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			The print and electronic media in Central Asia are both forum and battlefield for political agendas, economic interests, activist idealism, and pragmatic cynicism. Through their respective mass media, the establishments of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan engage with their civil societies in a wide variety of communicative processes, ranging from genuine dialogue to unabashed censorship and from subtle manipulation to brutal pressure. The ongoing scuffles over access to media analyzed in this special issue of Demokratizatsiya demonstrate the significance attributed to media in these societies. The more illiberal a society, the more the control of its media is viewed as a condition for securing the overall status quo.

			The power of media in shaping diverging world views gained momentum with the 2014 Ukrainian crisis and the structural role media played in influencing and reflecting public opinion, both in the West, in Ukraine, in Russia and in its neighboring states. The media situation in Central Asia is primarily shaped by the high level of political control exercised by state authorities and the limited plurality of public expression. Of course, the situation is drastically divergent inside the region itself, ranging from Turkmenistan, the most closed state of the former Soviet Union, often ranked on a par with North Korea and pre-opening Burma, to Kyrgyzstan, the most pluralist state among the five.

			But over the last twenty years, several similar trends can be observed in all Central Asian media environments. Firstly, the ruling elites began to shape national media policies that are maximally independent from foreign influences (Russian, Western, Islamic) and represent and promote a national sociocultural consensus intended to ensure their continued domination. Secondly, growing segments of the population, and the young generation in particular, make increasing use of digital media that are harder to control than television and print media. The national establishments’ heightened attention to their respective information environments is in part a reaction to experiences of the 1990s, including experiments with Western media models. Under those conditions, the “import model,” which is based on the expectation that Western values can be introduced through the formation of Western-educated media elites whose work will promote liberal values, has largely failed because the ruling elites in Central Asia are unwilling to passively permit such processes to unfold since they are bound to eventually undermine their own position.  

			The familiar low rankings of media freedom in Central Asia issued by Western agencies capture only a small part of these countries’ media landscape. Such ratings focus mostly on legal issues and limitations orchestrated by authoritarian regimes, as well as journalists’ rights, but do not take into consideration the other side of the coin, that of the audiences. They, therefore, are only able to capture a partial picture of the more complex set of roles played by media in Central Asian societies. Moreover, these indexes come with some conceptual limitations, including the assumption that freer media automatically create new support for democratization, whereas freer media can also give rise to “illiberal” ideologies and, in some cases, such as Kyrgyzstan, to a more vocal nationalism. To disentangle this complex interaction, several articles in this special issue discuss some unexpected aspects of the Central Asian media landscape, for instance the fact that a more open political competition in Kyrgyzstan resulted in lower trust in the media than in neighboring Kazakhstan, or that web-based news, often promoted in the West as an alternate source of information, negatively affected youth’s confidence in electoral processes.

			Even if Central Asian authorities maintain firm control over national media, their oversight is not total. In some countries, such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and, to a lesser extent, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, Russian media still dominate and play a critical role in molding local public opinion. A large number of people in these five republics are still bilingual; the older generation was brought up with the constant presence of Russian television, a factor which certainly yielded deep-ranging effects on the following generations as well. Russian has maintained its position as the lingua franca almost everywhere, regardless of various efforts to promote the respective native languages as the official means of communication. The language’s prominent place, together with the high production values of Russian television with which no Central Asian nation can compete, has secured Moscow an enormous advantage over the hearts and minds of people in Central Asia, building on their dependence on the remissions sent by migrant workers from the powerful neighbor. Thus, the symbiotic relationship between Central Asian and Russian media environments, which share a common past as well as close economic ties in the present, will likely remain a factor that must be taken into consideration when analyzing Central Asian media. 

			And indeed, what would be the alternative? Central Asian economies will hardly be able to grow to an extent allowing them to fully exclude Russian media from their markets. Furthermore, the authoritarian values masked as democratic that form the ideological foundation of Russian media are in many ways similar to those of the current Central Asian elites who often prefer a variation of “mild authoritarianism” to full-fledged emulation of Western-style democracies. As a result, Western and to a lesser extent Islamic media imports, both content-wise and structurally, will only be allowed to the degree that they do not threaten the existing status quo. The safest consensus is the commercial one – in several Central Asian republics, profit-making is a foundational value, whether admitted or not. Indeed, what Kazakh and Kyrgyz media environments share with the West is the high degree of media commercialization; however, its impact on political opinion-formation is much more direct and crude than in parliamentary, free market-based democracies.  

			At the dawn of the digital age, many assumed that the rise of the Internet and then social media would progressively reduce the stranglehold of the authorities, some of whom initially allowed free access to online speech but ultimately began to restrict citizens’ ability to communicate freely. Central Asia’s young generations—which constitute the majority of the population of the five countries, given the sustained high birth rates—are more polarized than their predecessors. Youth is thirsty for news, but even more for entertainment, a combination that the two main media, television and the Internet, can offer in parallel. The demand for screen content contributes to the marginalization of newspapers and radio, which provide news but less entertainment. As everywhere in the world, television remains the central mass medium, capable of reaching all parts of the population, while the other media are often limited to the urban world and targeting the middle-class. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, rural regions of Central Asia have been transformed into cultural deserts, lacking any institutionalized artistic activities with the closure of houses of culture and public libraries. However, the incredibly fast penetration of Internet via mobile phones throughout Central Asia is providing a replacement form of culture, which will expand its reach in the coming years. A plurality of opinions within society also is emerging through the rise of professional networks and debates about consumers’ rights, two relatively depoliticized topics that progressively empower public opinion.

			Nonetheless, the Internet/social media revolution should not be exaggerated. Central Asian regimes have learned from the Arab Spring that their stability and legitimacy could be challenged by a “connected” youth, but they have other tools to influence public opinion in their countries. First, the Central Asian blogosphere remains largely depoliticized, as evidenced in this special issue in the case of Kazakhstan, and under attack, as seen in the case of Tajikistan. More importantly, media are not only providers of news; they are also a cultural product displaying a larger spectrum of values and participating actively in consolidating feelings of belonging to the nation. The role of media, and in particular of television, in staging the new independent nation and its values and symbols, must be taken into consideration when analyzing the role of media in Central Asia.

			What, then, are the real prospects for freedom and transparency in Central Asian media? The local elites have learned to limit and control the socio-cultural influence of Western media, state institutions, non-governmental organizations, and individual activists. However, social media (developed in the West, but filled with local content) are harder to manage, as the cat-and-mouse games that government officials and young activists engage in amply demonstrate. On the one hand, the evolution of Central Asian mass media will to a large extent be determined by geopolitical factors, depending on the degree of success that China, Russia, the United States, and Europe achieve in pursuing their agendas in the region. On the other hand, each individual will likely have more and more choices in selecting his or her sources of information, and the higher the number of sources, the greater will be the individual’s relative independence from each source. Thus, much as Central Asian authoritarian establishments may try to crack down, and much as large segments of the population may be willing to accept such measures, state controls can never fully eliminate the emancipatory potential of the growing and diversifying global media. 

			The classical four models of the media as proposed by Siebert and his colleagues in 1963 allow a classification, however approximate, of the media environments in various countries.1 Applying this classification makes it obvious that the five Central Asian republics do not form a homogenous space. The media in Kyrgyzstan, with all their imperfections, are closer to the Social Responsibility model, whereas those in Turkmenistan are the closest to the Authoritarian model of which Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan represent variations. Of course, even the most authoritarian systems strive to present themselves as socially responsible, protecting civil society and discouraging anti-social behavior while facilitating a sense of common values and strengthening nationhood. However, the real ownership and decision-making structures—often carefully hidden from society—demonstrate that the majority of Central Asian media are, above all, geared toward reinforcing the authoritarian status quo. Economic and political power is so closely connected that serious media challenges to the ruling establishments are the exception. 

			The articles that make up this issue flesh out the ideas laid out in this introduction. The first two articles examine the relationship between levels of trust in the political system and the media. In the first piece, Barbara Junisbai, Azamat Junisbai, and Nicola Ying Fry examine media consumption patterns in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. They find that open political competition and media freedom in Kyrgyzstan may have a dampening effect on public trust, while in Kazakhstan limited political competition and controlled media appear to bolster it. In the next piece, Olena Nikolayenko focuses on youth media consumption and young people’s perceptions of electoral integrity in the two countries. She finds that exposure to web-based news produces a significant negative impact on youth’s confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan, while online news consumption is weakly associated with young people’s confidence in the integrity of the electoral process in Kyrgyzstan. Her findings suggest that the impact of online media might be stronger in political regimes with lower levels of press freedom.

			The next set of articles examines how the authorities use the Internet. Luca Anceschi shows that the Internet is helping Kazakhstan’s authoritarian regime remain in power because the government has systematically cut off the supply of political analysis on the country’s web sites while simultaneously shifting popular online consumption habits in non-political directions. In Tajikistan, by contrast, Abdulfattoh Shafiev and Marintha Miles show that the regime cannot fully control what happens online because of contradictory pressures exerted by civil society activists, the Tajik diaspora, and various media and Internet-focused companies.

			The third set of articles investigates the understudied world of television in Central Asia, and offers two exploratory analyses of the Kazakhstani televisual landscape. Marlene Laruelle studies how the state uses the small screen to build an image of the Kazakh/Kazakhstani community as an “imagined community.” She examines documentary films as a reflection of official historiography, and a new genre she describes as “patriotic entertainment,” which offers a modernized version of Kazakh identity. Peter Rollberg continues this investigation of Kazakhstani television by exploring the text and context of a 2010 miniseries, Astana – My Love, whose political and cultural agenda reflects those of the Kazakhstani elites and Nazarbayev’s ideology. 

			The final article departs from Demokratizatsiya’s usual focus on scholarly analysis by offering the insights of a journalist who works extensively with Uzbekistan’s online media. Based on her personal experiences, Navbahor Imamova argues that, despite state restrictions, social media is having a positive impact in the region by enabling greater dialogue among citizens, encouraging people to learn how to communicate their ideas, stimulating critical thinking and fostering the ability of individuals and groups to change their society. 

			Taken together, the articles help us move beyond the debate over whether the Internet is ultimately a liberation technology or tool for dictators by fleshing out the many complicated ways that authoritarian rulers and societal advocates use the whole spectrum of media to advance their interests.  

			

			
				
					1 Fredrick S. Siebert, Theodore Peterson, and Wilbur Schramm, Four Theories of the Press: The Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, and Soviet Communist Concepts of What the Press Should Be and Do, Urbana-Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1963.
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			Abstract: This article examines how ordinary people utilize and assess the information options available to them drawing on original, nationally representative surveys conducted in 2012 in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, two regimes characterized by different trajectories since independence. In both countries, television is the main go-to source, while the Internet is used least. Trust in media, however, follows an unexpected pattern. On average, media enjoy higher levels of trust in Kazakhstan than in Kyrgyzstan, despite greater media independence and pluralism in the latter. Ironically, open political competition and media freedom in Kyrgyzstan may have a dampening effect on public trust, while in Kazakhstan limited political competition and controlled media appear to bolster it.

			Much has been written in the literature on political communication about the social, economic, and political challenges that independent media in the post-communist region continue to face. While we have a good idea of how Western media experts and local practitioners view the media landscape, less is known about how media are perceived from the grassroots, that is, from the perspective of ordinary citizens. To fill this gap, we draw on original, nationally representative public opinion surveys conducted in 2012 to describe patterns of media consumption in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. Our work aims to shed light on two basic questions: What media sources do people go to for news and information about current events, and which of these sources are the most/least trusted? In interpreting survey results, we focus on how the two countries’ national political trajectories influence media use and trust at the level of mass publics.

			The data demonstrate that, overwhelmingly, television is the dominant source of information about current events in both countries. Radio and newspapers also play important roles, although these have a stronger presence for consumers of news in Kyrgyzstan than in Kazakhstan. Despite overall comparable patterns of media consumption, there are theoretically interesting country-level differences regarding trust in particular media sources. While trust in the Internet and radio are relatively similar across the two countries, magazines/journals, newspapers, and television enjoy higher levels of trust in Kazakhstan than in Kyrgyzstan—this, curiously, despite notably stronger media independence in the latter.

			These and other findings are presented and analyzed below. First, we situate our study within the previous research on post-communist mass media. Thereafter follows a broad survey of the media landscape in the two countries under investigation. Next, after describing the research design and methods, we expand on our substantive interpretations of the survey results. This article is the first in a series that draw on this set of surveys to understand media use and their implications for political developments in Central Asia.

			The Media as Political Intermediary: Potential and Constraints

			For most people, mass media serve as the primary means for experiencing and interpreting the increasingly complex world around them. Media’s role is particularly important for the political world, since rarely do ordinary citizens have direct access to the leaders or defining moments of our time, even at the local level. More often than not, it is via the mass media writ large—through television, news sites, radio, print media, and social media—that we have an opportunity to “get to know” government officials, “walk” the corridors of power, and “take part” in major political events. While the media’s role in maintaining or usurping political power has been widely debated, one thing seems clear: For ordinary citizens, the media serve as a necessary link to otherwise remote political elites, parties, and the broader political system of which we are a part. In fact, the media have been described not only as intermediaries filtering cues up and down and back and forth along the chain of public opinion,1 but also as self-interested political actors in their own right, complete with goals, biases, and policy preferences.2

			Underlying most studies linking mass media, societal preferences, and political outcomes is the assumption that, irrespective of regime type, media can and should contribute to—if not ensure—quality governance, government accountability, and policy responsiveness. For some scholars, the future of established democracies is at stake; without an independent media acting as watchdog and channeling preferences from citizens to government and back again, liberal democracies cannot properly function.3 For others, the central concern is not the health of existing democracies, but the potential democratization of as-of-yet-closed societies, as well as the factors that hinder its emergence.4 In both cases, as Shafer and Freedman point out, the media can only carry out their prescribed functions under certain conditions. In their words:

			The existence of [media] freedom is essential for the dissemination of news, information, and varying viewpoints and perspectives on events and … policy to the public. Predictability of the degree of [media] freedom is important for human rights and [media] rights advocates as they shape strategies to soften or overcome governmental constraints...5

			Research on the connection between media freedoms and governance issues in the advanced industrial world (and especially the United States) can be traced as far back as the immediate post-WWII era.6 Building on this foundation, research on the media’s place in post-communist regimes has developed quickly over the past twenty years. A major impetus for the initial shift in geographic scope was, understandably, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent “transition” to a “normal” (i.e., democratic and capitalist) society, based on expectations among prominent Western scholars and policymakers of the region’s eventual political and economic liberalization.7 Pioneering works closely detailing the relative strengths and weaknesses of post-Soviet and post-communist media include Androunas (1993), Benn (1996), Brown (1995), Foster (1996), L̵oś (1995), Rogerson (1997), Sajo (1995), and Wilson (1995).8 Thereafter, it took another decade or so for studies of the media-political nexus in post-Soviet Eurasia to gain momentum, as researchers sought to explain the diffusion of democratic ideas and protest repertoires that were part of the color revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan in the first decade of the 2000s. These were then followed by a third wave of studies documenting the official and de facto clamp-down on media by the region’s leaders in response to threats from political challengers.9

			As this overview suggests, much of the existing literature acknowledges the potential of post-Soviet media actors to fulfill their democratic function.10 At the same time, studies realistically assess the significant limitations that persist on the ground.11 Collectively, these works recount the continuing struggle of media forced to operate within a difficult—and sometimes impossible—political, economic, and social landscape.12 Scholars do so from the perspectives of a wide range of actors, including that of Western practitioners and educators, independent journalists, Eurasian and Western human rights activists, international organizations, and donor organizations.

			While these are certainly valuable contributions to our understanding of the resilience of the region’s nondemocratic regimes and their prospects for political change, few studies to date ask basic questions about media use from the ground up—that is, from the consumers’ point of view. In fact, we know little about how ordinary people, as opposed to experts and practitioners, utilize and assess the information resources and media options available to them. To address this gap, we draw on original, nationally representative public opinion surveys conducted in 2012 in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. Using data from our two-country study, we compare and contrast patterns of media consumption and the reported level of trust associated with each type of media in both societies. 

			Responses to widely used and pre-tested questions provide a useful glimpse into the kinds of media that are used, what sources people trust, and patterns of relative frequency (i.e., comparing Internet, television, and print sources). In addition, this study compares results across two countries that share Soviet and pre-Soviet sociopolitical histories and, according to the widely used Freedom House and Polity IV indicators, continue to fall short of liberal democratic norms. Despite these broad similarities, important differences in their post-Soviet trajectories, it turns out, matter a great deal. In particular, variation in their political climates differentially structures patterns of media trust, sometimes in counterintuitive ways. These findings indicate that recent political history and current contexts influence individual perceptions, which, in turn, translates into varied patterns of trust in news sources in the aggregate.

			Post-Soviet Media Landscapes: The Two Country Contexts Compared

			As previously noted, despite shared histories, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have since independence followed divergent political trajectories. This split is, in part, the result of different natural resource endowments. Whereas Kyrgyzstan’s small, mountainous territory contains few resources for export and trade (apart from gold and hydroelectric power), Kazakhstan is well-known for its oil, natural gas, light metals, and mineral resources, the revenues from which distinguish it as an economic powerhouse among the former Soviet republics. According to the World Bank, in 2013 Kyrgyzstan’s per capita GDP was $1,263.45. That same year, Kazakhstanis on average earned more than ten times that figure, with a per capita GDP of $13,171.81.

			To characterize the two countries within their regional context, Kyrgyzstan finds itself among the poorest of the post-Soviet states, along with Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, while Kazakhstan’s earnings place it among the wealthiest countries in Eurasia, following the Baltic states and Russia (see Figure 1). From a purely economic standpoint, the contrast between the two could not be greater. While Table 1 demonstrates that Kyrgyzstan—along with Armenia and Georgia—is among the top economic reformers/privatizers in post-Soviet Eurasia, it nonetheless appears to have “lost” in the transition from Soviet rule. Kazakhstan, on the other hand, appears to have “won” economically speaking—even when inequality is taken into account.



			Table 1. Economic Variation in Eurasia*, circa 2012 
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							Kyrgyzstan
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							65%
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							60%

						
					

					
							
							Tajikistan

						
							
							55%
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							45%

						
					

					
							
							Belarus

						
							
							30%

						
					

					
							
							Turkmenistan

						
							
							25%

						
					

				
			

			

			

Sources: European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (ERBD), Transition Indicators, 1991-2010, and Structural Indicators, 2003-2010, both available at: http://www.ebrd.com/what-we-do/economic-research-and data/data/forecasts-macro-data-transition-indicators.html.

			* Comparison only includes presidential and presidential-parliamentary systems; it excludes Moldova, which has been a parliamentary form of government since 2000.



			Figure 1. Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. GDP per capita in regional context. 1991-2013
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			Source: World Bank. http://data.worldbank.org/topic/economy-and-growth



			

Table 2. Political Variation in Eurasia*, circa 2012 

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Country

						
							
							System of Government

						
							
							Freedom House score, 2012

						
							
							Polity IV ranking, 2012

						
					

					
							
							Georgia

						
							
							Presidential

						
							
							3.0

						
							
							Partly free

						
							
							Democracy

						
					

					
							
							Ukraine

						
							
							Presidential-parliamentary**

						
							
							3.0

						
							
							Partly free

						
							
							Democracy

						
					

					
							
							Armenia

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							4.5

						
							
							Partly free

						
							
							Open anocracy

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							Presidential-parliamentary**

						
							
							5.0

						
							
							Partly free

						
							
							Open anocracy

						
					

					
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							5.5

						
							
							Not free

						
							
							Autocracy

						
					

					
							
							Russia

						
							
							Presidential 
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							Not free

						
							
							Open anocracy

						
					

					
							
							Azerbaijan

						
							
							Presidential 
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							Not free

						
							
							Autocracy

						
					

					
							
							Tajikistan

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							6.0

						
							
							Not free

						
							
							Closed anocracy

						
					

					
							
							Belarus

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							6.5

						
							
							Not free

						
							
							Autocracy

						
					

					
							
							Uzbekistan

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							7.0

						
							
							Worst of the worst

						
							
							Autocracy

						
					

					
							
							Turkmenistan

						
							
							Presidential 

						
							
							7.0

						
							
							Worst of the worst

						
							
							Autocracy

						
					

				
			

			

			

Sources: European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (ERBD), Transition Indicators, 1991-2010, and Structural Indicators, 2003-2010, both available at: http://www.ebrd.com/what-we-do/economic-research-and data/data/forecasts-macro-data-transition-indicators.html; Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2015, available at: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2015#.VOM_IrCUcok; and Polity IV 1946-2013, available at: http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4x.htm.
Notes: Freedom House ranks countries on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the most free and 7 the least free. Polity IV ranks countries on a scale of -10 to 10, which translates into autocracies (-10 to -6), anocracies (-5 to +5), and democracies (+6 to +10). Anocracies are hybrid regimes located in the gray zone between autocracy and democracy, and Polity IV further subdivides them into closed or open anocracy.

