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*Corresponding Author Abstract: Why has the long-term promotion of Western democracy not led to democratic

consolidation in Central Asia? The available literature explains this development through inconsistent
conditionality, geopolitical prioritisation, or domestic authoritarian resilience in turn. The current
paper is a development of another explanation. It posits that the hybrid political order in Kazakhstan
is more of stabilizing forces of multipolar normative competition and not a failure of transition. The
concept of ideological equipollence is introduced to the study to provide a condition where rival
external governance models are used, which include liberal democracy advocated by the United
States and the European Union, sovereign democracy advocated by Russia, and authoritarian
capitalism advocated by China, with counterbalancing effects on the domestic political development.
The article uses Western democracy assistance frameworks, Russian-led security institutions, Chinese
economic statecraft, and the expansion of digital governance based on qualitative process tracing
between 1991 and 2025. The results prove the point that the presence of other economic,
technological, and security alliances decreases the power of liberal conditionality and allows domestic
elites to selectively adopt institutional forms while keeping the executive powers intact. Instead of
convergence or polarization, multipolar norm contestation is a source of equilibrium hybridity. The
article helps in democracy promotion debate, authoritarian diffusion debate, and global order debate
by theorizing ideological equipollence, which argues that in multi-polar settings, normative
competition can support the entrenchment of hybrid regimes instead of democratic transition.
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1. Introduction

Over thirty years since the fall of the Soviet Union, Central Asia
continues to be among the most resilient regions of the post-
communist world of hybrid and authoritarian rule. The lack of
democratic consolidation in the five republics of the region, despite
long-term Western involvement, the presence of widespread
financial aid, and frequent reform efforts, demonstrates that
democratic consolidation has not taken place anywhere in the
region. One of these, Kazakhstan, is in a very exposed position. It
has also embraced constitutional reforms, institutionalized
multiparty elections, joined major international agencies, and
publicly shared discourses of modernization and rule of law.
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Nevertheless, the dominance of the executives, the strictness of the
political competition, and the opposition figures have all limited
the spaces of action. The concomitance of liberal forms of
institution with established illiberal practices is a key riddle to
modern debates on democratization and the spread of global
norms.

The existing explanations fall into two overriding camps. The
former finds failure in the restrictions of democratic promotion.
The early post-Cold War intellectual thought was that institutional
diffusion, conditionality, and market reform would slowly bring
about liberal political change (Carothers, 2002). The promotion of
democracy became institutionalized in Central Asia with the help
of the Freedom Support Act by the United States, and the European
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Commission (European Commission, 2007; Omelicheva, 2015)
incorporated the governance reform into Partnership and
Cooperation Agreements and consecutive regional strategies.
However, later studies prove that Western involvement has been
defined by uneven conditionality, strategic selectivity, and
attention to security and energy interests instead of political
liberalization, especially after the events of September 11, 2001
(Ambrosio, 2008; Rumer et al., 2016). In this sense,
democratization failed since normative commitments were
relegated to geopolitical ambitions.

A second literature focuses on authoritarian strength and internal
structural limitations. Some of the factors that are recognized as
hindering a democratic transition are resource rents, elite patronage
networks, coercion capacity, and weak civil society (Levitsky and
Way, 2010; Morrison, 2009; Ross, 2001). In Kazakhstan, where oil
is a major source of revenue, the revenue from oil makes the fiscal
system reliant on taxation and thus undermines accountability
systems and strengthens the executive branch. Presidential
patronage networks are the main cohesive connection to the elite
and prevent the mobilization of opposition. Through this
perspective, regime persistence represents structural political
economic circumstances, instead of failure in external interaction.
Although the two explanations reflect significant dynamics, none
of them can be fully applied to explain the persistence of hybridity
in  Kazakhstan. Democracy promotion literature usually
presupposes a one-way process of liberal diffusion and measures
the result against a paradigm of transition that assumes the
convergence toward liberal democracy (Carothers, 2002). In
contrast, the literature on authoritarian resilience often views
regimes as mainly domestically made, and the fact that the external
normative environments continue to affect them. The real issue that
has been under-theorized is how exposure to conflicting external
models of governance can be experienced simultaneously in a
multipolar international system.

Central Asia has now become the place of increased normative and
geopolitical rivalry since the early 2000s. Russia and China have
developed other models of political order, which put a direct
challenge to liberal universalism, in tandem with Western
democracy promotion. Russia has expressed the principle of the
sovereign democracy that places emphasis on centralized power,
national independence, and opposition to foreign intervention
(Ambrosio, 2010). China advocates for what has been called
authoritarian capitalism or democracy with Chinese features, in
which economic success and stability of the regime, non-
interference are prioritized above liberal pluralism (Halper, 2010;
Peyrouse, 2022). Beijing has merged discursive legitimation and
material investment of state-centric forms of governance through
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the Belt and Road, and the
Digital Silk Road (Kassenova and Duprey, 2021).

