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Abstract 

In January 2022, Kazakhstan experienced the deadliest unrest since the dissolution of 

the Soviet Union in direct response to a raise in fuel prices, but which were also the result of 

deeper and longstanding social discontent. In response, president Kassym-Jomart Tokayev 

announced the construction of a ‘New Kazakhstan’, promising reform and change. Existing 

research has only superficially examined or mentioned the paradigm of a New Kazakhstan. In 

extension of research on the events, causes and state framings of Black January, as well as 

research on previous Kazakh (state)-identity discourses, this thesis examines ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ explicitly from a discursive perspective in Russian language media in 

Kazakhstan, building on concepts from Critical Discourse Analysis. Through an analysis of 

46 articles in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, Vremya and Azattyq as cases of government-backed, 

quasi-independent and independent media respectively, I aimed to answer how New 

Kazakhstan and the promise of change is put forward, received and written about in Russian 

language media and to what extent these discourses challenge or reproduce dominant power 

relations. My analysis showed that whilst coverage about a New Kazakhstan in Vremya was 

critical in some respects, Azattyq went much further in challenging power relations than 

Vremya by questioning and criticizing New Kazakhstan in direct connection with Tokayev’s 

position and legitimacy.  
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Introduction 

 
Background 

At his ascendency of the presidency in 2019, in a speech to mark the occasion, 

Kassym-Jomart Tokayev announced his vision of what he called ‘the Listening State’. ‘The 

Listening State’ encompassed a set of announced reforms which were supposed to increase 

the government’s responsiveness of public administration to ordinary people and promote 

democratic participation in the country which for 30 years had been ruled by former 

communist party official Nur-Sultan Nazarbayev.1 And though some at least deemed 

Kazakhstan a progressive autocracy for other post-Soviet states as it ensured relative social 

stability as well as economic growth and rising living standards on the back off the export of 

oil and natural gas, there was nevertheless a considerable concentration of economic assets 

leading to severe wealth inequality.2 However, any semblance of stability was shattered with 

the mass unrest erupted in  January 2022, which were a direct response to a rise in fuel prices 

as the government had lifted a price cap, but also rested on general discontent about economic 

inequality and hardship aggravated by the Covid-19 pandemic.3 The January riots of 2022, 

which would become the deadliest unrest since Kazakhstan’s independence, going so far that 

president Tokayev had to call on its membership in the CSTO to help quell the unrest. In the 

aftermath of the mass unrest, on January 11 Tokayev announced the construction of a ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ in what could be taken as a successor paradigm to the ‘Listening State’.4  

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Bakhytzhan Kurmanov, Urazgali Selteyev, and Anuar Almaganbetov, ‘“Listening State?”: Exploring 
Citizens’ Perceptions of Open Government in Tokayev’s Kazakhstan’, Central Asian Survey, 2 April 
2024, 235, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02634937.2023.2268652. 
2 Simon John Commander and Ruta Prieskienyte, ‘The Political Economy of Kazakhstan: A Case of 
Good Economics, Bad Politics?’, SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY, 24 July 2021), 24, 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3892582. 
3 ‘Turmoil in Kazakhstan Heralds the End of the Nazarbayev Era’, accessed 30 June 2024, 
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2022/01/turmoil-in-kazakhstan-heralds-the-end-of-the-
nazarbayev-era?lang=en&center=russia-eurasia. 
4 Казинформ, ‘Вместе мы построим новый Казахстан – Касым-Жомарт Токаев’, Казинформ, 11 
January 2022, https://www.inform.kz/ru/vmeste-my-postroim-novyy-kazahstan-kasym-zhomart-
tokaev_a3884043. 
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Research Rationale and Research Questions 

My thesis aims to contribute to the growing body of research on the concept of ‘New 

Kazakhstan’. Some research has attempted to connect the concept to issues of territory and 

nation building, as well as to religious freedom. 5 Others have tied the concept to research on 

political activism, including a partial focus on media.6 Other research has also explored state 

framings of the January unrest and whether they reproduce or challenges dominant relations 

of power.7 Media perspectives, however, have remained underexplored, especially in a more 

explicit relation to the concept of ‘New Kazakhstan’. My thesis aims to contribute to the 

growing body of research on New Kazakhstan and discourse analysis on Kazakhstan, by 

focusing directly on the concept of ‘New Kazakhstan’ from a discursive perspective. My 

research has the goal of providing a broader and more elaborate picture of the government’s 

discourse on New Kazakhstan by examining articles from a government-backed paper. I will 

consequently compare this portrayal to quasi-independent and independent media, examining 

their differences and whether they reproduce or challenge power relations, in connection to 

Tokayev.           

 My main research question is as follows: How have Russian language Kazakhstani 

media written about ‘New Kazakhstan’ and to what extent have they reproduced or 

challenged power relations?         

 I aim to answer this question via the following sub-questions:  

1. What are the themes in government affiliated media in relation to New 

Kazakhstan?  

2. What are the themes in quasi-independent and independent media?  

3. How do these discourses relate to dominant power relations? 

4. To what extent is the discourse in government affiliated media a continuation 

or break with government discourses that came before ‘New Kazakhstan’? 

                                                 
5 Wade Kusack, ‘In Search of a Welcoming Environment for Religions in the “New Kazakhstan”’, The 
Review of Faith & International Affairs 22, no. 1 (2 January 2024): 87–96, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15570274.2023.2261709. 
6 Shugyla Kilybayeva and Nygmet Ibadildin, ‘The Shift in Kazakhstan Citizens’ Political Participation: 
Pre and Post the 2019 Political Transition’, in Producing Cultural Change in Political Communities: The 
Impact of Populism and Extremism on the International Security Environment, ed. Holger Mölder, 
Camelia Florela Voinea, and Vladimir Sazonov (Cham: Springer Nature Switzerland, 2023), 103–22, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-43440-2_6. 
7 Akbota Karibayeva and Edward Lemon, ‘From Qandy Qantar to Tragic January: State Framing of the 
January Events’, in A Revolt in the Steppe: Understanding Kazakhstan’s January Events of 2022, ed. 
Jean-François Caron (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2023), 53–78, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-
0783-0_4. 
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Using concepts from Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), I examine  discourse at the 

level of the text looking at different representations of New Kazakhstan in Kazakhstani media 

By the themes, I take them to mean the patterns and commonalities in terms of the subjects 

and topics of the coverage in the media outlets. By ‘dominant power relations’, I take it to 

mean to what extent quasi-independent and independent media challenge or critique ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ in contrast with the coverage found in government-backed media, as well as 

whether if and how they question Tokayev’s position as president and reformer. By quasi-

independent media, I take it to mean media which are formally privately owned but the 

independence of which may be nevertheless be questioned because of de-facto ownership or 

patronage.           

 As a case study of government backed media, I examine the coverage of 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. As a case for quasi-independent media, I examine the coverage of 

the private paper Vremya. Finally, as an examination of independent media, I examine the 

Kazakhstani outlet of Radio Free Europe/RFERL – Azattyq.     

 

Overview of chapters 

The first chapter of this thesis aims to elaborate the topics of Discourse Analysis as 

well as Critical Discourse Analysis and how concepts from these fields have informed and 

structured my thinking in researching New Kazakhstan in Kazakhstani media. 

 The second chapter aims to outline matters of methodology. In this chapter I will 

further elaborate on my choice of media outlets, article selection, as well as the structure of 

my analysis.           

 As discourse analysis is concerned with the relationship between text and the outside 

world, the third chapter aims to provide historical and contemporary context about 

Kazakhstan, discussing research on issues such as language, national identity discourses, the 

media, as well as research on the causes of Black January. This allows for my findings in 

media coverage to be better understood in historical and contemporary context, as well as 

providing the basis for comparison with other patterns in government discourse found in other 

literature.           

 The fourth chapter begins the results of my analysis, starting with Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda. The fifth and sixth chapters will deal with the coverage of Vremya and Azattyq. The 

Seventh chapter aims to make a comparison between my findings and previously found 
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patterns in government discourse. Finally, I will answer my research questions in the 

conclusion, and address any potential limits to my research and avenues for further research. 
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Chapter I: Theoretical Framework 
 

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the theoretical concepts that have informed 

my conceptual approach and thinking to the topic of this thesis. As my thesis is concerned 

with discourse analysis, I start off with an initial, brief overview of what constitutes discourse 

analysis, after which I move on to critical discourse analysis, which introduces concepts more 

appropriate to the study of media and the socio-political contexts of discourse. An important 

note is that this chapter is more concerned with providing a general overview. As discourse 

analysis is a broad discipline with a wide variety of different approaches, no single 

prescription exists. As my thesis has an empirical focus, the overview is therefore limited to 

the concepts that have structured my thinking and are conducive to the empirical object of my 

thesis, mass media in Kazakhstan.   

 
1.1: What is discourse and discourse analysis? 

 
As the word ‘discourse’ in discourse analysis suggests, the primary concern of 

discourse analysis is human language and language is therefore an important object of 

study. But, as Gee argues, we have commonly taken for granted that language is for saying 

things, losing sight of two other things that language is bound up with, namely of 

language as being and doing.8 Consequently, Gee summarizes discourse as ‘language in 

use’, or to take another definition; language beyond the sentence. When we speak, we do 

not just say things in a vacuum. but we say, are and do things in a certain capacity, in 

different identities or roles. Moreover, these roles and identities in turn come with limits to 

what we can be, say or do and are established in relation to other roles and identities. A 

teacher has a specific way of acting and speaking in relation to a student, like a doctor has 

                                                 
8 James Paul Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method, 4th ed. (London: 
Routledge, 2014), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315819679. 
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in relation to a patient or even scientist’s relationship to his object of study. To take Gee’s 

words, discourse is not just about ‘talking the talk’ but ‘walking the walk’.9 As the 

previous examples suggest, discourse analysis holds that language is endowed with 

meaning through wider social context or ‘practices’, not just from verbal language itself. 

 Another theorist in the field of discourse analysis, Norman Fairclough, in a similar 

fashion to Gee argues that discourse is language that is closely interconnected with other 

elements of social life.10 For Fairclough, discourse figures in social practice in three ways, 

not dissimilar to Gee’s conception of discourse. The first is as ways of acting, what he 

calls a genre. The second way is as representation, referring to the way areas of the world 

and social life are represented from different perspectives, which he calls a discourse in a 

concrete fashion (so ‘discourse’ has a double meaning). The final way is as a way of 

being, what he calls a style. When it comes to the level of textual analysis, Fairclough uses 

the concepts of action, representation, and identification, which he groups under the 

concept of types of meaning, and which correspond to genre, discourse and style.11  

Fairclough’s approach is concerned with texts, but for Fairclough, discourse analysis 

cannot be reduced to texts as such. Rather, discourse analysis ‘oscillates’ between the level 

of text on the one hand and what Fairclough calls ‘the order of discourse’, that is the 

durable social structuring of language, which in turn is one part of durable social 

practices. Furthermore, for Fairclough, the relationship between discourse and social 

practice is dialectical, as is the relationship between the corresponding concepts of genre, 

discourse, and style. That is to say that all these concepts internalize the others to an 

extent. Social relations are partly discursive in nature and discourse is in part social 

relations. Representations of meaning both enact ways of acting and being, whilst ways of 

                                                 
9 Gee, 29. 
10 Norman Fairclough, Analysing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social Research, 1st ed. (Routledge, 
2003), 3, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203697078. 
11 Fairclough, 26–27. 
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being and acting can in turn be represented in discourse. While these concepts are thus 

only discrete for analytical purposes, they simultaneously flow into each other.12 

Discourse analysis then, is not merely about studying language with the presumption that 

it reflects reality, but about analysing language as a social practice and with the 

assumption that language, through the production of meaning, has the capacity to 

construct and reproduce our social world.13 This is reflected in Gee’s definition of social 

practices, which emphasizes that practices are activities which enjoy wider cultural and 

institutional support.          

 The range of topics and empirical research that discourse analysis can cover, therefore, 

is very wide. On the one hand, discourse analysis can be applied to social practices, how 

different roles and environments shape our acting and behaviour in relation to others, 

whereas on the other hand the empirical part can be directed at the level of textual speech 

and communication. Examples include anything from ways of talking, acting and being in 

relationships like teacher-student or doctor-patient, to how people from certain class 

backgrounds talk and behave in different social contexts. On a more macro-level, 

discourse analysis could stretch to cover nationalities as forms of identities which are 

socially and historically constructed and reproduce certain ways of behaving, identifying 

and looking at the world, or how political discourses as forms of representation represent 

the world, such as the discourses of New Labour’s ‘Third Way’  and ‘Thatcherism’ in the 

context of politics and society in the United Kingdom.14     

    

 

                                                 
12 Fairclough, 25–29. 
13 Ammon Cheskin, Russian Speakers in Post-Soviet Latvia: Discursive Identity Strategies (Edinburgh 
University Press, 2016), 19, https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/russian-speakers-in-postsoviet-
latvia/2ABBC468BDC62F6423B7F99AC31856EC. 
14 Fairclough, Analysing Discourse, 4. 
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1.2: Critical Discourse Analysis 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) moves away from a strictly technical analysis of 

linguistics to everyday communication in institutional, media, political or other locations, 

regarding spoken and written discourse as forms of social practice. CDA also assumes a 

dialectical relationship: institutional and social contexts affect discourse and the other way 

around and are not indistinguishable nor strictly reducible to one another. Distinctively, CDA 

has a particular ‘activist’ facet: if language contributes to the construction and reproduction of 

social life and practices, then discourse also plays a role in creating and reproducing social 

inequalities, social ills and social orders which ought to be corrected. For example, Teun van 

Dijk, one of CDA’s most well-known theorists, defines CDA as a type of analysis that studies 

the way in which “social power abuses, dominates, enacts and reproduces inequality as well 

as how it is resisted, by text and talk in political and social context.”15 CDA’s explicit purpose 

therefore, is to show how language can obscure structures of power, political control, 

dominance and how language can include and exclude discriminately.16 It is therefore 

unsurprising that Critical Discourse Analysis brings in the concepts and issues of those such 

as class, race and gender, as these areas of life where injustices may occur. CDA also opens 

ideology as a field of study for discourse analysis. As Fairclough argues, since CDA is 

concerned with social wrongs, it also raises the question of what instead ‘ought’ to be and 

whether a social order should be changed if it leads to social wrongs. In turn, this makes 

discourse ideological as it sustains particular relations of power and domination.17 For van 

Dijk, ideologies are axiomatic or fundamental social belief systems which organise other 

                                                 
15 Teun A. Van Dijk, ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’, in The Handbook of Discourse Analysis (John Wiley 
& Sons, Ltd, 2015), 466, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118584194.ch22. 
16 Ruth Wodak et al., The Discursive Construction of National Identity (Edinburgh, UNITED KINGDOM: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 8, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gla/detail.action?docID=1961897. 
17 ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’, in The Routledge Handbook of Discourse Analysis (Routledge, 2013), 
15, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203809068-3. 
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socially shared beliefs.18         

 Power has a special role in CDA as the control over public discourse is critical in our  

social world where in addition to discourses themselves, access to institutions that produce 

discourse can also be exclusionary. As Teun van Dijk notes, professors control scholarly 

discourse, lawyers control legal discourse and journalists control media discourse, all of 

which simultaneously shape and affect our social lives.19 For Fairclough, media play an 

especially important role as they play a central role in the production and dissemination of 

text in contemporary society. These practices of production and dissemination in social life he 

refers to as ‘discourse practices,’ one of which is the sphere of journalism. In addition to the 

text and discourse practices, Richardson introduces another level: the wider world around 

discourse practices and their connection to politics, society, and ideology, which brings me to 

the concept of hegemony. Though the concept of hegemony has its origins in the work of 

Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci in the context of the socio-political upheaval of post-WWI 

Europe, the idea of hegemony has been defined and applied to discourse analysis in a variety 

of ways by different theorists and researchers. Consequently, hegemony is an amorphous 

concept within the social sciences and discourse analysis, but generally it can be said to refer 

to the crafting of a consensus that casts discourses as unquestionable, legitimate, 

commonsensical or natural.20 For Gramsci’s Marxian class analysis, this involved control of 

civil society institutions which maintain and reproduce discourses as well as the reshaping of 

subjectivities. Fairclough applies the concept to other social spheres, such as the student-

teacher or patient-doctor relationships and how the practices that they engender come to attain 

a level of hegemony, for better or for worse. But hegemony can also be defined and examined 

                                                 
18 Teun A. Van Dijk, ‘Ideology and Discourse Analysis’, Journal of Political Ideologies 11, no. 2 (June 
2006): 116–17, https://doi.org/10.1080/13569310600687908. 
19 Van Dijk, ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’, 470. 
20 Norman Fairclough, ‘Discourse, Change and Hegemony’, in Critical Discourse Analysis, 2nd ed. 
(Routledge, 2010), 129. 
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as the capacity of ruling classes to develop “sustained, moral and intellectual leadership based 

upon active consent of other classes”, such as in the class-based analysis of the post-Soviet 

space of Volodymyr Ishchenko.21        

 For Fairclough as well as other theorists, an important tenet is that hegemony is better 

conceptualised as a field of struggle. Hegemonic discourses that enjoy an objective or 

naturalised appearance remain open to challenge, as rival discourses or conventions attempt to 

denaturalize and replace them.22 In extension of Ishchenko’s application of hegemony, the 

conception of hegemony as a field of struggle can likewise apply to political or class regimes, 

which can either seek to legitimise and prop up support as well as delegitimise competing 

discourses from other actors.        

 Critical Discourse Analysis then, could examine elements how discourses are 

positioned and constructed, how these are articulated through (institutional) discourse 

practices and how these in turn come to produce real effects in social and political life and to 

be taken as legitimate, as well as how these are resisted.23 Though not himself explicitly  a 

practitioner of discourse analysis, Philips and Jorgensen argue that the work of Marxist 

historian Eric Hobsbawm  nevertheless is an example of the discourse analysis can look like.  

In his work, Hobsbawm studied the emergence of nationalism in the 19th and 20th century 

when people could identify both as workers as well as a nationality simultaneously, but 

ultimately that these identities were antagonistic in their understanding of the world and were 

thus competing as discourses for political organisation and sought to naturalise themselves 

                                                 
21 ‘Behind Russia’s War Is Thirty Years of Post-Soviet Class Conflict’, accessed 22 December 2022, 
https://jacobin.com/2022/10/russia-ukraine-war-explanation-class-conflict. 
22 For example, in the theory of discourse of Laclau and Mouffe 
23 Sandra Halperin and Oliver Heath, ‘4. Asking Questions: How to Find and Formulate Research 
Questions’, in Political Research (Oxford University Press), 372, accessed 18 April 2024, 
https://www.oxfordpoliticstrove.com/display/10.1093/hepl/9780198820628.001.0001/hepl-
9780198820628-chapter-4; Norman Fairclough, Media Discourse (E. Arnold, 1995), 10–11. 
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and delegitimise competing identities as discourse.24     

  

1.3: Reflections and Limits to the Theoretical Framework 

My own research borrows from the concepts in the following ways. In the first place, I take 

Fairclough’s definition of discourse as representation. ‘New Kazakhstan’, is a representation 

of what Kazakhstan ought to be, it can be seen as representative of a world view or a variety 

of world views, which was borne out of an ‘old Kazakhstan’ with a variety of social 

discontents. What were the problems and injustices old Kazakhstan that the New Kazakhstan 

should mend?          

 Secondly, Fairclough’s concept of discursive practices also complements my research, 

as I undertake to conduct a textual of mass-media coverage on New Kazakhstan, and media 

are a quintessential instrument in shaping and spreading discourses in modern, literate 

societies. The concepts of power and hegemony from Critical Discourse Analysis also lean 

into this idea; not all discourses are granted ‘equal opportunity’. This is particularly the case in 

Kazakhstan, where freedom of the speech and freedom of the press are widely considered 

deficient.25 This is also reflected in other research, for example by Lemon and Karibayeva, 

who define Tokayev as a prime producer of discourse, whose narrative is hegemonic.26 For 

the purposes of my research, I extend this role to include Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and its 

discourse on ‘New Kazakhstan’ as Kazakhstanskaya Pravda is a government backed 

newspaper. Though CDA often is concerned in ways how power relations are reproduced 

even in liberal-democratic societies with professed freedoms on the surface,27 power can also 

                                                 
24 Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips, Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method (6 Bonhill 
Street, London England EC2A 4PU United Kingdom: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2002), 47, 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849208871. 
25 Barbara Junisbai, ‘Oligarchs and Ownership: The Role of Financial-Industrial Groups in Controlling 
Kazakhstan’s “Independent” Media’, in After the Czars and Commissars : Journalism in Authoritarian 
Post-Soviet Central Asia (Michigan State University Press, 2011), 35. 
26 Karibayeva and Lemon, ‘From Qandy Qantar to Tragic January’, 60. 
27 See for example Chomsky and Herman’s Manufacturing Consent which examines US mass media 
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be analysed in societies where it is still comparatively crudely visible such as Kazakhstan. 

