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Abstract

This article aims at reconstructing the representations of the 2022 January crisis developed by Kazakhstani political analysts
via social media. The research methodology seeks to combine quantitative and qualitative methods by assessing these
representations by use of critical discourse analysis of social media posts by Kazakhstani political analysts extracted and
processed by the use of APl and PolyAnalysts based on marker words. The research significance lies in the unique situation
of regime instability potentially providing the expert community with the chance to speak up openly. However, it is
concluded that most analysts reproduced the official discourse that is in line with the discourses developed in non-
democratic context. Thus, the dominant expert discourse of the January crisis is rather homogenous and relies on the
dichotomies of “the old” versus “the new” as well as “the weak” versus “the strong.” As a result, the general picture by
Kazakhstani political analysts looks more like a political myth about the birth of a “new Kazakhstan” than a reconstruction of
the causes, actors and consequences of the January crisis. It implies that the expert community prefers controlled evolution
of the state regime rather than grass roots initiated changes.
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Introduction Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) turned the
tide in Tokayev’s favor.

The Kazakhstani authorities portray the “bloody Janu-
ary” as an attack of terrorists and a plot of “‘some influential
persons,” in particular from the security services, against

The unprecedented political crisis shook the foundations of
Kazakhstan’s state in January 2022. It paved the way for the
transition of control over the country’s security apparatus
from Nursultan Nazarbayev, the First President and, until
January 6, 2022, the Chairman of the National Security
Council, .tO PreSI.d.ent Kassym-Jomart Tokayev and for tl.le 'World Politics Department, National Research Tomsk State University,
far-reaching pOlltl'Cal re‘:forms ‘announced bY TokayF:V N Tomsk, Russia
March 2022. Starting with public protests against a spike in  2Center of Applied Big Data Analysis, National Research Tomsk State
gas prices in Zhanaozen, West Kazakhstan, the crisis University, Tomsk, Russia
abruptly escalated into violence in Almaty and an apparent .
attempt to oust Tokayev from power. The latter asked Russia <" esPonding author:

P. Y . p : . Anastasia M Pogorelskaya, World Politics Department, Tomsk State
for assistance, and the rapidly arranged arrival of peace- University, Lenina Ave, 36, Tomsk 634050, Russia.
keepers, mostly Russian, acting under the banners of the
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President Tokayev (Tokayev, 2022). The events have been
referred to as a tragedy, a national trauma, a “bad streak in
the history of Kazakhstan” (Kazinform, 2022). The crisis
severely undermined Kazakhstan’s reputation of “an island
of stability in a turbulent region” (Socor, 2015). At the same
time, the Kazakhstani officials claim that the January
tragedy has given birth to a transition to “a new Kazakhstan”
and a reconstitution of statehood in the shape of “the Second
Republic” (Tengrinews, 2022).

The outburst of violence in Kazakhstan has drawn at-
tention from scholars of Central Asian politics. Kudai-
bergenova and Laruelle point out to “many holes in the
official narrative of the ‘failed coup’ and develop a so-
phisticated framework of the analysis of January 2022
events through the lens of the ‘regime-society’ relations and
the concept of ‘several states’ within the state”
(Kudaibergenova & Laruelle, 2022). Thibault and Tastaibek
deconstruct the official narrative as an attempt at blame-
shifting (Thibault & Tastaibek, 2023). Cornell sees the root
cause of the crisis in the “rapidly mounting public dissat-
isfaction” (Cornell, 2022). Isaacs traces the genesis of the
crisis to the suppression of “oligarchic opposition” by the
Nazarbayev regime in the early 2000s (Isaacs, 2022).
Libman and Davidzon operationalize the concept of “au-
thoritarian regionalism” in their thorough analysis of the
CSTO intervention as a gesture of primarily symbolic
importance (Libman & Davidzon, 2023).

Our paper focuses on what is largely absent from these
studies of the unrest in Kazakhstan: the reaction to the crisis
of the Kazakhstani expert community. Throughout the thirty
years of independence, Kazakhstan has taken effort to
develop a national network of political analysts. In 1993, the
leading national think tank, the Kazakhstan Institute for
Strategic Studies, was established by presidential decree.
The Institute of World Economy and Politics was opened in
2004 under the auspices of the Nursultan Nazarbayev
Foundation. In 2012, the Institute for Philosophy, formerly
an institution of the Academy of Sciences transferred under
the supervision of the Ministry of Education and Science
after the Academy’s reform, was renamed into the Institute
for Philosophy, Political Science, and Religion Studies. A
number of independent centers of political and social ex-
pertise are active in Kazakhstan, including Center for
Humanitarian and Political Trends, Center for Analysis and
Prognosis “Open World,” Alternativa, and Public Foun-
dation “Mir Evrazii.”

Departments of Political Science were opened by all the
leading Kazakhstani universities, both metropolitan such as
Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, Gumilyov Eurasian
National University, Nazarbayev University, Abai Kazakh
National Pedagogical University, and regional such as
Toraighurov University in Pavlodar, Auezov University in
Shymkent and Karaganda Buketov University. Within the
structure of the Academy of Public Administration under

the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, the National
School of Public Policy has a prominent place while the
objective of the Academy’s Institute of Applied Research is
defined as developing “analytical products for making ef-
fective decisions in the field of public administration”
(Institute of Applied Research, 2022).

