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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores how standards of hegemonic femininity are established for modern Kazakh
women, and how these standards are enforced upon women in different spaces, specifically on
social media platforms and via official state discourse. This study investigates how standards of
hegemonic femininity are utilized by the state to police women’s bodies, glorify national culture,
and normalize violence against women who do not conform to these standards. Building upon the
legitimacy established through state discourses, online discussions further reinforce the
normalization of violence. Drawing upon discourse analysis as the primary method for examining
available comments on Facebook and Instagram and Nursultan Nazarbayev’s speeches, among
other sources, this thesis is one of the first studies of modern Kazakh nationalism from a critical
gendered perspective that situates discourses about Kazakh women in the context of sexual
violence. The main significance of this work is uncovering how colonial and Soviet heritage affect
the notion of Kazakhness today and the way these ideas, as an amalgamation of postcolonial and
nationalist politics, perpetuate harmful standards of behavior for Kazakh women. By studying the
discourse, | aim to demonstrate the narrow liminal space between the East and the West in which
Kazakh women are being placed today for the sake of preserving the uniqueness of national culture

that leads to ‘weaponization” of women’s bodies and naturalization of violence against them.
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Introduction

Introduction

Over the past few years there has been an increase in the volume of content being
generated that pertains to the topic of how to be a modern Kazakh woman.1 A few examples
include a series of lectures on the moral education of young women in local universities and
books aimed at teaching women how to be perfect Kazakh wives (all created and implemented
with a support of a local government), an emergence of uyatmen who threaten Kazakh women
for sharing revealing pictures of themselves online with physical abuse, and a viral short film
Zhezekshe about the moral lesson on how young Kazakh women should dress modestly in
order to avoid harassment and violence.2 In times of global interconnectivity and constant
exposure of personal lives on the internet, Kazakh women and men are facing new dimensions
of policing of their bodies and behavior that places a heavy burden on their shoulders of
representing the nation and adhering to Kazakh standards of hegemonic masculinity and

femininity.

The focus of this thesis is the burden of national representation that falls on Kazakh
women. The concept of femininity represents a multifaceted process where women participate
as active agents and represent different understandings of the concept. Mimi Schippers and
Erin Grayson Sapp conceptualize femininity through the years. According to the authors, the
second wave of feminism saw femininity as strictly deleterious characteristics assigned to
1 In my work, I use word ‘Kazakh’ to refer to ethnically Kazakh people and word “Kazakhstani” to refer to citizens

of Kazakhstan, who could be of different ethnicities.
“BCTpeqa Hanpasnennas Ha HpaBCTBeHHoe Bocnuranue )leBymeK ” KaZATU 2017,

Toyshlbekova “Peuemna Ha KHHTY «Tbl kasamika. ['opauce!»,” Vlast December 18, 2019,

https://vlast.kz/hooks/36405-recenzia-na-knigu-ty-kazaska-gordis.html; «39to mo3opwuiie Ha BCIO CTpaHy» - Kak
B Ka3aXCTaHe HAKa3bIBAIOT 32 BHI30B yaTy,” Caravan, January 8, 2018 hnpimmmmrayaakzlmiehig

“}Ke3el<me / eTe MafLIHaJILI KI/IHO 2020 / )KaHa Ka3a1<ma KI/IHO ” Youtube June 4, 2020

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ljsSMOEnDCJE&feature=youtu.be.
1



http://kazatu.kz/ru/news/Vstrecha-naprvlennaya-na-nravstvennoe-vospitanie-devushek-6819.html
https://vlast.kz/books/36405-recenzia-na-knigu-ty-kazaska-gordis.html
https://www.caravan.kz/news/ehto-pozorishhe-na-vsyu-stranu-kak-v-kazakhstane-nakazyvayut-za-vyzov-uyatu-509617/
https://www.caravan.kz/news/ehto-pozorishhe-na-vsyu-stranu-kak-v-kazakhstane-nakazyvayut-za-vyzov-uyatu-509617/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ljsMOEnDCJE&feature=youtu.be
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women under patriarchy that should be completely eradicated for the emancipation of women.
Third wave feminists, on the other hand, see femininity as something that could be embodied
by anyone and be used as a “source of power.”3 In my research, | concentrate on the way
femininity is deployed by the state and the public as an inferior counterpart to masculinity to
be controlled by men. However, | do recognize the way many feminist scholars and activists
today reimagine femininity outside of its hegemonic standards. This thesis draws attention to
the social construction of femininity by the Kazakhstani government, and how the government
‘weaponizes’ the construction of gender roles potentially legitimizing a culture of misogyny
and victim-blaming in the country. It is important to state that Kazakh people and Kazakh
women are not monolith categories with uniform beliefs and expressions of their
masculinity/femininity. There is no simple juxtaposition between Kazakh men and women, as
Kazakh men also suffer and are starting to speak out against unachievable standards of

hegemonic masculinity.

A study of online discourse surrounding nationalist expectations from Kazakh women
analyzes the ways through which national identities in Kazakhstan are being shaped and
enforced in daily interactions. An analysis of the official state discourse in this thesis recognizes
the power of the state in the nationalist processes of an undemocratic society of Kazakhstan. |
define official state discourse as a discourse produced by members of the government. Official
state discourse warrants a separate chapter in this thesis, since Kazakhstan has an authoritarian
political regime with tight control over media and continuous crackdowns on the freedom of
speech. A complete control over the narrative of national culture leads to what Partha

Chatterjee describes as a top-down model of nationalism when there is an “imposition of

3 M. Schippers and E. G. Sapp, “Reading Pulp Fiction: Femininity and Power in Second and Third Wave
Feminist Theory,” Feminist Theory 13, no. 1 (April 1, 2012): 31.

2
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cultural homogeneity from the top, through state action.”s Kazakhstan fits the top-down model
of Chatterjee by being an authoritarian state with considerably limited civil liberties where the
state plays the key role in defining the nation-building model, and what ethno-cultural

traditions and practices are preserved as parts of the national cultural heritage.

The main research question of the study is how nationalism in Kazakhstan, as
constructed in online spaces and through state rhetoric, reinforces standards of hegemonic
femininity and, thus, exacerbates the normalization of violence against women in the country.
| define the normalization of violence as acceptance of at least some levels and forms of
violence against women as normal and culturally appropriate. | operationalize normalization
of violence by looking at the prevalence of victim-blaming and sexist and misogynistic
explanations behind gender-based violence in the online discourse. | base my understanding of
hegemonic femininity on Mimi Schippers’ definition of it as a set of standards for womanly
behavior that puts them in the inferior position to men.s As | discuss further in the Literature
Review, violence against women (VAW) is chosen since it is one of the most illustrative
indicators of gender inequality in a given society. The United Nation’s Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women defines VAW as “any act of gender-based violence
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to
women.”s VAW, therefore, is multifaceted and all its forms are interconnected with each other.
This thesis focuses on two specific forms of violence against women: rape by a stranger, and
domestic abuse by a husband, as forms of VAW that attract the most media and state attention

and, therefore, generate the most discourse around it online.

4 Partha Chaterjee, “Nationalism as a Problem,” in The Post-colonial Studies Reader, eds. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth

Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin (Taylor & Francis 2003), 165.

5 Mimi Schippers, “Recovering the Feminine Other: Masculinity, Femininity, and Gender Hegemony,” Theory

and Society 36, no. 1 (March 9, 2007): 85-102.

6 “Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women,” United Nations, December 20, 1993,
:[lIwww.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/violenceagainstwomen.aspx.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/violenceagainstwomen.aspx
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My thesis is a study of nationalism in Kazakhstan from a critical feminist perspective
and from the positionality of being a Kazakh woman. Kazakhstan is a case study of a newly
independent state with colonial and socialist pasts that is actively building a national identity
via reimagination and re-traditionalization.7 The main argument of the research is that
contemporary Kazakh women are put by both the state and the society in a liminal space
between the East and the West where they are forced to constantly perform according to the
standards of hegemonic femininity, and to represent nation’s honor even in situations of sexual
violence. Traditions and cultural mores are continuously enforced onto Kazakh women in
different spaces and contexts. After discussing the processes of how such traditions come about
based on the historical context of the country, I demonstrate how hegemonic femininity is
enforced onto Kazakh woman in online discussions on violence against women, especially on

Instagram and Facebook, and in a broader official state rhetoric as well.

Background context

Before becoming a part of the USSR after the October Revolution of 1917, Kazakh
tribes had already had a history of colonization by the Russian Empire. 8 The country has been
independent since 1991 with Nursultan Nazarbayev leading an authoritarian government and
being the first and only president with unilateral power until March 2019. The country’s nation-
building process is set up to create a separate identity for Kazakhstani people based primarily

on Kazakh ethno-cultural traditions.

The majority of Kazakhs are Sunni Muslims, which has over time led to a creation of a
unique Muslim culture in the country. Islam has been a fundamental part of national identity

of Kazakh people. G.M. Yemelianova recalls history of the spread of Islam in present-day

7 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent Kazakhstan,”
Europe-Asia Studies 68, no. 5 (May 27, 2016): 917-35.

8 Gani Aldashev and Catherine Guirkinger, “Colonization and Changing Social Structure: Evidence from
Kazakhstan,” Journal of Development Economics 127 (July 2017): 415.

4



Kazakhstan. “From the fifteenth century Islam became the official religion of the Kazakh
Khanate which marked the beginning of the Kazakh nation. Since then Islam has steadily
proliferated across various strata of Kazakh society.”s Thus, Islam was accepted as the major
religion among Kazakh around the same time when the Kazakh Khanate, the first political
grouping of the Kazakh ethnic group, was established meaning that Islam has been at the roots

of Kazakh ethnic identity.

During the Soviet era, the policies of forced secularism differed across Central Asia
with Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) as the primary target. Douglas Northrop outlines
the remake of gender practices in Soviet Uzbekistan by the Soviet authorities, which mainly
focused on unveiling of Uzbek Muslim women. Northrop’s work demonstrates the way
women’s bodies have been used as a ground for power struggles between Soviet authorities
and native communities in the processes of Sovietization and korenizatsiia. While the author
does not account for in detail what was the issue of resistance in Kazakhstan, his text highlights
the fact that gender relations were a focal point in changing and assimilating Central Asia into

the Soviet Union.1o0

Anuradha M. Chenoy argues that in the process of de-Islamization and general
integration, Central Asian women were used by the Soviet authorities as “agents for Soviet
policies in the region.”11 Chenoy describe the way women in Central Asia were transformed
into a working class, while some specific traditional practices like kalym (bride price paid to
her family) were outlawed. As a socialist state, the government propagated the belief that

“women’s oppression had been eradicated because of female participation in labour” which

9 G.M. Yemelianova, “Islam, National Identity and Politics in Contemporary Kazakhstan,” Asian Ethnicity 15,
no. 3 (July 3, 2014): 287.

10 Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Cornell University Press,
2004), 345.

11 Anuradha M. Chenoy, “Islam, Women and Identity in Contemporary Central Asia,” Economic and Political
Weekly 31, no. 9 (March 2, 1996): 516.



had resulted in a newfound women empowerment that did not exist before in the region where
social relations were of feudal nature with women holding little to no power. However, as
women were still expected to fulfill their roles as wives and mothers, this meant that they

carried the double burden of paid and domestic work.12

Methodology

In my thesis, I use discourse analysis to trace how casual interactions in digital settings
perpetuate standards of hegemonic femininity and normalize victim-blaming and
stigmatization of survivors of gender-based violence. Discourse analysis is a qualitative
research method that analyzes language and what power it holds for our understanding of the
world. Teun A. van Dijk defines critical discourse analysis as an analytical research method
that “primarily studies the way social power abuse, dominance and inequality are enacted,
reproduced and resisted by text and talk in the social and political context.”13 According to the
author, analyzing discourse entails questioning the way “specific discourse structures” are used
for the reinforcement of social dominance on various levels of lingual communication and in
different contexts. Van Dijk also argues that discourse analysis serves as an appropriate
research tool for studying cultural hegemony, the way powerful forces stay in power not
through abusive tactics but through mundane actions. Therefore, discourse analysis allows for
the necessary space to step back and take in a fuller picture of how nationalist rhetoric finds its
way into every level of modern everyday socialization. Nationalism is a force present in the
political development of most modern states, and yet it is also inextricably linked with the
everyday lives of people. Nationalism manifests itself in the ways people interact with each

other, and observing and analyzing the way people interact on a daily basis in such active and

12 Chenoy, “Islam, Women and Identity in Contemporary Central Asia,” 517.
13 Teun A. van Dijk, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” in The Handbook of Discourse Analysis (John Wiley & Sons,
Ltd, 2008), 349.
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accessible space as social networks give access to these interactions in their most

unembellished form.

Language is a powerful tool of oppression that carries distinctive power to uniform,
censor, and stigmatize. Michel Foucault defines discourse as a space where “power and
knowledge are joined together” and it being a “series of discontinuous segments whose tactical
function is neither uniform nor stable.”14 | choose discourse analysis as the main method for
this study due to an understudied power of language and social interactions in the perpetuation
of nationalist sexist rhetoric in Kazakhstan. Discourse analysis is a method that shows the
weight and consequences of elements of our socialization that we might consider mundane and
of little consequence. Myra Macdonald (2003) defines discourse as “a system of
communicative practices that are integrally related to wider social and cultural practices, and
that help to construct specific frameworks of thinking.”15 Moreover, according to Foucault,
discourse manifests itself in different forms and spaces. Thus, discourse analysis warrants a
study of various levels where discourse is produced and what power each of this level has,
which is what | aim to achieve by studying both digital media interactions and official state
rhetoric. Macdonald makes a strong case for discourse analysis as a preferable method of
studying media due to its distinctive ability to evade the narrowness of a semiotic analysis and
still being more precise than an ideological analysis that tends to overgeneralize. Macdonald
argues that media makes up a significant part of “the fabric of our social world” and serves as
an “inventor of values and ideas.”1s This attests the cultural power of social media today

validating the necessity of its analysis from various perspectives.

14 Michel Foucault, “Chapter 2 Method, Part IV The Deployment of Sexuality,” in History of Sexuality, trans.
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990).

15 Myra Macdonald, Exploring Media Discourse (London: Arnold, 2003), 10.

16 Macdonald, Exploring Media Discourse, 2.
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Social media in the form of social networks today allows for a new unprecedented level
of connection between individuals, and exposure to view of all segments of the public. | chose
to focus primarily on Facebook and Instagram, as these are among the top three most used
social networks in the country.17 Instagram and Facebook have been rapidly growing their user-
base in the last several years. Reportedly, the most common way to engage in discussions with
others on these platforms is through commenting on the posts of others.1s Therefore, the
comments sections under public posts of popular users on these networks is the primary focus
of this discourse analysis. Social networks like Facebook and Instagram represent a
contemporary space where everyone can ‘meet’ and share their views. The experience is
intensified because of the erasure of class, sex, and ethnic borders that the internet provides.
Anyone can comment on a public post or start a new conversation. Moreover, social networks
grant anonymity and a level of protection and distance to the commenter allowing for a certain
level of boldness of statements that may not have come about in personal interactions or during
an observation or an interview. The barrier that the internet creates between the users tends to
dehumanize people to each other, which elicits a more confident self-expression. This makes
Facebook and Instagram virtual spaces that offer diverse, uncensored perspectives of almost

any segment of the society with access to the internet.

On both of these platforms | looked for posts that attracted significant level of attention
and generated polemic among the users resulting in at least 100 comments under a post. All of
the posts and comments are either in Russian or Kazakh and the posts are published on accounts
of Kazakhstani news outlets or local Kazakh bloggers/activists. | translate comments into
English myself and alter grammar and sentence structure for the sake of clarity. In order to
legitimize my examples, | provide original text with the author’s grammar, spelling, and

17 Bmagumup Hukurus, “Camble nomysisipHele conpainbHble ceTd B Kazaxcrane,” Komcomonsckas npagoa,

August 26, 2019, https://mww.kp.kz/online/news/3585076/.

18 Huxurun, “Camble nomynspHble conuanbable ceTu B Kasaxcrane.”

8
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punctuation of each comment | analyze in the footnotes in italics followed by a reference to the
source. If one footnote is used for more than one comment, I number each of the original

comment in the footnote for clarity.

| base my choice of method on feminist studies that demonstrate the importance of
media discourse for the normalization of gender-based violence. Floretta Boonzaier studies
racialized and gendered discourse of gender-based violence in news coverage in South Africa
that is rooted in colonial, gendered, and racial undertones.19 Her argument about how the victim
has to adhere to standards of a ‘ideal’ victim in order to be perceived as non-deserving of
violence that has befallen her by the news, and hence the public as well, is applicable to an
observable tendency in Kazakhstan’s social media to prioritize both in the news coverage and
policy action the issue of sexual violence against children over sexual violence against other
vulnerable groups, such as women and non-heterosexual and non-binary individuals. Children
fall in the category of victims that, as Shannon O’Hara argues, are harder to portray sexually
and therefore “it is harder for reporters to blame [children] for the rape.”20 O’Hara also argues
that “these [media] portrayals also reinforce stereotypes, which find their way into public
opinion, policy, and the legal system,”21 proving that different levels of discourse interact and

affect each other, as | also argue in my analysis of online and state discourses.

Another study that informs my methodology is Diana T. Kudaibergenova’s research
about a mobile application named Kelin22 that looks through viral content on Instagram and

Facebook and observes women’s messages to each other on the Kelin app’s forum.23 In her

19 Floretta Boonzaier, “The Life and Death of Anene Booysen: Colonial Discourse, Gender-Based Violence and
Media Representations, ” South Afiican Journal of Psychology 47, no. 4 (December 2017): 470-81.

20 Shannon O’Hara, “Monsters, Playboys, Virgins and Whores: Rape Myths in the News Media’s Coverage of
Sexual Violence,” Language and Literature: International Journal of Stylistics 21, no. 3 (August 2012): 255.

21 O’Hara, “Monsters, Playboys, Virgins and Whores,” 248.

22 Kazakh word for daughter-in-law

23 Diana T Kudaibergenova, “Marriage, Women, and Re-Traditionalization in Post-Soviet Kazakhstan,” Women
of Asia: Globalization, Development, and Gender Equity, 2018, 379-89.

9
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digital ethnography analysis, the author demonstrates how Kazakh women are diminished to
one-dimensional characters and poked fun at, while still being held to impossibly high
standards of being ‘good’ daughters-in-law. The misogyny rooted in these standards is a
manifestation of standards of hegemonic femininity that essentializes women as mothers and
wives. The popularity that these standards enjoy among the public demonstrates a resurgence
of "traditional” Kazakh values in the new, post-independence Kazakh identity.
Kudaibergenova's work highlights a gendered aspect of the newfound re-traditionalization of
the Kazakh identity that is being socialized and validated through digital media, all of which
warrants relevance to my study of these tendencies in Kazakh society from a different angle of

discourse analysis.

Social networks are a place for self-expression where, at the same time, this expression
is subjected to constant judgement and policing. A different study of Kudaibergenova on body
image highlights the role social networks as the sites of both freedom and control. 24
Kudaibergenova argues that re-traditionalization that she sees on social media today has more
of a bottom-up nature rather than coming from the elites due to the fact that many social
phenomena are being facilitated by actions of ordinary users of the Internet, similar to 2016
uyatman incident.2s By analyzing several cases of highly popular public figures on Instagram
who challenge 're-traditionalization’, Kudaibergenova confirms the importance of social media
in both cultural and political dimensions of social life and the way they can intertwine under

one post, comment or hashtag.