The current literature has discussed democracy promotion failure,
authoritarian diffusion, and geopolitical balancing separately.
Nevertheless, it has seldom theorized the interaction of competing
normative structures within one domestic political order. The
unspoken rule of most diffusion literature is that there will be a
normative order prevailing or that the regimes will converge with
one pole of an external order (Acharya, 2014). However, there is
no liberal convergence and complete illiberal alignment in
Kazakhstan. Rather, it has worked on a multi-vector foreign policy,
both strengthening economic relationships with China, security
cooperation with Russia, and institutional reform alliances with
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Western actors. The liberal process of electing is accompanied by
an increasing surveillance infrastructure. OSCE election checks are
in tandem with Shanghai Cooperation Organisation checks. The
programs of governance reform operate concurrently with
enhanced executive power.

This study states that these dynamics cannot be sufficiently
explained by transition failure frameworks as well as authoritarian
entrenchment frameworks. It presents the notion of ideological
equipollence as a condition of normative balance where
contradictory external regime models have counterbalancing
effects such that no more than one paradigm has hegemonic control
and that stable results of hybrid regimes are achieved. Ideological
equipollence cannot be reduced to coexistence; rather, it is a
structurally preserved balance, which has been generated by
multipolar rivalry. Domestic elites in these contexts selectively
borrow aspects of various normative frameworks to ensure the
endurance of the regime, and at the same time remaining flexible
internationally. This observation pushes fundamental premises in
the democracy promotion theory and the authoritarian resilience
literature. First, it implies that in multipolar settings, liberal norm

diffusion is not only weakened by weak conditions of
conditionality; instead, other models of governance provide
material resources and discourse legitimacy. Second, it

reformulates the concept of authoritarian resilience (as externally
reinforced instead of being exclusively produced at home). Third,
it adds to novel discussions of global norm contestation by
revealing how multipolarity can lead to equilibrium and not
polarization. Kazakhstan is a case of paramount importance to
consider the ideological equipollence. It is the most institutionally
sophisticated and economically advanced state of Central Asia, it
has a multi-vector foreign policy that is properly balanced, and it is
located in an intermediate position that lies between Russia and
China and is able to continue interacting with the European Union
and the United States. Kazakhstan would have been the most likely
place to succeed in the case of democracy promotion in the region.
However, the stabilizing impacts of normative competition can be
seen instead in its political course.

The qualitative process tracing and policy analysis used in this
article cover the period between 1991 and 2025. It examines
Western democracy assistance systems, Russian and Chinese
systems of institutional involvement, election observation, UN
Human Rights Council voting, energy investment, and digital
governance systems. Placing Kazakhstan in the wider regional and
global normative forces, the study aims to produce some insights
that are not restricted to Central Asia but also to other parts of the
world that are experiencing multipolar contestation. The rest of the
article follows in the following way. The following section
summarizes the available literature on the democracy promotion,
the diffusion of authoritarianism, and norm contestation. The next
section evolves the ideological equipollence theoretical framework.

2. Literature Review

The literature on post-Cold War politics in Central Asia has been
influenced by the wider paradigm of transition, which held the
assumption that institutional dispersion, market reform, and
integration into the international structures dominated by the West
would lead to liberal democratic consolidation over time
(Carothers, 2002). Initial studies viewed democratization as a
teleological process whereby the hybrid regimes were considered
incomplete transition phases as opposed to equilibria. In this
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context, the external actors and especially the United States and the
European Union were theorized as liberal norm diffusers via
conditionality, socialization, and institutional embedding
(Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005). In Central Asia, the
operationalization of democracy assistance was through
governance reform, support of elections, and funding of civil
society (Omelicheva, 2015). Nonetheless, as empirical evaluations
began to accrue, the weak transformative impact of these efforts
became more and more registered, particularly in situations where
strategic and security interests watered down enforcement
(Ambrosio, 2008; Rumer et al., 2016). The loss of the transition
paradigm created a re-assessment of the assumptions about the
linear democratization and cast wider doubts about the
circumstances in which the promotion of external democratization
can lead to long-term institutional change.

There was a reply with a second body of literature on authoritarian
resilience, shifting the focus to the structural underpinnings.
Instead of thinking of hybrid regimes as an intermediary situation,
scholars theorized hybrid regimes as enduring forms of regime that
were entrenched in local political economies (Levitsky and Way,
2010). The resource wealth became one of the key explanatory
variables, and the oil revenues allowed the redistribution,
consolidation of patronage, and the ability to coerce without
increasing the taxation-related accountability (Morrison, 2009;
Ross, 2001). The Central Asian scenario has recognized the
influence of patronage networks, elite circulation, and personalized
presidential systems as the major motivators of regime durability
(Hale, 2015). The competitive authoritarian models also
highlighted the issue of regimes having formal democratic
structures and in effect, manipulate competition systematically
(Levitsky and Way, 2010). Though these descriptions have
managed to explain how executive dominance persists, they tend to
give more weight to domestic variables and do not emphasize how
the external normative environment is changing where these
regimes exist. In this meaning, authoritarian resilience is often
defined as being endogenous and not relational.