For an observer of Kazakhstan’s political dynamics, a
reasonable expectation is that the extensive network of
national political analysts would elaborate discourses re-
constructing the January tragedy and inscribing it into the
country’s political history and post-crisis developments.
Discourses can be developed at various discourse planes,
“societal locations from which ‘speaking’ happens” (Jager,
2001, p. 49). Social media posts form a particularly in-
triguing discourse plane, as they allow experts to allocate
meanings to events as they unfold and to gain an almost
immediate access to nodes of power and knowledge, the
civil society, the public and international audiences. If
discourses are metaphorically represented as a “gigantic and
complex ‘milling mass’’ (Jager, 2001, p. 46), social media
posts provide experts with the fastest opportunity to dig into
this mass and to separate at least some wheat from the chaff,
highlighting their status of knowledge producers.

This article aims at reconstructing the representations of
the January crisis developed by Kazakhstani political an-
alysts via social media and assessing these representations
through the lens of critical discourse analysis. What dis-
courses have been suggested to allocate social and political
meanings to the “bloody January?” Has a dominant expert
discourse emerged and, if this is the case, how homoge-
neous is it? These are the research questions this article
seeks to explore.

Methodology

The research methodology is based on critical discourse
analysis. The authors share the basic philosophical as-
sumptions and general postulates of discourse analytical
approaches (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Concerning this
study, the authors rely on the approach of Jager (1993, 1999)
defining discourses as “the flow of knowledge—and/or all
societal knowledge stored throughout all time which de-
termines individual and collective doing and/or formative
action that shapes society, thus exercising power” (Jager,
2001, p. 34). According to Jager, “The (dominating) dis-
courses can be criticized and problematized by analysing
them, by revealing their contradictions and nonexpression
and/or the spectrum of what can be said and what can be
done covered by them, and by making evident the means by
which the acceptance of merely temporarily valid truths is to
be achieved.”

He also systematizes the set of categories and stages of
the analytical method, which can be applied for the em-
pirical study of texts from the standpoint of critical
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discourse analysis. “Fundamentally, special discourses (of
(the) science(s)) are to be distinguished from inter-
discourse, whereby all non-scientific discourses are to be
regarded as components of the inter-discourse.” In general
societal discourse, a great variety of themes arise. Jager calls
“thematically uniform discourse processes” discourse
strands. The latter operate on various “discursive planes
(science(s), politics, media, education, everyday life,
business life, administration, and so on).” This paper rep-
resents the analysis of the “special” expert discourses of
Kazakhstani political analysts covering the January crisis
and operating in social media platforms, respectively. For
the research, social media platforms such as Facebook,
VKontakte (the common short name is VK), and Telegram
were taken as discourse planes as the most popular social
media used for posting detailed text messages.

Several criteria were applied to select Kazakhstani po-
litical analysts and think tanks whose social media posts on
the January 2022 political crisis were analyzed through the
discourse analysis lens. First, institutional and publication
criteria. were used. The list included the Kazakhstani
research centers that declare conducting research on do-
mestic and foreign policy of Kazakhstan as their aim. The
list also included the political analysts who are the em-
ployees of these expert centers and publish regularly various
types of research papers. Secondly, the sociological ap-
proach was used, according to which political analysts
include also analysts whom the media or other experts
consider as such. As a result, the list consisting of
22 research centers and 131 political analysts of Kazakhstan
was formed.

Then the presence of the selected Kazakhstani political
analysts and research centers in social media such as
Facebook, VK, and Telegram was analyzed. The analysis
was carried out manually through the built-in search
engines of the social media. It confirmed that Facebook is
the most popular social media for the Kazakhstani expert
community. All 22 selected research centers and 63 out of
131 political analysts (48%) have pages on Facebook,
1 research center and 11 political analysts are present on
VK, and 4 research centers and 9 political analysts are
present on Telegram.

To search for expert posts devoted to the January 2022
political crisis, the list of marker words was prepared in
accordance with the characteristics of the event and the
research questions. The list of marker words included
country names (Kazakhstan, Russia, USA, China, etc.);
terms used to identify events (riots, protest, pogrom, rev-
olution, etc.) and their actors (silovik, elite, terrorist, gov-
ernment, Massimov, Tokayev, Nazarbayev, etc.), to
determine the causes of events (corruption, contradictions,
crisis, etc.) and the role of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) in resolving the crisis. In the end,

there were 40 words and word combinations used to search
automatically for relevant posts.

