I want you to know that democracy in my country and in yours depends not 
    only on developing institutions that protect individuals and include all 
    individuals from different backgrounds. It not only depends on holding free
    and fair elections once, but time and time again. It depends not only on 
    freedom of religion and freedom of association. But it depends ultimately on whether democratic values live in the hearts and minds of all citizens."
                            
                                                        Hillary Clinton
Introduction

Located in Central Asia, Kazakhstan is a geographically vast land the size of Western Europe that straddles the continents of Asia and Europe. It is a state of enormous natural resources that once prompted a Soviet geologist to brag that Kazakhstan could export the entire periodic table of elements. Kazakhstan has tremendous potential wealth with its immense untapped reserves of natural gas, oil, gold, copper, chrome, and aluminum. According to the European Commission, Kazakhstan is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of its oil and gas reserves (EC, 1998). The geopolitical importance of Kazakhstan to the United States cannot be overstated.  In addition to its abundance of its natural resources, it is the only post-Soviet and non-Slavic successor state to have inherited nuclear weapons (Olcott, 2002).  

Additionally, Kazakhstan has become a key ally of the United States in its war on terrorism and the latter’s drive to suppress fundamentalist Islamic movements in the region (Rashid, 2002). Yet, in order to safeguard access to these resources and to pursue its war on terrorism, the United States requires a stable political environment in Kazakhstan for both foreign investment and to curb the activities of Muslim extremists.  Ideally, this political environment would be a liberal democratic government.  The purpose of this thesis is to examine the extent of Kazakhstan’s transition to democracy within the general framework of civil society—one of the leading concepts being promoted by the academic community as a principal factor in the transition to liberal democratic government at the grassroots level (Bernhard, 1993; Diamond 1994; Diamond, Linz and Lipset, 1995; Grugel, 1992; Linz and Stephan, 1996).

With the break-up of the former Soviet Union in 1989, Kazakhstan was thrust into statehood and self-government. On December 16, 1991, it was the last of the former Soviet republics to declare independence. Of all the former Central Asian Republics (CAR), the United States held high hopes for a smooth transition to democratic rule in Kazakhstan because of the United States’ interest in developing the Tengiz oil field in western Kazakhstan (Olcott, 2002; Rashid, 2001; Rashid, 2002). Even though Kazakhstan did not desire full independence from the Soviet Union, former Soviet President Gorbachev appointed Nursultan Nazarbayev, a former Communist Party member, to the presidency of Kazakhstan because he appeared to promulgate western democratic values. Following Nazarbayev’s assumption of the presidency, a western-style constitution was drafted and legislative and judicial branches of government were in the process of being institutionalized (Olcott, 2002). Foreign aid agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) set up shop to help stimulate and create a civil society educated in the values of liberal democracy. For example, the U.S.-based organization Counterpart International, Inc., began operations in Kazakhstan administering grants from USAID. They now manage a consortium of 220 NGOs throughout Kazakhstan and Central Asia. Additionally, in 1993, the Soros Open Society Institute that promotes democracy worldwide, established a foundation in Kazakhstan for the express purpose of building democracy by strengthening civil society. However, after eleven years of post-Soviet independence that witnessed the development of democratic-like institutions and the growth of civil society in the form of grassroots organizations, Kazakhstan has not fully democratized (Olcott, 2002). 

In this thesis I examine why this transition has not taken place given the expansion of civil society in Kazakhstan.  My hypothesis, which I will explain in more detail later, is that despite the massive increase of civil society associations in Kazakhstan, civil society does not foster democratization because it is hindered by traits of Kazakh culture and the suppressive policies of the Nazarabayev regime. 

Civil Society and Democracy 

The concept of civil society and its relationship to the democracy literature is a relatively recent development.  According to the proponents of civil society, democracy occurs when subordinated social groups achieve sufficient access to the state so as to change the patterns of representation contained within it (Rueschemeyer, Stephans and Stephans, 1992). A truly democratic society must embrace all members within the society, including subordinated social groups and a society is not democratic when it serves simply as an instrument to protect the dominant class. The strength of civil society is almost a test of the strength of democracy itself (Grugel, 1992).  Civil society groups occupy the political space between the state and the individual and encompass subordinated social groups as well as other groups across the social strata. The mobilization and activism of civil society groups can enact change and aid in democratic transition (Bernard, 1993). 