Ishchenko’s concept of hegemony is also relevant to the context and purposes of my research, 

as New Kazakhstan could be an attempt to cement Tokayev’s legitimacy. It raises the question 

how and to what extent the representation or narrative by Kazakhstanskaya Pravda on social 

change as imbued in ‘New Kazakhstan’ is challenged by quasi-independent and independent 

media, and how and to what extent if and how it is challenged independently of Tokayev.

 There are a number of limits and shortcomings to (critical) discourse analysis.  Firstly, 

as a qualitative and interpretive method, the advantage that critical discourse analysis has in 

allowing to measure what cannot necessarily be reduced to quantitative methods likewise 

means that any interpretation of source material could be disputed. Particularly for post-

structuralist frameworks in the field of discourse analysis, there is no objective knowledge of 

the world or object of study independent of the researcher.28 At its worst, for some this could 

dispute the ‘scientific’ value of research of this sort in its entirely. At minimum, however, this 

means that emphasis must be put on the specific limits that are particular to the research and 

object of analysis at hand by the researcher (limitations related to my research will be further 

discussed in the methodology chapter).       

 Secondly, as illustrated by the previous examples my previous, the wide variety of 

things which can be conceptualised and studied as forms of discourse means that there is a 

consideration to make between depth and width. Combined with various levels of analysis, 

such as text, discursive practices, and their relation to the rest of the social world, this means 

that when it comes to empirical analysis there is a potential trade off to be made between the 

depth of source material and the quantity. In connection with the former, a final limit to 

critical discourse analysis related to Fairclough’s approach as noted by Jorgensen and 

Philipson is that the line between the discursive and the non-discursive can be blurry 

                                                 
28 Jørgensen and Phillips, Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, 21–23. 
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empirically, despite the analytical distinctions in theory. In addition, Fairclough’s definition of 

how discourse is dialectical adds to the difficulties in empirically measuring and separating 

different concepts.29 Both for the sake of focus and scope of my research questions as well as 

practical considerations, my own empirical research focuses on discourse at the level of text. 

Rather than for example showing how discourse has practical effects through all levels of 

analysis,30 my research questions focus on discourse at the level of text and representation. 

Nevertheless, Critical Discourse Analysis, as shown, useful concepts which can structure and 

provide a framework by which to answer my research questions. And finally, Chapter 3 will 

provide an overview on social and historical context in which to place and compare my 

findings, to prevent an isolated understanding of my findings as well as to facilitate a 

comparison of the government’s discourse on New Kazakhstan with previous themes and 

patterns in government discourses. 

To conclude 

 This chapter served as a general overview to discourse analysis and critical discourse 

analysis and to provide the conceptual framework that informs my approach to the research 

questions. The next chapter is concerned with the methodology. 

 

 

Chapter II: Methodology 

 

                                                 
29 Jørgensen and Phillips, 90–92. 
30 Sandra Halperin and Oliver Heath, ‘14. Textual Analysis*’, in Political Research (Oxford University 
Press), 372, accessed 23 August 2024, https://www-oxfordpoliticstrove-
com.ezproxy1.lib.gla.ac.uk/display/10.1093/hepl/9780198820628.001.0001/hepl-9780198820628-
chapter-14. 
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2.1: Research questions  

This thesis aims to answer the question how Russian language Kazakhstani media 

have written about ‘New Kazakhstan’ since 2022 and to what extent they have reproduced or 

challenged power relations by putting them into a comparative perspective. I also aim to 

answer to what extent the discourse from Tokayev as well as other officials in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and the (quasi-) independent media matches or breaks with 

longstanding features in government discourses. I operationalise discourse at the level of text 

via articles from three media outlets, following a certain set of questions to guide an analysis 

by which to answer my research questions.       

2.2: Media Case Selection 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

As a case study for government discourses on New Kazakhstan in Kazakhstani media 

I examined the government-backed Russian language paper Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. Though 

exact circulation numbers of print newspapers are unknown, Kazakhstanskaya Pravda remains 

one of the largest periodicals in the country.31 According to Caspiania, a project of Harvard’s 

Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies, it is the official outlet for the distribution of 

information from Kazakh state bodies and classified as government-backed by the BBC.32 In 

extension of the previous discussion, as it is government-backed it is also the best case for a 

producer and distributor of discourse which sets a hegemonic or baseline representation about 

‘New Kazakhstan’ to which coverage from other media can be more clearly compared to as a 

result. This makes Kazakhstanskaya Pravda a suitable case to examine ‘official’ discourses on 

                                                 
31 ‘Mapping Digital Media: Kazakhstan’, 25, accessed 15 April 2024, 
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/mapping-digital-media-kazakhstan. 
32 ‘Kazakhstanskaya Pravda · Caspiana’, accessed 14 May 2024, 
https://caspiana.omeka.fas.harvard.edu/items/show/2653?tags=Media; ‘Kazakhstan Media Guide’, 
BBC News, 17 January 2012, sec. Asia, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15482614. 
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New Kazakhstan in the media. The choice for the Russian language edition is partly a matter 

of pragmatism as I have a better command of Russian than Kazakh, but as the Russian 

language is still in widespread use in urban areas, it is still a paper with (potentially) 

considerable influence. 

 

Vremya 

 For the first case of (formally) independent media I have opted for the privately owned 

daily of Vremya. Vremya is an interesting case for two reasons. Firstly, it is one of the larger 

privately owned newspaper in the country, which if taken as an indicator of influence makes it 

one of the more obvious choices.33 By 2024, Vremya had about 245.000 unique visitors per 

month. Secondly, though Vremya is privately owned, it is under the patronage of a state-

owned company.34 Still, in his research on national identity discourses in Kazakhstani media, 

Aziz Burkhanov notes that Vremya nevertheless enjoyed the freedom to question government 

policies. He also notes that Vremya emerged out of the forced closure of the Karavan 

newspaper after it was harshly critical of the government but inheriting the same style and 

much of the staff, effectively retaining “editorial quasi-independence”. So even though 

Vremya might not to meet the standards to be truly considered independent because of its 

financial dependency, Vremya nevertheless remains interesting as a case for a hypothetical 

oppositional middle-ground, in addition to formally being a privately owned newspaper. It is 

for these reasons that I classify Vremya as quasi-independent media and take Vremya as a 

case study. 

                                                 
33 Aziz Burkhanov, ‘Ethnic State versus Civic-Nation State in Kazakhstan: National Identity Discourse 
in Kazakh and Russian Media of Kazakhstan’ (PhD Thesis, Indiana University, 2013), 9, 
https://search.proquest.com/openview/567261e32820b8d6f9d08dd5fea16834/1?pq-
origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750. Burkhanov sourced the number from Vremya's website in 2013, but as 
of 2024 there is no longer any information provided about  its circulation. 
34 Burkhanov, 9. 
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Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty – Azattyq 

 The final outlet I examined is Azattyq, the Kazakh version of Radio Free 

Europe/Radio Liberty (RFERL), as a case for oppositional or more critical independent 

media. A first reason for selecting Azattyq is because of the nature of its self-declared mission 

to “advance democratic values by providing accurate, uncensored news and open debate in 

countries where free speech is under threat and disinformation prevails” and because of their  

historical roots in the Cold War, as a means to promote the United States’ strategic narrative 

as an ideological counterweight to the Soviet Union and had ties to the CIA. The Kazakh 

service was launched in 1953.35        

 These days, RFERL is registered as a private non-profit and has funding arranged 

through the US congress but maintains editorial independence. Azattyq has had numerous 

difficulties in operation with the Kazakh government, such as having access to their websites 

blocked and journalists detained. Estimations of their reach and audience are difficult to 

make, their website lists audience statistics for all RFERL outlets combined. As of August 

2024, the Azattyq YouTube channel had 1.81 million subscribers.36 Because they have been 

on the receiving end of government efforts to inhibit independent journalism in the past and 

because they are not dependent on financial-industrial groups with ties to government, 

Azattyq makes a good case for an independent outlet and because it could consequently act as 

a potential ‘counter-hegemonic’ source of discourse. 

 

2.3: Article Selection 

                                                 
35 ‘О Нас’, accessed 10 August 2024, https://rus.azattyq.org/about-us. 
36 ‘Azattyq TV - Азаттық - Азаттык’, YouTube, accessed 15 August 2024, 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCiJ6RBthQvEPI4UsSNtM8jw. 
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The media articles have been sourced from the online versions of the respective 

outlets. Due to the lack of a quality database of Kazakhstani newspapers as well as lacklustre 

search machines on two of the outlet websites themselves, I opted for Google News to 

aggregate an overview of media articles from each of the three outlets. The articles range from 

January 2022, to capture coverage from the start of Black January, up to April of 2024 to 

detect any possible significant changes in discourse over time and to generate a general 

picture, as opposed to an extremely specific time window pertaining to extremely specific 

events. In total I examined, forty-six articles, sixteen for Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, sixteen for 

Vremya and fourteen for RFERL/Azattyq. Two items initially selected for Azattyq turned out 

to be videos and were not relevant as text-based discourse.     

 To create an overview of a of articles to select from, I searched on whether ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ appeared in the articles from January 2022 to April 2024. I selected articles to 

ensure a proportionate amount of coverage corresponding to the span those 2 years, as well as 

on the topic based off the titles. Because of its centrality in my research questions, a priority 

was selecting articles with ‘New Kazakhstan’ in the title and the prominence within the 

articles it suggests. Second priorities for article selection were titles which suggested coverage 

on issues related to politics, the economy, the judiciary, and media, as these are areas of social 

life of concern to the promise of reform that ‘New Kazakhstan’ suggests. The article titles did 

not always directly make clear whether the article in question was about any one of these 

issues, but such articles nevertheless provided a good opportunity for flexibility and open-

endedness, so that any unexpected coverage could be analysed too, should these have turned 

out to be of concern to my research questions. The articles covered a different variety of 

materials, from interviews to opinion pieces as well as general news reports, and reports of 

official assemblies and gatherings. 
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2.4: Structure and Facilitation of the Analysis 

In terms of analysis, I took the following approach: 

1. I focus on the discursive element ‘New Kazakhstan’ itself, including as a filter to 

search for articles to analyse and as an individual label.  

2. To examine New Kazakhstan as a representation fully, it is not enough to merely 

look at a single sentence or paragraph in which New Kazakhstan is mentioned, it 

necessarily leads to an analysis of the article as a whole. I look with particular 

attention to economics, politics & society as previously mentioned. What do the 

three media write in relation to these issues?  

3. When it comes to the reproduction and challenging of power relations, it is not 

only useful to look at an overview in terms of the topics and institutions of social 

life which ‘New Kazakhstan’ covers for comparative analysis. Because of the 

centralized nature of political power in Kazakhstan and because Tokayev can 

consequently be seen as a ‘prime’ or ‘hegemonic’ producer of discourse, I also aim 

to look at the portrayal of Tokayev and as New Kazakhstan as one of his projects, 

of importance to his legitimacy, taking inspiration from the theoretical and 

empirical work of Lemon and Karibayeva, and Ishchenko. How is ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ justified by the government? To what extent is there criticism of 

Tokayev, to what extent is there criticism of the stated promises and 

implementation of New Kazakhstan, both by itself and directly in relation to 

Tokayev? 

4. I also aim to consider who is speaking in each of the outlets and how this relates to 

what is said and communicated. In addition to Tokayev, which speakers and 

sources of authority are displayed in the article and what do they say? What do 

interview questions ask? 
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5. As mentioned, my research is also comparative in nature, based on three different 

media outlets. I examined and coded Kazakhstanskaya Pravda articles first, 

Vremya second and lastly Azattyq, in order from hegemonic to potentially counter 

hegemonic discourse, before writing down results and analysis along those lines 

for the sake of structure and because of the comparative aspect to my research 

questions. 

I based these points of approach on the concepts derived from the chapter on the 

theoretical framework as well as three  definitions of content analysis. For example, Downe-

Wambolt’s definition of “a research method that provides a systematic and objective means 

to make valid inferences from verbal, visual, or written data in order to describe and quantify 

specific phenomena”.37 Whilst my approach is not quantitative, the questions posed in points 

1 to 4 do potentially rely on description as a matter of answering them, as far as the answers 

are explicitly communicated. Discourse analysis, however, is also concerned with the latent 

meaning and meaning in relation to some broader context.38 It is therefore useful in 

examining the questions in points 1 to 4 to the extent they are answered implicitly or when  

answers appear in latent comparison with other articles from the same or different media. 

Still, content analysis can also be concerned with latent and contextual meaning, as 

illustrated by Krippendorf’s definition of “a research technique for making replicable and 

valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use”. 39 This 

definition leans into Fairclough’s concept of discursive practices as well as Richardson’s level 

of analysis concerned with the relationship between discursive practices and the rest of the 

                                                 
37 Barbara Downe�Wamboldt, ‘Content Analysis: Method, Applications, and Issues’, Health Care for 
Women International 13, no. 3 (January 1992): 314, https://doi.org/10.1080/07399339209516006. 
38 Halperin and Heath, ‘14. Textual Analysis*’, 365. 
39 Klaus Krippendorff, Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology (Sage publications, 2018), 
18, 
https://books.google.com/books?hl=nl&lr=&id=nE1aDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Content+analys
is:+An+introduction+to+its+methodology&ots=y_9i_seSav&sig=igd6n3xc-8adiIEgvvoewSNsc0A. 
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social world. It is not entirely surprising then, that Gee argues that content analysis is one 

way of doing discourse analysis.40 

The transcripts of the media articles were originally in Russian and have been 

translated to English using DeepL. To organize all the textual data to facilitate analysis, I used 

Nvivo 14. The coding strategy which I applied in the analysis of the texts is inductive, so 

starting from the texts themselves, applied to words, sentences, and paragraphs. This has the 

benefit of being more flexible as it allows for flexible coding as readings of the media article 

progress, to cover any potential gaps and unexpected patterns, and which could therefore be a 

necessary component in the eventual answer to my research questions. My coding strategy 

was a mixture of in-vivo coding as well as descriptive coding. In-vivo coding was useful to 

capture potentially evocative or remarkable phrases, whereas descriptive coding allows to 

condense language in terms of descriptive themes that were relevant to Black January and 

consequently, New Kazakhstan, as well as the first 4 of the 5 aforementioned considerations, 

to ensure a systematic basis from which to facilitate an analysis and write down results. 

             

2.5: Methodological Limitations 

The research is based on interpretivist methods. Therefore, interpretivist research 

methods rely on the subjective interpretation of data by the researcher, particularly so when 

the data concerns language, the meaning of which is in constant flux, prone to change and 

contestation, and embedded in broader social and historical contexts which is not directly 

present in texts or may be unknown to anyone other than the researcher themselves. Since 

interpretations of bits of language can differ, disagreement can emerge on the validity of 

conclusions drawn from the data. One way to address this is to provide transparency into the 

                                                 
40 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 205. 
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research process, for example through a codebook, since I have used coding to facilitate a 

basis from which to analyse and write down my findings. At times, I have taken the additional 

effort to highlight certain words in bold text from excerpted quotes from source material, to 

emphasize their importance in my construction of the meaning of phrases and quotes. Still, it 

remains important keep in mind that, as Braun and Clarke put it, themes & by extension my 

own codes are generated and constructed by the researcher, rather than emergent properties.41 

 A second set of limitations pertains to the selection of articles and media outlets. The 

number of articles, which include reports as well as columns and interviews, was based on a 

balance between practicality and when general patterns were sufficiently established, and a 

roughly equal number of articles between the outlets to ensure a balanced comparison as far 

as possible. However, these articles are not sufficient grounds to derive conclusions for the 

entirety of the Kazakhstani media landscape. I do not focus on less traditional forms of 

journalism such as blogs or social media. Finally, in their research on ethnic relations in the 

media as well as on national identity, both Burkhanov and Tussupova note that Kazakh and 

Russian language press are catered towards different audiences with notable difference in 

coverage.42 There is still a good case for examining Russian language media, as it is still 

dominant in urban areas, but my findings cannot be transplanted onto the Kazakh language 

press. 

 

2.6 Hypotheses 

                                                 
41 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, Thematic Analysis. (American Psychological Association, 2012), 
63, https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2011-23864-004. 
42 Burkhanov, ‘Ethnic State versus Civic-Nation State in Kazakhstan’, 39; Dinara Tussupova, ‘Mass 
Media and Ethnic Relations in Kazakhstan’, Problems of Post-Communism 57, no. 6 (1 November 
2010): 42–43, https://doi.org/10.2753/PPC1075-8216570603. 
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 With the conceptual and methodological basis established, I made two rudimentary 

hypotheses. As Kazakhstanskaya Pravda functions as a comparative baseline and the producer 

of hegemonic discourse, the first of my hypotheses is that Vremya as quasi-independent 

media and Azattyq as independent media challenge the discourse of New Kazakhstan to 

different degrees, with Azattyq displaying and platform a critique stronger and broader than 

Vremya. With regards to the question of continuity in government discourse, there is reason to 

suspect that New Kazakhstan would be more of the same than the past. Firstly, because 

Tokayev himself was selected by Nazarbayev, and does not mark a significant break with 

Kazakhstan’s political class. Added to this is also Lemon and Karibayeva’s argument that 

Tokayev’s Listening State’ was already a tool of legitimation.43 

                                                 
43 Karibayeva and Lemon, ‘From Qandy Qantar to Tragic January’, 59. 
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Chapter 3: Historical and Contemporary Context 

 This chapter of the thesis is concerned with an overview of literature in order to 

provide sufficient historical and contemporary context in Kazakhstan to the analysis of media 

coverage about ‘New Kazakhstan’. This section can roughly be divided up into three thematic 

parts. The first is concerned with the history of Kazakhstan as a Soviet republic derived from 

a constructivist account of secondary sources with an emphasis on language issue and 

narratives of identity. The second theme deals with post-independence and contemporary 

narratives of (state-) identity as well as legitimising discourses from the government. This is 

then followed by an overview of the character of the Kazakhstani government and its 

relationship to media, to provide some particular information about Fairclough’s level of 

discursive practices specific to Kazakhstan. I will then finally reflect on the possible 

implications for my research. 

 

3.1: Nation Building and Language in the Kazakh Socialist Soviet Republic 

 Though a small Kazakh intelligentsia for the first time toyed with Western conceptions 

of national consciousness, it was the Soviet authorities who undertook a nation-building 

practice in a large-scale effort to supersede traditional clan and religious identities & relations. 

Grigol Ubiria, for example, goes as far to argue that the creation and imagination of modern 

Central Asian states was principally the result of 1920’s and 1930’s policy making by Soviet 

elites.44 Soviet nationality policy developed out of ideological and pragmatic considerations. 