24 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “The Body Global and the Body Traditional: A Digital Ethnography of Instagram
and Nationalism in Kazakhstan and Russia, ” Central Asian Survey 38, no. 3 (September 2019): 363-80.

25 The word means a man who shames, an amalgamation of a Kazakh word for shame and an English word for
man. Kudaibergenova describes 2016 case when a Kazakh man decided to cover up breasts of a Kazakh woman
statute, as he deemed it inappropriate.

10
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Limitations for this kind of social media discourse analysis include assumptions that |
must make about certain characteristics related to a person’s online profile, such as sex, gender,
age, location. The research is conducted with an assumption that the comments found on the
internet for everyone to see are representative of the views of the commenter. There is always
a possibility of the fraudulent commentary generated by bots. There also now exists a group of
users widely known as “nurbots” (merging of the root Nur, a part of Nursultan Nazarbayev’s
first name, and the word bot), which are known to generate pro-government or anti-opposition
content on social networks. Therefore, there is a possibility that not all views encountered
online on social networks are authentic and that some are even generated with an explicit
political agenda. However, the idea that certain users are paid to disseminate a particular
message on social networks also proves how important social networks have become in shaping
our political and social views, the argument reiterated by constant blocking of social media in

Kazakhstan by the government.2s

Lastly, my study of gendered nationalism in Kazakhstan is informed by postcolonial
feminist texts that re-imagine the agency of the “Third World” woman and non-Western
feminism/s. The study of gender theory and histories of feminism(s) have largely been critiqued
for alienating non-Western and non-white audiences, as well as exoticizing ‘other’ subjects of
research. | place special importance on my identity as a Kazakh woman who was born and
raised in Kazakhstan, as I believe that being a “Third World” woman myself and writing about
my “Third World” country is a part of decolonization of the knowledge production process.
My work represents my contribution to the process of decolonization by being, as Kirin

Narayan phrases it, a native anthropologist who challenges ideas of objectivity in social science

26 Diana Baidildayeva, “Internet Censorship in Kazakhstan More Pervaswe than You May Thlnk ”
openDemocracy, March 26, 2018, https:



https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/internet-censorship-in-kazakhstan/

research.2z With my work, | place myself among other “Third World” female scholars while
acknowledging both my class and education privileges and highlighting the importance of my
background for my research. | seek to carve out a space for Central Asian women in the

category of the “Third World” feminist studies with my research.

In the first analytical chapter of the thesis, | provide an in-depth historical context with
an analysis of the way postcolonial and post-Soviet contexts inform modern understandings of
Kazakhness by the society. This chapter helps to account for how certain standards of
hegemonic femininity become safeguarded in the modern day. The next chapter focuses on the
analysis of the online discourse and discussions of Kazakh femininity in connection with
incidents of gender-based violence, rape by a stranger and domestic abuse by a husband. The
study of online discourse demonstrates the prevalence of Kazakh Muslim practices in
discussions of rape and domestic violence, as well as the tendency among online users to reduce
women to their male relations and remain wary of the Western influence on women, which
entails emancipation and rampant non-heterosexual relationships. The last chapter provides an
examination of the official state and Nazarbayev’s discourse on gender equality and the way
the state also participates in reproducing the reductive ideas about Kazakh womanhood. By
basing the analysis of the last chapter on three of Nazarbayev’s speeches, it becomes clear how
the state’s insistence on connecting matters of gender equality and family affairs can legitimize
nationalistic trends found among the public in online discourses. Nazarbayev’s imaginary of
Kazakh woman abides by Kazakh Muslim standards of behavior and represents the uniqueness

of Kazakh identity by keeping the distance from the Middle Eastern Islamic practices. The

27 Kirin Narayan, “How Native Is a ‘Native’ Anthropologist?,” in Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, by
Reina Lewis and Sara Mills, ed. Reina Lewis and Sara Mills (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 285—
306.
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conclusion to the thesis offers final thoughts on how prevalent hegemonic femininity is in
Kazakh society today, when a woman’s value is calculated according to her male relatives,
which hinders gender equality and normalizes victim-blaming and stigmatization of survivors

of rape and domestic abuse in Kazakhstan’s society.
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Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

This chapter reviews literature pertaining to the topic of hegemonic femininity in
Kazakh national culture perpetuated in digital media and state responses. The aim of the
literature review is to combine different theoretical approaches, such as gendered nationalism
and postcolonial feminism, in order to account for Kazakhstan’s colonial past. | also point out
a gap in the existing studies of gendered nationalism studies done on Kazakhstan and Central
Asia. | begin this chapter by expanding upon the concepts of hegemony and hegemonic
femininity introduced previously, and use these definitions to examine gendered nationalism

and postcolonialism in the Central Asian context.

Hegemony, femininity, and hegemonic femininity

The concept of hegemony in the context of culture and nation was developed by Marxist
philosopher Antonio Gramsci in the early twentieth century. With the term ‘cultural hegemony’
Gramsci sought to outline the way dominant classes exercise continuous power over
subordinate classes not through coercion and blunt force, but rather via an ideological
persuasion. As Gramsci explains, “hegemony is a relation, not of domination by means of
force, but of consent by means of political and ideological leadership.”1 The powerless,
therefore, do not rebel and overthrow the capitalist elite because the working class is confined
to the codes of respectability that are designed to preserve its subordination to the elite. The
“moral leadership” of the government, according to Gramsci, must be continuously framed by
the powerful as ‘leading’ the people to ensure dominance. Hegemony dictates ideological
modes of behavior that are practiced daily.2 The concept of cultural hegemony led to further

explorations of hegemonic masculinity and femininity. The idea that people’s consent is given

1 Roger Simon and Stuart Hall, Gramsci’s Political Thought (Lawrence & Wishart, 2002), 22.
2 Simon and Hall, Gramsci’s Political Thought, 59.
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freely to the authority of the ruling class who are recognized as ideological leaders who
establish valid cultural norms is key for my analytical framework. I look into what kind of
moralistic leadership Kazakhstani government represents in matters of gender equality and how

people enforce ideas about ‘morally correct’ behavior onto Kazakh women online.

Gramsci’s cultural hegemony is a potent term for feminist academia as it has been
employed for the terms of hegemonic masculinity and femininity. The connection between
state ideology and a set of expectations about the behavior of its members based on their gender
was first discussed by Raewyn Connell. Connell conceptualizes hegemonic masculinity as “the
pattern of practice (i.e. things done, not just a set of role expectations or an identity) that
allowed men’s dominance over women to continue.”3 According to Connell, although only a
small minority of men were assumed to possess hegemonic masculinity, it was defined as a
normative concept and applied to all men in general. Essentially, the concept of hegemonic
masculinity incorporates all the norms that make a man into the most honorable version of
himself, as deemed by the society, and positions all men in relation to this standard, while also

legitimizing “the global subordination of women to men.”s

Mimi Schippers builds upon Connell’s work to arrive at the following term that I use
as the main definition of hegemonic femininity in my thesis: “Hegemonic femininity consists
of the characteristics defined as womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and
complementary relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the
dominant position of men and the subordination of women.”’s Hegemonic femininity, therefore,

surmises men in the dominant position in the society and women as inferior to them. While

3 R. W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept,” Gender &
Society 19, no. 6 (December 2005): 829-59.

4 Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity.”

5 Mimi Schippers, “Recovering the Feminine Other: Masculinity, Femininity, and Gender Hegemony,” Theory
and Society 36, no. 1 (March 9, 2007): 94.
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Schippers states that most expressive features of hegemonic masculinity and femininity might
be ubiquitous, their peculiarities and daily manifestation depend on the empirical context which
warrants an exploration of how standards of hegemonic femininity look like in Kazakhstan

today.

As Michel Foucault writes in History of Sexuality, even such domains as sex and
familial affairs that we think of as private are largely dominated by the power relations that are
multifaceted and more complex than simple acts of governing and prohibition. If we accept
Foucault’s statement that “the manifold relationships of force that take shape and come into
play in the machinery of production, in families, limited groups, and institutions, are the basis
for wide-ranging effects of cleavage that run through the social body as a whole”s as true, then
we understand that power relations that are being perpetuated in individual groups, such as
families, affect larger understandings of power roles in the society and vice versa. Power comes
from below, too, and people have a capacity to affect their rulers, as well as be affected by the
rulers. After looking at the gendered nationalistic discourse on social media and its roots in
traditions and histories, it is important to look at the discourse of the top level, the rulers, to see
how Nazarbayev, a figure that is often thought of as having the most power and autonomy in
the country, may be affected by the traditions and norms perpetuated by the public and the way
common themes of the public discourse are echoed in the discourse of the single most powerful

figure in Kazakhstan.

Gendered nationalism, postcolonialism and gender-based violence
Nationalism as a scholarly discipline has an extensive body of literature, including
noted works by Hans Kohn, Benedict Anderson, and John Hutchinson. While works of these

authors have paved the way for the study of nationalism as a social and political phenomenon,

6 Michel Foucault, “Chapter 2 Method, Part IV The Deployment of Sexuality,” in History of Sexuality, trans.
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 94.
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in this literature review | choose to focus on more recent works of scholars who study
nationalism specifically in its connection to postcolonialism. By including works that are
simultaneously informed by some fundamental nationalism studies and postcolonial context, |
construct a more relevant theoretical framework for my research that allows for a more complex
view on modern nationalism that is inherently gendered and tethered to colonial pasts.7 This
framework challenges politics of citation, a term | borrow from Sara Ahmed and with which
she conceptualizes the overwhelming tendency in academia to explain any social phenomenon

by citing white male scholars rather than indigenous, female, and non-white scholars.
Juan R.I. Cole and Deniz Kandiyoti define nationalism as:

The subjective counterpart of the nation, a space of interiority in which the nation is
conceived of as an aspect of Self, as well as an ideology wherein the nation is given a
cobbled-together (and often purloined) history, a distinctive cultural heritage, and a
commonality of interest that all stop at the borders of the nation-state. Nationalism implies
the ability to identify with a large group of other people, but it also always involves the
constitution of those outside the nation as Other in a powerful manner.s

This is an exhaustive definition of the term that captures both the social construction of
nationalism, its ideological foundation, and the constant process if ‘other’-ing that it implies. |
use this as a working definition of nationalism for this research. National cultures are often
based on the premise of common ancestry and destiny that implies homogeneity of the nation’s
people. Franz Fanon argues that national culture entails a perpetual effort of re-imagining and
upholding it. According to Fanon, national cultures have two distinct roles of “rehabilitating
the nation” and providing a “hope for the future,” both tasks that have been taken on by the

Kazakhstani government in its attempt to solidify a new independent state.s Kazakhstan-2050,

7 Sara Ahmed, “Making Feminist Points,” Feministkilljoys (blog), September 11, 2013,

g8 Juan R. I. Cole and Deniz Kandiyoti, “Nationalism and the Colonial Legacy in the Middle East and Central
Asia: Introduction,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 2 (2002): 189-203.

9 Franz Fanon, “National Culture,” in The Post-colonial Studies Reader, eds. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and
Helen Tiffin (Taylor & Francis 2003), 154.
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a state address by Nursultan Nazarbayev included in the third-chapter analysis, outlines both
hopes for the economic and social future of the country and an insistence on increasing the

nation as part of rehabilitation from the history of political oppression.

Gendered nationalism is a separate branch of scholarship that studies the social
phenomena of nationalism from a critical feminist perspective combining both nationalism and
feminist studies. Nationalism, as a social phenomenon, is inherently gendered because it is a
product of a social construction done in the patriarchal setting. M. Jacqui Alexander and
Chandra Mohanty argue that nations are “largely premised within normative parameters of
masculinity and heterosexuality,”10 which automatically labels women as pariahs, the ‘other,’
and puts them in a subordinate position. Alexander and Mohanty posit that nation-states
discipline and mobilize women’s bodies in order to consolidate “patriarchal and colonizing
processes.” 11 Therefore, according to feminist scholars, nation-states represent masculine
institutions rooted in sexism and misogyny and informed by colonial processes. | also employ
George L. Mosse’s ideas about the role of respectability and morally right behavior in
nationalist processes. Mosse defines respectability as “a term indicating “decent and correct”
manners and morals, as well as the proper attitude toward sexuality”12 and argues that the
respectabilities we now accept as a given have nationalistic origin. Mosse’s analysis is focused
on the history of Europe, Germany and England, while | put it into the perspective of
independent Kazakhstan. Mosse calls hegemonic standards of masculinity, “ideals of
manliness,” and their “effect on the place of women” some of the most important norms of

modern societies.

10 M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Introduction: Genealogies, Legacies, Movements,” in
Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures, eds. M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade
Mohanty (London and New York: Routlege, 1997, 2012), xiv.

11 Alexander and Mohanty, “Introduction,” xxiii.

12 George L. Mosse, Nationalism and Sexuality: Middle-Class Morality and Sexual Norms in Modern Europe
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 1.
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Reina Lewis and Sara Mills define postcolonial feminist scholarship as follows.
“Feminist postcolonial theory has engaged in a two-fold project: to racialize mainstream
feminist theory and to insert feminist concerns into conceptualizations of colonialism and
postcolonialism.” 13 Leela Gandhi also raises an important tendency among postcolonial
societies to attempt to forget its violent past and re-invent themselves again on their own
terms,14 which is what Kazakhstan’s government has been actively doing for the past three
decades by coming up with different strategies of nation-building. The tactic of burying
colonial pasts and inventing new ones is present in the government’s consistent avoidance of
the colonial heritage. Nursultan Nazarbayev, the authoritarian leader of the country, initiates
various economic and social programs aimed at re-defining Kazakhstani identity, such as

Ruhani Zhangyru and Kazakhstan 2050.15

From the recognition of the state as a masculine and sexist institution follows a large
body of academic work that examines hegemonic masculinity and femininity in the context of
nationalism. Feminist scholars investigate the way different burdens fall on men and women
in the nation-building process and how this division continues to affect mundane lives of
people. Some of the first works to critique nationalism from a feminist perspective were that
of Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias and Jill Vickers.1s6 According to Anthias and Yuval-

Davis, women participate in national processes in different ubiquitous ways, including as

13 Reina Lewis and Sara Mills, “Introduction,” in Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, eds. Reina Lewis
and Sara Mills (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 3.

14 Leela Gandhi, “Introduction,” in Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, ed. Leela Gandhi (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1998), 4.

15 Kazakhstan 2050 is a strategy aimed to achieve economic and social prosperity of the country by the year
2050. Ruhani Zhangyru is a separate program dedicated to cultural development and that is a part of Kazakhstan
2050. Both programs were invented and proposed by the Nazarbayev and are parts of his vision of how
Kazakhstan should develop over time, which consists of preserving cultural heritage of the Kazakh nation, while
having a steadily developing economy.

16 Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias, Women-Nation-State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989); Jill
McCalla Vickers, “At His Mother’s Knee: Sex/Gender and the Construction of National Identities’,” in Women
and Men: Interdisciplinary Readings on Gender, ed. Greta Hoffmann Nemiroff (Toronto: Fitzhenry &
Whiteside, 1990), 478-492.
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biological reproducers by giving birth to the nation’s members, as markers of ethnic/national
differences between the nation and ‘others’, and as transmitters of ideology and culture by
educating and nurturing children of the nation.17 In the following chapters, | focus on these

three key categories being reproduced in digital spaces and official state narrative.

After Yuval-Davis, in the late 1990s Joan Nagel and V. Spike Peterson shift focus
toward the study of hegemonic masculinity in gendered nationalism. Nagel, for instance,
analyzes why men are willing to die for their country and studies hegemonic masculinity in
times of ‘hot’ nationalism.18 Peterson, on the other hand, expands the argument to analyze
institutionalized heterosexism.19 Her arguments about unachievable standards of masculinity
and recognition of women as active agents in perpetuating these standards are relevant for any
analysis of hegemonic femininity. Examples of gendered nationalism and gender-based
violence studies that expand feminist critique arguments to non-Western settings include Veena
Das and Nayanika Mookherjee’s texts on the use of women as the embodiment of a nation’s
honor in time of interethnic/international conflict.2o As both authors argue, nation-states tend
to serve as protectors of victims of violence, such as kidnapping, rape, and forced marriage,
only when it becomes a question of national honor and there exists an outside threat that
precipitates this violence. This protection is always based on essentializing women as mothers,
daughter, and wives rather than positioning them as equal members of the society deserving of

respect and protection on their own.

17 Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis, “Introduction,” in Women-Nation-State, by Floya Anthias and Nira
Yuval-Davis (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989), 7.

18 Joane Nagel, “Masculinity and Nationalism: Gender and Sexuality in the Making of Nations, ” Ethnic and
Racial Studies 21, no. 2 (March 1998): 242—69.

19 'V Spike Peterson, “Sexing Political Identities/Nationalism as Heterosexism,” International Feminist Journal
of Politics 1, no. 1 (June 1999): 34-65.

20 Veena Das, “National Honor and Practical Kinship: Unwanted Women and Children,” in Conceiving the New
World Order, ed. Fraye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 212-33;
Nayanika Mookherjee, “Gendered Embodiments: Mapping the Body-Politic of the Raped Woman and the
Nation in Bangladesh,” Feminist Review, no. 88, (2008): 36-53.
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Central Asia: ‘Third-World’ Women, Islam and Nationalism

Nationalism and its connection to the perpetuation of violence against women from a
critical feminist perspective remains considerably understudied in Central Asia — a gap my
thesis aims to fill. I employ the following studies to emphasize the agency of Central Asian and
Kazakhstani women in nationalist processes, as well as to point out regional peculiarities of

these processes that challenge some arguments of the field of gendered nationalism.

The definition of the “Third World” woman is multifaceted. In her works “Under
western eyes: feminist scholarship and colonial discourses” and Feminism without borders:
decolonizing theory, practicing solidarity, Chandra Mohanty highlights the urgency to
acknowledge that “Third World” woman is not a uniform category and should not be used as
an umbrella term by scholars.21 For Mohanty, there exists a form of solidarity between “Third
World” women based on some ubiquitous experiences, even though she does not include
Central Asia in her list of the “Third World” countries.22 The exclusion of Central Asia in this
category highlights the importance of a research such as my own which can incorporate
intersectional feminist perspectives in uncovering postcolonial pasts, which would allow for a
reevaluation of the place of Central Asian women and their histories in the “Third World”
academic discourse. Trinh T. Minh-ha’s book delineates experiences and struggles of “Third
World” women. One of which entails an ambiguous position toward feminism as a foreign
Western movement that does not accurately depict experiences and culture of the “Third
World” women and, at the same time, as something that should not be easily dismissed and

used as an excuse for perpetuating sexist traditional practices. Kazakhstani women have their

21 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” in
Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Reina Lewis and Sara Mills (London and New York: Routledge,
2003), 53.