			* Excludes Moldova, which has been a parliamentary form of government since 2000.

			** Ukraine’s constitution was changed following the Orange Revolution, replacing the former presidential system with a presidential-parliamentary system in 2004.


In 2010, another round of reforms under former President Yanukovych included measures that re-strengthened the executive.  Kyrgyzstan’s 2010 constitution specifies a mixed, presidential-parliamentary system, which replaced the country’s previous presidential system.

			If we shift our focus to the political context, however, the image of Kazakhstan’s success becomes less clear-cut. Thanks to high oil and gas prices, Kazakhstan’s long-standing president, Nursultan Nazarbaev, has managed to weather—without inciting widespread public outrage—intermittent periods of political crisis, inter-ethnic clashes, public protest, and state-sponsored repression.13 Regime durability and political stability are results of selective coercion, targeted incentives, and the general legitimacy that President Nazarbayev and government institutions enjoy.14 Legitimacy is reinforced via tightly controlled media and the existence of few independent or opposition outlets,15 as well as through increased investment in the public sector and massive public construction projects, mainly in the capital, Astana. In addition, Kazakhstan’s formal and informal political practices place high value on the outward appearance of elite cohesion. The constitution reserves extensive formal powers for the executive, and the dominance of the presidential party, Nur Otan, as the only game in town encourages elite consolidation under the president.16 Informal practices, such as patron-client networks overseen by the president and elite and mass acceptance of Kazakhstan’s first president as the nation’s founding father, further create an image of intra-elite consolidation, political continuity, and great presidential strength.17 

			In sharp contrast to the staying power of the Nazarbaev regime, politics in Kyrgyzstan have been punctuated by extra-constitutional presidential turnover, high levels of open intra-elite contestation, public protest, and political violence, including ethnic violence.18 The country’s first two presidents, Askar Akaev and Kurmanbek Bakiev, both fled after having alienated the domestic political and business elite and angered the masses as a result of rising prices, declining standards of living, and extensive political corruption. High levels of political competition following the demise of the second president led to the creation of a qualitatively different political regime through the introduction of a mixed presidential-parliamentary system. Freedom House has since labeled Kyrgyzstan “the most dynamic political system in post-Soviet Central Asia”— despite lingering issues, such as “endemic institutional weaknesses of national and local government agencies, the unreformed judicial sector, and the intermittent rule of law.”19

			In other words, while Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were once similarly characterized as “soft” authoritarian regimes,20 the political differences between them have only become magnified over time. Kazakhstan remains a highly personalist presidential regime in which the executive dominates all other formal institutions and elite groupings. Kyrgyzstan is, as of 2010, a hybrid political system in which executive powers specified in former iterations of the constitution have been curtailed. No longer, for example, does the Kyrgyz president have the power to appoint the prime minister or heads of local governments. These limits create a dual or divided executive that explicitly disperses both formal authority and elite loyalty between two national political figures rather than just one.21 In addition, while Kazakhstan’s Nur Otan dominates parliament and opposition parties are effectively marginalized, Kyrgyzstan’s 2010 constitution prohibits any party from winning more than 65 seats in the 120-seat parliament and thus becoming the party of power.22

			As a result of dramatic constitutional changes in Kyrgyzstan and politics as usual in Kazakhstan, in 2012 (the year that our public opinion survey was administered), Freedom House declared Kyrgyzstan “partly free” and Kazakhstan “not free.” According to Polity IV’s analogous assessment, Kazakhstan was clearly an autocracy, while Kyrgyzstan was found to be an anocracy, a “mixed or incoherent authority regime” located closer to democracy than autocracy, but still falling short of the former. Nonetheless, Kazakhstan can still lay claim to being a more liberalized (or less autocratic) regime than many of its counterparts in the region. As Table 2 highlights, Kyrgyzstan, with a Freedom House score of 5.0 in 2012, is indeed more politically open and pluralistic than Kazakhstan. Yet, Kazakhstan’s Freedom House score of 5.5 indicates that it, too, is more politically open and pluralistic than the other unfree/autocratic regimes in the region, including Russia.

			Naturally, these differences in the political climate in Kazakhstan versus Kyrgyzstan are reflected in the two countries’ media environments. Over the past two decades it is clear that Kyrgyzstan’s media have—with a few exceptions—enjoyed greater freedom and played a larger role in political life than have their counterparts in Kazakhstan. The relatively better-off situation facing Kyrgyzstan’s media comes into sharp focus if we look at trends over time. Table 3 summarizes the results of Reporters without Borders’ Media Freedom Index for both countries from 2002, when the index was initiated, to 2012, when our survey was administered. The average score for Kyrgyzstan is about 11 points lower than that for Kazakhstan. This figure signifies that although neither can be considered to have a “free” mass media, the situation facing Kyrgyzstani media is closer to the ideal.

			If we look at how sustainable independent media is as a business model, a similar trend emerges (Table 4). Although serious concerns about the media’s long-term sustainability remain in both countries, Kyrgyzstan’s average score during the period covered indicates that media have over time consistently been closer to “near sustainability” than in Kazakhstan. Undeniably, there have been constraints on Kyrgyz media freedom, but these take place alongside some progress toward “free-press advocacy [and] increased professionalism.”23 If we compare Kyrgyzstan’s 2001 and 2012 scores, the degree of progress in a little over a decade is impressive: In 2001, the media were characterized as at the beginning stages of an “unsustainable, mixed system,” but by 2012, as a whole media had come close to “near sustainability.” Indeed, by 2014, Kyrgyzstan had reached “near sustainability,” with a score of 2.11.24 For the same years, Kazakhstan’s scores fluctuated, but persistently stayed within the “unsustainable, mixed system” category, indicating little substantive change over time. It is only through understanding these overarching contexts that we can interpret citizens’ media consumption and preferences. Before turning to our findings, however, we first describe the research design and methodology behind the study.

			

Table 3. 2002-2012 Media Freedom Scores, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan compared

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2002

						
							
							2003

						
							
							2004

						
							
							2005

						
							
							‘06

						
							
							2007

						
							
							2008

						
							
							2009

						
							
							‘10

						
							
							11/12

						
							
							Avg.

						
					

					
							
							Kyr

						
							
							31.75

						
							
							32

						
							
							35.25

						
							
							32

						
							
							34

						
							
							33.6

						
							
							27

						
							
							40

						
							
							--

						
							
							40

						
							
							33.96

						
					

					
							
							Kaz

						
							
							42

						
							
							42.5

						
							
							44.17

						
							
							36.17

						
							
							41

						
							
							41.63

						
							
							35.33

						
							
							49.67

						
							
							--

						
							
							77.5

						
							
							45.55

						
					

				
			

			

Source: Reporters without Borders, World Press Freedom Index, available at: http://rsf.org

			Note: RSF scores countries on a scale of 0-100; scores closer to 0 indicate greater press freedom. Country scores are a composite of six indicators, including pluralism, media independence, environment and self-censorship, legislative framework, transparency, and infrastructure.


Table 4. 2001-2014 Media Sustainability Index Scores, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan compared (Designation: Unsustainable)
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Source: IREX, Media Sustainability Index, available at: http://www.irex.org.

			Notes: IREX divides country scores as follows:

			•	Unsustainable, Anti-Free Press (0-1): Country does not meet or only minimally meets objectives. Government and laws actively hinder free media development, professionalism is low, and media-industry activity is minimal.

			•	Near sustainability (2-3): Country has progressed in meeting multiple objectives, with legal norms, professionalism and the business environment supportive of independent media. Advances have survived changes in government and have been codified in law and practice. However, more time may be needed to ensure that change is enduring and that increased professionalism and the media business environment are sustainable.

			•	Sustainable (3-4): Country has media that are considered generally professional, free, and sustainable, or to be approaching these objectives. Systems supporting independent media have survived multiple governments, economic fluctuations, and changes in public opinion or social conventions. 

			

Methodology

			Data

			In fall 2012, the authors organized and oversaw nationally representative public opinion surveys in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. The questionnaire covers a broad range of socio-political and economic topics; in addition to our interest in media consumption, we incorporated other sets of questions that reflect theoretical and empirical debates in sociology, political science, and area studies. These include questions that tap into citizens’ democratic (and “authoritarian”) attitudes, perceptions of social and economic inequality, ideas about the role of government in the economy, attitudes toward religion and the role of religion in government, trust in institutions, and inter-generational social mobility. All questions were drawn from widely known and well-established surveys, including the International Social Justice Project (ISJP), the International Social Survey Program (ISSP),25 the World Values Survey, and Afrobarometer. The use of pre-tested and commonly used questions was an intentional component of the study’s design, as it both helps ensure reliable and valid measurement and enables theoretically intriguing comparisons of data collected in Central Asia to that collected elsewhere. Details of the research design and respondent selection follow below.

			Research Design and Respondent Selection

			It is important to note that efforts to organize nationally representative surveys in Central Asia must overcome formidable obstacles. Telephone-based surveys are not feasible because telephone coverage in most rural areas is scarce. As a result, face-to-face interviews must be conducted. However, the existing lists of residents, such as voter lists and address books, are outdated and incomplete. Thus, a sample of households, rather than a sample of individuals, is normally used. Yet, a comprehensive national list of households is not available in either country. Due to these constraints, the most widely used method for obtaining nationally representative data in both countries is a multistage stratified probability sample of households. This is the method utilized in the current study.

			The first stage involved selection of cities, towns and villages from the existing list of settlements available from the State Statistical Agencies (Goskomstat) of both countries. To make the selection, all settlements were first classified into groups (strata) defined by region and population size. Both Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan are typically divided into five geographic regions: north, west, south, east, and central. Within each region, all settlements are classified into large urban (oblast capitals), other urban (other towns), and rural. This means that each of the five regions is further divided into three sub-strata. Within each region, a number of settlements from each sub-stratum were randomly selected. And within each settlement, the total number of interviews required was determined by the settlement’s population size.

			Following the selection of settlements and the determination of the number of interviews to be conducted, households were chosen using the random route sample method. Using this method, postal codes were first randomly chosen; similarly, streets within postal code areas were randomly selected; and, finally, actual households from each street were randomly selected. After a household was identified, respondents were chosen using the most recent/next birthday method. All adults aged 18 and older were eligible for participation.

			Interviews in Kazakhstan were carried out by the Almaty-based BRIF Research Group. In Kyrgyzstan, the survey was conducted by the Bishkek-based El-Pikir Center for Public Opinion Research. Both organizations are recognized leaders in survey research in their respective countries and have extensive experience in conducting nationally representative surveys for domestic and foreign clients from the academic, government and private sectors. In addition, both have cultivated a network of trained interviewers for its data collection and employ comprehensive quality-control procedures to ensure valid responses. 

			A total of 3,000 face-to-face interviews were conducted with 1,500 interviews completed in each country. In Kazakhstan, 97 BRIF interviewers conducted the interviews in 150 sampling points covering all 14 oblasts. Average interview duration was about 45 minutes. The response rate for the Kazakhstan portion of the study equaled 60.1 percent. In Kyrgyzstan, 77 El-Pikir interviewers conducted the interviews in 153 sampling points covering all seven oblasts of the country. The average interview duration was about 50 minutes. The response rate for the Kyrgyzstan portion of the study equaled 89.6 percent. According to both survey research companies, these response rates are typical in their practice. The lower response rates in Kazakhstan are commonly attributed to growing weariness with survey researchers brought about by the recent proliferation of marketing studies. In Kyrgyzstan, fewer marketing studies take place due to a weak economy and, as a consequence, people are “unspoiled” by attention from researchers. Both companies reported some difficulty in accessing wealthy households, but this is a problem that is ubiquitous to survey research all over the world.

			Measurement

			We measure frequency of media consumption with the following question:

			People learn what is going on in this country and the world from various sources. For each of the following sources, please indicate whether you use it to obtain information daily, several times per week, several times per month, monthly, less than monthly or never…

			The list of sources includes newspapers, magazines, television, radio, and the Internet. This question was followed by a second item asking respondents to indicate their level of trust for each of these sources on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 stands for “completely mistrust” and 5 stands for “completely trust.”

			Results and Discussion

			Convergence and Divergence in Media Consumption Patterns

			In this section, we present survey results regarding frequency of media consumption by moving from the least to the most commonly used sources of news and information. As noted above, questions were asked about media usage across five categories: Internet, magazines/ journals, radio, newspapers, and television (from least to most used, based on the survey results). For each source, respondents indicated a range of responses from “every day” to “never.” In Kazakhstan, proportions of regular users of newspapers and the Internet (several times per week or more) are essentially tied at about 35 percent. In Kyrgyzstan, the Internet has yet to achieve parity with newspapers, as over 40 percent of respondents report using newspapers to learn about current events several times per week or more, while the corresponding number for Internet use stands at about 22 percent.

			Of all five categories, the Internet is the only information source for which clear majorities of people in both Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan selected the option “never” (64.4 percent in Kyrgyzstan, and 53.3 percent in Kazakhstan). Approximately 34 percent of Kazakhstani respondents reported using the Internet for news and information several times per week or more, and this figure was much lower in Kyrgyzstan at about 22 percent. While the Internet as a source of information about news and current events seems to have progressed further in Kazakhstan than in Kyrgyzstan, its use for this particular purpose has yet to gain widespread acceptance in either society.

			This finding is curious given the growth of the Internet in the region as a whole and, in particular, the strides that rates of computer ownership and Internet penetration have made in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. According to the World Bank, a little over half the population in Kazakhstan (or 54 out of every 100 people) and about 20 percent of the population in Kyrgyzstan (or 23.4 out of every 100 people) has access to the Internet, and this figure has increased from 17-18 users per 100 in both countries just five years ago.26 In addition, a number of studies document the ways that artists, activists, and other grassroots groups are using the Internet in Kyrgyzstan to mobilize like-minded citizens behind similar causes and/or to disseminate information and news related to their cause.27 One implication of these developments is that the Internet should be emerging as an important source of news and current events more broadly.

			Our findings, in contrast, suggest that the overall growth in Internet use and expansion of specialized groups using social media might co-exist with a different dynamic taking place among the general population. On the one hand, it is evident that more and more people have access to the Internet each year and that certain social and political sub-groups/sub-cultures are Internet savvy in ways that facilitate political empowerment and information sharing, although perhaps in a limited way. On the other hand, our survey results highlight the fact that neither of these processes has, as of yet, had notable influence on societal patterns of Internet use. In other words, greater access and availability of locally generated content might not automatically translate into high levels of Internet use to obtain news and information. Instead, it is quite possible that the average user may be connecting to the Internet primarily for games and entertainment. Figure 2 shows the distribution of responses about use of Internet as a source of information about current events.

			

Figure 2. Internet Use, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan Compared
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			Source: Authors’ data, 2012 Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan Survey



			As is true of the Internet, magazines and journals are rarely read for their news content, and this is true in both countries. As Figure 3 shows, “never” was a modal response option in both countries at 39.4 percent in Kazakhstan and 47.9 percent in Kyrgyzstan. Because magazines are generally costly, target at a specialized (urban) audience, and/or tend to be geared more toward entertainment, this finding is not surprising. Instead, other, more widely available and affordable sources of information are likely to be tapped for news.

			Survey results bear this out. In sharp contrast to the Internet and magazines/ journals as news sources, people in both Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan are far more likely to refer to radio, newspapers, and television to learn about current events (see Figures 4 through 6). Turning first to radio in Figure 4, we see that reliance on this media format as a source of news and information differs considerably between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Over one third of Kyrgyzstani respondents report daily use of radio, while the corresponding percentage in Kazakhstan stands at 16.5


Figure 3. Magazine Use, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan Compared
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			percent. One might speculate that this is related to radio stations’ news content. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, the British Broadcasting Company (BBC) and Radio Azattyk (the Kygyz Service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty) have both been broadcast via radio and Internet instead of solely via the Internet, as is the case in Kazakhstan. In Kazakhstan, radio news tends to be limited to short hourly updates interspersed between other programming. This could also explain, at least in part, our finding that 37.1 percent of Kazakhstani respondents reported never turning to radio to learn about current events, while in Kyrgyzstan this response category was selected by 26.1 percent of respondents. Thus, it appears that radio is a more important source of news in Kyrgyzstan than in its larger, wealthier neighbor to the north.



			Figure 4. Radio Use, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan Compared
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			Even more so than radio, Kyrgyzstanis and Kazakhstanis in about equal measure readily turn to newspapers to learn about current events, as Figure 5 shows. Unlike patterns of radio use for informational purposes, patterns of newspaper use in the two societies are largely similar. In both countries, about 60 percent of respondents report reading newspapers at least several times per month. The only notable exception to the otherwise similar patterns of newspaper use in the two countries is the “every day” response category. In Kazakhstan, this response was chosen by 6.5 percent of respondents, while in Kyrgyzstan the share of daily newspaper readers jumps to 13.3 percent. Since most non-governmental newspapers are issued once or twice per week rather than daily—and sometimes are even more sporadically available for sale in stores and kiosks—it makes sense that fewer citizens are reading the news on a daily basis. Given a more independent press in Kyrgyzstan and the newspapers’ association with particular political parties (or politically-minded owners), it also makes sense that newspapers would be a more robust source of information, debate, and opinion than their Kazakhstani counterparts.



			Figure 5. Newspaper Use, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan Compared
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			Finally, as Figure 6 demonstrates, the dominance of television in both countries’ media markets is difficult to overstate. In Kazakhstan, 96.7 percent of respondents reported turning to television for news and information several times per week or more. In Kyrgyzstan the corresponding figure stands at 91 percent. Figure 6 shows the distribution of responses about use of TV as a source of information about current events.



			Figure 6. Television Use, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan Compared
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			That television is the source of news and current events has positive and negative implications. On the upside, national television reaches rural areas, whereas other media forms such as print and Internet are often difficult to come by outside of major cities. Television thus has the power to create a unifying national narrative and to provide information to those who would otherwise be left uninformed. On the downside, state-owned television—and therefore state-sanctioned news—has by far the broadest reach. According to Freedom House, in Kyrgyzstan there are two state-owned television stations, both with national coverage. In theory at least, state-owned television is counterbalanced by the existence of independent regional television stations and the country’s Public Broadcasting Corporation (PBC), which runs two national television stations. The PBC is overseen by a board whose members explicitly include “media experts, journalists, cultural figures, and civil society representatives,” nominated by civil society, the president, and parliament, and subject to parliamentary approval.28

			In Kazakhstan, however, opportunities for even limited diversity of views are made difficult by the pattern of media ownership there. As Freedom House explains, today all “[m]ajor broadcast media, especially national television networks, are partly or wholly owned by the state or by members or associates of the president’s family.”29 It is worth noting that this was not always the case. During the 1990s and early 2000s there were a handful of independent regional (and national) media outlets that were unaffiliated with the center of power. Kazakhstan’s relative media pluralism declined in the late 1990s and was finally eradicated around 2007. In a response to intra-elite conflicts that had periodically spilled over into the public sphere—and primarily via oligarch-owned media outlets—the Kazakhstani government by 2007 had renationalized or redistributed formerly independent television and radio outlets to close presidential allies.30

			Finally, the dominance of televised news has an international component that cannot be ignored. Television stations and individual programming (both entertainment and news) from the Russian Federation are (re)broadcast in both countries. Because most television viewers continue to consume Russian-language news, viewers are heavily influenced by Russian perceptions of world and local events. Indeed, some reports find that Russian television stations and news programming are part and parcel of the Russian government’s soft-power influence in the “near abroad,” of which Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are a central part.31 The availability of Russian media means that news and current events tend to be biased toward pro-government perspectives, not only of the national governments in the capital cities Bishkek and Astana, but also in favor of interpretations proffered by an extra-national government located in Moscow. While these perspectives may at times be at odds with one another, it is nonetheless apparent that national and international state-owned mass media work in tandem to elevate officially sanctioned voices and agendas above the alternatives.

			Convergence and Divergence in Patterns of Trust in Media

			We now present the results regarding public trust in different media types, moving from least to most trusted sources of news and information. Table 5 depicts mean levels of trust in each source of media in the two societies (measured on a 5-point scale where 1=“completely mistrust” and 5=“completely trust”). The data demonstrate that magazines, newspapers, and television enjoy higher levels of trust in Kazakhstan than in Kyrgyzstan, while trust levels for radio and Internet are essentially tied. Respondents in Kyrgyzstan appear to be particularly skeptical about newspapers and magazines.

			One way to interpret these differences is that Kyrgyzstanis have had more direct experience with and exposure to the rough-and-tumble world of political conflict, which has been covered to a much greater extent in the local media—and, more often than not, in newspapers, which tend to be highly politicized. It appears that open contestation—so often positively associated with a more pluralistic and democratic polity—may have a negative effect on public perceptions and thus reduce trust in Kyrgyzstan.32 Due to ownership patterns and the dominance of state-owned or government-affiliated media in Kazakhstan, open political conflict is far less likely to appear in any of the most commonly accessed news sources. Counterintuitively, because Kazakhstan’s media are more tightly controlled and thus tend to shy away from coverage of political contestation, the resulting picture of a unified society may work to enhance overall public trust in the media as an institution.