On the one hand, the Marxist primacy of class resulted in a suspicion of nationalism as a 

competing ideology and discourse. On the other, because of nationalism’s role in the 

                                                 
44 Grigol Ubiria, Soviet Nation-Building in Central Asia: The Making of the Kazakh and Uzbek Nations 
(Routledge, 2015), 20. 
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disintegration of Europe’s empires the Bolsheviks could not ignore it. In the first place, the 

Bolsheviks developed in a nationality policy so as to win over the Russian empire’s minorities 

in the face of historic distrust and that it represented legitimate social grievances.45 Secondly, 

Lenin and Stalin developed a theory which argued that the development of national 

consciousness of nations was a necessary step towards the development of communism, as a 

part of a teleological process of modernization. 46      

 What resulted from the theory was a nationality policy that Brubaker calls 

‘institutionalized multinationality’ and Martin calls an ‘affirmative action empire.47  Based on 

their own ethnographic research and criteria, Soviet authorities devised a set of nationalities 

which were made ‘objective’ through an administrative apparatus of censuses and passports., 

coupled with a system of four-tier territorial administration with varying degrees of autonomy 

and political and administrative institutions.48 Alongside the apparatus of administration, the 

nationalities were also institutionalized in ethnocultural terms through a sweep of 

korenizatsiya (indigenization) policies in three fields, administrative, linguistic and cultural.49 

This entailed the creation of Kazakh Soviet public institutions which included preferential 

treatment to members of the titular republic’s nationality in an attempt to create native party 

cadres. It also meant the standardization and consequent development and attempted 

proliferation of a Kazakh language through the newly instituted system of lower and higher 

education. With cultural modernization in mind, these were necessary steps to enable the 

state-sponsored campaign of cultural output to foster national ‘high cultures’ along Western 

                                                 
45 Ronald Grigor Suny and Terry Martin, A State of Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of 
Lenin and Stalin (Cary, UNITED STATES: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2001), 68–69, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gla/detail.action?docID=430519. 
46 Ubiria, Soviet Nation-Building in Central Asia, 139. 
47 Rogers Brubaker, ‘Nationhood and the National Question in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet 
Eurasia: An Institutionalist Account: Theory & Society’, Theory & Society 23, no. 1 (February 1994): 
47–78, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00993673; Suny and Martin, A State of Nations. 
48 Brubaker, ‘Nationhood and the National Question in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Eurasia’, 52. 
49 Ubiria, Soviet Nation-Building in Central Asia, 148–49. 
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lines, involving the creation of national literary oeuvres and other practices like theatre.50  It is 

in this sense that Terry Martin referred to the Soviet Union as an ‘affirmative action empire’ 

as Soviet policies involved preferential treatment to ethnic minorities that suffered from past 

discrimination, with state support and creation of national territories, languages, elites and 

identities of minority ethnic groups.51       

 But Martin also notes that it was an empire in the sense of an invasive and violent 

state, though formally structured as a federation of sovereign nations.52 The Soviet 

modernization process in Kazakhstan was also closely linked with violence, since its policies 

to collectivize agriculture and forcibly shift the Kazakhs from a semi-nomadic to a sedentary 

mode of life resulted in a famine so deadly that Kazakhs became a minority in their own 

titular Soviet republic.53 Moreover, the development of a Kazakh national consciousness was 

always confined to the moniker ‘nationalist in form, socialist in content’ with the ideological 

bounds of permissive nationalism circumscribed and set by Moscow. Not only were 

traditional clan attachments, genealogy and oral knowledge deemed impediments to 

modernization, throughout the 30’s Soviet nationality discourse somewhat reverted back to 

Russian themes, depicting Russians as ‘elder brothers’ and ‘first among equals’ in the Soviet 

family of nations.54         

 Soviet language policy also effectively established the hegemony of the Russian 

language in Kazakhstan, in addition to the demographic consequences of the 1920’s famine. 

Despite the language promotion tied to korenizatsiya, Kazakh never became the language of 

government in the Kazakh SSR, leaving Russian to became the dominant language in the 

                                                 
50 Ubiria, 168–72. 
51 Suny and Martin, A State of Nations, 78. 
52 Suny and Martin, 79. 
53 Sarah Cameron, The Hungry Steppe: Famine, Violence, and the Making of Soviet Kazakhstan 
(Cornell University Press, 2020), 2. 
54 Ubiria, Soviet Nation-Building in Central Asia, 232; Suny and Martin, A State of Nations, 81. 
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party, technical enterprises and higher education.55 Together with evolving themes in Soviet 

nationality discourse such as ‘the friendship of peoples’, Soviet authorities required the study 

of Russian as it was promoted as the language of interethnic communication. Continued 

reform in education in the 50’s dropped the mandatory study of Kazakh and incentivized 

enrolment into Russian language schools which were more numerous and of better quality. 

Concerns about a lack of visibility of Kazakh national symbols and the status of the Kazakh 

language could only be aired if implicitly allowed, or else risked being condemned as 

‘nationalist’.56 As a result, Russian became non-negotiable for upward social mobility, 

particularly in urban centres whereas speaking Kazakh became a marker of backwardness and 

rurality.57 

 

3.2: (State) Identity Discourses in Contemporary Kazakhstan 

The Marxist-Leninist discourse on nationality, which still had an ostensible 

commitment to supranationalism and multiculturalism already began to crumble in the 

turbulent 1980’s in the time of Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika. For example, 

the nomination of a Russian in a position usually given to a Kazakh  was experienced as a 

matter of humiliation by Kazakh students and caused deadly riots in 1986.58 The dissolution 

of the Soviet Union definitively tasked the newly independent post-Soviet states with building 

a new national identity.59 In scholarly debates, this has often been discussed through 

                                                 
55 Suny and Martin, A State of Nations, 81. 
56 Bhavna Dave, Kazakhstan - Ethnicity, Language and Power (London: Routledge, 2007), 69, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203014899. 
57 Elise Giuliano, Constructing Grievance: Ethnic Nationalism in Russia’s Republics (Ithaca, UNITED 
STATES: Cornell University Press, 2011), 96, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gla/detail.action?docID=3138182; Dave, Kazakhstan - Ethnicity, 
Language and Power, 69. 
58 Marlene Laruelle, ‘The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan’, Nationalism 
and Identity Construction in Central Asia: Dimensions, Dynamics, and Directions, 2014, 1–20. 
59 Sabina Insebayeva, ‘Imagining the Nation: Identity, Nation Building and Foreign Policy in 
Kazakhstan’, Central Asia Program CAP Papers 175, no. 1 (September 2016): 5. 
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Brubaker’s concept of ‘nationalizing states’, in ethno-cultural terms, by which titular national 

majorities sought to impose their national identity on state institutions, symbols and practices, 

either at the expense of other national minorities or with minimal attempts to integrate them.60 

Laruelle, however, argues that Kazakhstan is “a textbook case of building a hybrid state 

identity”.61  She identifies both an ethnic Kazakhness and a multi-ethnic/civic Kazakhstanness 

paradigm in the articulation of state-identity by the government, each aimed at different 

audiences.62 An example of the Kazakh paradigm aimed at ethnic Kazakhs she brings up, is 

Nazarbayev’s assertion that  “A legal, constitutional, and international foundation that has 

been given to the fact that all Kazakhstan is the historico-genetic territory of the Kazakh 

nation.” The civic and supra-ethnic Kazakhstani paradigm, inherited from Soviet nationality 

discourses, is articulated specifically with the country’s minorities and ethnic diversity in 

mind. This paradigm praises the country’s multi-confessional and diverse population, which 

has engendered supra-ethnic civic identity. Official discourse refers to a ‘Kazakhstani’ nation 

as superseded above the country’s ‘ethnic behaviour models’ with its own values and 

traditions.63           

 State discourses on national identity are challenged by a variety of what Laruelle calls 

national patriots discourses, who converge on some issues but diverge on others. All national 

patriot discourses position themselves against the multi-ethnic Kazakhstani discourse as 

promoted since independence under former president Nazarbayev in order to avoid a 

confrontation with Russia and the Russians.64 They argue that the regime, as a product of the 

Soviet era, undermines the right of Kazakhs to their own nation state and that all citizens 

                                                 
60 Rico Isaacs and Abel Polese, ‘Between “Imagined” and “Real” Nation-Building: Identities and 
Nationhood in Post-Soviet Central Asia’, Nationalities Papers 43, no. 3 (May 2015): 373–74, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2015.1029044. 
61 Laruelle, ‘The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan’, 2014, 1. 
62 Laruelle, 8. 
63 Insebayeva, ‘Imagining the Nation’, 10. 
64 Marlene Laruelle, ‘Which Future for National-Patriots? The Landscape of Kazakh Nationalism’, 
Kazakhstan in the Making: Legitimacy, Symbols, and Social Changes, 2016, 166. 
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should be referred to as Kazakhs. All of them also share concern with the status of Kazakh 

culture and language and questions of historical memory, as they consider the Soviet regime a 

continuation of the Tsarist empire in colonial terms. Their conceptual basis of Kazakh national 

identity, though conceived primordially, is not uniform. Some of them adhere to an 

identification based on the pre-colonial clan system, whereas others add a racialist tone. 

Additionally, national patriots differ on the exact relationship to build with Slavic minorities, 

many national patriots argue that minorities should speak Kazakh and adopt Kazakh values.  

 In contrast to Brubaker’s notion of ‘nationalizing states’, Laruelle argues that the 

Kazakhness paradigm only explicitly comes through in a few policy areas. One visible field is 

that of public spaces, as official iconography draws from Kazakh cultural symbols and 

renaming streets and city names. Language policy has followed a similar pattern but is more 

ambiguous. Kazakh was designated the state language, but Russian was still kept as an 

official language. At the same time, through a program of ‘Kazakhization’ the authorities have 

sought to promote the use and enhance the image of the Kazakh language through a variety of 

measures in public space and the state administration, a program which has had limited 

success.65 Nevertheless, Laruelle argues that Khazakhization is also a trend boosted by 

demographic developments and not merely a set of government policies, as ethnic Kazakhs 

make up an increasingly larger share of the population, diminishing the potential for the 

political mobilization of minorities.66 This is compounded by the strict regulation of 

Kazakhstan’s political sphere by the authorities. For instance, she argues that the Assembly of 

the People which embodies Kazakhstan’s multi-national character, does not debate on 

                                                 
65 Juldyz Smagulova, ‘Language Policies of Kazakhization and Their Influence on Language Attitudes 
and Use’, International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 11, no. 3–4 (1 July 2008): 440–
75, https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050802148798. 
66 Marlene Laruelle, ‘Why No Kazakh Novorossiya? Kazakhstan’s Russian Minority in a Post-Crimea 
World’, Problems of Post-Communism 65, no. 1 (2 January 2018): 65–78, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2016.1220257. 
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politicised issues.67  And though Kazakhness has become more prominent in government 

discourse, the state still carefully guards a multi-ethnic paradigm and is set to prevent any 

significant political mobilization based on issues raised by national patriots.  This is for 

example visible in Tokayev’s denouncement of so-called language patrols in April 2022.68

 Laruelle also identifies a third paradigm of state identity, which she refers to as the 

transnational paradigm of state identity, which emerged in the mid 1990’s and became more 

central in the 2000’s. Laruelle argues that this paradigm is defined by the theme of global 

connectivity and that a key task of the government is achieving integration into the 

established system of nation states and the globalized economy. She also argues that this 

paradigm is intimately tied to the image of former president Nazarbayev and his cult of 

personality, tying him to a certain developmentalist model that serves to enhance the 

legitimacy of Nazarbayev and his regime by acquiring international prestige. Most 

importantly, she argues that the function of this paradigm is to depoliticize: “decisions made 

are presented as engaging the nation in developing a civilization, not keeping a political 

regime in power.”69          

 In a 2016 paper on state identity discourses of independent Kazakhstan, Insebayeva 

argues that amongst a competition between discourses, ultimately a ‘statist’ paradigm which 

ultimately achieved domination and remained so in the present.70 Insebayeva’s statist 

paradigm provides some additional insight to Laruelle’s transnational paradigm. Insebayeva 

likewise emphasizes the role of the global system of nations in enhancing the government’s 

legitimacy but emphasizes a security element: statists believed that strong government was 

needed both at the domestically as well as the international level. At the domestic level, 
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April 2022, https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/news/2022/04/29/920440-tokaev-nazval-yazikovie-
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interethnic stability was necessary to the survival of the state, and at the international level 

there were environmental as well as political and economic threats and competition which 

necessitated a strong state. Consequently, though not completely dismissed, the establishment 

of democracy was relegated to the back seat, deferred.71     

 Rather than promising outright political reform, in general the government’s discourse 

towards its citizens spoke of promises of economic development, modernization, global 

integration, stability and technocratic rationalism.72  These discursive patterns have largely 

remained in place under president Tokayev. Despite occasional challenges in maintaining a 

legitimizing discourse on the basis of economic performance,  Lewis observed that Tokayev 

continued to emphasize stability and state-led economic growth.73 However, Lemon and 

Karibayeva argue that Tokayev did introduce an element of his own: that of the ‘Listening 

State’, which promulgated dialogue and accountable governance. Democracy thus became 

somewhat more important in the rhetorical dimension, but in reality, Lemon and Karibayeva 

argue that the ‘Listening State’ merely functions as a legitimation strategy without actually 

amending the system.74   
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Kazakhstan: Failing Legitimacy, Culture of Protests, and Elite Readjustments’, Post-Soviet Affairs 38, 
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3.3: Government and Media in Contemporary Kazakhstan 

 Like other states in Central Asia, in Kazakhstan there emerged presidential 

system of government with power concentrated in the presidency. It is generally counted as a 

country with an authoritarian political system, by scholars like Shatz often classified as a ‘soft 

authoritarian’ country, which are generally marked by the absence of the use of direct 

coercion and violence.75  Kazakhstan has a generally liberalized economy but enclosed 

political system, with elections often regarded as a foregone conclusion, institutions which act 

as rubber stamps and restricted civil society. 76 One of the tools that is important for soft-

authoritarian regimes, argues Schatz, is the effective management of information flows. Shatz 

argues that Nazarbayev effectively managed the media by retaining a controlling stake in the 

media landscape without forcing the wholesale collapse of independent media, combined with 

legal mechanisms as well as first-mover effects and discursive strategies to narrow policy 

preferences and political positions to a manageable stream.77 This approach has similarly 

extended to the realm of digital media, as shown by Anceschi, who argues that in addition to 

restrictive lawmaking, Kazakhstan’s elites promoted de-politicized consumption patterns 

among Kazakhstan’s internet users and attempted to split the country’s blog-sphere around 

times of protest.78 However, Anceschi also argues that this method underlines an increasing 

disconnect between the country’s elites and the population.    

 Recent legislative developments have evoked concern with various human rights 

organizations and press organizations, as the Kazakhstani parliament recently adopted new 
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legislation that they argue restricts media freedoms.79 Of particular concern are amendments 

that require online media to register with an authoritative body and ban the work of foreign 

journalists with proper accreditation. Of overlapping concern are vaguely defined legal 

standards that require compliance with ‘national security’ as well as ‘national, cultural, and 

family values’ which could lead to self-censorship and punishment of legitimate speech.80

         

3.4: Ethnic Relations and National Identity in Media 

In in a 2010 paper, Tussupova argues that inter-ethnic relations are a taboo topic in 

Kazakhstani media, while elites use nationalism to establish public discourse and manage 

policy, with the result that interethnic issues are not fully and openly covered in the media.81 

Whilst agreeing that there is a restrictive media environment, in an analysis of  national 

identity discourses from 1992 to 2013 in Kazakhstani media, Burkhanov finds that media can 

express and channel responses towards narratives promoted by the government. Russian 

language newspapers both official and private lean into more inclusive, poly-ethnic narratives 

which grant centrality to ethnic Kazakhs but do not claim exclusive state ownership, whereas 

Kazakh language discourse emphasizes a “Kazakhstan as a state of Kazakhs” narrative. Some 

efforts by the government to create a new sense of identity even received pushback, with 

responses most hostile towards a civic-based ‘Kazakhstani nation’.82 Continuing the same 

topic, in a 2020 paper examining nation-building trends in media and government policy 

Burkhanov draws another set of conclusions. Firstly, similar to Laruelle’s conclusions on state 
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identity, is that on the level of policy is the settlement on a “safe choice” of national identity, 

so as not to stoke public discussions which could potentially lead to conflict, similar to the 

Soviet style notion of “one big family” with Kazakhs have the “older brother” role. 83 When it 

comes to public media, he reconfirms his earlier findings, noting an antagonism between a 

“nationalizing” state of Kazakhs and a “multi-ethnic state of Kazakhstan” between the 

Kazakh language press and the more cosmopolitan Russian language press respectively. 

 Finally, it also bears mentioning that there is a linguistic divide in the press in 

Kazakhstan, as is emphasized both by Tussupova and Burkhanov, with debates on language 

and national identity often following linguistic cleavages. Russian-language media caters to a 

largely cosmopolitan audience, whilst ethnonationalist narratives are more common in 

Kazakh language press.       

 

3.5: Black January 

As mentioned in the introduction, the appearance of any relative stability in regime-

society relations of the Nazarbayev era was shattered by the eruption of mass unrest and riots 

in January 2022, also referred to as Black January or the Janvarskie Sobytija (January events). 

In their analysis of the dimensions of the unrest and its roots, Laruelle and Kudaibergenova 

posit that a key failure of the regime was its neoliberal prosperity rhetoric that clashed with 

citizen’s expectations of a welfare state. Moreover, the rhetoric also contrasted with declining 

economic conditions, increased frustration which had built up over the years, about 

corruption, patronage, economic inequality, and the invisibility of the fact that large swaths of 

the population struggled to make ends meet.  Laruelle and Kudaibergenova are sceptical of 
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any ethnic component in the unrests, and instead highlight a possible urban-rural cleavage 

amidst socio-economic conditions. They also highlight the salience of political ‘clans’ within 

Kazakhstan’s political system which is also articulated through the corporate sector, civil 

bureaucracy and security services, which makes the regime fluid but it also makes it hard to 

determine the role of intra-elite struggles in the unrest.84     

 Though Ishchenko and Zhuravlev predominantly focus on Ukraine in their research, 

their work into what they call the “post-Soviet crisis of hegemony” provides a different 

structural account of the causes of Black January. Inspired by Gramscian approaches to 

hegemony and class analysis, they argue that Kazakhstan is no exception to a condition which 

affects many countries in the post-Soviet space. Whereas communism as a hegemonic project 

of universal human emancipation was also constituted by discursive practices of ordinary 

people under Stalin and Khrushchev, there never came a hegemonic project that replaced it. 

Precisely because independence was accompanied by rapid and arbitrary privatization which 

concentrated economic power, ruling elites – which he calls ‘political capitalists’ - lacked 

popular legitimacy from the population at large.85 Rather than a being a relatively 

consolidated regime, Ishchenko views the January unrest as flowing out of the crisis of 

hegemony – the failure of post-Soviet to develop sustained leadership project which enjoys 

hegemonic support from the population.86 This class analysis  also coincides with an 

observation of Lewis, who noted that the Kazakh government had more issues maintaining a 

discourse which attempted to cultivate legitimacy on the basis of economic performance, but 

faced growing discontent with falling energy prices which supported a still comparatively 

small middle class which had a stake in the preservation of the authoritarian political 
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system.87  In addition to the causes of the unrest, Karibayeva and Lemon examined state 

framings of the January unrest.  They find that the initial frame of the government’s narrative 

on the unrest emphasized violence, mass destruction and loss of life to justify extraordinary 

crackdown measures. However, they also illustrated that there was public pushback against 

this framing which forced the government to adapt its framing to an extent, for example by 

partially taking over naming introduced by activists and the deletion of tweets from 

government accounts which claimed involvement of non-Kazakh speaking terrorists. So, 

despite the restrictions on media in Kazakhstan, hegemonic discourses were nevertheless 

challenged by popular pushback. 88        

         

3.6: Reflections and Final Remarks 

From the variety of topics discussed in the literature two broad observations can be 

drawn. Most centrally, despite the ostensible variety of explicit and less explicit approaches of 

the different authors, is that depoliticization is a central theme other literature. For instance, 

though cautiously advancing a rehabilitation of the Kazakh language, the Kazakhstani 

government has been keen to prevent any large-scale political mobilization in society based 

on issues related to language or ethnic identity, policing a civic, multi-ethnic paradigm of 

national identity. Depoliticization is likewise evident in the government’s relationship to the 

media, as the work of Anceschi has argued. It is also present in Insebayeva’s conception of a 

statist discourse which explicitly deprioritized democracy and Laruelle’s transnational 

paradigm, which also served as a tool of depoliticization. When depoliticization is conceived 

of as a lack of popular consent derived from democratic participation, depoliticization also fits 

into the framework of Ishchenko. Many discursive patterns in the different varieties of 

                                                 
87 Lewis, ‘Varieties of Authoritarianism in Central Asia’, 77. 
88 Karibayeva and Lemon, ‘From Qandy Qantar to Tragic January’, 70. 



42 
 

discourses just discussed likewise already show a continuation of similar patterns under 

Tokayev before Black January.         

