into the country. Most
importantly, during those days he removed Nazarbayev — who was serving as lifetime chairman of the
Security Council — from that position and took over the chairmanship himself [9, p.332]. Thus, in the
public eye, the balance of power between the two leaders, Tokayev and Nazarbayev, was permanently
resolved in Tokayev’s favor. Soon after the January events, Tokayev began gradually purging
Nazarbayev’s close circle from power. Several of Nazarbayev’s relatives and trusted associates were
dismissed from high offices, and corruption charges were brought against some of them. For example,
the former chairman of the National Security Committee, Karim Massimov, was arrested on charges
of treason. According to expert assessments, the January events launched the second phase of the
transition process in Kazakhstan: during this stage, Tokayev significantly strengthened his personal
rule and was able to greatly weaken the influence of the former elite.

The January events clearly demonstrated the public’s demand for change, prompting Tokayev to
pledge extensive political reforms in 2022 [10, p.197]. In his address to the nation on March 16, 2022,
the President announced the concept of a “New Kazakhstan” and proposed a package of constitutional
reforms aimed at modernizing the political system. In a nationwide referendum held in June,
significant amendments to the Constitution were approved: the president’s term was now limited to a
single seven-year term; the provisions concerning the First President — Elbasy were removed from the
Basic Law, abolishing the special privileges granted to Nazarbayev and his family. At the same time,
some presidential powers were formally reallocated to the Parliament and local maslikhats — for
example, the right of maslikhat deputies to approve the appointment of regional akims (governors)
was introduced. On paper, these changes were intended to move the political system away from a
super-presidential model and improve the balance among branches of power. In November of that
year, to solidify his authority under the new political circumstances, Tokayev called an early
presidential election and was re-elected to a new seven-year term as allowed by the Constitution.

In March 2023, elections to the Mazhilis (lower house of Parliament) were held under a mixed
majoritarian-proportional system. For the first time in many years, the parliament’s composition
included representatives of a formally opposition-oriented party — the Nationwide Social Democratic
Party (NSDP) — as well as a handful of independent candidates. This development created the
impression that elements of competition had entered the political system after a long hiatus. However,
in general, genuine opposition remains outside of the system. Newly registered parties such as
Respublica may take a critical view on certain issues, but they do not espouse a fundamentally
oppositional agenda toward the government. The election campaigns were conducted, as before,
under conditions of extensive use of administrative resources, and no truly dangerous competition to
the authorities was permitted. For instance, in the 2023 Mazhilis elections, not a single independent
candidate critical of the government won a seat, and virtually all of the new parties adopted positions
supportive of the president’s policies. International observers noted that despite some individual
elements of competition, the overall political environment was still not on a level playing field for a
fair contest.

One of the principles Tokayev proclaimed for a “Justice Kazakhstan” (Adiletti Qazaqgstan) was
reducing social inequality and transforming the oligarchic economic system. After the January events,
the president openly criticized the concentration of the country’s wealth in the hands of a few families
and declared the need for “de-oligarchization” of the economy. The authorities took some steps in this
direction, but the economic structure did not undergo any fundamental changes. The long-standing
oligarchic model — whereby major assets remain in the grip of a few groups and those groups’
interests dominate resource allocation — still persists [11, p.74]. The state continues, as before, to
entrust the leadership of major enterprises and national companies to individuals close to the power
structure, and the government’s campaign to “return illegally withdrawn assets to the state” largely
boiled down to reclaiming some funds previously held by former officials. For instance, by mid-2023
the prosecutor’s office reported about $1.9 billion in assets had been returned, but it remains unclear
how exactly this money will be used for the public good. Analysts note that without dismantling the
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structural oligopolies in the economy, the ideal of a “Just Kazakhstan™ cannot be realized. The lack of
truly structural economic reforms continues to impede the fair distribution of public resources.

