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PART I.
THE RISE OF SOCIAL ACTIVISM

Chapter 1. Rethinking Urban Activism and Civil Society: Insights from
Analysis of Bishkek Civic Networks

Raushanna Sarkeyeva' (2018)

Introduction

In spring 2017, residents of Bishkek, the capital of
Kyrgyzstan, experienced a sudden shock: the
municipality = commenced a major  street
reconstruction project that involved more than
7,000 trees being cut down. Residents and civic
activists who demonstrated against the project
found themselves running into a brick wall: the
municipality’s argument that the project had already
been approved. Residents of the Dushanbinka
neighborhood, who were the most active protesters,
brought the case before the city court, claiming that
the authorities’ actions were illegal, but lost the case
despite evidence that the municipality had violated
the acting Master Plan of Bishkek City. Though the
protests themselves soon lost public attention, they
triggered the mobilization of different groups across
the city. Not only did residents turn out for protests,
but they also cooperated with eco- and urban
activists, human rights organizations, and
journalists. However, city officials refused to
acknowledge the grassroots nature of these
activities, instead contending that the protests had
been “artificially created by some non-government
organizations”? and questioning activists” credibility
by denouncing them as “foreign agents.”

In 2018, the story of contentious urban
activism continued. In March and April, many groups
of residents and civic activists expressed their

concerns about the new Comprehensive Plan for the
city center. Activists took a number of steps, ranging
from calling for additional public consultations to
protesting in front of City Hall.

These two cases illustrate that an increasing
number of Bishkek residents are engaging in
discussion of the urban agenda through their
participation in various political and non-political
actions. Citizens do not trust local authorities and
are afraid of changes that will irrevocably damage
the city and their lifestyle. At the same time, activist
groups’ attempts to influence the urban agenda or
the municipality’s decisions are rarely successful.
The current challenge facing Bishkek’s civic groups is
to unite their efforts and develop a consolidated
position in defense of their interests and values.
How can such a consolidation be achieved? How
might different interest groups and NGOs be
connected?

To answer these questions, | examine
relations between communities and civil society
organizations (CSOs) in Bishkek, which together
form civic networks. Using Social Network Analysis, |
mapped survey data and analyzed the structure of
networks. Qualitative data was collected from case
studies and interviews, which explored cooperation
between civic groups and communities, their values
and strategic choices. The ultimate goal of my
research is to produce policy suggestions for
strengthening Bishkek’s civic networks.

1 Raushanna Sarkeyeva is a founder and director of Urban Initiatives Public Foundation (Kyrgyzstan). She studied Change Management at the University
of Groningen, The Netherlands. Since 2013, she has been involved in urban development processes, organizing the first open discussion platforms on
urban issues surrounding the Bishkek City project (Urban Talks, Bishkek Urban Forum). She developed an agenda of the Forum of Cities (2017) and a

methodology for the multi-disciplinary study of four regional cities.

2 “Mer Bishkeka: nado ne protestovat’, a ob”iasniat’ chto doroga nuzhna,” Kaktus.media, June 8, 2017,
https://kaktus.media/doc/358513_mer_bishkeka:_nado_ne_protestovat_a_obiasniat_chto_doroga_nyjna.html.



The paper proceeds as follows. First of all, | provide
background information about urban changes and
urban activism in Bishkek. Next, | explain the choice
of networks as a metaphor and a method for
studying urban communities and grassroots
activism. After that, | describe my data and explain
Social Network Analysis (SNA) in detail. | go on to
discuss the structure of Bishkek’s civic networks and
different modes of cooperation between activists
and other organizations. Finally, | provide
recommendations to policymakers and stakeholders
for how to strengthen partnerships with urban
actors and thereby improve urban governance.

Background

Bishkek  has  changed  dramatically  since
independence. The city’s population has doubled
since 1989: official census data from 2012 reports
that it now stands at 950,000, but experts suggest
that the actual number is closer to 1.2 million and
that the daytime population exceeds 1.3 million.
Bishkek has become a center of economic growth in
the country: in the 2006—-2012 period, it produced
one-third of national GDP, a figure that rose to 38.2
percent in 2016.3 The city’s economy relies mainly
on services: trade, transportation, communication,
finance, etc.* Although it has benefited from internal
migration, the population increase has put pressure
on the city’s physical and social infrastructure and
resulted in urban sprawl. Today, there are 48 low-
rise peripheral neighborhoods. Of these, 19 are
considered novostroiki—new settlements under
construction. Between 167,000 and 260,000 people
are believed to live there.

A recent survey of Bishkek residents®
showed that only one-third of respondents were
born in the city, while two-thirds came from other
regions of the country. Many internal migrants have
been living here for a long time, but the number of

those who arrived less than five years ago is likewise
high. Bishkek is constantly taking in newcomers, a
tendency that affects socialization and communal
life, causing the city to be simultaneously diverse
and fragmented. There is a divide between long-
time residents and newcomers, between Kyrgyz-
speaking and Russian-speaking groups, between rich
and poor, secular and religious. For newcomers,
Bishkek is a “city of opportunities” when they first
decide to move there. However, it often comes to be
seen as a “city of oppression” due to the everyday
struggle for scarce resources (infrastructure and
social services), decent living conditions, and safety.

Sociologists’ noted contention that “the city
is not a place for the community” seems to hold true
for Bishkek. The most obvious evidence of this is the
tension between newcomers and long-time
inhabitants.  Long-time  residents  stereotype
newcomers as uncultured rural “others” who occupy
land illegally and burden the municipal budget. It
should be emphasized, however, that this is no more
than a stereotype: Nasritdinov et al. deconstructed
this and other myths about novostroiki,
demonstrating that newcomers are not a
homogeneous group and that the majority of the
land on which novostroiki are built is already legally
recognized as part of the city of Bishkek. The survey
of residents | conducted with a group of fellow
researchers provides further support for this claim,
finding that local communities (self-organized in
neighborhoods or courtyards) are the least popular
type of communities in the city. This can, in part, be
explained by the decay of communities in
neighborhoods built during the Soviet era. Due to
emigration from the country in the 1990s, followed
by waves of internal migration to the city, these
communities failed to maintain close ties between
neighbors. Half the apartment buildings in Bishkek
have condominium organizations,” but these are not
communities per se, because relations between

3 “Otchet po itogam sotsialno-ekomicheskogo razvitiia goroda Bishkek za 6 mesiatsev 2016 goda,” Bishkek City Administration, accessed June 4,

2018, http://meria.kg/images/files/2016/11/___ 9 2016_ggg.docx.
“bid.

> Emil Nasritdinov et al., “Integratsiia novostroek v gorodskuiu sredu” (presentation at Bishkek Urban Forum, 2014),
https://www.slideshare.net/bufkg/ss-37118480; Craig Hatcher, “lllegal Geographies of the State: The Legalisation of a “Squatter” Settlement in
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan,” International Journal of Law in the Built Environment 7, no. 1 (2015): 39-54.

6 For more detail, see the “Data, Methods, and Measures” section of this paper.

7 Azamat Usubaliev and Liliya Kuchkacheva, “Programma razvitiia goroda za schet stimuliruiushchego dolevogo granta” (presentation at Bishkek
Urban Forum, Bishkek, June 4, 2014), https://www.slideshare.net/bufkg/ss-37116585.



members often remain formal. Meanwhile,
residents of the new settlements have organized
themselves in order to solve infrastructure problems
and have strong relations within communities.®

Does this mean that Bishkek has an active
and robust civil society? Nasritdinov and Schroder
estimated that between 2010 and 2013, public
spaces in Bishkek “hosted” more than 2,000
protests. Forty percent of those protests had a local
agenda, including picketing by residents of
novostroiki.> However, it was less than three years
ago that long-time urbanites really began to engage
in contentious politics. Until then, the activities of
neighborhood groups that opposed infill
development near their houses and in green zones
(so-called “Not In My Back Yard,” or NIMBY,
activism) had been sporadic and not visible. In 2016,
demonstrations against amendments to the Land
Code brought together diverse residents’ groups
and activists. In 2017, the protest movement against
road reconstruction and the chopping-down of trees
similarly united people across the city. 2018 began
with a discussion of the new Master Plan for the city
center and renewed demonstrations. The issues of
clean air and urban ecology provided an overarching
agenda for these events. Media and urban activists
also augmented interest in the urban agenda by
publishing stories about corruption in the
municipality and the questionable “benefits” of new
urban developments.

How these contentious movements
influence urban communities and civic participation
remains to be determined. Are we seeing the rise of
new civic coalitions and partnerships in the city, or
are the current protests simply mobilizing a thin
layer of politically active residents? Answering this
question is the aim of this paper.

Communities, Activism, and Civic Networks in Cities

This research explores the structure of relations
between communities and civil society organizations
in Bishkek and explore these different groups’
values. In this section, | unpack the theoretical
concepts that underpin this research: communities,
networks, grassroots activism, and urban social
movements.

Urban Communities: From “Urban Villages” to
Networks

The “community” has traditionally been understood
as a group of people with close relations between
members, strong solidarity, and a feeling of
belonging to the group. Another common feature of
traditional definitions is a view that communities are
local: members of a community share a territory of
residence. In 1959, Durant defined community as “a
territorial group of people with a common mode of
living striving for common objectives.”*°

The discussion of communities in cities
evolved along two lines of argument: “community
lost” and “community saved.” Proponents of the
former view see the anomie of city life as a threat
and cities as not conducive to maintaining close
relations between people and forming a
community.!! Proponents of the latter, meanwhile,
have demonstrated that cohesive social networks
and rural-type communities can be found in
working-class areas of cities. These “urban villages”
are heavily dependent on the consistency of
residents’ lives in terms of occupation, residence,
and personal relations.

As cities and their residents become more
mobile, locality becomes less salient as a feature of
urban communities.’> As Knox and Pinch observe,
“Instead of urban communities breaking up, they
can be thought of as breaking down into an ever-
increasing number of independent subgroups, only

8 Moya Flynn, Natalya Kosmarskaya, and Guzel Sabirova, “The Place of Memory in Understanding Urban Change in Central Asia: The Cities of Bishkek

and Ferghana,” Europe-Asia Studies 66, no. 9 (2014): 1501-1524.

2 Emil Nasritdinov and Philipp Schroder “Re/Claiming Bishkek: Contestation and Activism in the City of Two Revolutions,” Central Asian Affairs 4, no.

2 (2017): 97-128.

10 Graham Day, Community and Everyday Life (New York: Routledge, 2006), 11.

11 paul Knox and Steven Pinch, Urban Social Geography: An Introduction, 6™ ed. (London: Pearson, 2010), 187-188.

12 Anastasiya Mokrousova and Konstantin Glazkov, “Prostranstvenno-setevoi podkhod k izucheniiu potentsialnykh gorodskikh soobchshestv,” in
Konkursy dlia studentov i molodykh uchenykh. Raboty Pobeditelei 2013 goda: luchshie esse i proekty issledovanii (Moscow: MISKP, 2014).



some of which are locality based.” The penetration
of digital technologies and computer-mediated
communication (CMC) has intensified debates about
the future of communities. Some believe that new
types of communication serve as a source of
solidarity in new types of communities,® contending
that the internet will engage members of a
community without replacing in-person
relationships entirely. Critics, for their part, tie the
rise of CMC to a decline in civic participation—in
communities, clubs, and associations—over the past
20 years.* To move beyond this dichotomy, we must
develop new methods for studying communities in
cities.

Grassroots Activism and Social Movements

Since the term “community” is overused and can
provoke endless discussions, let us revisit it from the
perspective of civic activism in cities, particularly
grassroots and social movements.

Studies of the urban grassroots often
subscribe to “crisis communality,” a perspective that
explains the emergence of community movements
as a response to various threats and urgent needs.*®
Examples of such grassroots groups are numerous:
from local NIMBY protests to international “Vision
Zero” campaigns, from self-help groups struggling to
improve public infrastructure in their neighborhood
to historical building preservation movements. The
urban grassroots are concerned with local problems
and needs, and therefore have certain boundaries.
What sets urban social movements apart from
grassroots efforts is that they aim to bring about “a
structural change” in social institutions and policy
direction.’® Manuel Castells introduced this view in
his seminal work The City and the Grassroots, in
which he also revisited the idea of “community.” He

argued that the shared identity and common
understanding inherent in communities serve as a
social base for urban movements. He also
emphasized the significance of local communities as
focal points of urban movement activity.!” After
Castells’ book was published, academic discussions
of urban social changes and the role of communities
in them came to revolve around the issues of
communities in local politics and the agency of
community members.

There is some agreement that movements
and grassroots mobilizations are communities in
action;*® they challenge the current state of affairs
and typically employ bottom-up mobilization.*®
Studies of the urban grassroots conclude that the
success of such groups depends on their ability to
mobilize existing support networks and to associate
with local social systems. Below, | explore the most
important contributions of network studies to the
topic at hand.

Networks as a Method and a Metaphor

This attempt to understand relations between
communities and CSOs employs “network” as both a
method and a metaphor. The network metaphor
uses the relational perspective and explores the
structure of formal and informal relations between
members of a community (inter-personal level) or
between civil society groups and organizations
(inter-organizational level). In the case at hand,
Bishkek’s civil society is depicted as a web of
organizations and communities engaged in various
types of supportive and contentious relations. A
recent definition by Diani considers civil society “as
a distinct system of interdependence.”?° Taking the
network metaphor one step further, Diani proposes
that various relations formed between citizen

13 Viktor Vakhshtain, “Proizvodstvo soobchshestv: sobytie, iazyk, kommunikatsiia,” 60 Parallel no. 2, 41 (2011),

http://intelros.ru/pdf/60_paralel/41/13.pdf.

14 Katherine Giuffre, Communities and Networks: Using Social Network Analysis to Rethink Urban and Community Studies (Cambridge: Polity, 2013),

200-201.
15 Knox and Pinch, Urban Social Geography, 191-193.

16 Manuel Castells, The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban Social Movements (Berkeley, CA and Los Angeles: University of

California Press, 1983), 322-328.
17 Day, Community and Everyday Life, 140-141.

18 Kerstin Jacobsson, “Grassroots in the City: Urban Grassroots Movements in Central and Eastern Europe and Post- Soviet Space,” (paper presented
at the CBEES annual conference, Sédertorn University, Stockholm, December 4-5, 2014).

19 Day, Community and Everyday Life, 142.

20 Mario Diani, The Cement of Civil Society: Studying Networks in Localities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).



organizations, local authorities, and public
agencies—civic networks—serve as “the cement of
civil society.”

Network studies has contributed new
insights and concepts to our understanding of social
movements and collective actions. For one thing,
network studies draw attention to a difference
between dense and sparse structures of relations
and their role in mobilization for collective action.
Thus, the LGBTQIA community in New York was able
to create an “urban action network” to fight the
HIV/AIDS epidemic in the early 1980s using weak ties
to different groups and institutions. Their response
and solutions to the problem were timely and
practical, in contrast with medical institutions and
city authorities, which failed to acknowledge the
scope of the epidemic and react accordingly.?
Another important takeaway from this literature is
the role of well-positioned members of social
networks, known as brokers—individuals and
organizations that connect parts of the network that
would otherwise be distant. Brokers benefit from
receiving unique information and are more likely to
have innovative ideas about issues that are
“buzzing” around in groups they connect.

Diani studied civic networks in two British
cities, Glasgow and Bristol,?? finding that despite
their different political and local contexts, the civic
networks of the two cities had similar structural
patterns. He proposed a typology of modes of
cooperation that he found to be related to the
structural positions of CSOs. His typology takes two
processes as its dimensions: resource allocation
(choice of forms of action and partners, exchange of
organizational resources, etc.) and boundary
definition (influence of collective actions on those
who participate, their agenda and positions). From
this emerges four quadrants, each of which
corresponds to one mode of cooperation:
organizational, sub-cultural, social movement, or
coalitional. Diani found that CSOs working in the
“organizational” mode focused on specific issues
and did not engage in alliance-building. Though they

21 Giuffre, Communities and Networks, 156-159.
22 Diani, The Cement of Civil Society, 12-25.

were seen as important partners by many actors,
they were isolated from the rest of the network.
Organizations that actively exchanged resources but
had limited influence on each other’s values formed
coalitions. Coalitions in Bristol and Glasgow were
driven by instrumental concerns (need to unite
resources) and by specific time-constrained goals.
Actors who engaged in “social movement”
cooperation, by contrast, were engaged in multiple
dense networks, both formal and informal.

The networks method depicts and analyzes
relations and connections between people,
organizations, and communities by producing
analytical diagrams, known as sociograms (see Box 1
for definitions and measures). Social Network
Analysis (SNA) is an analytical tool based on graph
theory and other mathematical methods; it is widely
used as a quantitative analytical tool in social
sciences. SNA is useful for capturing structural
patterns and analyzing multiple types of actors and
relations, but it should be combined with qualitative
methods in order to explain the nature of these
patterns. As Marshall and Staeheli summarize,
visualizing networks can provide a starting-point for
ethnographic research analyzing how these relations
are negotiated, how resources are used, and how
members understand support and networking.?>
The following section provides details about data
collection and the social network analysis measures
used in this study.

Data, Methods, and Measures

This paper builds on data collected by a group of
researchers led by Emil Nasritdinov (American
University in Central Asia), Gulnara |braeva (Public
Opinion Laboratory), and Mehrigul Ablezova (Public
Opinion Laboratory).2* We set out to understand the
structure and texture of urban communities in
Bishkek. We intentionally applied the term
“communities” to all kinds of civil society groups,
from interest-based clubs to activist organizations,
from self-help groups to experienced NGOs, because

23 David J. Marshall and Lynn Staeheli, “Mapping Civil Society with Social Network Analysis: Methodological Possibilities and Limitations,” Geoforum

61 (2015): 56-66.
24 See Appendix 1 for the complete list of researchers.



we wanted to study diverse forms of social life in the
city.

We surveyed 500 residents and 178 civil
society organizations and communities during
summer 2017 in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. The latter
survey covered both formal and informal
communities and 15 types of CSOs. In addition, we
produced seven case studies based on semi-
structured interviews and observation of different
organizations and communities.

My primary mode of analysis was Social
Network Analysis (SNA). For the SNA, | used the part
of the survey data in which respondents named their
partners and specified the type of support they
received from (and gave to) them. In SNA terms, the
partners of each respondent constitute its ego-
network. Mapping our survey data produced 178
ego-networks, which | analyzed using the open-
source SNA software GEPHI. The resulting dataset
consists of 495 actors, who share 525 connections
(see Figure 1 for a sociogram of all actors).

Box 1. Key Definitions and Measures in Social
Network Analysis

Social network is a collection of actors and
the connections between them.?® Technically, a
social network is a set of nodes and ties.

Sociogram is a visual depiction of the social
network, where edges represent relations/ties and
points or figures stand for actors.?® A variety of
techniques are used in SNA to answer research
guestions of different types: changing the color of
nodes to define subgroups, changing the weight of
ties, filtering nodes and ties by different attributes
and by statistical measures (e.g., filtering by number
of partners), etc.

Statistical analysis in SNA relies on graph
theory. SNA also uses balance theory to explain
patterns of relations. The key statistical measures |
used are density and centrality.

Density is the ratio of ties realized in a
network to the ties that could possibly have been
realized.