A similar line of research has thus considered the mechanisms of
authoritarian diffusion and autocracy encouragement, with a focus
on the way in which non-democratic states actively contribute to
the illiberal rule of non-democratic states outside their borders
(Ambrosio, 2010; Burnell and Schlumberger, 2010). The
pronouncement of the sovereign democracy by Russia has been
seen as a counter-narrative to the West liberalism, in which it
justified centralized power and shielded the domestic regimes
against normative influence (Ambrosio, 2010). The emergence of
China has made diffusion even harder. Instead, Beijing imposes
ideology with a classical meaning, some scholars refer to this as
authoritarian capitalism or development first form of governing
that places more emphasis on stability and economic performance
than political liberalization (Halper, 2010; Nathan, 2003). China
offers centralized regimes physical support and symbolic
justification by economic statecraft, financing infrastructure, and
exporting digital governance (Peyrouse, 2022; Kassenova and
Duprey, 2021). Recent studies on digital authoritarianism
emphasize that surveillance technology and data governance
systems have the potential to become more effective in enhancing
the capacity of the regime, without necessarily involving an
ideological intervention (Feldstein, 2019). These contributions
widen the analytical prism of liberal diffusion but tend to see
authoritarian influence as an alternative to hegemonic of a
competitive normative field.
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In more recent discussions, binarism in the models of diffusion has
been supplanted by the multifaceted nature of multipolarity with
respect to global order and norm contestation (Acharya, 2014;
Bérzel and Zurn, 2021). Scholars are moving away from a
convergence approach to the existence of competing models of
governance and are looking at how these models interact, coexist,
and influence the expectations of institutional development. Still,
even in this new literature, an overwhelming analytical approach is
to view competition as having the effects of creating alignment,
polarization, or regime hardening. What is yet to be theorized is
that, instead of creating transformation, multipolar normative
competition might lead to equilibrium. States like Kazakhstan are
not only integrated in the Western reform agendas, but also in the
Russian security systems, and Chinese economic and technological
systems in Central Asia. It is not always the case that the
combination of these exogenous powers will lead to regime
conversion but rather, it may allow the domestic elites to choose
the institutional forms selectively, balance external forces, and
stabilize hybrid forms. The current research by theorizing
ideological equipollence puts the current ideas of democracy
promotion, authoritarian resilience, and autocracy diffusion into
perspective by providing a framework to understand the stabilizing
processes of multipolar normative competition.

Framework:
Multipolar

3. Theoretical
Equipollence and
Competition

Ideological
Normative

Ideological equipollence as a concept develops out of but grows
out of the prevailing theories of norm diffusion and authoritarian
resilience. Conventional diffusion models presuppose directional
impact: norms are produced by a hegemonic center and are shared
by conditionality, socialization or emulation (Finnemore and
Sikkink, 1998; Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005). In the
same way, illiberal influence has also been conceptualized as
counter-hegemonic substitution, where the autocratic powers
supplant the liberal norms or defend the regimes against foreign
attacks (Ambrosio, 2010; Burnell and Schlumberger, 2010). Both
strategies implicitly assume that there will come a time when one
normative paradigm will take over the domestic political arena.
Nevertheless, normative influence can work not by dispossession
but by co-restraint in multipolar international environments where
different forms of governance also exist, and where they are
simultaneously available. Ideological equipollence can be defined
as a state of more or less stable normative balance within which
rival external systems of governance have a counterbalancing
effect on a domestic regime that does not allow the consolidation
of hegemony based on one particular model and fixes system
hybrids.

Ideological equipollence is not just co-existence of external forces,
but is an equilibrium, produced structurally, by the combination of
three interacting conditions: (1) the existence of alternative
external patrons to encourage different models of governance; (2)
the ability to adapt strategically and selectively by the domestic
elite; and (3) the lack of coercive enforced alignment to make one
model of governance unique. In these instances, domestic elites do
not sit back and receive the diffusion, but rather they are the
brokers of normative competition. They embrace liberal
institutional manifestations i.e. elections, constitutional reform, or
administrative modernization, so as to sustain international
legitimacy and even to gain entry to Western economic integration,
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but at the same time extend partnerships with illiberal forces,
which can supply material resources, security functionalization and
discursive legitimation to centralized power. Instead of progressing
towards democratic stabilization or illiberal durabilization,
democracies stabilize in a balanced relationship where liberal
forms are mixed with illiberal practices.