Thus, although the power transition and post-authoritarian reforms in Kazakhstan initially slightly
relaxed the political system, they did not lead to fundamental political liberalization. The changes
implemented under Tokayev’s leadership have been evolutionary in nature and largely limited to
adapting the former authoritarian system to new conditions. As a result of the constitutional reforms,
Nazarbayev’s personal privileges and titles were removed, but the vertical concentration of power in
the presidential institution remained in place. Even though the role of Parliament and other institutions
has somewhat increased, it is difficult to say that decision-making processes now involve broad
popular participation. By mid-2023, the observed trend was Tokayev fully consolidating his personal
rule and shaping a new image for the regime. He dismantled the “Leader of the Nation” cult that was
a legacy of the Nazarbayev era and sought to establish new bases of legitimacy for himself. However,
the values of justice, equality, and transparency proclaimed under the “New Kazakhstan” slogan have
yet to be fully realized. Instead, a transformed authoritarianism — a governance model that outwardly
adopts democratic rhetoric but in practice retains a monopoly on power — has proven to be alive and
well. There are even predictions that in the coming years the authorities might introduce further
convenient changes to the Constitution to strengthen their position [11, p.153]. In sum, the changes in
Kazakhstan in recent years can be characterized not as a full-fledged political liberalization, but rather
as a managed, intra-regime modernization of the system of power.

Power Transition and Post-Authoritarian Reforms in Uzbekistan. Islam Karimov ruled
Uzbekistan continuously from 1989 until 2016, making him one of the longest-ruling autocrats in the
post-Soviet space. Under Karimov’s rule, Uzbekistan became one of the most repressive states in the
world: political opposition was completely eliminated, the mass media and civil society were kept
under strict censorship, thousands of people were imprisoned for political reasons, and torture by law
enforcement agencies became systematic (Russell 2018). The economy was also run in an extremely
closed manner, with strict restrictions on converting the national currency (the som), and each year the
population was conscripted into mass forced labor during the cotton harvest [12, p.153].

In September 2016, the 78-year-old Islam Karimov died of a stroke. This news was officially
announced with a delay, giving the elite little time to prepare for a power transition. According to the
Constitution, the Senate Chairman should have assumed the interim duties of head of state, but Prime
Minister Shavkat Mirziyoyev — the figure with the greatest political weight at that moment — took
power instead. Senate Chairman Nigmatulla Yuldoshev voluntarily declined to serve as acting
president, and parliament confirmed Mirziyoyev as interim president [13, p.208]. Observers suggest
that Mirziyoyev consolidated power in his own hands by reaching an understanding with Rustam
Inoyatov, the powerful head of the National Security Service, and Rustam Azimov, an influential
figure in finance. In the snap presidential election on December 4, 2016, Shavkat Mirziyoyev won
with 88% of the vote. Four candidates took part in that election, but no genuine opposition candidate
was registered and administrative resources were extensively used. Nevertheless, the power transition
was peaceful — Uzbekistan did not experience the open elite conflicts or mass unrest seen in some
other post-Soviet countries. Thus, a new post-Karimov period began in the country’s history.

Mirziyoyev’s initial reforms and the “thaw” period: After assuming the presidency, Shavkat
Mirziyoyev embarked on a broad program of reforms aimed at pulling the country out of the
stagnation that had persisted for many years. In February 2017, he announced the “2017-2021
National Action Strategy,” which identified improving public administration, establishing the rule of
law, liberalizing the economy, and protecting citizens’ interests in the social sphere as priority areas
[14, p.94]. The first concrete steps saw economic liberalization measures being implemented:
longstanding burdens on the public, such as strict currency restrictions, were lifted, and in September
2017 the som was allowed to be freely converted. Numerous bureaucratic barriers to entrepreneurial
activity were eliminated, and tax policy was revised to be more business-friendly. New incentives
were introduced to attract foreign investment and expand external trade relations. The Mirziyoyev
government renewed engagement with international financial institutions such as the World Bank and
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the Asian Development Bank, obtaining support for structural reforms. During this period, Uzbek
society — long kept closed — began to sense the first signs of openness: for example, some internet
resources that had previously been inaccessible were unblocked, and censorship was slightly relaxed.