The search and extraction of the relevant posts by Ka-
zakhstani research centers and political analysts published in
VKontakte was done with the help of the VK API (https://
dev.vk.com/method/groups.get, https://dev.vk.com/method/
wall.get). Telegram messages were also extracted using the
API (https://core.telegram.org/methods). Facebook posts
were extracted from the web application using Python tools.
The extraction period covered three months—January,
February, and March 2022. The study period was taken only
until the end of March, since from that time on, the reform
program announced by the President of Kazakhstan on
March 16, 2022 comes to the fore in the national politics.
The total number of extracted posts from all social media
in all languages without applying the marker words was
3729. Their authors included 5 research centers and
34 political analysts on Facebook, 4 research centers and
8 political analysts on Telegram, 4 political analysts
on VK.

The software tool “PolyAnalyst” was used to further
process the received data. It’s a software platform for the
visual development of scripts for data and text analysis, as
well as for building interactive reports (https:/www.
megaputer.com/ru/polyanalyst/). Firstly, “empty” posts
that contain less than 30 characters were removed.
2754 posts remained, of which 2412 posts, or 87.6%, were
in Russian and 342 posts were identified by PolyAnalyst
as in English and five other European languages or as
indeterminate. The posts in Kazakh fell into the category
of indeterminate as PolyAnalyst doesn’t have a built-in
vocabulary of the Kazakh language. By manually pro-
cessing all 342 posts, it was determined that only 46 of
them contained text in Kazakh (1.7% of 2754 selected
posts).

The application of the marker words to identify the posts
dedicated to the January 2022 political crisis gave the
following results (only posts in Russian and Kazakh were
processed): a total of 701 posts were identified, of which
680 posts were in Russian and 21 posts were in Kazakh.
Each selected post was further read by paper’s authors to
determine whether it refers to the events of January 2022.
As aresult of applying this last filter, 213 posts, 208 posts in
Russian and 5 posts in Kazakh, were finally selected. They
became the material for discourse analysis in this article.
The authors of these 213 posts are 9 Kazakhstani political
analysts who published their comments mainly on Telegram
(7 experts), as well as on Facebook (2 experts), and VK
(1 expert). One out of 9 experts published simultaneously in
Telegram and VK.

The qualitative analysis of selected posts included the
search, comparison, and interpretation of the following
aspects of the January 2022 political crisis:
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- How did the experts define the general significance of
the crisis?

- What were the expert interpretations of the roles played
by the CSTO forces and Russia in general?

- How did the experts explain the causes of the crisis?

- How were the actors identified and their actions
reconstructed?

Given the freshness of events and the lack of research on
the issue, this study was conceived as a primary study of an
exploratory nature, focused on the initial stage of the for-
mation of discourses of the January political crisis. In
Kazakhstan, the court cases against the participants in the
events have not yet been completed; the political struggle of
President K.-Zh. Tokayev for maintaining power under the
banner of building a “New Kazakhstan” continues. It will be
of considerable heuristic value to study, among other things,
such issues as the evolution, if any, and canonization of the
official discourse of the January political crisis, the evo-
Iution of expert discourse, operating on other discursive
planes, and their impact on the inter-discourse. In general,
this will make it possible to comprehensively assess the
“knowledge” about the January crisis from the point of view
of power interests.

The authors of the paper sought to be as objective as
possible in their study, however, the use of discourse
analysis implies that the authors are participants in the
discursive process which can lead to a certain bias. Also,
there is no “established” list of Kazakhstani political ana-
lysts. Though every effort was taken to avoid it, the authors
of the study could indeed have missed some of the experts
by not including their posts in the study. The authors of the
study expect that this has not affected the analysis and
conclusions of the study.

Silence of institutions and active individuals

Despite the large number of political sciences research
centers and political analysts in Kazakhstan, the coverage of
the political crisis that took place in the country in January
2022 was surprisingly reserved. Moreover, only a minority of
analysts commented on the events while they were going on.
Most research centers did not officially react to the events, be
it during or after the crisis. The same is true for most analysts
working at or closely cooperating with Kazakhstani research
centers. Some researchers reflected on the crisis later—in the
end of January, February, and March 2022. They were mainly
individual political analysts who are not officially affiliated to
any research centers in Kazakhstan.

Having applied the marker words to the total amount of
posts by Kazakhstan expert community in January—March
2022, the authors dealt with 701 posts in general. Out of them
213 posts addressed the January 2022 crisis. It turned out that
the latter posts were provided only by 16 Kazakhstani

political analysts and research centers out of 30 who posted
anything during the period observed. That makes 53% or
more than a half. These political analysts or research centers
either commented or shared other posts on the crisis in social
media, namely Facebook, Telegram, or VK.

The percentage of those who kept silence was 47%
(14 out of 30 Kazakhstani political analysts and research
centers). “Silence” in this case means the absence of posts
addressing the January crisis despite general use of social
networks during the period outlined. Thus, none of the
research centers formulated its position on the crisis within
the three months covered by this research. On the contrary,
there were several political analysts who commented ac-
tively on the crisis but the number of them was very limited:
the number of those who published more than 10 comments
on the crisis makes up only 6 (about 5% of all the identified
experts and 20% of those who made publications in the
social networks on the crisis in the period of Januar-
y—March 2022).