			Table 5. Comparison of 2012 Mean Rates of Trust in Media by Source
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Source: Authors’ data, 2012 Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan Survey.

			Notes: The question wording is, “How much do you personally trust the following sources of information…,” followed by the list of media sources (magazine, newspapers, radio, etc.). Scores range from 1 to 5, where 1 stands for “completely mistrust” and 5 stands for “completely trust.”



			Another unexpected finding is highlighted in Table 5. Although the majority of respondents in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan indicate that they never make use of the Internet as an information resource, they nonetheless place about as much trust in it as they do radio, a form of media that many people utilize on a regular basis. That the public trusts the Internet as much as they trust their two main news sources, radio and television, may signal a lack of differentiation between information resources.

			Our results also indicate intriguing differences in how citizens perceive print versus electronic media. The public generally trusts radio and television at higher rates than they do the press (e.g., newspapers and magazines), and this pattern is predominant in Kyrgyzstan, where the mean for trust in print media is around 2.9 out of a maximum score of 5. These findings suggest that bias in television and radio programming tends to be more difficult for the average citizen to assess. As Nikolayenko’s semi-structured interviews with adolescents in Russia and Ukraine reveal, respondents assume that it is harder to alter/doctor images than it is to manipulate newspaper coverage.33 According to Nikolayenko, this assumption leads respondents to interpret televised images as more accurate and less biased than the text descriptions that appear in newspaper articles. A similar dynamic may be at play in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

			Additionally, if we recall the tight connection between politics and media in both countries, it makes sense that print media would be viewed with greater skepticism. That is, lower trust in newspapers is likely due to the fact that ownership patterns, political agendas, and party affiliations associated with print media are widely known and accepted realities on the ground. For example, certain print outlets are known to be associated with particular political parties in Kyrgyzstan and particular presidential associates in Kazakhstan.

			As previously noted, Kazakhstan’s electronic media tend to either be broadcast from the Russian Federation or are state-owned, which removes to some degree the sense that individual political players are “pulling the strings.” Kazakh media ownership is further complicated because the true owners behind particular independent television and radio stations are not immediately transparent. According to one study of non-governmental media there, the opacity of ownership is a deliberate government strategy to keep nominally independent media under close unofficial control.34 Ironically, such nuances may make it harder for average citizens to gauge bias in electronic media, and this more complex picture may be reflected in higher levels of public trust in television and radio.

			Conclusions

			In this article, we reported results from our survey of media consumption and levels of trust in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan twenty years after the collapse of the Soviet Union. We found that in both countries television was the main go-to source for news and information about current events, while the Internet was least used. Despite these commonalities, relative trust in media differed between the two countries. Almost all media sources enjoyed lower levels of trust in Kyrgyzstan than in Kazakhstan, and the difference was especially pronounced in the case of print media. This finding was unexpected, since greater privatization, political freedom, media independence, and media sustainability in Kyrgyzstan are presumably associated with greater competition for readership/viewers. These factors should positively affect public trust in the quality of media sources due to improved journalistic professionalism, greater consumer choices, and improved access to alternative information.

			To understand these differences in levels of trust in media, we look to differences in the overarching political climate. Competition among Kyrgyzstan’s elite is public and at times fierce, and rival elites use independent and government media as a tool to sway public opinion. In Kazakhstan, in contrast, rarely is intra-elite contestation exposed in the official and nominally independent media. Paradoxically, open political competition and greater media independence in Kyrgyzstan may have a dampening effect on public trust, while in Kazakhstan behind-the-scenes political competition and controlled media appear to bolster it.

			More generally, our survey results suggest that public trust in institutions may be lower in a polity characterized by greater political contestation and a more open and pluralistic mass media environment, in which media outlets are able to report and comment on contestation. Interpreted optimistically, it could be argued that a discerning and vigilant citizenry—one of the hallmarks of a democratic political culture—is emerging in Kyrgyzstan. As citizens gain more experience with democratic elections, debate, and related practices, they develop an appropriately critical outlook that scholars such as Larry Diamond and Robert Putnam argue to be crucial for consolidating and maintaining democracy.35

			However, survey results also indicate that the Kyrgyzstani public is not critical of media in equal measure. Similar to respondents in Kazakhstan, respondents in Kyrgyzstan are more likely to place their trust in image-based media (television and Internet) than they are to trust text-based media (newspapers and journals). If we recall that state-owned and/or Russian television broadcasts reach the widest audience, a less optimistic view appears. That government and pro-government media are not only the primary sources of news and information, but also the most trusted sources, calls into doubt citizens’ ability to respond critically to the officially sanctioned perspectives with which they are most frequently presented. In this way, less than democratic governments and (potential) autocratic leaders are well positioned to manipulate public opinion in their favor. As Morozov has demonstrated, governments around the globe use their media preeminence to entertain (and distract) the public, as well as ensure that the official version of events muffles alternatives.36 Ironically, political leaders in both Kyrgyzstan’s nascent democracy/“incoherent authority” regime and Kazakhstan’s unfree/autocratic regime may in the end wield comparable influence over their mass publics, albeit by different mechanisms.
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			Abstract: A large number of citizens in Central Asian societies have recently gained access to the Internet, which provides an excellent opportunity for examining political consequences of the spread of digital technology in non-democracies. This article analyzes the relationship between youth media consumption and confidence in the electoral process in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. This study finds that exposure to web-based news produces a significant negative impact on youth’s confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan, while online news consumption is weakly associated with young people’s confidence in the integrity of the electoral process in Kyrgyzstan. These findings suggest that the impact of online media might be stronger in political regimes with lower levels of press freedom.

			Central Asian societies have recently experienced spectacular growth in Internet use.1 The share of Internet users soared from 1 percent in 2001 to 50.6 percent in 2011 in Kazakhstan.2 The proportion of Internet users also grew, albeit at a slower pace, in Kyrgyzstan, increasing from 3 percent in 2001 to 20 percent in 2011. A related phenomenon was a surge in secure Internet servers, defined as servers using encryption technology in Netcraft. The number of secure Internet servers climbed from 8 (2001) to 105 (2011) in Kazakhstan and from 1 (2001) to 14 (2011) in Kyrgyzstan.3 By the same token, there occurred a dramatic growth in online content. According to the Internet Domain Survey semi-annually conducted by the Internet Systems Consortium, the number of Internet hosts with the country domain name kz skyrocketed from 4,404 in January 2001 to 61,205 in July 2011.4 Likewise, the number of Internet hosts with the country domain name kg exponentially increased from 1,873 in January 2001 to 111,930 in July 2011. Yet, it is unclear whether this rapid spread of digital technology poses a formidable threat to political stability in the non-democratic regimes that have been installed in the former Soviet republics since the collapse of communism. 

			Scholars disagree over the political implications of rapidly increasing Internet use in non-democracies. Internet optimists argue that the Internet has the potential to instantly connect a large number of citizens, swiftly disseminate information, and eventually facilitate mass mobilization against the incumbent government.5 Larry Diamond, for example, uses the term “liberation technology” to denote “any form of information and communication technology (ICT) that can expand political, social, and economic freedom.”6 Emphasizing the power of social media, some journalists and analysts described post-election protests held in Moldova in spring 2009 as the Twitter Revolution,7 while a popular uprising that brought down the long-serving president of Egypt Hosni Mubarak was nicknamed the Facebook Revolution.8 Other observers of world politics, however, question the crucial role of web-based communication in sustaining mass protests. In particular, internet pessimists contend that the Internet might undercut citizens’ drive for democratic change because it can create an illusion of vibrant civil society in the absence of viable offline social networks.9 Furthermore, autocrats might devise a wide arsenal of repressive methods to harness the power of digital technology. Recent empirical research, for example, shows how the Russian government seeks to subvert the use of the Internet for regime-threatening political action.10 The dramatic spread of digital technology in Central Asia provides an excellent opportunity for further analysis of the political consequences of Internet growth in non-democracies.  

			This article examines the linkage between young people’s media consumption and confidence in the electoral process in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Specifically, the analysis compares the effects of television and the Internet on young people’s perceptions of electoral integrity. The study hypothesizes that consumption of TV news boosts citizens’ confidence in having free and fair elections in the country, whereas exposure to web-based news negatively affects the level of public confidence in the electoral process. The underlying assumption is that the Internet is subject to less state censorship than television and thus supplies more opportunities for learning about politics from different perspectives, which facilitates a more critical assessment of the quality of national elections. 

			The article focuses on public confidence in the electoral process because these political attitudes have a significant impact on political behavior. The concept of electoral integrity here refers to “international conventions and global norms, applying universally to all countries worldwide throughout the electoral cycle, including during the pre-electoral period, the campaign, on polling day, and its aftermath.”11 Recent empirical work clearly demonstrates that public confidence in the electoral process affects the likelihood of voting.12 Birch, for example, finds a positive relationship between perceptions of electoral fairness and the propensity to vote.13 Furthermore, public outrage over electoral fraud might trigger backlash against the incumbent. For example, vote rigging fomented post-election protests, culminating in the resignation of the incumbent governments in Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005).14 In light of previous research on behavioral consequences of mass perceptions of electoral integrity, it is important to uncover sources of public confidence in the electoral process.

			This study uses the cases of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to investigate media effects on mass perceptions of electoral integrity in two countries with different levels of press freedom. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are similar in many ways.15 These Central Asian states share common cultural heritage. The titular nations trace their origins to Turkic-speaking tribes pursuing a nomadic lifestyle. Most of their land was colonized by the Russian empire in the nineteenth century and subsequently incorporated into the Soviet Union. The former Soviet republics gained national independence and embarked upon transition from communism in 1991. Despite these historical legacies, the political trajectories of the two post-Soviet states diverged. Kyrgyzstan of the early 1990s was often hailed as “Central Asia’s island of democracy,” surrounded by more authoritarian neighbors.16 Compared to most rulers in the former Soviet republics, the first president of Kyrgyzstan, Askar Akayev, had less political experience in the ranks of the Communist Party and introduced more economic liberalization reforms in the early 1990s. Akayev’s popularity, however, plummeted due to the bleak performance of the national economy, high incidence of poverty, and rising corruption within the ruling elite. Scattered mass protests against deteriorating living standards broke out in 2000 and 2001.17 Growing public discontent with the incumbent government, along with increasing elite divisions, engendered larger mass protests, known as the Tulip Revolution, in March 2005 and resulted in Akayev’s removal from office.18 Another series of protest events held in April 2010 led to the resignation of Kyrgyzstan’s second president Kurmanbek Bakiyev. As a result of the 2011 election, Almazbek Atambayev was elected as president with 63.2 percent of the popular vote.19 In contrast, there has been little turnover of power in Kazakhstan, where authoritarian practices are more firmly entrenched. President Nursultan Nazarbayev has held the post from 1991 to the present day. According to the official results of the 2011 presidential election, Nazarbayev received 95.5 percent of the popular vote.20 In addition, the political party Nur Otan (Radiant Fatherland), which is closely associated with the incumbent president, secured the majority of seats in the national parliament. 

			Given the cross-country differences in the degree of authoritarianism, media outlets in Kyrgyzstan enjoy a higher level of press freedom than their counterparts in Kazakhstan. According to the U.S.-based non-governmental organization Freedom House, the 2011 score for press freedom in Kazakhstan was 81, compared to 69 for Kyrgyzstan, on a scale from 0 to 100, with a higher score signifying a lower level of press freedom.21 Similarly, Freedom House’s score for Internet freedom is higher in Kazakhstan (58 vs. 35 in 2011), indicating that there is more state control over the Internet in the country.22

			The present study focuses on Central Asian youth. Opinion polls consistently show that young people are the most active Internet users. The data from the sixth wave of the World Values Survey, for example, indicate that 38.7 percent of 18-29 year old respondents in Kazakhstan obtain political news daily on the net, compared to only 5.3 percent of those over 55.23 Similarly, 32.7 percent of 18-29 year old respondents reported daily consumption of online political news in Kyrgyzstan in 2011, compared to 7.1 percent of those over 55. Recent ethnographic work traces how Internet use affects the cultural identity of urban youth in Central Asia.24 In addition, Internet use is likely to influence the development of youth’s political identity. For example, the blog Akaevu.net provided an important platform for dissemination of information about anti-government protests in Kyrgyzstan in spring 2005.25 The patterns of youth’s media habits and political behavior merit further academic attention because the young generation growing up in the post-Soviet period has the potential to act as an agent of social change and bring about dramatic political transformations in the region. 

			The remainder of the article proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses the media environment in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Section 3 describes the survey methodology. The next section presents findings from public opinion polls conducted in 2011. That year, both countries held presidential elections amidst concerns about the integrity of electoral procedures. The concluding section lays out implications of these findings for prospects for democracy in Central Asia.

			Media Environment in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan

			There are numerous media outlets in Kazakhstan. According to the 2013 data released by the Kazakhstan Ministry of Communication and Information, there were 1,357 newspapers, 48 radio stations, and 51 TV companies in the country, which had a population of 17.5 million people in 2013.26 Only one-fourth of newspapers and one-fifth of TV companies were state-owned that year.27 An abundance of private media, however, does not translate into a high degree of pluralism in the public sphere because a sizeable share of private media outlets are controlled by individuals closely associated with the incumbent president.28 The president’s daughter, Dariga Nazarbayeva, founded the news agency Khabar and captured a large segment of the media market.

			Numerous reports indicate that press freedom is systematically violated in Kazakhstan.29 According to the International Foundation for the Protection of Freedom of Speech Adil Soz, there were 13 physical attacks on media professionals and 19 libel suits against journalists in 2011, while the government denied access to public information in 325 cases and denied public access to certain web sites in more than 200 cases.30 Political pressures on the mass media escalated during the national elections. For example, the web site of the weekly Respublika, known for its critical coverage of domestic politics, was blocked during the 2011 presidential election.31 Another major assault on the freedom of expression occurred during a strike of oil workers in the city of Zhanaozen.32 Several web sites, including Twitter, were blocked during the government’s crackdown on outspoken labor union members in December 2011.33 A team of researchers affiliated with the OpenNet Initiative (ONI) estimated that Kazakh authorities widely used selective online filtering, defined as “narrowly targeted filtering that blocks a small number of specific sites across a few categories or filtering that targets a single category or issue.”34

			Moreover, amendments to the Law on Media that went into effect on July 11, 2009 ratcheted up the level of Internet censorship in Kazakhstan.35 In accordance with the law, all forms of online content, including blogs, personal web pages, and chat rooms, are legally defined as mass media. This legal definition makes the Internet resources liable to the same regulations as traditional media outlets. Under the amendments, the government is authorized to suspend or block any web resource that propagates ethnic strife, terrorism, war, or violent overthrow of the constitutional order. Acting upon these legal provisions, state authorities blocked public access to the blog-hosting platform LiveJournal in 2011 in an alleged attempt to prevent the propaganda of terrorism and religious extremism.36 The government’s ban ostensibly came after Rakhat Aliyev, Nazarbayev’s former son-in-law and author of the provocative book Godfather-in-Law, posted compromising material about the Kazakh elite on his LiveJournal blog. 

			Despite the government’s infringements on the freedom of expression, the volume of online content has grown at a staggering pace in Kazakhstan. In particular, efforts are underway to expand the scope of Kazakh-language content and divert domestic users from the consumption of Russian-language resources. A group of like-minded individuals, for example, spearheaded the production of the Kazakh-language content for the web-based encyclopedia Wikipedia. As a result of this initiative, the number of the Kazakh-language Wikipedia articles skyrocketed from merely 1 in January 2005 to 212,000 in January 2015.37 For comparison, the number of Kyrgyz-language Wikipedia articles increased from 2 in January 2005 to 29,000 in January 2015.38

			Compared to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan has a less saturated media market. There were 159 newspapers, 26 radio stations, and 25 TV channels in the country with a population of 5.5 million people in 2013.39 Since Akayev’s ouster, the government of Kyrgyzstan continued to curtail press freedom. Most analysts concur that the media situation worsened with the start of Bakiyev’s presidency.40 Bakiyev seized control over the local broadcasting media and banned transmission of the international radio stations Radio Free Europe and BBC Radio in the winter of 2008. As in the early 2000s, the mass media were threatened with legal suits and hefty fines for investigative journalism. Furthermore, there were at least 83 threats and attacks on media professionals between 2007 and 2011.41 For example, the office of the newspaper Kyrgyz Rukhu was burned down by unidentified assailants after the paper criticized presidential administration head Kurmanbek Temirbaev in February 2007.42 The murders of investigative journalists Alisher Saipov (2007), Almaz Tashiev (2009), and Gennady Pavlyuk (2009) were also seen as attacks on press freedom.43 

			A steep decline in the number of registered media outlets took place in recent years. The number of newspapers per 1,000 people dropped from 193 in 2008 and 179 in 2011 to 143 in 2012.44 In particular, Uzbek-language media took a big hit in the aftermath of ethnic violence in the south of the country in June 2010. According to a Bishkek-based NGO spokesperson interviewed by Eric Freedman in May 2012, “Uzbek-language media were completely wiped out of the media landscape, with only one 1,000-circulation newspaper left in the South, but it is state-funded and on the brink of survival.”45 Some ethnic Uzbek journalists fled the region, while others fell victim to physical attacks. Owners of two local TV channels providing Uzbek-language programming – Khalil Khudaiberdiyev of Osh TV and Dzhavlon Mirzakhodzhayev of Mezon TV – fled the country under threat of imprisonment.46 In another widely publicized case, members of the Asaba Party broke into the office of the news agency 24kg in the city of Osh and threatened the agency’s ethnically diverse staff using ethnic slurs.47 Another alarming development in 2011 was the parliament’s move to nationalize the privately-owned Channel 5 and transform it into a state parliamentary TV channel.48 Despite the precarious media environment, the level of press freedom is usually estimated to be higher in Kyrgyzstan than in Kazakhstan.

			Another prominent feature of Kyrgyzstan’s media landscape is the growth of online media. Several popular Russian-language newspapers, including the weekly MSN (http://www.msn.kg), launched their online versions in the mid-2000s.49 In addition, there was a boom in Kyrgyz-language news content. The largest Kyrgyz-language news portal Barakelde, for example, saw a significant increase in Internet traffic during the 2011 election.50 The political implications of this online content growth have yet to be analyzed.

			Methodology

			This study uses data from the sixth wave of the World Values Survey conducted in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan in 2011. A total of 1,500 respondents per country participated in the survey based upon a national representative sample. Respondents aged 18-29 comprised approximately one-third of the sample (N=475 in Kazakhstan and N=495 in Kyrgyzstan). These age boundaries closely correspond to the legal definition of youth in each country. According to state laws on youth policy, youth is legally defined as 14-29 year old persons in Kazakhstan and 14-28 year old persons in Kyrgyzstan.51 

			The survey gauges the frequency of news consumption from different sources, including newspapers, TV channels, radio stations, the Internet, and discussions with friends and colleagues. The question wording is, “People learn what is going on in this country and the world from various sources. For each of the following sources, please indicate whether you use it to obtain information daily, weekly, monthly, less than monthly, or never.” 

			An advantage of using the WVS data is that the survey includes multiple measures of public confidence in the electoral process. These measures tap into citizens’ evaluations of the country’s compliance with such international electoral standards for democratic elections as the right to freedom of expression and freedom of association; a fair, honest and transparent vote count; and the independence and impartiality of electoral management bodies (EMBs).52 Respondents were asked to report how often the following electoral (mal)practices occur during the country’s national elections: 

			
					Votes are counted fairly.

					Opposition candidates are prevented from running.

					TV news favors the governing party.

					 Journalists provide fair coverage of elections.

					Election officials are fair.

					Voters are bribed.

					Rich people buy elections.

					Voters are threatened with violence at the polls.

					Voters are offered a genuine choice in the elections.

			

			Using these survey items, this study computes nine variables: (1) fair vote count, (2) low likelihood (LL) of obstacles to the opposition’s campaigning, (3) LL of media bias in favor of the ruling party, (4) fair media coverage, (5) EMB competence, (6) LL of voter bribery, (7) LL of vote buying by the rich, (8) LL of violence at the polls, and (9) genuine choice. The five variables referring to electoral malpractices are recoded so that a higher value corresponds to a higher level of electoral integrity. It must also be noted that the “don’t know/difficult to answer” response option is recoded into the middle category so each variable ranges from 1, the lowest level of perceived electoral integrity to 5, the highest. Based upon the principal component analysis,53 this study distinguishes two dimensions of perceived electoral integrity and constructs two indices. The first index, labeled index of youth’s confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures, is made up of five variables: LL of vote bribery, LL of vote buying by the rich, LL of violence at the polls, LL of media bias in favor of the ruling party, and LL of obstacles to the opposition’s campaigning (Cronbach’s alpha=.679). The second index, labeled index of youth’s confidence in electoral institutions, includes the remaining four variables: EMB competence, fair vote count, fair media coverage, and genuine choice (Cronbach’s alpha=.643). 