   Not only is there agreement on the depoliticising nature of the regime in 

Kazakhstan. Laruelle and Kudaibergenova similarly place Tokayev into an existing tradition 

of economistic rhetoric to enhance legitimacy as noted by Lewis. Moreover, as mentioned 

before, Lemon and Karibayeva argued that Tokayev’s previous discursive paradigm of reform 

simply served to enhance his own legitimacy. There is therefore further ground to my 

hypothesis that the discourse of New Kazakhstan coming from the government and speakers 

close to the government as observed in the media, is unlikely to break with past patterns. 
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Results and discussion of Media Analysis 

 

The following chapters are concerned with the presentation of the results and analysis 

of media articles, which I have elaborated upon in the previous chapter on the 

methodology of this thesis. The discussion and analysis I have presented by media outlet 

for the sake of clarity and as a guiding structure, with one outlet per chapter. The first 

chapter on Kazakhstanskaya Pravda will function as a comparative baseline. The second 

and third chapters, will focus on Vremya and Azattyq respectively and how they compare 

to each other and the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. Two points must be made 

about the content reviewed and discussed. Firstly, in the case of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, 

the type of text also concerns speeches by president Tokayev which are not exclusive 

media content of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda itself and are therefore not necessarily ‘unique’ 

media discourse Nevertheless, Kazakhstanskaya Pravda as newspaper still plays an 

important role in the dissemination of such messaging, and also provides comments and 

speech from other attendees at events where the president spoke and pieces from other 

officials. Secondly, the reviewed coverage of all three media outlets includes interviews 

with public officials as well as editors of state-affiliated media. Therefore, any trends and 

commonalities that become clear in the language of public officials as a genre of 

discursive itself, as extracted from the different media, is not exclusively confined to the 

chapter of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 
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Chapter IV: Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

 

4.1: Recognizing Injustice and the Need for Reform 

Black January makes a logical starting point for our analysis as the mass unrest at the 

start of 2022 was what gave rise to the concept of ‘New Kazakhstan’ in the first place. In 

presidential speeches republished in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, the mass unrest and consequent 

crackdown is consistently referred to in terms of tragedy as well as the month of January, such 

as “tragic days” or “tragic events” as well as “tragic January”, “January events” or “the 

January tragedy”, which attempts to cultivate unity around a sense of shared trauma. 

Furthermore, government discourse on the unrest in the earlier months of the year has a dual 

character: one the one hand, there is an initial acknowledgement to the need of reform, though 

in general terms without much specificity. On the other hand, there is also a strong appeal to 

notions of unity, security, and statehood. In a republication of his speech on 1 March of 2022 

to mark the day of gratitude holiday, vice-president of the Assembly of the People of 

Kazakhstan, Marat Azilkhanov, names the unrest as moment of realization to the need of 

“profound economic, social and political changes in all spheres of life of the country and its 

people” as well as “an impulse for moral renewal of society, its purification and return to the 

original concepts of justice, distinction of good and evil, categorical imperative of serving the 

people”.89 Similarly, at a congress of the ruling party to mark the occasion of the ruling 

party’s renaming from ‘Nur Otan’ to ‘Amanat’ on 2 March 2022, Tokayev says that “the 

broad demand of changes and reforms in the country, new tasks facing the state, global and 

regional challenges require urgent and systematic renewal of the party”, adding that “there is 

no time for hesitation” which would come at the risk of “stagnation with all its 

consequences”.90 A term that commonly pops up in the discourse of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

and of government officials is the notion of ‘new political and economic realities’, which 

additionally implies that there is an air of inevitability to social and political reforms, to which 

Black January served as a wakeup call.        

   These recognitions of the necessity of reform become more specific in 
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two ways: by mentioning political, social or economic grievances directly and indirectly 

through the stated goals and purposes of reforms as mentioned by government officials. 

Though interrelated, these can be divided into general social issues, political issues, as 

economic issues and issues of state-capacity and qualified personnel or human capital’. At 

times, Tokayev tends to stick to general terms, such as the necessity and difficulties of “socio-

economic development” in the context of an environment of economic sanctions and the war 

in Ukraine, which is in line with Insebayeva’s statist paradigm. He also calls for equality of 

opportunity for all citizens. He also refers to the lack of social mobility and a lack of 

professional opportunities for young people, an issue emphasized in an interview by Erlan 

Abil, the rector of the Academy of Public Administration under the President of the Republic 

of Kazakhstan.91 Additionally, a participant at a meeting of the Presidential Youth Reserve 

covered by Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, brings up the issue of immigration and brain drain.92 

The previously mentioned Azilkhanov, also refers to corruption, bribery, and the unfair 

distribution of public goods. This points to a broader theme that also comes forward in the 

paper Vremya (to be discussed in the following chapter), the concentration of political and 

economic power. This is noted by Azilkhanov, who also calls for the creating space for 

(economic) competition as well as effective business. Likewise, president Tokayev also called 

for the elimination of ‘excessive state involvement’ and to ‘eliminate monopolies wherever it 

is necessary, to rely on business and the creative activity of citizens’.93 In an article of August 

2023, the vice-president of the socio-democratic party of the People’s Party of Kazakhstan, 

which supported Tokayev’s bid for re-election, argued that citizens demand an end to ‘crony-

oligarchic capitalism’ as well as the return of exported capital and illegally privatized 

enterprise and to support ‘honest entrepreneurs’ and an end to the robbing of the country.94

 In extension of these issues, it is perhaps also unsurprising that the discourse in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda frequently refers to one the pillar of liberal democracies, the rule of 

law, as well as to the notion of justice. Tokayev portrays justice as a way of strengthening the 

country’s national identity ‘in a dynamically changing world’, as well as the notion that 
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Kazakhstan ‘is a territory of justice’, arguing that the rule of law is one of the necessary 

factors to create a prosperous life.95 In the opening speech to the National Kurultai, a 

consultative body established in 2022, he also links it to stability, claiming that it is ‘the only 

guarantee of internal stability’.96     The rule of law is not only appealed to by 

officials in government, but also by representatives of expertise and members of civil society, 

such as a sociologist at an expert forum on political reforms, as well as the head of the Korean 

ethno-cultural association in Almaty, Andrei Shin.97 Whereas the rule of law is only a passing 

reference in this interview, the sociologist is more critical as she stresses the ‘critical 

importance’ for the authorities to be committed to the rule of law in the process of 

implementing reforms.98  

 

4.2: Political Reforms 

A central theme of the discourse around New Kazakhstan and the necessity of reforms 

revolves around the country’s authoritarian political system and the demand for democratic 

reforms in the wake of the mass unrest of January 2022.  Related to the necessity of political 

reform in the discourse of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, is the decentralization of political power, 

which should happen at several levels. There is an emphasis on a transition away from a 

super-presidential system of government towards a system which strengthens the powers and 

representation of parliamentary bodies. These points are often made by people other than 

Tokayev or senior government officials, such as by members of the Presidential Youth 

Reserve,99 but also by attendees at meetings with the president which are reported in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, such as a bloggers political commentators.100 Decentralization is 

also discussed at the relation between central and regional governance so as to bring 
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governance closer to people on the ground, as well as within the level of civil service and 

public administration, so as to facilitate decision-making at initiative at lower levels of public 

administration.101         

 Improving the relationship with the electorate and increasing its involvement in 

politics is also a topic which receives notable attention in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, 

particularly in published speeches of Tokayev himself. In the summary of the ruling party’s 

congress, editors platform Tokayev’s instructions to strengthen feedback with the electorate 

and a call to national action “which will allow every citizen of Kazakhstan to participate in 

the formation of the current national agenda” and finally, “in his opinion, it is necessary to 

hold more frequent out-of-town receptions of citizens, to meet with residents of remote 

villages, to open public receptions on the basis of large primary party organizations, to be 

much more active in social networks”.102 Tokayev also brings it in relation with a new style of 

government, as well as in direct connection with ‘a New Kazakhstan’, referring to the 

referendum on constitutional amendments: 

 

The President also mentioned the recent trips of the party's Majilismen to the regions, 

noting that a new style has emerged in the work of deputies - there are fewer formal meetings, 

more direct contacts with voters, and immersion in real problems of citizens on the ground. 

This approach, the party leader emphasised, should be strengthened and developed in every 

possible way.103 

The referendum will allow every citizen to take a direct part in deciding the fate of the country 

and will strengthen our course for comprehensive democratisation and building a New 

Kazakhstan.104 

 Alongside improving the relationship with the electorate, there is also a lot of talk 

about opening up the political landscape and improving the competitiveness of elections. 
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Consider the following citations from an article titled How Experts see the Future of 

Kazakhstan:105 

 Constitutional reform creates the basis for a new, more efficient and balanced model 

of relations between the state and society. In general, the President's reforms are aimed at 

decentralizing power, strengthening parliamentarianism and multipartyism, and increasing 

political competition (voiced by a Kazakhstanskaya Pravda editor). 

According to Yerzhan Saltybayev, director of IWEP,106 of particular interest is what practical 

changes will be like after the formation of a new political model, the emergence of new 

centres of power and influence, and the expansion of the field for political competition.  

What is most significant about this article is that it also mentioned the registration of parties 

that ‘are queued up’: 

"Experts expect that the liberalization of the law on parties will really bring political 

competition to a new level, to register those parties that "are queued up"," Yuri Buluktaev 

said. 

This at least suggests the possibility that previous opposition parties and a relaxation of the 

country’s restrictive environment for political opposition. However, it is important to note that 

it is unclear to which parties he is precisely referring to and whether this includes formerly 

banned parties and movements of political prisoners. There is also no explicit mention of the 

experts he appeals to. This commitment, therefore, remains altogether vague. 

 

4.3: Media and Journalism 

 Considering Kazakhstan’s restrictive media environment, it is worth looking at 

coverage on the role of the media in relationship to ‘New Kazakhstan’ which was, admittedly, 

sparse. In the first place, there are republished quotes of president Tokayev. Tokayev 

considers it journalism’s task to properly inform citizens about the situation and the country in 

the world and warns of “direct disinformation pursuing destructive goals”. This is a direct 

continuation of his rhetoric in the direct aftermath of the mass unrest, which used 

                                                 
105 Вербинин, ‘Каким Видят Будущее Политической Системы Казахстана экспертыКаким Видят 
Будущее Политической Системы Казахстана Эксперты’. 
106 IWEP (Institute of World Economics and Politics) is a think tank established under the Nursultan 
Nazarbayev Foundation in 2003. https://iwep.kz/#/about  
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disinformation as a frame to justify an information shutdown in order to restore law and 

order.107 The tasks of the media continues to be linked to the notion of statehood and 

Tokayev’s framing of the January events, which he framed as an attack on sovereignty and 

territorial integrity which puts citizens and the state on the same side, as argued by 

Karibayeva and Lemon.108 This link becomes clear once more in a speech at the 31st session 

of the Assembly of the People on 29 April 2022:     

The President noted that domestic journalists fulfil the most important mission to consolidate 

the nation around Kazakhstan's values, strengthen statehood and unity of the people. 

However, nowadays, so-called fake news is widespread all over the world, there is "directed 

disinformation" pursuing destructive goals.109 

Another article in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda titled The winners of the contest "New Kazakhstan 

in the eyes of foreign media" were announced of August 2022 also points towards a role of 

the media somewhat different from an institution that critically interrogates the 

government.110 The article reports on a competition organized by the ministry of foreign 

affairs themed around the paradigm of ‘New Kazakhstan’. The winning article from a 

Canadian journalist casts Tokayev in quite favourable light: 

Rather than paying homage to Nazarbayev, he decided to paddle his own canoe and open 

the country up to more democratic change, albeit with dramatic setbacks, including the 

violence in January.  

[….] 

If Tokayev’s reforms continue, Kazakhstan will be the best Central Asian country to live in; it 

will be freer and more stable than almost all former Soviet Republics. Cynics may still say 

that Tokayev is either a Russian puppet or a Nazarbayev shoo-in, but the last six months have 

shown that he is anything but. 

What is particularly interesting is that this piece distances Tokayev from Nazarbayev by 

portraying Tokayev’s pronouncements of democratic reform as “paddling his own canoe” in 

direct contrast with “paying homage to Nazarbayev”. The Canadian author also explicitly 

                                                 
107 Karibayeva and Lemon, ‘From Qandy Qantar to Tragic January’, 64. 
108 Karibayeva and Lemon, 70. 
109 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
110 No author reported, ‘Объявлены Победители Конкурса “Новый Казахстан Глазами 
Зарубежных СМИ”’, Казахстанская Правда, 11 August 2022, https://kazpravda.kz/n/obyavleny-
pobediteli-konkursa-novyy-kazahstan-glazami-zarubezhnyh-smi/. 
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denies the suggestion that Tokayev was curated by Nazarbayev. Consequently, it aims to 

enhance Tokayev’s legitimacy by creating distance from his predecessor who has a tarnished 

reputation. 

Another article in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda by its title interestingly points to a “transformation 

of mass media”, but rather than talking about transforming the restrictive journalistic 

landscape, the article is instead concerned with the decline of the paper press.111 From the few 

articles found on mass media, there is no suggestion that there is a conviction to liberalise the 

media as a fourth estate. 

 

4.4: Constructing Consent and Foreclosing Critique 

 Related to the concepts of power and hegemony, there are several ways in which the 

discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda attempts to craft the appearance consensus and 

agreement around Tokayev’s program of professed political & social reforms and 

liberalisation. A clear pattern across the Kazakhstanskaya Pravda articles examined, is the 

centrality of Tokayev in the process of reform and his role as an agenda-setter and his 

prominence in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda’s reporting, for example through the republication of 

his speeches and performances. This is not entirely unsurprising as Tokayev is a prime 

producer of discourse, but Tokayev’s role and authority is also continually emphasised by 

other actors in interviews with other officials, politicians, as well as in reports on meetings 

and assemblies across numerous articles: 

Adilet Zakiyev, member of the Presidential Youth Personnel Reserve: 

- The new Address of the President Kasym-Jomart Tokayev, in my opinion, is very timely. It 

presents a number of interesting and relevant reforms. First of all, these are reforms that 

increase transparency, public involvement in various processes of public administration and, 

accordingly, citizens' trust in the state apparatus.112 

                                                 
111 Дина Боранбаева, ‘Трансформация СМИ: Как Сохранить Газеты?’, Казахстанская Правда, 
22 February 2023, https://kazpravda.kz/n/transformatsiya-smi-kak-sohranit-gazety/. 
112 No author reported, ‘Приблизить к Народу Уровень Принятия Решений’. 
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In addition, the professor offered his formulation of the key principles of national unity. The 

first one is citizenship and statehood. It means realisation in practice of the postulate voiced 

by the President "different views - one nation".113 

- Yerlan Kuanyshevich, in his recent speech in the Majilis of the Parliament the Head of State, 

speaking about the need to reform the system of public administration, first of all pointed to 

the low level of trust in the institutions of power. In your opinion, what is the reason for this? 

- The President himself explained why.114 

How can it be restored? To what extent do citizens' expectations coincide with reality? When 

will the reports of lower officials on the state of affairs be objective? Until when the true state 

of affairs can be seen only with the personal intervention of the President?115 

 

-Thanks to the decisions of the President, Kazakhstan has preserved its independence and 

statehood, - said Yerlan Koshanov in his speech.116 

These quotes illustrate how there is given deference to Tokayev, whose vision, plans, powers, 

explanations and timing of actions are praised or referred to as a matter of fact. He is cited, 

referred to as a giver of instructions and also called upon in his powers as president, all of 

which confirm his centrality in the project of a ‘New Kazakhstan’. We can, therefore, see a 

contradiction: on the one hand there is the stress on the decentralisation of political power, 

away from a super-presidential system, on the other hand, there is the centrality of Tokayev in 

the process of creating a New Kazakhstan. This contrast even starker in the absence of any 

mild critique of Tokayev through other speakers in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 

 In addition to deference to Tokayev, another way in which the president’s course on 

New Kazakhstan is consolidated is not only the support of other authority sources such has 

high-ranking officials and experts, but also the appeal to popular support for Tokayev’s 

direction and plans of reform. For example, by the vice president of the Assembly of the 

People of Kazakhstan: 

                                                 
113 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
114 Магер, ‘На Госслужбе Должны Быть Лучшие Из Лучших’. 
115 Асылбеков, ‘Мысли о Будущем’. 
116 Юлия Магер and Зарина Москау, ‘Национальный Курултай – Возрожденная Традиция Для 
Нового Казахстана’. 
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 Every responsible citizen today is firmly convinced of the correctness of new 

approaches and measures taken, because they are based on the fundamental aspirations and 

needs of our people - confidence in their future, social security, access to housing, education, 

medicine and work.117 

In a report of Tokayev’s speech at the Assembly of the People: 

The head of state noted that the society is actively discussing topical issues related to the 

country's modernisation process, and this discussion, in his opinion, confirms the demand for 

the course aimed at radical political transformation and economic reforms.118 

And at a gathering of the Presidential Youth Reserve: 

Reservist Meiram Zhumagulov dwelled on those reforms from the new Address of the Head of 

State, which affect changes in the electoral system. In particular, in his opinion, the transition 

to a mixed proportional-majoritarian system is an important reform that enjoys great support 

among the population.119 

Of particular interest is the framing in the first quote which ties support for reforms as 

initiated by the president to the notion of responsibility, implying that by contrast, anyone 

who might disagree is an irresponsible citizen. This ties into another way in which Tokayev’s 

New Kazakhstan is cemented: progress in the implementation of reform and liberalisation is 

continually proclaimed whilst certain criticism or opposition is foreclosed, for example by 

scholars: 

Natalia Kalashnikova, the head of the APK chair in L. Gumilev ENU, emphasised the deep 

systemic renewal being carried out in Kazakhstan. According to her, the amendments to the 

Constitution, initiated by the President and submitted to the Constitutional Council, are now 

being discussed in expert groups and public associations, which indicates the growth of civil 

activity in Kazakhstan.120 

 An interview with the vice president of the (nominally oppositional) People’s Party 

also shows how progress is claimed in tandem with attempts to disavow criticism. For 

                                                 
117 Азильханов, ‘День Благодарности в Этом Году Имеет Особый Для Казахстана Смысл – 
Азильханов’. 
118 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
119 Сыздыкова, ‘Модернизация и Обновление: Подключить «проводников Перемен»’. 
120 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
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example, he argues that the pace of change rather than the content and direction is the 

problem. He also invokes the possibility of sabotage by blaming the bureaucracy, framing any 

potential delays, problems, or criticism as a result of external actors, foreclosing criticism 

aimed at Tokayev and his reforms:  

Both the opposition and ordinary citizens support the restoration of justice and are 

dissatisfied only with the slow pace of the fight against criminal clans. 

The idea of New Fair Kazakhstan, put forward by President Tokayev, faces the bureaucratic 

apparatus, which does not want to lose its privileges.121 

 What already may have become clear from previous quotes is that progress has also 

been claimed in state-society dialogue. On the one hand, positive changes in state-society 

dialogue are proclaimed whilst senior officials note the need to listen to society, 

acknowledging slow communication by officials such as the head of the Presidential 

Administration Aida Balayeva:  

It is important to build a constant dialogue with society in order to hear, understand and then, 

taking into account all opinions and aspects, make the right decision to promote creation and 

development, not backward.122 

Let us return to the topic of effective communication between the state and society. We all 

understand that it is important for government agencies not only to convey information 

clearly, but also to do it in time, not to create an information vacuum. We are lagging behind 

in this aspect. How can the situation be corrected?123 

On the other hand, any potential criticism is again delegitimized through a pedagogical frame 

which puts responsibility for effective state-society dialogue with society. Moreover, it also 

frames mishaps in communication as society misunderstanding what the state aims to do:  

I would also note that society also needs to learn to communicate with the state, to ask the 

right questions, to observe the culture of dialogue. 

                                                 
121 Асылбеков, ‘Мысли о Будущем’. 
122 Сыздыкова, ‘Модернизация и Обновление: Подключить «проводников Перемен»’. 
123 Магер, ‘На Госслужбе Должны Быть Лучшие Из Лучших’. 
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First of all, not all officials know how to talk to the population. It is this inability or 

unwillingness that leads to a decrease in mutual understanding between the authorities and 

society, to misunderstanding by the people of the policies pursued by the state.124 

Though the acknowledgement of bad communication of by officials appears conciliatory, the 

effect of framing any grievances of society as a misunderstanding of government policy is 

that it assigns the state a privileged position in its relationship with society when it comes to 

‘New Kazakhstan.’ Potential criticism of ‘New Kazakhstan’ is not framed as potentially 

legitimate. It is not the sincerity or implementation of a ‘New Kazakhstan’ coming from the 

government, which is the problem, but rather the way in which the authorities communicate 

its intentions and policies. This makes the appeal to progress in state-society dialogue and 

popular involvement also paradoxical. Progress in dialogue is presumably claimed on the 

basis of a democratic ideal in which society and the governments are equal partners, yet any 

potential criticism about the sincerity and implementation of a New Kazakhstan can be 

misconstrued as coming from ‘irresponsible citizens’, as the result of sabotage of external 

actors or simply as misunderstandings in 

communication.      But despite these frames which 

pre-emptively deflect criticism of the government’s plans and reforms, there are also 

expressions of what I would call ‘caveats’ to reform, which show that the commitment to 

change may not be as genuine as often espoused by speakers in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. For 

example, Tokayev sets the precondition that “we must not allow political and social pluralism 

to take radical forms”.125 In this expression we again see the idea that the creation of a New 

Kazakhstan is not a matter of equal partnership between government and civil society. Rather, 

there is a strong implication that even though there is a claim to popular support and popular 

involvement, Tokayev’s government remains in control and sets the term of reform and 

debate in what sounds like a continued intention to depoliticize.       