Discourse analysis pays relatively little attention to si-
lence and absence, putting emphasis on texts as elements of
discourse, although recent studies attempted to “fill a gap in
the field of discourse studies by addressing the issue of
silence and absence in discourses” (Schroter & Taylor,
2018, p. 1). Since “silence and absence in discourse can
be meaningful” (Schroter & Taylor, 2018, p. 2), absent or
belated comments of most Kazakhstani political analysts on
the domestic crisis that took place in January 2022 provides
an interesting case to study.

Starting with Foucault (1978), silence is seen as ab-
staining from mentioning something within a discourse.
However, silence constitutes a part of discourse and silence
about certain aspects of reality may be caused by the need or
wish to cover something. The research institutions seem to
slip out of the discourse on domestic crisis in Kazakhstan.
On the contrary, a number of individual political analysts
were active in their reaction to the crisis.

The question of why most Kazakhstani research centers
and political analysts kept silence is beyond the scope of our
article. Explaining the prevalence of silence among Ka-
zakhstani research centers and within the national com-
munity of political analysts would require a thorough
analysis of their reactions to other significant events of the
country’s recent history.

January 2022 as a milestone

The 2022 January crisis in Kazakhstan is a valuable case for
analysis because in non-democratic regimes and in Central
Asia in particular there are few or even no “reliable indi-
cators of consent outside periods of regime instability” (du
Boulay & Isaacs, 2019, p. 22). Thus, it is difficult to outline
whether experts or societies at large share the ideas of the
official discourse or support them just to be in line with it
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under usual conditions. The expert community reaction to
the crisis provides the case that reveals the ideas generated
in the time of regime instability.

The social media texts posted by the Kazakhstani po-
litical analysts who followed the crisis reveal the general
consensus among them on the essential consequences of the
January events. They mostly agree on the idea that the
domestic crisis in Kazakhstan has initiated a fundamental
change: “Thus it may be mentioned not only the change of
state government model that started but also the change in
the paradigm of state and public development...”
(Ashimbaev, 20221).

However, many analysts are skeptical about the speed of
the reforms: “The transformations in the country will be
fundamental and the political reforms will be slow...”
(Nursha, 2022a).

Kazakhstani political analysts expressed doubt about the
possibility of removing the old elite: “The environment of
Elbasy [the official title of the first President of independent
Kazakhstan N. Nazarbayev] will move to the environment
of Tokayev except for those persons who were especially
close to the leaving (President) and annoying the pop-
ulation” (Nursha, 2022a). In addition, the possibility of
solving the fundamental problems of the country was
questioned: “The success of the outlined plans depends on
subjective issues. The first and the main one is the state
machinery and the executive system that has been formed
for decades...The other challenge is the corruption that runs
through all the state machinery levels and often supposes the
state budget to be a means of enrichment...The third
challenge is the model of state machinery that is based on
patron-client relations...” (Kaliyev, 2022¢).

As a result, the interpretation of the crisis follows the
general line of opposing “the old” to “the new.” “The old” in
the comments is mainly associated with corruption and
nepotism: “The problems of corruption, nepotism and
economic monopolism were not the aim of the policy
conducted by the first President but the side-effect of our
state-building...” (Ashimbaev, 2022c); “... for Nursultan
Nazarbayev the ambitions and excessive needs of some of
his relatives were a serious political problem.... Naza-
rbayev, on the one hand, as the head of the family tried to
restrain this issue, but on the other hand, he tried to be
lenient...” (Ashimbaev, 2022f).

“The old” is also connected to ineffectiveness according
to the researchers’ comments: “... long governing resulted
into a massive syndrome of psychological fatigue as well as
in a general decrease of the effectiveness of the state ma-
chinery that de facto merged with the party...” (Kaliyev,
2022c).

“The new” is evaluated mainly as positive, although not
univocally and unanimously: “We listened attentively to the
Message of the Head of State K.-J. Tokayev who initiated
the adoption of a number of strategically important and

crucial tasks... Our nation has been looking forward to
them...” (Kabuldinov, 2022b); or “Sometimes we may see
that one wishes to change something but there is no idea
how to do it...” (Ashimbayev, 2022k).

“The new” is largely connected with the renewal.
However, the analysts’ largely fail to provide insights about
the strategy and trajectory of the renewal. The general idea
is the need to abolish previous defective practices (“The
changes are inevitable in state machinery, sports federa-
tions, in private sector” (Kaliyev, 2022a) and the approval of
the reforms outlined in the presidential message of
16 March 2022: “In other words, the New Kazakhstan is the
renewal of the society and the nation and the Second Re-
public is the renewal of the state model.” (Karin, 2022b).

This interpretation seems to echo the official discourse in
Kazakhstan concerning the essence of the events (“One
thing I can say is that there was a large-scale, detailed
operation aimed at overthrowing the top leadership and
discrediting it in the eyes of the people and the foreign
public.” (State-of-the-Nation Address by President of the
Republic of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, 2022))
and the portrayal of the fundamental change triggered by the
crisis (“The course towards building a New Kazakhstan is
aimed at changing the paradigm of the country’s devel-
opment.” (State-of-the-Nation Address by President of the
Republic of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, 2022)).