			Additional attitudinal variables included in the multivariate statistical analysis are interest in politics, party identification, interpersonal trust, and satisfaction with the family financial situation. Interest in politics is coded as a dichotomous variable, with 1 for those interested in politics and 0 for those disinterested in politics. Citizens with high levels of interest in politics are likely to evaluate the quality of elections more critically due to greater awareness of political developments in the country. Furthermore, those who identify with the ruling party are likely to place a larger amount of confidence in the electoral process than supporters of opposition political parties or non-partisans. Party identification is coded as a dichotomous variable, with 1 signifying electoral support for the political party closely associated with the incumbent president (Nur Otan Party in Kazakhstan and Social Democratic Party in Kyrgyzstan). Perceptions of electoral integrity might be further affected by the individual’s propensity to trust others. The level of interpersonal trust is measured with the help of the following survey item, “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in dealing with people?” Moreover, citizens’ satisfaction with the family financial situation, measured on a ten-point scale, is likely to influence their evaluation of electoral procedures in the country.

			Such socio-demographic variables as education, employment status, gender, ethnicity, and urban residence are also included in the multivariate analysis. Better-educated individuals are likely to report less confidence in having free and fair elections in the country due to a greater amount of political knowledge. Loss of employment might also lower youth’s trust in government. University education is a dichotomous variable, with 1 for university students and those with a university degree. Employment status is another dichotomous variable, with 1 signifying part-time or full-time employment. In addition, given dominant gender norms,54 it is hypothesized that men are more likely to place confidence in the electoral process than women. Ethnicity is also included as a control variable in multivariate analysis. Members of the titular nation might be more inclined to report confidence in the electoral process than ethnic minorities. In particular, interethnic violence in southern Kyrgyzstan is likely to have alienated the majority of ethnic Uzbeks from the incumbent government.55 Finally, urbanites are likely to differ from rural residents in their perceptions of electoral integrity. The degree of urbanization ranges from 1, settlement of less than 2,000 people, to 7, a city with more than 500,000 people.

			Findings

			Sources of Political News

			Table 1 reports the percentage of young people who learn daily about politics from various sources. Television is the main source of political news for nearly 80 percent of youth in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The second most popular source of political news is an informal social network. Almost two-thirds of young people report having a daily discussion of politics with their friends and colleagues. In contrast, newspapers are the least frequently used source of political news among youth. Approximately one-tenth of Kazakh youth and one-fifth of Kyrgyz youth report daily newspaper readership. The findings also show that 38.7 percent of Kazakh youth and 32.7 percent of Kyrgyz youth are daily exposed to political news on the net. To date, a higher percentage of Kyrgyz youth (52.7 percent) obtain political news via the radio than the Internet. Nonetheless, a sizable proportion of youth in both countries regularly consumes political news online.



			Table 1. Sources of Political News

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Country

						
					

					
							
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
					

					
							
							TV

						
							
							80.6

						
							
							78.1

						
					

					
							
							Radio

						
							
							28.6

						
							
							52.7

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers

						
							
							11.2

						
							
							20.0

						
					

					
							
							Internet

						
							
							38.7

						
							
							32.7

						
					

					
							
							Friends and Colleagues

						
							
							71.4

						
							
							62.8

						
					

				
			

			

			

Note: The column entries are percentages of 18-29 year old respondents who report daily consumption of political news from the above-mentioned sources. 

			Source: World Values Survey, 2011.



			Additional statistical analysis investigates how different sources of political news are related to each other. As shown in Table 2, online news consumption in both countries is positively correlated with newspaper readership and political discussions with friends and colleagues. These findings suggest that citizens with a high level of interest in politics tend to consume news from multiple sources. Another noteworthy finding is that the correlation between Internet news consumption and TV news consumption is negative and statistically significant in Kazakhstan, but it is positive and statistically insignificant in Kyrgyzstan. These results suggest that some youth in Kazakhstan choose not to consume news on state-controlled TV channels and turn to the Internet in their search for alternative information.



			Table 2. Correlation Matrix for News Consumption

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							News Source

						
							
							TV

						
							
							Radio

						
							
							Newspapers

						
							
							Friends and Colleagues

						
					

					
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Internet 

						
							
							-.140**

						
							
							.251**

						
							
							.158**

						
							
							.256**

						
					

					
							
							TV

						
							
							
							.025

						
							
							.169**

						
							
							.180**

						
					

					
							
							Radio

						
							
							
							
							.213**

						
							
							.082

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers

						
							
							
							
							
							-.017

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Internet 

						
							
							.059

						
							
							.033

						
							
							.149**

						
							
							.233**

						
					

					
							
							TV

						
							
							
							.294**

						
							
							.161**

						
							
							.230**

						
					

					
							
							Radio

						
							
							
							
							.199**

						
							
							.128**

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers

						
							
							
							
							
							.083

						
					

				
			

			

Note: The column entries are Pearson’s correlation coefficients, **p<.01. 

			Source: World Values Survey, 2011.



			Youth’s Confidence in the Electoral Process

			Figure 1 displays the level of youth’s confidence in having free and fair elections in the country. Youth’s opinions in both countries converge regarding their assessment of media performance. Notwithstanding cross-country differences in Freedom House scores, approximately two-thirds of young people in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan feel that TV news is frequently biased in favor of the ruling party during national elections. Remarkably, however, Kazakhstani youth tend to place more confidence in various dimensions of the electoral process than Kyrgyz youth. For example, 41.1 percent of Kazakhstani youth, compared to 29.5 percent of Kyrgyz youth, agree with the statement that election officials in their home country are fair. A higher percentage of Kazakhstani youth also report that candidates affiliated with opposition political parties are rarely prevented from running for office (48.6 percent vs. 40 percent). In light of violent post-election protests in Kyrgyzstan, it is not surprising that Kyrgyz youth exhibit lower levels of confidence in having violence-free elections than their peers in Kazakhstan (53.1 percent vs. 61.6 percent). In addition, Kyrgyz youth are less likely to believe that vote buying is absent during an election campaign. Specifically, only 30.1 percent of Kyrgyz youth, compared to 48.8 percent of Kazakh youth, report that voters are rarely bribed in their home country. Overall, the results suggest that young people differ in the extent to which they perceive the country’s elections as free and fair.



			Figure 1. Youth’s Perceptions of Electoral Integrity
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			Correlates of Youth’s Confidence in the Electoral Process

			Table 3 presents the results of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis, with the index of youth’s confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures as the dependent variable. Model 1 includes data for both countries, with the dummy variable “country” and the interaction term “news source: Internet*country.” The analysis finds that youth’s confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures is weakly related to their consumption of political news on the Internet and radio. In contrast, the analysis registers a statistically significant negative correlation between trust in politicians and TV news consumption, while newspaper readership is positively associated with trust in politicians. The divergent effects of TV channels and newspapers might arise from differences in media ownership structure and state censorship. As seen in Model 1, the regression coefficient for the dummy variable “country” is statistically significant, indicating that there are cross-country differences in the level of youth’s confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures. The next model estimates the effects of media consumption

			

Table 3. Results of OLS Regression Analysis for the Index of Youth’s Confidence in Politicians’ Compliance with Electoral Procedures
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							Model 2a (Kazakhstan)

						
							
							Model 2b (Kyrgyzstan)

						
					

					
							
							Variables

						
							
							B (St. Error) 

						
							
							Beta

						
							
							B (St. Error) 

						
							
							Beta

						
							
							B (St. Error)

						
							
							Beta

						
					

					
							
							News Source: Internet

						
							
							 .031

						
							
							 

							.013

						
							
							 .087

						
							
							 .041

						
							
							-.014

						
							
							-.006

						
					

					
							
							
							(.116)

						
							
							
							(.111)

						
							
							
							(.127)

						
							
					

					
							
							News Source: Internet*Country

						
							
							 .027

						
							
							 .013

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							
							(.153)

						
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							News Source: TV

						
							
							-.300┼

						
							
							-.057

						
							
							 .010

						
							
							 .002

						
							
							-.587*

						
							
							-.120

						
					

					
							
							
							(.170)

						
							
							
							(.249)

						
							
							
							(.242)

						
							
					

					
							
							News Source: Radio

						
							
							 .053

						
							
							 .019

						
							
							 .155

						
							
							 .064

						
							
							 .006

						
							
							 .002

						
					

					
							
							
							(.094)

						
							
							
							(.117)

						
							
							
							(.159)

						
							
					

					
							
							News Source: Newspapers

						
							
							 .191┼

						
							
							 .059

						
							
							 .250┼

						
							
							 .086

						
							
							 .100

						
							
							 .030

						
					

					
							
							
							(.108)

						
							
							
							(.146)

						
							
							
							(.163)

						
							
					

					
							
							Interest in Politics

						
							
							-.406

						
							
							-.049

						
							
							-.008

						
							
							-.001

						
							
							-.553

						
							
							-.066

						
					

					
							
							
							(.265)

						
							
							
							(.355)

						
							
							
							(.408)

						
							
					

					
							
							Identification with the Ruling Party

						
							
							 .883***

						
							
							 .105

						
							
							1.040**

						
							
							 .121

						
							
							 .717┼

						
							
							 .087
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							(.400)

						
							
							
							(.392)

						
							
					

					
							
							Interpersonal Trust

						
							
							-.348

						
							
							-.041

						
							
							-.224

						
							
							-.029

						
							
							-.506

						
							
							-.059

						
					

					
							
							
							(.266)

						
							
							
							(.361)

						
							
							
							(.401)

						
							
					

					
							
							Satisfaction with the Family Financial 

						
							
							-.002

						
							
							-.001

						
							
							 .128┼

						
							
							 .080

						
							
							-.113

						
							
							-.065

						
					

					
							
							Situation

						
							
							(.055)

						
							
							
							(.075)

						
							
							
							(.081)

						
							
					

					
							
							University Education

						
							
							-.665**

						
							
							-.081

						
							
							-.972**

						
							
							-.130

						
							
							-.247

						
							
							-.030

						
					

					
							
							
							(.276)

						
							
							
							(.364)

						
							
							
							(.434)

						
							
					

					
							
							Employment Status (employed=1)

						
							
							-.442

						
							
							-.053

						
							
							-.625┼

						
							
							-.080

						
							
							-.183

						
							
							-.022

						
					

					
							
							
							(.273)

						
							
							
							(.377)

						
							
							
							(.396)
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							-.192

						
							
							-.023

						
							
							-.258

						
							
							-.035
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							-.024
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							 .111*

						
							
							.073

						
							
							 .019

						
							
							 .013

						
							
							 .206**

						
							
							 .141
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							(.071)

						
							
							
							(.074)

						
							
					

					
							
							Country (Kazakhstan=1)

						
							
							2.199***

						
							
							 .267

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							
							(.576)

						
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Intercept

						
							
							10.877***

						
							
							
							10.726***

						
							
							
							13.684***

						
							
					

					
							
							
							(.984)

						
							
							
							(1.439)

						
							
							
							(1.344)

						
							
					

					
							
							R-Square

						
							
							13.0

						
							
							
							5.04

						
							
							
							3.3

						
							
					

				
			

			

Note: Cell entries are regression coefficients (b) with standard errors in parenthesis and standardized regression coefficients (beta). Significance levels: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ┼p<.10.



Table 4. Results of OLS Regression Analysis for the Index of Youth’s Confidence in Electoral Institutions
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							Variables

						
							
							B (St. Error) 

						
							
							Beta

						
							
							B (St. Error) 

						
							
							Beta

						
							
							B (St. Error)

						
							
							Beta

						
					

					
							
							News Source: Internet

						
							
							 .099

						
							
							 .049

						
							
							-.211*

						
							
							-.105

						
							
							 .131

						
							
							.066
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							(.102)

						
							
							
							(.103)

						
							
					

					
							
							News Source: Internet*Country

						
							
							-.316*

						
							
							-.187

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							
							(.132)

						
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							News Source: TV

						
							
							 .311*

						
							
							 .070

						
							
							 .420┼

						
							
							 .085

						
							
							 .168

						
							
							 .043
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							(.230)

						
							
							
							(.196)

						
							
					

					
							
							News Source: Radio

						
							
							-.096

						
							
							-.041
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							 .168

						
							
							.065
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							 .035
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							 .228┼
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							 .026
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							 .140

						
							
							1.291***

						
							
							 .160

						
							
							 .773*

						
							
							.116
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							 .063
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							 .016
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							 .106
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							Satisfaction with the Family Financial 

						
							
							 .032

						
							
							 .022

						
							
							 .073

						
							
							 .048

						
							
							-.010
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							(.047)

						
							
							
							(.069)
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							University Education

						
							
							-.278
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							 .067

						
							
							 .010
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							6.7

						
							
							
							8.9

						
							
							
							5.4

						
							
					

				
			

			

Note: Cell entries are regression coefficients (b) with standard errors in parenthesis and standardized regression coefficients (beta). Significance levels: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ┼p<.10.



on trust in politicians separately for each country. The regression coefficient for “news source: TV” is negative and statistically significant in Model 2b (Kyrgyzstan), while the regression coefficient for “news source: newspaper” is positive and statistically significant at .10 level in Model 2a (Kazakhstan). The impact of online news consumption on trust in politicians appears to be negligible in both countries.

			Table 4 reports the results of OLS regression analysis, with the index of youth’s confidence in electoral institutions as the dependent variable. The empirical strategy adopted here is the same as in the previous analysis. Model 1 includes the dummy variable “country” and the interaction term “news source: Internet*country,” while Models 2a and 2b estimate the effects of media consumption on confidence in electoral institutions separately for each country.

			As shown in Table 4, news consumption produces divergent effects on youth’s confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The regression coefficient for the interaction term “news source: Internet*country” is statically significant, indicating that the impact of web-based news consumption on confidence in electoral institutions varies across the two countries. As reported in the table, Internet news consumption is negatively correlated with confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan (Model 2a), but it has negligible effects on confidence in electoral institutions in Kyrgyzstan (Model 2b). Furthermore, the results suggest that TV news consumption boosts public confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan, but it exerts weak effects on confidence in electoral institutions in Kyrgyzstan. The regression coefficient for “news source: radio” is negative and statistically significant in Model 2a, indicating that radio station listeners are less likely to report confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan. Newspaper readership, on the contrary, is positively associated with confidence in electoral institutions in Kyrgyzstan.

			As seen in Table 3 and Table 4, party identification is a strong determinant of youth’s confidence in the integrity of the electoral process. Consistent with previous research on winners and losers in elections,56 young people who identify with the ruling party are more likely to report confidence in the electoral process. 

			Another noteworthy finding is that ethnicity affects the level of youth’s confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures in Kyrgyzstan. The regression coefficient for “ethnicity” is negative and statistically significant at the .10 level, indicating that ethnic minorities are less likely to place trust in politicians than the titular nation. In particular, Uzbek youth in Kyrgyzstan might be less inclined to trust the incumbent government in the aftermath of violence against the minority group. The regression coefficient for “ethnicity” is statistically insignificant in the case of Kazakhstan, suggesting that ethnic origin has weaker effects on youth’s trust in politicians in the country. Furthermore, the impact of ethnicity on confidence in electoral institutions is insignificant in both countries, suggesting similar levels of dissatisfaction with the performance of electoral institutions across ethnic lines.

			The results also suggest that socioeconomic status has stronger effects on youth’s confidence in the electoral process in Kazakhstan. As seen in Table 3 and Table 4, employment status has a significant impact on youth’s confidence in the electoral process in the country. Unemployed youth are less prone to report confidence in the electoral process. In addition, youth dissatisfied with the family financial situation are significantly less likely to believe that politicians comply with electoral procedures in Kazakhstan. The level of trust in politicians also tends to be lower among college-educated youth in Kazakhstan. The regression coefficients for employment status, education, and satisfaction with the family financial situation are statistically insignificant in the case of Kyrgyzstan. Instead, urban residence affects the level of youth’s confidence in the electoral process in Kyrgyzstan. Interestingly, Kyrgyz youth in large cities are more likely to report confidence in politicians’ compliance with electoral procedures, but they are less likely to place confidence in electoral institutions.

			Conclusion

			This study provides partial support for the argument that consumption of online news erodes public confidence in the electoral process in a repressive political regime. Internet news consumption is negatively associated with youth’s confidence in electoral institutions in Kazakhstan, but it is weakly related to youth’s confidence in the electoral process in Kyrgyzstan. The results suggest that the impact of exposure to web-based news might be stronger in a country with a lower level of press freedom. An implication of these findings is that increasing access to the Internet might eventually undermine the political legitimacy of the ruling elite in a non-democratic regime. But the impact of online news consumption on youth’s political attitudes currently remains rather modest.

			A limitation of this study is that it uses cross-sectional data to examine the relationship between media consumption and confidence in the electoral process. The use of panel data is necessary to arrive at stronger conclusions regarding media effects on political trust. Furthermore, an oversample of ethnic minority youth can help us better understand the effects of digital technology on the political outlook of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

			Another limitation of this research is that it analyzes the frequency of news consumption across different types of mass media. Further research needs to be done to determine how news content influences citizens’ confidence in the electoral process. As Ronald Deibert et al point out, the most recent forms of state control over the Internet focus “less on denying access than successfully competing with potential threats through effective counter-information campaigns that overwhelm, discredit, or demoralize opponents.”57 As a result, web-based publications in repressive political regimes are becoming replete with news content that essentially supports state-sanctioned interpretations of current events in mainstream media, rather than challenging state propaganda. Compared to television, however, there remains a greater amount of political pluralism on the net. Do Internet users actively seek out uncensored news or devour a web-based portion of state propaganda? Under which conditions does consumption of online news lead to a substantial change in citizens’ political outlook? Answering these questions will shed additional light on the transformative power of online media in repressive political regimes.

			Obviously, economic obstacles hinder greater use of Internet resources in low-income countries. Unlimited access to the Internet is out of reach for a large segment of the local population in Central Asia, especially in poverty-stricken Kyrgyzstan. Citizens of Kazakhstan, where the 2011 gross domestic product (GDP) per capita based on purchasing power parity (ppp) was $20,772,58 paid $17.20 for a monthly broadband subscription.59 In contrast, the monthly broadband subscription tariff was 2.7 times higher ($48.10) and GDP per capita, ppp, was seven times lower ($2,920) in Kyrgyzstan in 2011, making Internet access prohibitively expensive for most citizens. As the living standards improve in these Central Asian states, online media is bound to reach a wider audience and exercise greater influence in the public sphere. 

			

			
				
					1 An earlier version of this article was presented at the workshop “Youth in Kazakhstan: Societal Changes, Challenges, and Opportunities,” Central Asia Program, George Washington University, April 21, 2014. I thank workshop participants and Demokratizatsiya’s anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments. I am also thankful to the World Values Survey research team for generously providing public access to survey data.

				

				
					2 The World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database, http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Documents/Country_Profiles/Kazakhstan.pdf, accessed July 2, 2015.

				

				
					3 World Development Indicators Database, http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators.

				

				
					4 Internet Systems Consortium’s Internet Domain Survey, “Distribution by Top-Level Domain Name by Host Count,” https://www.isc.org/services/survey.

				

				
					5 See, for example, Cass Sunstein. 2008. Infotopia: How Many Minds Produce Knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press; Clay Shirky. 2011. “The Political Power of Social Media.” Foreign Affairs 90(1): 28–41.

				

				
					6 Larry Diamond. 2010. “Liberation Technology.” Journal of Democracy 21(3): 69–83, p. 70.

				

				
					7 Ellen Barry. 2009. “Protests in Moldova Explode, with the Help of Twitter.” New York Times, April 7, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/08/world/europe/08moldova.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0; Nathan Hodge. 2009. “Inside Moldova’s Twitter Revolution.” Wired.Com April 8, http://www.wired.com/2009/04/inside-moldovas/; Alina Mungiu-Pippidi and Igor Munteanu. 2009. “Moldova’s ‘Twitter Revolution.’” Journal of Democracy 20(3): 137–142. For an alternative perspective, see Henry E. Hale, “Did the Internet Break the Political Machine? Moldova’s ‘Twitter Revolution that Wasn’t,’” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 21 (4): 481-505.