       

4.5: Final Reflections & Conclusion 

 To sum up this section, several conclusions can be drawn.  Firstly, when it comes to 

general themes, there is an acknowledgement of some of the root causes of social discontent, 

such as on as on issues of the economy. Similarly, there is also an emphasis on political 

                                                 
124 Ibid. 
125 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
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reforms, specifically when it comes to dispersing political power and involving society at 

large in the political process through the facilitation of dialogue and the promise to open up 

the political field to competition. Thematically, therefore, it bears a lot of similarity to themes 

in the paradigm of ‘the Listening State’ which Tokayev introduced at the start of its 

presidency, and which also revolved around promises of accountable governance and 

improvements in dialogue with society. 

        As a government-backed 

newspaper and an example of a prime producer of discourse, it is naturally unsurprising that 

the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda reproduces rather than challenges established power 

relations around Tokayev, since Kazakhstanskaya Pravda effectively functions as a 

mouthpiece for Tokayev’s administration. This reproduction of established power relations 

happens not only through the republishing of Tokayev’s speeches and proclamations, but also 

through other speakers platformed in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. These speakers range from 

young people in the junior ranks of government to senior officials, as well as members of civil 

society. These speakers continually positively refer to or appeal to Tokayev and his powers as 

president, his plans and vision of a New Kazakhstan. At the same time, Tokayev’s New 

Kazakhstan is further consolidated by claims of popular support and progress in the 

implementation of reforms and dialogue with society, whereas a variety of ways of 

delegitimizing potential criticism also take place.       But 

despite an expected affirmative and positive coverage on Tokayev and a New Kazakhstan, 

there are also explicit and implicit contradictions in the discourse of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

which could be interpreted as signs that the reforms are not sincere. For example, there is still 

the caveat that reform cannot go too far or be too radical. But there are also contradictions 

which are less explicit and become clear only in comparison by different articles. One is the 

portrayal of state-society dialogue, by which progress is claimed on the involvement of 

society in the political process by government officials and other speakers displayed in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, but who at other times cast civil society in a subordinate role, with 

the authorities determining first course of action. But more importantly, so is the importance 

and centrality of Tokayev as president and agenda-setter of a New Kazakhstan which stands 

in contrast of promised reforms which are supposed to disperse political power. 
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Chapter V: Vremya 

     

5.1: Criticism of Social Policies 

In a few respects, Vremya shows some thematic correspondence as well as significant 

differences with the coverage of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. Some of the noticeable differences 

with Kazakhstanskaya Pravda is the wide variety of themes in coverage, from articles on 

proposed reforms to the judiciary and bar system, to interviews with a disability activist and a 

report on schoolchildren drawing ‘New Kazakhstan’. What becomes clear upon examining 

and comparing these articles is that the questions and criticisms posed are directed at the level 

of policy making and less so of an institutional character. For example, in an article that 

features a disability activist, who is critical of proposed reforms to the social code. In the 

introduction, it quotes beliefs by civil activists that the planned legislation is contradictory in 

nature: 

It's a new legal document for the country, and among its tasks are to develop the labour 

market and new approaches to employment promotion, on the one hand, and to improve the 

system of special social services, on the other. However, civil activists believe that in practice 

these provisions contradict each other.126 

The latter point is worth noticing, because it is congruent with Laruelle’s and 

Kudaibergenova’s argument that the government pursues a neoliberal discourse which 

contrasts with broader social demands for social safety nets, instead of (labour)-market 

oriented solutions.127 A disability rights activist notes the adverse effects of the government’s 

proposals, complaining that: 

“Officials present it as something progressive, as a good thing. But in fact, this innovation 

will complicate the lives of people with disabilities," Zhanibek is convinced. 

The activist criticizes the lack of a feedback mechanism and satisfactory responses to 

objections by people with disabilities in a meeting with officials, saying that it’s difficult to 

make changes to an already adopted law and wryly bring up the officials’ suggestion to write 

                                                 
126 Владислав Шпаков, ‘Пишите Письма!’, Время, 16 March 2023, 
https://time.kz/articles/territory/2023/05/16/pishite-pisma. 
127 Diana T. Kudaibergenova and Marlene Laruelle, ‘Making Sense of the January 2022 Protests in 
Kazakhstan: Failing Legitimacy, Culture of Protests, and Elite Readjustments’, Post-Soviet Affairs 38, 
no. 6 (2 November 2022): 441–59, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2022.2077060. 
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them letters. This point gets particular emphasis, as it is displayed as the title to the article. 

Because of the emphasis as a title, the article in Vremya more strongly questions the idea that 

social dialogue with civil society has improved, in contrast to what is portrayed in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 

 Policy criticism is also displayed in an article devoted to a new methodology by the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population of Kazakhstan which has the goal 

of targeting social assistance to families by means of a score card.128 Accordingly, families are 

given points corresponding to a set of indicators which deal with anything from the presence 

of children, the city a person lives in, as well as the presence of economic assets and debts. 

The total score is then assigned a grade via a ranking table to determine how urgently a family 

is in need of social assistance by the government. But altogether, the article is critical of the 

government’s efforts. Once the article finishes elaborating the proposed methodology and 

points system, the author once again questions any notion of constructive dialogue:  

“Meanwhile, almost all of those who have already taken part in the discussion of the curious 

document have left angry comments.”  

Subsequently, the author displays two comments, the first of which is from a woman who 

displays indignance at the idea that human families are reduced by the government to a set of 

points . Moreover, as she does so, she ironically and critically refers to New Kazakhstan: 

Meanwhile, almost all of those who have already taken part in the discussion of the curious 

document have left angry comments. "I am against this document! How can you evaluate a 

family, children by points! How are you not ashamed! And this is our New Kazakhstan? 

Shame!" - Oksana Fokina is indignant. 

The other comment is a man who questions the logic of the methodology and what it is 

purported to concretely measure, criticising the indicators that officials have decided upon:   

Yevgeny Balakshy did not understand the logic of the methodology: "Where is it even seen 

that the presence of children is considered as disadvantage? […] What does the state want to 

teach us? What is it evaluating? The quality of a citizen's life? The quality of entrepreneurial 

spirit in each individual? 

                                                 
128 Екатерина Тихонова, ‘Кто будет править балл?’, Время, 15 May 2023, 
https://time.kz/articles/territory/2023/05/15/kto-budet-pravit-ball. 
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At this point, the author of the article explicitly brings in her own point of view, leaning into 

Yevgeny Balakshy’s criticism. At its best, her comment can be interpreted as a critique of 

confused methodology which results in absurd conclusions, but at its worst it could be 

interpreted as an ironic recognition of the dire economic circumstances of the majority of the 

population: 

And here is my opinion as the author of this material. It turns out that a prosperous family 

according to the new measures of the Ministry of Labour is the one that has more than 18 

"squares" of housing, which has a plot of land, private subsidiary farming, its own business 

and.... few children, because each child is minus 50 from the total indicator of well-being. In 

this case, the majority of the country's population can be included in socially disadvantaged 

families! 

From these examples of social policy, we can thus clearly see that there is a disconnect in 

government-society dialogue. There is a recognition of the difficult economic conditions in 

the country, whilst the government’s efforts and plans to address certain issues are criticised 

on methodological grounds, because of its adverse effects, or because the officials involved 

are unreceptive to criticism and attempts to have a voice in the efforts from people in society.  

Not only does this challenge any claim to successful state-society dialogue. By 

communicating the methodological critiques as well as the adverse effects of a market-

oriented solution on the lives of people with disabilities, these articles display a congruence 

with Laruelle and Kudaibergenova’s claim of a rift between neoliberal discourse from the 

government and welfare-state expectations from society. 

 

5.2 Law and the Judiciary 

 Two of the articles examined also touch upon issues of law and the judiciary in 

considerable depth. One article titled “Aliya Serikbayeva: Interests of a lawyer = interests of 

society.”129  is written by a lawyer who questions a set of draft proposals titled “New 

Kazakhstan – New Bar” by the Republican bar association in response to Tokayev’s call for 

reforms. The lawyer is altogether critical of the proposed set of reforms. But in contrast to 

what the title may suggest, the scope of her criticisms only hints at a broader critique on the 

                                                 
129 Алия Серикбаева, ‘Алия СЕРИКБАЕВА: Интересы адвоката = интересы общества’, Время, 20 
July 2022, https://time.kz/blogs/hocu-skazat/2022/07/20/aliya-serikbaeva-interesy-advokata-interesy-
obshhestva. 
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nature of the Kazakhstani legal system  and is for the most part confined to the relationship 

between the republican bar association and lawyers, stating that the vision of the bar 

association diverge from the interests of lawyers:  

For example, unfortunately, the vision of the leadership of the Bar Associations to understand 

a strong bar does not correspond to the interests of lawyers. 

A lot of her points to substantiate the idea that the republican bar association is disconnected 

from the people it is supposed to represent are communicated via complaints about 

membership fees, suggesting that the republican bar is parasitic: 

Finally, it was proposed to unite all private practising lawyers into a single organisation on 

the basis of the existing bar associations. I understand the goal of the Presidium to increase 

the number of lawyers who will be obliged to pay monthly fees but do legal advisers, who 

have lower fees than lawyers, know and agree with this? 

Let me remind you, the Bar is a self-financing organisation which is maintained by lawyers' 

fees. In fact, lawyers, regardless of their income, pay for the maintenance of the Bar 

organisations, bloated staff, consultation premises, security system, means of communication, 

internet, etc. 

Only in the final paragraph is a link made between the legal profession and Kazakhstani 

society at large, but this shift in scope remains unexplored and unsubstantiated within the 

article itself: 

Thus, I believe, we do not need a rush, and we need to calmly develop a radically different 

concept of the development of the Bar, which will meet the interests of the lawyer and the 

entire Kazakh society. 

 A discussion of the judicial system by the same lawyer, however, is offered in a 

different article titled “Aliya SERIKBAEVA: We are being offered justice according to 

concepts”. The object of critique is of a different level this time around, as it is concerned 

with reforms proposed by the Supreme Court. While at the start of the article it notes that 

among the proposals there are those “that are long overdue in demand”, the majority of the 

article is devoted to criticism of the proposals, predominantly aimed at the proposal to 

introduce principles of ‘fairness and reasonability’ in case decisions. She positively cites a 

member of the council on legal policy who argues that arguing that it introduces arbitrariness 

beyond established legal principles.  
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In contrast to her article about the bar association, Serikbayeva now links her criticism of the 

judicial reform to the relationship between society and the judiciary: 

At the same time, it should be noted that justice based on fairness can be administered by 

courts that are really trusted by the people. But in our country, it must be admitted, the level 

of people's trust in the courts is critically low. 

These quotes also support a critical interpretation of the title, which in Russian can also mean 

‘by a code of criminals’ or ‘unwritten rules’.130 This article thus takes a critical dive at a 

deeper institutional level when it comes to the judiciary and its relationship with society. 

 Lastly, an especially interesting contrast can be found in comparison with Azattyq, on  

the trial of former parliamentarian and official Nurzhan Altayev. This article is particularly 

interesting because of the contrast in the framing of the case compared to Azattyq. Though the 

coverage of Azattyq will be more thoroughly analysed in the next chapter as a whole, their 

framing of the Altayev case will be compared with that of Vremya here. Vremya’s report is 

titled “there is no smell of politics here”, something which is not intended with irony. In the 

first place, the author of the Vremya article writes critically about alleged politicisation of the 

case and the intentions of Altayev’s supporters. As the supporters and their actions are 

described by the author sensational and loud, it attempts to remove any credibility from 

Altayev’s supporters claim that his trial is politically motivated.131 

his supporters managed to make a sensational statement: this criminal case is a political 

order. 

Judging by the loud statements of his supporters, they intend to attract the attention of 

international human rights organizations 

Moreover, the author writes about Altayev in a way which downplays Altayev’s significance 

by using such words as ‘only’, ‘ordinary bribe taker’ and downplaying the importance of his 

ministry, in order to weaken the charge that his arrest was politically motivated. The case 

cannot be politically motivated because Altayev was not a person of any importance:  

                                                 
130 ‘по понятиям – English translation’, Multitran dictionary, accessed 21 August 2024, 
https://www.multitran.com/dictionary/russian-
english/%D0%BF%D0%BE%20%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%8F%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%8F%
D0%BC. 
131 Тохнияз Кучуков, ‘Политикой тут и не пахнет’, Время, 12 June 2023, 
https://time.kz/articles/risk/2023/06/12/politikoj-tut-i-ne-pahnet. 
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And Nurzhan Altayev was not a politician in the direct or figurative sense of the word; he 

worked only as one of the deputies of a ministry that was by no means a key one. 

And he will be tried as an ordinary bribe-

taker.        

 The article of Vremya stands in stark contrast to Azattyq’s reporting on the case.132 

Rather than downplaying his importance, prominently in the subheading of the article, 

Azattyq calls Altayev an opposition figure and links his arrest to an environment in which 

serious political opposition is made impossible. What’s more, Radio Azattyq goes as far as to 

raise the suggestion that political competition is actually more difficult, rather than less: 

Nurzhan Altayev and Marat Zhylanbayev represent different types of opposition figures: one 

is a former official, the other is a person outside the system. But the message from the Kazakh 

authorities to each potential opponent here seems to be the same: neither candidate should 

even try. 

Amid talk of change in Kazakhstan, observers are wondering whether the country is 

becoming even less tolerant of political competition than ever before. 

 What also contrasts between Vremya and Azattyq is what is framed as evidence or 

facts. Moreover, Azattyq writes that “it is hard not to notice” that Altayev led an unregistered 

party, whereas the suggestion that Altayev’s case is politically motivated is dismissed in 

Vremya, this time by uncritically repeating evidence put forward by the prosecution: 

In fact, when petitioning the court to select a preventive measure, the investigation provided 

evidence that the former official received bribes on a systematic basis on an especially large 

scale. (Vremya) 

It is difficult to ignore the fact that his trial took place in parallel with the trial of Marat 

Zhylanbaev, during which last week prosecutors demanded that the defendant be sentenced to 

10 years in prison for “political extremism.” […] And it's hard not to notice that both lead 

unregistered parties that criticize the government. (Azattyq) 

 

                                                 
132 Крис Риклтон, ‘Закрытые суды «Справедливого Казахстана». О чём говорят дела против 
Альтаева и Жыланбаева?’, Радио Азаттык, 23 November 2023, sec. Преследование оппозиции, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-opposition-prison-sentences-altaev-zhylanbaev/32696332.html. 
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 To sum up this section on law and the judiciary, we can thus draw an interesting 

conclusion. The first is that there is space for critique in Vremya which recognizes deep 

problems with the judiciary, and society’s distrustful relation with it. At the same time, a 

comparison of Vremya’s reporting on the case of Altayev with Azattyq’s reporting on the 

case suggests that there is a certain threshold that cannot be crossed. This threshold is the 

suggestion that the judiciary system is not independent, but a tool for political opposition, 

which would simultaneously discredit any sincerity of reforms tied to a new Kazakhstan.  

 

5.3: Oligarchy and Monopoly 

  Like in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, in Vremya too we see a recognition of the problem 

of the concentration of political and economic power, for example in an interview with 

political analyst Daniyar Ashimbayev: 133 

Why has the state policy turned out to be ineffective? 

- First of all, because of the monopolisation of power and money. For many years we have 

had a layer of untouchables: associates, relatives, their cronies, their teams. And this layer 

grew and grew. And at some point the top of the pyramid began to outweigh the whole 

pyramid, jeopardising the stability of the entire political system of the country.  

The task of demonopolizing political power is then tied to Tokayev, whose vision of a more 

democratic Kazakhstan is endorsed rather than challenged, as there is no implication of 

pretension or an ascription of insincere belief: 

The set, as we see, is quite specific. But the president has no other elite. He has made it clear 

that he sees Kazakhstan as a more democratic state, implying first of all that there should be 

no monopoly in our country. And no oligarchy either.  

Still, the interview with Ashimbayev also brings in a perspective invisible in Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda, the discussion of the political system in terms of elite and clan politics. And whereas 

Nazarbayev remains unmentioned in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, here he is related directly to 

Tokayev and elite politics. 

                                                 
133 Руслан Бахтигареев, ‘Данияр АШИМБАЕВ: Никакого олигархата и монополизма в будущем 
быть не должно’, Время, 2 February 2022, https://time.kz/articles/ugol/2022/02/02/daniyar-
ashimbaev-nikakogo-oligarhata-i-monopolizma-v-budushhem-byt-ne-dolzhno. 
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We all witnessed that Nazarbayev himself struggled a lot with his own entourage: his relatives and 

associates were repeatedly removed from their posts and sent into exile. 

[…] 

And I think that for the first president, who defiantly refused dynasty, the ambitions of his entourage 

still created a huge problem, because in the end they did not lead to the kind of Kazakhstan he 

wanted to see. This, I think, is what dictated his decision to hand over power not to relatives, but to 

Kasym-Jomart Tokayev, who was neutral and untainted by scandals.   

What stands out from these excerpts is that the blame for problems caused by oligarchical 

politics is put with the ‘entourage’ rather than with Nazarbayev himself. Nazarbayev and 

Tokayev are effectively framed outside of the system of oligarchy, without raising the 

suggestion that the presidents themselves could have a more integral place within it. Rather, 

the presidents are respectively and positively described as “defiantly refusing dynasty” and 

“neutral and “untainted”. 

          We can thus 

conclude that in some ways, this interview shows commonalities and differences with the 

discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. On the one hand, there is the recognition of the 

problem of concentrated political and economic power. On the other hand, Vremya facilitates 

a discussion of the country’s social problems problem more concretely through the discussion 

of Nazarbayev’s entourage, bringing the country’s political system into view in terms of elite 

politics. However, Nazarbayev and Tokayev are discussed in a way which disassociates them 

from the negative consequences of oligarchy. Moreover, Tokayev’s position is endorsed, as 

Ashimbayev assigns Tokayev the task of undoing the concentration of political and economic 

power, which cements Tokayev’s legitimacy as a reformer.  

 

5.4: Interviews with Government Officials 

 As a final subject of discussion to this chapter, we can look at interviews with public 

officials in Vremya, for two reasons. First, the interview setting in a formally independently 

owned newspaper could open up different avenues of criticism compared to a stated owned 

paper which forecloses them. Secondly, the answers of the officials allow for a comparison 

with government discourse as discussed in the previous chapter on Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 

 In terms of interview questions, the general pattern is that they address a variety of 

concerns and are rather critical of the work of government, for example, by referencing the 
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slow pace of change, in response to the speaker of parliament and member of the ruling party 

Amanat Yerlan Koshanov, when he points to low levels of institutional trust in Kazakhstan 

and higher rates of institutional trust in OECD countries:134 

Well, we understand about Western countries, we see. When will we have all this? 

After which Koshanov emphasizes the work of president Tokayev and that reforms are largely 

the result of his political will, calling him a guarantor of the constitution. To which the 

interviewer responds:  

All this, of course, is great, but people complain that the reforms are going slowly, that their 

results are not tangible.... 

Or, in a different example from an interview with deputy prime minister Tamara 

Duysenova:135 

- Let us return to the question of New Kazakhstan. Many citizens do not feel any changes, 

especially in terms of income and social well-being in general. Do you have anything to say to 

such reactions? 

Additionally, there are also questions that suggest the government and parliament are out of 

touch or disconnected from the concerns of ordinary people, Firstly, by explicitly or implicitly 

proposing that they are occupied with insignificant or trivial matters: 

- Mr Speaker, I would like to clarify on the parliamentary enquiries. Sometimes people do not 

understand their logic. The topics of some Majilismen's enquiries, to put it mildly, simply 

shock people. What, all the problems in the country have been solved, except for the 

prohibition of TikTok? 

And from the interview with the deputy prime minister Duysenova: 

Who do you think is the poorest in our country, who needs the state's help the most? Have you 

ever seen a real poor person in your life or do you know only from statistical reports that 

there are people who live on less than 1000 tenge per day, i.e. below the poverty line 

according to the World Bank criteria? 