22 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Cartographies of Struggle: Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism,”
in Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing (Durham and London: Duke University Press,
2003), 47.
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own extensive history of fighting for their rights, even if this fight falls outside of conventional
perceptions of feminist struggle. As Minh-Ha points out, it then becomes a process of
simultaneous adoption and self-interpretation. Minh-ha’s discussion of the struggle of non-
Western feminists is germane to Kazakhstan’s case where the society is still wary of feminists
and many believe the movement to be irrelevant to the country’s context. Minh-Ha denounces
connecting “Third World women's oppression with notions and terms made to reflect or fit into
Euro-American women's criteria of equality.”23 Nonetheless, simply dismissing feminism as a
“whitewashed notion and a betrayal of roots values” shows nothing but “fear and insecurity”
on the part of the denouncers.24 The concept of “betrayal of roots” is especially relevant to my
analysis of the reinforcement of Kazakhness in digital media, when women who do not uphold
hegemonic femininity are often accused of betraying the nation. Thus, Kazakh women do
partake is similar struggles with other “Third World” women that are exacerbated by colonial

heritage.

My study aims to prove that nationalist discourses that marginalize women are still in
place in Kazakhstan, even if there exists a narrative of women empowerment. My study looks
at nationalism and violence against women in times when a country is not going through an
international violent conflict. I rely on Michael Billig’s prominent work on banal and hot
nationalisms.2s Billig’s argument that nationalism does not always have to be ‘hot’ in times of
war or other conflicts when a nation is fighting for its political interests for it to be an integral
part of a society is useful for my analysis because it demonstrates the way even mundane
practices and interactions are informed by nationalist rhetoric and constitute an expression of

nationalism in themselves. The banal, taken-for-granted nationalism is a part of everyday

23 Trinh T Minh-ha, “Difference: *A Special Third World Woman Issue,” in Woman, Native, Other: Writing
Postcoloniality and Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1989), 106.

24 Minh-ha, “Difference: A Special Third World Woman Issue,” 106.

25 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995).
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practices in any nation-state and | aim to demonstrate how these banal practices in Kazakhstan
have long-lasting consequences for women’s safety. One of the recent studies by Fabio
Belafatti researches the connection between political regimes in Central Asia and its restrictive
gender roles.2s The study confirms two important points for my research: (1) the governments
of Central Asia construct parts of their nationalist rhetoric by going back to Turkic roots; and
(2) that there are security and economic incentives for these states to pose on the international
arena as countries striving for gender equality, which results in rather shallow campaigns such

as, for instance, Kazakhstani government compiling a photo essay of women in the military.

The works of Cynthia Werner and Edward Snajdr demonstrate that the topic of violence
against women is often “defended in the name of the culture” where struggle for change
becomes a struggle between cultural values and human rights.2z Werner demonstrates that
some Kazakh women oppose certain sexist nationalist traditions, like bride kidnapping, while
not willing to denounce the national culture altogether.2s Building upon on Werner’s ecarlier
work, Snajdr also points out Kazakhstani women’s complacency in upholding sexist cultural
norms, such as wife beating. According to Snajdr, local NGOs and activists have to resort to
framing the issue of domestic violence as a non-human rights issue in order to avoid being
pigeonholed as Western agents by colleagues and authorities.2e Diana T. Kudaibergenova’s
text on the representation of femininity and masculinity by local women artists demonstrates
self-awareness of women, and specifically women artists, about the rigid role assigned to them

by nationalist standards.so However, while the artists contest state-sponsored rigid nationalist

26 Fabio Belafatti, “Gendered Nationalism, Neo-Nomadism, and Ethnic-Based Exclusivity in Kyrgyz, Kazakh
and Uzbek Nationalist Discourses,” Studia Orientalia Electronica 7 (April 2, 2019): 66-81.

27 Cynthia Werner, “Bride Abduction in Post-Soviet Central Asia: Marking a Shift towards Patriarchy through
Local Discourses of Shame and Tradition,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 15, no. 2 (June 2009):
329.

28 Werner, “Bride Abduction in Post-Soviet Central Asia.”

29 Edward Snajdr, “Ethnicizing the Subject: Domestic Violence and the Politics of Primordialism in
Kazakhstan,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 13, no. 3 (September 2007): 615.

30 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “Between the State and the Artist: Representations of Femininity and Masculinity
in the Formation of Ideas of the Nation in Central Asia,” Nationalities Papers 44, no. 2 (March 2016): 225-46.
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discourses, they still largely uphold normative standards of femininity in their art. Studies of
Werner, Snajdr, and Kudaibergenova, draw attention to the fact that Kazakh women do not

always actively protest gendered nationalist norms and can also support them.

Similar to the works of Saba Mahmood and Lila Abu-Lughod, Snajdr’s other study
explores the way Muslim women express their agency in pre-dominantly patriarchal practices
of Islam.31 As a US specialist, Snajdr comments on the unconventional ways in which women
of Society of Muslim Women (SMW) help victims of domestic abuse. Their work is largely
situated outside of the dominant Western model of human rights protection mechanisms.
Women of SMW emphasize a woman's primary role as a nurturer and caregiver of the family
and the organization’s goal is to prevent a couple from getting a divorce, if possible. Women
of SMW express their own version of nationalistic and postcolonial thinking that places
Russian colonization at the root of modern problem of Kazakh men, such as excessive
drinking.32 Snajdr demonstrates how Muslim women can also be active agents within the
societies on their own terms instead of being painted as an oversimplified subjugated group.
When discussing the role of Islam in normalization of VAW my thesis also draws from the
arguments of Mona Eltahawy who has repeatedly called for a sexual revolution for women in
the Middle East on all levels of socialization, state, family, and public, due to the way each of
these levels is deeply entrenched in the patriarchal culture.ss There are a number of important

similarities between Central Asia and the Middle East in the processes of self-invention of the

31 Saba Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the Egyptian
Islamic Revival,” Cultural Anthropology 16, no. 2 (2001): 202—36; Lila Abu-Lughod, “Do Muslim Women
Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism and Its Others,” American
Anthropologist 104, no. 3 (September 2002): 783-90; Edward Snajdr, “Gender, Power, and the Performance of
Justice: Muslim Women’s Responses to Domestic Violence in Kazakhstan,” American Ethnologist 32, no. 2
(May 2005): 294-311.

32 Snajdr, “Gender, Power, and the Performance of Justice.”

33 Mona Eltahawy, Headscarves and Hymens: Why the Middle East Needs a Sexual Revolution (Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2015).
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nation and negotiating Islamic identity with national identity 34 that render relevance of

Eltahawy’s arguments to the context of Kazakhstan.

Lastly, Kudaibergenova offers important insights into the nationalist groupings in
Kazakhstan in her other work by demonstrating that the nationalist movement is not monolith
and that, while Nazarbayev and his regime are responsible for the main nationalist and
postcolonial rhetoric disseminated within the society, there exist other nationalist views.
Kudaibergenova neatly weaves together three different directions of Kazakhstan’s nationalism
and reminds about the danger of essentialization of all Kazakh nationalists as Nazarbayev
supporters. According to her research, some of the most aggressive and radical Kazakh
nationalist oppositions are not in support of Nazarbayev's government and, instead, critique it
and demand harsher treatment of the ‘other’ by the state by “condemning every political
action.”ss However, Kudaibergenova states that Kazakh nationalists do not explicitly oppose
the regime itself, except when it comes to the matters of “importance of the Kazakh language
and culture superiority in nation-building policies.”3s An argument could be made that even
though Kazakh nationalists differ in their views on some political aspects, the fact that they do
not oppose the regime overtly means that they could still be susceptible to the state-led
nationalist discourse on other matters, including gender roles and gender-based violence.
Furthermore, while many groups within the political landscape of the country may differ in
their political views, majority of them seem to be complicit in the perpetuation of the role of
women as cultural and biological carriers of the nation, thus conforming to the Gramsci’s

cultural hegemony. This argument is reinforced with Snajdr and Werner’s findings among

34 Ladan Rahbari, Chia Longman, and Gily Coene, “The Female Body as the Bearer of National Identity in Iran:
A Critical Discourse Analysis of the Representation of Women’s Bodies in Official Online Outlets,” Gender,
Place & Culture 26, no. 10 (October 3, 2019): 1417-37.

35 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent Kazakhstan,”
Europe-Asia Studies 68, no. 5 %/Iay 27, 2016): 927. ) . .

36 Kudaibergenova, “The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent

Kazakhstan,” 928.
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many women in their attitudes towards domestic abuse and bride kidnapping. At the end of the
day, very few activist groups outwardly critique the state’s tunnel vision of Kazakh women as

mothers, daughters, and wives.

As this literature review has demonstrated, | draw upon a number of relevant and
interconnected fields of study in order to examine the intersections of gendered nationalism,
hegemonic femininity, and violence perpetuated against women. By placing Kazakh history
and women’s experiences in a postcolonial perspective that is attentive to the formation of the
modern nation-state, | draw attention to the gap that continues to exist across multiple fields of
study that connects gendered nationalism and violence against women in Kazakhstan and

Central Asia.
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Chapter One: Kazakh Women and the Nation

This chapter analyzes relevant historical background of Kazakhstan in order to
understand the main pillars of the nation-building process and the historical and religious
contexts of gender relations in Kazakhstani society. In this chapter, | engage with how and why
Kazakhness as an identity is formed around the norms and traditions that so many politicians
and citizens stand on guard over today. While Nursultan Nazarbayev’s regime plays a key role
in moderating and fortifying identity of a modern Kazakh woman, the ideas and beliefs that
this identity is based upon are not solely a product of this regime, but rather an amalgamation
of various factors such as Soviet heritage, Islamic influence, and general patriarchal culture.
This chapter investigates what stands behind the idea of Kazakhness in the identity of a modern
Kazakh woman. The second section of this chapter outlines the borders of respectability and
intersecting roles of labor, religion, and sexuality in determining women’s worth to the nation.
In so doing, my analysis will inform an explanation of how modern standards of hegemonic
femininity for Kazakh women create a liminal position of Kazakh women as in-between the
West and the East. This chapter interrogates how Kazakh historical past seems to prevail in
constructing post-independence Kazakhness and, thus, presents a contextualized history for
explaining the motivations that inform Kazakh online public and state discourses. This is
essential for understanding the unspoken parts in comments and speeches of digital and state

discourses.

Historical context

Kazakhstan’s modern-day borders have been mostly preserved from its days as the
Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), which was formed in 1936 as a result of the

dissolution of the Turkestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic and the People’s Soviet
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Republic of Khorezm.1 Jonathan Levin reflects on the nation-building process in Central Asia
by highlighting its artificial construction by the Soviet authorities. “While other nations have
created narratives and ideologies through self-determination, the people of Central Asia have
had their histories and identities crafted largely by foreign actors.”2 According to Levin, foreign
actors mainly include the Kremlin and other Soviet authorities that contributed to the identity
politics that still defines all of the post-Soviet states of Central Asia. There are other historians
and scholars who challenge this rather simplistic view on the national formations of Central
Asia. Diana T. Kudaibergenova, for instance, while still admitting the weight of the Soviet
Union in the national borders’ construction in Central Asia, makes an argument that Kazakh
SSR is a “semi-colonial” Soviet product rather than a simple imposition of national and ethnic

identity from the Soviet authorities.3

Central Asian states have been countering the claims of complete artificiality of their
national borders. In the same study, Kudaibergenova argues that the period of 1960-1970, a
post-Stalin era of the Soviet Union, was marked by liberalization, intellectual transformation,
and a surge of the nationalistic discourse. She describes the way Kazakh intellectuals engaged
in writing historical poems and novels mostly focused on “the golden age of Kazakhs — pre-
Russian, pre-colonial period and described their heroic, glorious past as an independent
“nation.”s Similarly, according to Marlene Laruelle, “the Kazakh Khanate from the fifteenth
century is often invoked as the main political entity confirming the Kazakhness of the

contemporary state.”’s Looking into the past both by Kazakh and Soviet writers, such as Olzhas

1 Jonathan Levin, “From Nomad to Nation: On the Construction of National Identity through Contested Cultural
Heritage in the Former Soviet Republics of Central Asia,” NYUJ Int’l L. & Pol. 50, no. 1 (2017): 270.

2 Levin, “From Nomad to Nation,” 271.

3 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “‘Imagining Community’ in Soviet Kazakhstan. An Historical Analysis of
Narrative on Nationalism in Kazakh-Soviet Literature,” Nationalities Papers 41, no. 5 (2013): 842.

4 Kudaibergenova, “‘Imagining Community’ in Soviet Kazakhstan,” 841.

5 Marlene Laruelle, “The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan,” in Nationalism and
Identity Construction in Central Asia: Dimensions, Dynamics, and Directions, ed. Maria Omelicheva
(Langham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014), 3.
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Suleimenov and Mukhtar Ayezov, has allowed to challenge the dominant colonial discourse of
Kazakhs as a backward region that “had to be wrested out of its timeless past and thrown
headlong into the modern (Soviet) era”s by, instead, painting them as “glorious and ancient.”7
Therefore, it is impossible not to recognize the role of the Soviet authorities in the process of
drawing out ethno-national borders of Central Asia. However, the paramount role of the Soviets
should not eclipse the dedication of Central Asian people in building their national identities

to both validate their histories and take back their agency from the colonizers.s

Laruelle points out the uniqueness of Kazakhstan in being a newly independent post-
Soviet Republic that had its titular nationality as an numeral minority of the population and the
largest Russian minority population after Ukraine, as well as scattered low-density population
throughout the country.o Laruelle presents an important context to understand a place of
insecurity and instability from which Kazakhstan has started its independence journey. A
phobia of being outnumbered on ‘their own’ land is present among the population to a certain
extent even today. Therefore, while members of every nationality are usually protective of its
borders and markers of given borders, Kazakh people have had additional reasons to feel more
vulnerable about their nation given its low population and the history of colonialism with a

more powerful neighbor.

6 Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Cornell University Press,
2004), 19.

7 Kudaibergenova, “‘Imagining Community’ in Soviet Kazakhstan,” 842.

8 The discourse we learned in school during Kazakhstan’s history and Kazakh literature classes certainly
supported the idea that Kazakhs have always lived in the Great Steppe, long before Russians came to rule over
them in the eighteenth century. In fact, | personally do not recall ever discussing the question of whether or not
Kazakh identity was invented in the early twentieth century by the Soviet authorities. The main message of the
history books has always been clear, Kazakh people have overcome a lot of hardship and persecution, including
famines, Dzhungars, Mongols , Russians, before finally arriving to what seems like the final destination, an
independent peaceful country. Noticeably, however, the discourse of colonization was also absent from the
school history classes. While the juxtaposition between Kazakhs and everyone else who came to their land
seemed obvious, the words like colonizers and colonization were never invoked, most likely because Russian
Federation has remained a strong ally of Kazakhstan warranting a more benign discourse about its domination
over Central Asia to be created.

9 Laruelle, “The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan,” 1.
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Aziz Burkhanov and Dina Sharipova briefly outline Soviet state-building policies. The
process of korenizatsiia, “development of local languages and cultures, including creation of
dictionaries, written histories, and often speaking the local language was considered more
beneficial than Russian,”10 was briefly implemented in the beginning of the 20t century.
Korenizatsiia was followed by a russification, a process that established Russian language as
the standard language of communication and emphasized the superiority of the Russian
culture.11 Burkhanov and Sharipova describe that the later policy of the “Soviet People,”
Sovietization, did not offer much modification from the dominance of the Russian culture and
language. Overall, Burkhanov and Sharipova argue that the Soviet power over Kazakh SSR, as
well as the Central Asian region in general, was one of the strongest compared to, for instance,
the Balkan countries, while Central Asian nationalist movements were the “weakest link in the
chain” of the late Soviet-era protests.12 The most significant episode of national protesting in
the history of Kazakh SSR was the 1986 December protests in Almaty when people, the
majority of whom were young university students, were protesting an appointment of Gennady
Kolbin, an ethnic Russian with no previous connection to the region as a new Kazakh SSR
First Secretary, as a replacement for Dinmukhammed Konayev. The protests were violently

suppressed.

Therefore, the new identity of independent Kazakhstan comes after a significant, and
successful, period of political and cultural repressions, which results in the rapid postcolonial
national reimagination.13 By looking at Kazakhstan’s colonial past and narratives that have

been doubting its authenticity as a self-determined national group, it becomes clearer what kind

10 Aziz Burkhanov and Dana Sharipova, “Kazakhstan’s Civic-National Identity,” in Nationalism and Identity
Construction in Central Asia: Dimensions, Dynamics, and Directions, ed. Maria Omelicheva (Langham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2014), 22.

11 Burkhanov and Sharipova, “Kazakhstan’s Civic-National Identity,” 22.

12 1bid., 23.

13 Leela Gandhi, “Introduction,” in In Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, ed. Leela Gandhi (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 1-22.

30



CEU eTD Collection

of insecurities could be hounding modern-day nationalists and patriots. A vulnerable position
after more than a century of colonization also accounts for the intense essentialization of

women’s bodies as the nation’s scarce resource for overcoming colonial past.

Returning to the contemporary era of independent Kazakhstan, after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, Central Asian states like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan have declared
secularism in their constitutions and disowned communism as a political regime in the early
1990s. However, Islam has stayed the main religion of the majority of local native groups.i4
The Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan starts with “We, the people of Kazakhstan,
united by a common historical fate, building statechood on the native Kazakh land”15 presenting
a new category of Kazakhstani people who are living on a native Kazakh land. The importance
of Kazakhness that underlies the notion of Kazakhstan’s citizenry is apparent in the speeches
of Nazarbayev, Kazakhstan’s first president and long-time dictator. Laruelle analyzes
Nazarbayev’s discourse from his early post-independence speeches on Kazakh and
Kazakhstani identities. For instance, she quotes him from Nazarbayev’s 1999 work V Potoke
Istorii, “the culture of the Kazakhs must be seriously assimilated by the representatives of other
ethnoi, just as the Kazakhs, in their own time earnestly studied Russian culture” and “the
formation of Kazakhstani citizenry [...] is impossible without the transition to a higher level of
spiritual development of the Kazakh nation.”16 Laruelle describes the way Kazakhness is being
manifested through various ways in today’s policies, such as renaming the streets and cities to
more Kazakh names and adapting new architecture style. For instance, all of Karl Marx and

Vladimir Lenin streets in Kazakhstan have been renamed after Kazakh intellectuals and

14 Anuradha M. Chenoy, “Islam, Women and Identity in Contemporary Central Asia,” Economic and Political
Weekly 31, no. 9 (March 2, 1996): 518.
15 “Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan,” n.d., Akorda.kz,

https://www.akorda.kz/ru/official_documents/constitution

16 Laruelle, “The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan,” 3.
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historical figures such as Abay Kunanbayev and Kenesary Kasymov.i7 Bayterek, a tower
constructed to imitate a tree with a golden nest, was the first ambitious project in the capital
city in the early 2000s. The idea of Bayterek comes from “(ethnic) Kazakh mythology as traces
of this nomadic legend were translated into the built environment.”18 Thus, it is evident that in
Kazakhstan the process of nation-building post-independence, as navigated by Nazarbayev and
his regime, relies heavily on the Kazakh ethnic culture for constructing an idea of Kazakhstani
citizenship. Ethno-traditional basis of the identity of Kazakh women is discernible in the third

chapter analysis of Nazarbayev’s discourse on gender equality.