				

				
					8 Nahed Eltantawy and Julie Wiest. 2011. “Social Media in the Egyptian Revolution: Reconsidering Resource Mobilization Theory.” International Journal of Communication 5: 1207–1224; Catharine Smith. 2011. “Egypt’s Facebook Revolution: Wael Ghonim Thanks the Social Network.” The Huffington Post February 11, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/02/11/egypt-facebook-revolution-wael-ghonim_n_822078.html; Jose Antonio Vargas. 2012. “Spring Awakening: How an Egyptian Revolution Began on Facebook.” New York Times, February 17, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/19/books/review/how-an-egyptian-revolution-began-on- facebook.html?

					 pagewanted=all.

				

				
					9 For a critical assessment of the role of the Internet, see Evgeny Morozov. 2011. The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom. New York: Public Affairs.

				

				
					10 Sarah Oates. 2013. Revolution Stalled: The Political Limits of the Internet in the Post-Soviet Sphere. New York: Oxford University Press; Andrei Soldatov and Irina Borogan. 2013. “Russia’s Surveillance State.” World Policy Journal 30(3): 23–30; Florian Toepfl. 2011. “Managing Public Outrage: Power, Scandal, and New Media in Contemporary Russia.” New Media and Society 13(8): 1301–1319.

				

				
					11 Pippa Norris. 2013. “The New Research Agenda Studying Electoral Integrity.” Electoral Studies 32(4): 563–575, p. 564.

				

				
					12 Miguel Carreras and Yasemin Irepoglu. 2013. “Trust in Elections, Vote Buying, and Turnout in Latin America.” Electoral Studies 32(4): 609–619; Olena Nikolayenko. 2015. “Do Contentious Elections Depress Turnout?” In Contentious Elections: From Ballots to Barricades, eds. Pippa Norris, Richard W. Frank, and Ferran Martinez i Coma. New York: Routledge, pp. 25–44; Pippa Norris. 2014. Why Electoral Integrity Matters. New York: Cambridge University Press; Alberto Simpser. 2012. “Does Electoral Manipulation Discourage Voter Turnout? Evidence from Mexico.” Journal of Politics 74(3): 782–795.

				

				
					13 Sarah Birch. 2010. “Perceptions of Electoral Fairness and Voter Turnout.” Comparative Political Studies 43(12): 1601–1622.

				

				
					14 On the mobilizing effects of electoral fraud, see Joshua Tucker. 2007. “Enough! Electoral Fraud, Collective Action Problems, and the 2nd Wave of Post-Communist Democratic Revolutions.” Perspectives on Politics 5(3): 537–553.

				

				
					15 For an overview, see Sally Cummings. 2012. Understanding Central Asia: Politics and Contested Transformations. London: Routledge. 

				

				
					16 John Anderson. 1999. Kyrgyzstan: Central Asia’s Island of Democracy? Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers.

				

				
					17 International Crisis Group. 2001. Kyrgyzstan at Ten: Trouble in the “Island of Democracy” Asia Report N 22, pp. 15–16, http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/asia/central-asia/kyrgyzstan/022-kyrgyzstan-at-ten-trouble-in-the-island-of-democracy.aspx.

				

				
					18 For an analysis of Akayev’s downfall, see Scott Radnitz. 2006. “What Really Happened in Kyrgyzstan?” Journal of Democracy 17 (2): 132–146.

				

				
					19 OSCE. 2012. The Kyrgyz Republic Presidential Elections 30 October 2011: OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report. Warsaw, Poland: Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) , p. 24.

				

				
					20 OSCE. 2011. Republic of Kazakhstan Early Presidential Election 3 April 2011: OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report. Warsaw, Poland: ODIHR, p. 29.

				

				
					21 For more information, visit http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2012#. U58sISho7l8.

				

				
					22 For details, see Freedom House. 2012. Freedom on the Net, http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/freedom-net-2012#.U58sqSho7l8.

				

				
					23 The reported statistics are based upon the author’s calculations. For detailed information about the World Values Survey and access to the data files for Wave 6, 2010-2014, see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp.

				

				
					24 Douglas Blum. 2011. National Identity and Globalization: Youth, State, and Society in Post-Soviet Eurasia. New York: Cambridge University Press; Hans Ibold. 2010. “Disjuncture 2.0: Youth, Internet Use and Cultural Identity in Bishkek.” Central Asian Survey 29(4): 521–535; Stefan Kirmse. 2013. Youth and Globalization in Central Asia: Everyday Life between Religion, Media, and International Donors. Frankfurt-on-Main, Germany: Campus Verlag.

				

				
					25 Svetlana Kulikova and David Perlmutter. 2007. “Blogging down the Dictator? The Kyrgyz Revolution and Samizdat Websites.” The International Communication Gazette 69(1): 29–50.

				

				
					26 Ministry of Information and Communication of Kazakhstan. 2013. Statistics on the Mass Media in Kazakhstan as of 15 March 2013, http://mki.gov.kz/rus/komitety/komitet_informacii_arxivov/upravlenie_pechatnyh_smi/statistika_otrasli/.

				

				
					27 Ministry of Information and Communication of Kazakhstan. 2013. Statistics on the Mass Media in Kazakhstan as of 15 March 2013.

				

				
					28 Bruce Pannier. 2007. “Kazakhstan: Media Ownership Leaves Little Room for Independence.” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, May 25, http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1076718.html.

				

				
					29 For example, see Committee to Protect Journalists. 2013. Attacks on the Press, http://www.cpj.org/attacks/; Reporters without Borders. 2012. Press Freedom Index 2011/2012, http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2011-2012,1043.html. 

				

				
					30Adil Soz. 2012. Statistics on Press Freedom Violations in Kazakhstan in 2011, http://www.adilsoz.kz/programms/statistika/ctatistika-narushenij-prav-smi-i-zhurnalistov-v-kazaxstane-v-2011-godu/.

				

				
					31 Joanna Lillis. 2011. “Kazakhstan: The News Weekly that Won’t Be Silenced.” Eurasianet.org, March 29, http://www.eurasianet.org/node/63176.

				

				
					32 Committee to Protect Journalists. 2011. “Kazakh Authorities Censor News on Deadly Clashes,” December 20, http://cpj.org/2011/12/kazakh-authorities-censor-news-on-deadly-clashes.php.

				

				
					33 Human Rights Watch. 2012. Striking Oil, Striking Workers: Violations of Labor Rights in Kazakhstan’s Oil Sector, https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/09/10/striking-oil-striking-workers/violations-labor-rights-kazakhstans-oil-sector, p.101.

				

				
					34 On the ONI methodology and findings, see https://opennet.net/country-profiles.

				

				
					35 For a full text of the law, visit http://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/Z090000178_.

				

				
					36 Reporters without Borders. 2011. “Mounting Concern about Kazakhstan’s Use of Cyber-Censorship.” August 26, http://en.rsf.org/kazakhstan-mounting-concern-about-kazakhstan-26-08-2011,40858.html.

				

				
					37 Wikipedia Statistics: Kazakh, http://stats.wikimedia.org/EN/TablesWikipediaKK.htm.

				

				
					38 Wikipedia Statistics: Kirghiz, http://stats.wikimedia.org/EN/TablesWikipediaKY.htm.

				

				
					39 Freedom House. 2014. Freedom of the Press 2014, http://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2014/kyrgyzstan#.U7mWDbFI6So.

				

				
					40 Erica Marat. 2008. “Bakiyev Anticipates a Harsh Winter and an Energy Crisis, Further Restricts Free Speech.” Eurasia Daily Monitor, December 12, http://www.jamestown.org/programs/edm/archives/edm2008/

					?tx_publicationsttnews_pi2[issue]=237; Muzaffar Suleymanov. 2010. “Kyrgyzstan’s Familiar Path: Press Repression, Ousted Leaders.” Committee to Protect Journalists Blog, April 8, https://cpj.org/blog/2010/04/kyrgyzstan-media-crackdown-bakiyev-ousted.php.

				

				
					41 B. D. Usenova, ed. 2012. Is Journalist Work Safe in Kyrgyzstan? Bishkek: Institute of Media Policy of the Kyrgyz Republic, p. 7, http://www.media.kg/category/publications.

				

				
					42 Public Association Journalists, Kyrgyzstan and International Media Support, Denmark. 2008. Research Report “Political Extremism, Terrorism and Media in Central Asia,” p. 31, http://www.mediasupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/ims-political-extremism-central-asia-2008.pdf.

				

				
					43 Farangis Najibullah. 2009. “Violent Death of Kyrgyz Journalist Follows a Disturbing Pattern.” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, December 22, http://www.rferl.org/content/Violent_Death_Of_Kyrgyz_Journalist_Follows_A_Disturbing_Pattern/1910726.html.

				

				
					44 National Statistics Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic. 2013. Annual Statistics Report of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2008-2012. Bishkek, Kyrgyz Republic, p. 159.

				

				
					45 Eric Freedman. 2013. “Press Rights and Constraints in Kyrgyzstan: The First Year of President Atambaev.” Central Asia and the Caucasus: Journal of Social and Political Studies 14(1).

				

				
					46 Muzaffar Suleymanov. 2011. “Kyrgyzstan No ‘Island of Democracy’ as It Censors the Press.” Committee to Protect Journalists Blog, http://www.cpj.org/blog/2011/06/an-island-of-democracy-where-freedom-of-speech-is.php.

				

				
					47 Tolgonai Osmongazieva. 2011. “Kyrgyzstan: Playing Nationalist Card?” 24kg News Agency, August 1, http://info.24.kg/community/2011/08/01/19482.html; Reporters without Borders. 2011. “Disturbing Spate of Physical Attacks on Journalists.” May 20, http://en.rsf.org/kirghizistan-disturbing-spate-of-physical-20-05-2011,40326.html .

				

				
					48 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. 2011. “Kyrgyz Parliament Gets Own TV Channels despite President’s Veto.” September 23, http://www.rferl.org/content/kyrgyz_parliament_gets_own_tv_channel_despite_presidents_veto/

					24338296.html.

				

				
					49 Claire Wilkinson. 2012. “Kyrgyzstan: E-Revolution.” EurasiaNet, July 20, http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/

					insight/articles/pp072105.shtml; Public Association Journalists, Kyrgyzstan and International Media Support, Denmark. 2008. Research Report “Political Extremism, Terrorism and Media in Central Asia,” p. 30.

				

				
					50 IREX. 2012. Media Sustainability Index 2012. Washington, DC: IREX, p. 304.

				

				
					51 The Law on State Youth Policy in the Republic of Kazakhstan, 7 July 2004, http://www.youthpolicy.org/national/

					Kazakhstan_2004_National_Youth_Policy.pdf; The Law on Principles of State Youth Policy in the Kyrgyz Republic, 31 July 2009, http://www.youthpolicy.org/national/Kyrgyzstan_2009_Youth_Policy_Law.pdf.

				

				
					52 For a full list of international election standards, see International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. 2002. International Electoral Standards: Guidelines for Reviewing the Legal Framework of Elections. Stockholm, Sweden: IDEA.

				

				
					53 Principal component analysis is a statistical technique used to reduce the number of variables in a data set into a smaller number of components or dimensions. For an overview, see Ian Jolliffe. 2006. Principal Component Analysis, 2nd ed. New York: Springer-Verlag New York.

				

				
					54 Lori Handrahan. 2001. “Gender and Ethnicity in the ‘Transitional Democracy’ of Kyrgyzstan.” Central Asian Survey 20(4): 467–496.

				

				
					55 On ethnic tensions in Kyrgyzstan, see Vicken Cheterian. 2010. “Kyrgyzstan: Central Asia’s Island of Instability.” Survival 52(5): 21–27; International Crisis Group. 2012. Kyrgyzstan: Widening Ethnic Tensions in the South, Asia Report No. 222, http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/asia/central-asia/kyrgyzstan/222-kyrgyzstan-widening-ethnic-divisions-in-the-south.aspx.

				

				
					56 Christopher J. Anderson, Andre Blais, Shaun Bowler and Ola Listhaug. 2005. Losers’ Consent: Elections and

					Democratic Legitimacy. New York: Oxford University Press; Emily Beaulieu. 2014. “From Voter ID to Party ID: How Political Parties Affect Perceptions of Election Fraud in the U.S.” Electoral Studies 35(1): 24–32.

				

				
					57 Ronald Deibert, John Palfrey, Rafal Rohozinski, Jonathan Zittrain, and Miklos Haraszti, eds. 2010.  Access Controlled: The Shaping of Power, Rights, and Rule in Cyberspace. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, p. 27.

				

				
					58 World Development Indicators Database, http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators. 

				

				
					59 Barney Warf. 2013. “The Central Asian Digital Divide.” In The Digital Divide: The Internet and Social Inequality in International Perspective, eds. Massimo Ragnedda and Glenn Muschert. London: Routledge, pp. 268–282, 

					p. 275.

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Olena Nikolayenko is assistant professor in the Department of Political Science at Fordham University, 441 East Fordham Road, Bronx, New York, USA 10458, E-mail: onikolayenko@fordham.edu.

		

		
			



		

	
		
			Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 23 (3) Summer 2015: 277-95.

		

		
			The Persistence of Media Control under Consolidated Authoritarianism: 
Containing Kazakhstan’s Digital Media 

			Luca Anceschi 
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			Abstract: Citizens of Kazakhstan have greater access to the Internet now than at any time in the past. However, the Nazarbaev regime has systematically cut off the supply of political analysis on the country’s web sites while simultaneously shifting popular on-line consumption habits in non-political directions. The result is that the presence of the Internet in Kazakhstan is helping the authoritarian regime remain in power.

			On 5 February, 2014, Nurali Aytelenov, Rinat Kibrayev, and Dmitriy Shelokov – three bloggers operating in Kazakhstan – received 10-day sentences for hooliganism charges after being arrested for publicly protesting their exclusion from a meeting between selected bloggers and Akhmetzhan S. Yesimov – the akim of the Almaty oblast’.1 A fourth blogger, Dina Baidildayeva, was briefly detained on 8 February, after she had staged a one-woman demonstration in central Almaty to express solidarity with her imprisoned colleagues. On both occasions,2 police interrogators reportedly demanded lengthy explanations – in some cases provided by the detainees themselves – of the nature and scope of Internet blogging. Almaty authorities (or at least the police personnel tasked to conduct interrogations in these two cases) had apparently never heard of – let alone read – an online blog.

			This account of the repressive wave of February 2014 in many ways represents a microcosm of the politics of digital media in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. Despite their niche status within the Kazakhstani socio-political landscape, new media – and blogging in particular – have not escaped the repressive attention of the regime headed by Nursultan A. Nazarbaev. The enforcement of government control over the media landscape and, more generally, the limitation of freedom of expression are standard power technologies in authoritarian Kazakhstan.3 Containing digital media, in this sense, does not represent an instance of discontinuity in the evolution of Kazakhstani authoritarianism.

			In early 2014, repressive measures were enforced with the deliberate intention of blocking relatively prominent Internet activists from gaining access to Kazakhstan’s limited public sphere.4 In so doing, Nazarbaev and his associates demonstrated that they had rapidly assimilated the many lessons of Egypt and Tunisia, where digital media were instrumental in “spreading protest messages, [while] connecting frustrated citizens with one another.”5 It was the translation of on-line activity into political activism, and not the publication of controversial or subversive posts, that led the regime to detain the Almaty bloggers.

			The visibly exaggerated response to the minor protests of 2014 might suggest that the élite in Astana had ultimately concluded that new media had come to represent a potentially destabilizing force within the Kazakhstani domestic landscape. The government’s preoccupation with containing digital media, however, featured heavily in pre-2014 political developments and, in December 2011, characterized decisively the regime’s posture throughout one of the most dramatic political crises that erupted in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. In the aftermath of the brutal repression of a workers’ strike in Zhanaozen (Mangystau oblast’, Western Kazakhstan), the Nazarbaev regime imposed a strict block on phone and Internet services over a radius of 65 km around the city center in order to avoid the diffusion of independent accounts of the government-sanctioned violence through social media.6 Through the establishment of a suffocating legislative framework and the consolidation of adversarial relations between government and independent digital media, post-Zhanaozen Kazakhstan evolved into an inhospitable milieu for new media.7 It was against this authoritarian backdrop that the multiple arrests of February 2014 took place.

			The logic of regime control, therefore, offers an appropriate lens to analyze the numerous regulatory linkages connecting government policies and digital media in Kazakhstan. The Nazarbaev regime endeavored to control new media by applying the same combination of persuasive tactics and intensively restrictive methods8 by which it had constrained broadcast and print media since the achievement of independence. Unlike more traditional outlets, however, digital media came to prominence at a time when local authoritarianism had already reached a position of monopolistic control over domestic political dynamics. This article argues that there is a strong link between the progressive de-politicization of Kazakhstan’s cyberspace and the consolidation of non-political Internet consumption patterns across the Kazakhstani users’ community. In other words, the regime’s desire to stay in power decisively shaped the outlook of Kazakhstani cyberspace, while influencing directly the consumption habits of those segments of the local population that access the Internet regularly.

			To unveil the multiple impacts of this dual policy of containment, our analysis will go beyond Kazakhstan’s cyberspace, which will be predominantly discussed through an investigation of the population’s Internet consumption habits. The second segment of the article, in turn, will shift its attention onto the containment of Kazakhstan’s new media landscape, with the ultimate goal of describing both the restrictive legislative frameworks and the coercive processes through which virtually every pocket of the Kazakhstani cyberspace ended up under the suffocating control of the Nazarbaev regime. 

			Internet Consumption Habits in Kazakhstan 

			The proliferation of access options has complicated the identification of reliable data on Kazakhstan’s total Internet users. At the end of 2014, official statistics reported that 2.1 million Kazakhstani citizens had subscribed to a fixed Internet connection.9 Approximately 41.6 percent of this category of users was reportedly located in Almaty and Astana: the concentration of fixed accesses in selected urban settings is therefore a defining trait of Kazakhstan’s Internet consumption patterns. Regional distribution of fixed connections is an area where the Kazakhstani government has failed to improve its performance, as at the end of 2004, Kazakhstan’s two main cities accounted for 44 percent of fixed subscriptions. 

				However, urban concentration notwithstanding, access patterns have noticeably changed since the emergence of GSM technology and the progressive diffusion of 3G and 4G connectivity, launched in 2010 and 2013 respectively. The ratio of fixed connections over total accesses decreased by 40 percent between 2007 and 2012, when, according to Kazaktelekom data, fixed subscriptions represented only 34 percent of total accesses.10 The majority of Kazakhstani users access the Internet through mobile connections, which have more than tripled in number since 2006,11 reaching a remarkable 59 percent penetration rate in 2012.12 

			The government is boasting about a relatively unrealistic overall Internet penetration rate of over 70 percent,13 claiming that, in October 2014, 12 million Kazakhstani citizens had stable access to the Internet.14 Inflating data on total accesses is integral to a central regime narrative, namely one which sought to portray, both domestically and internationally, Kazakhstan as a rapidly developing country. A closer look at wider policy frameworks – including Nurly Zhol, which Astana is currently presenting as Kazakhstan’s key document defining economic development – does, on the other hand, indicate that the achievement of universal Internet access normally is not included among the regime’s long-term development targets.15 Moving away from the government’s fabricated data, and combining all the available statistics on different connection typologies, it might be therefore reasonable to estimate a nominal 53-54 percent total penetration rate for late 2014, when approximately 40 percent16 of the Kazakhstani population is thought to be using the Internet on a regular basis.

			Katy Pearce observed that trying to develop a true picture of what is happening based on penetration rate statistics is ultimately “futile.”17 Her argument can be appropriately extended to Kazakhstan, where state-run operator Kazaktelekom controlled approximately 80 percent of fixed internet connections at the end of 2013.18 Kazakhstan’s mobile Internet market, although visibly more fragmented, is far from being thoroughly competitive. At the end of 2012, KCell’s market share of 47 percent was almost as large as the combined shares of its three main competitors, namely Beeline (32 percent), Tele2 (12 percent), and Altai (5 percent).19 Kcell had been operating under Kazaktelekom’s control until 2012, when it was acquired by Swedish company Teliasonera20 through a series of not entirely uncontroversial21 transactions.

			The political implications of a non-competitive Internet market are evident:22 the state owns 51 percent of Kazaktelekom, which controls, in turn, 70 percent of Kazakhstan’s Internet accesses. Regime hegemony over network infrastructure places the issue of physical control at the epicenter of every strategy of Internet censorship put into practice in Kazakhstan.23 A similar infrastructural context, when imposed in non-democratic political landscapes, usually leads to the consolidation of a networked form of authoritarianism, in which dissuading24 politicized Internet consumption patterns goes hand in hand with the creation of a false sense of freedom associated with widely available Internet access.25 A dual core of de-politicization (of established consumption habits) and non-politicization (of the emerging usership) underpins the Kazakhstani version of networked authoritarianism. Higher penetration rates – like those that Kazakhstan is reportedly achieving – hold the key to the crystallization of similar authoritarian dynamics, which are sustained, most crucially, by the systematic application of more or less invisible censorship strategies. 