The ideological equipollence causal mechanism works by the
normative offsetting. Promotion of liberal democracy brings in
institutional  reforms, surveillance and reform discourse.
Nevertheless, other forms of governance, including the sovereign
democracy in Russia and authoritarian capitalism in China, offer
material and symbolical counter-alterations that make the cost of

non-adherence to liberal principles high. The exports of economic
statecraft, financing of infrastructures, cooperation in security and
digital governance increase the capacity of regimes and reduce
their susceptibility to western conditionality (Peyrouse, 2022;
Kassenova and Duprey, 2021). Simultaneously, the narratives
based on sovereignty justify the resistance of external normative
pressure (Acharya, 2014). The interplay of these forces creates
equilibrium of hybridity: institutional conformity through
formalism and liberalism in place with substantive coalescence of
executive authority. This mechanism has the logic shown in Figure
1.

Western Liberal Norms
(US/ European Union)

Institutional Adoption

Russian Sovereign Morms

¥

Secunity Reinforcement

B

Chinese Authoritarian
Capitalism

Normative Offsetting

et

Ideolomical Equipollence

3

Hybrid Regime Stability

Figure 1: Ideological Equipollence under Multipolar Normative Competition

Figure 1 depicts how differentiated external governance models
influence distinct dimensions of domestic political order. Western
liberal norms promote institutional adoption and procedural
reform; Russian sovereign norms reinforce executive authority
through security-centered legitimacy; and Chinese authoritarian
capitalism strengthens economic and technological state capacity.
These channels converge through normative offsetting, preventing
hegemonic dominance by any single governance model. The
resulting equilibrium ideological equipollence stabilizes hybrid
regime structures rather than producing democratic convergence or
authoritarian consolidation.

The theory generates several observable implications. First, states
operating under ideological equipollence will maintain formal
compliance with liberal institutional practices while constraining
substantive political competition. Second, they will diversify
external partnerships across competing normative poles rather than
align exclusively with one. Third, intensified Western normative
pressure will correlate with deepened engagement with alternative
patrons, producing balancing behavior rather than concession.
Finally, institutional reforms will enhance administrative capacity
without fundamentally redistributing political power. Kazakhstan
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constitutes a critical case for evaluating these propositions, as it is
embedded simultaneously within Western reform frameworks,
Russian security architectures, and Chinese economic and
technological networks.

4. Research Design and Methodology

The case-study design used in this study is qualitative and aims at
testing the theory of ideological equipollence, based on a profound
analysis of the case of Kazakhstan between 1991 and 2025. The
case-study method is suitable, since the article is aimed at
analyzing complicated causal interactions between rival external
normative systems and mechanisms of domestic political
adaptations-processes, which must be traced in context, as opposed
to using the large-N statistical inference (George and Bennett,
2005). Kazakhstan is an informative case, which is tactically
important and theoretically informative. It is the most
institutionally advanced and economically developed state in
Central Asia, has significant hydrocarbon reserves, a diversified
foreign policy, and a calculated multi-vector strategy of foreign
policy. If liberal promotion of democracy had a reasonable chance
of success in the area, Kazakhstan would be one of the most-likely
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cases because of comparative administrative potential, integration
with the international arena, and introduction to the Western
institutional model. Such conditions render hybrid governance
persistence analytically useful in testing the theory that multipolar
normative competition results in equilibrium and not transition.

The logic of the research design is theory building and theory
testing. Ideological equipollence is suggested as the mid-range
theoretical proposition as to the ways in which rival governance
models engage with one another to stabilize hybrid regimes. The
empirical analysis as such, uses process tracing to find out the
presence of the observable implications of the theory (George and
Bennett, 2005). Namely, the paper analyzes (1) the Western
democracy promotion packages, such as governance reform
packages, electoral assistance packages, and rule-of-law packages;
(2) the Russian institutional and discursive interventions, such as
regional security and political integration packages; and (3) the
Chinese economic statecraft, infrastructure investment, digital
governance exports, and patterns of diplomatic alignment. Instead
of analyzing these influences as independent variables, they are
compared with each other and chronologically and are observed to
be declining toward Western pressure, the moments of the high
pressures and the moments of counter-pressures.

Several sources are used to draw data to be able to increase the
inferential strength. Primary sources encompass official policy
papers, regional strategic plans and election observation reports of
both the Western and non-Western monitoring agencies, bilateral
agreements and official statements of the Kazakh leadership. The
secondary sources consist of scholarly research on the political
development of Central Asia, research on authoritarian diffusion,
and coverage of digital governance projects and infrastructure
developments. Triangulation of institutional, economic and
discursive domains is possible with different data. A specific focus
is put upon the contrasting evaluations of the electoral processes
conducted by such organizations as the OSCE and Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation, changes in the foreign policy line after
the signs of domestic unrest, and the trends in the economic
interdependence, which can help, mitigate the exposure to Western
conditionality. These are the indicators of measuring whether
normative offsetting mechanisms can be observed in practice.