Accordingly, the reconstruction of “the old” and “the
new” provided by the Kazakhstani political analysts lacks
accuracy and essential details. The difference between “the
old” and “the new” is explained with reference either to a
handful of individuals wilding the power or to the political
history and the future of Kazakhstan described in the
broadest terms. Although the representation of the January
crisis as a moment of a fundamental change from “the old”
to “the new” is arguably an oversimplified and probably an
over-optimistic picture of the events, this dichotomy pro-
vides the discursive framework shared and reproduced by
Kazakhstani political analysts.

According to von Soest and Grauvogel (2015, p. 21), the
claim of the righteousness of a current regime is one of the
strategies for its legitimation often used in non-democratic
context. Thus, the previous regime by Nazarbayev is mainly
addressed as outdated and ineffective while Tokayev’s re-
gime is portrayed as “the new,” just and, therefore, legiti-
mate by both official and expert community discourses.

Inviting the CSTO forces

Personalism-based claims are usually used as a discursive
mechanism in non-democratic regimes, where the
achievement of security, stability, and/or prosperity tend to
be attributed to the state leader’s extraordinary qualities and
role, thus legitimizing the regime (von Soest & Grauvogel,
2015, p. 21).
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Although most Kazakhstani political analysts evaluate
the role of the Collective Security Treaty Organization
(CSTO) in overcoming the 2022 January crisis in Ka-
zakhstan positively, they attract more attention to the idea
that it was the decision taken by the President of Kazakhstan
rather than Russia’s decision to intervene: “In this situation
President Tokayev had to take the only possible decision
and ask for military assistance of the CSTO...” (Ashimbaeyv,
2022d) or in other words: “As we understand, only the
timely arrival of the CSTO forces at the call of President
Tokayev saved the situation.” (Ashimbaev, 2022b).

Following the general ambiguity towards Soviet past and
relations with Russia that Kazakhstan political sphere is
characterized by (Kudaibergenova, 2016, p. 920), the
participation of the CSTO is also regarded as both a positive
but potentially dangerous step.

Thus, some comments on the CSTO role express anxiety,
expecting its involvement to “threaten the sovereignty”
(Kaliyev, 2022f) or “look like the danger of losing inde-
pendence.” (Kabuldinov, 2022a). Therefore, the self-
persuading spell that“... no intervention is suggested....
and no-one will allow them to stay” (Abishev, 2022¢)
seemed to be quite in tune with the general feeling in the
beginning of the peacekeeping mission.

Since the appeal to the CSTO is by itself a traumatic
experience, its role is interpreted as secondary and mostly
symbolic: “Despite the appeal to the CSTO, the main
difficult job must be done by Kazakhstani officers.”
(Abishev, 2022b), or “The deployment of the CSTO
peacemaking forces allowed releasing the necessary re-
sources ... Only Kazakhstani special forces ....participate in
the counter-terrorism operation...” (Karin, 2022a). This
interpretation of the CSTO mission reflects the official
narrative: “... in the end, we defeated the bandits with our
own forces” (Tokayev, 2022).

The idea that Kazakhstan is indebted to Russia for
providing assistance during the crisis under the CSTO
auspices causes much inconvenience. Accordingly, Ka-
zakhstani political analysts deny any kind of debt, especially
to Russia: “.... no likely debt was mentioned. Kazakhstan is
the co-founder of the CSTO.” (Abishev, 2022g) and “Russia
is our important partner. It will become even closer. The
main thing now is not to fall under the sway [of it].”
(Nursha, 2022c¢).

Some political analysts tend to regard the CSTO mission
as different from Russia’s policy, as if the CSTO were not an
instrument of Moscow’s policy and, in the case of January
intervention, the CSTO and Russia really constituted two
different entities. In their comments, the CSTO is regarded
positively: “When Kazakhstan was in trouble, all friends
and partners tried to support it as much as they were able to.
The CSTO and Russia assisted with the peacemakers...”
(Ashimbaev, 2022¢) or “The involvement of the CSTO ...is
also the moral, methodological and organizational support

for Kazakhstani security forces who turned out to be under
time pressure and faced an organized terrorist attack.”
(Abishev, 2022¢).

At the same time, Russia is more often than not depicted
in a negative way, although it was Russia that had sent most
of the CSTO peacemakers to Kazakhstan: “The CSTO,
namely Russian, forces will be regarded as occupants and
turn the protests into inter-ethnic dimension and the national
liberation movement.” (Nursha, 2022b).

The expert community reflections on the roles of the
CSTO and Russia in overcoming the January crisis are
ambivalent. They show the general doubt whether Ka-
zakhstan is a strong country capable of overcoming the
crisis with its own resources (thus the secondary role of the
allies is highlighted) or a state at the edge of losing its
independence either in the absence of help from allies
(particularly Russia) or as a consequence of this assistance.