			In Kazakhstan, the providers26 allowed to connect to the international Internet are thus compelled to use infrastructure and technology controlled by the state-run company, reinforcing Kazaktelekom’s unfettered dominance over data transfer and, ultimately, enhancing the regime’s filtering potential.27 This context, in turn, facilitates the introduction of specific policies designed to restrict the content of websites and blogs and, more notably, has supported the regime through the adoption of targeted strategies of censorship. In Kazakhstan, a relatively restricted number of websites is permanently blocked, while, in other instances, the regime intervened with temporary ad hoc outages to block the population’s access to normally available websites.

			The relatively mild intensity of the regime’s censorship drive – which will be analyzed in greater detail in the article’s second segment – sets Kazakhstan apart from the inflexible praxis of Internet control that has crystallized throughout post-Soviet Central Asia in the last two decades. However inflated official data might ultimately be, the statistical reality of Internet penetration in Kazakhstan points to wide access – a contextual framework that departs from the norm established in Turkmenistan, where Internet access options have been severely limited by the government, both prior to the leadership change of 2006-2007 and following it.28 Kazakhstan’s choice to allow its population relatively open access to the international Internet29 differs, in turn, from the strategy implemented in neighboring Uzbekistan, where the regime headed by Islam A. Karimov endeavored to create a set of “homegrown” social networks – strikingly similar to Facebook and Twitter – with the view to insulate local users from exogenous (and hence destabilizing) influences.30 Finally, Kazakhstan’s censorship practice does not appear to be as extensive and erratic as that put into place in Tajikistan, where local authorities have regularly blocked social media outlets and popular websites, without offering any explanation as to the rationale for such blatant mass censorship acts.31 

			On the one hand, this regional contextualization highlights the relative freedom enjoyed by Kazakhstan’s Internet users. On the other, Central Asia’s low standards prevent the formulation of positive assessments for the Kazakhstani digital media policy. As suggested by a closer look at domestic social media consumption patterns and, most importantly, the progressive de-politicization of Kazakhstan’s blogosphere, the Nazarbaev regime managed with some success to monitor and regulate the Kazakhstani cyberspace, and social media in particular.

			Social media are an emerging influence within the Kazakhstani socio-political landscape but, quantitatively, have to be seen as peripheral features within the Internet consumption habits emerging in Kazakhstan. Vkontakte.ru and Odnoklassniki.ru remain the most popular social networks to operate in the Kazakhstani cyberspace, with a combined total of more than 4.5 million registered users.32 “Western” social networks are numerically more marginal but seem to feature a more active community of users. Only 14 percent of Kazakhstan’s Internet users have a Facebook account,33 while an even smaller percentage of users (7.37 percent) micro-blogs through Twitter.34 This limited number of users, moreover, has to date engaged in mostly non-political discussions,35 as the content of Kazakhstan’s social media pages remains essentially lowbrow. There is perhaps no better way to capture the essence of this latter proposition than by examining Kazakhstan’s most-followed Twitter accounts.

			Sport personalities, celebrities, and pop-stars are currently topping Kazakhstan’s Twitter rankings,36 while major companies – including Air Astana, KCell, and Beeline – usually manage accounts with substantive numbers of followers (more than 50,000), suggesting that Twitter, within Kazakhstan, is seen as a PR tool rather than a medium for more meaningful exchanges.37 Government personalities, including President Nazarbaev, are generally alien to micro-blogging. However, a Klout-index analysis of the Kazakhstani Twitter-sphere reveals that the presidential party Nur Otan, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Press Service of the Presidential Administration – which, in spite of its information remit, joined Twitter only in June 2012 – are amongst the ten top performers. At the top of the list was Prime Minister Karim Masimov,38 who is generally regarded as a smooth social media operator: his Twitter activity, rather interestingly, has been often openly discussed on national media.39 Nevertheless, Masimov’s two accounts were largely inactive during 2013 and 2014, revealing the PM’s progressive detachment from micro-blogging and, more widely, the fundamentally non-political nature of Kazakhstan’s Twitter-sphere.

			The engagement potential of social networking, at least initially, was not recognized by the Kazakhstani élite.40 In more recent times, however, Facebook seems to have emerged as a viable avenue to express both aligned and, more interestingly, dissenting opinions. The non-free elections of 2011 and 2012 featured a significant social network dimension, with several candidates setting up Facebook pages for their campaigns and updating them on a regular basis.41 Mid-way through the campaign for the snap presidential election held on 26 April 2015, only one of the two42 candidates registered to run against Nazarbaev had an active Facebook page on which he published campaign updates and posted information on his political platform.

			In contrast, the opposition forces currently allowed to operate at the margins of the political arena within Kazakhstan have a visible Facebook presence. Most prominent is the page devoted to the unstructured and numerically small anti-Eurasianist movement that emerged throughout Kazakhstan in the lead-up to the signing of the treaty that established the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). Prominent Eurasian-sceptics – including Marat Tazhin, Rasul Zhumaly, and Serikzhan Mambetalin – engaged in articulate Facebook campaigns to disseminate their criticism of the regime’s foreign policy.43 Following the violent repression that crushed the anti-devaluation protests of February 2014, Eurasia-sceptics opted to maintain a low profile in their activities, relying on word-of-mouth and, to a lesser extent, social networking to inform the Kazakhstani population about the inaugural anti-EEU forum, held in Almaty on 12 April 2014.44 

			Kazakhstan’s tiny blogosphere ultimately has adopted a de-politicized outlook. At the end of 2014, there was no established blogging tradition in Kazakhstan: whereas the absence of political blogs has to be seen as the net effect of the authoritarian context that encapsulates the wider Kazakhstani cyberspace, the lack of more mundane forms of blogging – including gastronomy or travel – points to the crystallization of disengaged Internet consumption patterns among Kazakhstani users.45 A relatively small number of Western expats living in Kazakhstan blog about their local experiences; local users, on the other hand, “do not write blogs […] and do not read blogs.”46 At the end of 2014, approximately 80,000 local bloggers kept journals at Yvision.kz, which, due to the closure or the intermittent availability of other major platforms, has become Kazakhstan’s most popular blogging website.47 The potential of such a numerically small blogosphere, however, has not failed to attract the attention of the Kazakhstani government, which, following a well-established regional praxis, proceeded to manipulate new media with propagandistic aims in mind. For example, several new blogs related essentially pro-government accounts of the court trials for the Zhanaozen events throughout 2012 and 2013.48

			The exception to this norm of de-politicization is represented by Blogbasta.kz, a niche website that publishes blog entries on politics, arts, and urban development. 49 By targeting Kazakhstan’s “creative urban youth,” 50 the blog’s underpinning ambition is to challenge the “profound apathy”51 that is engulfing the Kazakhstani polity and that allegedly is the by-product of the government’s restrictive media policies. To date, however, Blogbasta remains a peripheral outlet in Kazakhstani cyberspace: peak access on the blog’s website has been quantified at no more than 1,000 hits per day.52 While Blogbasta’s entries – which are increasingly featuring an international authorship – are published mostly in Russian, a timidly growing segment of the Kazakhstani blogosphere has begun to operate in Kazakh. Urimtal, more specifically, constitutes the most visible web-publication in this restricted context. The team at Urimtal – which is blogging through the international platform Wordpress – has devoted substantial energies to training Kazakh-language bloggers, holding a series of workshops across Kazakhstan’s expansive territory. 53 The blog’s diverse content is, however, not political and certainly does not aspire to challenge the Kazakhstani establishment. Overall, Urimtal’s readership continues to be limited: peak access, in April 2014, had been estimated at only 300 hits per day.54 

			Given the marginal influence that social media and blogs have been allowed to wield upon the local population, continuing to contain Kazakhstan’s restricted new media landscape should not represent a challenging undertaking for Nazarbaev and his associates. The Kazakhstani regime, in the words of one of the digital media operators interviewed while researching this article, “should not be afraid of the bloggers, but [it] is.”55 Kazakhstan’s digital media, ultimately, “remains constrained and state interference remains prominent.”56 This statement identifies the paradoxical outlook of Kazakhstan’s new media policy. Containing Kazakhstan’s essentially de-politicized cyberspace suggests, on one hand, that the regime – rhetoric notwithstanding – continued to regard its own stability as a critical driver for its digital media policy. On the other, the persistent repression of local new media reveals the profound disconnect that has come to characterize the interplay between the élite’s authoritarian outlook and the population’s political behavior. Repression, in this sense, emerges as the connecting link between progressive Internet de-politicization and the consolidation of non-political consumption habits across Kazakhstan. There is no better way to capture the essence of this interrelated dynamic than by illustrating the strategy of systematic control through which the Kazakhstani government attempted to “regulate” the social media landscape illustrated above. It is precisely to the analysis of these repressive processes that our attention now turns.

			Containing Kazakhstan’s Digital Media 

			Kazakhstan’s digital media policy has had, since its very onset, a profoundly repressive disposition. Its initial formulation related directly – albeit not openly – to the resolution of intra-élite conflicts that emerged within Kazakhstan’s first family. International observers57 as well as local media operators58 agreed in linking the containment of the “subversive” activities of the late Rakhat Aliyev59 to the imposition of an access ban on the Russian blogging platform LiveJournal (Zhivoi Zhurnal or ZheZhe) and, eventually, the enactment of draconian legislative measures to regulate the emergence of a new media landscape in Kazakhstan. Containing Aliyev’s blog was the key political imperative that led to Internet censorship in Kazakhstan: pre-2008 policies, albeit equally repressive, operated through more discrete strategies.60

			The insulation of Kazakhstani cyberspace from the supposedly destabilizing information contained in Aliyev’s blog entries was the key objective pursued by the earliest iteration of the regime’s new media policy, which was implemented through a combination of pre-emptive censorship and restrictive law-making. Interestingly, this repressive mix has continued to characterize the interplay between regime and digital media until the time of writing.

			An in-depth look at the access ban imposed on LiveJournal unveils a clear connection between Aliyev’s anti-regime campaign and the establishment of a durable practice of Internet censorship in Kazakhstan. The platform was initially blocked in October 2008 and the ban was strictly enforced until 13 November 2010.61 Throughout this period, the government provided no official explanation for the access ban, while Kazaktelekom denied any involvement in censoring ZheZhe.62 The ban was significant because, at the time it was imposed, LiveJournal was hosting “32 percent of all active Russian-language blogs in Kazakhstan, or nearly 230,000 users.”63 Two events catalyzed the suspension of this restrictive measure. First, the LiveJournal team – in a decision that was to be eventually reversed64 – announced the cancellation of Rakhat Aliyev’s account.65 Second, the organization of the OSCE summit in Astana (1-2 December 2010) led the regime to relax temporarily its suffocating control of the Kazakhstani blogosphere. In this sense, the suspension of the Livejournal access ban represented a cosmetic measure. The platform’s operations in Kazakhstan, as a consequence, were destined to be short-lived: in late 2011 – in a move that local bloggers connected with the Aliyev case – the Saryarkinskii District Court in Astana decreed its definitive closure.66

			The simultaneous introduction of a new legislative framework meant to deter the proliferation of anti-regime views across the wider Kazakhstani cyberspace. In the first half of 2009, the Kazakhstani Parliament discussed a bill that intended to subject all forms of Internet content to Kazakhstan’s restrictive media code. The outlook of such legislative reform was repressive by design, as it applied Kazakhstan’s draconian anti-defamation measures – which had severely curtailed the freedom of traditional media operators – to bloggers in particular and, more widely, every Internet user operating from within Kazakhstan. Throughout 2009, local67 and international68 outrage accompanied the enactment of this legislation. The then OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media Miklos Haraszti asked Nazarbaev to veto the law69 since the restriction of Internet freedom violated Kazakhstan’s 2007 Madrid commitment.70 The Kazakhstani president ignored Haraszti’s request and proceeded to sign the bill into law on July 10, 2009.71 

			The strategies of Internet containment devised by the government in 2008-2009 aligned Kazakhstan to the wider authoritarian practice then consolidating throughout Eurasia. More specifically, the censorship strategy introduced by blocking LiveJournal imported to Kazakhstan the model of digital media containment that had crystallized in China, where pre-emptive censorship and large-scale access bans represented standard regime practices.72 At the same time, the 2009 legislative reforms pushed Kazakhstan beyond repressive norms then prevalent in neighboring Russia, where digital media have been predominantly contained through extensive law-making efforts, but actual bans on content were not widely enforced until 2012, after the prominent protests of 2011.73 

			The measures of 2008-2009, furthermore, exerted both immediate and, crucially, longlasting influences on the politics of new media in Kazakhstan. Containing LiveJournal – a popular blogging platform that was started in the United States and later purchased by Russian owners – was primarily intended to address short-term matters of regime preservation related to the Nazarbaev-Aliyev rivalry. The new media legislation enacted in 2009 meant to set, in the medium term, the tone for future debates to be held across the Kazakhstani blogosphere. The most durable imprint that these measures left upon Kazakhstan’s new media panorama, nevertheless, is connected to the consolidation of unencumbered regime authority over the Kazakhstani cyberspace, and the amalgamation of the Internet to the authoritarian norm of media control established by Nazarbaev and his associates in the mid- and late-1990s. 

			As the government’s new media policy became integral to the regime’s power technologies, control over the Kazakhstani cyberspace had to remain strict. Throughout 2010, when Kazakhstan held the OSCE Chairmanship, the regime restrained from adopting excessively repressive strategies vis-à-vis the regulation of local digital media, failing, however, to liberalize Kazakhstan’s cyberspace in any significant way. Astana’s attention, most specifically, focused at the time on filtering the website of the opposition newspaper Respublika. In this context, the country’s largest Internet provider contributed in decisive fashion to the successful application of the repressive measures dictated by Nazarbaev and his associates: the Committee to Protect Journalists, reporting to the OSCE, noted that Respublika “readers served by Kazakhtelecom […] could not load the [newspaper’s] site, while readers served by other providers were able to access it.”74 The restriction of Respublika and 125 other websites found to host illegal information in 2010 was not regulated through court cases based on the 2009 legislation, but was enforced unilaterally by the Kazakhstani regime.75 

			The combination of restrictive law-making and repressive methods resurfaced yet again in late 2011 to shape decisively the Kazakhstani new media landscape and, ultimately, determine its transition to today’s status of nearly total de-politicization. In November 2011, as previously mentioned, the Saryarkinskii Court imposed a permanent access ban on LiveJournal and twelve other websites, dealing a nearly fatal blow to the freedom of the Kazakhstani blogosphere. It is in the aftermath of the Zhanaozen crisis, however, that the containment of social media emerged as a crucial element in Kazakhstan’s technologies of power, confirming that Nazarbaev and his associates had come to regard digital media as a severely destabilizing influence at times of regime vulnerability. This proposition is better appreciated by observing the quasi-total isolation imposed on Zhanaozen and its surroundings immediately after the brutal repression of workers’ demonstrations in the city’s main square: Twitter, YouTube, and other key websites – including Novosti Kazakhstana, RIA Novosti’s local partner – were inaccessible throughout 16-17 December 2011.76 Yet again, Kazaktelekom publicly denied that it extended any technological support to the isolation of the city, while the Kazakhstani Ministry of Communication and Information explained the interruption of Internet services through electricity shortages and damaged connection lines.77 As the disruption was imposed on a large scale, it brought significant economic losses for the population of the Mangystau oblast’.78 While it is difficult to quantify the financial loss incurred by the population during the Zhanaozen outage, the economic impact of network disruptions in Kazakhstan certainly represents a further facet of the regime’s instrumental use of communication infrastructure across the Kazakhstani territory.

			After the intransigence of December 2011, the Kazakhstani government returned to approach the management of the Zhanaozen crisis through traditionally milder authoritarian tones. In the final week of 2011, the government – through the office of Twitter-savvy PM Masimov79 – invited a delegation of selected bloggers to visit the Mangystau oblast’, in order to grant new media operators the first hand access that was denied in late December. This group of bloggers ended up producing an account of the events that closely matched80 the official version disseminated by the government immediately after the Zhanaozen riots. This group – soon to be known as the Krovavye Blogery (bloody bloggers) – was rapidly discredited by Kazakhstan’s independent blogging community, which, to re-establish some equilibrium, proceeded to organize its own fact-finding mission to the Mangystau oblast’. This second delegation, perhaps not unsurprisingly, produced a critical account of the government’s responsibilities in the Zhazaozen events, calling for the resignation of the region’s akim.81 

			The information war fought over the Zhanaozen crisis captures two critically important issues that, while holding the key to this article’s core argument, encapsulate the essence of Kazakhstan’s post-2011 media policy. To begin with, the information war confirmed that social media manipulation in late 2011 was contributing directly to the strategies through which the Nazarbaev regime sought the consolidation of its domestic power. It also revealed the regime’s deliberate intention to split Kazakhstan’s blogging community. Both issues re-emerged at regular intervals to characterize Kazakhstan’s digital media policy in the post-Zhanaozen years – a policy that has been in turn underpinned by an apparently paradoxical correlation. On the one hand, the access options available to local Internet users became more stable while staying relatively inexpensive:82 such circumstances, ultimately, led to a substantive rise in the Internet penetration rate. On the other, the regime continued in its persistent strategy of containment, endeavoring to restrict even further the opportunities for politicized Internet use. Kazakhstan’s cyberspace, in other words, had become wider, but remained strictly controlled. This latter proposition aligns the argument advanced in this paper with the recent findings of Rød and Weidmann, who concluded that Internet expansion might indeed play some positive roles vis-à-vis the solidification of authoritarian stability.83 

			An unrelenting strategy of repression continued to underpin the regime’s approach to social media. The most visible manifestation of this crackdown was certainly the multiple arrests of bloggers in February 2014. The protests that led to the 2014 arrests erupted in relation to the regime’s attempt to split the blogging community.84 A.S. Yesimov’s dinner with selected Almaty bloggers represented a deliberate attempt to co-opt a segment of the blogging community active in Kazakhstan’s cultural capital.85 The split in the Kazakhstani blogosphere became more evident in the lead-up to the 2015 snap presidential election. In mid-February 2015, as the Kazakhstani political landscape was abuzz with rumors about the imminent decision to call a presidential vote, the Alliance of Bloggers in Kazakhstan (ABK) suggested skipping the election and requested instead the organization of a referendum that would confirm Nazarbaev until 2022.86 The more independent segment of the Kazakhstani blogosphere expressed vocal criticism of ABK’s political stand and questioned its legitimacy with vehemence.87 Both the establishment and public advocacy of the ABK, ultimately, confirmed that digital media are currently playing an integral role in the power technologies of the Kazakhstani regime. 

			Post-Zhanaozen containment of new media did not exclude the implementation of legislative reforms. While international pressure targeted the 2009 media law and called for the de-penalization of defamation in Kazakhstan,88 the regime proceeded to increase the government’s discretionary powers in relation to new media control. In April 2014, an amendment to Article 41.1 of Kazakhstan’s media legislation conferred on the Attorney General extrajudicial blocking power vis-à-vis websites that host information deemed to be causing damage to Kazakhstani society at large.89 The amendment allowed the regime to block websites or wider networks – including WhatsApp and Skype – without waiting for a court decision. The rationale for this legislative amendment is entrenched in the turbulent days that followed the tenge devaluation of February 2014, when, after a viral WhatsApp message falsely announced the imminent collapse of the national banking system, residents of Almaty and Astana crowded into local bank branches to withdraw their savings.90 

			The Kazakhstani regime did not have to wait long for the application of this controversial amendment. On 29 May 2014, during the signing of the controversial EEU treaty, the website of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s Kazakhstani service – locally known as Radio Azattyk – was partially blocked: the government specifically targeted Azattyk’s EEU-related content, which remained inaccessible inside Kazakhstan until the signature ceremony had concluded.91

			Equating the dissemination of false information to a violation of national security brings Kazakhstan’s censorship practices closer to those established in Uzbekistan, where the concept of information security is normally manipulated to restrict freedom of expression.92 Security considerations were certainly central to the regime’s decision to block online material featuring Islamic State propaganda,93 but were also more loosely applied to justify the numerous bans imposed upon different websites throughout 2013 and 2014.94 Imposing systematic censorship under the rubric of national security95 allows the regime to limit even further the freedom of Kazakhstan’s new media: in a move that is reminiscent of China’s large-scale blocking strategy, prominent élite members have called for the imposition of targeted access bans to several Facebook and Twitter pages that are reportedly hosting “messages of general and religious terrorism.”96 The forced de-politicization of Kazakhstan’s social media landscape is another step in the persistently repressive new media policy implemented in Kazakhstan from 2008 onwards. 

			Conclusion 

			The stability of contemporary Eurasian authoritarianism is often attributed to the leaderships’ ability to contain digital media. The rise of Internet penetration rates throughout much of the region forced the Eurasian élites to rethink their approaches to the containment of cyberspace. In this sense, a new set of repressive strategies came to be implemented across the region, with the ultimate view to mould the Internet consumption habits of Eurasian users. Locating Kazakhstan’s place vis-à-vis the regional praxis of new media repression constituted the core objective of this article, which concluded that Kazakhstan’s digital media policy is fully consistent with the authoritarian norm crystallizing throughout the post-Soviet space and wider Eurasia. 