25 Giuffre, Communities and Networks.
26 |bid.

27 See Appendix 3 for the questionnaire used in the second-round interviews.
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Centrality is a feature possessed by individual nodes
to a greater or lesser extent; they can be very central
or very marginal. There are three types of centrality
measures:

- degree centrality represents the number of direct
ties that a node has with others

- closeness centrality defines how close, on
average, each network member is to every other
member of the network

- betweenness centrality looks at each node’s
position in the network regarding ways in which
that node is the link to others

After the initial phase of social network analysis, we
interviewed eight more organizations with a unique
position in this network and conducted a second
round of semi-structured interviews. The interviews
had three parts: 1) questions about the history of the
organizations; 2) questions about their relations
with partners and participation in “umbrella”
movements; and 3) questions about their attitude
toward the city and opinion of recent changes in the
city. We wanted to understand their experience of
partnerships, their motivations for building
relationships with others, and the likelihood that
they would form a network community or a coalition
based on shared values.?’

Itis important to note here that our network
data is not a complete map of Bishkek activists and
communities. This study’s data and analysis focused
on one layer of civic networks, with the result that
there are various relations between numerous
actors that do not show up. | would therefore
encourage the reader to be cautious about
generalizing.

In the following section, | describe the
results of my data analysis and discuss the general
structure of Bishkek’s civic networks. | then explore
modes of cooperation, taking cooperation between
city-oriented communities and NGOs working to
stop violence against women as my case studies.



Structure of Bishkek’s Civic Networks

The communities and organizations surveyed do not
form a single interconnected network. There is a
dense core composed of highly connected central
actors and a “periphery” with isolated actors who do
not have a lot of partners (see Figure 1). Experienced
non-governmental, state, and international
organizations form the dense core of the network,
while isolated actors are often small, community-
based organizations that have only one partner or do
not have partners at all. The overall density of the
resulting network is very low, with an average of two
connections per actor.?®

If we look at this general structure in terms of the
issues on which actors work, we can see that the
dense central subnet includes communities and
NGOs working on gender, women’s rights,
education, and social inclusion. Communities
working on narrow topics or in a specific target area
(like condominiums), as well as self-support groups,
appear at the edge of the sociogram and may be
entirely isolated from other actors. Such isolation
makes it difficult for these communities to reach a
wider audience or attract additional resources.

Figure 1. Sociogram of Bishkek urban communities and organizations: dense vs. sparse groups

Youth/Urban/

Human Rights
NGOs & OSF

Assembly of Peoples
and diasporas

Support/Crisis

Centers/
Gender NGOs

Local communities
—disconnected
from the central
network

Source: Author’s visualization of SNA data

28 The SNA measure of this network density is 2.113.



Table 1. Structural patterns found in Bishkek'’s civic networks

Name “Stars” Two-group subnet Balanced net
Form Star-like ego-network made | Subnets formed by dyads and | Formed of triads; high
(structure) | by vertical connections— a few triads; one sector or density within the subnet
dyads—to one central cross-sectoral
actor
Most Financial support (funding | Vertical connections between | May vary from weak
frequent of projects) and project two groups: information- information-sharing to
type of implementation; sharing, participation in strong project-based
ties donor-beneficiary or state events, and (occasionally) collaborations
supervisor—-community joint projects
dyads
Examples | Ministry of Education, LGBTQIA communities with Gender and human rights
from Assembly of Peoples, shared out-group ties to STAB | NGOs and informal
Bishkek’s Institute for Youth (activist organization); debate | communities, represented
civic Development and youth development as a by Women Support
networks linkage between the business | Center, Sezim Crisis
community and local Center, Bir Dujno, UNITE
grassroots

When a subnet has more in-group ties (between
members) than out-group ties (connections with
organizations from other groups or parts of the
network), they tend to form a so-called small world.
A “small world” is a community within a larger
network that has high density and cohesion within
itself but only a few out-group connections. In the
case of Bishkek, potential small worlds include: 1)
subnets of NGOs working with youth and
partnering with universities and large business
sponsors; 2) condominiums that partner exclusively
with municipalities; and 3) self-support groups and
parental groups that work on their own or with the
support of a few business sponsors. Table 1
provides an overview of the most common
structural patterns.

Only 35 percent of respondents work on local
issues and target city residents. | call these
respondents—who represent local communities
through their engagement with condominiums, the
mayor’s office, the municipality, and NGOs working
on the urban agenda—“city-oriented.” Other
actors in civic networks are the state, non-
governmental and business organizations working
at oblast or national (47.2 percent) level, non-
governmental and business organizations working
at international level (13.4 percent), and foreign
organizations (4.4 percent). Figures 2 and 3
demonstrate that without the latter group of civil
society organizations and state bodies, the network
would be incomplete: many city-oriented actors
would not be connected were it not for a donor
organization, established NGO, or state agency.



Figure 2, Sociogram of city-oriented
communities and organizations in Bishkek
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Figure 3. Sociogram of all actors, including
various non-governmental, state, and
international organizations

Source: Author’s visualization of SNA data

Thus, some actors are well placed to connect
different subgroups of the network and have the
potential to connect groups that are isolated from
the central subnet. The three actors with the best
positions in our network are the Institute for Youth
Development, the mayor’s office, and the Assembly
of Peoples of Kyrgyzstan. These are followed by the
Soros Foundation Kyrgyzstan, Sezim Crisis Center,
the Ministry of Education, Women’s Support Center,
the Ministry of Social Development and Protection,
the Large Family charity fund, the Elim, barsynby?
charity fund, and the NGO Arysh. Eight city-oriented
actors are well-positioned and have more than 6
connections:

e Mayor’s office—the executive branch of the
local self-government—has territorial
departments at the level of administrative
districts (akimiats) and neighborhoods (MTUs);

e Arysh—a community-based organization that
emerged as an initiative of novostroiki dwellers
in 1997, it later became institutionalized and
has implemented donor-supported
infrastructure and social projects in these
areas. It continues to work with local self-
support groups from novostroiki;

e “Our Right” Public Fund (PF)—helps residents
of apartment buildings to manage their

common areas and fight illegal construction.
Known for its legal advice and advocacy
campaigns;

“Urban Initiatives” Public Fund—among the
organizers of the first Bishkek Urban Forum.
Works on public space redevelopment and
conducts research on urban development
topics;

Labrys—a grassroots platform for
advancement and protection of the human
rights of LGBTQIA people in Kyrgyzstan and
Central Asia more broadly;

Sezim Crisis Center—provides legal and
psychosocial assistance for girls, women, and
their family members affected by gender-
based domestic violence and human
trafficking;

Resource Center for Elderly People—a
community organization working to improve
senior citizens’ access to social services and
economic opportunities, as well as protecting
their rights; and

Mutakalim—an association of progressive
Muslim women, it works on various issues
including reproductive health, women in
leadership, and domestic violence.



Figure 4. Actors with high centrality in a network of actors with a minimum of two connections
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These actors are central to the network and
connect remote communities with the central
subnet. Moreover, they have the potential to
extend their network and bridge structural holes—
and, in so doing, to strengthen the overall civic
network.

Alliances and Social Movements in Bishkek’s Civic
Networks

In this section, | take a closer look at different
contexts in which civic networks have formed and
varying modes of cooperation between actors. In
the first part of this section, | look at city-oriented
activists and organizations from two subnets. In the
second part, | discuss the informal network of
organizations and individuals that has emerged
around the UN Women campaign “Stop Violence
Against Women.”

Small Worlds of City-Oriented Communities
City-oriented  organizations and  grassroots

initiatives are scattered across the network. Two
subnets or cliques of the network are helpful in
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understanding the relation between a network’s
structure and the modes of collective action used
by members of the network.

The first is a subnet of organizations and
communities that work at the city level on urban
issues. These include groups of urban activists
(“Our Right” PF and “Urban Initiatives” PF);
ecologists (Archa Initiative); local condominium and
tenants’ associations; and organizations from the
creative and business sectors.

“Our Right” (Nashe pravo) is an NGO that
initially helped residents of Bishkek’s apartment
buildings to resolve issues surrounding their
common property and public spaces. More
recently, the Fund has begun to represent citizens’
interests in courts and government bodies. Two
years ago, it began to investigate illegal
privatization and construction in public parks and
green zones, such as riverbanks. Among grassroots
city-oriented communities, “Our Right” is the most
grounded; it is connected to real people and acts
on concrete issues. It works with many residents of
former Soviet dormitories and condominiums, and



has helped more than 60 condominiums defend
their public spaces over the past five years.?

“Our Right” worked with “Urban
Initiatives,” Archa Initiative, Cycling Community,
and MoveGreen to express a consolidated position
about the master plan for the city center. This
cooperation began after protests on Dushanbinka
street in spring 2017, when “Our Right” supported
residents’ protests against the removal of trees and
attempted to negotiate with the City Department
of Architecture to find a solution that would save
the trees. “Our Right” has also played a key role as
a broker, connecting the older generation of urban
activists, in their 50s and 60s, with organizations
that have emerged in the past 4-5 years and are
comprised of individuals in their late 20s and early
30s.

Another broker in this subnet is Archa
Initiative. It does not have many partners among
city-oriented initiatives but connects them with
experienced and influential  environmental
organizations. “Archa” is well-positioned to
manage information exchange and resource
allocation between the two networks, a
distribution that is facilitated by the fact that
environmental NGOs are accustomed to forming ad
hoc alliances and supporting each other during
targeted advocacy campaigns. A member of the
BIOM organization, one of the most experienced
environmental NGOs, described short-lived
mobilization as follows:

..[w]hy do we need to be like the government
and have rigid, hierarchical structures? We act
like partisans: when we have a specific task, we
come together and solve it, and afterwards we
split up.3°

Let us now turn to the second subnet of city-
oriented initiatives, looking at Arysh, an NGO that
has been working with residents of new
settlements since 1997. Arysh was established by
the leaders of five self-support groups of internal
migrants who wanted to address infrastructure
issues in new settlements. Today, Arysh also works

to empower residents of novostroiki economically.
The organization has ties with communities in 19
new settlements across Bishkek, as well as with
local NGOs working on gender and registration
issues. In addition, Arysh is a member of the
transnational network “Central Asia in the Move,”
which brings together 31 migration-focused NGOs
from Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia. Arysh has
both a long history of relations with self-support
groups from novostroiki and a good reputation as
an NGO that has successfully implemented large
donor-funded projects.

Unsurprisingly, this study found that the
majority of Arysh’s ties with other NGOs are strong
ties formed during joint implementation of
projects. Arysh considers “partnership” a formal
relationship and is wary about the motives of future
partners, an attitude that may be explained by
competition in the NGO sector. Other organizations
may have their own reasons for not working
together, as an Arysh manager explained:

Sometimes we invite others to work together, ...
organizations that work with youth, committees
on healthcare... When we invite them to come to
zhilmassivy [novostroiki)... if there is a [formal]
project, they come, but they do not come
otherwise. Maybe they do not like it here, or
maybe they are afraid of [novostroiki].31

Arysh leaders are therefore cautious about
organizations that have little interest in—or
stereotype—the problems of novostroiki. This may
be why Arysh has limited connections within the
first subnet of city-oriented initiatives (discussed
above), despite being among the most influential
organizations in this network. It is, however,
connected with other influential NGOs: Women’s
Support Center, the human rights platform Bir
Duino, and the Resource Center for the Elderly. In
addition, Arysh has a good partnership with the
municipality, which is itself an influential actor in
Bishkek’s networks (see Figure 4). In sum, it is most
important for Arysh to maintain good relations with
novostroiki self-support groups; connections to

2% Kalicha Umuralieva, director of “Our Right” PF, personal interview with the author, August 2017.

30 BIOM staff member, personal interview with D. Ukhina, December 2017.
31 Arysh manager, personal interview with Z. Urmanbetova, January 2018.



“peer” NGOs are limited to national and
international knowledge-sharing networks.

UNITE—Effective Mobilization through Loose Ties

The campaign “Let’s End Violence Against Women
and Girls Together3?” (UNITE) was initiated by UN
Women in Kyrgyzstan in 2001 as part of the global
UN campaign. Gender activists, LGBTQIA
organizations, and NGOs worked together to
launch the campaign and increase its visibility.
Gradually, by attracting new members from among
their partners and peers, this partnership
transformed into a coalition-like network well
known beyond the gender-related civic sector.
Today, UNITE has more than 200 members, among
them experienced local NGOs working on gender
(Women’s Support Center) and LGBTQIA issues
(Bishkek Feminists’ Initiative) as well as small
organizations and individual activists from different
regions of Kyrgyzstan. The network is informal;
there is no legal entity associated with it and no
regular membership. All members communicate
via an email newsgroup. The newsgroup serves as a
forum for sharing news, discussing campaigns, and
finding support. This electronic communication is
instrumental to urgent mobilization: members
inform each other about victims of domestic
violence from their area or their social network,
and other members offer their assistance, be it a
shelter, legal counsel, or financial support.
According to the coordinator of the mailing list, it
also helps members from rural areas to stay on the
same page and to reach out for support.

UNITE is known not only for helping
women and girls directly, but also for lobbying for
legislative  changes regarding gender-based
violence. Three successful advocacy campaigns
brought about three milestones: the adoption of

the law “against domestic violence,” the adoption
of the law “on early marriages,”* and the failure of
the law on chemical castration of rapists.3* With
each campaign, UNiTe became more visible and
respected, gradually becoming known as a
“movement.” According to members of the
network, advocacy campaigns mobilized all of
members’ including personal
connections:

resources,

[S]o we drafted the law against bride kidnapping [...]
and we had to bring it to the parliament. If we went
alone, there would not be enough of us, so we
needed partners. Then we sent a message to those
who are here in Bishkek, saying, “Here is what we
want to do,” and [asking] who was interested. They
responded and we worked together...When we use
multiple doors and contacts at several
organizations, we become more visible.3>

The “multiple doors” refers to using network
members’ varied personal connections to members
of Parliament to increase the odds of getting
support from deputies. As this statement shows,
broader reach and greater visibility are key benefits
of collaborating.

Though UNITE emerged with help and
guidance from UN Women, the network is a rare
example of a single-theme partnership that does
not depend entirely on a single donor. The network
receives funding from the Open Society
Foundations, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, and
others, including the business community.
Whatever money donors have left at the end of the
financial year, they give to support “16 Days of
Gender Activism,” an annual gender campaign held
in December, and members divide the funds
between the leading organizations.

Interestingly, there is no formal procedure
for joining the movement. In the beginning, new
members came by recommendation of their
colleagues and peers; this, coupled with a

32 The last word of this motto became the nickname of the campaign and the movement—Soobsha in Russian, or “Unite(d).”

33 See activists’ open letter to President Atambaev on the law that would ban a mullah from performing nikah (the Islamic marriage ceremony) if the
bride is under the age of 16: Larisa llibezova, “Grazhdanskie aktivisty obratilis” s otkrytym pis’'mom k Prezidentu strany,” Centre of Democratic
Research Processes, October 12, 2016, http://crdp.asia/civil-society-activists-sent-an-open-letter-to-the-president-of-the-country/.

34 Ryspek Toktonaliev, “Kyrgyzstan: Aktivisty uvereny, chto khimicheskaia kastratsiia ne effektivna,” Golos.kg, July 26, 2013,

http://golos.kg/?p=11041.
35 UNIiTE member, personal interview with D. Ukhina, December 2017.



commitment to participating in campaigns and
meetings, was enough. Today, some people just
join the mailing list, which—according to the UNITE
coordinator—amounts to joining the network. The
coordinator believes that this approach creates a
non-spoken voluntary commitment understood by
all members:

... [when people ask us how they can join, what
papers should they sign, we say:] no, you sign
nothing. We only need your personal commitment,
and that is it, nothing more. | think that when you
formalize relations, it may turn some [cautious]
people off joining.3®

As discussed in the quotation above, equal
responsibility and voluntary participation are core
values of the UNITE network. The leaders of the
network want to preserve these values, even if it
means loose ties and sometimes a lack of support.

The main events involving resource
allocation and negotiations of agenda and
boundaries between members are the annual anti-
violence campaigns and intermittent collective
actions. The network’s activity is cyclical, with
dormant periods—or “waiting” times—
interspersed between active and visible campaigns:

[W]e have tried several times [to lobby for a law]
on [gender] quotas, but we have not
succeeded... Though this [law] is not yet solved,
it does not mean that ... there have been no
efforts. There were quite intense activities, but
right now we are in a “waiting” regime. As soon
as it starts... someone would post [write to the
network] and then we would reactivate it, we
would conduct meetings, etc.3”

UNITE is a network of loose, informal ties that
connect members who are geographically and
socially disparate. Despite this informality, the
network has achieved a certain level of success as a
social movement. To conclude, UNITE is an
excellent example of cooperation based on the
“strength of weak ties” phenomenon. Connections
between UNITE members support the common
pursuit of the collective goal—“to stop violence

36 UNITE coordinator, personal interview with D. Ukhina, December 2017.

37 1bid.

against women”—and facilitate collective action
when needed.

Discussion: Modes of Cooperation and Ways to
Strengthen Networks

The network analyses presented in this paper
illustrate the relative fragmentation of Bishkek’s
civil society groups and communities and the
different structural patterns of cooperation
between them. From this, we can draw several
conclusions. Firstly, there is a disparity between the
density of the networks of city-oriented initiatives
and communities and those of organizations
working on broad themes and issues. The former
has a higher degree of isolation, while the latter are
well-connected to each other and also to business,
state, and donor organizations. Experienced NGOs,
state organizations, and donor entities serve as
cement for the whole network.

Secondly, looking at the structure of
different subnets, we have identified three
patterns: star-like networks with supervisors and
their  “fans,” dense subnets of sectoral
partnerships, and central actors that hold together
different subnets and groups of the network (see
Table 1). Networks of “supervisors” and formal
relations between NGOs and state bodies (see
Table 1) correspond to Diani’s organizational mode
of cooperation. Vertical ties and project-driven
partnerships are distinct features of such subnets in
Bishkek. The second mode of cooperation—
coalitional—corresponds to the sectoral and cross-
sectoral partnerships | observed. These subnets
include a variety of actors: formal and informal,
grassroots and state, city-oriented and nationwide.
In Bishkek, we can see such coalitions among NGOs
and activists working on broad issues such as youth,
gender, and environment. Those coalitions reach
out to other sectors—groups working on gender to
organizations for internal migrants, urban activists
to ecology groups, for example—as well as having
ties with the local authorities.



In Bishkek, the UNIiTE network is the closest to the
social movement form of collective action.
Differences between members of UNITE can be
significant; groups vary in terms of size, level of
institutional development, and location. Although
the network does not have formal membership,
members of UNiTe have a strong collective identity.
Another feature that keeps it from “NGO-ization” is
that it has both periods of active mobilization and
inactive “waiting” time, in which the network is
held together by newsgroup alone. UNITE could
provide an example of forging connections through
“weak ties” for currently fragmented city-oriented
initiatives.

Another significant finding is that there are
structural gaps in Bishkek’s civic networks that
collude with the extant social divides in the city:
spatial, economic, and linguistic. This prompts the
following questions: 1) Which civil society
organizations could bridge the structural gaps? and
2) how should they do it?

The community studies literature indicates
that brokers are more likely to find innovative
solutions to common problems, effectively
mobilize various groups for collective action, and
succeed in formal dialogue with authorities. There
are more than 10 actors who hold central and
influential positions in Bishkek’s civic networks and
could therefore serve as brokers between different
groups. Among them, the mayor’s office, the
Women’s Support Center, Arysh, the Institute for
Youth Development, Sezim Crisis Center, and “Our
Right” PF have the potential to bridge the divide
between single-issue local communities and
influential NGOs, as well as the divide between
newcomers and longtime urbanites. The
municipality is also an important actor: if it were to
develop networks that would fill the identified
gaps, more meaningful partnerships and projects
could be created between civil society and local
authorities.