Out of the blue sky? Causes and triggers of
the crisis

The interpretation of the causes of the January 2022 political
crisis in Kazakhstan is presented in the posts of 8 political
analysts. In general, there is a consensus among Kazakh-
stani political analysts that the deep problems of domestic
development, exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic,
became the trigger for mass demonstrations of discontent in
Kazakhstan, which were then instrumentalized for political
purposes. As for the problems of domestic development,
political analysts refer, firstly, to social and economic issues:
“socio-economic problems accumulated and unresolved
over three decades,” “the social well-being of a significant
part of the population has noticeably worsened,” “prices for
essential commodities have increased,” “growth of real
unemployment,” “lumpenization of a certain part of citi-
zens” (Kabuldinov, 2022a); “the gap between the rich and
the poor remains the same, if not increased even more”
(Sarym, 2022a); “Regarding the question of how the protest
wave swept the cities of Kazakhstan in an organized way.
Most of the participants can really be sincerely outraged by
the current economic situation” (Abishev, 2022a); “the
impoverished strata of the population took part in riots and
marauding” (Nursha, 2022c); “really poor people were
behind various protest actions” (Ashimbayev, 2022c).
Secondly, political analysts point to the basic socio-
political problems: “rampant corruption and the low level
of efficiency of the state apparatus” (Kaliyev, 2022d);
“corruption in the country” (Kabuldinov, 2022a). Sanzhar
Bokaev’s posts made a special emphasis on the “corrup-
tion,” “kleptocracy” of the Kazakhstani elite, on “Ka-
zakhstani oligarchs who systematically robbed their people”
(Bokaev, 2022a; 2022b; 2022c¢). Political analyst and State
Secretary of Kazakhstan Yerlan Karin, interpreting the
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speech of President K. Tokayev on January 11, 2022 before
the Mazhilis of Kazakhstan, writes, without specifying,
about “hot problems,” about the need of “New Kazakhstan”
for “not only updating the state apparatus,” but also “re-
booting social values,” “overcoming all sorts of fractures in
the society” (Karin, 2022c).

Accordingly, there is also a consensus among Kazakh-
stani political analysts that among the people who partic-
ipated in the events of January 2022, there were two
autonomous “streams” with different goals, or “two dif-
ferent events” (Kaliyev, 2022b). The first stream (the first
“event”) was mass peaceful demonstrations of citizens in
order to draw the attention of the authorities to the accu-
mulated problems: “peaceful protest of citizens” (Kaliyev,
2022b); “a wave of mass popular rallies and demonstra-
tions,” “peaceful demonstrators” (Kabuldinov, 2022a);
“Were the protests peaceful? Yes, they were!” (Sarym,
2022b).

The second stream (the second “event”) is organized
violence for some political purposes: “destructive forces
that took advantage of mass demonstrations and aimed at
destabilizing the situation in the country” (Kaliyev, 2022b);
“At the same time, unexpectedly, in Almaty and in some
other cities of the republic, organized outrage and ma-
rauding by some well-organized forces began,” “rioters and
terrorists” (Kabuldinov, 2022a); “both the impoverished
strata of the population and the ‘titushki’ participated in the
riots and marauding — among the assumptions of the
population, these are, perhaps, the militants of Masimov,
Bolatov, Satybaldin (It’s not the fact they are. But the
population ascribes to them)” (Nursha, 2022c¢); “Were there
not just aggressive people among the protesters, but or-
ganized crime, which was launched intentionally in a
number of cities these days in order to turn the protest into
the mainstream of riots, killings of police and military,
attacks on akimats and police departments? Yes. Was it a
political conspiracy or did the criminals act itself? Political
forces were behind” (Sarym, 2022b); “professional pro-
vocateurs” (Abishev, 2022a).

However, what were the specific political goals of in-
strumentalizing mass demonstrations of discontent, orga-
nizing political violence, and destabilizing the situation in
Kazakhstan? For almost all political analysts, this question
remains unanswered. Thus, an analytical gap, or a blind
spot, occurs in the texts of Kazakhstani political analysts in
Kazakhstan on the issue. This leads us to turn to how their
analysis addresses the key question of determining the
actors of the January 2022 political crisis.

Actors and plot of the drama

The reconstruction of the January events by Kazakhstani
political analysts stumbles on the identification of the key
actors of the crisis. The shared position is that behind the

attempt to oust Tokayev lurk the “Family” of the First
President and the “old elites” (Ashimbayev, 2022g; Nursha,
2022a). However, Nazarbayev’s “Family,” commonly
known as a network of competing factions rather than as a
hierarchical structure, hardly qualifies for the role of a
unitary actor. Remarkably, the experts refrain from as-
signing responsibility to individual “Family” members and
choose not to comment on the intriguing story of Samat
Abish, Nazarbayev’s nephew and First Deputy Chairman of
the National Security Committee (NSC), who was report-
edly fired and arrested on January 7, with the news of his
downfall refuted the following day (Interfax, 2022). The
question mark looms over the role of Nazarbayev who
seems to have assumed a paradoxical position of being
simultaneously the head of the “Family” and the person
unrelated to the January crisis.