However, while Kazakh culture may be the pillar of the Kazakhstani identity, the
government has also made it a point to construct a popular discourse of a multi-ethnic country.
One of the facts learned every year in school is that in Kazakhstan, there are representatives of
more than 130 nationalities, all of whom live peacefully in perfect harmony. From
institutionalized recognition of ethnic diversity to recurring organization and hosting of
Congress of World and Traditional Religions,19 Nazarbayev and his regime make clear efforts
to propagate Kazakhstan’s image as a secular and peaceful country that is free of interethnic
and interreligious conflicts and tensions, despite recent news that may beg to differ.20 These
efforts contribute to the modern image of Kazakhstani identity as tolerant and diverse with

implied supremacy of Kazakh culture.

17 “Ucropus nepenmeroBanus yiaui Acranbl,” Dixinews, November 22, 2016,
https://dixinews.kz/articles/zhizn/25525/.

18 Bernhard K6ppen, “The Production of a New Eurasian Capital on the Kazakh Steppe: Architecture, Urban
Design, and Identity in Astana,” Nationalities Papers 41, no. 4 (2013): 599.

19 Laruelle, “The Three Discursive Paradigms of State Identity in Kazakhstan,” 8.
20 “Dozens Injured When Brawl Erupts Durrng Worker Protest At Kazakh Olf Field,” Radlo Free Europe Radio

Liberty, June 29, 2019, https:
kazakh-oil-field/30027649.html; Tamila Varshalomldze “Ethnlc Vlolence Blows Hole in Kazakhstan s
Narrative of Tolerance,” Al Jazeera, February 10, 2020, https://www:.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/ethnic-
violence-blows-hole-kazakhstan-narrative-tolerance-200210091600580.html.
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Turning to a current state of gender equality in the country, according to the
Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan, women and men are equal. According to Anuradha
M. Chenoy, the Sovietization of women has helped to establish a more secured position for
them in the newly independent Central Asian states, which is evident from high percentage of
literacy rate and school enrolment ratio of women at the time when the text was published in
1996.21 The law today also prohibits such traditional Kazakh practices as kalym and bride
kidnapping; the latter is punishable by up to ten years of imprisonment. Since 1997 the
percentage of women in the parliament of Kazakhstan has grown from 13.4% to 27.1% of the
present day. 22 Kazakhstan has also accessed the Convention on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women in 1996. 23 Thus, the government of the state have been
supporting gender parity both at international cooperation sites and in legal provisions.
However, Kazakhstan’s ruling powers have been criticized for the inefficacy of the gender
equality legislation and failure to actively champion women’s rights in the country. For
example, in 2019, Dinara Smailova, the founder of the civil movement NeMolchi
Kazakhstan,24 addressed a letter to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR) outlining the actual precarious state of the victims of gender-based
violence in the country.2s As a leader of the Kazakhstan’s prominent feminist movement who

has been working with victims of sexual violence for years, Smailova’s demand for recognition

21 Chenoy, “Islam, Women and Identity in Contemporary Central Asia,” 517.
22 “Proportion of Seats Held by Women in National Parliaments (%) - Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,

Tajikistan, Kyrgyz Republic,” World Bank, n.d.,
https: //data worldbank org/mdlcator/SG GEN PARL ZS"Iocauons KZ- UZ TM- TJ KG.

24 A movement S|m|Iar to the MeToo movement of the West that had started in Kazakhstan in 2016
25 Dinara Smailova, Jacqui Hunt, and Evgeniya Kozyreva, “Re: Information on Kazakhstan for Consideration by

the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women at Its 74th Session (21 October - 8
November 2019)” (Equality Now, September 30, 2019),
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/equalitynow/pages/2048/attachments/original/1570011594/Kazakhstan_
CEDAW.pdf?1570011594.
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of how systemic the violence is in Kazakhstan reinforces factual lack of positive change in

alleviating the epidemic of VAW in the country.

The difference between the position of Kazakhstani women according to official
documents and statements, versus the everyday reality is stark for any woman who lives in
Kazakhstan. Smailova rightfully criticizes the lack of action and support from the government
towards women who became victims of sexual violence. In Chapter Two, | demonstrate the
harsh treatment these victims receive in online discussion on social networks. Although things
are rapidly changing with the grassroots feminist movement expanding and occupying more
public space, the government continues to practice myopic discussion and solutions when it
comes to the issues of gender inequality, mostly ignoring the pervasiveness of the local

patriarchal culture.

The Meaning of “‘Kazakhness”

As George L. Mosse’s Nationalism and Sexuality argued in 1984, there is a clear
connection between nationalist values and the notions of respectability and morality. I revive
in this chapter Mosse’s argument on the role of a “history of respectability” that has been slow
to receive attention from the scholars and the public.2s In order to better understand how
standards of hegemonic femininity are rooted in the ethno-cultural customs of Kazakh people,
| break down the way Islamic identity became an integral part of being Kazakh and the way it

dictates mores of Kazakh women’s behavior today.

As demonstrated in the previous section, a continuous emphasis on the traditional
Kazakh culture stems out of both an insecurity about the position of Kazakh ethnic population

at the time of independence, and also a retrospective reaction to the process of colonization and

26 Regina Kim, “400 ka3axcTaHOK B T0J{ MOTH0AIOT OT JIOMAIIIHET0 HACH/IMS — KOMMeHTapuit sxcrepra,” Ktk,

March 5, 2018, https://www.ktk.kz/ru/news/video/2018/03/05/91473/.
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Russification. | argue that in the context of Kazakhstan, traditions that seem to pre-date the
colonization period acquire an importance of tying the validity of Kazakhstan’s statehood to
historic events that discredit the influence of the colonizer. The ideas of respectability,
including women’s respectability, are rooted in the mystic past from which rigid standards of
hegemonic femininity are derived. Therefore, in the context of Kazakhstan, the process of
postcolonial “creative euphoria of self-invention”27 coincides with the use of women as
markers of ethnic borders and biological and cultural reproducers. The Kazakh uniqueness is
maintained both by reverting to pre-colonial traditional values and by actively distancing from
values of the ‘Other’, i.e. the West, such as active and overt feminist movement, a foreign
phenomenon that is seen as a threat to the distinctive Kazakh culture. For example, as | will
demonstrate in the second chapter, several online comments denounce feminism and blame it
and the West for corrupting Kazakh women and exacerbating the level of sexual violence in

the country.

Islamic identity plays a key role in reinvention and discrediting of the colonizer in
Kazakhstan and, therefore, serves as a guide for ideas of femininity and respectability. T.
Jeremy Gunn describes the way Islamic knowledge was carefully controlled by the Soviet
authorities which resulted in Central Asian Muslims possessing a “rudimentary” level of
knowledge of Islamic teachings. 2s Gunn argues that the majority of Central Asian Muslim
population is not tied to Islam per se but to the identity of being a Muslim, as opposed to being
an Orthodox Christian, the predominant religion of Russia and other Eastern European
countries of the Soviet bloc. The Muslim identity, therefore, has a special importance to Central

Asian people but not primarily due to the general piousness of the population. Martha Olcott

27 Leela Gandhi, “Introduction,” in In Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, ed. Leela Gandhi (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 5.

28 T. Jeremy Gunn, “Shaping an Islamic Identity: Religion, Islamism, and the State in Central Asia,” Sociology
of Religion 64, no. 3 (2003): 390.
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called Islam an “integral part of Kazakh identity”29 and Gunn compared the way Kazakh
perceive their Muslim identity to the way “how they conceive of their ethnicity, family, and
mother tongue.”30 This echoes Mosse’s discussion of the way respectable behavior became to
signify “an expression of inward piety — that moderation and control over the passions which

religious revival proclaimed and which fitted so well the lifestyle of the middle class.”31

Therefore, modern Kazakh women are largely subjected to the standards of hegemonic
femininity that could be found across Muslim societies with specific regional modifications.
For instance, veiling is largely considered to be a non-essential part of Kazakh Islamic
practices. Gunn attributes less radical practices in Central Asia to the influence of Sunni
Muslims’ Hanafi School of interpretation that focuses on spiritual beliefs rather than on strict
adherence to practices. According to Gunn, the Hanafi school also emphasizes a community
consensus on certain issues over upholding the sunnah, which means that, for example, a
president’s decision to speak out against women veiling would not be taken as a betrayal of the
Islamic customs and necessarily undermine the power of the faith. Central Asian Islam is also
described as “less discriminatory toward women.”32 This description of peculiarities of
regional Islam could account for the lack of contradiction between the importance of Islamic
identity and existing level of women empowerment in the country, such as considerable

presence of women in the workforce.

At the same time, the distinctive Islamic practices make it easier to set a custom glass
ceiling on women empowerment and also helps to legitimize a rejection of Western feminist

movement. Shaban Darakchi calls this notion “religious selectivity, which involves [the use of]

29 Martha Brill Olcott, Kazakhstan: Unfulfilled Promise (Carnegie Endowment, 2002), 209.
30 Gunn, “Shaping an Islamic Identity,” 391.

31 Mosse, Nationalism and Sexuality, 5.

32 Gunn, “Shaping an Islamic Identity,” 396.
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religious arguments predominantly for justification of certain beliefs.” 33 According to
Darakchi, religious selectivity involves “sins ranking,” a belief that some religious sins are
“more sinful” and significant than others.”34 Sins ranking and double standards are observed
in online discourses in the following chapter on the example of the victim of the viral rape case
who was subjected to heavy criticism for allegedly drinking alcohol before the attack. Many
comments made by Kazakh men aggressively state that women drinking alcohol should not be
tolerated. | argue that this constitutes religious and gender selectivity: religious because a lot
of Kazakh men do not consider alcohol-drinking a contradiction to their own Muslim identity
and gender because a consumption of alcohol by Kazakh women is still frowned upon by many.
A lot of users in the following chapter focus their victim-blaming specifically on Kazakh
women’s drinking and partying. In Kazakhstan, men are often excused for breaking away from
Islamic practices, whereas the same attitude is usually withheld for women, especially for the
victims of sexual violence. Therefore, Kazakh women are hold to a higher double standard
compared to Kazakh men even though both groups assume Muslim identity. Sexism,
misogyny, and homophobia are justified from a moral standpoint that considers betrayal of the
national culture as a worse sin than sexism, misogyny, and homophobia themselves. Kazakh
women, thus, are placed in a liminal space between foreign practices of the West, where the
mores for women’s behavior are considered to be more lewd, and more radical movements of

the East that differ in their religious practices.

Kazakhness is defined by traditional practices that stem from colonial past and inform
contemporary standards of hegemonic femininity of Kazakh women. This context allows us to

understand better exactly what kind of culture is being discussed, attacked, and protected by

33 Shaban Darakchi, “‘The Western Feminists Want to Make Us Gay’: Nationalism, Heteronormativity, and
Violence Against Women in Bulgaria in Times of ‘Anti-Gender Campaigns,”” Sexuality & Culture 23, no. 4
(December 2019): 1222.

34 Darakchi, ““The Western Feminists Want to Make Us Gay,’” 1222.
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people on social media. By looking at texts that directly touch upon colonial and Soviet heritage
in Central Asia and Kazakhstan, the fundamental role of Islamic identity for the post-
independence Kazakh identity becomes more conspicuous, as well as the ways in which the
ideas of morally correct and incorrect behavior for Kazakh women stem from the colonial
heritage. Therefore, this chapter demonstrates that the avid contemporary discourse on the
‘morally correct’ behavior of Kazakh women exists in specific historical, political, and
religious contexts that amalgamate together to inform nationalistic views on the position of

women in Kazakhstani society.
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Chapter Two: Violence, Rape and Sexism in
Online Discourses

The focus of this chapter is the representation of Kazakh women in nationalist
discourses on social media that expose how Kazakh womanhood is constructed, imposed and
policed in online spaces. The online discourses | analyze here are mainly comments made by
users on publicly available websites and social media networks, including viral posts on
Instagram and Facebook concerning incidents of violence against women. Private forums, chat
rooms, and private Facebook and Instagram accounts are not included in the analysis. It is my
contention that the online discussions demonstrate the prevalence of gendering notions of
Kazakhness in casual interactions, and how these collective understandings reinforce
preconceived ideas about women’s bodily autonomy. The selected comments | examine in this
chapter represent different ways through which nationalist standards of hegemonic femininity
are enforced online in the context of gender-based violence. Hegemonic femininity
presupposes that all women are inferior to men by nature, in which their worth is primarily
determined by how well they perform their duties as mothers, wives, and daughters.1 I look at
the overall impact of misogyny and sexism as tools for reinforcing stereotypes of how Kazakh
women should represent themselves in different spaces and situations, including at home with

their husbands and in public spaces.

Representations of Kazakh women in digital media is a broad terrain for analysis that |
narrow down to the discussions of rape by a stranger and physical domestic violence by a

husband. While different forms of violence against women do not exist in isolation from each

1 Mimi Schippers, “Recovering the Feminine Other: Masculinity, Femininity, and Gender Hegemony,” Theory
and Society 36, no. 1 (March 9, 2007): 85-102.
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other and are often interconnected with one type of violence against women begetting another,2
there is an opportunity to clearly articulate through a discourse on violence how gendered
nationalist norms are imposed on women by fleshing out how Kazakh womanhood is
represented through narrower discourses. My choice to concentrate on these two specific forms
of VAW is due to the fact that these are the most avidly discussed issues on social media in
Kazakhstan that continue to be sensationalized and scandalized both by the media and by
members of the public generating an extensive discourse on women’s bodily autonomy. The
laws and policies on domestic violence have been undergoing constant alterations, even
becoming a primary target for feminist campaigns in Kazakhstan.s Other forms of VAW, such
as sexual harassment, for instance, are not yet attracting the same level of controversy.
Moreover, it could be argued that rape by a stranger and physical domestic abuse by a husband
both constitute the most overt and, therefore, controversial forms of violence. Marital rape,
although outlawed in the country, does not make the news headlines and neither do other forms
of domestic abuse such as emotional and economic violence, although they are outlawed as
well. In contrast, rape by a stranger and physical domestic abuse 4 have been gaining
momentum in the news and among the public for the past couple of years and are, thus, the

primary subjects of analysis in this chapter.

Speaking broadly, the level of violence against women and public responses to it serve
as conspicuous signs of how protected women are in any given nation-state. Physical safety is

one of the basic human rights, according to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and

2 Claudia Garcia-Moreno and World Health Organization, WHO Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and
Domestic Violence against Women. Initial Results on Prevalence, Health Outcomes and Women'’s Responses
(Ginebra: World Health Organization, 2005), 32.

3 Aery Duisenova, “In Kazakhstan Women March for Their Rights - and agalnst Vlolence ”? OpenDemOCI’acy,
March 9, 2020, https: - a

violence/.

4 For brevity, | refer to both forms of violence as rape and domestic abuse from here on.
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VAW continues to remain a shadow pandemic of the modern world.s The roots of such
systemic violence lie in ubiquitous patriarchal structure yielding imbalance of power between
genders. However, these roots are most often obscured by victim-blaming, stigmatization of
survivors, and absolving perpetrators of violence from responsibility. Moreover, all these
processes, while universal, do not exist in a vacuum and become tethered to local norms and
culture. The sacredness of women’s bodies and their importance as birthers and nurturers of
the nation put the question of women’s bodily autonomy up for a debate and women themselves

at the frontlines of the nation-building processes. s

Considering that national identities are “gendered through fundamental human
relationships founded in socialization and gender relations” and that women are mainly
perceived through their “relational statuses of wife, daughter and sister,”7 this chapter aims to
uncover the way representation of Kazakh women in online discourses in settings of rape and
domestic violence is reductive to their humanity and continues to reinforce sexist norms and
stereotypes. The victims of sexual violence are victims of gaslighting and held to impossible
high standards of femininity primarily based on Kazakh Muslim identity, while their agency is
undermined by tying their honor to male relations. First, | explore the phenomenon of
gaslighting and the rigid moral standards of behavior that are so pervasive in the discourse on

victims of rape. Second, | look at how domestic abuse is continuously naturalized as part of

5 “Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” United Nations, October 6, 2015, https://Awww.un.org/en/universal-
declaration-human-rights/index.html; Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, “Violence against Women and Girls: The
Shadow Pandemic,” UN Women, April 6, 2020, https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-

6 Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias, Women-Nation-State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989); Jill McCalla
Vickers, “At His Mother’s Knee: Sex/Gender and the Construction of National Identities’,” in Women and Men:
Interdisciplinary Readings on Gender, ed. Greta Hoffmann Nemiroff (Toronto: Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 1990),
478-492.

7 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, “Sex, Violence and Nationalism,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 40, no. 9 (July 15,
2017): 1439, 1441.
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Kazakh traditions and the way even critical responses to it are also rooted in reductive view of

Kazakh women as mothers, daughters, sisters, and wives.

The Talgo Case

The first case study that | analyze here is the Talgo case. The incident happened in 2018
when the victim was taking an intercity train ride and was raped by two train conductors in her
compartment at night. The woman turned to a local organization NeMolchiKZ, led by Dinara
Smailova, for legal support and filed rape charges against the perpetrators. The case went viral
under the name Talgo case a few months after, prompting avid discussions on the Internet.s
The details of the case, including whether or not the victim was drunk or engaged in an active
fight against the perpetrators, have been debated and commonly used to shame the victim.
Casual victim blaming like this is prevalent among comments and posts about sexual violence
against women. Users often comment that both parties must be responsible for incidents of rape
or domestic violence. This victim-blaming in the comments is infused with other sexist

stereotypes, such as women being crazy, hysterical, and whimsical.

The presence of the “hysterical woman” in the discourse on sexuality and familial
affairs is analyzed by Michel Foucault in History of Sexuality. According to Foucault, women’s
bodies are “thoroughly saturated with sexuality; [...] by a reason of a pathology intrinsic to
it,”9 which has naturalized emotional instability as an innate trait of every woman that is often
invoked by men and women themselves as an explanation of why women deserve some sort of
physical and emotional schooling through abuse. The figure of a hysterical woman is especially
present in comments by men accusing women of tricking men into sex and then filing fake rape

reports to the police. Facebook user Tatyana Fominova has been sharing men’s public

g Talgo is the name of the brand of the train on which the incident has occurred.
9 Michel Foucault, “Chapter 3 Domain, Part IV The Deployment of Sexuality,” in History of Sexuality, trans.
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 104.
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comments on the Talgo case. On her page, Fominova captures various comments by men who
engage in victim blaming and slut shaming by painting women as conniving and unstable.1o0 In
these comments, the victim of the Talgo case is presented as a hysterical woman who had
desired sexual intercourse at first but then had changed her mind and accused innocent men of
rape. One man’s Facebook comment says, “If you judge people like this — when at first there
is consent and then there is not — you can sentence half of Kazakhstan.”11 Another man
commented that there are “plenty” of examples when women throw themselves at men and
then say it was rape in order to “blackmail or try to get something from a man.”12 WWomen are
represented as vile and unstable, whereas men are absolved from any responsibility for their
actions confirming the widespread rape myth that women provoke men to sexually assault

them.