                                                 
134 Тогжан Гани, ‘Ерлан КОШАНОВ: Новый Казахстан - -это не дата в календаре’, Время, 19 July 
2023, https://time.kz/articles/ugol/2023/07/19/erlan-koshanov-novyj-kazahstan-eto-ne-data-v-
kalendare. 
135 Лэйла Тастанова, ‘Тамара ДУЙСЕНОВА, вице-премьер: Абсолютной справедливости сложно 
добиться’, Время, 15 November 2023, https://time.kz/articles/ugol/2023/11/15/tamara-dujsenova-
vitse-premer-absolyutnoj-spravedlivosti-slozhno-dobitsya. 
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Here, a disconnect between officials and society is directly suggested by the interviewer by 

asking whether Duysenova has ever seen a poor person, suggesting that officials are only busy 

with paperwork, that they are only aware of people as statistics, sitting in an ivory tower. 

These examples stand in contrast to the proclamations of progress in state-society dialogue by 

public officials in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 

 One question in the interview with Koshanov also goes as far to probe into the lack of 

‘action’ and discord in parliament, implicitly asking whether the parliaments really function 

as an independent power and whether a change in political culture really is taking place or has 

taken place. However, the interviewer still implicitly endorses Tokayev’s referencing him as 

someone who gives instructions and bringing up the suggestion of sabotage, as was visible in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. 

Why, despite the presence in the Majilis of six different parties plus independent self-

nominees, has there not yet been a single fight or at least a strong verbal altercation in the 

Majilis? Almost all bills are passed unanimously and in an atmosphere of serene calm? 

In his first address to the people of the country in 2019, Kasym-Jomart Tokayev instructed the 

government to unite the pension, social and medical funds, on the maintenance of which tens 

of billions are spent annually. Why is the president's instruction still being sabotaged? 

From the interviewer questions we can therefore see hints at a deeper probing at the sincerity 

of transforming the country’s political system, though the institution of the president remains 

unquestioned. In fact, both Duysenova and Koshanov repeatedly reinforce the president’s 

authority in a similar fashion as seen in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, endorsing his vision of an 

end to oligarchy, and referring to him as someone who provides the instructions. Furthermore, 

they still claim that expressing that “the state is fulfilling its obligations” and that “New 

Kazakhstan is not a date in the calendar.” This latter phrase is especially interesting, as this 

figure of speech puts ‘New Kazakhstan’ indefinitely into the future without explicitly 

disavowing it, by obfuscating any concrete achievements by which the attainment of a ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ could be measured against. 

 

5.5: Final Reflections and Conclusions 

 In sum, we can draw several conclusions from an examination of articles related to 

New Kazakhstan in the paper Vremya. In the first place, there is a thematic scope that is wider 
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compared to the coverage in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, which could potentially be explained 

by the fact that Kazakhstanskaya Pravda’s audience is mostly public officials employees of 

state funded institutions,136 whereas Vremya is a privately owned paper aimed at a more 

general audience. Because the audience is more general, we can see coverage that reflects 

criticism at a level that more directly reflects the daily lives of citizens, reflected in the 

reporting on social policy and the government methodology that indexes poverty. Both these 

reports are clear critiques of government attempts to address economic challenges and 

challenge the notion that there is any noteworthy progress in state-society dialogue. A split 

between state and society is likewise visible in Vremya interviews with public officials, in 

which the interviewers also communicate a wider social mood that change has not yet taken 

place and low levels of trust. The reporting on the political and judiciary system likewise 

reflects expression of deeper institutional issues, namely a lack of social trust. This suggests 

that the promises that New Kazakhstan implies, are to a fair extent, challenged. 

 However, there are indications that suggest that Vremya stops short of criticism past a 

certain threshold. The first is Vremya’s reporting on the trial of Altayev, which disavows any 

suggestion that the judicial system stands in the service of political persecution and that 

political opposition is punished, in stark contrast to Azattyq’s reporting on the case. 

Furthermore, though the interview with political scientist Ashimbayev opens up discussion of 

Kazakhstan’s problems in terms of elite politics, it also casts Tokayev as someone untainted 

by it and separate from it, rather tasked with taming it. Considering ‘New Kazakhstan’ as a an 

ideal is strongly tied to Tokayev, New Kazakhstan is not questioned or criticised as directly 

tied to him. Though there is certainly space for criticism on the government’s efforts and the 

slow, bureaucratic workings of government, comparisons with Azattyq already show that this 

critique has so far not challenged the legitimacy of Tokayev. From this perspective, Vremya 

falls short of challenging established power relations in some preliminary comparisons with 

Azattyq. The next chapter on Azattyq will provide further means for comparison. 

 

Chapter VI: Azattyq/Radio Free Europe 

  

                                                 
136 Burkhanov, ‘Ethnic State versus Civic-Nation State in Kazakhstan’, 8. 
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6.1: Article titles 

 The final media outlet subject to analysis is Radio Free Europe/Azattyq. What is 

quickly visible from an initial glance at article titles is that in contrast to the titles in Vremya, 

the titles in Azattyq are confrontational in nature, which directly challenge the concept of 

New Kazakhstan and the professed liberalization of politics and society in a variety of ways. 

In the first place, any implicit novelty or change that is imbued within the words ‘New 

Kazakhstan’ is denied by contrasting it with and connecting it to “old methods”. The idea of 

New Kazakhstan is also placed in quotation marks by the author, which are often used to 

show sarcasm, to question authenticity or sincerity. One title also does so using the Potemkin 

village, further suggesting that there is nothing novel about New Kazakhstan and that it is a 

façade: 

"New Kazakhstan" and old methods. Persecution of activists against the background of the 

announced course of reforms.137 

Old methods in the new Kazakhstan How independent candidates are excluded from the 

elections.138 

Old methods in the "new Kazakhstan": how the crowd was driven to the rally in support of 

Tokayev.139 

"Potemkin New Kazakhstan". Observers - on provocations, insults, removal from polling 

stations.140 

  

6.2: A change of politics? 

 The portrayal of New Kazakhstan as a façade is mostly discussed in the domain of the 

country’s political and judicial institutions. In the previous chapter, we have already seen how 

                                                 
137 Радио Азаттык, ‘«Новый Казахстан», старые методы. Преследования на фоне объявленного 
курса на реформы’, Радио Азаттык, 21 April 2022, sec. Права человека, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-persecution-of-opposition-activists/31812565.html. 
138 Ельнур Алимова, ‘«Старые методы» в «новом Казахстане». Как независимых кандидатов 
отстраняют от выборов’, Радио Азаттык, 16 March 2023, sec. Парламентские выборы-2023, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-independent-candidates-removed-from-election-/32320517.html. 
139 Пётр Троценко, ‘Старые методы в «новом Казахстане»: как на митинг в поддержку Токаева 
согнали массовку’, Радио Азаттык, 19 March 2022, sec. Архив статей, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-almaty-rally-amanat-reportage/31760920.html. 
140 Багдат Асылбек, ‘«Потемкинский новый Казахстан». Наблюдатели — о провокациях и 
удалении с участков’, Радио Азаттык, 8 June 2022, sec. Политика, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-independetn-observers-referemdum/31887732.html. 
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any possibility of politically motivated persecution was dismissed in Vremya’s reporting on 

Altayev, in contrast to how Azattyq reported on the Altayev case. And whereas the discourse 

in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda claimed that there is popular support for the president’s reforms, 

such as the referendum on constitutional amendments, Azattyq’s reporting challenges any 

such notion. For example, in an article devoted to polling day and observing the voting 

process. A large part of the article reports difficulties and irregularities experienced by people 

who applied to observe the electoral process. Voluntary observers talk about how they were 

hindered by other observers and law enforcement in their attempts to check and ensure proper 

procedures were followed, and at times even removed from the polling station. The article 

quotes suspicions of observers who suggest that there was a plan to exclude independent 

observers in advance: 

I believe that this was a deliberate work to exclude independent observers. I believe that the 

departments of internal policy of the city and, most likely, law enforcement agencies are 

involved here. My opinion: these observers were prepared in advance.141 

Other themes that become clear in the article are the idea that the referendum was not a 

genuine expression of popular support, because of suspicions that the turnout has been 

manipulated, for instance through the suggestion that there was a predetermined target for the 

turnout and involuntary voting: 

I think there was an instruction to "make" the necessary turnout before the polls closed and 

not allow independent observers to count the votes. 

I noticed that one third of those who voted were students. It was obvious from the reaction of 

students that they came not of their own free will. 

By contrast, a liveblog compilation of polling day proceedings by Vremya never questions the 

legitimacy of the proceedings in a similar fashion, sticking to plain factual reporting about the 

proceedings, information about turnout, and stories of ordinary people who came to vote, 

matter-of-factly.142 

 Another Azattyq article reports on the exclusion of independent candidates from 

parliamentary elections, and showcases several candidates who have been barred from 

running for officially declared reasons ranging from discrepancies in tax return data and 

                                                 
141 Асылбек. 
142 No author reported, ‘РЕФЕРЕНДУМ - 2022’, Время, 5 June 2022, 
https://time.kz/news/politics/2022/06/05/referendum-2022. 
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campaigning before the allowed date.143 The article showcases the candidates’ defence to the 

charges, as well as the suggestion that the real reason is to actually limit opposition: 

She is convinced that the so-called discrepancies in the declaration are only an excuse, not 

the real reason for withdrawal from the election race. 

“We would seek that we have democracy, that we have freedom, that all rights under the 

Constitution are fulfilled. We have gathered those who want some changes. That is why our 

party is not registered, because they are afraid. Because if we become deputies in parliament, 

we will be more numerous and our voices will be stronger. They are afraid of that," 

Zhylanbayev said. 

The government’s paradigm of New Kazakhstan is challenged within the article itself, as 

another paragraph mentions Tokayev’s promises that there would be a “wider palette of views 

in the representative bodies of power” which contrasts with the experiences of the barred 

candidates. The novelty of New Kazakhstan is also challenged by discussion of earlier cases 

where independent candidates were barred from standing, from before Tokayev ascended to 

the presidency. And in contrast to Vremya, Azattyq cites who repeats the assertion that 

political opposition is a ‘headache’ rather than welcomed and draws a chain of equivalence 

between Nazarbayev and Tokayev: 

- The authorities know that if independent candidates get in, it will be a headache, so they 

obstruct them. These are old methods. The electoral institution has not changed. As it worked 

under Nazarbayev's regime, it still works under Tokayev," Nurseitov 

said.            

  Similarly to the article on the exclusion of parliamentary elections, a different 

article on the role of public councils reinforces the message that in contrast to what the 

government claims, there is no progress in broader dialogue or the devolution of political 

power. For instance, by example of the introductory paragraph: 

In a March 16 "message to the nation," Kazakh President Kasym-Jomart Tokayev declared 

the need to "modernise the traditions of steppe democracy," which, as he put it, "have become 

the basis of our unity," and suggested strengthening public councils - consultative and 

advisory bodies under state bodies and akimats. Then "proposals" on the composition of 

public councils began to come from the centre to the regions. However, in an expert's 

                                                 
143 Алимова, ‘«Старые методы» в «новом Казахстане». Как независимых кандидатов отстраняют 
от выборов’. 
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opinion, public councils without powers remain a "decorative dialogue platform".144 

This paragraph undermines the government’s paradigm of New Kazakhstan in two ways. 

Again, we can see the use of quotation marks around the idea of proposals, suggesting that the 

proposals already do not amount to anything significant without explicitly saying so. 

Moreover, in contrast to Vremya and Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, the use of expert opinion of a 

Kazakhstani political scientist is instead used to question the political ambitions of New 

Kazakhstan at a deeper level in a way which questions the intentions of Tokayev himself, by 

displaying the assertion that the public councils are merely decorative. 

    We can also see another sign of continuity rather than change in 

a caption under a picture of Nazarbayev and Tokayev, which describes Tokayev as 

Nazarbayev’s “protégé”. Rather than “neutral and untainted by scandals” in Vremya, the 

ascription of Tokayev as a protégé of Nazarbayev casts Tokayev as a prepared and selected 

successor, suggesting that the “new” is more the same of the old.  

 

6.3 Expert Interviews 

 To facilitate a direct comparison with Vremya in another respect, it is useful to discuss 

the interviews among the examined Azattyq articles. One difference in the interviews is in the 

use of expert opinion, as Azattyq not only cites Kazakh experts, but also experts from the 

West and Western institutions like the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. But more 

importantly, a difference that becomes evident is that there is there is not just a diagnosis of 

political and social ills in the abstract, disconnected from the institution of the presidency, 

such as “low trust in institutions” as we saw in Vremya. Instead, the interviews go a step 

beyond and connect any lack of change directly to Tokayev himself, questioning the sincerity 

of his intentions to reform: 

Azattyq: Why do you think Tokayev did not allow a real opposition candidate to participate in 

the elections.145 

Azattyq: After the January events, Tokayev announced political reforms, which were later put 

                                                 
144 Асылхан Мамашулы, ‘Общественные советы в «новом Казахстане»: что изменилось?’, Радио 
Азаттык, 13 June 2022, sec. Казахстан, https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-regions-public-
councils/31892255.html. 
145 Ельнур Алимова, ‘«Казахстан — это люди». О Токаеве и о том, почему «Новый Казахстан» 
наступит, хотя к нему не стремятся’, Радио Азаттык, 24 November 2022, sec. Политика, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/o-tokaeve-pyatnah-na-reputatsii-i-o-tom-pochemu-novyy-kazahstan-nastupit-
hotya-k-nemu-ne-stremyatsya/32145624.html. 
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to a referendum. The authorities promised to simplify the registration process for political 

parties. However, the laws adopted as a result of the vote were not signed by the president 

until 5 November. As a result, despite the reforms being promoted as opening space for the 

opposition, not a single new political party has been registered in Kazakhstan recently. 

Tokayev could have made these changes first and then announced and held elections. Why 

didn't he do that?. 

What also differs in these interviews is that current affairs are discussed and analysed in 

through the term ‘authoritarianism’, something not mentioned in Vremya:  

Azattyq: In your previous comments on events in Kazakhstan, you said that the country is 

moving towards increased repression and authoritarianism. Do you still see these signs?146 

The interviewee answers challenge the sincerity of Tokayev and his paradigm of New 

Kazakhstan not only in the context of elections but also in the context of international 

relations. New Kazakhstan is referred to as a strategy of appeasement and as a tool to 

reinforce Tokayev’s position, who understands his regime as an authoritarian one, not 

democratic: 

This was an opportunity for him to prove his own stated commitment to democratisation, but 

instead he chose to micromanage the election, exactly as Nazarbayev did.147 

In this way Tokayev simply made it clear to the international community that he and China, 

as well as Russia and other countries that are not Western democracies, are on the same 

page, understand each other and are ready to support each other in crisis situations when the 

stability of an authoritarian regime is at stake.148 

[…] 

Temur Umarov: I think Tokayev is now using every opportunity he has in foreign policy to 

reinforce his position, status, and the idea that he will really build a "New Kazakhstan". 

                                                 
146 Манас Кайыртайулы, ‘«"Новый Казахстан" очень похож на старый». Западный эксперт – о 
Токаеве и «коллективном режиме»’, Радио Азаттык, 13 September 2023, sec. Политика, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/interview-luca-anceschi-new-kazakhstan-tokayev/32587203.html. 
147 Крис Риклтон and Пётр Троценко, ‘«Выборы по-старинке». Эксперты ставят под сомнение 
«Новый Казахстан» Токаева’, Радио Азаттык, 17 November 2022, sec. Президентские выборы 
— 2022, https://rus.azattyq.org/a/32134643.html. 
148 Ельнур Алимова, ‘Благодарность Си Цзиньпину и содействие в строительстве «Нового 
Казахстана». Зачем Токаев ездил в Пекин?’, Радио Азаттык, 8 February 2022, sec. Политика, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/blagodarnost-si-tszinpinu-i-sodeystvie-v-stroitelstve-novogo-kazahstana-
zachem-tokaev-ezdil-v-pekin/31691722.html. 
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Because when Tokayev promises to build a "New Kazakhstan" for a domestic audience, some 

people are sceptical - it seems to be populism used to appease public discontent. 

 There are two other contrasts that stand out in comparison to Vremya and 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. For example, in an interview with Paul Stronski, who at the time of 

the interview was a senior fellow at Carnegie’s Russia and Eurasia program: 

Paul Stroński: Kazakhstan is changing. A new generation is growing up. It is quite well 

educated and no longer looks towards Moscow. They are more globally orientated. This 

generation is more aware of its Kazakh identity than the previous generation. We are finally 

hearing calls for decolonisation. This is the new Kazakhstan, regardless of how in step the 

government is with it. 

[…] 

Today, Kazakhstan is very different. I see a vibrant and very strong civil society. It may be 

inactive in parliament. But society as a whole is different today. 

[…] 

Many of the problems that Kazakhstan is facing are not going anywhere. But I think that the 

government will have to come to terms with the fact that Kazakhstan has changed. Soon the 

majority will be people born before or after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Leaders who are 

in their sixties, who grew up in the Soviet era, will have to meet new demands. I believe that 

we will see a generational change. Tokayev was supposedly such a shift, but in reality he was 

not. But the transition will happen. I hope this shift will be positive. 

 The first difference is the positive positioning of ‘decolonization’, something not 

discussed in Vremya or Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, possibly in fear of invoking loaded public 

debates on identity and the country’s relationship to Russia. Stronski positively notes the 

increasing awareness surrounding Kazakh identity, an identity which no longer looks towards 

Moscow. This challenges the government’s supra-ethnic Kazakhstani identity discourse 

which, as discussed in the overview of the literature, is keen not to risk the transformation of 

linguistic or ethnic grievances into political opposition or widespread social mobilisation. 

 The second contrast relates to state-society dialogue and state-society relations more 

broadly. Stronski notes what comes down to a gap or divergence between Kazakhstani society 

on the one hand and leaders who grew up under the Soviet Union on the other. We can 

therefore see that Tokayev’s sincerity is challenged by experts who place him in a historical 
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link with the country’s leadership which grew up under the Soviet Union. What additionally 

stands out is the generational contrast made between the Tokayev, the country’s leadership 

and its population.  By means of this contrast, there is a suggestion of a disconnect between 

government and society made at the level of elite politics, something which was not visible in 

Vremya.            

 A final theme to examine and compare with the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

is that of media and journalism. In a vox-pop interview with several representatives of media 

outlets, we see a similar critical depiction of New Kazakhstan as a façade such as expressed 

by the author and host of the YouTube Channel HyperBorey, which has more than 600.000 

subscribers149:  

- The expression "new Kazakhstan" quickly became a mocking meme, just like the word 

"perestroika" in the late 1980s, and I find it difficult to say it with a serious expression on 

my face. So when comparing eras, it's more appropriate to say "before Qantar" and "after 

Qantar". 150 

[…] 

Summarising the above, we have not got a "new" Kazakhstan, we have not got freedom of 

speech. It is just another attempt to create the appearance that everything is fine. 

Other independent journalists also indicate seeing more of the same: intimidations, 

harassment, difficulties finding funding and how it has become more difficult to enter 

parliament. But in addition to independent journalists, Azattyq also interviews editors of 

government affiliated media, such as the editor-in-chief of the Kazakh language version of 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, Egemen Kazakhstan: 

- If a journalist has a deep understanding of his responsibility to the country, he should fulfil 

his duties conscientiously. […] Not everyone can adhere to this position, especially in an 

authoritarian system. Speaking of the previous government, politician Altynbek Sarsenbayev 

once said: "People around the president, perhaps even the president himself, believe that they 

will be able to retain power by strengthening authoritarianism, i.e. by suppressing the will 

and rights of citizens in the future. However, this will be a shameful and unforgivable 

                                                 
149 ‘ГИПЕРБОРЕЙ’, YouTube, accessed 22 August 2024, 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQqC33hLjhq-n-8EduI_V8g. 
150 Пётр Троценко and Радио Азаттык, ‘«Свободы всё меньше» vs «Перемены есть». 
Журналисты — о работе в «новом Казахстане»’, Радио Азаттык, 28 June 2023, sec. Казахстан, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-journalists-vox-pop/32478156.html. 
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mistake!" We witnessed an inexcusable mistake that led to the January events. 

In contrast with Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and Vremya, here we see someone closely linked to 

the government and official discourse discuss the country’s social and political environment 

in relation to the concept of authoritarianism. Though he does not draw a direct equivalence 

between the country’s political system and ‘an authoritarian system’, he at least seems to 

suggest there is such a possibility as he explains how it relates to the task of journalism. 

Moreover, by quoting Altynbek Sarsenbayev, the editor-in-chief remarkably throws up a 

suggestion that Tokayev could be authoritarian, which stands in contrast to the deference in 

Kazakhstanskaya Pravda. The indirect reference conveniently provides some ambiguous 

cover for such a direct attribution of authoritarianism to Tokayev by the editor-in-chief, who 

nevertheless claims to that he does see change: 

There are signs of change in society. So far, ideological. Changes have been made in the 

laws. We hope that in the near future real democratic values will be realised and a "listening 

state" will be firmly established. 