Signs of liberalization were evident in both social and political life. Starting at the end of 2016
and over the next few years, the authorities released dozens of political prisoners. According to
Human Rights Watch, between September 2016 and mid-2018 at least around 30 people jailed on
political grounds were freed. Among those released were prominent journalists Muhammad Bekjanov
and Yusuf Ruzimuradov, human rights defenders Azam Farmonov and Akzam Turgunov, and a
former opposition politician, Samandar Qogonov (Human Rights Watch 2017). These moves
demonstrated the new government’s effort to soften its repressive policies. Another change that
received broad approval was the restriction of forced labor, especially the previously widespread
practice of mobilizing citizens for the cotton harvest. In 2017, the government announced a ban on
forcing university students, schoolteachers, and medical staff to participate in the annual cotton-
picking campaign. In subsequent harvest seasons, this ban was largely observed, and the formerly
mass mobilization was significantly reduced [15, p.107]. The Mirziyoyev administration also
established Presidential Public Reception Centers across the country to facilitate feedback from the
populace. These offices allowed ordinary citizens to directly convey local problems to the presidential
administration for prompt resolution. This kind of initiative did not exist in the Karimov era, and it
was regarded as a symbolic step by the new leadership to present itself as a government “listening to
the people’s voice”.

Opening in foreign policy: Uzbekistan abandoned its former isolationist policy and began to
conduct active diplomacy at the regional and global levels. Mirziyoyev moved to resolve previously
intractable border issues with neighboring Central Asian countries: border checkpoints with
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan were reopened, and visa regimes were eased. Constructive
dialogue was established on regional water resources and energy issues, reducing years of mutual
distrust. In 2018, Tashkent hosted an informal consultative meeting of Central Asian heads of state — a
sign of renewed regional cooperation that would have been unthinkable in the Karimov era.
Uzbekistan also strengthened its relations with major powers such as the United States, the European
Union, Russia, and China. During Mirziyoyev’s official visits to the U.S. and Europe in 2018,
Western countries declared their support for Uzbekistan’s reforms. That same year, the Office of the
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights sent a special rapporteur to Uzbekistan, and for the first
time in many years the country’s human rights situation was assessed at an international level. These
moves improved Uzbekistan’s international image and allowed it to be seen not as a formerly closed
system but as a country under a new leader with a reformist agenda.

Limits of political liberalization and authoritarian continuity: Despite the hope that
Mirziyoyev’s changes initially inspired, the task of fundamentally democratizing the political system
proceeded slowly and remained limited. In the early years of the new president’s rule, the atmosphere
of fear and pressure did seem to ease somewhat, but the main underpinnings of power remained intact
[16, p.298]. In 2017-2018, Mirziyoyev ousted Rustam Inoyatov, the once all-powerful head of the
National Security Service, and reorganized this security structure. This move was an important
victory for consolidating the president’s personal authority, because the security apparatus, which had
enjoyed extraordinary power under the previous regime, was now directly answerable to the new
leader. However, these changes did not automatically translate into the emergence of independent
political institutions. There was no progress in allowing new opposition political parties to form or in
officially registering parties that had been banned. The parties that were officially registered
remained, as before, loyal to the regime and unable to voice criticism (for example, the Liberal
Democratic Party of Uzbekistan, “Adolat”, “Milliy Tiklanish”, etc.). In 2019, attempts to re-register
the opposition-leaning Erk party or to form a new party called “People’s Unity” by activists
encountered hidden resistance from the authorities — there were reports that the signature collection
and registration processes were intentionally impeded.
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These incidents demonstrate that the new government’s restrictions on freedom of speech remain
extensive and that the authoritarian leadership is still intolerant of criticism. Under Mirziyoyev’s rule,
the political opposition has not gained any opportunity to participate in governance. All players in the
parliament and official politics have remained representatives of the same ruling circle.
Administrative resources and the power structures continue, as before, to keep political life fully
under control. Thus, the reforms undertaken have been implemented only in areas that do not threaten
the regime’s stability. The regime has preserved its fundamental “red lines” and has not allowed
political competition to emerge [17, p.149].