Studies of the urban grassroots in post-
Soviet countries also explored the role of brokers
and other strategies for improving horizontal

connectivity within networks. Polanska’s research
on the tenants’ movement in Poland found that
brokers were critical in alliance-building
processes.®® Brokers helping tenants’ associations
were well-educated young individuals with
widespread social ties. They worked as mediators in
negotiations with other movements and as
spokespersons to the media, along with developing
strategic external connections for the movement.
The experience of the Polish tenants’ movement is
very relevant to Bishkek’s city-oriented CSOs. At
present, with the exception of environmental
activists, they rely primarily on theme-specific
connections, and they should seek alliances with
other social movements (for instance UNITE).

However, it is not only experienced CSOs
that can support small and isolated communities.
Ivanou’s case study of “Taganka 3,” a NIMBY activist
group from Moscow, demonstrates how an
experienced grassroots community used its central
position to help others and scale up its agenda.*
Initially, the group’s members opposed infill
development in their neighborhood, taking on
developers in three consecutive court cases. Later,
they began to help other anti-infill groups from
different parts of the city. This was possible
because stories about Taganka 3 appeared in the
media and the group clearly communicated its
capacity and willingness to help others. Similarly,
“Our Right” has connections to many NIMBY groups
and condominiums and has recently begun to
partner with those who work on the broader issue
of participatory urban development (“Urban
Initiatives,” City Development Agency). The stories
of small urban grassroots movements should be
covered in the media and through knowledge
networks to facilitate the establishment of peer
connections. Academia can also contribute to
developing a knowledge base about ongoing
projects and success stories.

Another strategy could be cross-sectoral
partnerships. Small local communities could
approach strong actors in the network and
cooperate in areas where their issues and

38 Dominika V. Polanska, “Alliance Building and Brokerage in Contentious Politics: The Case of the Polish Tenants’ Movement,” in Urban Grassroots
Movement in Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Kerstin Jacobsson (Farnham, UK: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2015), 202-213.

39 Aleh Ivanou, ““Taganka 3’ Group: An Instance of Local Urban Activism in Moscow,” in Beyond NGO-ization: The Development of Social Movements
in Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Kerstin Jacobsson and Steven Saxonberg (London: Routledge, 2013).



geographical areas intersect. For instance, UNITE
members could partner with Arysh, local
communities, and urban planners to advocate for,
design, and pilot the implementation of safe public
spaces for women and girls in new settlements.

A five-city study of Ukrainian urban
grassroots initiatives found that influential actors
had one trait in common: they provided a gathering
space for other initiatives, bringing them together
for educational and cultural events, festivals, and
conferences.*® Participation in events facilitates
knowledge-sharing and the creation of “weak ties”
that can be activated when needed. Having these
weak ties is more valuable than having strong
project-based relations. In the case of Bishkek’s
civic networks, it might be not possible to connect
all actors through information platforms, since they
have very different interests. However, knowledge-
sharing events and discussion platforms can help to
bridge the existing structural holes between city-
oriented communities. The next section offers
feasible recommendations for the municipality and
central actors in Bishkek’s civic networks.

Policy Recommendations

My analysis demonstrates the need to invest in
developing  peer-to-peer  connections and
supporting various modes of cooperation, from
loose information ties to strong and grounded
collaborations. It is essential for NGOs and
initiatives that already have central positions to be
able to connect distant parts of the network—in
other words, to bridge structural gaps. By
facilitating information exchange and access to
resources, they strengthen civic networks and help
grassroots initiatives achieve better results. In this
section, | propose a series of recommendations
that would help both city-oriented initiatives and
the municipal authorities to facilitate cooperation
and improve urban governance at the
neighborhood level. The bottom line is that all

actors should invest in cross-sectoral partnerships
and reach out to isolated communities and
residents’ groups within the city. The municipality
should be highly embedded in these cross-sectoral
partnerships at different levels.

Developing Cross-Sectoral Partnerships on Urban
Issues

Key areas where multimodal and cross-sectoral
partnerships would be beneficial are: 1) inclusive
development of neighborhoods, especially on the
outskirts of the city; 2) gender issues in an urban
context, e.g., women’s safety in public spaces; and
3) citizen engagement and local government
accountability. “Brokers” in these areas should:

e Establish a consortium for  specific
geographical  locations  (neighborhoods,
settlements) that would include

representatives of local communities, city
authorities, the business community,
academia, and activists. These consortiums
should negotiate their agenda and serve as
umbrella organizations that streamline and
facilitate  both  bottom-up  grassroots
initiatives and top-down state and municipal
programs.

e Reach out to voluntary organizations, student
clubs, and local communities and establish
communication channels (e.g., WhatsApp
groups, local email newsgroups, and social
media groups/pages) to inform these
communities about relevant programs and
initiatives at the city and/or national level.

Improving Urban Governance at the
Neighborhood Level

The work of two municipal structures is crucial for
developing relations between communities, CSOs,
and the municipality. These are the territorial

40 Varvara Podnos and Maria Gryshchenko, “The Development of Urban Grass-Roots Initiatives’ Network in Kyiv, Kharkiv, L'viv, lvano-Frankivsk, and

Odesa,” Mistosite.ua, September 26, 2017,

https://mistosite.org.ua/en/articles/the-development-of-urban-grass-roots-initiatives-network-in-5-ukrainian-cities-kyiv-kharkiv-Iviv-ivano-frankivsk-

and-odesa.



departments of the municipality (MTUs) and the
City Development Agency (CDA). The key role of the
MTU is to build relations with different
communities within its neighborhood. These
connections can contribute to CDA’s work on
community development and support for
grassroots initiatives.

MTUs should begin by taking the following steps:

e Each neighborhood’s MTU should partner
with local NGOs or academics to collect data
about different communities in their district,
surveying residents and creating a list of
communities and their leaders.

e Armed with this knowledge, MTUs should
arrange meetings with representatives of
these communities to discuss their needs,
their suggestions for improving their
neighborhood, and their readiness to
contribute to local development.

e Next, the MTU should identify priority
projects and conduct charrette workshops
with the help of community leaders, who can
facilitate workshops and lead projects.

For its part, the City Development Agency could
improve the matching grant program and support
MTUs" efforts in the sphere of community
development. | recommend the following three
short-term actions to the CDA:

e Develop a grant program for local initiatives
in which self-support groups can participate;
consult with Arysh and other community-
based NGOs or even hire them as facilitators
of the process.

e Remove unnecessary bureaucratic
procedures and revise requirements of the
matching grant program to encourage joint
applications by two and more condominiums
that share a common space. This would allow
for initiatives constructing a community
garden on vacant municipal land between
apartment buildings, etc.

e Develop an internal promotion program for
municipal workers who demonstrate good
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outcomes in community development and
accountability of their MTU. CDA can invest
in their skills and competencies, offer them
bonuses, and encourage peer-to-peer
learning between MTUs. To ensure that
evaluation of municipal workers is not
biased, CDA could partner with monitoring
and evaluation NGOs and with networks of
local communities and activists, receiving
feedback from the latter directly.

Community Development as a Strategy for
Inclusive Urban Development

The existence of public spaces where communities
and grassroots organizations can gather—parks,
municipal libraries, schools, and community
centers—is beneficial for the city in the long run.
The municipality should develop a comprehensive
plan for the development of such public spaces.
The more communities are formed based on
commitment, joint initiatives, and shared interests
and values, the more favorable the conditions will
be for civic engagement and participatory urban
governance.

To improve the institutional context for
communities and grassroots activists, the mayor’s
office and the City Council should consider the
following steps:

e Conduct a survey of socialization practices
and measure social capital in neighborhoods;
outsource this task to a cross-sectoral
consortium of NGOs and academics.

e Gather, analyze, and publish data about
public spaces and ways local communities
and grassroots initiatives could support their
redevelopment and maintenance.

e Develop a pilot community centers project
using the resources and premises of existing
municipal libraries (of which there are 28
spread across the city), beginning in the three
neighborhoods with the lowest social capital
and the least public spaces.
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Appendix 2. List of interviewees and case studies

1°t round—data collected through interviews for case studies

protection of the interests of the
Uighur community

# | Name Issues Year Scale of activities Position of
founded | (target area) person
interviewed
1 | Mutakalim—association | Domestic violence, family 2000 Kyrgyzstan, Founder
of progressive Muslim planning, HIV/AIDS, including Bishkek
women peacebuilding, social exclusion,
economic empowerment
2 | Our Right PF Managing urban commons, 2008 Bishkek exclusively | Founder/
preservation of parks, illegal Director
construction, civic engagement in
urban planning
3 | Woman Support Center | Gender equality, political and 1996 Nation-wide;
economic rights of women, worked with
violence against women and girls informal
settlements of
Bishkek
4 | Door Eli HIV/AIDS, residence permits for 2004 New settlements
internal migrants, access to social of Bishkek
services for internal migrants,
prevention of drug addiction
5 | Pro KG professional Education and professional 2009 Kyrgyzstan Founder
club opportunities for young people,
scholarships for rural youth
6 | Ittipak—Public Union of | Preservation of culture and 1990 Kyrgyzstan
Uighurs in Kyrgyzstan traditions, involving Uighurs in the (branches in
socio-political life of Kyrgyzstan, oblasts)
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2" round—for explanation of structural patterns, etc.

# | Name Issues Scale of activities Position of
(target area) person
interviewed
1 UNITE KG—network Gender-based violence, 2011 Kyrgyzstan Coordinator
“Let’s end violence women’s rights
against women and
girls”
2 Open Line PF Women'’s rights 2009 Kyrgyzstan Director
3 EKOIS Environment, climate change, | 2001 Kyrgyzstan Coordinator
and ecology
4 Institute for Youth Youth empowerment, social 2011 Bishkek, Chuy, and | Project
Development entrepreneurship Issyk-Kul regions manager
5 IDEA Central Asia Branch of international debate | 2001 (IDEA | Kyrgyzstan Project
education association, us) managers
development of critical
thinking and civic engagement
among young generation
6 | Arysh Local infrastructure and 1999 Bishkek mainly Coordinator
economic problems in
underserved neighborhoods
of Bishkek, migration,
economic empowerment of
internal migrants
7 BIOM Ecological movement, 1993 Kyrgyzstan and
environment protection Central Asia
education, monitoring and
evaluation
8 Insandyk Onuguu Discussion club, organized by 2014 Bishkek and few Advisor
students, various topics other cities (founder)
9 Center for Research of | Democratic processes, human | 2002 Kyrgyzstan
Democratic Processes | rights, gender

Appendix 3. Questions in second-round interviews
(extract from the Guide for Researchers developed by the author)

Questions
History of the community/organization (if these questions were not asked earlier in a case-study

1.

interview)

i)  When and by whom it was established? Who are the founders of your community?

ii) What was the purpose behind starting your community/founding your organization? What was
the founders’ motivation?

iii) How has your community/organization developed? What have been the main stages and
milestones in the history of your organization?

iv) Have there been any significant changes in the structure, activities, or staff of the organization?
If so, what caused these changes?

v) To what extent has your community/organization changed since it was founded?

2. Current activities of the community
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i) What is the community doing? What goals and objectives does it have?

i) How do you work with members of the community, or the beneficiaries of your work?

iii) What problems and challenges do you face?

iv) What have been the most difficult times or situations? Did you receive support from anyone,
any organization; did anyone help you to cope with and overcome this situation?

About support and partners

i)  Who are your supporters? How have you come to know and cooperate with them?

i) Who are your primary partners? What is the value of your partnerships with them?

iii) How do you understand your role in developing partnerships with other communities/
organizations?

About the city

i) What associations does Bishkek bring to you? How can you describe the city?

ii) Inyour opinion, what are the most important problems facing Bishkek today?

iii) How do the civic sector (and NGOs) attempt to solve these problems? How would you assess
their contribution?

iv) What changes would you like to see in the city? Do you want to be part of these changes
personally?
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Chapter 2.
Agents of Change? Civic Engagement of Western-
Educated Youth in Kazakhstan

Sergey Marinin' (2019)

Introduction

Kazakhstan has a significant youth population. Over
51 percent of citizens are under the age of 29, the
vast majority of whom were born under the rule of
the first president of independent Kazakhstan,
Nursultan Nazarbayev. Over 25 percent of the
nation’s population are millennials.? The younger
generation is faced with numerous socio-economic

challenges, including lack of employment
opportunities and job growth, limited social
mobility, underrepresentation in the state

structures, and limited space for social and political
expression. As a step toward tackling this vast array
of problems, 2019 was declared the “Year of Youth”
in Kazakhstan. The program for this year seeks to
develop policies that would bring considerable
social benefits for young people. Activities include,
inter alia, social engagement with the state through
volunteerism and social responsibility initiatives.
Although this initiative is well-intentioned,
it may, ironically, have been jeopardized by the
young people themselves—who dared, for the first
time in a long time, to make their voices heard after
Nazarbayev decided to resign from the presidency
in March. On April 21, 2019, two young activists
held up a banner at the Almaty marathon that read,
“You cannot run from the truth,” for which they
both received 15-day prison terms. Even earlier, in
March, after interim president Tokayev’s decision
to rename the capital city to Nur-Sultan yet again
without consulting the public, young people
expressed their disagreement online. As more

young Kazakhstanis have joined this wave of
discontent, the country has seen a spree of creative
youth protests, from a series of online sketches
ridiculing the regime’s reaction to peaceful actions
like writing famous slogans on their bodies or
holding up blank signs on public squares (for which
the young people involved are still detained). As
these examples show, the youth of Kazakhstan are
coming up with new ways of speaking their minds.
However, the dichotomy between a state that
wants a positively engaged youth, on the one hand,
but does not allow it to peacefully express itself, on
the other, has created a problem with serious
repercussions.

My interest in this paper is in how youth
engage in civic and social initiatives. | am especially
concerned with the contribution of Western-
educated young people to social change. This social
group represents a compelling case—with some of
them already in power, they will have a tremendous
opportunity to shape the post-Nazarbayev era,
including by fostering democratic values. Hence,
my research question is: How do young Western-
educated Kazakhstani young people promote social
change through civic engagement initiatives?

To answer this question, | surveyed 113 individuals
from Kazakhstan aged 18-35 who either received
their education or worked abroad (primarily in
Western countries). The survey included questions
on the spheres in which they are civically engaged,
their motivation for participating in such initiatives,
factors inhibiting their civic engagement, and how

1 Sergey Marinin is an independent researcher, specialized in politics and democratic governance in Central Asia. Most of his career has been
connected to the OSCE broader network: he graduated from the OSCE Academy in Bishkek with an M.A. in Politics and Security in Central Asia and
worked with OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation missions in Kazakhstan. He was also a Research Fellow at the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly’s
Secretariat in Copenhagen, where he worked on election observation and human rights issues in Central Asia.

2 Marlene Laruelle, “Nazarbayev Generation. Kazakhstan’s Youth, National Identity Transformations and their Political Consequences,” Voices on
Central Asia, March 21, 2019, http://voicesoncentralasia.org/nazarbayev-generation-kazakhstans-youth-national-identity-transformations-and-

their-political-consequences/.



their international experience changed their
perception of the notion of social engagement.

The limitations | encountered during the
project centered on the lack of extended studies on
the topic of Kazakhstani youth engagement and
Western-educated graduates in particular, as well
as the sample size of the survey. A larger sample
would have been needed to ensure that the study
was representative. Still, this paper offers
significant insights into the issue of youth civic
engagement and the role of Western-educated
youth in it. It proceeds as follows. First, it discusses
the theoretical concepts of civic and social
engagement, with a specific focus on the political
landscape of Kazakhstan’s authoritarian regime and
how this affects forms of civic activism. It also
touches upon the interplay between the quality of
education and the level of engagement. Second,
the paper explores the general environment of
youth engagement in Kazakhstan, mapping key
youth policy actors and what they do on the
ground. Third, it analyzes the engagement of
Western-educated youth by presenting and
interpreting the survey data.

Theoretical Framework
Theorizing Civic/Social Engagement

In this paper, “civic engagement” and “social
engagement” (hereafter CSE) will be used
interchangeably. Coming to terms with what
constitutes CSE is an arduous process; the scholarly
community contends that this concept is hard to
define and to measure. Owing to “conceptual
stretching,”® the term might include a wide range of
activities depending on how the notion of “civic” is
construed. Robert Putnam advocates for a
comparatively all-encompassing definition, stating
that civic engagement includes a wide variety of
actions, from social networks and political

participation to newspaper-reading.* Other groups
of authors give the term a more nuanced definition.
Instead of “civic engagement,” they propose “active
citizenship,” putting the focus on collective rather
than individual action and seeing civic involvement
as being based on engaging with community issues
through work in all sectors, not only the
government.® This could also be described as
“collective action [that] influences the larger civil
society.”® Finally, civic involvement as a precursor to
political participation involves moving individual
actions toward collective action solely through the
instrumentality of the political process.

It is a challenge to narrow down the scope
of what comprises civic engagement due to the
multifaceted nature of the concept and, in our case,
the lack of data on youth’s perception of what it
means to be socially engaged. However, the main
idea is that “[the] active citizen participates in the
life of a community to improve conditions for
others or to help shape the community’s future.”’

In this research, | employ the notion of a
“latent” —also called “pre-political”’—form of civic
engagement, a notion developed by Ekman and
Amna.® Their concept illuminates the hidden
tendencies of civic participation in authoritarian
states. The citizenry in non-democratic regimes do
many things that should not necessarily be
categorized as direct civic engagement leading to
political involvement or results. However, they
might have strong potential to become political
involvement or have a particular influence on
policies. Many young people are engaged in
formally non-political or semi-political domains.
This type of activity does not directly target the
authorities, but it nevertheless results in
involvement in current social processes. These
activities may include volunteering, charity, helping
to support vulnerable social groups, education
initiatives, or online means of engagement (social

3 Joakim Ekman and Erik Amna, “Political Participation and Civic Engagement: Towards a New Typology,” Human Affairs 22, no. 3 (2012).

doi:10.2478/513374-012-0024-1.
# Ibid.

5 Richard P. Adler and Judy Goggin, “What Do We Mean By ‘Civic Engagement’?” Journal of Transformative Education 3, no. 3 (2005): 236-53,

238.doi:10.1177/1541344605276792.
6 Ibid, 238.

7 Aelita Skarzauskiene, Agne Tvaronaviciene, and Gintare Parazinskaite, “Cyber Security and Civil Engagement: Case of Lithuanian Virtual
Community Projects,” European Conference on Cyber Warfare and Security, July 2014, 181.

8 Ekman and Amna, “Political Participation and Civic Engagement.”.



media activities). However, unlike Ekman and
Amna, | do not draw a line between “civic” and
“social,” as the two processes produce essentially
the same result: involving young citizens in civic
activities.

Ekman and Amna find the closest
equivalent to “latent engagement” in Schudson’s
notion of “monitorial citizens” who are informed
about and interested in politics yet who generally
choose to avoid formal channels of political
participation. Although they remain active in the
civic realm, they act politically only when “they feel
it is really imperative.”® | believe these related
concepts apply well to the current state of youth
involvement in civic processes in Kazakhstan.

How Does Education Influence Social Engagement?

Better-educated youth contribute to society in
various ways, including civic activities. An
individual’s relative level of education has a causal
effect on his or her level of democratic
engagement.'® Someone who has a comparatively
higher level of formal education than others in a
given social setting enjoys higher social status. This
means that the more educated individual is better
equipped to convey a political message, thus
making it more likely that he or she will become
politically involved.