Arguably, the “old elites” have to be confronted by the
“new elites,” otherwise it makes little sense to identify the
former as a key actor of the crisis. Contrary to the expec-
tations, the Kazakhstani experts do not refer to “new elites”
as actors of the January tragedy. It turns out that the “old
elites” are opposed by President Tokayev acting almost in
solitary and helped by the CSTO forces playing a subsidiary
role. In a nutshell, the expert discourse conveys an image of
a heroic fight of an individual against the nebulous sinister
forces.

Those forces are commonly represented as “terrorists”
(Abishev, 2022c¢; Karin, 2022c¢). While this characterization
elicits multiple questions about who the terrorists are and
whence they have emerged in their thousands, the discursive
trope is to treat the denotation “terrorists” as self-
explanatory. Even visually, they are manifestly evil, both
self-revealing and self-concealing: “They wore masks...
They mostly kept silence” (Kabuldinov, 2022a).

As the expert analysis turns to the role of siloviki, the
latter appear to become the most controversial concept.
Siloviki are heroes and victims of the tragedy, those who
stemmed the terrorist tide. However, some of them are the
culprits, the conspirators against Tokayev. The NSC is
powerful and omnipresent, it “has planted its people ev-
erywhere...providing for its own control over the situation”
and “has planned the complex scenario of power grab”
(Ashimbayev, 2022a). At the same time, the NSC has turned
out to be inefficient, a structure with “low organizing and
political potential” (Ashimbayev, 2022h). Its Chairman,
Karim Massimov, was dismissed as early as on January 5,
the day after riots had engulfed Almaty, and detained on
January 6. The analysts do not hesitate to praise the Ka-
zakhstani military as “combat-ready” (Abishev, 2022f);
still, Tokayev had to resort to the CSTO forces.

Once the expert attention focuses on Massimov’s role,
the unanswered questions mount. Massimov tends to
emerge as an anti-hero, the personification of the multitude
of Tokayev’s foes. At the same time Massimov was hardly a
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“Family” member, and his relationship to the “Family” is
unclear. Initially, Daniyar Ashimbayev, one of the most
vocal independent political analysts following the January
events, assumed that “the arrested NSC leadership does not
fit the role of the sole plotter” (Ashimbayev, 2022j). As the
dust settled, however, Ashimbayev concluded that Massi-
mov “organized the coup” in pursuit of his “personal ob-
jectives” (Ashimbayev, 20221). If this was the case, the
whole concept of the “Family” and “old elites” as the main
actors of the January crisis falters. As most of the analysts
resist the temptation to put the lion’s share of the blame on
the NSC chief, there appears to be no expert consensus on
NSC’s and Massimov’s roles. Making a scapegoat of
Massimov would be a crude simplification rendering the
underlying discursive framework of a transition from the
“old” statehood to the “New Kazakhstan” untenable.

The magnitude of the January crisis raises the question of
external actors’ involvement. However, external actors
other than Russia are notably absent from the experts’
analysis. Most analysts agree that at least some of the
“terrorists” have been brought to Kazakhstan from abroad,
but prefer not to make guesses about the identities of the
alleged foreign instigators of the crisis. In the words of
Askar Nursha, “Kazakhstan has got into a rabbit hole. It is
beyond comprehension who pushed it there” (Nursha,
2022c). The opposing discursive position is offered by
Ashimbayev who does not hesitate to accuse the United
States, the UK, and the West in general of being interested in
fomenting instability in Kazakhstan. Accordingly, Massi-
mov, despite his long-standing reputation of excessively
sympathizing with China, abruptly turns out to be a pro-
Western politician acting “in the interest of his Western
partners” (Ashimbayev, 2022m). However, Ashimbayev’s
anti-Western diatribes remain a lone voice in the wilderness,
as his fellow political analysts largely concur in seeing the
“New Kazakhstan” as cooperative with the West.

In the expert reconstructions of the January crisis, sur-
prisingly little attention is given to the institutions of the
Kazakhstani state and civil society. The parliament and the
judiciary are left out of the picture. Tokayev’s decision to
dismiss the government has elicited almost no comments,
and the disgraced Prime Minister Mamin is hardly ever
mentioned. The “helplessness” of Nur Ofan, the ruling
party, is noted in passing (Kaliev, 2022c), but other parties
represented in the parliament are evidently deemed irrele-
vant. Apart from the NSC and the army, the institutions that
matter are the Presidency and the Chairmanship of the
National Security Council. The turning point is the transfer
of the latter position from Nazarbayev to Tokayev. Expert
accounts differ on how it happened. Most analysts do not
dispute the official version that Nazarbayev volunteered to
hand over the Chairmanship to the President, but some of
them emphasize that Tokayev “firmly raised this question”
(Abishev, 2022h). In essence, Kazakhstan’s power drama

appears to be a story of a few individuals and their opaque
relationships rather than of societal actors.