Power consolidation and recent events: In October 2021, a presidential election opened the way
for Mirziyoyev’s second term. Officially, he won over 80% of the vote. However, OSCE observers
criticized this election as a campaign devoid of genuine competition and characterized by excessive
use of administrative resources. Even so, Mirziyoyev’s domestic legitimacy was strengthened and the
process of power centralization continued. At the start of his second term, the president advanced the
idea of “New Uzbekistan” and rolled out a new Development Strategy for 2022—2026. This document
aimed to continue the path of the earlier reforms (World Bank 2024). Not long thereafter, however,
the regime faced a new serious test. In July 2022, mass protests suddenly erupted in the western
autonomous Republic of Karakalpakstan. Local people in Nukus and other areas took to the streets for
several days, protesting against proposed constitutional amendments. In particular, the government’s
plan to remove Karakalpakstan’s sovereign status and its right to secede from Uzbekistan by
referendum sparked enormous opposition. The protests were put down by force, with official reports
stating that 21 people were killed and more than 270 injured [16, p.541]. This incident became the
bloodiest conflict in post-Karimov Uzbekistan. Initially, the authorities temporarily withdrew the
contentious constitutional provisions, but before long, on April 30, 2023, a new nationwide
referendum on changing the Constitution was held. This time, the provision regarding
Karakalpakstan’s status was left unaltered; instead, the presidential term was extended from 5 to 7
years, and Mirziyoyev’s previous two terms were “reset.” In other words, the updated Constitution
allowed him to stand in an early presidential election in July 2023 and run for another term.
Mirziyoyev duly won again (with 87% of the vote), effectively extending his potential tenure in
power to 2040. Analysts interpreted these events as revealing the true nature of the regime: the
turmoil in Karakalpakstan and the subsequent constitutional changes showed that Uzbekistan’s
regime ultimately retained its authoritarian character [17, p.314]. Although Mirziyoyev has continued
to pursue certain reforms in response to public demands, it became clear that he does not aim to share
political power or open the way for genuine pluralism.

The power transition and reform process also altered the intra-elite balance of power.
Mirziyoyev’s consolidation of authority sidelined some former associates and led to the emergence of
new influential groups. In late 2022, a former Deputy Chief of the Presidential Administration, Komil
Allamjonov, was the target of an assassination attempt by unknown assailants, leaving him seriously
injured and causing a major public outcry. The investigation indicated that suspects in the attack had
links to the president’s son-in-law, Otabek Umarov, who had headed a security service, suggesting an
“intra-family conflict” within the regime. Additionally, Mirziyoyev’s eldest daughter, Saida
Mirziyoyeva, rapidly rose through the state hierarchy in 2022—-2023, moving from Deputy Director of
the Agency for Information and Public Communications to Deputy Chief of the Presidential
Administration. In July 2023, she was appointed as the head of the Presidential Administration,
effectively becoming the second most powerful person in the country. Saida Mirziyoyeva’s ascent to
the upper echelons of power prompted varied reactions — some analysts viewed it as the president’s
strategy to bring his family closer to power, even possibly grooming her as a future “successor”.
However, observers caution that in authoritarian regimes succession is a volatile matter: they point to
the fates of Gulnara Karimova (Karimov’s daughter) or Dariga Nazarbayeva (Nazarbayev’s daughter)
as examples where a once-probable successor can completely fall from political grace. In any case, it
appears that Uzbekistan’s current leadership remains authoritarian in nature, opting only to adapt
itself to changing circumstances [18, p.118].
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The power transition and post-authoritarian reforms in Uzbekistan can be evaluated as having a
dual character. On one hand, the changes implemented since Mirziyoyev took office represent a
considerable advance in scope and momentum compared to the Karimov era. Economic liberalization,
the reduction of petty corruption in daily life, the introduction of currency convertibility, the creation
of channels for citizens to lodge complaints with state agencies, as well as Uzbekistan’s emergence
from international isolation in pursuit of open partnerships, all brought tangible positive changes for
ordinary people. On the other hand, the influence of these reforms on democratizing the political
system has remained very limited. No separation of powers or genuine checks-and-balances
mechanisms have been introduced; opposition forces have not been allowed to participate in the
political process; and the issues of rule of law and judicial independence have not been fully resolved.
Shavkat Mirziyoyev and the elite around him have firmly kept the levers of state power in their own
hands. Formally, the leader changed, but the core of the regime — an authoritarian style of governance,
political monopoly, and the lack of accountability of the authorities to society — did not undergo a
fundamental transformation [14, p.223]. This phenomenon can be understood as the adaptation of an
authoritarian regime: the outward appearance has changed, but the inner essence remains the same.
While the “partial reforms” pursued by Mirziyoyev satisfied some of the public’s demands, they have
been insufficient to set Uzbekistan’s political system on a truly democratic path. In the coming years,
whichever development path the country chooses — whether the deepening of reforms or, conversely,
a strengthening of its authoritarian character — will undoubtedly have a significant impact on
Uzbekistan’s internal stability and its role in the region.