Until recently, there has been little scholarly literature on civil society in Kazakhstan. Nevertheless, Holt M. Ruffin and Daniel Waugh’s edited book Civil Society in Central Asia (2002) proved groundbreaking in that they provide an in-depth assessment of civil society within Kazakhstan. This compilation of essays by scholars and activists look at the progress and barriers civil society organizations face in Kazakhstan, as well as the other CAR. For example, Ruffin and Waugh cite the excessive registration fees and bureaucratic red tape imposed by the Nazarbayev government. The value of this work is that it includes a comprehensive listing of civil society organizations currently operating in Kazakhstan that provides a ready-made database of useful information for further research.


In Journey into Kazakhstan (2001), Alexandra George recounts the increased oppression by the Nazarbayev regime against civil society in Kazakhstan. George believes that Kazakhstan is at risk in the future of becoming a failed state if true democratic reforms are not initiated.
According to John Ehrenberg, in Civil Society: A Critical History of an Idea (1999), the classical understanding of civil society as a politically organized commonwealth was conceived in ancient Greece. Ehrenberg gives a historical account of civil society from the early Greek and Roman philosophers to the 1990’s.  Political theorists from Thomas Paine to George Hegel developed the idea of civil society as a separate sphere where citizens associate according to their own desires and interests in a domain parallel but separate from the state (Carothers, 2002). It is this latter point that advocates of civil society consider the building blocks of the concept.

Since the 1990’s, attention to civil society has gained increased interest following Robert Putnam’s seminal study Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital (1995, 2000). Putnam asserts that “social capital which is the feature of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.”  Furthermore, expanded civil engagement and social capital strengthens civil society and democracy (Putman, 1995). 

Kazakhstan and Democracy

Following the break-up of the Soviet Union many scholars turned their attention towards the CAR as a new found area of research. A wealth of scholarly works exists about the region that ranges from economic issues, women rights, the growth of Islamic fundamentalism, to foreign relations with Russia. There is a growing body of scholarly work that now examines Kazakhstan’s transition to democracy. 

 
In, Kazakstan’s Quandary (1995), Ian Bremmer and Cory Welt analyze the formidable problems faced by Kazakstan that stand in the way of democratization. Bremmer and Welt assert that Kazakhstan’s challenges in constructing democracy stem from the fact that Kazakhstan has never historically experienced democracy. Another challenge is that Kazakhstan does not have a strong sense of nationalism and its identity is closely intertwined with Russia, its former ruler. Tensions exist between the substantial Russian minority and the dominant ethnic Kazakhs who have never existed harmoniously in a consolidated independent state. 

Additionally, Bremmer and Welt contend that the Kazakh president, Nazarbayev, prefers to take a state-building, or top-down approach, to democracy at the expense of civil society.  They note that Nazarbayev has manipulated election results and abrogated the right to free speech, civic association, and the media when “thought to serve the goal of creating a stable multinational state” (Bremmer and Welt, 1995). 

Martha Brill Olcott’s seminal work Kazakhstan: Unfulfilled Promise (2002), chronicles the recent political history of the country since independence and identifies many of the challenges to the state-building process.  She also notes the need for more attention to such factors as civil society when examining democracy in Kazakhstan. Olcott is not kind to the regime and she cites the political obstacles instituted by the Nazarbayez regime as a factor impeding democratization (Olcott, 2002).

In the article “Democratic Transition in Central Asia: An Assessment” (1998), Juliana Geran Pilon makes the assertion that the citizens of the countries of Central Asia would like to participate more actively in political life and that they are supportive of democratic rights.  However, she observes that cultural factors can preclude the depth of civic associational activities that make civil society an effective vehicle for democratic change. Pilon’s study utilized the 1997 surveys taken in the CAR by the International Foundation for Election Systems (IFES) that measured opinions on a range of topics from democracy and civil society to human rights and economic development (Pilon 1998).  If democracy is to move upwardly from the mobilization of citizens, surveys such as this become an important measure of the efforts in democratization. 