The analysis of the expert discourse reveals another
underlying dichotomy, “the strong” versus “the weak.”
Political analysts try to convey the image of Kazakhstan as a
strong state headed by the strong and resolute President.
Tokayev’s “political courage, determination and sense of
responsibility” (Ashimbayev, 2022g) are contrasted with
Nazarbayev’s frailty and the rapid disintegration of Mas-
simov’s conspiracy. However, the experts seem to be
profoundly uneasy about these claims. How could a strong
and stable state appear, in a matter of a few days, at the brink
of a national catastrophe? Why did the security services and
armed forces with sufficient combat power and capabilities
need the help of the CSTO peacekeepers? What are the
sources of Tokayev’s “strength” and his foes’ “weakness?”
These questions remain unanswered. From time to time, the
expert discourse slides into conveying the image of Ka-
zakhstan as a vulnerable state with weak institutions and
disoriented elites. While the direct acknowledgments that
“Kazakhstan is a weak state” (Abishev, 2022d) are rare, the
experts’ deep concern about the fragility of Kazakhstan’s
statechood permeates the discourse of Tokayev’s victory over
the retrograde “old elites.”

Conclusion

As the analysis provided above has shown, the dominant
expert discourse of the January crisis relies on the di-
chotomy of “the old” versus “the new.” Most of the analysts
see the “New Kazakhstan” prevailing over the “old” order
represented by the “old elites” sometimes referred to as
agashki, figures wielding considerable behind-the-scenes
influence and putting their egotistic interests above those of
the society (Yedilov, 2022). In this sense, the “bloody
January” is simultaneously a trauma and a watershed mo-
ment in the country’s recent history, the birth of the “Second
Republic” and the end of the Nazarbayev epoch. Under-
standably, the expert discourse displays a tendency to
consign the “birth trauma” to oblivion, to devote a di-
minishing share of attention to the events of January and to
concentrate on Tokayev’s reforms and an array of foreign
policy and economic challenges Kazakhstan has to confront
after February 24. Apparently, Kazakhstani analysts do not
see much sense in trying to get to the bottom of what
happened in January, contenting themselves with re-
producing the rare and fragmentary news about the official
investigation provided by the government spokespeople.
The greater the symbolic distance from January crisis, the
better for the integrity of the dominant discourse. Within the
Kazakhstani expert community, no alternative interpreta-
tions of the January crisis have been suggested.

The almost universal acceptance of the framework based
on “the old” versus “the new” dichotomy provides for the
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relative homogeneity of the expert discourse. In many re-
spects, it mirrors the official discourse, reinforcing the
images of the “thousands of terrorists,” the “hybrid attack
against Kazakhstan “and the treacherous “siloviki” plotting
to seize the power. Tokayev’s account of the immediate
reason that pushed the conspirators to move from planning
the coup “for years” to implementing the scenario of power
grab was not, however, repeated by the political analysts.
The President’s story of “the radical modernization and
transformation” launched under his leadership that the
“influential people” had decided to thwart (Tokayev, 2022)
sounded too far-fetched to be integrated into the expert
discourse. The superficial changes introduced to Kazakh-
stan’s political system from 2019 to 2021 could hardly
endanger the positions of the old elites.

The expert discourse is less homogeneous when it has to
contextualize the role of Russia in the events of January. The
representation of Russia is fluid, it is both an ally that has
provided a critically important support to President Tokayev
and a threat to Kazakhstan’s sovereignty. The very fact that
Russia’s interference has played a crucial role in deciding
the outcome of the January crisis emphasizes Kazakhstan’s
vulnerability. Gaziz Abishev, the editor-in-chief of the in-
dependent news agency Turan Times, compares Moscow’s
observation of the developments in Kazakhstan with the
gaze of “the Eye of Sauron” and advises the Kazakhstani
elite to stop irritating Russia unnecessarily and to slip out of
its focus (Abishev, 2022f). It is noteworthy how little
sympathy, let alone “gratitude” for sending the CSTO forces
to Kazakhstan, Russia elicits among Kazakhstani political
analysts.

The expert discourse seeks to dovetail the dichotomies of
“the old” versus “the new” and “the weak” versus “the
strong” with each other. At the same time, the discourse
conveys the analysts’ apprehension that the dichotomies
might stand in a reverse relation: “the old” might in fact be
“the strong” and “the new” might be “the weak.” The
uneasiness about the real impact and the long-term out-
comes of Tokayev’s reforms and even the fears of the
“restoration” of the old order (Kaliev, 2022a) permeate the
expert discourse, making it more heterogeneous than it
looks on the surface. Russia’s future role is another source
of deep disquietude: the external power which is mostly
seen as essentially anti-modern and not particularly re-
spectful of Kazakhstan’s sovereignty supported the forces of
“the new.” Might it choose to act differently next time? If
this were the case, would “the new” appear to be “strong”
enough?

The difficulty with identifying the actors of the January
power drama is another stumbling block disrupting the
homogeneity of the expert discourse. As the wide-scale
social conflict boils down to a collision between the in-
carnated Good and the amorphous Evil represented by the
hapless Massimov who, as it is commonly acknowledged,

could not have masterminded the conspiracy but still has
been appointed the main culprit, the resulting picture looks
more like a political myth about the birth of a “new Ka-
zakhstan” than a reconstruction of the causes, actors, and
consequences of the January crisis.
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