Transition scenarios: planned vs. abrupt change. The power transitions in Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan began under different scenarios, yet their ultimate outcomes were similar. In Kazakhstan,
President Nursultan Nazarbayev resigned voluntarily in 2019 and handed power to Senate Chairman
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. This planned, peaceful handover was primarily aimed at ensuring
continuity of the regime. In fact, Tokayev was pre-selected as Nazarbayev’s trusted associate to
become the new president, with the expectation that no fundamental changes to the system would
occur. For example, analysts point out that Tokayev’s rise to power represented a transition designed
by Nazarbayev to bring about “as little real change as possible”. Uzbekistan, by contrast, was forced
to undergo a sudden and unplanned transition in 2016 when President Islam Karimov died. Prime
Minister Shavkat Mirziyoyev assumed power according to constitutional procedure, but the absence
of the former leader allowed Mirziyoyev to more swiftly consolidate his own position. Within a short
time, he established himself as an independent leader and concentrated political power in his hands.
Despite these differences, the key result in both countries was the same: the stability and continuity of
the regime were not disrupted. In both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the new leaders preserved the
foundations of the previous authoritarian order, meaning the transition ultimately ensured an
evolutionary transfer of power and the system’s continued vitality [19, p.121]. Such a managed
succession was even regarded as a model for other post-Soviet states — some researchers noted that
the “new model of authoritarian succession” initiated by Nazarbayev could potentially be replicated
elsewhere.

Influence of the former leader and elite continuity. The extent of the former leader’s influence
on the post-transition political order differed in the two countries. In Kazakhstan, Nazarbayev
continued to exert informal influence on the political process for several years after stepping down,
creating a kind of tandem at the apex of power. Although Tokayev held the presidency, on important
strategic decisions he was compelled to consult Nazarbayev. Nazarbayev’s status as Elbasy
(enshrined in the Constitution) and his right to chair the Security Council for life made him a shadow
power center until 2022. This situation constrained Tokayev’s initial legitimacy and caused him to be

perceived for some time as a “transitional president.” In Uzbekistan, by contrast, Karimov’s complete
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departure from the scene allowed Mirziyoyev to take full control. Free from the former leader’s
shadow, the new president rebuilt the power vertical and took active steps to install his own team. For
instance, in 2017-2018 Mirziyoyev completely overhauled the leadership of the security forces,
dismissing the National Security Service chief from the Karimov era [20, p.187]. This change was
carried out to cement Mirziyoyev’s personal rule. However, in both countries the new rulers initially
avoided direct confrontation with the old elite, choosing a strategy of compromise. In Kazakhstan, the
Nazarbayev family and allied oligarchic groups retained their influence in the early phase of the
transition; only after the January 2022 events did Tokayev begin gradually sidelining them. In
Uzbekistan, likewise, some members of Karimov’s administrative apparatus kept their positions and
adapted to the new leadership. Under Mirziyoyev, certain deputy prime ministers and key ministers
remained in place, meaning elite continuity was not immediately broken. Only in the security sector
and regional administration did Mirziyoyev conduct a personnel “cleansing” to appoint new loyal
figures. Overall, the new leaders did not engage in a power struggle with the old guard at the outset,
but instead consolidated their rule through compromise. Only once power was fully in their hands did
they proceed to hold some figures of the former regime accountable or remove them from the political
stage. This approach is viewed as a typical method to preserve regime stability during a power
transition [21, p.201].

Direction and pace of post-transition reforms. There were notable differences in the content
and priorities of the reforms declared by the new leaders of the two countries. In the post-Nazarbayev
period, Kazakhstan largely turned toward institutional and political reforms. From 2019 onward,
Tokayev launched initiatives to gradually change the political system: he established the National
Council of Public Trust, promised to ease requirements for registering political parties, and introduced
the notion of a parliamentary opposition. The 2022 constitutional reform limited some presidential
powers and announced a number of democratic changes (for example, restricting the presidency to a
single term, introducing a mixed electoral system for the Mazhilis, etc.). However, these changes
were mostly implemented in a top-down manner and were not driven by active demands from civil
society or the opposition. The reforms were carried out in stages and slowly: mild liberalization steps
in 2019-2021, constitutional amendments in 2022, and a review of the electoral system in 2023.
According to analysts, the primary aim of Tokayev’s initiatives was to make the political institutions
appear somewhat more open and thus to reinforce his own legitimacy as leader. Branded under the
“New Kazakhstan” slogan, these reforms in reality were directed more at generating public hope and
a positive outlook than at fundamentally redistributing power [22, p.114].