Smailova issued a statement on Facebook confirming that no alcohol was found in the
victim’s blood.13 However, according to Smailova, such fallacy has spread quickly and is one
of the main reasons behind many people’s justification of the short jailtime 2.5 years given to
both perpetrators, at that time. Smailova then asks readers to “imagine this woman getting on
the train after a hard work week™ and goes on to paint a picture where the woman would have
been entitled to drink two small bottles (banochki) of beer.14 Smailova, an experienced

advocate for survivors of sexual violence, has enough expertise and has shown a clear

10 Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 30, 2019

11 Hapod Ham HeuzeecmHbl 06cm0;lmeﬂbcm6a Onu suny ne npusnarom. I osopsam, ece 6bmo no coanacuio. O
OaHHOM ciydae He 2060pio. Ho ecau max cydumb ﬂ}odeu Ko20a cnepea epode cozliacue, a nomom He coeiacue..
non Kazaxcmana moorcro ocydumb. V mensn noyemy-mo COMHEHUs. Munnuonst moodett e30unu... mvicayu
npoeooHukos. IlposooHux nuyo Hezawuwernoe. boumcesa ruwumosca pabomsi. Tym umo mo ue mo.

Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 30, 2019,
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fthid=2434629079913588&set=pch.2434607346582428.

12 /la, naono: Macca npumepos, Ko20a HceHWUHbL camu GPOCAomcs NOO MYNCUUH, d NOMOM 3A6II0M 00
usnacunosanuu. Ionsmuoe oeno ons mozo umo-0vl waHmaofcupoeamb Uuiu omaicantsb y Heco 4mo mo.

13 AShquSpan (@ashyq aspannn) “B Kpogsu [lorepneuieii He BLIJ‘IO OO0HapyxeHo AJ'IKOFOJ'IH Ho J{nst Cyneu
Hert Pa3uuiipl, I[Jm Hero Ecnu XKenmuna [Mesiaas — Mosxxo Hacunosats, «cama BunoBatax.,” Instagram, July
28, 2019, ?igshid=

14 AshygAspan (@ashyq_aspannn), “B Kposu I[Torepneureit He Bruio O6Hapy>KeH0 Agnxoroms.”
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understanding of the systemic nature of the problem of VAW. Therefore, it is telling that
Smailova considered the amount of alcohol consumed by the victim as something that needed

to be addressed and that could affect the verdict in court.

Shannon O’Hara’s work on rape myths illustrates a widespread presence of victim-
blaming and denial of any exercised coercion and humiliation at the hands of the perpetrators
could be explained by looking at the factors that make it easier to place the blame on the victim.
O’Hara describes a child as the hardest victim to blame for being raped, as child’s innocence
is almost always undisputed. For instance, another infamous case of sexual violence happened
in a small village Abay in the southern region, when a 7-year-old boy was raped by several
male high school students.1s The story quickly went viral and was followed by the media for
over a year. Under the Instagram post on a page of the news outlet Ktk about the final verdict
of the case, an overwhelming majority of 540 comments focus on the perpetrators of the act of
violence instead of scrutinizing the victim and speculating whether the crime had taken place.16
The victim of the Talgo’s case, in contrast, is an adult woman whose credibility has been

repeatedly questioned and her actions have been meticulously perused.

The comments gathered by Fominova are heavily focused on little details, made up or
not, of the victims alleged behavior and are used against her to justify the act of rape. For
instance, “why she did not scream?”17 and “it is very weird that two young men raped a 40-

plus-year-old woman.”18 Under another post on Tengrinews’ Instagram page, one of the most

15 Margarita Bocharova, “Jleno o Jlerckom Hacumuu 8 FOKO: ®akTsl, JIna, 3assinenus,” Vlast, March 15,
2018, https://vlast.kz/obsshestvo/27254-delo-o-detskom-nasilii-v-uko-fakty-lica-zaavlenia.html.

16 Tenexkanan KTK (@ktktv), “B IIsimkente Heckonbko Yacos Hazan ITocrasuan Touky B I'pomkom Jlee O6
HBHaCI/IHOBaHI/II/I Pe6énka.,” Instagram January 11, 2019

17 A 4e20 He Kpuyaid Ha 6ecb noead Kak ﬂuMam? Topno 60]16]10 4mo /zu7
Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 30, 2019,

18 O’-leHb CMPAHHO 4mo MO/ZOable napru USHACUIOBAIU HCEHUWIUR) 40+ O4€eHb CMPAHHO
Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 30 2019



https://vlast.kz/obsshestvo/27254-delo-o-detskom-nasilii-v-uko-fakty-lica-zaavlenia.html
https://www.instagram.com/p/BsfEw_UAYph/?igshid=1qk3p8fp5gma1
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=2434606689915827&set=pcb.2434607346582428
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=2434606833249146&set=pcb.2434607346582428
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popular Kazakhstani news outlets with 1.6 million followers on Instagram, one user
commented that the case seems sketchy by stating that “I do not believe that they raped using
force, she is not a girl but a grown woman.”19 The comment implies that adult women cannot
be absolved from their own responsibility for getting sexually assaulted, unlike children who
are not expected to fend off a grown adult attacking them. Therefore, even if there is little
factual evidence to go on from, victim-blaming can snowball rapidly as long as the victim is a
sexualized woman. Fominova’s Facebook post includes comments where men build their
critique of the victim of the Talgo case around her character’s failure precisely as a Kazakh
woman. One man said that, just as her perpetrators, the victim should be sentenced to jailtime
for “alcohol consumption in the public space” and “lechery and raping with her drunk and sexy
appearance.”20 A similar comment was left by user named Kenzhebek Omirzhan who stated
that “if you punish rape, then also punish women for drinking alcohol. You want to get drunk

and, at the same time, not be raped. This is incomprehensible.”21

Another potent example of victim-blaming could be found in the comment section
under the news about a young woman getting severely beaten by a man for refusing him sex
that was published on Instagram page of NUR.kz, another big pro-government news outlet with
762 thousand followers on the platform. The victim was sexually harassed and physically

abused after joining her friend at a house party late at night. A large number of comments

19 B amom Oena MHO20 CIMPAHHO2O0 5 He 8ePI0 YMO OHU HACUTLHO HACULOBAIU U OHA He 0eB0YKA A 83POCAsA
Odegyuixa

TengriNews (@tengrinewskz), “Tloarsepskaernsrit Anemmsmunonnyto JKano6y IMo Jleny O6 MsHacumoBaHnm
[poBomankamu [accaxupku ‘Tansro’ B Kocranatickom Obnactaom Cyne Pacemorpenn Yike Bo Bropoit
Pas.,” Instagram, February 25, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/B8_QGg2gSyH/.

20 [lomepneguyyto modice HA00 NOCAOUMb, X0ms Obl NO aoMcmamye 3a ynompedieHue arko2os Ha
obwecmeennom mecme. Mo 8 1yuem ciyuae, 8 Xyouiem 3a nueneyeHue BHUMAaHue Myx*Cuut , Ui Kax mo no
Opy20MY K pazepamy u U3HACUIOBAHUIO CEOUM NbAHBIM CKIOEKCYATbHBIM 8UO0M)

Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 30, 2019,

21 Bbl ocyofcdaeme usHacuioearue WIOZ()CZ AHCECMKO ocydume mak Jrce U NbAHCMeE0 HCEeHUJUH. Bobi xomume
NbAHCME06ANTb U 6 MOJCE BPEMSL He ObIMb UBHACUTOBAHHBIM. DMO YMY HE NOCMUNCUMO.
Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 31 2019,
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https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=2434725789903917&set=pcb.2434607346582428
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blamed the woman for attending the party in the first place and for possibly provoking the
attacker. “They [women] dress provocatively... and then say he harassed or raped them...
[Women] should not hang out with friends at night. [...] There is no smoke without a fire.”22
The same narrative of the victim seducing her attacker and then erratically changing her mind
is present: “If a bitch does not want it, a dog will not jump at her. She must have flirted herself
first but, in the end, became the victim.”23 These two comments neatly summarize the common
sentiment of tens of other comments left under the post. The woman’s dignity is questioned,
and she is offered little sympathy due to her breaching the mores of respectability for a Kazakh
woman — being at a party with strange men late at night with possible consumption of alcohol
taking place. Confirming Shaban Darakchi argument about the harsh ranking of women’s ‘sin’
than that of a man, as the attacker himself is not judged for consuming alcohol and being at the
party by the Instagram users.24 In this narrative, women are also assigned the responsibility for
larger societal problems: “All of this are consequences of women drinking and smoking like
men. [...] They dress like whores. Here is what all of this leads to. To lechery and violence.”25
This comment implies that there exists a normative gender relations balance upon which rests

the prosperity of the society and which women should not challenge.

22 00esaiomcs Gbi3bl8AOWU ... NOMOM 2060PSIM OOMASANCS UNU USHACUNOBA... HOYbIO ULIAMCSL HE HYICHO NO
20CMSIM U NOOPY2AM... 5L KOHEYHO He NbIMAIOCh NPUHSING CHIOPOHY IMO20 MYICUKA KOMOPDIIL YOApPUiL ee... HO
Kax ckazanu em ovima be3 oensi!!! Eciu npuuien omkas 3HAUUM HYHICHO MYRO 635Mb U YUMU peMst npuoem. .
Mol 0egyuiKe He HyJHCHO GbleObleambCs

Kazaxcranckuii mopran NUR.KZ (@kaznews), “XXurenpauiia Kocranas mo umenu Jlaypa 3asBria o
JIOMOTaTeIhCTBAX M N30MEHNH CO CTOPOHBI MaJIO3HAKOMOT0 My 4rHBL.,” Instagram, May 11, 2020,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CACkQu-Bzlc/.

23 CyuKa He 3axoyem Kabeib He CKouum. Cama noxooy 21asKu Cmpould a 60KOHYesKe Jeepmeoti cmaia
Kazaxcranckuii iopran NUR.KZ (@kaznews), “JKurenpuuna Kocranas no umenu Jlaypa 3asBuia o
JIOMOTaTeNbCTBAX U N3OHEHUH CO CTOPOHBI MATIO3HAKOMOTO MY KYHHBL.”

24 Shaban Darakchi, “‘The Western Feminists Want to Make Us Gay’: Nationalism, Heteronormativity, and
Violence Against Women in Bulgaria in Times of ‘Anti-Gender Campaigns,”” Sexuality & Culture 23, no. 4
(December 2019): 1222.

25 DMO 6ce nOCIeOCMEUsL MO20 YO HCEHWUHbL OYXalom U Kypam KaK MYyd#CUKU, CHUMAIOM HA UOEO C80U MAMbl
6 Pyso. Odesaromces kaxk nocreonue wimowxu. Bom k uemy smo nuusooum. K pazepamemay u nacunuil
Kazaxcraunckuii mopran NUR.KZ (@kaznews), “Xurenpuuia Kocranas no umenu Jlaypa 3asBuia o
JIOMOTATeNbCTBAX U U30UEHUHU CO CTOPOHBI MaJIO3HAKOMOT'O MY KYHHBI.”
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Not all comments on the internet always blame the victims of gender-based violence.
However, a lot of comments condemning victim-blaming also end up reinforcing traditional
gender roles when defending the victim and rarely denouncing the cultural settings of the
violence. For instance, Tengrinews has published news about a 19-year-old female teacher who
was raped next to a school where she works at in Maigaragay, a village in Pavlodar oblast.
Most of the 129 comments under the news article denounce the state for its inefficient criminal
justice system.26 Users in their comments pick up on the trend of a lot of perpetrators having
been either accused of sexual violence crimes before or been sentenced, yet still avoiding

2 <6

jailtime: “The police have failed to act again. And this led to a felony,” “the system is rotten,

money and connection decide everything,” “[...] the police do not do anything, per usual!
Everyone is corrupt.” 27 While this discourse is discerning of the systemic ineffectual
punishment of perpetrators, at the same time the question of why so many people feel entitled

to perpetrate such violence in the first place is not discussed.

Some users who commented under the same news on Tengrinews’ website engage in
particularly aggressive commentary calling for castration of the perpetrators or even death
penalty: “Here “deep CASTRATION” is needed, and 25 years behind bars!!,” “Lynch him, if
the police and the laws are powerless,” “[...] when will they implement death penalty for

that?,” “I suggest to publicly execute such freaks!”28 These comments construct a discourse

26 “19-JletHioro Yuurenbuuity Msnacumosanu Bosie IlIkonsr B ITaBnomapckoit O6mactu,” Tengrinews,
February 26, 2020, ; i - -uchitelnitsu-i i i- - i-

27 (1) Onamo nomuyus komopas 6ezdeticmaosana. M smo npusena Kk msajckomy npecmynieHuio.

(2) Cucmem cenuna, pewaiom oenveu u ces3u.

(3) I'vavnapa, Boi npasei, noauyus kak ecezoa beszdeticmeyem! Ipodasicuvie 6ce. Beonas desouxa, scusu u 6y0b
cuacmauea! Ilycmo Bcegvlunuti mebe nomooicem!!!

“19-Jletrroro Yuurensuuny M3nacunoanu Bosne HIkons B [TaBnonapckoit O6mactu.”

28 (1) Bom mym mouno nyscna "KACTPAL[HA no xopens”, u 25 nem 3a pewemxoti !! /[pyeoe ne nomoosicem !!
Tenepu npocvba depacamo 6 Kypce cobbimuil, ouernb 00uoHo 3a desywky !! Tenepb mouno Hukmo ne noedem
pabomamo 6 ceno !!

(2) Ha camocyo eeo, paz nonuyus u 3aKoHbI HECCUTLHBI

(3) Oxxx, ny Ko20a cmepmuyio KazHb 3a 9mMo 86edym?

(4) Ilpeonazaro npentodno kazHums maxux ypooos! Cmuicia Hem e20 nepegoCnUmbleantv, Mo 6eCnoiesHo.

Ibid.
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that rapists and abusers are hopeless individuals, i.e. exceptions, who should be eradicated from
the society but do not excavate the circumstances that allow this violence against women and
children to occur on a constant basis. In this discourse, VAW remains solely an individualistic
choice that is encouraged by an ineffective justice system. Interestingly, none of the 129
comments under this news article question the victim’s credibility. My argument is that it is
because the news article offered no details about the victim besides stating that she is young
(19 years-old) and is a schoolteacher. The rape also happened during the day on her way to
work. All of this does not indicate any particular way in which the victim could be seen as
breaching the standards of hegemonic femininity with her behavior rendering her trust and

sympathy from the commenters.

The stress on individual behavior and the responsibility of the criminal justice system
begets more violence, which is evident in several comments under an Instagram post of
@astanovka98, another Instagram news portal with 262 thousand followers. Under the post
about the Talgo case verdict, some users called for an organized vengeance against the male
judge who presided over the case. While some wished him to experience on his own skin how
parents of the victim must feel, one particularly violent comment made by a man suggested
gang raping the daughter of the judge which would be “cheaper than hiring a hooker.”29 These
comments once again portray a woman’s body as an extension of a man’s honor, which is a
common concept within Islam that dates back to tribal Bedouin affiliations that would tie

together nomadic tribes by blood ties. In the case of honor, it is derived from women and

29 3asecmu napy demeii u noumu ¢ Opy3vimu ebame 00UKY CYyObU, 2NAGHOE 04ePeOHOCHb CODIIO0Amb U 8blliOem
daoice Oeutesne Yem WoXy CHIMb

A98/HosocTu Actans! (@astanovkads), “Cyx [lpurosopun JIByx [IpoBoanukos ‘Tansro’, M3HaCHIOBaBIINX
IMaccaxupky B Kyre, k 2,5 T'ogam Jlumenust CBo6oasr,” Instagram, July 26, 2019,

ttps: /A instagram.com/p/BOXIWoL 17OE/?igshid=h39ranizuryn.
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protected by the men of the tribe. To target and defile a woman’s honor is to shame the entire

tribe.3o

Mona Eltahawy also makes a strong argument that exposes the way misogyny breeds
gender-based violence in Arab countries as a result of a “trifecta of the state, street, and
home”31 meaning that issues like sexual violence against women cannot be eradicated by
imprisoning individual men, as long as the culture that fosters the misogyny allows such
practices to exist on every level: the state, the public, and the family. Eltahawy’s argument
echoes that of Elizabeth Teather who argues that rape is created through discourse, in which
“women are constructed as potential victims with vulnerable bodies.”32 According to Teather,
this discourse is reinforced by different modes of representation and has the power to affect
people’s behavior and opinions. The way this narrative of women as victims and men as

protectors is ‘weaponized’ in the official state discourse is shown in Chapter Three.

Domestic Violence as a Cultural Norm

Domestic abuse challenges the division between personal and public and exposes
unequal misogynistic power structures inside an ideal Kazakh family. Since domestic violence
is seen as a familial matter, a continuous pattern found across the comments and public posts
on social media is the emphasis on a woman’s fulfillment of her role as a mother/wife. There
have been many instances when domestic abuse was normalized using traditions in viral posts
and articles. Below, I look at public’s reaction to this normalization of domestic abuse.
Interestingly, these matters are almost always raised specifically in regard to ethnically Kazakh

women and not all women citizens of Kazakhstan who could be of other ethnic identities.

30 Sana Khayyat, Honour and Shame: Women in Modern Iraq (Saqi Books, 1990).

31 Mona Eltahawy, Headscarves and Hymens: Why the Middle East Needs a Sexual Revolution (Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2015).

32 Elizabeth Kenworthy Teather, “Introduction: Geographies of Personal Discovery,” in Embodied Geographies,
ed. Elizabeth Kenworthy Teather (Routledge, 2005), 3.
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On November 20th, 2019, Kazakhstani feminist activist Fariza Ospan posted on her
Instagram page a video that has since collected 126,000 views and 1318 comments.3s The video
shows a woman who gives a toast at a wedding and says in Kazakh that a woman is not a
woman unless she endures beatings from her husband, an opinion that prevails among 15% of
Kazakhstani women, according to local news.z4 Ospan condemns the woman’s statement and
has translated what she is saying into Russian and English in the caption of her post. She ended
the post by stating that if someone ever asks her about the state of women’s rights in
Kazakhstan, she would simply show them said video, implying the prevalence of such
misogynistic views in the country. This post has earned considerably more attention than other
posts on Ospan’s Instagram, most likely because, rather than talking about the problem of
gender-based violence in general, the post presents Kazakh national culture in an unfavorable
light, which was avidly discussed by the commenters from different angles, such as linguistic

meaning, regional peculiarities, etc.