What is remarkable about the quote above is that the editor recalls the ‘Listening State’. The 

editor makes clear that he considers that the ‘listening state’ which came before New 

Kazakhstan has itself not yet been “firmly established”, which also begs the question as to 

how sincere ‘New Kazakhstan’ really is. What is the point of a New Kazakhstan when the 

Listening State has not yet been achieved by the government? 

     Lastly, we can also see some similarities in the way in 

which the task of the media is discussed in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda compared to how public 

officials in Azattyq discuss the task of the media. The editor-in-chief of the government-

backed Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, for example, stresses the importance of media through an 

appeal to the nation and strengthening independence: 

Now it is necessary to expand the field of national journalism that contributes to 
strengthening independence. 

A similar sentiment can be observed in an interview with deputy of parliament Yermut Burapi 
who ran an opposition newspaper and who, as Azattyq writes, was persecuted for it, but 
nevertheless criticizes Azattyq for alleged overly negative reporting. At one point, the 
interviewer confronts Burapi, who claims that it is necessary to develop freedom of speech 
with the legislative initiatives put forward by his colleagues, which the Azattyq reporter 
alleges risk hindering a free press. To which Burapi replies: 

In such a geopolitical situation, when the country is going through a difficult period, do we 
need to develop democracy or should we preserve our statehood? If we cannot preserve our 
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statehood, our national ideals and interests, what is the point of democracy, who needs it? It 
is possible to form and preserve our national traditions, which, without damaging classical 
democratic principles, could elect khans and biys?151 

Burapi frames democracy and by extension, free media and freedom of information as 
subordinate to the preservation of statehood and independence. In order to justify this 
subordination, he refers to geopolitical circumstances (most likely, the war in Ukraine and the 
consequent sanctions regime). Burapi’s assertion in turn fits directly with the statist paradigm 
of state identity as discussed in chapter 3, providing a clue that ideas of the paradigm still 
enjoy considerable belief and presence. From this perspective too, New Kazakhstan could be 
not too different from Old Kazakhstan.   

    

6.4: Final Reflections and Conclusion 

 To sum up, we can draw the following conclusions in comparison to the analysis in the 

previous chapters on Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and Vremya. The first conclusion is that the 

criticism of New Kazakhstan that can be discerned in the articles in Azattyq is much more 

confrontational than in Vremya. Furthermore, the criticism aims at a much deeper and 

structural level of the political system. Critical coverage in Vremya is directed at policy 

making, general recognitions of low levels of trust in institutions, the centralization of 

economic and political power as well as faltering dialogue with civil society. By contrast, 

Azattyq’s reporting on the referendum on amendments to the constitution, the parliamentary 

elections as well as the role of the media conveys the message that it is more appropriate to 

speak of ‘old Kazakhstan’ than New Kazakhstan. Tokayev is unequivocally portrayed as a 

continuation of Nazarbayev, whereas the reporting in Vremya suggests that Tokayev’s 

presidency is different from that of 

Nazarbayev.       Reporting in Azattyq strongly 

challenges any notion that Tokayev and his reforms are sincere, that there are improvements 

in state-society dialogue and that Tokayev and New Kazakhstan is backed by popular support. 

Taken together, these considerations show that reporting in Azattyq questions the sincerity 

and legitimacy not only of the proposed reforms, but particularly, the role of Tokayev and any 

meaningfully representative connection between state and society. This gap between state and 

society is not only expressed by Western experts, but also by other speakers, such as civilians 

who attempted to observe voting proceedings and journalists from lesser traditional media 

platforms such as YouTube. Therefore, a comparison between Vremya and Azattyq has made 

                                                 
151 Нургуль Тапаева, ‘Какая разница между «старым» и «новым» Казахстаном и нужна ли стране 
демократия? Рассуждения депутата’, Радио Азаттык, 6 March 2024, sec. Политика, 
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-interview-mp-yermurat-bapi/32848999.html. 
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clear that at the level of text, there are substantial differences in how quasi-independent and 

independent media cover New Kazakhstan and reproduce or challenge power relations. The 

contrast was especially clear in reporting on the same events, such as the trial of Altayev and 

on the voting proceedings related to constitutional amendments put forward by Tokayev. So 

even though there was still criticism to certain aspects of ‘New Kazakhstan’ in Vremya, 

Azattyq goes much further in its critical reception both of a ‘New Kazakhstan’ and especially 

so in relation to Tokayev’s role and legitimacy. Therefore, I conclude that Azattyq challenges 

power relations to a much stronger extent than Vremya, going so far that in respect to 

Tokayev’s legitimacy, Vremya reproduces them. 
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Chapter VII: Continuity or Rupture? 

  

Now that we have examined the discourses on New Kazakhstan in both government-

backed media as well as two varieties of independent media, it is worth examining the 

continuities and differences in the discourses examined in chapter 3. I will first compare the 

discourses of New Kazakhstan in relation to the split between the neoliberal rhetoric coming 

from the government and social expectations of a welfare state as identified by Laruelle and 

Kudaibergenova.152 Though my aim is not to develop a comprehensive argument based on an 

elaborate discussion of what exactly defines neoliberalism and by extension neoliberal 

rhetoric, a cursory examination of any similarities and differences is relevant because the 

paradigm of a New Kazakhstan raises the question whether anything has changed in the 

government’s discourse in this respect. Additionally, I will also look at the question to what 

extent there has been a change in government discourses on national identity and ethnic 

relations, and whether there has been a change in comparison with the paradigms elaborated 

by Laruelle and Insebayeva, as discussed in chapter 3.153 

 

7.1: New Kazakhstan: More or Less Neoliberal? 

As discussed in the chapter on Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, there was a general and broad 

acknowledgement that there were economic and political grievances, referred to as the 

concentration of political and economic power. But the proposed solutions are not 

unequivocally social-democratic in character. Firstly, in one of his speeches at the gathering of 

the Assembly of the People in May 2022, Tokayev sketches a solution that rather fits in with a 

paradigm that privileges free markets, arguing that there is a need to remove ‘excessive state 

involvement’ and to ‘rely on business and the creative activity of citizens’.154 He even goes as 

far as to speak of a ‘national bourgeoisie’, aiming to create a ‘favourable investment climate’ 

as well as ‘freedom of entrepreneurship’. Furthermore, in an opinion piece written by Marat 

                                                 
152 Kudaibergenova and Laruelle, ‘Making Sense of the January 2022 Protests in Kazakhstan’, 2 
November 2022. 
153 Marlene Laruelle, ‘The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan’, in Nationalism 
and Identity Construction in Central Asia: Dimensions, Dynamics, and Directions (Lexington 
Books/Fortress Academic, 2014), 23–41; Insebayeva, ‘Imagining the Nation’. 
154 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
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Azilkhanov, vice-president of the Assembly of the People, Azilkhanov argues for the creation 

of barriers to ‘the unfair distribution of public goods and ‘open up space for effective 

competition and business’.155         

 Additionally, in an piece written by the director of the Institute of Parliamentarism 

Mansurkhan Makhanbetov (founded by order of Tokayev in 2020), we can see the use of 

other neoliberal motifs.156 The first is his heavy stress for public administration to work by 

budgetary standards, with an emphasis on ‘efficiency’ and ‘frugality’, which puts the focus on 

potential limits on spending rather than a wide variety of revenue raising powers of 

government. Secondly, the director also expressly points to business and private sector as 

models to emulate for public administration, down to the individual public servant whose 

efficiency ‘should be defined by analogy with profitability’. What is more, the director also 

advocates the extension of such budgetary and profitable principles to all spheres of life.

 Another motif that is visible in the rhetoric of Tokayev as well as officials and other 

people platformed in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda is that of competition. Competition is 

discussed both in a domestic context as well as in an international context. One member of the 

presidential youth administration mentions competitiveness in conjunction with a promising 

and prosperous state. In a 2022 speech to the National Kurultai, a consultative body 

established in the same year, Tokayev argues that competition is necessary to allow for the 

‘transformation of competencies into human capital’.157 At the international level, the 

aforementioned director of the institute of parliamentarism emphasizes the need for 

competitiveness of Kazakh manufacturing as well as standards of public administration.  

 Several speakers in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda also appeal to the responsibility of the 

individual, which fits a neoliberal paradigm as it privileges individual responsibility and 

action over any larger-scale intervention or redistribution by the state. This appeal is not only 

made in the domain of political change, as discussed in the chapter in Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda, but also in an economic sense. For example, the chairman of the people’s party of 

Kazakhstan speaks of a ‘new image of the Kazakh’ which is hard-working and ‘far from 

religious obscurantism’. Another example is Tokayev’s 2022 speech to the National Kurultai, 

in which Tokayev appeals to the value of hard work as he connects the upbringing of children 

                                                 
155 Азильханов, ‘День Благодарности в Этом Году Имеет Особый Для Казахстана Смысл – 
Азильханов’. 
156 Мансурхан Махамбетов, ‘“Люди Прежде Всего”: Как Будет Меняться Казахстанский 
Госаппарат’, Казахстанская Правда, 20 February 2022, https://kazpravda.kz/n/lyudi-prezhde-
vsego-kak-budet-menyatsya-kazahstanskiy-gosapparat/. 
157 Юлия Магер and Зарина Москау, ‘Национальный Курултай – Возрожденная Традиция Для 
Нового Казахстана’. 
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to a competitive environment of labour productivity at the international level. Kazakh children 

need to appreciate hard work so that Kazakhstan remains competitive internationally. On the 

other hand, however, in his speech to Assembly of Peoples in 2023 he also appeals to ‘respect 

for labour and decent pay’ as national values, which mirrors social-democratic motifs. Still, 

despite many references to ‘quality of life’ and economic wellbeing in a broader sense, in the 

articles examined in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, there are no explicit or appeals and references 

made to (the necessity of) a welfare state or expressions that would approach it. What comes 

closest as a counterexample to neoliberal rhetoric in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda is the appeal to 

have socialism embodied in a social state, ‘to the collectivist thinking of Kazakhs’ by the 

chairman of the People’s Party of Kazakhstan, which endorsed Tokayev for re-election. 

 In Vremya too, there is a recognition from officials of the fact that people are 

struggling with increasingly difficult economic circumstances and that the state ought to 

provide some measure of assistance, as the chairman of parliament does in an interview.158 He 

also argues that the effects of government efforts can not only be measured by macro-

economic indicators but also have to be measured by the well-being of Kazakhstanis. The 

solution, however, is to be found in the labour market,  as deputy prime minister Duysenova 

talks about the task of creating ‘quality jobs’ and expanding ‘flexible terms of employment’ in 

orientating the labour market towards younger people.159 In contrast, one of Vremya’s 

columnists – though far from arguing for a welfare state – advocates a more interventionist 

approach whereby the government constructs a ‘price skeleton’ in which the ‘ribs be the 

prices of a litre of petrol and diesel, flower and sunflower oil, meat and milk for the 

population’.160 Taken together with the findings in Vremya’s reporting on reforms to the social 

code and the government’s methodology on measuring poverty, we can see expressions that 

approach broader social expectations of a welfare state, or at least a state that is more 

interventionist in the economy.       

 Taking all of this into consideration, I would argue that the government’s discourse 

after Black January has continued to be rather ‘neoliberal’, certainly much more so than it 

features social-democratic speech or calling for economic redistribution by the state in the 

form of welfarist institutions. Tokayev as well as other public officials continued to emphasize 

the importance of free markets, used free markets and profit as a model for public 

                                                 
158 Гани, ‘Ерлан КОШАНОВ’. 
159 Тастанова, ‘Тамара ДУЙСЕНОВА, вице-премьер’. 
160 Пётр Своик, ‘Исправить ошибки прошлого’, Время, accessed 29 May 2024, 
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administration, with appeals to an individual work ethic as well as the idea of competition 

frequently recurring. Though free market related appeals are not necessarily unsurprising in 

light of the fact that concentration of political as well as economic power were root causes of 

Kazakhstan’s social injustice, it remains that such discourses remain far from a 

rapprochement towards social expectations of a welfare state. These findings are also close to 

Tokayev’s legitimization discourse based on economic performance which he pursued since 

assuming the presidency, as observed by Lewis in his research on authoritarian discourses in 

Central Asia.161 Therefore, I argue that in this respect, the government’s discourse since the 

introduction of New Kazakhstan has not changed. 

 

7.2: National Identity, Ethnic Relations, and Language 

In matters of language and national identity, we see much of the same themes and 

narrative in the discourse found in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda compared to the discourses 

discussed in chapter 3. For instance, in his 2022 speech at the Assembly of the People, 

Tokayev emphasizes the multiethnic character of Kazakhstan’s population as well as the 

diversity in languages as ‘an important asset’.162 However, he also emphasizes that measures 

should be taken to strengthen the status of Kazakh, though not at the cost of discriminating 

against citizens who speak other languages, a message which he repeats at a gathering of the 

National Kurultai in the same year, arguing that citizen’s rights ‘should not be restricted on 

the basis of nationality or language’. This message is also repeated through other participants 

at the Assembly of the People who are quoted in the article, one of whom also emphasizes the 

need to raise the status of Kazakh and praises the government for creating ‘the conditions for 

one’s own language and learning any other languages that have been created.’    

 Tokayev also frequently references in positive fashion the multi-ethnic character of 

Kazakhstan, but also makes a historical appeal as he claims that Kazakhstan has a unique 

model of a multi-ethnic state based on the centuries-old history of ‘toleration and steppe 

democracy’. He also denounces the ‘so-called language patrols’163, which are a ‘provocation 

aimed at undermining the national unity of all Kazakhstanis’.164  Additionally, in the article on 

                                                 
161 Lewis, ‘Varieties of Authoritarianism in Central Asia’, 77. 
162 Юлия Магер and Анастасия Прилепская, ‘Касым-Жомарт Токаев: Мы Никогда Не Отступим 
От Принципа «Единство – в Многообразии»’. 
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the 2022 gathering on the Assembly of the People, the reporter writes that ‘other participants 

of the session devoted their speeches to the unifying role of the Kazakh language and Kazakh 

culture’, paraphrasing other speakers and amplifying the same message.     

 In summary, we can thus see that the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda on matters 

of national identity and language largely does not deviate from themes identified by Laruelle 

and Burkhanov, in that the states still espouses and proclaims a multi-ethnic paradigm whilst 

cautiously pushing a more centre-staged role for the Kazakh language and Kazakhness, 

consistent with Burkhanov’s observation that within the Soviet style notion of ‘one big 

family’ , the ‘older brother’ role has been taken over by the Kazakhs.165 However, the 

denunciation of language patrols still shows that space to debate issues of language and 

identity is circumscribed, defended by appeals to national unity.    

     

7.3: Similarities with Statist and Transnational Discourses 

 In chapter 3, I discussed Karibayeva’s concept of a statist paradigm and Laruelle’s 

transnational paradigm of state identities. Though the conceptions differ on whether the 

government’s communication of these paradigms at least implied a pretence of commitment 

to democratic participation, there were similar features between them. Both conceptions were 

similar in that they include developmentalist or different external and internal challenges, and 

that meeting these challenges gained precedence over genuine democratization. Similarly to 

Laruelle’s transnational paradigm, international competition is a continuing motif in the 

discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda as just discussed. But the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda also shows a particular similarity with the features ascribed to the statist paradigm of 

state identity, which in addition to economic challenges also focuses on political challenges 

and stability in ethnic relations. In the previous chapter on Azattyq, I already discussed how 

the editor in chief of the Kazakh language edition of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda as well as 

member of parliament Burapi subordinated the work of media in service of independence and 

statehood, which neatly fits with Insebayeva’s argument that the statist paradigm subordinates 

democracy to the preservation of statehood and stability. We can see it too in the rhetoric of 

president Tokayev, who in the months after Black January frequently makes appeals to unity. 

These appeals to unity are linked to the country’s ethnic diversity, such as in his 2022 speech 

to the Assembly of the People. One the one hand, Tokayev praises the strengthening of civil 
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unity, whilst he also stresses that external conflicts and ‘provocateurs’ have been and will be 

used to generate inter-ethnic discord, which suggests ironically suggests a susceptibility that 

implies that ethnic relations might not be as harmonious as frequently proclaimed. He also 

often uses the words ‘civic’ and ‘statehood’, and this time around instead tries to de-

emphasize multi-ethnicity, by expressing the opinion that ‘it is important, in my opinion, not 

to emphasize the number of different ethnic groups’. Rather, ‘The head of state is convinced 

that the people of our country must preserve and strengthen their unity, only through joint 

efforts we will be able to build a new Kazakhstan.’ Tokayev even goes as far to warn that the 

independence of the country was on the line. On more than one occasion, he also points to 

geopolitics in order to emphasize the message of stability, by referring to the ‘tense’ or 

‘turbulent’ conditions of geopolitics.166         

 So whilst a potential subordination of democratic reforms to internal and external 

challenges is not necessarily expressed by every speaker examined in Kazakhstanskaya 

Pravda, there remains nonetheless a strong presence of the ideas and dangers of internal and 

external challenges associated with Insebayeva’s statist and Laruelle’s transnational 

paradigms.        

 

7.4: Final Reflections and Conclusion 

 In conclusion, I argue that discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda and from public 

officials since the introduction of the idea of a ‘New Kazakhstan’ has remained more in 

continuation with previously discursive themes discussed in chapter 3 and is not a significant 

rupture. In the first place, whilst it acknowledges tough economic circumstances, the 

government’s discourse has maintained more of a neoliberal character rather than explicitly 

meeting expectations of a welfare state. Secondly, discussions of and references to issues of 

national identity and language did also not see any meaningful change. And finally, visible 

through all of the previous sections, is that the government’s discourse has also remained 

more of the same as Insebayeva identified in the statist paradigm, with frequent emphases on 

the need for stability, internal and external challenges, competition and sometimes explicit 

disavowals of liberalizing reforms when they can be construed as something that is 

downstream from statehood, rather than a constitutive necessity.    
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 In their paper examining state framings of the January 2022 unrest, Karibayeva and 

Lemon argued that the discursive element of the ‘Listening State’ that Tokayev introduced as 

he first became president was a legitimising strategy, rather than a genuine effort to make 

good on promises of dialogue and accountable governance. The introduction of the idea of a 

‘New Kazakhstan’ under the same president begs the question whether this is also the case for 

New Kazakhstan. Though this is not one of the questions this thesis was designed to 

comprehensively answer, there is a pair of clues from the analysed discourses as observed by 

public officials as to whether New Kazakhstan can be argued to function as a legitimization 

strategy, with the implication that things will not substantially change when it comes to the 

country’s politics, its relation to society and civil society. In the first place, there is the 

reporting of Azattyq which strongly communicates that this is the case, but the point of this 

research is not to give Azattyq a privileged position as a source of evidence. More 

importantly, it is the continuities in government discourse which I argue for which suggest 

that despite the claims of novelty and change, New Kazakhstan is more so like the old. 
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Final Conclusions 

To conclude this thesis, I will summarize my findings, explain how they answer my 

research questions and how they contribute to the literature, as well as point to other avenues 

for further research. Chapter 4 served to establish a baseline for a hegemonic or dominant 

discourse on New Kazakhstan to facilitate a comparison with other media. When it comes to 

the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, there is a discourse which is in many ways like the 

ideals and promises of ‘the Listening State’. Similarities with the Listening State are the 

emphasis on social dialogue as well as the broader involvement of civil society in politics. But 

it differs in some respects in that in response to the unrest of January 2022, New Kazakhstan 

additionally paid attention to issues of oligarchy, the concentration of political and economic 

power, appeals to the rule of law and against injustice. Consequently, there was an emphasis 

on opening economic competition, as well as lots of promises on political reform in several 

respects. Firstly, the promise of a transition away from a super-presidential system to a system 

where more power is handed to the parliaments. Secondly, to increase ‘political competition’, 

implying that opposition and criticism of the government would be more permissive. And 

thirdly, promises to involve the electorate more extensively through various feedback 

mechanisms.             

 In terms reproducing power relations, the discourse in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

featured themes and frames which question these promises and commitments. Principally 

visible is the centrality of Tokayev to the plans and reforms of New Kazakhstan. In the first 

place. The discourse Kazakhstanskaya Pravda showed a lot of deference to Tokayev which 

stands in contrast to the commitment of transitioning away from a super-presidential model of 

governance. Secondly, there were frames which limited any potential scope of critique, for 

example, by claiming the existence of an established base of popular support and indications 

in officials’ speech that the proclaimed state-society dialogue is not a dialogue of equal 

partners.          