In Uzbekistan, the initial post-transition reforms were mainly focused on the economic and
administrative spheres. Immediately upon taking office in 2017, Mirziyoyev swiftly implemented
broad measures such as liberalizing the currency market, providing tax breaks, supporting
entrepreneurship, and streamlining the civil service. These actions had an effect akin to “shock
therapy” on the economy and were met with positive reactions from the international community. As
the economy opened up, Uzbekistan experienced several consecutive years of rapid GDP growth and
a modest improvement in living standards: the poverty rate fell and small businesses proliferated. For
example, according to World Bank data, the share of Uzbekistan’s population living below the
national poverty line dropped from roughly 36% in 2015 to about 17% in 2022, and by 2023 this
figure had decreased further to around 11%. At the same time, some restrictions on daily life were
relaxed: the old requirement to obtain a special permit (the so-called “exit visa”) to travel abroad was
abolished, internet access was expanded, and negative practices like forced labor were banned.
However, in terms of political reform, Mirziyoyev acted with extreme caution. Constitutional changes
in 2017 and 2019 were enacted, but mostly amounted to declarative pledges to enhance parliament’s

role. No structural changes to foster genuine political competition were carried out: no opposition
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parties were registered, and presidential and parliamentary elections continued to be held under the
ruling party’s full control. Observers note that Mirziyoyev’s reforms were aimed primarily at
improving the population’s economic situation to strengthen his own standing, with political
liberalization relegated to a secondary priority [17, p.204]. This was a pragmatic step arising from the
urgent need to address the severe socio-economic problems inherited from Karimov’s rule.

The true nature of managed reforms. A significant portion of the reforms publicized in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in reality served the goal of preserving the regime. That is, while the
changes outwardly resembled moves toward democratization, their underlying character was merely
the adaptation of authoritarian rule [19, p.196]. In Kazakhstan, several of Tokayev’s much-touted
political innovations — limiting the president to a single 7-year term, introducing a mixed electoral
system for the Mazhilis, easing the registration of parties — on paper should have opened up the
political system. In practice, these measures provided the new ruling elite with an opportunity to buy
time and further consolidate their power. For instance, the change to limit presidential terms enabled
Tokayev to hold an early election in 2022 and “reset” his time in office to start afresh. And while
switching the Mazhilis elections to a mixed system allowed for a degree of apparent competition
between pro-government parties, it ultimately did not create conditions for any truly opposition forces
to gain seats. Opposition organizations were still not allowed to contest, and the major media
remained under state influence; as a result, the latest parliamentary elections were dubbed “clections
without a choice” [21, p.95].

In Uzbekistan, although the economic reforms brought certain successes, the monopoly on
political power remained intact. In his initial years, Mirziyoyev ensured economic growth and
increased public tolerance of the government by improving living conditions. This economic progress
strengthened the regime’s legitimacy and boosted the president’s personal prestige. However, the
empowered regime did not permit any opposition alternatives: in the 2021 presidential election, no
genuine opposition candidate was allowed to run, and newly formed independent parties failed to
clear the registration hurdles. Under the banner of “New Uzbekistan,” Mirziyoyev’s government also
pledged to engage in public dialogue and improve governance, but it was clear that the ultimate
objective was to maintain popular support while prolonging his rule [17, p.223]. As a result, through
the 2023 constitutional referendum, he “reset” his presidential term count, effectively legalizing an
extension of his tenure to potentially remain in power until 2040. Hence, the majority of the
proclaimed reforms were not a genuine turn toward democracy, but rather an imitative transformation
of power. Numerous examples from authoritarian modernization illustrate this pattern: the leadership
implements superficial changes and adapts its practices to meet the times, but genuine political
competition and civil liberties are not institutionally secured [19, p.106].