While the majority of comments echoed Ospan’s sentiment in denouncing such overt
normalization of domestic abuse, some were quick to point out that the meaning of some
phrases in Kazakh language could have ambiguous translations. The Kazakh phrase tayaq
zheuss could be translated as both a physical punishment and a non-violent argument between
people, the latter would imply that a wife is not a wife unless she experiences conflicts with
her husband. One man in the comments has accused Ospan of showing the “wrong side of our

country” by demonstrating “so-called problems.”3s This man and others have emphasized the

33 Fariza Ospan (@ospanfariza), “SI TToxanyit Ocrasmo Oto 3aech,” Instagram, November 20, 2019,
https://www.instagram.com/p/B5Gag5RnmOC/.
34 ““15% Kasaxcranok Cunratot, Yto My Brpase bute XKeny,” Zakon.Kz, November 1, 2019,

https://www. zakon.kz/4993085-15-kazahstanok-schitayut-chto-

36 Qapuza, mym cmoums mulcaums wiupe) « Tasx sicey» He umeem npsamo2o CMoicid, i pedb UOEm He o
uuUecKoOM HACUTUY CO CMOPOHA MYHCA, MOINCHO U CLOBAMU HAPY2amb dceHy« Task dcezuzyy, 3mo npocmo
VKDENIEHHAs C853KA CN08 U 8CeM Ka3axam OHa 3Hakoma. Ewé u na anenuiickom nanucanu, émecmo mozo umooul
Hauly cmpasy noKaswvléams ¢ NPAGUILHOL COPOHbI, 8bl NOKA3bléAeNe MAK Hazvleaemvle «npodremvly. K momy
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joking manner of the toast and the relaxed atmosphere at the wedding that they see as harmless
fun rather than disturbing trivialization. Other women commented on the general culture of
domestic power structures by stating that women need to be “wise” and have more patience,
sabr, in order to “outsmart their husbands” in the conflicts, which would warrant physical abuse
obsolete.37 Since Ospan has an established group following and audience, there were a lot of
people who have agreed with her position by referring to the prevalent culture of violence in
the country. However, a lot of comments, at the same time, called for women to leave their
abusers and change the culture by starting with themselves, which once again places the

emphasis and responsibility on individual women.

Those commenting on Ospan’s video have also insulted the woman in question (“And
she gives birth to children and raises daughters, horrific’’)3s and/or pointed out in a rather
accusatory manner that she herself is likely to be a victim of casual domestic abuse, which
prompts her to normalize it for other women (“She must be a masochist, or she has not met real
men,” “If she does not respect herself, it is pointless to tell her otherwise”).39 Darakchi outlines
what advantages women receive for attaining hegemonic femininity by describing “the
admiration and the support of the patriarchal model of masculinities give certain women the
power and privilege to position themselves higher than other women.” 40 As Darakchi argues,

this self-positioning of women operates in a manner similar to hegemonic masculinity. This

aHce IMO NPocmo moti, eoe 00U XOMAM 8eceio NPOGeCmu 8peMs U Huue2o boavlue, U CKa3ano oulio 8 ulymky!!!
OmHocumecs Ko MHO2UM GeUidM NPOWE U HCU3Hb Oydem necye!

Ospan (@ospanfariza), “A Ioxanyit Ocrasmo I1o 31ech.”

31 A cama npomue 66imoeo2o nacunusi!A 0o 3amyscecmea Myacy ckazaia, eciu NOOHUMEWb PYKY ,00HY MUHYNY
He 6y0y psidom cmosimb. ] 080psim HEKOMOPbLE HCEHUUNBL CAMU RPOBOYUPYIONM MYICUUH, TUULHEe MOJICe
2080pums He cmoum 8 aopec myxca. Tonvbko cadp u xumpo,myopo peutams. les a0am HaMaHObIKMbIKMbl
minineH mabaosi.

Ibid.

38 Heseacecmeo! U maxas ewyé u demeiti posxcaem u douepetii ocnumoiéams 6yoem. Yocac npocmo!

Ibid.

39 (1) Mmm 0a mazaxucka nageproe!)unu HACMOAWUX MYHCUUH He GCmpedana? |MHe TUYHO JHCATKO CIAL0 SMY
Hecuacmuyio dceHuuny!

(2) Hawnu 3a koeo nomemo. Eciu oHa cebs He yeadicaem, mo 4mo el 2060pums Uil 6mupamys, 6€CnoNe3HO

Ibid.
40 Darakchi, ““The Western Feminists Want to Make Us Gay,”” 1225.
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might explain why women partake in normalization of VAW and dissemination of harmful
stereotypes about its victims, as they benefit socially from conforming to the standards of a
‘good’ Kazakh woman. Hegemonic femininity helps to keep the focus on individual victims
and their actions in the discourse of VAW. In the comments, many women themselves often
support sexist stereotypes and myths about domestic abuse and sexual violence. It is unclear
whether these women are impacted by domestic violence personally and whether it prompts

them to support conservative views on gender-based violence and women’s sexuality.

In late 2019, a Kazakh journalist and poet Myltykbay Yerimbetov stated on national
television, in response to a woman who reported being beaten by her husband, that “80% of
Kazakh women have always tolerated and continue to tolerate domestic abuse because of
family and children. Children are the most wonderful thing on the planet and for them you have
to endure being beaten by your husband.” 41 Yerimbetov’s response assigned primary
importance to the national culture for the occurrence of domestic violence and the way women
should respond to it. It is necessary to notice that Yerimbetov specifically refers to ethnically
Kazakh women, not to all women living in Kazakhstan, as the ones who should endure
domestic abuse from their husbands. Another distinguishable detail of his statement is the “it
has always been this way” argument that aims to naturalize the misogyny via mystic national
past. This statement attracted a lot of social media attention. For instance, a Facebook post of
a Kazakh blogger Bakhytzhan Kopbayev condemned Yerimbetov’s stance on domestic abuse.
With 190 comments under the post, the author concluded his text with “I would like to look at

this “public figure” if his own daughter, or granddaughter, was being abused.” 422 An

41 “‘Kazaxckue JKenmuns! Beerna Tepnenu u [lomwkas! Tepnets’: CrioBa Epumberosa o lomamuem Hacunun
HIOKHpOBam/I ” Qazweek.Kz, October 14, 2019,

42 Xomen bvl 51 nocmompems Ha 3moeo "obwecmeennozo deamensn", ecau ovl u3dUAIU €20 pot)HyiO 004b U
enyuky. Ilo-opyeomy Ovl 3anen.
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https://qazweek.kz/ru/2019/10/14/%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%B7%D0%B0%D1%85%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%B5-%D0%B6%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%89%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%8B-%D0%B2%D1%81%D0%B5%D0%B3%D0%B4%D0%B0-%D1%82%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BF%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B8-%D0%B8-%D0%B4/
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overwhelming majority of the users that commented on the post also employed the same
narrative in berating Yerimbetov. One particular comment says, “So this [man] is, a priori, in
favor of his mother being beaten. Not-enough-of-a-man.”43 Many other comments state that he

must not have sisters or daughters to make such statements.

Another example of similar narrative in the comments section is an Instagram post by
NUR.kz that quotes a professor of Kazakhstan’s Eurasian National University Yerlan
Suleymenov as he comes out as an Islamist, nationalist, and antisemitic and states that “beating
women is allowed and necessary.”s4 An overwhelming majority of 5,129 comments under this
post condemn Suleymenov’s stance calling for his resignation from the university. Many used
the same narrative of equating the professor’s statement to the state of his relationships with
the women in his life: “A woman gave birth to him. He has a mother, maybe a sister and a
daughter. He also thinks that they need to be beaten and humiliated?,” “I wish him to have 10
daughters so that he would bite his tongue,” “Does he have the same opinion about his female
relatives?,” “What would he say if his daughter was abused, for instance?.”ss Other users
granted Suleymenov his right to domestic abuse but called him out for promoting his views in

public: “Let him beat his mother, wife, sisters, but he should not propagate this,” *“ If he needs

Bakhytzhan Kopbayev, “MOXXHO JIX BUTb XXKEHY, JA Unu HET?,” Facebook, October 13, 2019,
https://mww.facebook.com/bk1908/posts/136043977789429].

43 [Tomygaercs, 5ToT MBUTTBIKOA# aripropH 3a TO, 9TOOBI OMIIH ero MaTh. HemoMyKuk.

Kopbayev, “MOXXHO JI BUTH X)KEHY, 1A Wnu HET?”

44 Kazaxcranckuit mopran NUR.KZ (@kaznews), “Ckanman Pasroperncst Bokpyr Espaswuiickoro
Hammonansaoro Yrauepcureta — IIpodeccopa Byza O6sunmmm B Cexcmsme U3-3a Kommenrtapres B
Corucersix.,” Instagram, June 4, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CA-KKHshthJ/.

45 (1) E20 poouna scenwuna. ¥ nezo ecmo mams, Modicem cecmpa u 004b, YMo OH MOdiCe CHUMAaen Ymo u3
Haoo bumv u yHuncamo. MHe 8 OaHHbII MOMEHM JHCATb €20 MAMb.

(2) XKenaro emy 10 douepeti nycms nomom rokmu cebe cepbizem

(3) O csoux 6rusKUX KHCEHUWURAX OH MAKO20 Jice MHeHUs?

(4) Ymo on craccem ecnu 6y0ym 6ums e2o douw, nanpumep? Hysicno omempanums om 0oaxicHoCmu 3a maxkue
svickazvisanus!!! Ilycmov ne nosopum camviii Kpynuwiti BY3 cmpanwi!

Kazaxcraunckuii mopran NUR.KZ (@kaznews), “Ckannan Pasropencs Bokpyr Eepasuiickoro HaunonanbsHoro
VYHuepcurera.”
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to, let him beat his mother, sister, younger sister. But he should not impose his views on other

families.” 46

Both these examples of public reaction to Yerimbetov and Suleymenov’s statements
demonstrate the way women are ultimately tied to their male relations even if they are unknown
or unrepresented in the story itself. The discourse of explaining or reasoning with the
misogynistic behavior of men by calling out to their empathy for someone else’s or their own
mothers and daughters is criticized by Eltahawy who points out that protection of men is
conditional and that women are only promised the male protection that comes with being
someone’s daughter or mother only as long as they perform these roles up to the standards of

hegemonic femininity.

Blaming the ‘Other’

It is important to comment on inner tensions between opinions of users regarding
nationalism, traditions, and violence against women. While most of the comments are
embedded in the same gendered nationalist culture, they differ significantly in their political
and cultural stances. Interior tensions in the nationalist discourse about what aspects of the
culture are responsible for the prevalence of gender-based violence in Kazakhstani society are
reminiscent of Foucault’s rule of the tactical polyvalence of discourse. Foucault instructs not
to assume that there exists only one juxtaposition of the dominant versus dominated discourses
but to conceive discourse as “a discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither

uniform nor stable.”47

46 (1) Ceoux nycmo 66ém, mamy, siceny, cecmép, a nPONazanoupo8amy Mo He HYHCHO

(2) Ecnu nysrcno nycmo on mozoa 66ém mamv, cecmpy, CeCMpPeHKY.a 6 Opyaue cembil yCmb He Je3em

Ibid.

47 Michel Foucault, “Chapter 2 Method, Part IV Deployment of Sexuality,” in History of Sexuality, trans. Robert
Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 98.
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A noticeable presence in the comments under Ospan’s post was branding normalization
of domestic abuse as part of either Southern culture or auylss culture by many commenters.
Another word that was mentioned is “mambetism”, which is slang mostly used by Kazakh
people to stereotype other Kazakhs from auyls with no education. The word has a strong
demeaning connotation to it.49 Alima Bissenova defines mambet as a derogatory term for ‘the
other’, “recent rural migrants.”so The usage of this word and general condemnation of the
Southern or auyl culture shows inner tensions in the nationalist culture of Kazakhstan between
people who are stereotypically categorized as mambets and those who do the categorization.
This narrative in Ospan’s comments demonstrates that some people view the problem of
domestic abuse as part of a less refined Kazakh culture that perhaps needs education and

enlightenment of some sort.

Kopbayev also writes in his Facebook post that there will be a lot of people supporting
justifications of violence against women and children, especially among Kazakh nationalists.
This prompted several comments denouncing the nationalistic aspect of the issue. A woman
commented that there is no need to accentuate nationalism because “those who mistreat women
are animals who have no nation.” s1 Another woman criticized the ‘“craze” of confusing

nationalist mentality with “low-intellect thinking.”s2 Blind disregard of the nationalistic aspect

48 Auyl means village, small rural settlements in Kazakh.

49 Typically, in Kazakhstan mambet means a person who comes from rural areas, only speaks Kazakh, or speaks
Russian very badly, lacks proper education, and has bad manners. It is typically used by urban Russian-speaking
public as a disparaging label for others.

50 Alima Bissenova, “The Fortress and the Frontier: Mobility, Culture, and Class in Almaty and Astana,”
Europe-Asia Studies 69, no. 4 (April 21, 2017): 648.

51 Bol npaesujlibHo NOOHANU memy ,HO He HYIHCHO oenamo AKyeHn Ha evlpadicerHuu "Hauuoya/mcmuuecmu
HACMpOEeHHbLX xazaxog” , me Kmo uzoesaemcs HaO HCEHWUHAMU -OHU 36€epU, Y HUX Hem Hauuu.l/l me Kmo
N000epHCUBAIOM MAKUX HET00el ~CaMU MOPALLHO Cabble THOOUWKY, Y HUX WL C 20JI080U He 6CE 6 NOPSIOKe WU
KOMNJEKCobl HeENOJIHOYEHHOCMU, KAK MOJICHO U30e6amvcsi Hao mamepvio ceoux demell.

Kopbayev, “MOXXHO JIU BUTh XXEHY, A Wnu HET?”

52 Hpu yem 30eco HAayuoratucmud4ecKkux HaCWlpOEHHble‘?

Ymo 3a Manus e30e Menmanumem ¢ xy()buw MblUllleHUuem nymamsb..

MaHKypmbl KdakK 6bl Ha()OEJZu, ecjlu 4ecniHo

Kopbayev, “MOXXHO JIX1 BUTH XXEHY, A Wnu HET?”
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by the commentators makes little sense when we look at the gendered and nationalist language

of Yerimbetov.

The examples above involve some type of juxtaposition between “modern” and
“uncivilized” parts of Kazakhstan or, as discussed by Richard L. Wolfel (2002), it could be an
issue of the north versus the south, only Russian-speaking population versus only Kazakh-
speaking population.ss Wolfel argues that there exists a clear division between the northern
regions of the country/only Russian-speaking population and Kazakh nationalists/the southern
regions that hinders the process of creation of a unified national identity, an argument supported
in Bissenova’s work as well.s4 Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs who live in the south are often
thought to be more nationalist in their beliefs and more traditional in their views and values. It
is, therefore, important to bear in mind that inner divisions in the discourse are possible and to
not resort to oversimplification and assuming bigger political identities based on whether
someone criticizes parts of the national culture of Kazakh or not.ss For example, some of the
men whose comments on the Talgo case Fominova shared on her Facebook page seem to be
supporting an oppositional movement in the country, i.e. democratization and ousting of
Nazarbayev’s regime. The indicator for this is the presence of a Facebook frame in support of
the pro-democratic oppositional movement in their profile pictures. When Omirzhan, one of
the commenters mentioned earlier, was criticized for his comment blaming the Talgo case victi,
he asked (in Kazakh this time even though his original comment was in Russian) his critics to
not “turn into Russians” and expressed relief that “only Russians and metisse people resent my

comment, thank God.”s7 Omirzhan has other political posts on his Facebook page that indicate

53 Richard L. Wolfel, “North to Astana: Nationalistic Motives for the Movement of the Kazakh(Stani) Capital,”
Nationalities Papers 30, no. 3 (September 2002): 485-506.

54 Bissenova, “The Fortress and the Frontier.”

55 Diana T. Kudaibergenova, “The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent Kazakhstan,”
Europe-Asia Studies 68, no. 5 (May 27, 2016): 917-35.

56 Metis is a person of mixed ethnic background. In Kazakhstan, metis usually refers to people of mixed Kazakh
and any other (most likely, Russian) ethnicities.

57 (1) Opwic 60nbin kemkeHcKunep
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his condemnation of the current political regime in the country. The difference between the
users’ political views and their general consensus on the standards of hegemonic femininity
with frequent reference to Islamic practices observed in the comments on social media supports
Mosse’s argument that society’s ideas of morally correct and incorrect behavior stem from a

national identity and its connection to piousness rather than, for instance, a political identity.

Lastly, I would like to highlight the tendency in many comments to blame rampant
violence against women on contemporaneity and Western political influences. For instance,
NUR.kz has published a short video reporting that in 2018 cases of domestic abuse have
increased by more than 100% and that, according to UN Women, every year approximately
400 Kazakhstani women die from domestic abuse.ss The video has 153,000 views and 397
comments on Instagram and, in fact, did mention that cultural and religious practices contribute
to the perpetuation of violence. An international organization being the source of the statistics
has prompted comments questioning the data’s authenticity and relevance for Kazakhstan’s

context. One comment by a male users states:

Do not be fooled by any statistics they try to sell us from international foundations. [In
Kazakhstan] such cases [of domestic abuse] are rare. [...] You have to understand that
if women no longer respect men, a family institute will collapse and children will read
fairytales about prince and prince, like they do in Europe. [...] Two leaders in one house

cannot live together and if a man submits to a woman, it will not be good.s9

(2) Oonu pyccrue wiu memucwl sozmywaromes craea Bozy.

Ibid.

58 Kazaxcranckuit mopran NUR.KZ, “/lomamnee Hacunue B Kasaxcrane Ha Ilpumepe Poccuiickoro
Uccnemosanwus.,” Instagram, December 1, 2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/B5hhfSQBVPY/.