The period (1991-2025) enables discussing three different stages of
external involvement: the early post-Soviet period of Western
hegemony, the post-9/11 securitization-stage, and the modern
multipolar space featuring increased Russian and Chinese
influence. Such a longitudinal view makes it possible to detect a
structural change and not occasional shifts. The study is based on
one case, but it does not aim at statistical generalization but
analytical generalization (Yin, 2018). The framework can be
applied to other regions with the same dynamics given that the
scope conditions are met such as multipolar normative
competition, strategic elite adjustment and the lack of enforcement
by a hegemon. The case of Kazakhstan thus serves as a critical
inquiry into general discussion on democratization and contestation
of global norms.

5. Western Democracy Promotion and Its
Structural Limits in Central Asia
The Western involvement in Central Asia at the initial post-Soviet

stage was explained in the normative terms between the sovereign
unification, reform of the market and the establishment of
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democratic institutions. This strategy was institutionalized in the
United States in the form of the Freedom Support Act (1992), and
its further development was accentuated by the successive
governments through the focus on the political pluralism, electoral
competition, and development of the civil society as one of the key
strategic goals in the territory (Carothers, 2002; Rumer et al.,
2016). European Union also incorporated democracy and
governance reform in Partnership and Cooperation Agreements
and regional strategy papers by stating that rule of law and
institutional modernization were the key to a sustainable
development (European Commission, 2007; Omelicheva, 2015). In
Kazakhstan, these efforts were converted to technical assistance
programs focused on judicial reform, restructuring of the public
administration, electoral support and development of the NGO. In
the 1990s, Western policy makers believed that economic
liberalization would eventually bring about political accountability
in order to make the broader transition paradigm assumptions that
market reform and democratic consolidation were process-
complementary processes (Carothers, 2002).

Nevertheless, the history of empirical involvement of the West
shows structural contradictions. Prior to the events on September
11, 2001, the democracy promotion was at odds with strategic
objectives, such as nuclear non-proliferation, energy security and
stability in the region (Rumer et al., 2016). After 9/11, the security
cooperation became the most important. The use of military bases,
coordination of counterterrorism, and logistic support of actions in
Afghanistan transformed the U.S. regional engagement, decreasing
the significance of democratic conditionality. Even though formal
discourse still appealed to liberal standards, the enforcement was
still ineffective and unequal. The European Union involvement
despite being more technocratic placed institutional capacity
building above the competition on the political basis and
democratization into the governance reforms as opposed to linking
aid to the enforcing political standards (European Commission,
2007). Consequently, there was the adaptation of liberal forms of
institutional without a corresponding change in power balance.

In the ideological equipollence view, the constraints of Western
democracy promotion cannot be explained in terms of design and
implementation failures only. Instead, they are indicative of the
working of the normative offsetting systems in a multipolar
environment. Western actors were also pushing toward electoral
freedom, transparency and civil society participation into
Kazakhstan, but at the same time increasing economic and security
ties with Russia and China, making the country less susceptible to
Western coercion. The costs of partial adherence to liberal
standards were reduced by the existence of other sources of
investment, infrastructure funding and diplomatic support. Thus,
reform programs usually reinforced administrative effectiveness
and modernization of regulation without reducing executive
supremacy. Elections used to be conducted, constitutional
amendments were provided regularly, and modernization agendas
were marked at ceremonies, still the opposition actors were quite
restricted and media plurality was still limited. According to the
definitions put forward by Levitsky and Way (2010), Kazakhstan
had preserved competitive authoritarian traits, but the contradiction
of these traits had been reinforced by means of external factors,
i.e., to diversified partnerships.

The western reaction to acts of internal unrest also serves as a
symbol of the limitations of the liberal influence. After the January
2022 protests, Western actors focused on the demand to be
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accountable, change the institutions and liberalize politics.
However, the leadership at Kazakhstan struck a balance between
these forces by expanding regional diplomacy and re-establishing
security cooperation in the Eurasian structures. This trend is an
extension of the larger structural rationale of ideological
equipollence: age of increased pressure on the West in terms of
their norms is not associated with a concession of regimes but
strategic diversification. The promotion of liberal democracy is
still institutionally active and rhetorically capable, but structurally
limited by the availability of other models of governance,
eliminating the need to rely on Western conditionality. Instead of
leading to convergence to liberal democracy, Western involvement
is one pole in a competition field of normativism which is helpful
in stabilizing, but not in dissolving, the hybrid governance.