Centralization of power and regime consolidation. After the transitions, the political systems
of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan did not stray from their authoritarian nature. In Kazakhstan, during the
first three years it might have appeared that power was split between two centers — those of
Nazarbayev and Tokayev — but after the January 2022 events the situation changed fundamentally. In
the wake of that upheaval and bloodshed, Tokayev moved to permanently sideline the former
president: Nazarbayev was stripped of his status as lifetime Security Council chairman, and his family
members were removed from high offices [22, p.187]. Consequently, from 2022 onward all real
power in Kazakhstan became concentrated in Tokayev’s hands. Although the constitutional reform
claimed to have abolished the “super-presidential” model, in practice the presidential administration
and executive branch remain as dominant as before. Parliament and the judiciary do not wield
independent influence; they cannot stand against decisions from the President’s administration.

In Uzbekistan, Mirziyoyev likewise intensified centralization immediately upon taking office.

Through legal amendments he formally bolstered the role of the Oliy Majlis (parliament) and the
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Cabinet of Ministers, but in truth he preserved a system where he himself makes all key decisions. In
the political life of the country, no institutions remain to voice alternative views: independent media
outlets are scarce, all five registered political parties support the president, and genuine opposition
movements are prohibited. The 2023 constitutional changes enabled Mirziyoyev to extend his hold on
power potentially until 2040.

DISCUSSION

The transfer of power did indeed raise certain hopeful expectations among the public in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The new leaders framed their agendas with slogans like “New
Kazakhstan” and “New Uzbekistan,” promising to build a just society in the future [21, p.132].
Tokayev gave attention to social issues, implementing measures such as raising wages and pensions
and supporting large families and the poor. Mirziyoyev opened borders with neighboring countries
and worked to strengthen friendly relations in the region; as a result, inter-regional trade and labor
migration in Central Asia increased. These developments did have a positive effect on people’s
quality of life to some degree. For instance, in Uzbekistan, economic growth has been around 5-7%
annually since 2017, and official figures indicate that unemployment has slightly declined. Such
technocratic reforms were greeted with cautious approval by external partners in Washington and
Brussels. U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken, during his 2023 visit to Tashkent, praised
Mirziyoyev’s reforms while emphasizing the importance of fully implementing them. He encouraged
the Uzbek leadership to grant greater freedoms to civil society and to allow the political opposition to
participate. The European Union also indicated its support for the reform efforts in Central Asia,
expressing particular interest in aiding Kazakhstan’s socio-economic reforms through investment
cooperation. At the same time, Western officials urged the new leaders to fulfill the public’s hopes
and to carry out their announced changes in practice. Underlying this stance is a call for the reforms to
deliver concrete results rather than remain merely declarative. Although the new leaders of
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan presented themselves to foreign observers as relatively more liberal and
reform-oriented, it was evident in the end that preserving their grip on power was their overriding
concern [23, p.73].

The dual nature of authoritarian transition. The experiences of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan
showcase two contradictory aspects of leadership change in authoritarian systems. On the one hand,
the replacement of a leader can generate certain innovations and hopes for relaxation: the arrival of a
new figure creates an opportunity to revisit obsolete policies and to reshape engagement with society.
For instance, when Mirziyoyev came to power, Uzbek society experienced something of a “thaw” —
the country, long sealed off, opened its doors, critical opinions appeared in the press, and the public’s
fear of the government diminished. Tokayev similarly initially put forward the concept of a “listening
state,” declaring that the government would heed the people’s voice. All this reflects the positive
potential of a transition period: the system tries to break out of rigid stagnation and shows a
willingness to adapt. On the other hand, a power transition can serve as a means for an authoritarian
regime to extend its own lifespan. The new leader preserves the core foundations of the old
authoritarian order while merely refreshing its facade, and he carries out reforms chiefly to legitimize
his rule. This is precisely what happened in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Upon taking power, Tokayev
and Mirziyoyev did introduce some changes in rhetoric and made minor policy adjustments, but the
monopolistic nature of authority did not change. As time went on, these leaders also proceeded to
cement their personal power in much the same way as the autocratic leaders before them. As Freedom
House analysts highlighted, after the transitions these countries still rank among the most closed
regimes in the post-Soviet region.
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In sum, the power transitions in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are clear examples of evolutionary
authoritarianism. The system undergoes a degree of renewal from within, but its fundamental nature
remains unchanged. Such a scenario is highly likely to be repeated in other Central Asian countries
(for example, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan) in the future. When a leader changes in an authoritarian
regime, the dual dynamics described above come into play: the public is given a bit of hope and the
outward image of the regime is revamped, but the underlying power structure and its built-in
resistance to democratization persist. Therefore, the question of whether a power transition will result
in a genuine democratic breakthrough is met with skepticism in light of these two cases. The ability of
an authoritarian system to reform itself is limited, and the experiences of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan
clearly show that changes are often largely symbolic or imitative.