The interplay between the level and quality
of education and younger generations’ involvement
in civic activities might seem obvious—education
universally brings improvements to all forms of
engagement.!? Though it is difficult to identify
specific variables that cause more educated
individuals to participate at a higher level, some of
the main factors are development of bureaucratic
competence, civic skills, cognitive capacity,
curriculum (also known as “classroom climate”),
student government, habits of associational
involvement, and volunteering in the community

9 |bid, 288.

(service learning).!? A comprehensive study of civic
education in 28 nations has shown that among the
aforementioned  factors, classroom climate
(discussing social and political issues in the
classroom freely and openly) is the most significant.

Kazakhstan is making progress toward such
academic and administrative freedom. In 2018,
Nazarbayev signed a bill that enshrined these
freedoms into law. This law goes hand in hand with
step 78 of the “100 Concrete Steps,” a landmark
development strategy designed to allow
Kazakhstan to achieve its ultimate goal of becoming
one of the 30 most developed nations in the world
by 2050. It gives universities almost full control of
curricula formation, as well as the ability to select
which majors to offer on the basis of market
demand rather than the state’s priorities (as they
were historically selected). This is undoubtedly a
positive step toward greater transparency and
healthy competition among universities that will
improve the quality of higher education and
enhance academic freedom.

Higher education enrollment and literacy
rates are also trending upward. All in all, 496,209
people were enrolled in Kazakhstan’s higher
education institutions in 2017/2018, of whom
females comprised 54.3 percent (n=269,649).2 The
number of students increased by 4 percent in 2018.
The adult literacy rate (15+ years) of Kazakhstanis is
99.8 percent, an improvement over the 1989 figure
of 97.5 percent.!* However, the education system is
hobbled by its failure to develop students’ soft
skills. According to the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) assessment,
Kazakhstan’s university-level education lags behind
on a multitude of such indicators, including
“cognitive and practical skills,” “decision-making,”
and “autonomy,” as well as more complex
indicators such as “advanced knowledge of a field,”
“critical understanding of theories and principles,”

10 Richard Desjardins and Tom Schuller, eds., “Measuring the Effects of Education on Health and Civic Engagement: Proceedings of the
Copenhagen Symposium,” OECD, 2006, www.oecd.org/education/innovation-education/37437718.pdf, 39.

1 1bid.
12 |bid, 28.

13 “Vlysshie uchebnye zavedeniia Respubliki Kazakhstan na nachalo 2017/2018 uchebnogo goda,” accessed May 2, 2019,
https://www.zakon.kz/4900658-vysshie-uchebnye-zavedeniya-respubliki.html.

14 “World Data Atlas, Kazakhstan - Adult (15+) Literacy Rate,” accessed May 1, 2019,
https://knoema.com/atlas/Kazakhstan/topics/Education/Literacy/Adult-literacy-rate.



“advanced  skills  demonstrating  innovative
approaches to solving unpredictable problems,”
“reflection,” and “self-regulation.” None are
directly pursued in the higher education system of
Kazakhstan.'> This reality is directly relevant to
understanding the progress (or lack thereof) of
youth’s social involvement. The absence of these
soft skills from both local university curricula and
extracurricular activities reflects the absence of a
“classroom climate” or general critical engagement
with material within the local system of higher
education. Hence, my hypothesis is that Western-
educated Kazakhstani youth should be more
socially engaged.

Alternative Forms of Youth Engagement

Informal modes of youth activism typically originate
in an authoritarian and repressive milieu. Regimes
that inhibit civil freedoms encourage new types of
action, especially in the online realm. Social media
and online platforms alike create more space for
youth activism and involvement than do major
political institutions. The former serves not only as
a modern Habermasian “public sphere,” but also as
a primary setting for youth involvement in
consuming, discussing, circulating, distributing, and
producing content.?® Social media offer new modes
of engagement and remain a safe venue for
dialogue between vyouths. Social media have
significant potential to become a powerful tool for
further increasing civic and political participation.
Another driving force behind the
emergence of unconventional youth activism is
disillusionment with the country’s current political
trajectory and lack of trust in politicians. Today’s
youth tends to withdraw from institutional
activities because the authorities are not receptive
to younger generations’ demands and because
young people consider politics “remote and

irrelevant.”'” If conventional means do not work,
they resort to new modes of expression that are
“less professionalized and controlled.”*® These
activities, ranging from community service to
charitable contributions, rely on various forms of
internet and new media technologies. Other forms
of civic engagement, namely issue-based activism
(a form of activism motivated by specificissues such
as environment or gender issues, etc.), lifestyle
politics, and identity politics have been on the rise
among Western youth as well.X® However, it is not
clear if the Kazakhstani younger generation
necessarily participates in all of these.

Mapping the Youth Engagement Environment in
Kazakhstan

The spectrum of actors in the field of Kazakhstan’s
youth policy is quite diverse, and the state is the
dominant one. The government devises youth
engagement strategies, directs state policies to
meet youth’s “gutissues” (such as employment and
housing), etc. It also welcomes investment in
Kazakhstan’s human capital on the part of
international organizations (I0s). As a result, the
country’s youth policy landscape includes many
joint “State-I0” projects or more independent
youth projects backed solely by 10s. Non-
institutionalized structures are also present and
function on the Internet, targeting a younger
audience. The state likewise realizes the necessity
of utilizing younger generations, so the Salem Social
Media agency, led by the former press secretary of
the Nur Otan presidential party, Aleksandr
Aksyutits, has recently become a significant player
on the Internet scene, attracting some famous
bloggers to boost the apolitical agenda among the
young, marginalizing creators of political content
online.?®

15 Higher Education in Kazakhstan 2017: Reviews of National Policies for Education (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017), 90.
16 Annika Bergstrom and Maria Jervelycke Belfrage, “News in Social Media,” Digital Journalism 6, no. 5 (2018): 583-98.

doi:10.1080/21670811.2018.1423625.

7 Hilary Pilkington and Gary Pollock, “‘Politics Are Bollocks’: Youth, Politics and Activism in Contemporary Europe,” The Sociological Review 63,

no. 2 Supplement (2015): 1-35. doi:10.1111/1467-954x.12260, 2.
18 |bid.

1% Weiyu Zhang, “Redefining Youth Activism through Digital Technology in Singapore,” International Communication Gazette 75, no. 3 (2013):

253-70. d0i:10.1177/1748048512472858, 254.

20 Colleen Wood, “In Central Asia, Politics by Way of Social Media,” The Diplomat, February 22, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/02/in-

central-asia-politics-by-way-of-social-media/.



Table 1. Forms of youth activism in Kazakhstan

Pro-government

Sponsored by international

Informal structures

organizations/donor
foundations
e Mainly aimed at Looser in regulation e Mostly in online spaces,
troubleshooting young e Higher-quality social media, and video
people’s socio-economic e More effective in terms of platforms
problems civic engagement e Least regulated; may be
e Patriotic and accountableto e Initiatives include Zhas completely unregulated
state initiatives Camp, Youth Corps, Y-Peer,
e Social volunteerism AIESEC, etc.

The Kazakhstani regime conceptualizes its youth
policies through the State Youth Policy Act of 2015
as well as presidential messages and state
strategies. The latest strategy—“Kazakhstan 2020:
Path to the Future,” adopted in 2013—was a
predecessor of the Youth Act and laid down the
main mechanisms for implementing youth policies.
For the first time, the law increased the
involvement of young people in the work of
consultative and advisory bodies. The law also
defined volunteerism as “community service” not
affiliated  with  any political or religious
organizations.?! One of the law’s key aims is to
engage youth in the socio-economic and socio-
political life of the country.?? The law generally
focuses on the social realm—chiefly education,
health, employment, and business activities,
countering corruption, nurturing “green thinking,”
and fostering patriotic sentiments.?

These multiple strategies for engaging
youth with state entities and addressing youth
social problems evolved into the 2019 Year of
Youth. For the time being, it is the overarching
framework within which for the government to
work with the younger population. Its key
priorities—education, employment, affordable
housing, support for young families—mainly target
the basic social problems. The state has for instance
initiated multiple programs for supporting youth
entrepreneurial activities and business start-ups.

The project’s roadmap also prioritizes social
activism, namely tree-planting campaign—based
on the “Zhasyl Yel” (“Green Nation”) national green
movement—and the re-creation of construction
brigades and military-patriotic education.?*

State efforts to engage the vyounger
generation on the ground run up against countless
problems. Youth’s responsiveness to the myriad
government projects is very low due to the state
paternalistic—rather than “equal partner”—
approach. The authorities engage in propagandistic
and ideological mobilization instead of welcoming
self-starters and proactive youth leaders, with the
result that they do a poor job of raising awareness
of their initiatives and increasing their visibility.
Moreover, state initiatives in practice neglect the
rural youth population. Administrative organs
coerce students to attend various pro-state events
or listen to yearly presidential messages that do not
inspire youth to engage. Funding for social
engagement activities is allocated through the main
pro-state youth organizations, Zhas Otan and Zhas
Ulan, creating corruption risks and limiting de-
centralization. The sporadic character of youth
policies also makes them a comparatively
ineffective strategy for tackling youth engagement.
As Irina Mednikova, Director of the Youth
Information Service of Kazakhstan, notes:

21 Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On State Youth Policy” (as amended on June 13, 2018), accessed April 4, 2019,

https://online.zakon.kz/Document/?doc_id=31661446#pos=3;-156.

22 |bid, https://online.zakon.kz/document/?doc_id=31661446#pos=62;-45.

2 |bid.

24 Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan, “Dorozhnaia karta po provedeniiu goda molodezhi,” March 26, 2019, accessed April 1, 2019,
https://primeminister.kz/ru/news/infographics/dorozhnaya-karta-po-provedeniu-goda-molodezhi-18098.



[...] it is quite possible that this year will only
be a sedative to systemic wounds of youth
policy to prevent the growth of discontent and
radicalization of this large and active social
group. But | always say that young people
need freedom and participation in decision-
making. Only then do they become a resource
for the state, not a problem.2>

Independent and international donor-funded
activism has been less voluminous but more
effective than that of the state, according to “Youth
Mapping” research conducted in five post-Soviet
states in 2018.° Prominent projects include
ZhasCamp, Youth Corps, Y-Peer, and AIESEC. These
types of initiatives are supported by international
organizations and NGOs, international foundations,
and embassies. The mentioned organizations deal
with a broad range of youth activities, such as
informal peer education, leadership and soft skills
development, volunteerism, and professional and
entrepreneurial exchanges between youth and
experts in the business community.
Non-institutionalized social engagement,
on the other hand, has been driven primarily by
issue-based activism and informal modes of social
influence. Traditional forms of youth engagement
(voting, participation in political parties) are falling,
especially in the industrialized world.?” A recent
large-scale study of Kazakh youth showed that the
majority of young people are indifferent to politics
and barely vote.?® Mutual distrust between the
state and the younger generation is leading youth
to evade formal modes of interaction with classic
institutions. Many young people therefore prefer
the less-regulated online space, where they can be
freer to express themselves in various forms. While
the majority of young Kazakhs do not follow
political content, they are not indifferent to what is

happening in their country. In fact, according to a
recent public opinion study conducted among the
capital city youth, 54.7 percent of surveyed young
people said they “feel active about” their
community. When asked about the possibility of
participating in a socially-driven protest, 44.2
percent responded positively.? These figures
indicate that semi-civic attitudes may have the
potential to transform into political action in the
future.

The Case of Western-Educated Youth Engagement
in Kazakhstan

Having observed a tendency toward pre-political
behavior among Kazakhstan’s youth, let us now
turn  to look at how Western-educated
Kazakhstanis perceive civic engagement and
understand their place in it. It should be noted at
the outset that it is difficult to locate Western-
educated young people in the heterogeneous pool
of civic activities because they are dispersed across
all listed categories.

The creation of the “Bolashak” study-
abroad program in 1993 was—and to a certain
extent still is—a vision of Kazakhstan’s future, a
Western-values-driven approach to nurturing
people with “less blinkered vision.” The program
was established to support the entry of
independent Kazakhstan’s new generation into the
globalized world and overcome “Soviet-style”
anachronisms in education.?° In 2010, Kazakhstan
became part of the Bologna process, with a view to
drawing even closer to the developed world. This
move recognized the excellence of Western science
and education. Then-president Nazarbayev even
concluded in a 2006 speech that “[the] Soviet

2> Youth Information Service of Kazakhstan (YISK), “God molodyozhi: na chto potratiat milliardy iz gosbiudzheta?” February 15, 2019, accessed
March 28, 2019, https://misk.org.kz/events/1e04c257-5b1b-4792-b681-4c4fad922e84/.

26 Ksenia Bondal, “Kto sozdaet kachestvennye programmy razvitiia molodezhi?” Kapital.KZ, October 10, 2018,
https://kapital.kz/gosudarstvo/73050/kto-sozdaet-kachestvennye-programmy-razvitiya-molodezhi.html.

27 David E. Campbell, “What Is Education’s Impact on Civic and Social Engagement?” In “Measuring the Effects of Education on Health and Civic
Engagement. Proceedings of the Copenhagen Symposium, Copenhagen, 2006, accessed March 4, 2019,

http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-education/37437718.pdf, 39.

26T, Umbetaliyeva et al., Youth in Central Asia: Kazakhstan. Based on a Sociological Survey (Almaty: Friedrich Ebert Foundation Kazakhstan, 2016),
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30 Dossym Satpayev et al., Molotov Cocktail: The Anatomy of Kazakh Youth (Almaty: Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 2014), 33.



education system is archaic and poses a danger to
the security of the [Kazakh] nation and the state.”**

However, to assert that Kazakhstan’s
Western-educated youth wholeheartedly support
liberal values would be too presumptuous. The
Kazakhstani elite’s political disposition toward
liberal ideas is quite moderate; modernization
without “excessive” Westernization is perceived as
the most desirable outcome.®* The so-called
“Bolashak generation” imports more technocratic
approaches than democratic values and is tightly
controlled both at home and abroad.*

In this study, | attempt to look at some
aspects of civic  engagement—social/civic
initiatives, volunteerism, and charity work—and
how Western-educated youth are involved in them.
For this purpose, | designed a survey comprised of
16 open and multiple-choice questions. The survey
does not specify the scope and definitions of the
categories mentioned, as | wanted to explore how
respondents understand what it means to be
socially/civically engaged. | also looked into specific
factors that hamper the civic engagement of
Western-educated youth. Finally, | analyzed how
Western-style education influences respondents’
civic and social engagement (CSE).

For the purposes of this study, | define
Western-educated youth as young people aged 18
to 35 who have received a higher education degree,
work experience, or practical training in Western-
style academic settings and/or Western countries,
predominantly  those in  the European
Union/European Economic Area (EU/EEA) or North
America. A total of 113 participants were involved
in the survey: 65 females, 47 males, and one non-
binary individual. On average, respondents had
spent 33.6 months abroad. In terms of ethnic
composition, 85.9 percent (n=97) of the sample
were Kazakhs, 9.7 percent belonged to other ethnic
groups (n=11), and 4.4 percent of respondents did
not indicate their ethnic background (n=5). The
overwhelming majority of respondents had studied
abroad (67.2 percent/n=76), another 25.7 percent

31 1bid, 35.

(n=29) had both studied and interned abroad, 6.2
percent (n=7) had solely had internships/training
abroad, and 0.9 percent (n=1) had both studied and
worked abroad.

As Figure 1 shows, the vast majority of
respondents obtained their training and education
in the EU/EEA.

Figure 1. Location of education and/or training
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In terms of respondents’ current residence in
Kazakhstan, two main locations were named:
Astana (n=43) and Almaty (n=32). Twenty-two
respondents were in other cities (n=22), while 16
declined to indicate their current place of residence
(n=16)—see Figure 2.

Figure 2. Current geographic distribution in

Kazakhstan
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The plurality of respondents works in the public and
quasi-public sector (n=47), followed by the private
sector (n=33). The main sectors in which
respondents are employed are shown in Figure 3.

32 Douglas W. Blum, The Social Process of Globalization: Return Migration and Cultural Change in Kazakhstan (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 2015).

33 Adele Del Sordi, “Sponsoring Student Mobility for Development and Authoritarian Stability: Kazakhstan’s Bolashak Programme,” Globalizations

15, no. 2 (2017): 215-31. doi:10.1080/14747731.2017.1403780.



Figure 3. Employment by sector
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When asked how they obtained their education
and/or training experience, the Bolashak program
dominated (n=56), followed by other scholarships
(n=56) and self-financing (n=17).

In response to the question of whether
they took part in any social, civic, charity, or
volunteer activity in addition to their main job, 50
respondents answered in the affirmative against 63
who responded in the negative. Comparing these

= Yes
No
84%
numbers to how respondents received their

education revealed that Bolashak graduates are
slightly more involved in CSE organizations than
those who received other scholarships or self-
financed, with Bolashak graduates representing 28
of the 50 respondents who participated in CSE
activities.

To the question “Do you consider it important to
participate in the civic life of the country?” a
significant majority—96 of 113 participants—
responded positively; seven responded negatively
and nine did not answer. This number is rather
indicative, as it shows respondents’ predisposition
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toward future civic action. Among the main factors
inhibiting respondents’ CSE were four key reasons,
displayed in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Factors inhibiting CSE
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Among “other” responses, people expressed fear
of engagement and concerns about a lack of
freedom of speech or freedom of expression.

Returning to the theoretical premise that
education level has a causal effect on CSE, the
survey revealed that the overwhelming majority of
respondents (n=95) think that their experience and
education abroad had a significant impact on their
understanding of what it means to be socially
engaged.

Figure 5. Has your international education/work
experience improved your understanding of civic
engagement?

Positive responses to this question clustered
around several experiences. These included:

The “classroom climate” in the West—an
educational environment where students and
instructors could informally and freely discuss
social and political issues pertaining to their
countries;

Comparison of their experiences at home and
abroad, which motivated them to change
things up;

Conceptual and critical understanding of how
civic initiatives influence public institutions;
and

Participation in CSE organizations abroad and
willingness to transfer best practices to
Kazakhstan.



Some of the respondents gave rather
encompassing descriptions of what prompted
them to engage in CSE upon returning to
Kazakhstan:

It seems to me that the issue is about people,
international environment, cultural differences.
In my particular case, my professors, classmates,
their arguments, and our joint discussions
influenced me profoundly [...] We talked a lot
about the values that the EU promotes within
itself and in the world. | think that encouraged
me to reflect on the values in Kazakhstan’s
society and my contribution to it.34

Others noted their participation in initiatives
abroad and explained that this transformed their
psyche:

Active participation in a volunteer student
organization in the US gave me a sense of
[satisfaction] and skill development. | grasped the
idea of what a community is.3>

| understand that | can make positive changes at the
local level, at my own level. Maybe these changes
are not grand, but they benefit specific people, and
| receive feedback from [them]. It brings deep
human satisfaction.3¢

Some respondents highlighted the issue of values—
the value of human capital abroad, respect for
individual freedoms, and how the lack thereof in
Kazakhstan influenced their perception of civic
involvement:

In the West, a person is valued primarily as an
individual. Human dignity is praised there. And |
liked this attitude; | wanted to make life brighter in
Kazakhstan too.3”

To the question of “How do you understand the
notion of social or civic engagement?,” responses
took two main directions. The first group—those in
favor of social change—underscored the societal
needs, primarily mentioning volunteer initiatives

34 Author’s survey.
35 |bid.
36 |bid.
37 lbid.
38 |bid.
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and the sense of belonging to a community rather
than being indifferent to social problems:

Participation in the development of urban or state
public policy through the expression of ideas,
opinions, and suggestions. For example, taking part
in the construction of your residential
neighborhood common area, housing estate, etc.38

Many of this group’s civically engaged youth
suggested that CSE should involve creating a safe
and inclusive platform, or feedback channel, for
discussing and proposing solutions to the leading
societal challenges.