6. China’s Authoritarian Capitalism and
Digital Governance Expansion in Central Asia

The emergence of China in Central Asia has altered the external
normative and material environment in the region. Although
Beijing officially follows an ideology of non-interference, it has a
growing economic, institutional, and technological footprint with
serious political externalities. Ever since the beginning of the
2000s, China has expanded trade, infrastructure investment, and
energy ties throughout the region with Kazakhstan becoming one
of the hubs of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Being wagered
with the major investments in the hydrocarbon extraction,
development of the pipeline, and transportation infrastructure, the
Chinese state-owned companies precondition the long-term
interdependence of Beijing and Astana. The Chinese engagement
is mostly unconditional as opposed to western assistance
frameworks that tend to have explicit benchmarks of governance
about domestic political reform (Peyrouse, 2022). This non-
conditional economic statecraft offers material support to
centralized systems of governance at the expense of decreasing
dependence on the Western financial institutions.

Chinese engagement has more political implications than just
economic cooperation. Beijing engages in regional discourse
formation on sovereignty, stability and counter-extremism through
forums like Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). The
normative framing of the three evils, terrorism, separatism and the
extremism by the SCO gives a security-oriented lexis that justifies
strong state control over political dissent and civil society. In
contrast to the OSCE, the electoral observation efforts of which
focus on the principles of competitiveness and pluralism, the SCO
procedures focus more on order and non-interference, not always
confirming the fairness of electoral results that are being criticized
by western observers. These simultaneous parallel institutions are
the epitome of normative competition. In the case of Kazakhstan,
being members of both western-led institutions and Chinese-led
institutions allows dual legitimation; to be involved in the liberal
standards and not locked in.

The most important aspect of Chinese influence is, perhaps, the
enlargement of digital governance technologies within the
framework of the Digital Silk Road. The projects of the Safe City
in the large urban centers of Kazakhstan include surveillance
infrastructure, facial recognition systems, and centralized data
management platforms (Kassenova and Duprey, 2021). Although
these technologies are officially presented as public safety
programs, they increase the ability of monitoring by the state and
administrative control. The sale of these systems indicates larger
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trends of digital authoritarianism, whereby the spread of
technology intensifies the force and preventive potential without
requiring open ideological symbiosis (Feldstein, 2019). More
importantly, these technological transfer activities coexist with
Western governance reform agenda, which generates dual presence
of bureaucratic rationalization by Western aid and coercive-
technological consolidation by Chinese alliance. This is the duality
of ideological equipollence.

In terms of normative offsetting, the role that China plays is not to
supersede liberal democratic models but to offer counterweights on
structure to lower the costs of partial compliance. Diversifying the
economy to the Chinese markets and financing lessens
vulnerability to western conditionality. The diplomatic alignment
and security cooperation around the Xinjiang issue strengthens
ideals of non-interference. Technological alliances enhance regime
capacity on how to handle dissent. The result is externally
supported resilience. The leadership in Kazakhstan is able to
publicly pledge about the modernization and reform as well as
increase state surveillance and consolidate executive power. Such
the availability of China as a material and normative partner
therefore stabilizes equilibrium hybridity, making promotion of
Western democracy act in a competitive and not hegemonic
normative field.

7. Russia’s Sovereign Democracy and Security-
Centered llliberal Diffusion in Central Asia

The role that Russia plays in Central Asia functions under a rather
different yet complementary normative logic centered on security
integration, historical connections and doctrine of the thesis of so
sovereign democracy. The influence of Moscow is more deeply
rooted in overlapping institutional legacies, linguistic closeness,
military co-operation and regional security institutions as opposed
to the elevated economic statecraft, which exists in China.
Sovereign democracy has been developed in the mid-2000s the
idea, according to which political development is culturally
specific and hostile to outside interference, the centralized power
and national sovereignty are more privileged than liberal pluralism
(Ambrosio, 2010). This story is familiar in the post-Soviet setting
where the issues of territorial integrity, stability of the regime, and
foreign manipulation are still relevant. In the case of Kazakhstan,
the political order of the country is tied to the presence of the
Russian-led institutions (Collective Security Treaty Organization,
CSTO and Eurasian Economic Union, EAEU) which are designed
to focus on sovereignty and continuance of regimes as opposed to
conditionality on democracies.

Russian influence on the security dimension was especially evident
when the country was facing a domestic crisis. In January 2022,
mass demonstrations in Kazakhstan made President Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev request the assistance of the CSTO, after which
the Russian-led peacekeeping forces were deployed very quickly.
Even though the intervention was short-term, it represented the
integration of Kazakhstan into a security system where stability of
regimes comes first. In terms of diffusion, this kind of intervention
strengthens executive centrality norms and collective regime
protection by member states. The CSTO reaction was an indication
that survival of the regime and not liberal reform is the main
organizing principle of regional security cooperation. This is unlike
the Western form of security involvement where stability is usually
rhetorically associated with reform of governance. Russian security



ISAR ] Arts Humanit Soc Sci; Vol-4, Iss-2, 2026

assistance is thereby acting as a structural guarantee and there are
less incentives to act politically liberalized in crisis conditions.