			In Kazakhstan, the rapid diffusion of 3G and 4G connectivity led to the emergence of a new category of users, able to access the Internet more often, more quickly, and at relatively low cost. Promoting non-political consumption habits among this specific – and rapidly expanding – category of users represents a critically important end for the Nazarbaev regime, particularly throughout the 2010-2014 quadrennium, when the number of total mobile accesses rose rather sharply. The regime, in early 2015, might be said to have achieved this objective in full, as the great majority of local users came to see the Internet as an essentially lowbrow medium, and approached social media – and Twitter in particular – as PR instruments rather than avenues for intellectual engagement or more meaningful exchanges. The rise of new media in Kazakhstan occurred under conditions of consolidated authoritarianism: this milieu profoundly influenced the outlook of the great majority of new Internet users, while the cyberspace segments that did not automatically align to the regime’s outlook clashed in turn with the élite’s repressive ambitions. A combination of occasional censorship and systematically restrictive law-making supported the Kazakhstani leadership in its attempts to influence the popular perception of the political undertone of social media, promoting the de-politicization of consumption habits amongst the most recalcitrant segment(s) of Kazakhstan’s cyberspace. This mix, ultimately, replicated closely the methods of media control adopted in neighboring Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and the more distant China.

			The adjustment of Kazakhstan’s more established power technologies to the emergence of social media was not, however, limited to the promotion of de-politicized and non-political consumption patterns. Indeed, the regime manifested a growing understanding of the propagandistic potential held by digital media. The incorporation of social media manipulation within the élite’s strategies of power preservation became particularly visible at times of crisis, including the 2011 Zhanaozen riots and, more recently, the devaluation protests of early 2014. In these contexts, the Kazakhstani élite made a deliberate attempt to split the local blogging community, to ultimately transform the country’s small blogosphere into another vehicle for the official propaganda. 

			It is by focusing on the small size of Kazakhstan’s blogosphere that we, however, might draw some more specific conclusions about the nexus between regime stability and digital media in Kazakhstan. The persistent control of Internet blogging – which remains an overall marginal and essentially non-political medium – captures the government’s methodically authoritarian outlook. It also highlights the profound disconnect between the élite and the wider population: this divide, in the ultimate analysis, represents a further indicator of the slow, yet inexorable decline currently experienced by the Nazarbaev regime. 
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			Abstract: This article provides an overview of the development of the Internet in Tajikistan, particularly focusing on state efforts to repress on-line freedom beginning in 2012. The article argues that many forces shape Tajikistan’s virtual community, including civil society activists, the state and its “volunteers,” the Tajik diaspora, and various media and Internet-focused companies. None of these groups fully control what happens on-line, leading to an intense struggle over the medium’s future. 

			Tajikistan offers a unique case study for examining the role of the Internet in national politics. Within the context of its Central Asian neighbors, the country allows more space for on-line autonomy than Turkmenistan or Uzbekistan, but put in place an offensive strategy of blocking access to sites and trolling long before Kazakhstan did. Moreover, because Tajikistan’s population of roughly 8 million people relies heavily on remittances from 1.17 million migrant workers in Russia,1 the Internet plays an influential role for public discussion in connecting the diaspora with their family and friends who stay at home. At the same time, Tajikistan’s civil society seeks to protect and expand the democratic ideals and principles that the Internet offers them. Against this background, regular localized armed conflicts in the Rasht Valley and Badakhshan province, political threats to the ruling regime from the opposition preceding the November 2013 presidential and 2015 parliamentary elections, and unsolved economic and social problems influenced the government’s decisions to block access to certain web sites. During these waves of attack, which began in 2012, organizations and activists demand access to blocked sites and take action, mostly via social media, to open dialogue with the authorities.

			While the growing fight over the Internet in Tajikistan figures in reports by independent media and advocacy groups, there has been little scholarly research that lays out the chronology of this struggle and assesses its scope. In this article, we investigate the Tajik authorities’ change of strategy toward the Internet: while the government previously controlled Internet access, periodically blocking YouTube, Facebook and some top local news outlets in 2010-2011, the bans imposed in 2012 signaled a new wave of censorship and marked a new and determined war against unrestricted Internet access. After a brief overview of Internet penetration in Tajikistan, we address the growing focus on the Internet by both the authorities and the opposition. Next we establish a chronology for Tajikistan’s censorship policy. Finally, we move on to discuss the remaining spaces of dialogue existing between the authorities, independent media, the opposition, and external actors, such as the international community and Internet providers. 

			Internet Penetration and Accessibility

			Research indicates that countries with higher Internet penetration are more likely to seek democratic governance and institutions, and that participants active in social networking groups are more politically active than their peers.2 However what constitutes a sufficient threshold of access to make a tangible difference in political activism is not easily perceptible. To complicate matters, it is difficult to determine actual levels of Internet penetration in many countries. The 2010 Tajikistan Electronic Readiness Assessment (TERA) report notes: “The number of online users at a given time is considered one of the best parameters of the population’s access to Internet. In developing countries, it is not easy to figure out the exact number of online users. Tajikistan is not an exemption to this challenge.”3 

			Because of differences in methodologies used in data collection, there are large discrepancies in the reported levels of Internet penetration in Tajikistan. These differences are clear in the World Bank (WB) reports, Internet World Statistics, and the 2012 Tajikistan Electronic Readiness Assessments (TERA), prepared by a non-governmental organization in Tajikistan. The World Bank claims that Internet penetration is just 16 percent. In contrast, the 2012 TERA calculates Internet penetration (access to a home computer with Internet access) at 47 percent, with users numbering 3.7 million. However, regarding the combined coverage of the four main telecom providers, both Tajikistan’s government and the World Bank estimate that 90 percent of Tajikistan’s territory has mobile phone coverage. TERA notes that this coverage affords accessibility to 99 percent of the population. Theoretically this infrastructure would also make the Internet accessible to 99 percent of the population via mobile phone. According to the official data, there are about 11.1 million mobile phone subscriptions, exceeding the Tajik population by over two million. Of these, 6.5 mobile phones subscriptions are active.4 



			Figure 1. Dollars Spent Monthly on Internet Access 

			[image: ]



			Mobile phones are particularly important because they offer easy and on-the-go access to social media. Poor Internet penetration via fixed connections and lack of infrastructure make mobile connections an especially attractive option. Mobile access is important in helping the large migrant population and their families stay connected. As noted in these reports, Tajikistan is, in theory, well wired for Internet access. However, its cost remains prohibitive for most people, even as prices are dropping. Figure 1 illustrates the monthly amount in dollars spent on data access in 2010 and 2012. Not only has data cost declined, people are willing to spend more to access it. 



			Figure 2. Number of Tajik Social Media Users
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			One reason behind the popularity of the Russian social networks in Tajikistan is that they were the first to enter the market in the Central Asia. By the time American social media introduced their Russian language versions, Odnoklassniki, Moy Mir, and VKontakte were already in wide use. Russian social networks, especially Odnoklassniki, also introduced versions in local languages, including Tajiki. However, as we will discuss below, during 2014 some oppositional groups and accounts of activists were dissolved in Odnoklassniki, which forced these netizens and groups to go to Facebook and YouTube with their comparatively smaller targeted audience.

			The Regime’s Crackdown on the Opposition

			Tajikistan’s political system is unique in Central Asia. It is the only country in the region which faced five years of civil war (1992-1997), and whose peace agreements formalized the official recognition of an Islamic party, the Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), one of the members of the Unified Tajik Opposition (UTO) that fought against the Dushanbe central authorities during the civil war. However, with the progressive strengthening of President Emomali Rahmon’s regime, the spirit of the peace agreement weakened: the central authorities gradually reduced the autonomy given to regional elites and especially to former warlords, which contributed to the revival of localized armed conflicts in the Rasht Valley in 2009-2010 and in the autonomous region of Badakhshan in 2012. Moreover, Rahmon’s regime also reduced the role of the IRPT to a simple façade, harassing its leaders, and wiping out its role in the parliament. The legislative elections of March 2015 put a symbolic end to the peace agreements period, with the IPRT losing its last two seats in the parliament. The Tajik political system thus moved closer in form to that of Uzbekistan, where there is an increasingly despotic and nepotistic regime with no recognized opposition. However, because of its important diaspora in Russia, and a small but energetic civil society, it remains more diversified than its neighbor, and this plurality is visible in the struggles over Internet.

			While Tajikistan formally boasts many features of democracy, such as multiple political parties, elections, and laws that protect civil liberties, the authorities persecute and arrest journalists and political opposition leaders and curtail the free flow of information. The Tajik authorities justify their authoritarianism as the only way to prevent massive violence and reactivate the civil war that raged during the 1990s. During those years the regime did not grant a lot of attention to the Internet world, but since 2012, it has begun to repress Tajikistan’s opposition through more pro-active on-line measures. 

			Until the fall of 2012 Tajikistan’s legal code included a defamation law, which the authorities frequently used to curtail free speech. In March 2013, Rahmon signed new legislation guaranteeing free press and canceling the previous legislation. In his speech to mark the event, Rahmon championed the media: “Every democratic society needs mass media, information about the activities of government agencies, and all the branches of its power. It is one of the fundamental foundations of a free democratic society.”5 Yet in the same speech Rahmon reiterated the government’s authority to censor the press, “Along with this I remind you that the media should not abuse their professional authority. They must not allow the emergence of material instigating and inciting hate, inattention to national values and interests, insults and slander in relation to distinguished persons, and the promotion of immoral behavior.”6 Thus, the new law meant little change in practice.

			Tajikistan requires licensing for news agencies and journalists without providing corresponding transparency as to what constitutes the government’s right to withhold licensing. For instance, in December 2012 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs refused to renew the journalism accreditation of popular and longtime U.S. Congress-financed Radio Ozodi journalist, Abdulqayoum Qayoumzod, without giving any reason and despite local and international campaigns to support his reinstatement. Qayoumzod is known for actively interviewing political opposition leaders and not mincing words in his reporting style. His censoring added pressure to journalists and independent media outlets, resulting in an increase of self-censorship, at the same time increasing the role of social media and bloggers in news delivery and analyses to wider audiences. Bloggers and social media activists became increasingly vocal about the lack of access to government and civil information, against human rights abuses, and a general lack of access to digital information. 

			In 2013-2014 several attempts to organize political protests used the Internet as their main platform for rallying participants. The authorities’ reaction switched from inattention to the implementation of tight security measures. In April 2013, Gruppa24, a political opposition group founded in late 2012 in Moscow by Tajik business tycoon Umarali Quvvatov and heavily propagated on Odnoklassniki, planned a protest in Dushanbe. While online the protest garnered more than 400 supporters, the actual event never materialized. A few timid protesters showed up at the appointed time and place but, wary of the police presence, waited for someone else to be brave enough to make the first move toward a visible protest. Later that year, in December 2013, a bid in social media forums to gather protesters at the High Court building of Tajikistan to protest against the detention of new political party leader Zaid Saidov was equally unsuccessful, perhaps because Tajik police were noticeably prepared for the event with special anti-protest Jeeps. 

			A third wave of calls for protest, propagated widely via social media in Tajikistan, produced visible demonstrations by the Tajik diaspora in Moscow, Yekaterinburg, and other Russian cities against the Rahmon government in 2014. These rallies caused a sharp rise in tensions in Tajikistan and the government scrambled to curtail attention to social media and the spread of dissent and discontent amongst the diaspora. Government fears of a rumored protest to take place in Dushanbe on October 10 resulted in the appearance of armed vehicles in Dushanbe, the blocking of dozens of websites country-wide, the complete shuttering of Internet access in the northern part of the country, disabling texting service throughout the country on the scheduled protest day, and accelerated court hearings to list Gruppa24 as an illegal, extremist group. In subsequent days, several high-ranking officials were sent to Russia to meet with the Tajik diaspora, hoping to ease tensions.7  

			Building a “Networked Authoritarianism” in Tajikistan

			Although until 2012 online discussion did not translate into action in the real world, popular voices undeniably grew louder in Tajikistan’s social media. The growing perception of social media as a threat to the authorities pushed them to take measures to control the online doings of opposition activists. In the course of just three years, from 2012 to 2014, Tajikistan’s authorities evolved from maintaining a purely passive approach to imposing an assertive “networked authoritarianism” that sought to repress the new freedoms the Internet provided.

			The First Site Blocking Strategies of 2012

			The first efforts to block web sites, in March 2012, resulted from an article published by the Russian online magazine Polyarnaya Zvezda (zvezda.ru), suggesting that the weakness and volatility of Rahmon’s regime would result in his downfall during the 2013 presidential elections.8 The site published scanned copies of the full minutes from a secret government meeting, where the authorities ordered increased pressure on the Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan (IRPT). Despite state denials that the leaks were authentic, pressure on the IRPT by security forces, government officials, and state-run media increased. The minutes, known as “Protokol 32-20,” enflamed political discontent in civil society and social media. Consequently, Zvezda.ru, Facebook, and other sites were blocked. Facebook was the first to go, indicating government recognition of Facebook as a meeting place for Tajik activists and a forum for civil discourse and political thought. The sites were unblocked after several days. Ironically, media attention garnered because of the blocking served to increase the number of Tajik Facebook users by an additional 5,000. 9 Netizens rushed to participate in Facebook discussions they had not been previously aware of, creating a “Face-boom.”  

			The second wave of blocking efforts in 2012 occurred at the end of June, when government troops conducted a military operation in the Badakhshan autonomous province that left 23 soldiers, 21 militants, and 18 civilians dead, according to official sources and possibly more according to independent reports.10 Phone service was suddenly cut to the region, sparking wide protests at embassies worldwide and in the streets of Moscow by the Tajik diaspora, who could no longer contact their families or send remittances home. The Head of the State Communications Service, Bek Zuhurov, denied the government’s hand in cutting phone access in Badakhshan, claiming: “During the events in Khorugh a bullet reached the communications wires, you know that the wires there are in the air, not the ground.” When pressed by journalists as to how then high ranking officials continued to have uninterrupted service in the area, Zuhurov responded “They have expensive mobiles to use and also they love their wives.”11 Zuhurov also boasted that a new group of volunteers was monitoring websites and social media, informing relevant state authorities when national interests and the state image were in danger or the country was being humiliated.12 These volunteers would play a significant role in future blockings, as we will discuss later. 

			The state crackdown on the Internet was covered widely by independent media, as well as by representatives of illegal armed groups who used YouTube and Facebook to speak out against government actions. Media coverage and activities on social networking sites led the Tajik authorities to close the offending sites.13 The BBC, Radio Liberty’s Tajik service, the independent news website Asia Plus, many Russian news websites, as well as YouTube, Facebook, and all Google services including Google Translate were subsequently blocked. The websites were unblocked days later after military action had ended. However, the unblocking was selective. 

			Some Internet providers opened access to all websites while others continued to block selected websites. For example, Tojnews, a local news agency, and many Russian news websites were unblocked only at the end of summer 2012. TeliaSonera’s Tcell continued to block BBC websites in Russian, Tajik, and Farsi until the end of summer 2013. When asked why BBC remained blocked while other websites were unblocked, Tcell stated on its Facebook page, “Tcell did not get any order to unblock the named website….” At least two other major providers did not block BBC, and officials at the BBC’s Dushanbe Media Bureau remained silent regarding its continued blocking by Tcell. In August, a letter from Reporters without Borders to State Communications Service head Zuhurov protested the blocking and asked for transparency.14 There was no response from the government.

			The third wave of blocking, in November 2012, was intrinsically tied to the second. A press conference by Zuhurov became the foundation for a widespread satire campaign against him throughout social media, and sites that posted insulting comments were immediately blocked. Zuhurov justified the move by saying “hundreds of citizens” had called him to ask that Facebook be shut down because it was a “hotbed of slander.”15 During this time numerous new political groups were created on Facebook and Odnoklassniki, and political opposition leaders actively engaged in social media as a platform to criticize the Tajik government.

			Three days after access to Facebook was shuttered, Radio Ozodi’s Tajik Service interviewed Zuhurov about the blocking. Zuhurov naively asked the correspondent, “Who owns Facebook?” and wondered, “Does he pay taxes?” Zuhurov added that he would receive a visit from him [Mark Zuckerberg] to discuss the future of Facebook accessibility in Tajikistan, “during my office hours on Saturdays.”16 The interview only increased the backlash against Zuhurov and inspired additional political satire and numerous memes. Figures 3 and 4, memes aimed at Zuhurov, were widely circulated in social media. This increase in ridicule strengthened the government resolve to control political discourse. Thus, Radio Ozodi was blocked. However, pressure from the local and international community, especially the U.S. Department of State, persuaded authorities to unblock access to Ozodi within two days.17 



			Figure 3. Meme Critical of Zuhurov
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			Thought bubble: “Where is McDonalds?”





			Figure 4. Meme Critical of Zuhurov
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			Caption:  “I own this website”



			The last wave of blocking in 2012 began on December 24. All Internet service providers (ISPs) in Tajikistan received an official letter from the State Communications Service to block access to a list of 131 websites. The list included music and media downloading sites, media outlets and news sites, and social networking sites.18 Russian online giants Mail.ru, Moi Mir, blogs at Mail.ru, Odnoklassniki, and Vkontakte.ru were all ordered blocked. Facebook and YouTube were also again blocked, as well as all language services of Radio Ozodi and Asia Plus. Perhaps not coincidentally, the blocking order came the same day that political dissident and founder of the opposition group Gruppa24 in Moscow Quvvatov was arrested in Dubai at the request of the Tajik government.19 Support for his new movement had grown in the days before his arrest, and social media was the popular avenue where his supporters gathered. 

			The Russian social networking site, VKontakte, stated that it was “surprised to be included on this list.”20 While Tajik ISPs usually complied with orders to block the Internet, the new longer list, combined with outrage at Zuhurov for blocking Facebook and other sites earlier in the month, caused an immediate and strong backlash. Representatives of Tajikistan’s ISPs gathered on December 24 and invited international organizations, embassy representatives from Western governments, and media, in an appeal for help to petition the government for restored access to blocked sites, specifically social media. Providers also worried about losing an important sector of their clientele. The pressure worked. Negotiations between the State Communications Service and Tajik Internet and mobile providers were successful and the blocking order and blacklist were cancelled.21 

			What can one conclude from these site blocking patterns? First, blocking systematically followed an event, such as military action, which the government did not want publicized; or when articles, audio or video leaks, or discussions that made the government uncomfortable appeared online. Second, the authorities claimed technical difficulties were to blame each time the blockings occurred, subsequently denying any state orders for censorship. Yet in 2012 a written order from the government to block sites, as well as less official phone text messages from the State Communications Service to ISPs were published by media outlets. Third, Tajikistan continues to live under the shadow of its civil war. Government officials frequently appeal to the collective memory and fears of civil war, warning that views on the Internet could cause a resurgence in violence. More recently, unrest in the Arab world has been used by the officials and supporters of Internet blocking to justify their actions. Zuhurov followed this blocking pattern by first claiming there were technical problems, then claiming slander, and finally justified the actions, citing the potential for war. 

			Site Blocking in 2013: Unclear Reasoning

			In 2013 there appeared to be a shift as to why blocking took place and who ordered it. In January Facebook and several other websites were blocked for several days. While previous periods of blocking were linked to current events, this time the blocking did not appear to be explicitly linked to specific events in the country. Zuhurov, while again claiming that lack of access to websites was caused by “technical error,” said that he and his volunteers were discontent with comments posted on Facebook and in discussion areas after news articles. He said, “There’s no claim [of ownership] to the websites, but comments are posted by people under different nicknames. People write whatever comes to their minds… and I can’t figure it out, is it just a comment? Or a provocation to cause us to limit access to the site?”22

			On March 29 YouTube was blocked for a short period. The official order from state authorities to ISPs stated the reason as “technical and maintenance work.” Asomuddin Atoev, head of the Association of Tajik Internet providers, told Asia Plus that Internet providers had received a text message to block YouTube two weeks previously, but they ignored the order until they received an official letter on official letterhead.23 Again it was not clear what precipitated the blocking in this instance. 