The second group focused more heavily on
the civic/political nexus, mainly the issues of
protecting human rights, exerting more pressure
on state bodies through the democratic mechanism
of self-organization, standing up for social rights,
and exercising the right to vote. Importantly, some
respondents did not associate civic initiatives with
the political opposition, stating that “civi[c] activity
in Kazakhstan is often confused with the opposition
while it is not.”

The majority of responses centered on the
importance of being an active and responsible
citizen who is not indifferent to the problems of his
or her local community and society in general, and
who is not only active online but also contributes to
positive change offline.

Conclusion

The multifaceted nature of civic engagement
expressed in theory is reflected in the Kazakhstani
realities on the ground. Western-educated youth
are engaged in a variety of activities, not all of
which can be categorized as direct civic
engagement. Many of them are in a latent form.
However, this hidden, unsystematic, and pre-
political participation can lead to relatively explicit
and political demands, as demonstrated by the
unprecedented mass youth protests that preceded



and followed the presidential elections of June
2019.

The results of this study revealed that
although Western-educated youth engage in social
and civic initiatives only on a limited basis, they do
engage. Young people readily contribute to
educational, charitable, and volunteer activities, as
well as to some human rights initiatives. They do
not perceive themselves as an opposition force, but
rather seek opportunities within the established
political order to increase social justice, promote
respect for human rights, strive for the betterment
of society, and get their voices heard by decision-
making bodies. This vision of cooperation rather
than confrontation is challenging the established
Western view that active youth civic engagement
equates to opposition to the state.

The survey also showcased the
receptiveness of this cohort to change, and these
young people are fairly likely to participate in
efforts to bring such change about. The regime,
preoccupied as it is with the transfer of power and
maintaining its stability, is not particularly
interested in giving free rein to youth civic activism,
let alone developing strong civic institutions. That is
why the space for youth social expression remains
minimal, and the state will probably continue to
react quite harshly to uncontrolled displays of
youth civic activism.

Recommendations

Given this challenging political context—including
the dominance of the state over virtually all socio-
political domains—and based on the research
findings at hand, | propose that the Ministry of
Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan:
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e Develop a campus-based university peer-
learning pilot program that would employ
recent Kazakhstani graduates of Western
universities as instructors to promote civic
engagement through training in
communication skills, critical thinking, and
leadership. A curriculum development and
oversight committee created together with a
Ministry representative and comprised of
faculty members, a Bolashak administrator,
and more senior alumni of Western
universities would select these graduates
based on their proven track record of
leadership and engagement with civic
initiatives.

| further recommend that university management:
Increase partnerships with  Western
universities and their recent graduates to
support the teaching of civic and social
responsibility in higher education;

Create university-based research centers
that would provide evidence-based models
of civic engagement;

e Collaborate with international donor
organizations that specialize in higher
education to support such research

centers; and
Facilitate networking among Western-
educated alumni.



Chapter 3.
Do-It-Yourself Activism: Youth, Social Media and
Politics in Kazakhstan

Daniyar Kosnazarov' (2018)

Compared to their parents, who were born and
socialized during the Soviet Union, Kazakh
millennials and post-millennials® have had greater
opportunities to study, travel, and express
themselves on social media through art, fiction, or
music. Although the state and elites continue to
exert strong power over many economic sectors,
both cohorts have wider options than their
predecessors in terms of employment, social
mobility, private business, and cultural activities.
Likewise, while the government’s restrictions on
media,® religion,* and public expression® are
growing, the younger generations are being raised
in a comparatively free country. The high level of
Internet penetration,® availability of inexpensive
smartphones and PCs,” and wide variety of social
media platforms present vast opportunities to
consume global content and interact with locals
and foreigners alike.

Even if young citizens of Kazakhstan have lived their
entire lives under a single leader, Nursultan
Nazarbayev, the presidential succession® to come
could become a critical moment for consolidating
generational consciousness, significantly affecting
millennials’ and particularly  post-millennials’
survival strategies. While many things will depend
on power dynamics within the establishment, post-
Nazarbayev-era state managers may seek public
support to legitimize their new rule. Since the youth
comprise one-fifth® of the country’s population,
government policies in such crucial areas as
education, housing, and employment will need to
address the challenges millennials and post-
millennials face. Strategies for communicating
these policies will also require significant
modification, as the vast majority of young citizens
are currently unaware of government initiatives
and projects.?

* Daniyar Kosnazarov's research interests include youth, social media, and popular culture. He is Editor-inChief of Steppe, an independent digital
media outlet in Kazakhstan that covers technology, entrepreneurship, education, leisure, and art. He has experience working in both the
government and private think tanks in Kazakhstan, and previously served as Chair of the Department of Strategic Analysis at Narxoz University,
evaluating strategy implementation. He holds an MA in International Relations and Regional Studies from Tsukuba University, Japan (2012), and a
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The aim of this study is not to speculate on
the forthcoming succession in Kazakhstan.
Nevertheless, using this “known unknown”
historical event to problematize state-youth
relations in today’s fragile post-financial crisis and
pre-transition context is an urgent task, due in
particular to generational differences between the
ruling class and the youth. Notwithstanding that
the political establishment is slowly rejuvenating,
with politicians born in the 1970s* taking up
ministerial and mayoral posts, the persistence of
nomenklatura-style management practices
alienates post-Soviet generations. There is no
strong bond between the two—and the consensus
may become weaker if outdated engagement
techniques are not changed.

As post-Karimov Uzbekistan has
demonstrated, in its first years in power a new
leadership aims to win the hearts and minds of
ordinary citizens.'? It is unclear whether this
populist trend will continue or end once president
Shavkat Mirziyoyev secures his own power vertical,
but the power transition has created a window for
certain democratic changes that offer a rare chance
for the establishment of new relations between the
young and the authorities. Kazakhstan, too, may
one day open such a “transition window,” and if it
does, it will be vital for civil society to be prepared
to clearly articulate the demands and expectations
of young voters.

The underlying assumption of this paper is
that the future development of Kazakhstan will
depend significantly on to what extent the
government is prepared to adapt to changes in
demographics, generational dynamics, and societal
values. It is also driven by the author’s personal
experience of engaging with youth as an
institutional researcher at the private Narxoz
University, where as many as 8,000 millennials and
post-millennials  study. My interaction with
representatives of these two generations has
intensified since joining the online media outlet
Steppe,® which has thousands of young readers

across Kazakhstan. As an editor, | have had the
privilege of speaking with many young Instagram
celebrities, entrepreneurs, artists, and scholars,
and have noticed that social media is providing
millennials and post-millennials with an alternative
public space to gain recognition from their peers
and voice their concerns about key social and
political issues.

The main argument of this paper is that
millennials and  post-millennials are using
Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook not only to
watch funny videos, post selfies, or read news, but
also to consume political content created mostly by
agemates. In this study, | focus on four of the most
vivid and popular digital content creators, who are
practicing civic activism on social media and raising
youth awareness about many issues. Topics
recognized as worthy of coverage by young
content-makers may provide us with insight into
what “politics” means to young people and how
they use social media to drive interest in civic
activism. It is particularly important to examine
how young activists are framing and presenting
their messages and ideas to “win the hearts and
minds” of their peers. Indeed, social media
provides a platform for diverse cultural exchange;
knowing the latest trends, tastes, and mindsets of
youth allows content-producers to get their
attention.

Before proceeding to the selected cases, it
would be useful to provide (1) a general youth
portrait and (2) a detailed analysis of post-
millennials. As they move toward adulthood, their
attitudes, behaviors, and lifestyles have the ability
to shape or influence official rhetoric and
government policies in key areas. The authorities
already monitor social media on a daily basis to
understand popular sentiment and prevent mass
demonstrations; millennials and post-millennials,
as the most active social media users, will therefore
come to be on the radar of government agencies
and will push the latter to formulate responses to
their concerns and expectations. In light of this, |

1 Gul'nara Bazhkenova, “Kazahstanskie ‘Semidesiatniki’ v Politike”, Radio Azattyq, August 13, 2015, https://rus.azattyq.org/a/semidesyatniki-
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will also describe (3) the social media practices of
Kazakh youth.

As these generations get older, their
interest in politics will grow. It is therefore
important not only to learn how they differ from
older generations in terms of their use of social
media, but also to scrutinize (4) the social media
strategies young key opinion leaders (KOLs) use to
attract attention and shape the views of their
audiences. In many ways, this depends on the
content’s topical focus, how the content is
produced, its length and visual design, and the
language of the producer. It is also important to
examine what meaning KOLs give to their social
media presence and the content they have created.

Kazakh Youth

According to 2018 figures, citizens aged 14-29
comprise one-fifth of Kazakhstan’s population (21.5
percent or 3.9 million people).** While 43 percent
of youth live in rural areas, there is continuous
migration to cities, stimulated by the desire to find
a decent job and take advantage of urban leisure
and consumption infrastructure.’ According to the
private Brif Research Agency, young people have
several major traits. First, they are conformist in the
sense that family and marriage are the two most
important goals in their lives. Only 10-15 percent of
youth prioritize career, travel, and self-
improvement over family.'® Interestingly, as a study
by the Kazakhstan Institute for Strategic Studies
revealed, helping other people, being an influential
man or woman, having a good reputation, and
being independent are not priorities for youth.
They put material comfort above love and
possession of knowledge. Notably, too, only 12

percent of respondents described faith as an
“absolute value.”*’

Consequently, young boys and girls
generally consider work a means to earn money.
They care deeply about work insofar as it is a means
of ensuring their comfort and welfare, but they do
not believe it to have any inherent value. Although
young people want to earn good money, therefore,
they have no desire to work hard. Polls also show
that most of them see university education as a
waste of time, nothing more than a ritual necessary
to get a diploma. However, parents and
adolescents tend to lack an awareness that
graduation from university is not a guarantee of a
job and that there are few opportunities in the
“prestigious professions” students often choose to
study at university.®® Hence, 41 percent of
Kazakhstan’s young citizens wish to leave the
country to acquire permanent residency in a
foreign country, find a job, or get education at a
foreign university.*® Official figures show that
120,000 Kazakh students are studying abroad, the
vast majority of whom are enrolled in Russian and
Chinese  universities.”® Such  socio-economic
problems as the low quality of local education,
expensive housing, and unemployment push youth
to migrate and seek better opportunities.?*

These problems, according to the director
of the Youth Information Service of Kazakhstan,
Irina Mednikova, translate into a lack of motivation,
political passivity, and paternalism.?2 Millennials
and post-millennials can hardly name any official
and civic initiatives that target youth. Even if they
have learned about key government strategies,
such as “Kazakhstan-2030,” in school or university,

1 Youth Scientific Research Center, “The Youth of Kazakhstan 2017 National Report,” May 10, 2017, http://eljastary.kz/articles/14/2.
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they do not consider politicians “role models.”?3

High-ranking officials, in particular, are widely
perceived to be corrupt. Although young people
are much happier and more optimistic than adults,
they are also concerned with rising food prices,
university fees, expensive rent prices, and low
salaries. These issues might push young men and
women in big cities, particularly in the capital,
Astana, to participate in mass protests once they
become adults and have more responsibilities.
Nevertheless, the nationwide results of a Public
Opinion Institute and Friedrich Ebert Stiftung
survey shows that so far young Kazakh citizens are
not interested in taking part in civic initiatives or
engaging in politics.?*

Values of Post-Millennials

According to a survey conducted by a team of
researchers (including myself) among post-
millennials in five major cities in Kazakhstan,? the
three things teens value most are health, family,
and freedom. Of course, all of them want to avoid
being sick, but the huge and growing popularity of
social media apps—particularly Instagram,
Dubsmash, and Musically—has motivated many of
them to care about how they look in the mirror and
what they eat. Thanks to high oil prices in the
2000s, practicing a “healthy lifestyle” (zdorovyi
obraz zhizhni, or Z0Zh) became trendy among the
upper and middle classes: people were able to
afford higher-quality food, sport activities, and
even vacations in Turkey or Egypt. Although the fat
years came to an abrupt end with the 2008
economic crisis and the decline in the oil price,
which hit economic growth in Kazakhstan hard, the
culture of ZOZh has certainly affected the younger
generation, as it made their parents much more

23 |bid.

concerned about what their children had on their
plates and what they did after school.

Even if Kazakhstan is the largest consumer
of alcohol in Central Asia,?® teens drink less than
members of the older generation,?” who lived
through mass unemployment and limited leisure
after the fall of the Soviet Union. The proliferation
and popularity of gyms and fitness centers across
major cities?® stimulates people to have an
attractive  physical appearance. Universities
likewise encourage people to look cool and stylish.
Young boys and girls use being healthy, fit, and sexy
as a way to get respect and recognition from their
peers—or, to put it in Bourdieusian terms, to gain
and increase their symbolic capital.

Figure 1. The most important values for teens

8 9 10
HEALTH 103
FAMILY 10,
FINANCIAL STABILITY 93
LOVE X
SELF-CONFIDENCE 94
FRIENDS 90
JoB 93
FREEDOM 97
ACTIVE LIFE 94
ART 88

Source: Author’s survey
Another—and much darker—reason for the
younger generation to prioritize their health is that
Kazakh society has become excessively atomized,
with families caring only about their own security
and well-being. Severe economic problems have
affected household  incomes,  aggravated
unemployment, and forced the government to cut
back its social provisions. Citizens expect less and
less from the government in terms of improving
their living standards. They view each new
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government initiative with suspicion, thinking that
these projects are created and launched only to
steal money from taxpayers. Raised in this
circumspect atmosphere, teens understand that if
they do not care for their health now, they will not
be able to achieve anything in the future.

Since parents want their children to be
successful, to thrive financially, and to care for
them when they get old, young people feel
constant pressure to get good marks in school, pass
university entrance exams, and find a decent job
after graduation. Like “helicopter parents” in the
US,?° parents in Kazakhstan are over-focused on
their children: though they may want children to
take responsibility for their own actions and
decisions, elders seek to control and direct young
people’s lives as much as possible.

Two local drivers of such behavior need to
be specifically mentioned. First, having been
traumatized themselves by the harsh realities of
the 1990s, the older generation simply does not
want their children to find themselves in similar
conditions and therefore overprotects them.
Second, the Kazakh tradition of helping relatives
during bad economic times as a survival strategy is
still being practiced, leading to expectations that
young people will likewise care about their elders in
the future. The stakes are even higher for the one-
third of Kazakh children who are being raised by a
divorced single parent.

Accordingly, family is the second most
important thing to teenagers after health. The two
are, in fact, related: young people are aware of the
precarious conditions in which their families live
and the tough competition in the labor market, and
know that they must be physically and mentally
strong to live up to their parents’ expectations.
They also feel how weak they are without the moral
and financial support of their parents, particularly
during the university years. Exposed to consumerist
culture via the internet and media, young urbanites
realize that their parents are their main sponsors,
since the vast majority of teenagers do not work to
get pocket money. Nevertheless, as Figure 1 shows,
concerns about financial stability are significant.

That is why teens value self-confidence and ascribe
huge importance to employment. With social
mobility in steep decline, teenagers realize that the
support of their parents is critical to tackling the
harsh realities of the adult world.

The other side of the coin is that three-
quarters of the new generation most trusts their
parents and family members. Meanwhile, 14
percent do not trust anyone, 7 percent most trust
their friends, and just 2 percent of respondents
count on spiritual leaders. Their views may evolve
in the future, but facts on the ground show that
Kazakh youth consider family the one and only
source of authority. This reflects the broader
societal trend of a loss of confidence in national-
level institutions.

Figure 2. Whom do teenagers trust most?

DIFFICULT TO ANSWER

K

FRIENDS
!PARENTS AND FAMILY

Source: Author’s survey

DON’T TRUST ANYONE

SPIRITUAL AUTHORITIES

In a context where teens are socializing less and less
with their peers offline, the very concept of
friendship needs to be re-evaluated. Interactions
with classmates and neighbors are less binding and
“self-sacrificing” than in the past: they may go out
together, but just to relax and take their minds off
test preparation for a while. Adolescents in 9"-11%"
grade spend most of their after-school time on
national university entrance tests. Parents and
school managers exert strong pressure on students
and expect them to get high scores. While families
want their children to get government scholarships,
principals and teachers are primarily concerned
with the school’s ranking. The pressure is so strong
and expectations so high that some boys and girls
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have committed suicide after failing to receive high
scores.*°

For many teenagers, passing university
exams becomes the ultimate goal, forcing them to
spend all their time on test preparation. Although
young people are very critical about the quality of
higher education in Kazakhstan, they almost
universally agree that a university diploma is a
prerequisite to getting a job. To the majority of our
respondents (73 percent), having a degree is an
extremely important asset to building a career.
That being said, only 27.8 percent think that their
parents could afford to contribute to this
education. In a context of rising tuition fees and
falling incomes, most elders cannot send their
children to prestigious and expensive universities.
Teens are therefore obliged to compete with their
peers to secure a scholarship and decrease the
burden on their families.

Symptomatically, young Kazakh citizens are
embracing individualism. Almost one-third assume
that their personality is what sets them apart from
their agemates. Sixty-one percent think that being
a high-quality professional will make them
successful in life. Forty-five percent believe in the
benefits of hard work and 43 percent acknowledge
the importance of having or establishing good
connections with other people. One-tenth of young
people think that working at a highly-paid job
would mean they were successful, while only 7
percent of teens consider an advantageous
marriage a means of achieving success.

Figure 3. What defines success?

GOOD CONNECTIONS
HARD WORK

HIGH PROFESSIONALISM
HIGHER EDUCATION
HIGH PAID JOB
INFLUENTIAL RELATIVES
LUCK

ON-FIRE SPECIALTY
FORTUNATE MARRIAGE
DIFFICULT TO ANSWER

43,9
45,1
61,8
33,5
10,4
17,1
23,3
13,9
7,0
4,6

Source: Author’s survey

These findings clearly illustrate that adolescents
raised in a period of slow economic growth are
quite realistic about their capabilities. That is why
they acknowledge the importance of being an in-
demand professional who can withstand any
difficulties as an adult in an individualistic, non-
meritocratic society.

Accordingly, almost half of them believe
that good connections (khoroshie sviazi) matter.
Accustomed to paying bribes or using connections
to get imported goods and receive state services
quicker than others during the Soviet era, the older
generations continue to rely on the assistance of
their relatives, close friends, and acquaintances
when seeking a job, organizing expensive
celebrations, and enrolling their kids in
kindergarten or school. Adolescents are aware of
the importance of having influential elders: many of
them have heard rumors about professors and
university staff taking bribes from students in
exchange for high marks. Moreover, teens have
grown accustomed to stories about elders helping
their own children to get positions in local
government entities. This reality has also led young
people to mistrust various institutions in
Kazakhstan.

Figure 4. What teens think their lives are lacking

Source: Author’s survey

Youth and Social Media

Kazakh millennials and post-millennials spend a
great deal of time online. In this, they are not
entirely different from older generations: all in all,
70 percent of the population is now using various
social media platforms to chat, share opinions, post
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photos, or watch videos.?! The difference is which
social media these different generations use: young
people aged 18-29 are much more active on
vKontakte and Instagram, while their elders prefer
MoiMir, Odnoklassniki, and Facebook.3?