59 Bui nocywaiime 6edb smo Cembsl eOunoe yenoe 4mo bl 6e0émecs Ha 6CAKUE CIAMUCTIUKY KOMOpble 6aM
BNUXUBATOM MEHCOYHAPOOHBIE (hoHObL. Y Hac maxue ciyyau edunuunsl. A ne noo00epicUusaio Myxcuun Komopule
NO0360J1A10M NOOHUMAMb PYKY HA CIAOBLI N0 U HCEHWUHA CAMA 8 NPAse BbIOUPAMb HCUMb eti ¢ MAKUM
npuoypkom unu Hem. Ho vl notimume ecau 'y dcenuyun nponadém yeagjicenue K MysIcuuHam UHCIMUmym cemvi
pyxuem u demu 6yoym kax 6 Eepone uumams cKazku npo npuHya u npunyd. 3avem Ham 3mo uiu 6am
yeaoicaemble dceHuunbl. Myoicuuna smo 2n1asa cemvbu U 0emu 8blpocuile 8 cembe 20e IMo Max u 2oe omey
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Another user says, “Violence does not happen for no reason, there must be reasons to think
about! [...] Bring up children in the right way who would be against violence in the family.
Otherwise, we will lose family values and, like in European countries, have gays and lesbians
walking down the street holding hands.”e0 These comments juxtapose Kazakh culture to
European/Western cultures, as these users argue that the only way to preserve the unigueness
of Kazakhs and their ‘morally right’ behavior, such as heterosexuality, is to not disrupt the
standards of hegemonic femininity and masculinity. According to Omirzhan, a commenter
under Fominova’s Facebook post, emancipation of women and emasculation of men are also
the roots of the problem of rampant gender-based violence in the country, which is followed
by high divorce rates and declining moral standards due to access to information without

restriction. “Feminism will not help but worsen the situation. Spiritual knowledge is needed,”s1

NPUBUBAENT CHIHOBLSIM MO YMO MAMb MO CEAMOE U KAK Y HAC NPUHSIMO YO OH CRACASL ee 0N CMEPMU MOAbKO
omniamum 3a 00Hy Kanuo ee Moaoka. A 6om amu auie HeNOHAMHOE JceNaHUe OOMUHUPOBANb HU K YEMY
xXopowemy He npusedem. [lea moepa 6 00HOU mapesKe JHCUumb He CMOZYN U eCu NPOSHEM.CSL MYICHUHA MO MO
OyO0em He oueHb Xopouio. ApKue npumepsl 3anadd y Hac eCmb 6CsKUe YgemHble napaovl 0ecpadayusl u Kpax.
Tomom camu 6ydeme 2060pumv 20e HACMOosiwue MyHcuku. A smu 8bIpOOKU KOMOPbLe NPOSAGTSION AZPECcCUio No
OMHOWEHUIO K JCEHUUHAM KaK ObLiu max u 6yoym xoms cmepmuyto Kasnue 6sedém. Tak umo eéocnumulgaiime
CBOUX MYHCUUH 8 CeMbe OOCMOUHO, 0eCnadbl C Yauysl He 6epymcs, Kmo mo @blule NUCATL YO MYICUUHA
BbIPOCUUUILL 8 CeMbe 20e omely U3OUBAN Mamb Modce mak Oydem 0enams Mo 6PAHbLE OH HU K020a He NOOHUMEeM
PYKy. Pyky noonumem mom kmo 6anosan samu ygadcaemule HCEHWUHDBL U 6bl CAMU 80CRUMbIEAEE MAKUX,
ceuuac 4amol noyumaime WKOIbHble 20e MAMAUY UM OtOal MOeMY CbIHY Meudaem 0eeouKa u m.n. npo
ananuzupyime 4mo bl 2080pume C6oUM 0emsam. Ima wanaea sma oypa y 9moil pooociosnas He ma. Bo
MHO2UX CLYHASIX JICEHbI ROTYUAIOM OM CEOUX MYJiCell 3a He YBadiceHue K UX poOumensim, nOCMompume
CMAmMUCMuKy CKOIbKO 8 OOMAX NPECMapenblx pooumeinetl Haxo0samcsl, KeIUHKYU 3a0arom ux myoa 60m u
3akunarom mysxcuxu. He uwume 6unoeamuvix a 6ocnumuléaiime u3z c60UX CblHOBell MydCUuH. /lepoicume c8oux
cmapukos npu cebe nepedagaiime mpaouyuu u He 6ydem smux Becnanosa 6 nomune. A 6yoem ypagroseuieHHoe
06wecmso u yenvle cemvu. B cem mepnenus u mupa.

Kazaxcranckuit mopran NUR.KZ, “Jlomamaee Hacunme B Kazaxcrane Ha I[Ipumepe Poccuniickoro
Uccnenosanus.”

60 JJobpulil 6euep noou! s ¢ MydscCKol mOYKY 3peHUst Ha YMOm ONPOC X0y CKA3AMb HACUIUE MOJICe He
APOUCXOOUM NPOCHO MAK MOMY eCib KAKUe-ma nputiunsl,3a0ymaiimecs! I npomue KOHeuHo 3a Hacuiue Ho
cumyayuu Ovleaiom pasHule. Yuume oemei HA00 ¢ 0emcmaea,camoe DObUL0e KOAULeCMB80 HACUIUEe NPOUCXOOUM
HAO JHCeHWUHAMU, B ceMbsx MyHCUUHBI U HCEHWUHBL 00BeOUHALIMECh U 80CNUMABALiMe NPABUTbHBIX Oemell
xomopuie 6yoym npomug nacunus 6 Cemve. Mot max nomepsiem Cemetinble YeHHOCMU KAK e8ponelicKue
cmpanwl, 6y0ym nOMoOM No YAUYAM 3a PyuKy X00ums pazuvie 2ell u 1e30UsHKu

Ibid.

61 /]ei0 8 MOM YmMO MYAHCUUHBL CIADEIOM U HCEHWUHBL IMAHCURUPYIOM. Dmom npoyecc uoem 00HO8peMenHo. ¥
MYJHCUUH CIAOEIOM MOPATbHO-80IE8ble Kauecmad. JKenwunul sce mepsaiom c6010 HCEHCKYI0 MOHKYIO CUTY.
O0noti us npuyun npoyecca despadayuy NPOUCXo0Um uz-3a paspyuwenus uncmumyma cemvi. B cmpane 40-
50% paze0008. B umoze manvuuxu He nOIYUAIOM MYIHCCKOE BOCNUMAHUe U 60cnumbisaiomcs mamepsamu. Ewe
00HA NPUYUHA YIMO NAJeHUe HPABOs U3 3a OOCHYNHOCMU UHGopmayuu 6e3 oepanuyenui. Pooumenu ne
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states Omirzhan. According to him, with emancipation women lose their soft power that
preserves marriages. These comments imply that it is a woman’s duty to endure gender

inequality and, therefore, to maintain harmony within a family.

Preservations of traditions is seen as a radical matter of life or death of the nation, where
death means assimilating to the Western norms of conduct. If Nazarbayev, as discussed in the
next chapter, warns the public about safeguarding Kazakh women from the Middle Eastern
Islamic practices, many Kazakhstani users online are more concerned with women falling for
the Western culture by becoming too emancipated, not raising ‘real men,” and not being good
wives, all of which, according to the them, is what precipitates violence against women in

Kazakhstan.

In conclusion, this chapter has explored how Kazakh women are represented in online
discourses on rape and domestic abuse, and the way this representation underpins sexist and
moralistic norms of hegemonic femininity. By looking at online comments of various users
across multiple platforms, it becomes evident that Kazakh women’s bodies and behavior are
subjected to constant policing by others, as they are expected to act according to the standards
of hegemonic femininity to preserve their respectability and the right for protection. The
standards of hegemonic femininity are attached to women even when they suffer from gendered
violence like rape and domestic abuse, which is perceptible in the way online users fuse
common rape myths and sexist stereotypes about victims of domestic violence with the national

culture and the ideas of Kazakhness. According to the online discourse, the Kazakhness of

VCACOUNU U He 02PAHUYUIY Oemsam 00CMYn K ungopmayuu. Unmepruem Kuutum 6csiKko2o pooa nOpHO Caumamu
Komopuwle Gopmupyrom y Oemeil MHeHUe 4mo OMHOUWEHUST MENCOY MYNHCUUHOU U HCEHUWUHOU O0NHCHbL ObIMb
maxumu. QemuHuzM mym He nomodcem, a ycy2youm cumyayuio. Hyschvl dyxosHuvle 3HaHusL.

Tatyana Fominova, Facebook, July 31 2019



https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=2436268819749614&set=pcb.2434607346582428
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Kazakh women entails a strong Kazakh Muslim identity and adherence to traditional Kazakh
gender roles as mothers, wives, and daughters, all of which aims to differentiate Kazakh nation
from the ‘other,” specifically the West that is portrayed as a place of declining morals. Kazakh
women are put on a tightrope between the East and the West, as they have to abide by traditions
while being handed a limited amount of agency and power in the public discourse. Overall,
conversations about rape and domestic abuse of Kazakh women online continue to place the
burden of blame for the violence on women as they come under constant scrutiny in their daily

actions and are reduced to their relations with men.
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Chapter Three: Official State Reponses:
Nazarbayev in Context

This chapter focuses on the discourse of the man who is currently the most powerful
figure in Kazakhstan: Nursultan Nazarbayev, the ex-President. This chapter demonstrates the
deeply gendered nature of the official state discourse in Kazakhstan by situating Nazarbayev’s
rhetoric about women’s place in the society in the political context using his Kazakhstan 2050
strategy speech from 2012 and International Women’s Day (IWD) celebratory speeches from
2018 and 2019 as main primary sources of the analysis. My main argument is that Nazarbayev
with his speeches and policies supports an identity of a contemporary Kazakh woman as the
mediator between the East and the West with her main duty to the nation and to the family
rather than as a fully equal member of the society — a vision largely supported by users on the
internet, as seen in the previous chapter. There is a clear space for a certain form of women
empowerment in the official discourse that is conditional upon not disrupting established
gender relations in the society. This chapter shows the way the discourse found online could

be legitimized by Nazarbayev’s discourse.

As the head of state, Nazarbayev has been in power for more than three decades and in
that time, he has established a loyal power elite. The governing regime is often referred to as
authoritariani and kleptocratic2 due to undemocratic political institutions, lack of civil liberties,
and extensive corruption. 3 People in Kazakhstan hold no illusions about the extent of

Nazarbayev’s individual power over what happens in the country. While Nazarbayev’s

1 Reld Standish, “An Agmg Autocrat s Lesson for His Fellow chtators ? The Atlantlc June 7 2019

2 Emanuele Mldolo “Special Report KAZAKHSTAN A CORRUPTION HOTSPOT?,” Rlsk Screen

December 2016, https:

3 David Dawkms “U.K. Takes Fight To Kazakhstan’s Wealthy Elite Over Unexplained ‘Billionaires’ Row’
Mansion,” Forbes March 11 2020, MQ&MAMMLMQQSMMMMM@WKMZQZQMHMMM



https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/06/kazakhstan-elections-lesson-dictators/591160/
https://www.riskscreen.com/kyc360/special-report/special-report-kazakhstan-a-corruption-hotspot/
https://www.riskscreen.com/kyc360/special-report/special-report-kazakhstan-a-corruption-hotspot/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/daviddawkins/2020/03/11/uk-takes-fight-to-kazakhstans-wealthy-elite-with-mcmafia-wealth-order-over-unexplained-billionaires-row-mansion/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/daviddawkins/2020/03/11/uk-takes-fight-to-kazakhstans-wealthy-elite-with-mcmafia-wealth-order-over-unexplained-billionaires-row-mansion/
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popularity has wavered over the years, which can be seen by looking at the recurring civil
protests erupting all over Kazakhstan demanding free and fair elections in Spring 2019,4 he
still remains the most powerful figure in the country overseeing its politics and tightly
controlling his successor. As the first president and the holder of the Elbasy title,s Nazarbayev’s
actions and words are constantly covered both by the state-sponsored media and a few
independent media resources meaning that his message is most likely to reach the majority of
Kazakhstan’s public. Nazarbayev and his government have harnessed high levels of soft power
over the population that has resulted in continuous tolerance of his regime until his step down
from power in March 2019.6 Nazarbayev is also the author of development strategies of the
country, such as Kazakhstan 2030 and Kazakhstan 2050, encompassing all aspects of social,

economic, political progress.

Kazakhstan 2050 strategy could be considered a potent blueprint for gender equality
advocacy from Nazarbayev in Kazakhstan, as it includes big sweeping statements with little
details on how they would come about and lack of acknowledgement of what hinders the
achievement of gender equality in Kazakhstan today. During his Kazakhstan 2050 speech in
2012, Nazarbayev details his vision of Kazakhstan’s development with clear goals and tasks
that are echoed in his IWD speeches from 2018 and 2019.7 The topic of women’s rights was

present in the 2012 address by calling for non-tolerance of “gender-based discrimination in the

4 “Kazakhstan Election Marred by Mass Arrests,” BBC News, June 9, 2019, sec. Asia,
https://mwww.bbc.com/news/world-asia-48574540.

5 Leader of the Nation (Elbasy) title was awarded to Nazarbayev in 2010 and guarantees a set of powerful
privileges to Nazarbayev and members of his family for life, including an ability to speak in front of the
parliament upon Nazarbayev’s wish.

6 Marlene Laruelle “The Power of Soft Power in Kazakhstan,” The Washlngton Post, May 1, 2015

7In 2019, Nazarbayev had invited a group of women from diverse backgrounds for tea at his pre5|dent|al
residence in Astana, Ak Orda. The event was not live streamed, but it was extensively covered by the news
media. In 2018, there was a concert in capital’s concert hall celebrating women with women themselves as the
main audience.
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country and ensuring gender equality and women’s parity with men in practice.”s This seeming
acknowledgement of the action needed for gender equality amounts to little empirical progress

toward gender parity.o

Nazarbayev wants women to have a distinctive space in the modern Kazakhstani
society but his discourse and lack of actions that follow his loud statements demonstrate the
limitations of that space. While calling for the elimination of domestic abuse in 2012 and
emphasizing the problem of 20% divorce rates in 2019, Nazarbayev and the policies of his
regime do not challenge gender roles within the family nor explore any other potential reason
for these two trends. His public speeches during IWD celebration events show evidence that
Nazarbayev does not wish to disrupt the standards of hegemonic masculinity and femininity
and the division of gender roles between men and women. Private lives are expected to stay
behind closed doors. Women are recognized for their importance to the nation as nurturers and
reproducers and are warranted a certain level of empowerment, but they are not being

thoroughly protected in neither public nor private spheres of their lives.

Motherhood

As seen in previous chapter, women’s bodies and behavior are often controlled under
the pretense of them being future/ mothers and this is also what is used to demand protection
and respect for women. In his discourse, Nazarbayev refers to Kazakh women almost
exclusively as mothers reinforcing the connection between them and the nation’s honor, which

is also used for victim-blaming in the online discourse. During his 2012 speech when he

8 “Ilocnanue [Ipesunenta Pecrrybnuku Kazaxcran - Jlunepa Hammm Hypcynrana Hazap6aesa Hapony
Kazaxcrana «Ctparerus «Kazaxcran-2050»: Hossiit [Tonutrndeckuit Kypc CoctosBuierocs I'ocymapctsay —
Oq)nunanbﬂbm Caiit [Ipesunenta PecmyOiuku Ka3ax0TaH ” Akorda kz, December 14 2012



https://www.akorda.kz/ru/events/astana_kazakhstan/participation_in_events/poslanie-prezidenta-respubliki-kazahstan-lidera-nacii-nursultana-nazarbaeva-narodu-kazahstana-strategiya-kazahstan-2050-novyi-politicheskii-
https://www.akorda.kz/ru/events/astana_kazakhstan/participation_in_events/poslanie-prezidenta-respubliki-kazahstan-lidera-nacii-nursultana-nazarbaeva-narodu-kazahstana-strategiya-kazahstan-2050-novyi-politicheskii-
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unveiled Kazakhstan 2050 strategy, Nazarbayev stated that women are the “pillar of the family
and, therefore, of the state.”10 What follows is a gendered discourse on how the greatness of
the country is defined by how the children are raised by their mothers. Nazarbayev allocates
special attention to ‘daughters of the nation’. “Above all, it is necessary to pay a lot of attention
to the upbringing of our daughters. They are future wives, future mothers, hearth keepers.”11
Thus, Nazarbayev reinforces the idea that the survival of the nation depends on how well
women fulfill their task as the reproducers of the nation.12 Ensuring that “children born are
bred in culturally appropriate ways” is a primary concern of the state.13 Raising children is
constructed as a solitary work of women, whereas the result of this work is seen as something
they have to share with the rest of the society. Women are seen as nurturers and educators of
children; therefore, their work is important to the whole ethnic group. For instance, during
celebrations of IWD at his residence when Nazarbayev invited a group of women from different
backgrounds to congratulate them with the holiday, Nazarbayev made a lighthearted speech
filled with jokes and a clear-cut message. In his own words, Nazarbayev sees International
Women'’s day as a day of “worshipping women’s devotion, love, and loyalty to family values,”
which immediately sets up women as, first and foremost, hearth keepers. In 2018, Nazarbayev
said that on women’s “fragile shoulders” lays the burden of “forming worldview of children”
and that women “lay the foundation of the successful future of our country” using their “faith,

hope, and love.”14 Such emphasis on women’s labor of reproduction of the nation enables

10 “ITocnanue [Ipesunenta Pecnyonuku Kazaxcran - JIugepa Hammun Hypeynrana Hazap6aeBa Hapoxy
Kasaxcrana «Crparerus «Kazaxctan-2050».”

11 Ibid.

12 Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis, “Introduction,” in Women-Nation-State, by Floya Anthias and Nira
Yuval-Davis (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989), 6-11.

13 'V Spike Peterson, “Sexing Political Identities/Nationalism as Heterosexism,” International Feminist Journal
of Politics 1, no. 1 (June 1999): 45.

14 Tenexanan Xa0ap 24, “T'naa I'ocynapcrsa [Tozapasun Beex Kenmumn Kazaxcrana ¢ MextyHapoqHbIM

XKenckum Jlnem 8 Mapra,” Youtube, March 7, 2018, https://mwww.youtube.com/watch?v=w\WjD6Fww3I0.
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policing of women bodies by men and a general feeling of entitlement over women’s behavior,

as they are seen as precious resource needed for the greatness of the nation.

In the same speech Nazarbayev also said that, “birth of new citizens, augmentation of
the nation are main strategic goals of our country.”1s This binds women in a social contract to
the nation. Nazarbayev defines the nation as everyone who is a citizen of the country and not
just the group of ethnical Kazakhs by using the term Kazakhstani and not Kazakhs. However,
as pointed in Chapter One, Kazakhstani citizenship has a strong overtone of Kazakh ethnic
identity to it.16 It could be argued that Nazarbayev giving such weight to childbirth fosters a
certain feeling of anxiety about the nation’s survival, therefore, validating more extreme
nationalistic views among the population such as extreme opposition to Kazakh women
marrying non-Kazakh men. A prime example of this is a 2018 incident when a wedding of a
Kazakh woman to a Chinese man was sabotaged after the invitation was leaked to social
networks and a group of Kazakh men threatened to crash the ceremony in order to prevent the
marriage.17 While the role of the state’s nationalist rhetoric in influencing nationalist activist
groups empirically unproven, the state does translate a specific message about the importance

of Kazakhness for these groups to interpret and internalize.

During the 2019 celebration of IWD, Nazarbayev said that “the world rests on the
affection of mothers, and the state itself is based on the family well-being. The stronger is the

family, the stronger become the state.”18 Continuous underscoring of family importance results

15 Tenexanan Xab6ap 24, “I'maBa 'ocynapcrsa [Tozmpasuin Beex XKenmuna Kazaxcrana ¢ MexayHapo HbIM
Kenckum Jlnem 8 Mapra.”

16 Aziz Burkhanov and Dana Sharipova, “Kazakhstan’s Civic-National Identity,” in Nationalism and Identity
Construction in Central Asia: Dimensions, Dynamics, and Directions, ed. Maria Omelicheva (Langham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2014), 21-39.

17 “CuHo(o0bI copBaiiu cBaAL0y Kasariku ¢ kuraiiinem,” Zakon.kz, June 24, 2018,

18 Mup 24, “Hexnsrii [Ipazgauk: Hazapbaes Bpyuwnn XKenmnam Yipamenus u LBerst B Yects 8 Mapra -

MMUP 24,” Youtube, March 7, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHix7-ESu8c.
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into the regime's desire to control women's bodies,19 as Kazakhstan engages in self-invention
that is aggravated by the history of oppression and colonization. The importance of bio power
is also evident from Nazarbayev's choice to transfer the country's capital from the southern city
of Almaty to a small town of Agmola located in the north in 1997 to ensure migration and
growth of ethnically Kazakh population in the northern regions. Largely accepted explanation
behind the relocation is that it was a strategic move to secure northern regions of the country
that have substantial Russian population and where the national Kazakh culture is not nearly
as strong as it is in the south of the country. Relocation of the capital implied a surge of
migration towards the north, therefore evening out the distribution of Kazakhs across the
country's land and indicating stability and control of the land to the neighboring state of Russia.
Challenging existing gender roles requires confronting such use of women’s bodies and
actively fostering societal change toward a perception of women as fully equal members of the
society. However, the state is yet to adapt a strategy of gender equality that does not center

around women’s position as mothers.