In addition to the formal institutions, Russia exerts normative
pressure by media system, educational relationships and elite
socialization patterns that perpetuate mutual conceptions of
authority and stateness (Hale, 2015). In Kazakhstan, Russian media
is a popular source of information and it influences the Forums of
sovereignty, Western interventionism, and identity. The
conceptualization of color revolutions as an externally organized
destabilization campaign supports the distrust in the Western
democracy advancement programs. These kinds of stories help
create a form of normative offsetting by undermining liberal
reform pressures as a tool to interfere in geopolitics. Russian
influence in this meaning is not as much economically based, but
rather discursively and security-based legitimation of centralized
governance.

In the context of ideological equipollence, the role of Russia
consists in strengthening the pole of sovereignty of the normative
area. Where China builds regime capacity by improving the
economies and the technological system, Russia offers continuity
of history, assurance of security and justification of the executive.
The multi-vector foreign policy adopted by Kazakhstan provides
the balance between the active interaction with the Western
institutions and the active involvement in the Russian-dominated
systems of security. The outcome is not total coincidence but
weighted balance. The times of heightened Western reproach or

internal turmoil also exhibit reaffirmed regional security
collaboration, which depicts balancing, yet not convergence.
Russian power therefore forms a second axis of normative as if the
Chinese material reinforcement and they stabilize hybrid
governance in Central Asia together.

8. Ideological Equipollence in Practice:
Normative Competition and Regime
Stabilization in Kazakhstan

The preceding empirical analysis has demonstrated that

Kazakhstan’s political trajectory cannot be adequately explained
through singular frameworks of democracy promotion failure or
endogenous authoritarian resilience. Instead, the interaction of
Western liberal diffusion, Chinese economic-technological
reinforcement, and Russian security-discursive legitimation
produces a structurally sustained equilibrium. Liberal institutions
remain formally embedded within the political system regular
elections are conducted, constitutional reforms are periodically
introduced, and governance modernization programs are publicly
advanced. Simultaneously, executive dominance persists,
opposition actors operate within constrained arenas, and state
surveillance capacity has expanded. To clarify how these external
governance models operate through distinct mechanisms yet
converge in their domestic effects, Table 1 synthesizes their
normative orientations, channels of influence, and political
consequences in Kazakhstan.

Table 1: Competing Normative Frameworks and Their Political Effects in Kazakhstan

Dimension United States / European Union Russia China
Core Normative . . . -
Frame Liberal democracy Sovereign democracy Authoritarian capitalism

Primary Governance
Priority

Political pluralism, electoral

competitiveness, rule of law

Regime stability, national
sovereignty, executive centrality

Economic development, social order,
non-interference

. . . Security integration, discursive | Economic statecraft, infrastructure
Mechanism of | Conditionality, governance reform e . L . .
. o legitimation, regional institutional | finance, digital governance
Influence programs, election monitoring ; .
alignment technologies
Institutional OSCE, EU Partnership Agreements, | CSTO, EAEU, Russian-led media | SCO, Belt and Road Initiative,
Platforms bilateral democracy assistance and security networks Digital Silk Road
Mode of Norm | Institutional socialization and legal | Sovereignty-centered framing and | Material incentives and technological
Diffusion harmonization crisis-based reinforcement capacity-building
Domestic  Political | Adoption of formal democratic | Reinforcement of executive authority | Expansion of administrative capacity

Effect in Kazakhstan

institutions and reform discourse

and security-based legitimacy

and surveillance infrastructure

The above empirical discussion has revealed that the political path
of Kazakhstan cannot be sufficiently explained with the help of
single models either of the failure of democracy promotion or
present-day authoritarian resilience. Rather, the interplay of
Western diffusion of liberalism, Chinese economic-technological
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strengthening as well as Russian security-discursive legitimation
creates the structurally maintained balance. Liberal institutions still
stay in the official form within the political system- regular
elections are organized, constitutional reforms are also being
offered periodically and the modernization of the governance is



ISAR ] Arts Humanit Soc Sci; Vol-4, Iss-2, 2026

promoted publicly. At the same time, there is still widespread
executive domination, limited spaces of opposition actors, and
increased state monitoring abilities. To explain how these external
governance models can work through unified channels but have a
shared impact on their domestic effects, Table 1 has synthesized
their normative orientations, channels of influence, and political
effects in Kazakhstan. As Table 1 shows, the three external actors
do not merely compete on the rhetorical level; they work through
differentiated institutional, material, and discursive channels that
bolster different aspects of the political order in Kazakhstan.
Western involvement leads to procedural institutionalization and
discourse of reform, which fosters the use of formal democratic
processes. The Russian influence puts too much emphasis on
sovereignty and continuity of executives, especially in times of
instability, which strengthens the legitimacy based on security.
Through Chinese participation, economic and technological power
is enhanced, which increases the administrative capabilities of the
state and its surveillance ability. The interplay of these processes
gives rise to normative offsetting: the tendency to liberal reform is
offset by the assurances of security, the support of the economy-
technology. Instead of substituting for each other, these external
structures live side by side, and restrict transformative change in
each other.