While many state-owned and private TV
channels have turned to YouTube and other social
media platforms to reach alternative audiences, it
is telling that the private “Gakku” Kazakh music
channelis the most popular YouTube accountin the
country, with 1.4 million subscribers and 892
million views.3® The second most popular channel
on YouTube is “Channel 7,” known for a variety of
sitcoms produced in the Kazakh language.®* Young
Russian-speaking video-makers known as the
“Yuframe,” who first became famous on Instagram,
decided to launch their own YouTube channel in
2015.3% They now have over 635,000 subscribers
and their small video sketches, social videos, and
pranks have been watched 141 million times. The
“Khakha Show,” established in 2015, is another
popular channel, with videos produced exclusively
for a Kazakh-speaking audience.®

In 2018, it became possible to observe a
certain institutionalization of social media
production with the establishment of the “Salem
Social Media” (SSM) agency, headed by Aleksandr
Aksyutits, former Press Secretary of Nur Otan, the
presidential party.®” Salem provides financial,
logistical, and technical support to young talents
producing a wide range of video content. The
agency has co-opted several successful projects
and attracted very popular Instagram and YouTube
celebrities to various shows, events, and video
products. It now controls 8 major YouTube
accounts with a total of 740,000 subscribers. These
channels include “Normal’no obshchaites” [Talk No

Bullshit], “Shou Iriny Kairatovny” [The Irina
Kairatovna Show], and “Shtat Nebraska” [The State
of Nebraskal], all of which were very popular before
the establishment of SSM. In addition, over 200
short videos produced by SSM are published and
promoted each month via 9 Instagram accounts
with a total of 1.3 million followers.*®

Consequently, young citizens play a major
role in the development of Kazakhstan’s social
media and their saturation with content in the
Russian and Kazakh languages. In the absence of a
strong meritocracy in many government agencies
and employment problems facing youth in the
private sector, social media provides one of the few
social mobility opportunities available to young
people. Given that these creative men and women
became popular for their entertaining videos, one
might assume that young followers are not
interested in consuming political content, but they
are in fact not apathetic about what is going on in
Kazakhstan.

The huge amount of funny videos
circulating on Instagram and YouTube may
marginalize producers of political content,

particularly content created or sponsored by
opposition figures such as Mukhtar Ablyazov.
Following France’s decision not to extradite the ex-
banker to Kazakhstan, Ablyazov launched a massive
YouTube campaign®*® against the Kazakh
government and urged citizens of the country to
unite and protest. Many political analysts argue
that the government’s 2018 decision to block social
media platforms in the evenings was occasioned by
Ablyazov’'s daily YouTube videos and Telegram
posts.*°

31 Sholpan Zhabayeva, “Itogi oprosa: socsetiami pol’zuiutsia 70% kazakhstantsev,” Informburo, April 21, 2017, https://informburo.kz/novosti/itogi-

oprosa-socsetyami-polzuyutsya-70-kazahstancev.html.
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33 Gakku TV, https://www.youtube.com/user/gakkutv.

34 The Seven Channel, https://www.youtube.com/user/TheSevenChannel.
35 Yuframe, https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=yuframe.
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40 Kazakh users’ access to Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and Telegram is hindered after 8 pm each day. See Almaz Kumenova, “Kazahstan blokiruet
internet, kogda Ablyazov vykhodit v onlain,” EurasiaNet, July 4, 2018, https://russian.eurasianet.org/node/65305.



While security agencies are closely tracking those
who support Ablyazov, the appointment of younger
bureaucrats to several key bodies responsible for
engagement with civil society and official
propaganda implies that Akorda—the Kazakh
presidential administration—cares deeply about
Ablyazov's  campaigns and the  vyouth’s
estrangement from politicians.

Criticized for its lack of engagement with
ordinary citizens, Nur Otan is now striving to
rebrand itself and become attractive to young
citizens. Part of this effort is the appointment as
first deputy of 48-year-old former MP Maulen
Ashimbayev,*! a graduate of Tufts University’s
Fletcher School. Former Kazakhstan Institute for
Strategic Studies director Erlan Karin’s (age 43)
appointment to head the biggest government
channel, “Kazakhstan,” and his active recruitment
of creative millennials to various projects, as well as
the introduction of new TV programs, confirms the
authorities” conscious desire to attract young
people’s attention to the state-controlled media.
After former mayor of Astana Asset Issekeshev (age
48) became Head of the Akorda Presidential Office,
popular Facebook blogger Zhana llyicheva was
invited to a press conference given by Nazarbayev.
The Minister of Information and Communication,
Dauren Abayev (age 39), is himself a very active
Facebook user, using the platform to respond to
ordinary citizens’ questions and polemicize with
famous bloggers and entrepreneurs. These
appointments might simply be part of Akorda’s
outreach in advance of the next presidential
election, but the decision to make 2019 “the Year
of Youth” implies that there is more to it than that,
a more thoughtful strategy of reconciling the youth
with the political authorities.

Young Activists on Social Media

In this section, | look at young activists that use
different social media platforms to practice civic
activism and increase their followers” awareness of
many political issues in Kazakhstan. Although these
content creators and influencers are millennials, a

substantial share of their subscribers are post-
millennials.

Za Nami Uzhe Vyekhali. Two former
journalists, Dmitry Dubovitsky (age 29) and Dmitry
Khegai (age 30), decided to launch this YouTube
channel in August 2017. Although the first six
months were in beta testing mode, their vliogs on
contemporary political issues have started to
attract the attention of adult viewers, turning these
ex-journalists into one of the most popular content-
creators in the Kazakhstani blogosphere. Today,
they have more than 104,000 subscribers, the vast
majority of whom are 18 or older. With their videos
having been viewed more than 16 million times, the
channel is now able to monetize its popularity by
advertising various new applications, news outlets,
betting firms, etc.

The main mission of the channel is to pose
the hard questions that media outlets do not dare
ask of politicians, corporate players, and celebrities
due to (self-)censorship. The authors argue that
YouTube allows for independent editorial policy
and provides a forum to talk about things that
ordinary citizens care deeply about. The topics of
the most popular videos are the possibility of early
presidential elections, the bankruptcy of local
banks, the illegal behavior of rich kids, the
resignation of Nazarbayev’s closest affiliates, the
tragic killing of figure skater Denis Ten, security
sector reforms, the scenario of Russian secession,
etc. By talking about these critical issues, they hope
to awaken civic consciousness.

Figure 5. The cover of “Za Nami Uzhe Vyekhali”
Channel
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Source: “Za nami uzhe vyekhali” YouTube channel,
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIILaUQtcaabbw9-
uQysRjw.

Dmitry Dubovitsky, the co-founder of the
channel, thinks that YouTube allows content-
creators to reach far more people than do TV
channels, newspapers, and other online media
resources. According to him, there is no longer any
need to hire too many journalists or pay for the
creation and maintenance of a website or
publishing house to print your newspapers: “If the
video you created is interesting, then YouTube will
suggest it to other users. You don’t need to pay for
an advertisement.”* This means that with little
money you can become a visible and popular
content-creator within the local YouTube sphere.

Rapid feedback from viewers is crucial, as it
helps content-makers adapt their work to make the
audience feel that their suggestions and opinions
matter. This in turn helps build a strong bond
between producers and consumers, which is
necessary to increase the number of subscribers
and amount of payments from future clients.
Although the project is currently far from bringing
in substantial revenue, making videos and talking
explicitly about sensitive issues brings the creators
a sense of self-fulfillment.

While declining to frame themselves as
political activists, the founders of the channel
embrace civic activism. They want ordinary citizens
to understand that each political development,
from an increase in gasoline prices to the
ratification of the Caspian Sea agreement, directly
affects their lives. In this respect, the project is
driven by a desire to foster individuals’ involvement
and interest in political issues. However, they do
not agitate people to go into the streets and
organize mass demonstrations. The founders affirm
that they are not going to join any oppositional
forces and do not see any of them as constructive
movements.

“Jurttyn Balasy.” Murat Daniyar, a 22-year-
old Russian-speaking blogger from Almaty,
uploaded his first video to YouTube in September

42 personal written interview with Dmitry Dubovitsky, November 25, 2018.

2017. Since then, he has produced 37 videos,
prompting 20,925 users to subscribe to his channel,
“Jurttyn Balasy” (Other People’s Child).*® Eighty
percent of subscribers are men aged 18-34, mostly
from Almaty. Murat does everything alone: he
writes scenarios, films footage, and edits.

Murat prioritizes YouTube over other
platforms because Instagram is full of “Viners,”**
people who produce short, fun videos and do not
push people to think about social problems.
According to him, if one can generate interesting
content on YouTube, one easily increases one’s
number of followers. Murat describes Kazakhstan’s
blogging sphere as sterile and argues that many
public figures, particularly famous Viners, are
deliberately staying silent on social and political
problems. He urges these celebrities to publicly
voice political opinions, since millions of young
citizens are paying close attention to what they do.
He says that it is not a crime to be civically engaged
and explicitly opine about the wrongdoings of
national or local governing bodies.*

Figure 6. Murat Daniyar in one of his blogs on YouTube
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Source: “JURTTYN BALASY” YouTube channel,
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UClmqO1ELiMtzP2YGXh
WE L.

In his 5-10-minute-long blogs Murat talks about
controversial issues and critically examines many
sins of contemporary Kazakh society. The problems
of urban transportation in Almaty are what first
provoked him to go to YouTube. To his surprise, his
first video received positive feedback from many

43 His channel is available at https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCImgO1ELIMtzP2YGXhWE_Iw.
44 Kristina Nikulina, “Vainer—kleimo ili blagoslovenie? Skol’ko zarabatyvaiut na Instagram v Kazahstane,” The Steppe, August 15, 2016,

https://the-steppe.com/news/business/2016-08-15/vaynery.
45 Personal written interview with Murat Daniyar, November 24, 2018.



viewers. Commentators encouraged him to
continue making blogs and agreed, if necessary, to
donate money to support him in doing this.
Subsequent videos were dedicated to the hottest
issues, including the renaming of one of the central
streets of Almaty to Nazarbayev Avenue, the
latinization of the Kazakh alphabet, and public
hearings on the construction of a new ski resort in
the Kok Zhailau valley. The young YouTuber heavily
criticizes key opinion leaders, claiming that they
engage in “political prostitution.” He assumes that
those public figures who supported the
construction of the ski resort are corrupt and
wicked. Murat laments that Kazakh society is not
shaming these individuals, whom he claims are
rotten at the core.

Murat is also critical of some Soviet-style
practices that persist in today’s Kazakhstan. Many
university students are, for instance, forced to
attend official political celebrations as “extras.” The
blogger blames city administrations for this and
treats the Kok Zhailau case as evidence of a
confrontation between civil society and the
authorities. He thinks officials should stop treating
citizens as mindless “sheeple,” since times have
changed and the Soviet Union no longer exists.

Accordingly, the main goal of “Jurttyn
balasy” is to raise awareness among young citizens
and increase their interest in politics. Although
Murat hesitates to call himself a political blogger,
he acknowledges that with each passing day the
number of videos on his channel about political
issues increases. He therefore admits that what he
does is directly related to politics and political
activism. He argues that young people, tired of
moral admonition and the criticism of their elders,
would rather listen to an agemate than to an adult
male. Consequently, he positions himself as an
ordinary guy who loves to hang out with friends,
play video games, and read books. Murat believes
that the new generation will make Kazakhstan a
better place and must show that the youth is ready
for change.*®

46 1bid.
47 | e Shapalaque is a Francization of the Kazakh “lWananak” (slap).
48 personal written interview with Adil Zakenov, November 25, 2018.
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Le Shapalaque Comics.*” Launched in March 2017
by several enthusiasts from Astana in their early
twenties, Le Shapalague produces comics and
satirical illustrations. Its popular topics include
corruption, power relations between the younger
generation and their elders in the family and work,
the differences between the former capital
(Almaty) and the current one (Astana), traditions,
popular culture, and everyday practices of ordinary
citizens.

With 20,700 followers on Instagram, the Le
Shapalaque team argues that social media helps
them communicate directly with readers and reach
them faster than classical media outlets, including
newspapers and television. It is less visible on other
social media, with only 1,486 followers on
VKontakte, and even fewer on Facebook and
Telegram. Half of consumers of Le Shapalaque
comics are aged 18-24; they are university students
or recent graduates from Almaty, Astana,
Shymkent and Karaganda. Just over half are
women. According to the creators of the comics,
this particular audience prefers Instagram because
it is old enough to have left vKontakte, but still too
young to be active on Facebook.

While regarding themselves as artists, the
goal of the creators of Le Shapalaque is to push
people to think critically. For them, it is a political
project, but they are hesitant to consider it a form
of political activism. When asked about means of
engaging in politics, they somewhat sarcastically
responded that one needs to be a member of the
ruling political party, Nur Otan, hinting that
opportunities are scarce for young creative people
like them. They have never participated in any
political campaigns and contend that politics needs
to be fixed.*®

The authorities turn a blind eye to many
socio-economic and political problems. Le
Shapalaque comics try to create a bond with
ordinary citizens by demonstrating that someone
else does care about these issues. According to Le
Shapalaque founder Adil Zakenov, humor is often
the only tool that can help people tackle the world’s



toughest challenges.*® One of their comics, for
instance, describes the career ladder of state
employees: first give bribes to access power, then
take bribes once in power (see Figure 7). Aware of
the legal risks in a country like Kazakhstan, the team
members consult with lawyers before publishing
some of their works on social media.

Figure 7. The career ladder of a state employee: give
bribes, take bribes
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Source: La Shapalaque Comics [@shapalaque] Instagram
profile, https://www.instagram.com/shapalaque/.

#SaveKokZhailau. Environmental issues are
becoming a crucial element of youth mobilization.
The new generation of activists and influencers is,
for instance, calling on social media users to sign a
petition against the construction of a ski resort in
the mountainous Kok Zhailau area of Almaty that
has been lobbied for by local authorities. While
activists of different ages and backgrounds are
united against this expensive initiative, the
engagement of the #SaveKokZhailau team could be
seen as a turning point. Their publications on
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Instagram helped to collect over 33,000 signatures
after the online petition was launched at the
beginning of November 2018. Although the final
decision has not yet been made, local authorities
have been forced to use different tactics to
accommodate these protests. In early December,
Almaty mayor Baurzhan Baybek said that the
authorities had taken into consideration all critical
remarks and suggestions coming from civil society
and had decided to make certain changes, such as
decreasing the area of deforestation.

Responding to some of the skeptics, art-
activist Suinbike Suleimenova (age 25) argues that
the Instagram hype around Kok Zhailau is
“returning voices, rights, and freedom to the
people,” as many citizens are fed up with being
silent. Instagram is a "virtual square” that allows
people to gather, rise up, and talk about important
things.>*

Madina Mussina, an Instagram influencer,
invites her 72,100 followers to share posts about
“Save Kok Zhailau.” She thinks that in order to
achieve their ultimate goal, activists need to boost
the hype. After her first several publications on this
topic, students began to send her private messages
saying that university or college authorities were
telling them to put their signatures on blank sheets
of paper or on documents to support the
construction of the ski resort.>? According to
Mussina, times have changed: applying Soviet-era
style methods of scaremongering and treating
people as a “herd of sheep” no longer works. In the
era of digital technology, social media, and a
diversity of information sources, there is a need for
an open and sincere dialogue between society and
rulers.

0 Mariya Dubovaya and Zhadra Zhulmuhametova, “Baybek o Kok Zhailau: nam piatatiutsia naviazyvat’ zabluzhdenie, chto kurort—eto vredno,”
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vredno.html.
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Figure 8. Instagram influencer Madina Mussina

Source: Madina Mussina [@devochkakolbasa] Instagram
profile, https://www.instagram.com/devochkakolbasa/.

Mussina calls herself a citizen with soul, feeling, and
opinion. She does not want to be afraid of sharing
her point of view, since she is “not agitating for
violence, drug abuse and murder, but for
preserving nature.”®® What she cares about is
protecting the environment and preventing the
implementation of the “crazy ideas of fat men with
a lot of money.” While the influencer acknowledges
that her interest in this topic emerged only
recently, similarly to blogger Murat Daniyar, she
criticizes celebrities and so-called “opinion leaders”
for abstaining from sharing their own views on Kok
Zhailau. She thinks that if someone has many
followers and is respected by the people, he or she
should talk about social issues. Mussina argues that
there is no need to organize or attend street
protests, since social media can help pressure the
authorities with no more than a click.

Following Madina Mussina, 30-year-old
actress and  Instagram  influencer Aisulu
Azimbayeva (96,600 subscribers) has at least once
urged her followers to assert themselves and
defend Kok Zhailau against “rich men who do not
care about the people.”** To complement this
Instagram activism, young artists Anvar Musrepov
and Nazira Karimova staged a performance near
the Embassy of Kazakhstan in Vienna at the
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beginning of November 2018. They protested
against the ski resort by organizing a “luminiscent
picket.” On his Instagram account, Musrepov
explained that the government of Kazakhstan has
never considered the opinion of ordinary citizens
and only cares about its international image. They
thus decided to attract the attention of an
international audience to trigger an official
response from Astana. Even if this picket went
largely unnoticed, it is an example of the kind of
tactics employed by young Kazakh activists. In
November 2018, a group of Kazakh students
gathered in Times Square to raise global awareness
about Kok Zhailau and show solidarity with their
fellows in Kazakhstan. To be heard and to avoid
being sentenced for protesting by Kazakhstan’s law
enforcement agencies, young activists choose
foreign cities, such as Vienna or New York, for their
street actions.

Figure 9. An art performance by Anvar Musrepov and
Nazira Karimova

Source: Anvar Musrepov [@anvarmusrepov] Instagram
profile, https://www.instagram.com/anvarmusrepov/.

Conclusion

Even as the Kazakh authorities are refashioning the
content of state-owned TV channels, using social
media, and appointing younger bureaucrats to the
ministries and agencies that curate so-called

54 Aisulu Azimbayeva [@strangeice], “Sokhranim Kok Zhailau,” Instagram, November 8, 2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/Bp5By89IDme/.



“ideological  work,” millennials’ and post-
millennials’” lack of trust in official institutions
persists. The political indifference of young citizens
is driven by fear of organizing and attending mass
demonstrations, as well as by a lack of faith that the
government will listen to their claims.

Nevertheless, the growing popularity of the
content created by young bloggers, satirists, and
influencers implies that coverage of political and
socio-economic issues is beginning to sell. Social
media platforms act as safe spaces with less
censorship and government control, giving young
activists a unique opportunity to share their
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political views and interact with their audiences
without any mediators. The topics they cover,
ranging from urban transportation to corruption
and environment, show that creators and audience
alike are concerned with national and city-level
problems. Even if the Kazakhstani youth is largely
apolitical, their very ignorance and lack of respect
for the authorities is, in essence, an unconscious
political attitude that limits the impact of state
propaganda. On the eve of a presidential transition,
Akorda authorities are faced with the serious
challenge of finding a common language with the
country’s youth, which seems to be slowly entering
a new era of at least partial civic activism.



Chapter 4.
Choosing Your Battles: Different Languages of
Kazakhstani Youth Activism

Nafissa Insebayeva' (2019)

“The state is obliged to listen to its citizens and, most
importantly, to hear them,”
- Kassym-Jomart Tokayev?
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Illustration by Mori. All rights belong to the author.

o I B 1 A A

On March 19th, 2019, Nursultan Nazarbayev, the
first president of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
announced his resignation as the nation’s leader
after nearly three decades in office. In a televised
national address, Nazarbayev handed power over to
the Chairman of the Upper House Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev, while stating he would “remain the
Chairman of the Security Council, which is vested
with serious powers.”® The timing of this decision

took many Kazakhstanis by surprise, causing
significant speculation regarding the country’s
future.