If we look at the official text of the 2006-2016 Strategy for Gender Equality in
Kazakhstan, the importance of national cultural values is coded in the “Achieving gender
equality in the family. Strengthening of the family and an increase of parenting in the family”
section. 20 While the strategy outlines key aspects of national culture in need of critical
examination and modification, some parts of it remain reductive to what constitutes gender
equality and women empowerment. For instance, the section on gender equality in the family

focuses extensively on high divorce rates, increase of single men and women, and tendency to

19 Michel Foucault, “Chapter 3 Domain, Part IV The Deployment of Sexuality,” in History of Sexuality, trans.
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990).

20 “Crparerust ['enaeproro Pasencrsa B Pecniyonuke Kasaxcran Ha 2006 - 2016 Toger” (Akorda.kz, November
29, 2005), 37,
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not have more than one child. At the same time, the document brushes past the patriarchal
power structures of the family by stating that there has been an “actual reformation” of this
structure without quantifying it and providing empirical evidence.21 While high divorce rates
and low childbirth rates constitute areas for legitimate concern, the classification of these issues
in the document as main “threats” for achieving gender equality within family does not seem
particularly germane to the cause. Outlining these “threats” and ignoring the recognition of
other issues such as unequal division of household work, marital rape, and domestic abuse,
paints a picture that the government of Kazakhstan is mostly concerned with preserving
families for the sake of the nation. A proper examination of high divorce and single people
rates in Kazakhstan today would require analyzing why Kazakhstani women today opt out for
divorce or a single life, as these could be symptomatic of larger problem of power imbalance

within families.

The importance of preservation of specifically Kazakh national tradition in the family
is further evident in the strategy’s tasks of revival of “moral values and the cultivation of a
positive image of family and marriage” and revival of “the best familial, ethno-cultural
traditions that contribute to the strengthening of spiritual and moral foundations of marriage
and family.”22 “Moral values” and “ethno-cultural traditions” confirm supremacy of particular
ethnic traditions and norms that are being endorsed by the government as essential features of
functional families in Kazakhstan. This insinuates that Kazakh ethnic traditions are to be
preserved and protected in their original form, whatever it might be. Insistence of preservation
of ethnic tradition and moral standards of family in the gender equality strategy reinforces the
state’s rhetoric of women and family matters being inseparable. All this adds up into a message

from the state about preeminence of family that could increase stigma on divorce and urge

21 “Crparerus ['ennepnoro PaBencrsa,” 41.
22 |bid., 42.
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women to tolerate domestic abuse as it is — as seen in Chapter Two — often framed as part of

Kazakh culture.

Islamic identity

As argued in Chapter One, Islam is a fundamental part of Kazakh national identity. In
this section, I analyze Nazarbayev’s politics in relations to Islam and how it connects to his
discourse on Kazakh women. In his Kazakhstan 2050 speech, Nazarbayev constructs an
identity of a contemporary Kazakhstani woman as a non-veiled woman. He emphasizes that
Kazakhstani young women should not be entrapped by the norms imposed on them from
outside that are foreign to “our” traditions and legislation. While Nazarbayev never explicitly
states that he is speaking against veiling of Kazakhstani women, an increase of which could be
related to the resurgence of Islam in the country,2s his wording (“do not wrap yourselves in
clothes alien to us”) and recent emergence of bans of Muslim veiling in public schools across
the country make the hidden meaning clear. In the Kazakhstan 2050 address, Nazarbayev wants
it to be clear that the Muslim aspect of a Kazakh woman’s identity has clear boundaries that
should not be crossed. In the process of nation-building, Nazarbayev seems wary of the rise of

cultural trends that seemingly do not fit into his vision of Kazakhstani people.

Nazarbayev’s outspoken condemnation of women’s veiling and “extremist” Islamic
movements, does not contradict centuries-old Islamic practices of Kazakhs, since veiling was
never a Kazakh custom.2s It could be interpreted not as pivoting away from the Muslim aspect
of modern Kazakh identity but rather as a political strategy to construct a separate identity for

Kazakhs from other Islamic movements based on Hanbalism, Malikism, and Shafiism.2s G.M.

23 Edward Snajdr, “Gender, Power, and the Performance of Justice: Muslim Women’s Responses to Domestic
Violence in Kazakhstan,” American Ethnologist 32, no. 2 (May 2005): 294-311

24 G.M. Yemelianova, “Islam, National Identity and Politics in Contemporary Kazakhstan,” Asian Ethnicity 15,
no. 3 (July 3, 2014): 293.

25 M. Cherif Bassiouni, “Schools of Thought in Islam,” Middle East Institute, January 24, 2012,

https://mww.mei.edu/publications/schools-thought-islam.
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Yemelianova argues that Nazarbayev and his power elite are mostly uninterested in Islam as a
spiritual source rather seeking control over the religious power in the country. It seems that
Nazarbayev and his regime exercise tight control over religious affairs in the country to make
sure that ‘extremist ’and potentially detrimental to the legitimacy of the regime views that could
mobilizes the masses against the dictator do not become popularized in the society, similarly
to what happened to so many other dictators during the Arab Spring. Thus, Nazarbayev’s
denouncement of women’s Muslim veiling could be interpreted as another step towards halting
more radical Islamization of Kazakhs by utilizing women’s bodies as markers of ethnic/cultural

differences.

At the same time, Nazarbayev has not alienated the country completely from the Middle
East. The political scene seems to be much more complicated if we take a look at Nazarbayev’s
allies and his policies. For instance, Yemelianova points out that since 1991 Kazakhstani
government has welcomed establishments of various educational institutions that come from
such predominantly Muslim countries as Egypt and Kuwait. In 2001, Egyptian University of
Islamic Culture Nur-Mubarak, which is funded by the Egyptian government, was opened.26
The connection to Islamic countries does not end in the educational sector. Alima Bissenova
points out how Nur-Astana mosque, one of the first big mosques in the capital city, was gifted
to Kazakhstan by the emir of Qatar.2z When conducting a state visit to Qatar in 2015,
Nazarbayev stated that “I want to emphasize that our friendship has been going on for many
years. We have a lot in common - historical roots, we adhere to the same religion. This is a

great help.”28 While political finesse is necessary when building diplomatic relationships, it is

26 Ibid., 292.

27 Alima Bissenova, “Building a Muslim Nation. Kazakhstan in the Making: Legitimacy, Symbols, and Social
Changes,” in Kazakhstan in the Making: Legitimacy, Symbols, and Social Changes, ed. Marlene Laruelle
(Langham, MD: Lexington Books, 2016), 212.

28 “Hypcynran Hazap6aes nocerun ¢ odpuumanpHbiM BusutoM Katap,” Total, November 1, 2015,
https://total . kz/ru/news/ekonomika_sobitiya/nursultan_nazarbaev_posetil_s_ofitsialnyim_vizitom_katar.
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interesting to pick up on how Nazarbayev is willing to establish political and economic
relations with such theocratic states as Qatar and UAE but specifically draws the line on the

influence of their Islamic culture when it comes to Kazakh women’s bodies.

Therefore, women, as markers of cultural differences,29 are encouraged to preserve the
uniqueness of the Kazakh identity instead of blindly adopting “alien” traditions of veiling. In
2018 IWD celebratory speech, Nazarbayev presents Kazakhstani women as a careful and
unique balance between “Eastern wisdom and Western ambition,”30 which is the key phrase |
use for my argument in this thesis, as with it Nazarbayev clearly delineates a limited space for
a separate identity for Kazakh women. This identity entails Kazakh women not being overly
emancipated following the stereotype of their Western counterparts, while, at the same time,
restraining from indulging in alien to Kazakh culture traditions of the East, such as veiling.
Nazarbayev’s explicit discouragement of women from adopting foreign clothes coupled with
his evident support of Islam as the religion of the majority of Kazakhs demonstrate that the
balancing identity of a Kazakh woman is one who respects and abides by the specific Kazakh

Islamic practices.

Violence against women

During the Kazakhstan 2050 speech, Nazarbayev commented on his concern regarding
increasing levels of domestic abuse against women and children. Nazarbayev is forthright by
stating that women should be treated with respect and such violence, as well as trafficking of
women’s bodies, should be tackled with severity.31 While this condemnation of domestic abuse

is progressive and valuable on the surface, this discourse still reinforces gender roles in several

29 Anthias and Yuval-Davis, “Introduction.”

30 Tenexanan Xabap 24, “T'nasa 'ocynapcrsa [Tozapasuin Beex XKenmun Kazaxcrana ¢ MextyHapoJHbIM
Kenckum lnem 8§ Mapra.”

31 “TTocnanue Ipesnnenra Pecriy6nuku Kasaxcran - Jlunepa Haru Hypcynrana Hazap6aesa Hapoxy
Kasaxcrana «Crparerus «Kaszaxctan-2050».”
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ways, which then could be used to justify victim-blaming seen in the previous chapter. First,
there is a clear division of gender roles between women who are to be protected and men who
should engage in their protection. Second, the fact that this problem is mentioned in passing
when discussing motherhood and families strengthen the notion that women deserve to be
treated with dignity first and foremost because they are mothers and daughters. This echoes the
way the 2006-2016 gender equality strategy tackles gender parity in families. According to
Joan Nagel, a nation-state is a masculine institution where men are the norm and women are
the ‘other’.32 Nazarbayev confirms the masculine nature of the state by constructing a narrative
in which women’s protection as a group is a task of both men and the state. During his 2018
IWD speech, Nazarbayev states: “Our male duty is to support, protect you [women], show
[you] reverent attention and comprehensive care.”ss The problem of domestic violence and
violence against women, once again excluding non-heterosexual identities and relations, then

becomes a question of honor.

Such narratives continue to reduce women to their relations to men of the nation, who
are tasked with safe keeping of women in every domain, both public and private. However,
conveying this level of power and authority to men of the society is fraught with danger as such
power is often bound to be abused. For instance, Rahbari, Longman, and Coene demonstrate
on the case study of Iran the way men extend their assumed duty to protect women to
controlling and, often, abusing them for the sake of preserving the nation’s honor. 34
Nazarbayev follows the same pattern by tying the issue of domestic violence to women’s

importance for the national culture. Similarly, Kazakh men seem to be ready to rescue Kazakh

32 Joan Nagel, “Masculinity and Nationalism: Gender and Sexuality in the Making of Nations,” Ethnic and
Racial Studies 21, no. 2 (March 1998): 242—69.

33 Tenexanan Xabap 24, “I'naa ['ocynapcrsa [To3apasun Beex XKenmun Kazaxcrana ¢ MexayHapOIHBIM
Kenckum lnem 8 Mapra.”

34 Ladan Rahbari, Chia Longman, and Gily Coene, “The Female Body as the Bearer of National Identity in Iran:
A Critical Discourse Analysis of the Representation of Women’s Bodies in Official Online Outlets,” Gender,
Place & Culture 26, no. 10 (October 3, 2019): 1417-37.
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women from ‘other’ menss but, as seen in the prevailing sentiments in online comments on
social media, they often stigmatize Kazakh women who fell victims to rape and domestic abuse
when the perpetrators are their fellow countrymen. The examples of the online discourse from
Chapter Two show the way Nazarbayev’s rhetoric can backfire because there is no such thing
as a perfect victims of gender-based violence,3s which means that all women who cannot
achieve impossible standards of hegemonic femininity are bound to come under attack for not
representing Kazakhness properly and are blamed for the violence perpetrated against them.
Instead of treating gender-based violence as a separate problem that deserves a proper solution
for the sake of women as equal members of the society, Nazarbayev has allotted it a starkly

small space in his official discourse throughout the years.

It is important to notice the absence of men in Nazarbayev discussion of the problem
of violence against women. Since domestic violence is an internal issue and not an outside
threat for the nation, Nazarbayev noticeably treats it as a faceless crime and does not place the
blame on men, typical perpetrators of domestic violence. In 2012 state address, Nazarbayev
states that “we should protect our motherhood. I am concerned with the situation of increasing
domestic violence against women and children in families. Disrespectful treatment towards
women should not exist. I will state outright that this violence should be curtailed intensely.”37
The patriarchal culture and men who uphold it and engage in abusive behavior are not
mentioned in the speech. The silence on the causes of the violence allows for the public to
assume that the violence is not systemic, that it has little to do with their culture and customs,

and that people themselves do not perpetuate this violent culture. This is evident in the previous

35 Asqar Alash, “ITouemy Kasaxu He Exyt B Typuuro 3a XXenamu, Ha KaBka3 3a Hesecramu Win B AMepuKy
3a TeMI/I Ke A(bponeBHuaMI/I‘?‘?‘? ” Facebook July 27 2019,

36 Shannon o’ Hara “Monsters Playboys Vlrglns and Whores: Rape Myths in the News Medla s Coverage of
Sexual Violence,” Language and Literature: International Journal of Stylistics 21, no. 3 (August 2012): 247—
59.

37 “Ilocnanue Ipesnnenra Pecnyonuku Kasaxcran - Jlunepa Haru Hypcynrana Hazap6aesa Hapoxy
Kasaxcrana «Crparerus «Kaszaxctan-2050».”
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chapter when online users are defensive in their denial of the nationalist culture’s role in the
perpetuation of domestic abuse in the comments under Bauyrzhan Kopbayev’s Facebook post,
as well as active finger-pointing under Fariza Ospan’s Instagram video.3s The polemic about
which Kazakhstan’s region is plagued with uncivilized domestic abuse under Ospan’s post is
particularly telling of the way the public is unable to recognize the pervasiveness of the problem
in the country. Framing of the problem plays a key role in the way we look for its solution and
the fact that the state is unable to recognize how deleterious some aspects of national culture
are for the wellbeing of Kazakh women indicates that the solutions that follow will not tackle

systemic causes of the violence.

To conclude, this final chapter provides an analysis of the current state discourse in
order to provide more context for the online discourse analyzed in the previous chapter. Taking
into account an unprecedented amount of power Nazarbayev possess in the country as a
political and cultural leader, his narrative represents an important source for legitimation of
nationalistic views in the country that are discussed in Chapter Two. At the same time,
Nazarbayev himself is constantly influenced by other forces, such as public discourse itself,
postcolonial heritage, and political alliances. After a closer examination, it becomes clear that
Nazarbayev in his public speeches and comments propagates a specific identity of a modern
Kazakh woman. The aspects that Nazarbayev wants to highlight in his image of Kazakh women
differs depending on the platform he uses. For instance, the 2012 official state address to the
whole nation practically highlights the danger of divorces and calls for prosecution of domestic

abuse as part of protection of motherhood. On the other hand, in Nazarbayev’s speeches aimed

38 Bakhytzhan Kopbayev, “MOXXHO JI1 BUTH XKEHY, A Unu HET?,” Facebook, October 13, 2019,

https://www.facebook.com/bk1908/posts/136043977789429/; Fariza Ospan (@ospanfariza), s INoxanyit
Ocraenro Jto 3aeck,” Instagram, November 20, 2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/B5Gag5RnmOC/.
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exclusively at Kazakhstani women during IWD celebrations, he focuses more on their roles as
cultural transmitters and educators. By looking at three public speeches of Nazarbayev from
the past decade in different political contexts, the identity of a modern Kazakh woman as a

proliferator of national culture whose distinctiveness from the East and the West is to be

guarded by Kazakh men.
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Conclusion

This research has analyzed the way Kazakh women are represented in digital media and
official state narratives in contemporary Kazakhstan, and the way these representations
reinforce certain standards of hegemonic femininity, thus contributing to the normalization of
violence against women. National culture places Kazakh women in a precarious position
between Eastern and Western cultures, as defined by the Kazakhstan’s context, where they are
expected to adhere to Kazakh standards of hegemonic femininity even as victims of gender-
based violence. By connecting the historical context of the socially constructed concept of
Kazakhness to its implementation in daily online interactions and its manifestation in larger
state discourse, | argue that ideas about hegemonic femininity of a Kazakh woman play a key
role in victim-blaming narratives against survivors of rape and domestic abuse. Neither the
public nor the state led by Nazarbayev exist in a vacuum, as they inform each other on what
behavior is socially acceptable for a Kazakh woman and from that derive their patterns of

victim-blaming and stigmatization.

This research serves as one of the first to extensively examine the mechanisms of
gendered nationalism in Kazakhstan and its potentially hazardous consequences of
glorification of the national culture, performed by both general public and the state, for the
daily lives of Kazakh women. My thesis offers an in-depth analysis of these ideas in the context
of Kazakhstan and analyzes the relevance of the gendered nationalism’s arguments in a non-
Western setting and in the discursive context of social networks, a rapidly evolving form of
modern communication. However, this research does not empirically prove the connection
between public opinions found online and state rhetoric. Moreover, there are also no similar

studies done before with the same methodology and levels of analysis for me to base my
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arguments on, which has proven to be the main obstacle in my own research, as there was little

guidance found in organizing and merging findings of my primary sources.

The implications of my work include recognizing inherently gendered and socially
constructed nature of Kazakh nationalism in order to contest naturalization of gender relations
in Kazakhstani society. Further investigation of perpetuation of heterosexism and misogyny
for the sake of the nation beyond this research is warranted. Gendered discourse in the country
aimed at promoting heterosexual marriage and discouraging divorces continues to expand with
new grants and resources being issued by the Kazakhstani government.1 What is missing from
my work and would serve as an excellent move forward with this research topic is the study of
heterosexism and phobia of feminism in similar discourses. As shown in Chapter Two, many
Kazakh people are fearful of gender equality as, in their understanding, it entails uncontrollable
emancipation of women and normalization of non-heterosexual relations, both of which are
seen as counterproductive for the growth of the nation. A more in-depth study of what do these
fears represent and what do they mean for the future of feminism, LGBTQ+ community, and

gender equality in Kazakhstan is needed.

This thesis underscores the need to recognize the paramount role of domestic gender
and religious realities for the study of gendered nationalism and gender-based violence. By
abandoning one-fits-all approach that assumes perpetual relevance of the Western lenses of
understanding, my study confirms the need for adopting perspectives of a decolonial
comprehension of gender relations in various non-Western settings. The importance of such
perspectives is being affirmed by other feminist scholars today. For example, in her new book
Romina Istratii adopts a decolonial approach to studying domestic violence in Ethiopia and
argues that Western- and Euro-centric methods are not well-equipped to allow us a proper in-

1 Aisulu Toyshibekova, “Bpak B uatepecax rocyaapcrsa,” Vlast, May 26, 2020, https://vlast.kz/books/39799-
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depth understanding of gender relations in non-Western religious contexts.2 Similar to Istratii’s
approach, my thesis illustrates the need for critically integrating local religious and cultural
traditions in the examination of gendered nationalism and gender-based violence. This thesis’
approach toward the contextual analysis of local Islamic practices may be relevant beyond
Kazakhstan and Central Asia, as it could be adopted to other predominantly Muslim societies
to understand the way religion there affects double standards for men and women’s behavior

and normalization of gender-based violence.

2 Romina Istratii, Adapting Gender and Development to Local Religious Contexts: A Decolonial Approach to
Domestic Violence in Ethiopia (Routledge, 2021).
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