It should also be noted that the resilience of such regimes is largely ensured by control over key
institutions — including the security apparatus, the judiciary, and the media. Even in conditions of
partial liberalization, these elements remain under strict state supervision, which limits the depth of
reforms. Moreover, the absence of genuine political competition and independent checks and balances
hinders the development of truly accountable governance. As a result, reforms are often selective in
nature and aimed at strengthening regime legitimacy rather than achieving systemic democratic
transformation.

CONCLUSION

The experiences of the power transitions in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have clearly
demonstrated the dual nature of leadership change in authoritarian regimes. On the one hand, the
departure of long-serving rulers raised hopes for political renewal; the new presidents initially
promised reforms and undertook certain liberalizing steps. On the other hand, the findings of this
study show that these changes did not fundamentally democratize the nature of the political systems.
Instead, the new elites focused on ensuring continuity of power and maintained their dominance by
adapting the autocratic structure. The classical “transition paradigm” assumption that the end of an
autocrat’s rule automatically leads to democracy was not borne out in these two countries [24, p.68].
For example, Tokayev — chosen as Nazarbayev’s successor — pursued a strategy of preserving
political stability and, even as the new president, took on the task of delivering “as little real change as
possible”. Similarly, after taking over from Karimov, Mirziyoyev initially eased the climate of fear in
society and initiated a number of changes, but then concentrated the reins of power in his hands and
worked to preserve the core of the old regime. Thus, although these transitions might have appeared
to be periods of positive reforms, in reality their ultimate outcome was the preservation of the power
structure in its previous form and its adaptation to new conditions.

The content of the post-authoritarian reforms in both countries also did not go beyond the bounds
of “managed liberalization.” In Kazakhstan, Tokayev’s announced “New Kazakhstan” program was,
according to some observers, essentially a re-entrenchment of the old ruling elite under a new
packaging. The 2022 constitutional changes and political innovations did cut back some of the
symbolic attributes of presidential power, but in practice the monopoly on power remained and the
authoritarian nature of the regime did not change. In Uzbekistan, Mirziyoyev carried out extensive
economic and administrative reforms, adapting the system into a “softened” authoritarianism.
However, this “opening” policy did not open the door to genuine political competition and pluralism —
experts dubbed Mirziyoyev’s approach an “authoritarian upgrading” [26, p.128]. In other words,
while the new president put great effort into modernizing the economy and improving the country’s
international image, he refrained from liberalizing the power structure. As a result, neither country
achieved even a transitional status toward democracy; rather, they are exemplifying a model of

“adapted” authoritarianism. According to Freedom House evaluations, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan
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remain consolidated authoritarian regimes even after the power transitions, with the lowest scores on
democratic indicators. The January 2022 events (in Kazakhstan) and the 2022 Karakalpakstan unrest
(in Uzbekistan) revealed the true face of the new leaders: when proposed changes threatened the
regime itself, the authorities were ready to meet public demands with force. These events underscored
the limited nature of the announced reforms and the conditionality of the “new era” slogans [27, p.56].

In conclusion, the power shifts in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan can be characterized not as a turn
toward democratization, but as a tactic of authoritarian regime adaptation. The change of leaders
brought some rhetorical renewal and minor policy adjustments, but their net result was the
preservation of the power structure in its former state and its adjustment to new circumstances. This
can be described as the dual nature of an authoritarian transition: on the one hand, it softens the
system through reforms and refreshes its legitimacy, but on the other hand, it prolongs the life of the
old order and reproduces political monopoly. These two cases in Central Asia demonstrate that a
power transition is not an automatic shift to democracy; rather, the regime can undergo renewal from
within. Similar scenarios are likely to occur when other authoritarian leaders in the region eventually
step down: that is, “top-down” partial reforms may give an appearance of change, while in reality the
elite’s model of rule remains preserved. Therefore, as the experiences of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan
show, an authoritarian system’s capacity for self-reform is limited, and political liberalization tends to
remain largely imitative. The findings of this comparative analysis, we believe, contribute to a
reevaluation of transition theory and provide important lessons for understanding the evolution of
regimes in Central Asia.
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