The next day, during his speech at the Joint
Session of the Chambers of Parliament, President
Tokayev praised Nazarbayev's decision to
“voluntarily relinquish his powers as the Head of
State,” and suggested Nazarbayev’'s name be
“immortalized” in the capital’s name.* The news
about renaming of the capital from Astana to Nur-
Sultan was met with mixed reactions. While some
believed it was an appropriate way to honor
Kazakhstan’s distinguished contemporary,® others
took to the streets® and social media with slogans
such as “Hypcyntan He mol ropoa” and “Y meHs
ecTb BbIObop” (translation “Nursultan is not my city”,
“I'have a choice”) to express their disapproval of the
proposal.’

Although these demonstrations
surrounding the first transition of power in
Kazakhstan were not the largest in scale, they
served as a starting point and inspiration for future
youth movements. In the months since this
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transition, the country has witnessed an
unprecedented number of protests and
demonstrations: from youth digital activism
campaigns and protest art to “solitary pickets” and
rallies. Thousands of people have reportedly been
arrested for their involvement in peaceful, but
“unsanctioned” protests.® While various forms of
activism existed long before Nazarbayev's

resignation, it is the relative scale of mass

participation, media coverage, and an emerging
sense of urgency that make post-Nazarbayev
instances of youth civic engagement of a particular
interest.

Illustration by Mori. All rights belong to the author.

While many works have studied the activist field in
the Kazakhstani setting,’ the existing discourses of
Kazakh-language and Russian-language activism,
beyond the widespread “ethnic vs. civic Kazakh
nationalism”?® nexus, remain unexplored. Despite
the linguistic heterogeneity that persists in the
country, the role of language in civic engagement
and political participation among youth has not yet
received due attention. This is particularly
important in light of these recent developments in
Kazakhstan. There is thus a great need to highlight
the profound effect of language on the undeniable
increase of youth activism in Kazakhstan. It is
important to emphasize that the point of this

particular discussion is not to differentiate between
Kazakh and Russian speakers per se, but to explore
how themes and discourses of activism vary
depending on the language.

This study acknowledges that language
plays a crucial role in youth’s socialization as
engaged citizens and, consequently, their decisions
in regard to ‘formal or informal’ and ‘traditional or
alternative’ political behavior. Various
informational and cultural environments shape
people’s identities and value systems over time,
and, by extension, impact their interpretations of
civic engagement. This paper also acknowledges
that language is not the only factor that informs
stakeholders’ behaviors; other socio-cultural and
economic variables play a vital role as well. While
this is an interesting avenue for further research,
the scope of this study focuses more narrowly on
the trends and narratives of Kazakh- and Russian-
language civic engagement exhibited by
Kazakhstani youth. In addition, the general focus of
the study is to analyze Kazakh- and Russian-
language activism in the two biggest cities in
Kazakhstan: Nur-Sultan and Almaty.

This paper therefore seeks to answer the
following question: What are the key differences
and similarities between existing discourses of
Kazakh- and Russian-language social and political
activism in Kazakhstan? The study concludes that
language does not constitute the key differentiating
factor between socially and politically active youth
in Kazakhstan; rather, it is the activists’” willingness
to  cooperate  with  government-supported
organizations and movements which largely
dictates the divisions in the activist space.

The work draws on extensive key-informant
interviews, media materials, and relevant legal
documents—such as the Constitution of the
Republic of Kazakhstan and others. Interviews were
chosen as one of the major sources of qualitative
data due to their ability to cover both factual data

8Reid Standish, “Kazakhstan’s Second-Ever President Can’t Tolerate Protest”, Foreign Policy, June 10, 2019. Accessed October 2, 2019
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/06/10/kazakhstans-second-ever-president-cant-tolerate-protest/;

Associated Press, “Kazakhstan Updates Tally of Protest Arrests to Nearly 4,000”, Voice of America, June 18, 2019. Accessed October 2, 2019
https://www.voanews.com/south-central-asia/kazakhstan-updates-tally-protest-arrests-nearly-4000

°For example, Sergey Marinin, “Agents of Change? Civic Engagement of Western-Educated Youth in Kazakhstan,” CAP Paper #222. The George

Washington University, Washington DC, 2019.

10 For example, Serik Beisembayev, “Fenomen Kazakhskogo Natsionalisma v Kontekste Segodnyashnei Politiki: Ot Otritsaniya k Ponimaniyu,”
Central Asian Analytical Network, 2015 https://caa-network.org/archives/4360.



and subjective perceptions of interviewees about
the subject of discussion. As a result, the conducted
interviews serve as a vital source of information that

sheds light on the events and discourses
surrounding  observed  political  activity in
Kazakhstan.

Structured, semi-structured, and open-

ended interviews were conducted in Kazakh and
Russian with leaders of various activist youth
organizations from ages 18 to 38. Convenience and
snowball sampling were used to recruit participants
of this study, with the primary criteria being
subjects’ participation in rallies, marches,
campaigns, demonstrations, protests, or other
types of civic engagement. The range of issues of
primary concern for the interviewed activists was
not limited in scope and did not serve as a selection
criterion. Furthermore, an approximately equal
number of female and male activists were
interviewed as a part of this study.

Existing Literature

Traditionally, much of the existing literature on
youth and political participation used to revolve
around the decline of orthodox or conventional
manifestations of civic and political engagement,
such as voter turnout and party membership
(Skocpol, Fiorina 1999; Norris 1999; Dalton 1998;
2006). These studies showed that although youth
had increasingly become disengaged from
traditional modes of political activity, they were
more likely to exhibit alternative political behaviors
(i.e. demonstrations, boycotts, and social media
activism) (Mann et al., 2009). With the diffusion of
the Internet, youth that were raised during the
times of major shifting landscapes and tumultuous
change have shaped a unique relationship with
politics. These observed trends have thus fueled a
rapid expansion of research that concentrates on
alternative channels of political involvement and

their impact on citizen participation in political
decision-making. (O’Toole, Lister, and Marsch,
2003; O Beachdin and Polese 2010; Ekman and
Amna, 2012;* Halpern and Gibbs, 2013; Boulianne,
2015; Ekstrom et al., 2014; Dimitrova et al., 2014).

In the Kazakhstani setting, where youth
comprise a growing segment of the population and
a potential potent political force, major
contributions in the field have been made during
recent years. For instance, Kosnazarov (2019)
explores a less direct or latent form of political
participation — consumption of politically charged
content on social media — arguing that apolitical
youth exhibit an “unconscious political attitude” by
refusing to participate in traditional structures and
engaging with “at least partial civic activism.”?
Another study by Junisbai, Junisbai and Whitsel
(2017),"* attempts to investigate whether
“differences in regime type translate into
differences in political attitudes in Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan.” The research concludes that, in
comparison with their Kyrgyz counterparts,
Kazakhstani youth are less likely to “support
practices associated with democracy or to be
concerned about the domination of narrow
interests over the common good.”

While these studies have made a great
contribution to our understanding of local youth
and their political involvement, the issue of
language in relation to political participation and
civic engagement in the Kazakhstani context
remains an underexplored matter. While some
prominent studies, such as those prepared by the
Friedrich Ebert Foundation of Kazakhstan* and
Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Education and Science,
have presented some interesting findings on the
values of Kazakhstani youth, they lack linguistic
dimension and tend to draw distinctions on the
basis of ethnicity instead.®

1 Joakim Ekman and Erik Amna, “Political Participation and Civic Engagement: Towards a New Typology,” Human Affairs 22 (2012): 283-300.

12 Daniyar Kosnazarov, “#Hashtag Activism: Youth, Social Media and Politics in Kazakhstan,” CAP Paper #217. The George Washington University,
Washington DC, 2019. https://centralasiaprogram.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Kosnozarov-CAP-Paper-217-February-2019.pdf.

13 Barbara Junisbai, Azamat Junisbai, and Christopher Whitsel, “What Makes ‘Ardent Democrats’ in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan?” PONARS Eurasia
Policy Memo #489. The George Washington University, Washington DC, 2017.

™ Tolganay Umbetaliyeva, Botagoz Rakisheva, and Peer Teschendorf, “Youth in Central Asia: Kazakhstan. Based on a Sociological Survey,”
Friedrich Ebert Foundation Kazakhstan, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2016 https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/kasachstan/13343.pdf

> Yeshpanova, D., Narbekova, G., and Biekenova, N., “Sotsial’'naya Aktivnost’ Molodezhi Kazakhstana v Sovremennyh Sotsialno-politicheskih
Realiyah,” Institutes of Philology, Political and Religious Studies. Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2014 http://iph.kz/doc/ru/486.pdf.



The importance and power of language in
the political context is constituted by its ability to
create influence through words. Language plays a
crucial role in people’s socialization as engaged
citizens and, subsequently, their decisions
regarding their formal or informal and traditional or
alternative political behaviors. Various
informational and cultural environments shape
people’s identities and value systems over time,
thus impacting their interpretations of civic
engagements. Language proficiency and language
preference offer exclusivity in access to and
consumption of some media sources and social
environments, which in turn shape people’s
attitudes toward the “political.” This results in
different linguistic groups, each developing a
different set of attachments and aspiration—
potentially becoming a big enough part of one’s
identity to motivate an active position and civic
participation in demonstrations and protests.

Linguistic divides: Concerns over language in the
activist space

Most activist initiatives in Kazakhstan have been
increasingly utilizing both Kazakh and Russian
languages to promote their agenda. In light of
recent events, the Kazakh-language activist space
has significantly widened. Although many employ
the national language in their rhetoric, the goals
they set and demands they press vary greatly.
Unsurprisingly, in accordance with the
findings of Serik Beisembayev (2015), one of the
main issues of mounting concern expressed
through Kazakh-language media sources and digital
activism was the current status of the Kazakh
language. The participants of this study, whose
primary “language of activism” is Kazakh, also
expressed their dissatisfaction with how the
national language is perceived, treated, and utilized
in everyday life. Concerns over language have
traditionally been associated with ethnic nationalist
attitudes, which, in the Kazakhstani context, are
sometimes interpreted as one of the primary
drivers of ethnic tensions. Nevertheless, according

to the respondents, there are many activists who
are concerned with the development of the Kazakh
language but do not have any ethnically driven
political aspirations. To them, their nationalist
beliefs lay in the space of civic nationalism, which
aims to elevate the status of the national language
among other things.

Interestingly, with activist attitudes on the
rise, these language-based concerns have not been
limited to criticisms of the government’s language
policies; they have also spilled onto the activist
space. All respondents felt that it was difficult to
find reliable Kazakh-language materials dedicated
to human rights, sexual education, technology, and
other topics—which would sometimes constrict
them solely to Russian or English-language sources
in their work. It also meant less exposure to some
of those topics among communities who primarily
rely on Kazakh-based media platforms for
information and communication.

In addition to these factors, some Kazakh-
speaking interviewees believed Kazakh-language
media were less likely to post content that criticizes
the government:

“Qazaq tildi media belsendilik tanyta goimaidy.
Sebebi olar da memlekettik

organdarda tdyeldi bolgandyqtan, oppozitsualyg
kdzqarasty bildiryge muddeli emes” (Kazakh).

"Kazakh-language media are not very active. This is
because they are not interested in expressing
oppositional attitudes due to their dependence on
government agencies. "

Others felt that while Kazakh-language media
sources are capable of covering politically and
socially important issues, their interest in those
topics is limited in scope. Most respondents
maintained that one is more likely to read Kazakh-
language articles about the events in Zhanaozen?®
and anti-Chinese attitudes than about women’s
rights, for example.

Indeed, even from a quick glance on social
media, the prevalence of Russian-language activism
pertaining to the rights and freedoms of the

16 Serik Beisembayev’s (2013) content analysis of Kazakh-language media websites a few years ago seems to have corresponded with currently
reported observations. For details, see Serik Beisembayev, “Kontent-analiz Kazakhoyazychnyh Saitov Obshchestvenno-politicheskoi
Napravlennosti,” Obshestvennyi Fond Strategiya, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 2013 http://nomad.su/i2013/0710.pdf



LGBTQ+ community or sexual liberation for
women, for instance, is evident. This does not
necessarily imply that leaders and participants of
those movements represent a homogenous
linguistic group (Russian-speakers), but it points at
which language more effectively empowers these
groups in one instance versus another. The Russian
language allows one to establish a dialogue with
other Russian-speaking communities outside of
Kazakhstan, which, in turn, brings a spirit of
comradery.

Moreover, Kazakh-language activists revealed
that they often feel that the Kazakh language is
being neglected in the activist space, or as one of
the respondents put it, even being “mocked.”

“Aty shyly ‘oiangan’’”, ‘syni oily’ sektorda da
kébinese qgazaq tiline garsy kemsityshilik mdselesi
elenbeidi & tipti kulkige ainalady ceiHu olinsl.”
(Kazakh)

“In the well-known “awakened,” “critical thinking”
sector, the issue of discrimination against the
Kazakh language is often ignored and even
becomes a laugh.”

They shared that, from their point of view, many
activists tend to minimize or outright neglect the
impact of Kazakh activism in certain areas, and they
assume all Kazakh-speakers are inherently more
traditional and less liberal. According to the
respondents, while smaller in numbers, Kazakh-
language activists that focus on women’s rights, for
instance, also exist. They just do not have the same
outreach, opportunities, and resources to spread
their message.

Women as Agents of Change

Another important similarity between Kazakh- and
Russian-language activism is the prominent role of
women in both. Indeed, protests and campaigns
led by women that target women’s and children’s
issues have been on the rise for the past couple of
years. Mothers continuously press their demands
for better social welfare benefits,®® feminist
advocates march for better protection of women’s
rights and freedoms,”® and women actively
participate in anti-sexual harassment and violence
campaigns.?°

While the dominant narratives and main
themes of Kazakh- and Russian-language female
activism vary greatly, what unifies them is the role
of women as agents of change. This is not surprising
since women, just like men, do not represent a
homogenous group, and have different life
experiences and different priorities and needs.
Whether they are demanding adequate support for
“hero-mothers”, which has been a concern
expressed in protests across the country,?’ or
fighting for sexual liberation, which is still a taboo
in the country,?? women in Kazakhstan are actively
engaging in the country’s social, political, and
economic life.

“Kak A 8uMYy, 8 aKmuseusme 8 OCHOBHOM
HAX00AMCA HeHU|UHbl, NOMOMY 4Ymo CO30AHbI
0080/1bHO  C/IOH(HbIE — npeapadsl  Hawemy
aKmMueHoMmy yyacmuro 8 ynpasneHuu
2ocydapcmeom. ” (Russian)

7 Here the interviewee refers to the supporters of the movement “Oyan, Qazagstan!” (translation from Kazakh “Wake up, Kazakhstan!”), which

is an initiative that pushes for political reforms in Kazakhstan.

8 For example, see RFE/RL’s Kazakh Service, “Dozens of Mothers Protest in Kazakhstan Demanding Government Support,” RadioFreeEurope
Radioliberty, February 8, 2019. Accessed September 28, 2019 https://www.rferl.org/a/dozens-of-mothers-protest-in-kazakhstan-demanding-

government-support/29759290.html;

Chris Rickleton, “Kazakhstan Jails Mothers to Be on The Safe Side,” Eurasianet, July 4, 2019. Accessed September 20, 2019

https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-jails-mothers-to-be-on-the-safe-side

19 For example, see Georgii Kovalev, “Almatinskie Feministki Vyshli na Miting,” Kursiv, September 29, 2019. Accessed October 1, 2019
https://kursiv.kz/news/obschestvo/2019-09/almatinskie-feministki-vyshli-na-miting

20 For example, see Human Rights Watch, “Kazakhstan: Little Help for Domestic Violence Survivors,” October 17, 2019. Accessed October 29,
2019 https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/10/17/kazakhstan-little-help-domestic-violence-survivors#, Colleen Woon, “#MeTooTalgo: Kazakh
Activists Push to Toughen Rape Law,” The Diplomat, August 29, 2019. Accessed September 2, 2019
https://thediplomat.com/2019/08/metootalgo-kazakh-activists-push-to-toughen-rape-law/

21 For example, see Sarah Dorr, “What Is The Kazakh Regime Learning From Citizen Protests?” openDemocracy, April 16, 2019. Accessed August
19, 2019 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/what-kazakh-regime-learning-citizen-protests/
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22 For example, see Ulpan Ramazanova,

V Strane Devochki Vzrosleyut Zazhatye Uyatom:” Devushki Snyavshiesya v Zhanre Nyu,” The Village,

January 25, 2018. Accessed September 1, 2019 https://www.the-village kz/village/people/people/1197-uyat-emes-1



“As | see it, women are mainly active because
complicated barriers have been created to our
active participation in the government.”

Most respondents believed that it is time to have
more women in office, which will help ensure
women’s issues and rights are placed at the
forefront of the country’s agenda. Once again,
many referred to the recent women-led protests
and demonstrations to show that it is time to
change the current state of affairs in our country.
Indeed, although Kazakhstan committed to
ensuring equal rights for all and preventing gender
imbalances by approving the Concept of Family and
Gender Policy in 2016,% the country’s performance
in those areas should still be improved. In 2017, the
Global Gender Gap Report ranked Kazakhstan at
529 of 144 countries. A year later, the country lost
8 positions, and it is now ranked 6024 Even though
some progress has been made in regard to
improving women'’s participation in the nation’s
economy—primarily in the form of government-
funded trainings and loans**—the role of women in
government remains limited. According to the
latest official statistics, while women constitute
28% of the deputies in the Lower House—a
relatively impressive number—female
representation in the Upper House drops to a jaw-
dropping 4%.*® In comparison, respondents
reported that women play the key role in most, if
not all, civil society organizations, activist groups,
and social movements in the country.
Jas Otan, and Someone in
Between

Oyan Qazagstan,

The language divide was not the only issue that
respondents found to be polarizing, and this is an

issue that both Kazakh- and Russian-language
activists seem to agree on. The interviews
suggested that in the aftermath of the 2019
elections, tensions within the growing activist space

Illustration by Mori. All rights belong to the author.

in Kazakhstan have also increased.

According to the interview participants,
regardless of one’s political stance, a significant
amount of stigma exists surrounding political
beliefs in Kazakhstan. More specifically, there
seems to be a clear division between those who
engage in social and political activism in support of
the national government and those who oppose
the government’s approach altogether. Some
people revealed that cooperation with the
government is immediately frowned upon by those
who push for reforms, regardless of what area this
cooperation is in. A few respondents shared their
experience of being labelled “nur-bots’?’ or being
criticized for their involvement with the youth wing
of the ruling political party Nur Otan - “Jas Otan”
(translation “Young Motherland”).?® To them, this
felt like they were being stripped of their identity as
activists who are striving for positive change, as
their intentions and motivations were questioned

23 “Republic of Kazakhstan,” UN Women, Accessed September 1, 2019 https://eca.unwomen.org/en/where-we-are/kazakhstan
24 “Zhenshchiny i Politika,” Official Website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Accessed September 29, 2019
http://www.akorda.kz/ru/osnovnie-napravleniya-nacionalnoi-komissii/uchastie-zhenshin/zhenshini-i-politika. For full report, go to

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf

25 Diana Vassilenko, “Atameken Offers Free Business Training To Women Across Kazakhstan,” The Astana Times, August 15, 2019. Accessed
September 10, 2019 https://astanatimes.com/2019/08/atameken-offers-free-business-training-to-women-across-kazakhstan/

26 “Zhenshchiny i Politika.”