The resultant effect is the equilibrium hybridity. In order to
continue to engage with the Western institutions, Kazakhstan has
adequate procedural adherence to liberal norms, but at the same
time strengthened the connection with actors that care about
sovereignty, stability, and development over pluralism. The
diversification of economic interdependence minimizes exposure
to western conditionality, whereas the association with regional
security renders insurances against domestic instabilities.
Modernization of technologies improves regime capability to deal
with dissent without giving up on reform discourse. More to the
point, ideological equipollence does not mean that influence cannot
be uneven at any moment; on the contrary, this is a dynamic
balance according to which no one form of governance can become
hegemonic and reorganise the internal political structure.
Normative competition as such is thus stabilizing and not
destabilizing of the hybrid configuration.

There are more theoretical implications of this synthesis. First, it
disputes the use of linear diffusion models that only the weakening
of liberal norms is supposed by multipolarity, but rather hybrid
regimes are embedded by offering alternatives. Second, it refrains
the concept of authoritarian resilience to be defined as externally
supported instead of being domestically produced only. Third, it
indicates that the current world order can give rise to calculated
hybridity instead of polarization of ideologies. The example of
Kazakhstan has shown that where the domestic elites have the
ability to politically maneuver in a manner that allows them to
balance the rival external structures, multipolarity serves as a
stabilizer of the regime and not a source of change.

9. Conclusion: Multipolar Norm Contestation
and the Stability of Hybrid Regimes in Central
Asia

This article has contended that the political pathway taken by
Kazakhstan cannot be well accounted using both the traditional

explanations of democracy promotion failure and domestic
authoritarian resilience. Rather, the continuation of hybrid
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governance in Central Asia is indicative of a contact between
competing external sets of norms in a multipolar international
system. The research has shown that liberal democratic diffusion,
authoritarian capitalism models in China, and Russian governance
models based on sovereignty have been affecting each other not as
antagonistic models but as antithetical ones. Multiple external
patrons facilitate the way the domestic elites can strategically usurp
the institutional form, as well as deflect the economic and security
alliance, and stabilize the executive ascendancy without the need to
forsake the official interaction with liberal norms. In this regard,
democracy promotion does not merely weaken, but it turns into
one of the poles in a competitive normative space, which
structurally constrains its transformative ability.

The results are relevant to a number of research streams. They,
first, criticize the diffusion models that presuppose the linear
approach to liberal democracy in conditions of long-term
engagement. In multipolar politics, alternative governance models
reduce liberal conditionality advantage in existence, and
mechanisms of normative offsetting are brought about. Second, the
discussion builds up on the authoritarian resilience theory by
showing that regime durability is not always a result of
domestically formed political economy set-ups, but it is also
bolstered by economic statecraft, security assurances and
technological alliances. Third, the paper advances the current
arguments on global order since it proposes the idea that
multipolarity can create equilibrium and not polarization. Instead
of forcing states to take sides on opposing ideological sides,
normative competition can permit moderate hybridity to exist.

These dynamics have serious implications to the Central Asia
region. Multi-vector foreign policies have been institutionalized in
the region, especially in the state of Kazakhstan, which integrate
them concurrently into the Western reform structures, Russian
security systems and the Chinese economic relations. Hybrid
regimes will probably continue to hold their own as long as this
state of competitive endeavors persists and no one external force
attains a state of hegemonic control. The reform programs and the
changes in elections and modernization campaigns can change the
administrative systems, yet so long as the wider equilibrium in
norms is not changed, structural reform is unlikely to occur.
Multipolarity, therefore strengthens equilibrium as opposed to
instigating democratic breakthrough or authoritarian closure.

On a larger scale, the idea of ideological equipollence sets one to
rethink the way scholars interpret the path of regimes in the regions
that were exposed to the competing models of governance. Future
studies ought to focus on the possibility of the same equilibrium
dynamics in other regions of the Global South where states have to
negotiate between liberal institutions and sovereignty-based
options. A comparison between cases integrated with intersecting
security and economic networks would further streamline scope
conditions and demystify the permanence of such equilibria. Due
to the increasing rates of diffusion of global powers and the growth
of normative contestation, the study of the stabilizing nature of
multipolar competition becomes not only critical in theoretical
exploration but also in policy making. As the case of Kazakhstan
implies, in a divided international system, convergence or collapse
is not necessarily the future of political development but rather the
future of political development can be characterized by
equilibrium.
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