 Chapter 5 dealt with Vremya as a case of quasi-independent media and with Azattyq as 

a case of independent media. When it comes to the reporting in Vremya, we can draw the 

following conclusions by comparison. In the first place, there are a lot of related topics in 

terms of coverage but also substantial differences. Whereas in Kazakhstanskaya Pravda the 

description of social issues remains on a general and unspecific level, in Vremya we see more 

concrete critical reporting when it comes to the practical implementation of new legislation, 

illustrated by such issues as social care and diagnosing families in need of social assistance. 
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We also see plenty of scepticism as to the perceived lack of change and the pace of change 

that was promised by the government and a general mood of popular apathy coming from 

interviews with public officials, suggesting a gap between state and society 

 Despite these critical notes, in Azattyq New Kazakhstan is strongly and consistently 

criticized at a level which is absent from Vremya, with some explicit contrasts discussed in 

chapter 5 and a difference which became more clear in chapter 6. It is in Azattyq that we find 

the strongest ascriptions of a continuation of the past rather than a break with it in a variety of 

ways, such as irregular and untransparent elections, political persecution and promises and 

measures which are a façade. In particular contrast with Vremya is the criticism of Tokayev, 

whose actions and intentions are continuously questioned and criticized. Though Vremya’s 

coverage in general is far from pliant, Azattyq goes much further both in depth, width, and 

directness in criticising New Kazakhstan and Tokayev. So, whilst criticism is certainly 

possible in Vremya, Azattyq ultimately goes much further in challenging power relations than 

Vremya. Finally, in chapter 7 I have also aimed to show that themes and patterns in 

government discourses since 2022 are not a rupture with older themes and patterns as found 

by other researchers. My findings, therefore, have matched my hypotheses.  

 In answering these questions, my thesis has contributed to existing research in three 

respects. Firstly, it contributes to the field of the study of media discourses in Kazakhstan. 

Secondly, it ties into existing research on state discourses in Kazakhstan since independence. 

Thirdly, in terms of the origins of ‘New Kazakhstan’, it ties into and follows research on the 

events and causes underlying Black January as well as on the framings of the government on 

Black January in the direct aftermath of the unrest. My research has taken this scope further 

by examining the paradigm of ‘New Kazakhstan’ as a successor to the previous paradigm of 

the ‘Listening State’.           

 Some reservations must be made about my findings, however. As I have only 

examined three different media outlets and not all the articles in which New Kazakhstan was 

mentioned. My conclusions, therefore, cannot speak for the entire media landscape of 

Kazakhstan, though it could serve as motivation for research in a wide variety of directions. 

One evident topic for research is to examine the same or comparable questions in this thesis 

but in relation to the Kazakh language press. As mentioned in chapter 3, the Kazakh language 

press caters to a different audience and communicates different messages when it comes to 

conceptions of national identity. Therefore, there is the question if and how New Kazakhstan 

is received, displayed, and discussed in other media in relation to issues of language and 

national identity, as well as other potentially other uncovered subjects. 
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 Additionally, because my analysis has been almost exclusively limited to the level of 

the text and inter-textuality, there is room for more research at the level of Fairclough’s 

concept of discursive practices as well as on the relationship between news media and society 

at large, and in relationship to the respective audiences of Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, Vremya 

and Azattyq. How do they ‘respond’ to the themes and issues put forward in the paradigm of a 

New Kazakhstan?           

 Finally, the application of discourse analysis is not required to stay within the realm of 

traditional print media. Social media are an especially interesting opportunity for research as 

70% of the Kazakh population uses various social media platforms.167 The frame of a young 

society divorced from old leadership in Azattyq as well as a journalist’s observation that New 

Kazakhstan was a ‘mocking meme’ are clues that a more systematic examination of the 

reproduction and reception of New Kazakhstan on social media and alternative media could  

provide a fuller account of its reproduction and reception across Kazakhstani society. 

Moreover, such a study could also serve as a potential case study in relation to political 

engagement of Kazakhstani youths. 
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Appendix B: Codebook Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

 

Discourse Analysis Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 

Codes 
 

Name Description Files References 

Acknowledgement of state 
or government wrongdoing 

Expressions which recognize some fault at 
hands of the government or state 

2 3 

Acknowledging the 
necessity of reform 

Acknowledgements of  the necessity of social, 
political or economic reform 

2 3 

Allusions to vague or 
nefarious external groups 

References, specific or unspecific which make 
allusions to external or foreign groups with the 
implication they sabotage or have a negative 
effect 

3 4 

Analogies to business or 
private sector 

Language which argues for business of private 
sector as models of public administration 

3 10 

Appeals to Individual 
responsibility or ethics 

Expression which make an appeal to individual 
or personal responsibility and capacity to 
address problems 

2 5 

Black January References to the events of January 6 11 

Brain Drain Mentions of economic migration of well-
educated people 

1 1 

Chauvinism References of "chauvinism" 1 1 

Civic Identity and values References related to (appeals to) civic identity 
and civic values 

1 3 

Civil Service Discussions of the internal workings of the civil 
service 

7 22 

Civil Society  5 8 

Competitiveness Reference to competition 3 4 

Corruption References made to corruption 3 4 

Criticising Critique References which negatively refer to the 
practice of criticism of government practices or 
achievements 

1 1 
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Name Description Files References 

Criticism of 'the foreign'  1 2 

Discrepancy between old 
and new, official reality 
and on the ground 

Expressions which denote or acknowledge a 
discrepancy between promises of change 
whilst on the ground it remains the same 

2 2 

Economic development or 
reform 

Mentions of economic development or 
economic reforms 

3 4 

Experts as authority References which side experts in support of a 
statement or assertion 

1 2 

Human Resources Discussion of HR/Human Resources 1 5 

Human Rights Discussions of human rights, protecting or 
strengthening 

1 2 

Individual Values Discussion of individual values 2 2 

International Experience Epistemic appeals to international experience 2 2 

International 
Experience as a 
basis for policy 
development 

International Experience as a basis for policy 
development 

1 1 

International 
Experience as 
justification or 
support 

Appeals to international expertise in justifying 
government models or policy 

1 1 

International or 
Geopolitical Situation 

References made to international or 
geopolitical conditions 

2 2 

Justice & rule of law 
references 

 6 8 

Historical Justice References to 'historical justice' 1 1 

Rule of Law Mentions of the rule of law 5 6 

Social Justice References to social justice 1 1 

Labour Mentions of Labour 1 1 

Language issues Discussion of issues related to language 4 11 

Listening State References to the Listening State 2 3 

Meritocracy References to meritocracy 2 2 
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Name Description Files References 

Minimization of criticism of 
the implementation of 
social reform 

Language which minimises or delegitimises 
critique of New Kazakhstan 

4 4 

Modernization References to modernization 4 5 

National Bourgeoisie Allusions or references to a national capitalist 
class 

1 1 

National Identity References to issues of national identity 5 17 

National Security References to national security 1 1 

Sovereignty References made to the concept sovereignty 1 3 

Statehood References made to statehood 5 10 

National Unity Expressions of the importance or relations to 
national unity 

4 18 

Warnings of division Warnings of division 1 1 

New Kazakhstan Direct references to a new Kazakhstan 9 19 

Oligarchic-Monopoly 
Capitalism 

References to 'oligarchic monopoly capitalism' 1 3 

Patriotism References of or in relation to patriotism 6 11 

Political Apathy Expressions which recognize political 
indifference or apathy amongst society 

1 1 

Political Reforms  9 56 

(Direct) Contact with 
voters 

References to contact with voters 2 2 

Claims of popularity 
or support 

Claims made that the population supports the 
course of reforms as put forward by 
Tokayev/Government 

6 10 

Decentralisation References to the decentralisation of power 5 9 

Local self-
governance 

Expressions referring to issues of local (self) 
governance 

3 4 

Parliamentarism Discussion of stronger parliaments 2 2 

Political Competition References made to notions of political 
competition 

3 6 
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Name Description Files References 

Popular Participation 
in politics 

References to notions of participation in 
government or politics at large 

2 6 

Relationship with 
electorate 

References relating to the relationship between 
voters and the state or government 

3 9 

State-Society 
Relations 

References related to relations between state 
and society 

1 2 

Transparency References to or expressions of a need of 
transparency in government and/or state 
society relations 

2 3 

Positive references or 
deference to Tokayev 

Expressions which affirm Tokayev's role, power 
or position 

12 31 

Progress in 
implementation of reform 
or change 

Claims or expressions which express work or 
progress in the process of change and reform 

4 7 

Sabotage or interests of a 
bureaucratic class 

Expressions which mention sabotage of 
reforms or other classes which hamper 
implementation of reforms 

1 3 

Scepticism, caveats to 
reform 

Expressed scepticism or caveats to reform 4 10 

Social Mobility References to social mobility 2 2 

Social or National 
Dialogue 

References to a social or national dialogue 4 12 

Blame or 
responsibility with 
society 

Expressions which put blame or responsibility 
on society in state-society dialogue 

1 1 

Social Values mentions of social values 4 8 

Socialism Explicit references to or mentions socialism 1 1 

Stalin or Soviet Union 
repressions 

References to Soviet repressions 2 2 

Tasks of the Media Discussions of the task of the media 2 7 

Technology References made to the necessity or uses of 
technology 

1 1 

Value development of 
youths 

Discussion of the values youth should have 2 3 
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Name Description Files References 

Relations between 
old and young 

Discussion of relations between old and young 1 1 

War in Ukraine References to the war in Ukraine 2 2 

Warnings of radicalism, 
extremism 

Warnings of radicalism, extremism 1 1 

Young People References made to young people or the youth 6 15 
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Appendix C: Codebook Vremya 

 

Discourse Analysis Vremya 

Codes 
 

Name Description Files References 

Appeals to International 
Experience or Example 

Justifying policy or legislation by appeals to 
other countries which have done the same 

1 5 

Author expressed opinion Codes in which the author expressly stresses 
their own opinion 

1 1 

Black January References to black January 2 4 

Constitutional Referendum References to the Constitutional Amendments 
and corresponding referendum 

1 3 

Criticism by activists or 
social advocates 

Quotes or references directly from social 
advocates or activists as subjects of an article 

1 4 

Delegitimizing NGO's or 
civil society 

Comments which discredit NGO's or civil 
society 

1 1 

Economy References to "the economy" 1 6 

Entourage References to political entourages 1 1 

Expressed progress of 
reform 

Expressions which claim the state has made 
steps, progress or achievements 

2 4 

Family References to family issues 2 2 

Gender Relations Questions, expressions or references related to 
gender issues or relations 

1 4 

Human Capital References to the concept of  human capital 1 1 

In Republished 
Speech from 
Tokayev 

Quotes from Tokayev speech in Vremya 1 1 

International or 
Geopolitical Situation 

References to international or geopolitical 
circumstances 

1 2 
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Name Description Files References 

Internet and Technology 
Regulation 

References to legislation related to Internet and 
Technology 

1 1 

Interviewer Questions Questions posed by the Interviewer in 
interviews to government officials 

2 25 

Questioning of 
government statistics 
or methodology 

Expressions of doubt about methodologies and 
statistics used by the government 

1 1 

Justice & Law References related to justice and law 5 21 

Criticism of Judicial 
Reform 

Positive opinions about proposed judicial 
reforms 

2 12 

Criticism of 
proposed 
reforms by the 
supreme court 

criticism of proposed reforms by the supreme 
court 

1 3 

Criticism of 
Reforms 
proposed by the 
Republican Bar 
Association 

Criticism of reforms proposed by the 
Republican Bar Association 

1 5 

Mistrust in Law 
Enforcement 

References to mistrust in Law Enforcement 1 1 

Mistrust in the Justice 
System 

References to mistrust in the Justice System 2 2 

Positive comments 
on Judicial Reforms 

Positive comments on proposed judicial 
reforms 

1 1 

Labour or Work References to Labour or Work 2 5 

In Republished 
speech from Tokayev 

Quotes from Tokayev speech in Vremya 1 1 

Lack of felt change References which express a lack of noticeable 
change in 'New Kazakhstan' 

1 1 

Lack of Trust Expressed lack of trust in the government 1 2 

Language Issues References to issues related to language 1 1 

In republished 
speech from Tokayev 

Quotes from Tokayev speech in Vremya 1 1 
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Name Description Files References 

Laws on Assets References to new laws meant to take back 
foreign or illegally acquired assets 

2 4 

Listening State References to the Listening State 1 1 

Criticism of the 
Listening State 

Criticism of the 'Listening State' 1 1 

Media & Journalism References to Media and Journalistic Issues 1 6 

Disinformation References to disinformation 1 2 

Relationship between 
media and 
government 

Discussion on the government's relationship 
with the media 

1 2 

Tasks of Media and 
Journalism 

References to what are considered tasks or 
goals of media and journalism 

1 2 

Monopoly Mentions of economic or political monopoly 1 11 

Economic Monopoly References to economic monopoly 1 2 

Political Monopoly References to political monopoly 1 2 

National Identity References to issues of national identity 1 4 

Hospitality References to hospitality or a narrative of 
hospitality from Kazakhs towards other 
minorities 

1 4 

National Security 
references by Tokayev 

References related to national security 1 2 

Sovereignty and 
Independence 

References to sovereignty or independence 1 1 

National Unity References to national unity by speakers in 
Vremya 

1 2 

New Kazakhstan Direct references to the concept of 'New 
Kazakhstan' by speakers in Vremya 

9 13 

Old & New Kazakhstan Explicit or implicit comparisons with the past 
and the present 

4 6 

Patriotism References to "patriotism" 2 2 

Personal Responsibility Appeals or references to personal 
responsibility in relation to achieve change 

1 1 
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Name Description Files References 

Policy Criticism Criticism of specific government policy or policy 
proposals 

2 10 

Social Code Reform Criticism of Social Code reforms 2 9 

Political Reform References related to the issues of political 
reform 

1 4 

Constitutional Reform  1 1 

Parliamentary 
Reform 

References to Parliamentary Reform 1 3 

Positive references to 
Tokaev 

References which affirm or positively refer to 
Tokayev’s role, position or action. 

3 11 

Radicalism and populism References to radicalism and populism 1 2 

Relationship with Russia References to Kazakhstan's relationship with 
Russia 

1 2 

Sabotage References to suggestions of sabotage (in 
implementing reforms) 

2 3 

Scepticism or caveats to 
reform 

Expressions of caveats, conditioning or 
scepticism of reform by government officials 

3 5 

Soviet era References to the Soviet Era 1 2 

Deportations Deportations of ethnic minorities by Soviet 
authorities 

1 2 

Trial of Altayev References to the trial of Altayev 1 4 

Accusation of 
politicisation 

Accusations of 'politicising' 1 3 

Dismissal of Altayev 
or his supporter's 
case 

Arguments as to why the trial is not politicised 
or which downplay his importance 

1 1 

Young People References to young people or youths 1 1 

 



106 
 

Appendix D: Codebook RFERL/Azattyq 

Discourse Analysis RFERL-Azattyq 

Codes 
 

Name Description Files References 

Allowed and non-allowed 
demonstrations 

Paragraphs or expressions which cast a 
contrast between permitted and forbidden 
demonstrations 

2 2 

Altayev case Codes related to Altayev case 1 9 

Politically motivated Suggestions that Altayev trial is politically 
motivated 

1 2 

Opposition figure References to Altayev as an opposition figure 1 1 

Appeals to Constitution or 
Constitutional Rights 

Appeals made by speakers to constitutional 
rights 

1 1 

Artificial or Forced Support 
for Government 

References or expressions about forced or 
otherwise 'artificial' support for the government 

1 9 

Authoritarianism References to authoritarianism 4 5 

Black January References to Black January 7 15 

Excessive or arbitrary 
use of force 

Excessive or arbitrary use of Force by the 
authorities 

2 2 

Torture by Police References to torture by police 1 3 

Clan or elite politics Discussions of events through the lens of 
clans or elite politics 

5 14 

Constitutional Referendum Discussions on the 2022 referendum on 
Constitutional Amendments  

2 35 

Difficulties and 
irregularities observing 

Difficulties and irregularities in observing the 
polling process 

1 24 

Direct expression of 
inauthenticity 

References which cast the referendum or 
electoral elections as fake 

1 2 

False turnout 
Suspicion 

References which point to an artificially high 
turnout 

1 6 
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Name Description Files References 

Government 
commentary on 
proceedings 

Comment from government in response to 
Azattyq questions 

1 1 

Criticism of the 
government's 
(implementation of) reforms 

References to criticism of the government's 
plans to reform or at the lack of progress 
thereof 

5 10 

Criticism of Tokaev  4 7 

Questioning Sincerity 
of intentions 

Language which explicitly or implicitly 
questions Tokayev's sincerity to reform 

4 5 

Decolonial debates References to decoloniality 1 1 

Economic Difficulties References to economic difficulties 3 3 

Human Rights Criticism Platforming of criticism from human rights 
activists or organisations 

2 16 

Criticism by Local 
Activists 

Criticism by local activists 1 2 

Illegitimate detention References to illegitimate detention of activists 
or protestors 

1 6 

Repression of Activists References to the repression of activists 1 6 

Interviewer Questions Questions posed by the interviewer in 
interview articles 

4 38 

Justice system References to courts and justice system 1 3 

Lack of Transparency Lack of transparency in the courts 1 2 

Little Change Explicit or paraphrased language that little has 
changed 

1 3 

Lack of Human Capital References to a lack of human capital 1 2 

Lack of Political Opposition Implicit or Explicit references to a lack of real 
political opposition or the impossibility of doing 
political opposition 

3 3 

Listening State References to the Listening State 2 3 

Media and Journalism References to issues of media and journalism 3 27 

Attacks or intimidations Attacks on or intimidations of journalists 1 2 
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Name Description Files References 

Drafting of new 
restrictive laws 

Discussion of draft laws which restrict the work 
of journalists 

1 2 

Expressions of 
progress in work 
conditions 

Expressions of progress in the facilitation of 
journalistic work 

1 1 

Financing difficulties References to financial difficulties of 
journalists 

1 1 

Nothing or barely 
anything has changed 

Expressions by interviewed journalists that 
barely anything has changed 

1 6 

Spokesperson of 
government affiliated 
media 

Discussion with editor in chief of Egemen 
Kazakhstan 

1 5 

Acknowledgement 
of 
Authoritarianism 
or authoritarian 
tendencies 

Acknowledgements that the political system is 
authoritarian or has such tendencies 

1 1 

Multi-vector policy References to Kazakhstan's multi-vector 
policy 

1 1 

National Security References to national security by public 
officials 

1 2 

New Kazakhstan References to New Kazakhstan 11 17 

Old and New Kazakhstan References or phrases which explicitly or 
implicitly draw a comparison between old and 
new Kazakhstan 

9 20 

Political Reforms References to Political Reforms 2 8 

Decentralisation References which refer to the decentralisation 
of political power and decision making 

0 0 

Participation of Civil 
Society 

References to the participation of civil society 
in the political process 

1 1 

Public Councils References to the new body of public councils 1 7 

Criticism from 
Government 
Bodies 

Criticism from government bodies on the 
working and election of public council 

1 3 

Lack of proper 
information 

References mentioning a lack of proper or 
timely information 

2 2 
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Name Description Files References 

Untransparent or 
unfair election 
Process 

Untransparent election process to the public 
councils 

1 3 

Politics of the West References to Politics or Relations with the 
West 

1 2 

Positive references to 
Tokayev 

References which express support or reinforce 
the position of Tokayev or his actions 

2 5 

From members of 
parliament 

Praise of Tokayev from members of 
parliament 

2 2 

From presidential 
election candidates 

Praise of Tokayev from other candidates in the 
presidential election 

1 1 

Presidential and local 
Elections 

References related to the 2022 presidential 
elections and local elections 

3 33 

Analogies with 
Nazarbayev 

Analogies drawn with Nazarbayev and 
Nazarbayev era 

2 5 

Barriers to entry References to entry barriers in elections 1 1 

Exclusion of 
independent 
candidates 

Discussion of the exclusion of independent 
candidates 

1 14 

Lack of competition references to a lack of competition 2 9 

Tool of legitimacy References which express elections as a tool 
of legitimacy for Tokayev 

1 1 

Quotation or Citation of 
Experts 

Quotations or Citations of Experts 7 20 

Reinforcement of Status References to reinforcement of status 1 3 

Appeasement of Public 
Discontent 

Suggestions that New Kazakhstan is a tool to 
appease public discontent 

1 1 

Relations with China References to Relations with China 2 6 

Relations with Russia References to relations with Russia 4 8 

Social (in)justice References to social (in)justice 1 1 

State-Society Relations Discussion of state-society relations 5 8 
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