Hypothesis and Methodology

My hypothesis is that despite the massive increase of civil society associations in Kazakhstan, civil society does not foster democratization because it is hindered by traits of Kazakh culture and the suppressive policies of the Nazarabayev regime.   

As noted previously, of the CAR, Kazakhstan has the largest number of civil society associations.  They are grouped according to type and fall under such categories as social movements, labor movements, free press organizations, women’s movements, professional associations, environmental associations, religious groups, clubs, and ethnic associations (Ruffin and Waugh, 2002).

The independent variables of my study are Kazakh culture and the policies of the Nazarabayev regime. My use of Kazakh culture is based on the assumption that Kazakh active participation in civil society is not fully incorporated into Kazakh culture.  Kazakh culture is an important variable because the cultural traits that impede democracy in Kazakhstan are historically rooted. Even though most of the literature on civil society and its relationship to democratization cited earlier suggests a strong, positive correlation between these two variables, I contend that the opposite is the case in Kazakhstan.  Despite the presence of NGOs and their efforts to instill the values of democracy into Kazakh culture, the people of Kazakhstan remain tied to their nomadic and clan-based past and the legacy of Soviet rule.  These clans and their cultural influences still exercise a powerful hold in Kazakh society today. Clans subvert democratization by undermining the linkage between society and the political institutions of the state. The importance of understanding the dynamics of clan-based cultures and their impediments to democratization is of increased importance as illustrated by the failed state of Afghanistan (Collins, 2002). Additionally, the brutality of former Soviet rule has had lingering affects upon Kazakh culture, which I assume contributes to Kazakh reluctance to use their civil society associations to press for democratic change.  In this thesis, I analyze the data from the 1997 IFES Social Survey Research conducted in the Central Asian Republics.  I specifically analyze the survey responses that gauged Kazakh public opinion on a number of questions that serve as indicators such as, their willingness to join civil society associations, the type of civil society associations they join, their views about democracy, their attitudes toward the former Soviet Union, their belief in the efficacy of civil society associations, etc.  I then compare these responses to the type of, and the extent of the activities, or in-activities, of the various civil society associations operational today in Kazakhstan. For example, do they have a newsletter to keep members informed of their activities, letter-writing campaigns to push for legislation, do they hold regular meetings, and so forth.  Regarding my second independent variable, civil society in Kazakhstan has not only been encumbered by culture, but also the policies of the Nazarbayev regime.   Although the President of Kazakhstan appears metaphorically committed to democratizing and opening up Kazakh society at the grassroots level, his actions in the political arena run counter to his rhetoric. It is important to include this variable because many of the democratization scholars believe that transitions to democracy are two-way and require some cooperation and willingness on the part of the regime (Carothers, 1996, 1999; Diamond, 1994; Diamond, Linz, Lipset, 1995).  As noted earlier, it was former Soviet President Gorbachev who selected Nazarbayev for the Presidency of Kazakhstan precisely because he appeared to promote liberal democratic values.  However, the Nazarbayev regime has implemented stifling legal barriers that limits freedom of association and attempts to hinder the formation of new civil society associations through the imposition of bureaucratic red tape (Ruffin and Waugh, 2002). One would assume that the correlation between a regime that acts more authoritarian than democratic and an extensive civil society would be weak.  That is, that a functioning civil society would not tolerate repressive policies that limits their ability to act in a democratizing polity.  In this thesis I examine why I believe this is not the case in Kazakhstan and attempt to determine whether the cultural factor or the regime’s policies have the stronger impact on Kazakhstan’s inability to democratize through its civil society.  In examining the policies of the Nazarabayev regime, I use content analysis to review the laws passed, executive orders signed, and speeches given by the President that relate to civil society.  


In summary, this thesis examines why democratization has failed to occur in Kazakhstan within the framework of civil society.  The process of democratization requires a driving force from the top and the mobilization of civil society from the bottom.  In Kazakhstan, both forces do not exist and the transition to democracy has stalled.
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