27 The term “nur-bot” refers to fake social media accounts that actively engage with social media users by expressing their support for the
government. Since the term’s invention, it has been adopted by some to refer to individuals who express their support for the government. For
further information, see Pavel Bannikov, “The Nation Leader’s Farm: Who Manages the Bot and Troll Networks in Kazakhstan,” FactCheck,
October 23, 2019. Accessed November 2, 2019 https://factcheck.kz/en/facts-en/the-nation-leaders-farm-who-manages-the-bot-and-troll-

networks-in-kazakhstan/

28 For futher information, visit http://www.jasotan.com/ and https://www.instagram.com/jas_otan/?hl=en



due to their willingness to work together with the
government or government-supported groups.
However, according to these interviewees, their
activism and their identity as Jas Otan members or
partners do not have to be mutually exclusive. They
also understand the need for reforms in
Kazakhstan, but they choose to look for
opportunities under the current order and make
gradual changes to political and social structures.
Some respondents have shared that their view of
the self-proclaimed civil movement Oyan,
Qazagstan!?® (translation Wake up, Kazakhstan!) is
largely based on their perceptions of the
movement’s anti-government attitudes:

“fina mHoeux swodeli oHu (Oyan, Qazagstan!)
Asaat0MCA Ho8bIMU 2epoamu, maxkumu
pPEeBOMOUUOHEPAMU, KOMOpble 4mo-mo  Xomsam
nomeHamMo. V1 4 He xo4y, Ymobbl OHU y4unu nrooel
€/1eno KpumuKosame ea1acme. He sce, ymo desiaem
npasumesnscmao naoxo... Co 8cemu MOXHO 8ecmu
duanoe.” (Russian)

“For many people, they (Oyan, Qazagstan!) are the
new heroes—revolutionaries, who want to change
something. And | do not want them to teach people
to blindly criticize the government. Not everything
the government does is bad... You can have a
dialogue with everyone.”

Despite this significant trend, however, all
respondents agree that it is important to establish a
dialogue with each other and to make the society at
large—and the activist space specifically—less
fragmented.

“bogemuialyq orys tildi liberal ‘oiangandar’ men
qgazagq tildi ‘namystylar’ arasynda dialog artyy tiis.”
(Kazakh)

“A dialogue between the bohemian Russian-
speaking liberal "awakened”3® and Kazakh-
speaking "dignitaries”3! should be established.”

“Koeda s eosopto 06 akmusuame, A 20mosd
npucaywamsca K MHeHUto abCcomomHo  8cex
epynn, scex npedcmasumernel” (Russian)

“When I’'m talking about activism, | am ready to
listen to the opinions of all groups, all
representatives”

In addition, most interviewees, regardless of the
language of their activism, believed that the events
that Kazakhstan has witnessed in the past several
months have further diminished public trust. For
instance, some referred to the post-election
statements of presidential candidate Amirjan
Qosanov as one of the factors that contributed to
this phenomenon. Qosanov, who was a candidate
from the Ult Tagdyry Party, ran his platform on
supporting political freedoms, strengthening the
status of the national language, and fighting against
corruption®? among others. According to the official
poll, 16% of voters chose Qosanov as Kazakhstan’s
next president, but many argued that the elections
were not as transparent as they should have been.
While many of his supporters were ready to
continue to question the results of the elections,
Qosanov was quick to issue a public statement
proclaiming the elections to be fair. Such a reaction
from the presidential candidate, whose message
many citizens believed in, caused public anger and
frustration, and Qosanov was labelled a “traitor to
the public interest.”* Hence, in the aftermath of
this “betrayal,” some people hesitate to trust any
political movement:

“Qazir gogamda belsendilik bar, birag senim zhoq.” (Kazakh)

“Now, there is activity in society, but there is no trust”

National Council on Public Trust, #SaveKokZhailau,
and Political Prisoners

The rising tensions between the government and
the citizens eventually evolved into an issue that
demanded an immediate response from
lawmakers. As such, during President TokayeV's
official inauguration, he made a list of promises to
improve government’s efficiency and transparency.
In the face of increasing public concern, Tokayev
acknowledged the need to engage in a dialogue

2% For further information, visit https://oyan.digital/ and https://www.instagram.com/oyangazagstankz/?hl=ru

30 Oyan, Qazagstan! members/supporters
31 Here, the interviewee refers to the nationalist patriots.
32 For further information, see http://qosanov2019.kz/platform

33 For example, see Merei Sugirbayeva, “Predatel’ Interesov Naroda Ili Simvol Protesta?” Exclusive, June 11, 2019. Accessed September 22, 2019

http://www.exclusive. kz/expertiza/politika/116139/#.XP9CvrNeRCY.twitter



with a broad range of prominent public figures and
civil society representatives to improve the
government’s public responsiveness. On July 17th,
in compliance with subpoint 20, article 44 of the
Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Tokayev
ordered the creation of the National Council on
Public Trust** The Council was created as a
dialogue platform between the government and
the public to ensure citizens’ engagement in the
nation’s policy-making process.®

The Council currently consists of 41 invited
members and is intended to have no less than three
meetings per year.%® In Tokayev’s words:

“Each of the members of the National Council has
their own opinion and position. This is a completely
natural state of a developed civil society. We all must
proceed from the thesis that | expressed in my
inaugural speech, ‘Different opinions — one nation.”
Indeed, without alternatives, initiative, and activity,
there is no development™’.

While the premise and objectives of the Council
sound promising, its composition has raised many
eyebrows. Only 5 women were invited to the
Council, and, given the current mood among
politically and socially active citizens, this lack of
female representation in the body that is supposed
to bridge the communication gap between citizens
and ruling elites is quite concerning.

While many have expressed their skepticism
regarding the Council’s potential to improve the
role of citizens in policy-making, some respondents
are rather hopeful. Despite their active political
position that criticizes how the government
functions, all participants of this study did not
believe that positive changes were only possible if
the government was changed. In fact, respondents
emphasized that their active political and social
position is aimed at reforms, and the key element

of their civic engagement is not to force the
government to resign, but the desire to be “heard”
by the officials.

“flna  meHA HeobszamesbHo, 4mobbl  ToKaes
yuwiesn...A xo4yy yguoems, Ymo OHU (8nacms) moz2ym
yenviwame”. (Russian)

“For me, it is not necessary for Tokayev to leave ... |
want to see that they (the authorities) can hear (us).”

The most hopeful were youth activists concerned
with ecology and environmental protection.
According to these individuals, problems pertaining
to ecology are more likely to be received with a level
of “flexibility” in the government. It should be noted
that interviewees highlighted that this has not
always been the case, and that not too long ago,
engaging in this kind of activism could come at the
price of their jobs or “talks” with the authorities.
One of the most prominent, well-supported
environmental campaigns was the movement
known as #SaveKokZhailau. The movement was
primarily Russian language based to start and has
sometimes been accused of being “anti-
Kazakhstani” in nature.®® This issue dates back to
2005, when talks about building a ski resort on the
territory of one of Kazakhstan’s most treasured
national parks, Kok Zhailau, were receiving
significant attention from the public.*® The proposal
was heavily criticized by activists who expressed
concerns regarding the potential environmental
damage the plan could cause. Ever since that time,
the talks about potential construction would
partially die out, slowly resurface, and then get
stalled again. More recently, after a new ski resort
proposal was presented to the government, 32,000
people signed a petition demanding that it be
abolished. Despite the public outcry, preparatory
works in Kok Zhailau continued until earlier this

34 “Ob Utverzhdenii Polozheniya i Sostava Natsional'nogo Soveta Obshchestvennogo Doveriya Pri Prezidente Respubliki Kazakhstan,” Official
Website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, July 17, 2019. Accessed September 2, 2019
http://www.akorda.kz/ru/legal_acts/decrees/ob-utverzhdenii-polozheniya-i-sostava-nacionalnogo-soveta-obshchestvennogo-doveriya-pri-

prezidente-respubliki-kazahstan

35 Yergaliyeva, “Kazakh President”.
36 “Ob Utverzhdenii Polozheniya.”
37 Yergaliyeva, “Kazakh President”.

38 Manas Bistayev, “Zashchitnikov Kok-Zhailyau Obvinili v Rabote Protiv Kazakhstana,” NUR.KZ, November 2, 2018. Accessed March 2, 2019
https://www.nur.kz/1761287-zasitnikov-kok-zajlau-obvinili-v-rabote-protiv-kazahstana-foto-video.html

39 Nariza Kozhanova, “The Kok Zhailau Problem and Kazakh Civil Society,” The Diplomat, December 25, 2018. Accessed September 12, 2019
https://thediplomat.com/2018/12/the-kok-zhailau-problem-and-kazakh-civil-society/



year. Finally, before the world entered the year
2020, Tokayev banned construction in Kok Zhailau
citing the opinions of “professional ecologists” and
“competent” representatives of the general
public.’® For environmental activists it was a big
achievement—a great reward after several years of
hard work:

“CKonbKO BbIN0 B103EHO ycunuli no 3aujume Kok
Malnay..Omo He 00uH 200. CKO/MbKO Mol
npu3ssieanu moded, cobupanu
nodnucel...HaKoHey 3Mo 6b1/10 YCAbIWAHO 21a8ol
eocydapcmea... Mel 0obunucs, amo - Hawa
nobeda” (Russian)

“How much effort has been put into protecting Kok
Zhailau ... This was not (done in) one year. How
many people we called upon (for action), collected
signatures ... finally it was heard by the President
... We have achieved it, this is our victory.”

The least amount of hope has been shown by
Kazakh-speaking and Russian-speaking activists,
whose primary goal is to assist political prisoners in
Kazakhstan. This issue has become one of major
importance across the nation and has attracted
many civil and human rights supporters, regardless
of the language activists use in their rhetoric. It has
also been pointed out that both Kazakh- and
Russian-language activism refer to the Constitution
of the Republic of Kazakhstan and other official
documents in an attempt to establish a dialogue
with the government and press their demands. In
their words, it is important to use the “language
policy-makers use” when trying to get your point
across.

While it is too early to celebrate any major
achievements in this area, the activists do not lose
their hope. Many express positive attitudes
towards the recent shifts they have observed in
the country.

“TpaHuybl Mo2o npocCmMpPaHCmMeadq,...8 KOmMopom
sce  s83aumoldelicmsyrom, OHO  HAMHO020
pacwupusnoce. Tenepb  pasHvle  UHMepecs!
moeym  bonee  aKmusHo 8  nybiuYHOM

npocmMpaHcmee B8bICKA3bl8AMbLCA. n smo -

bonbwoe docmuxceHue.” (Russian)
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“The boundaries of the space ... in which everyone
interacts, they have been significantly expanded.
Now, different interests can be more actively
expressed in the public space, and this is a great
achievement.”

Conclusion

The discussion presented in this paper reveals that
the Kazakh-language and Russian-language activist
fields in Nur-Sultan and Almaty have some
significant differences, but also share important
similarities.

First, the issue of a possible gap in access to certain
Kazakh-language information has been extensively
discussed by Kazakh-language activists. Contrary to
popular belief, Kazakh-language activism is not only
concerned with “ethnic” issues. While mass
protests around the widely discussed Zhanaozen
events and Kazakhstan’s relations with China are
significantly larger in scale, it is important to shed
light on Kazakh-language activism that goes beyond
these issues. As highlighted by the participants of
this study, it is vital that more information on
human rights, sexual health, and other topics are
made available in the Kazakh language—not only

40 “Tokayev Bans Construction of Kok Zhailau Ski Resort,” Interfax, October 29, 2019. Accessed November 2, 2019
https://www.interfax.kz/?lang=eng&int_id=21&news_id=40940, Mirkhat Azhigaliyev and Shokan Alkhabayev, “Zapreshchayu Zanimatsya
Proektom ‘Kok-Zhailyau,” - Tokayev,” Tengrinews, October 29, 2019. Accessed November 2, 2019
https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/zapreschayu-zanimatsya-proektom-kok-jaylyau-tokaev-382757/



through media outlets, but through other sources
as well. This is essential to ensure access to reliable
information for youth who choose to function in an
environment where Kazakh is the dominant social
and commercial language.

Second, both spaces seem to treat political
beliefs as one of the main dividing factors among
politically and socially active youth. In this regard, it
is not the language that becomes a differentiating
factor; rather, it is the activists’ willingness to
cooperate with organizations and movements that
either support or are supported by the
government. For some, the only way to push for
reforms is to break out of the existing structures
and engage in an active protest to voice concerns
over fundamental flaws of the Kazakhstani system.
For others, reforms are more effectively achieved
gradually by taking advantage of opportunities
presented by the existing order and changing the
system from within. While holding different
opinions is not fundamentally bothersome, such
division can undermine the potential positive
changes that politically and socially active youth
could achieve through an effective dialogue
platform. There is a clear need for a mechanism
that would facilitate communication between
these groups and effectively engage both of them
in the nation’s policymaking.

Finally, leaving aside the disparities in
demands, the majority of respondents
acknowledged the role of women in shaping
Kazakhstan’s activist landscape. Despite making
official commitments to tackle gender disparities
across various sectors, the Republic of Kazakhstan
has not made progress pertaining to female
representation in politics. Problems related to
religious freedoms, welfare for “hero mothers,”
wider representation of women on boards of
directors, sexual harassment, and domestic
violence are just some of the issues that women-
led Kazakh- and Russian-language activist initiatives
have raised. Accordingly, the government’s
response should be to more effectively include
women’s voices in the current policymaking
process. More women in leadership means more

competition, and more innovative approaches. It
means better quality of leaders, a wider range of
policy issues discussed, and a more efficient
government.

Recommendations

Given the discussion provided above, specifically
the portion concerning female representation in
the government, | recommend the National Council
of Public Trust under the President of the Republic
of Kazakhstan to:

Ensure higher gender representation in the
Council by increasing the number of female
representatives from the current 5 to at least
10 (out of 40 - 25%).

Furthermore, acknowledging the fact that Non-
governmental Organizations, Government and
Government-supported Development Agencies
also play a major role in assisting activists, |
recommend they:

2. Fund existing and new non-partisan
initiatives that disseminate Kazakh-language
information on issues such as sexual health,
human rights, and environmental awareness.
Examples of these initiatives include the
magazine “Wake up, Kazak,”** the website
1001surak.kz, and others.

41 Different from the similarly named movement “Oyan, Qazagstan!” (“Wake up, Kazakhstan!”) or online videos under hashtag “Men Oyandym”

(“I woke up”).
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PART ILI.
FACTORS BEHIND REGIONAL INEQUALITIES IN
KAZAKHSTAN AND KYRGYZSTAN

Chapter 5. Factors Behind Regional Inequality in Education in
Kazakhstan

Aigerim Kopeyeva' (2019)

“I do not see how one can look at figures like these without seeing them
as representing possibilities. [...] The consequences for human welfare
involved in questions like these are simply staggering: once one starts
to think about them, it is hard to think about anything else.”

—Lucas, 1988

In the fall of 2016, Kazakhstan was building
momentum in the international educational arena.
For the first time, the country’s school students
ranked in the top 10 internationally for their
performance in math and science, according to the
Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS).?
Kazakh fourth- and eighth-graders demonstrated
ability and knowledge comparable to their peers
from countries like Finland, South Korea, and
Singapore and outpaced students from Great
Britain, the USA and Australia, a reality that was
disappointing to the latter group of countries.?

This was a great achievement for the
country and indicated the rising quality of
education at national level. Yet when disaggregated
by region, language, or urban/rural residence, the
data from TIMSS and other large-scale assessments
paint a bleaker picture.

There is a knowledge and skill gap of
several years between students from different
regions of Kazakhstan. According to the results of
the OECD’s Programme for International Students

Assessment (PISA), most recently administered in
Kazakhstan in 2015, 15-year-olds in the West and
South of the country (Atyrau, Mangystau, South
Kazakhstan, and Almaty oblasts) are at least two
years behind their peers in Almaty city in reading,
math, and science. As a national report on the PISA
results shows, half of 15-year-olds in Atyrau oblast
are “functionally illiterate” in science,* while more
than half of students in South Kazakhstan® and
Mangystau oblasts are functionally illiterate,
meaning that they could not complete tasks of the
first level of difficulty.

This seems like an unacceptable reality for
a unitary state that is committed to the education
of all citizens. As Lucas put it, if one considers the
consequences for human welfare, it is hard to think
about anything else.® Although Lucas was talking
about national-level performance, wondering if
one country’s positive economic experience might
be applied to another, | find his words staggeringly
appropriate for the situation in Kazakhstan.

Once we start to analyze a country’s
economic performance, we inevitably circle back to
the quality of education. Since school is—and will
long remain—the single institution where a citizen
spends the longest period of his/her life, it has both

T Aigerim Kopeyeva was a Visiting Fellow at the George Washington University’s Central Asia Program in Spring 2019. She holds an MA in Education
Management from King’s College London. For the past year, she has been working on educational issues in Kazakhstan.

21, V. S. Mullis, M.O. Martin, P. Foy, and M. Hooper, “TIMSS 2015 International Results in Mathematics,” 2016, accessed July 6, 2019,
http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/timss2015/international-results/timss-2015/mathematics/student-achievement/.

3 AAP, “Education Minister Embarrassed by Australia’s Declining Maths and Science Results,” 9News, November 30, 2016,
https://www.9news.com.au/national/australian-students-still-falling-behind/b67b2f62-c07f-402d-b96f-b356971cc2fe.

4 Information-Analytic Centre, “Osnovnye rezultaty mezhdunarodnogo issledovaniia PISA-2015: Natsional’nyi otchet,” Astana, 2017,

http://iac.kz/sites/default/files/nac_otchet_pisa-2015_final.pdf.

51n 2019, South Kazakhstan oblast was split into Turkestan oblast and city of Shymkent, which gained “republican significance” status. Since data
for 2015 assessments is available only for South Kazakhstan as a whole, | refer to this old territorial division where applicable.
6 Robert E. Lucas, Jr., “On the Mechanics of Economic Development,” Journal of Monetary Economics 22, no. 1 (1988): 3-42. doi: 10.1016/0304-

3932(88)90168-7.



the highest privilege of and the biggest burden of
responsibility for his/her “formation.”

In this paper, | analyze regional student
achievement in Kazakhstan from the basis that it is
vital for regional and national human capital
development and predetermines a country’s
potential for economic growth. In other words, |
argue that education is the single most important
factor in developing a nation’s human capital and
thus determining its economic growth. Achieving
positive change therefore requires understanding
the factors behind gaps in student achievement.

Theoretical Framework

Education, Human Capital, and Economic Growth

Human capital is generally understood as the
collection of skills and experiences that an
individual, firm, or country possesses. The World
Economic Forum defines human capital as
“knowledge and skills people possess that enable
them to create value in the global economic
system.””

In his seminal work “On the Mechanics of
Economic Development,” Lucas formulates human
capital as the “skill level” of an individual, linking it
directly to work productivity.®. The World Bank
defines human capital as the “knowledge, skills,
and health that people accumulate over their lives,
enabling them to realize their potential as
productive members of society.”®

Today, there are several international
surveys performed by major analytical institutions
measuring the quality of human capital worldwide.
These include the UNDP’s Human Development
Index (HDI), the World Economic Forum’s Global

7 World Economic Forum, “The Global Human Capital Report 2017,” 2017,

Competitiveness Index (GCl), and the World Bank’s
Human Capital Index (HCI). In addition to rankings,
such studies provide thorough analysis of human
capital components and the trends in their
development.

As World Bank experts note, “a country’s
human capital is critical for its economic success,”
comprising 64 percent of a nation’s wealth.'° The
notions of human capital and economic growth are
tightly intertwined in policy and economic
discourse across the globe, with studies showing a
positive correlation between the two. Pelinescu
found a positive relationship between a country’s
capacity to innovate and its GDP per capita.'! Barro
compared the potential i