			On May 23, Dodojon Atovulloev, a prominent political dissident residing in Germany who faces outstanding arrest and extradition orders issued by Tajikistan for “attempted overthrow of the government,” began broadcasting footage from Rahmon’s son’s wedding.24 Atovulloev insinuates Rahmon is drinking alcohol and he is seen dancing and singing. The video reached 230,000 hits in the days it was available.25 The television station K+ subsequently published several interviews with Tajik opposition leaders. The wedding video resulted in the blocking of YouTube and other video websites for about three months. Three weeks after the blocking of YouTube, news appeared that Rahmon’s daughter married Zuhurov’s son.26

			While Zuhurov’s role in blocking web-sites is seen as crucial and the subsequent arranged marriage between the Rahmon and Zuhurov families is evidence of the nepotism and patronage system with which Tajikistan’s government functions,27 it is not clear that there was a standard government policy on Internet blocking in 2013. Unlike blockings in 2012, official requests by government officials were elusive. Requests via texts were common and not received or carried out uniformly across ISPs. The possibility that the blockings were the result of individual lower level functionaries who felt it was their prerogative and duty to censor sites when something was amiss on the Internet cannot be dismissed. Governments and their employees are not monoliths. While it was the assumption of many that YouTube would remain blocked until after the presidential elections in November, the site was unblocked in August.28 

			2014 Blockings: Fear of Virtual Protests

			In 2014, the Internet remained fairly free and open until June, when YouTube and all Google services, including Gmail, were blocked.29 Civil unrest in Badakhshan forced a government response in May and the region was watched closely. Google’s search engine was restored a few days later and other Google service over a matter of weeks. On July 18, Odnoklassniki, was blocked, a date that correlates with the emergence of a video five days earlier, which shows an interview of a woman claiming Rahmon’s wife’s brother kidnapped and raped her 15-year-old daughter.30 Although Odnoklassniki was blocked, the video was embedded into Facebook and VKontakte, both of which remained accessible. 

			The reason for continued blocking of YouTube from the month prior remains unclear. Some link the blocking to the appearance of propagandist videos by Tajik fighters in Syria. However, Odnoklassniki, where the videos were propagated, was not blocked until a month after the appearance of the jihadi videos. Odnoklassniki’s owner, Mail.ru Group, issued a statement expressing concern over the blocking, saying no reason for blocking access was ever given.31 Access to Odnoklassniki was restored on August 21 amid rumors spread via social media that all groups which actively agitated against the Tajik government had first been removed. The rumors appear to be at least somewhat accurate. For example, the Gruppa24 account vanished from Odnoklassniki, maybe deleted by the Mail.ru Group itself, or through self-censorship. 

			In September the Tajik media, including U.S.-funded Radio Ozodi and UK-funded BBC, remained silent about three protests organized by supporters of Gruppa24 in the Russian cities of Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Samara.32 But videos of the events circulated on social media showing young men unabashedly demanding Rahmon to resign, marking the first time since Tajikistan’s independence that a group of ordinary people openly gathered and demanded the president leave office. Even though the media outlets chose to self-censor, the videos circulated widely and quickly on social media. In this sense, it is likely that social media offered access to people who would not have otherwise known about the accusations and events. The examples of challenges in reaching traditional media by opposition groups to disseminate their events and views, and their choice, somewhat by default, to use social media for this aim show the vital role social media plays. 

			While YouTube remained blocked from June, Facebook, Odnoklassniki, VKontakte, many news websites, as well as dozens of anonymizers were added to the list of blocked websites on October 3. Not coincidently, that date also marked the tightest security measures in the capital Dushanbe since the end of the civil war. Gruppa24, building on its experience organizing several relatively small protests in Russian cities, began a promotional campaign in social media for a rally in Dushanbe on October 10. The resulting unprecedented preventive security measures included blocking social media and websites while cutting Internet access in the northern part of the country on October 4-5, and disabling texting service throughout the country on October 10. All access, except to YouTube, was restored in the days following the absent protest on October 10, deemed “the most silent day” in the history of Tajikistan.33 



			Figure 5. Estimated Number of Directly-Connecting Tor Clients from Tajikistan
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			Source: The Tor Project – https://metrics.torproject.org/



			Yet access to social media remained open two weeks only. At the end of October, Facebook and VKontakte were again blocked for about a month with unknown reasons.34 Usually, a list of anonymizers becomes available via social media each time a popular site such as YouTube is blocked. Articles about blocking are often followed by reader comments with recommendations on how to gain access to the censored pages. For example, when the news site Asia Plus was blocked in August 2012, one commenter wrote, “Dear brothers and sisters who look for ways to gain access to blocked websites. You can find more than 100 active proxy servers via this link…”.35 Figure 5 is a graph from the Tor project showing how the use of this anonymizing software grew during each blocking in 2014. However, the latest waves of blocking also targeted proxy servers and anonymizers. 

			Tajnet as an Object of Struggle: Civil Society, “Volunteers,” Media Outlets, and the ICT Industry

			In the span of only a few years, the Tajik Internet became a space over which different groups fight for what they consider their cause. At least four actors can be identified: civil society activists, state officials and “volunteers” for trolling, independent and foreign media outlets, and ICT industries.

			Civil Society Activists

			Civil society activists have been fighting non-stop for a freer Internet. Journalists and other media workers are among the most engaged backers of Internet access. During blocking waves, organizations and people demanding access to the blocked sites took several actions, mostly via social media, posting memes, satire, and written complaints. The meme in Figure 6, circulated on Facebook, illustrates the perceived divide between state media and independent media. The caption shows state media reporting the opening of a kindergarten, while the same day independent media and social networks reported a protest in Dushanbe. 

			Odnoklassniki plays a unique role in connecting different social groups. Tajik migrant workers use Odnoklassniki not only to socialize and as a means to keep in contact with family members, but also as a gathering place to voice social and political dissent. The interactions between journalists and dissidents in Russia and elsewhere form the underpinnings of a strong, but unorganized political dissonance. These influences come from many different places, including Russian interests, internally organized opposition groups within Tajikistan, and grassroots digital political activism by individual actors.36 



			

Figure 6. Meme Illustrating State Media/Social Networks Divide

			[image: C:\Users\Admin\Desktop\Free press.jpg]

			Caption: Presentation of information in Tajikistan: 5 April 2013. Tajik TV: A kindergarten was opened in Dushanbe. Social media and independent web-sites: A protest was organized in Dushanbe.  



			Political dissidents like Dodojon Atovulloev, other vocal diaspora members in Russia, and journalists utilize social media to promote civil liberties and encourage public debate. Facebook and Odnoklassniki brought thousands of social network users together in protest against the arrest and jailing of Umarali Quvvatov in December 2012, and again on behalf of prominent businessmen Zayd Saidov in April 2013. The official Facebook and Odnoklassniki pages of Quvvatov and Saidov, Gruppa24 and Tojikistoni Nav, respectively, played a huge and vital role in attracting the attention of society to the legal proceedings and issues surrounding them, and increased the number of their supporters. The role of social media was particularly powerful in the case of Saidov.37 Leaders of Tajik opposition groups claim that drawing attention to his case was the greatest accomplishment of civil society. Among those supporting this assessment are the head of the IRPT, Muhiddin Kabiri, who subsequently united with supporters of his group and others to run Oynihol Bobonazarova as the opposition candidate in the November 2013 presidential elections.38 

			Activists’ efforts to organize virtual events and real flash mobs in 2012, garnered more than 200 participants, but ended unsuccessfully without any real discussion or outcome. The first event, “100 days for Tajnet (Tajikistan’s Internet) freedom,” was created on Facebook on October 2 by a journalist. The effort drew 145 guests and between 25-30 comments. Despite limited discussion, it was widely covered by the media, including BBC Tajik, Ozodi, EurasiaNet, and others. The founder pushed participants toward developing and adopting a charter for a free Tajnet, founding a National Civil Council on Tajnet monitoring, organizing round tables, and creating a platform for regular opinion sharing. 

			Another activist created the second event entitled “Group of Volunteers for Free Speech,” on November 30, 2012.39 The group, which had 70 guests, was named in mockery of Bek Zuhurov, who justified earlier blocking “at the requests of volunteers.” The virtual event organizer noted, “I would like to see people who have responded to the invitation say they will gather in a group and work further for freedom of speech, and not only in social networks, a counterweight to [Zuhurov’s] ‘volunteers’.” When the participants were asked what motivated them to join the event, one participant responded, “Freedom of speech for me is a value and necessary condition for personal development and for the development of the society in which I live. That’s why I’m in this group.” While enthusiasm appeared high, tangible results lagged. 

			The Authorities and Pro-State Volunteers

			While Internet blocking did not curtail activism for an open Tajnet, the appearance of Bek Zuhurov’s volunteers and active trolling of these individuals in social networking groups and attacks on individuals did. Blocking proved to be an inefficient way to fight against the spread of news stories and stop discussions in the virtual world. Netizens flocked to Facebook and Odnoklassniki, expressing anger over the realities of events and conditions in the country and the official state news line. Internet discussions about the detention of political opponents, pressures on the ruling party’s main rival, the Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan, and the events in Khorugh pushed Tajik authorities to adapt new ways to rule online. Authorities began to ride the Internet wave; beyond volunteers reporting slander, a large number of users with fake names and pictures now defend state positions. These volunteers, Zuhurov claimed, were “a group of patriots who will defend the country’s image in social networks and control online society.” In November 2012 Zuhurov told Radio Ozodi: 

			Ozodi: Who are these volunteers? Some believe that you are talking about agents of the Special Forces, the KGB, not about social networking groups.

			Zuhurov: - No, KGB and other government agencies are not linked to this. These people [volunteers] lost their relatives in the civil war, their parents, brothers and sisters. And they think that it is media’s fault …. I tell them, go and talk to Ozodi or Asia Plus yourself and tell them about your discontent. But they refuse, saying that you [Bek Zuhurov] are a representative of the Communications Service, and you should control everything.”40

			The appearance of volunteers coincided with increased attention from state special forces to active users of social networks. Users began gathering in closed digital spaces, making previously open public groups private, and choosing to associate online only with those whom they also knew outside of the Internet. Those who do not want to keep their political thoughts bound within closed social networking groups sometimes assume fake identities to open new accounts, sharing their views and opinions with less fear. Other social media users exited social networks altogether or deleted contacts and personal information. But these precautions offer users limited protections and are a bit naïve. 

			It is unlikely that Tajikistan’s government does not have the capacity to monitor all aspects of citizens’ online lives. In March 2013, Zuhurov announced that Tajikistan has the technology to censor digital communication and allows it to find “false information, cheating, abusive and bawdry postings, and sources of dissemination on the Internet.” He further reminded citizens that, “falsehood and lies on the Internet are crimes to which the people who commit them should answer.”41 In August 2014, parliament passed a law which allows the government to shut down all mobile and Internet service during an emergency.42 

			To increase control over the Internet, the Tajik government entered into negotiation with several foreign firms providing technical support. If China is often denounced as the country selling Internet control software to the Central Asian states, it seems some Western firms are also participating in this lucrative business. In November 2014 Privacy International released a 96 page-report “detailing its findings from an extensive investigation into electronic surveillance technologies” in Central Asia. According to the report, Western companies sold sophisticated surveillance technology to Central Asian nations providing the Central Asian state security services “virtually unchecked power to monitor the communications of ordinary citizens.”43 Regarding Tajikistan, Privacy International notes that it obtained a document showing that “the German company Trovicor GmbH marketed a monitoring centre ‘for all cellular networks’ to the Ministry of the Interior of Tajikistan in 2009, together with what appears to be a mediation device provided by fellow German company, Utimaco.”44 

			Media Outlets and the ICT Industry

			On the other side of the coin, media outlets and the ICT industry took their own actions to negotiate open access to the Internet. While the president of the U.S. funded Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Steven Korn, criticized the blocking of Ozodi’s website, little was said publicly by most mass media outlets beyond short news briefs that sites were blocked.45 Even the BBC’s Tajik service, blocked for more than a year by Swedish-owned Tcell, did not publicly complain about Internet blocking. Instead, media outlets preferred to negotiate unofficially with government officials for open Internet access, but only made these efforts on behalf of their own websites. 

			This negotiation process was difficult for media outlets and personalities who were not in a position to negotiate unofficially because of difficult political relationships with the authorities. Thus, these actors saw public demand for their rights as the only option. Among them were non-media outlets like the Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan. The IRPT attempted to use official channels and sent letters to the State Communications Service, requesting the reasons that their website was blocked.46 In its reply, the state agency denied any link between it and a lack of access to the party’s website, and advised the party to clarify the issue with the companies that provide them with Internet service.47

			Tajik media organizations and journalism unions, including the Union of Journalists of Tajikistan, the National Association of Independent Media of Tajikistan, Media Alliance of Tajikistan and Tajikistan Counsel on Media, condemned the blocking by the State Communications Service and demanded an, “immediate stop to the disregard of the law in the information sphere of the Republic.” Tajik media organizations also expressed their concern about independent Internet and mobile providers, who obey “illegal demands of the Communications Service and join in violating the rights of juridical and individual persons.”48

			Increased criticism of non-state companies violating the rights of their clients, and the loss of considerable numbers of clients who mostly use the Internet for social networking, forced ISPs to change course. When the authorities prepared and disseminated the list of 131 websites to be blocked to Internet and mobile providers at the end of 2012, the companies held a meeting and invited international organizations and diplomatic missions to challenge the decision of the Communications Service to block social networks, namely Odnoklassniki, YouTube, and Facebook. The companies urged their invitees to write official letters to parliament and government agencies requesting a nullification of the Communications Service’s demands.49 

			Conclusion

			The case of Tajikistan highlights the many factors that affect the Internet as an increasingly important public space. The decision to block independent media and social media is taken at the government level, but it cannot be assumed that an official chain of command automatically implements the decision. Some senior officials may autonomously make individual decisions that have an impact on the Internet. In other cases, government spies disguised as “volunteers” may intervene, causing activists to change their on-line behavior. To this list should be added the state structures’ lack of fully mastered technical capabilities, and some inconsistencies in the way that websites are targeted. Moreover, the Tajik government is under pressure from the international community, the latter being able to force government decisions to re-open websites. More importantly, large migrant outflows and a well-established Tajik diaspora abroad are critical players in Tajikistan’s online activism. Journalists at home and abroad worked in a concerted effort and with political opposition groups to campaign for an open Internet, with some success.

			Tajikistan’s online protest organizers provide evidence that street demonstrations do not always materialize offline. However the relative safety of the digital commons does not always cancel the threat of violence in the public square. Internet access and social media should thus not been seen as a panacea against authoritarianism. For Internet access and social media to move democracy forward there must be enough political space to speak freely, or the state must lack the ability or will to effectively censor the Internet or utilize it to its advantage. How Tajikistan chooses to employ these technologies in the future and the abilities of in-country citizens and diaspora to circumvent technologies will largely determine the political climate of the country’s future. Tajikistan provides an important case study of both the power and limits of social media in consolidating opposition movements in authoritarian states. In this context, Abdulghaffor Abduljabborov of the Ministry of Culture, under which media outlets and journalists must be registered, noted “The Internet is like a river. Despite the fact that some people might try, no one can block its way.”50
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			Abstract: This article examines how the nation is presented and staged on the small screen in Kazakhstan. Television is a mirror in which the nation can project itself as an “imagined community.” However, the Kazakhstan authorities waited a long time before investing in the small screen. As the country feels more pressure from Russia and younger generations seek a greater sense of Kazakh identity, the authorities seem decided to invest into soft power tools that reinforce Kazakhstani/Kazakh cultural autonomy. After a brief overview of the Kazakhstani televisual landscape and its recent evolutions in ownership, language, and audience ratings, I examine documentary films as a reflection of official historiography, and then decrypt the broadcast “Signs. Legends of the Steppe,” which encapsulates the new genre I name patriotic entertainment. 

			Television is the most widespread form of media in Kazakhstan, as well as the most trusted.1 This confidence in television cannot be explained only by the political authorities’ control over it. Television is trusted also because it offers cheap entertainment and a mirror in which the nation can project itself as an “imagined community.” It creates shared social touchstones among viewers, emphasizes common cultural denominators, minimizes socioeconomic gaps, sets family rhythms according to the schedules of news and primetime shows, and influences collective fashions and values. Television thus plays a critical role in building and shaping nationhood and citizens. However, Kazakhstan’s authorities waited a long time before investing in the small screen and cinema. In the 1990s, they gave priority to changing urban landscapes and toponyms, and in rewriting history textbooks.2 Using visual tools to celebrate the nation began only in the 2000s, through some blockbusters, such as Nomads,3 but also through investments in television programming. While cinema has already been the subject of several studies, the small screen has so far been left out of scholarly analysis.4 

			As with print media, the authorities sought to assert control over television since the mid-1990s, when it became evident that the political opposition could use media as a tool against the ruling elites. The example of the Khabar media empire, controlled by President Nursultan Nazarbayev’s daughter Dariga and her husband Rakhat Aliyev until he fell into disgrace in 2007, is the most revealing example of the state re-taking the media world under its wing.5 However, media control by oligarch circles close to the regime or state-run structures should not obscure the authorities’ relative lack of investment, until recently, in television as a soft power tool to communicate with their citizens. The fact that the principle station, Channel One-Eurasia, airs mainly Russian programs is a good example of this general disinterest. However, change has been underway for several years now: the authorities have understood the need to make better use of this powerful media. The current context of strengthening economic and strategic links with Russia in the framework of the Eurasian Economic Union and the Collective Security Treaty Organization constitutes a “push factor” for many Kazakh senior officials to invest into tools that reinforce Kazakhstani/Kazakh cultural autonomy.

			It is in this context that this article examines how the nation is presented and staged on the small screen. The place and influence of Russian media in the Kazakhstani landscape and the lack of a local state response that presents a Kazakh point of view have been discussed in Kazakh media and think tank circles over the last several years, and more acutely since the beginning of the Ukrainian crisis.6 

			In the first section of the article, I give a brief overview of the Kazakhstani televisual landscape and its recent evolutions in ownership, language, and audience ratings. I then move on to examine documentary films as a reflection of official historiography, noting that the films have the same emphasis and “blank pages” as the official history and that they reflect the same hesitation about stressing the “Kazakhness” of Kazakhstan.7 I then decrypt the broadcast “Signs. Legends of the Steppe,” which encapsulates a new genre I name “patriotic entertainment,” a more entertaining version of Kazakh history, adapted from reality shows, to discover national heritage through a combination of patriotism and entertainment. I conclude that the Kazakh state will increasingly rely on this and other innovative methods of presenting Kazakhstan’s past in response to Russia’s more assertive foreign policy and a desire among Kazakhs to learn more about their own history and traditions.

			Profiling Kazakhstani Television Channels

			Kazakhstan has a well-developed media market that bears more similarities to its Russian neighbor than the rest of Central Asia. It offers fourteen channels and more than ninety internet and cable television operators.  Despite this large diversity, seven channels attract most viewers: state-run Channel One-Eurasia, which alone accounts for 25 percent of the audience; KTK, launched in 1991 as the first private channel; NTK; Kazakhstan, which first broadcast in 1958 and was known in Soviet times as KazTV; Kharbar, created in 1995 as the channel of the information agency of the same name and famous for having been the center of the media empire of Rakhat Aliyev; Channel 31, which is private and started in 1992; and Channel 7, the newest one, launched in 2009.8 Many other satellite channels, available for a small fee, target specific segments of the audience with dedicated music, sports, or regional programming.9 Worth mentioning is Asyl Arna, an Islamic channel started in 2007 that mainly broadcasts in Kazakh, but also in Russian in order to bring its programs on Islamic values and the Koran to the Muslim diasporas of Kazakhstan (e.g. Chechens, Dagestanis, Tatars, Bashkirs, Uyghurs).10



			Figure 1. Ratings in 2013

			[image: ]

			Source: “Televizionnyi rynok Kazakhstana,” 2014, http://www.tvmedia.kz/tv/.



			According to a 2014 study by J’son & Partners Consulting, 53 percent of the programming on the main channels available for free to every Kazakhstani viewer is nationally produced, versus 47 percent being foreign (mostly Russian).11 However, this number should be relativized: this quantitative majority is not correlated with the viewers’ preferences. In terms of what people actually watch, Russia-produced contents still dominate, as I will show below.

			The same goes for the language used on television—Kazakhstani programs can be in Russian or in Kazakh. Debating the place of the titular language in the republic’s media is nothing new. Until the early 1960s, Radio Kazakhstan aired more than half its programming in Kazakh, a figure that fell to one-third under Nikita Khrushchev, with another radio station, Shargar, partially offsetting the difference with Kazakh language broadcasts. Local Soviet television only broadcast for three hours per day in Kazakh. As William Fierman has noted, in Soviet times Kazakh-language programs were targeted for rural audiences, with topics mostly focused on agricultural life. In the cases of both radio and television, material produced in Moscow and in Russian was more appealing and varied.12 Paradoxically, the situation evolved little since Kazakhstan’s independence in 1991. Russian-language domination of Kazakhstan’s television market lasted through the 1990s and 2000s. The 1999 law on language in state media mandated that, at a minimum, Kazakh must be used at least as much as all other languages combined;13 however, these levels were not possible to enforce. In 2013 it was decided that each Kazakhstani channel should broadcast at least 35 percent in Kazakh, a number updated to 50 percent in 2015.14 But the majority of channels circumvented the law by broadcasting in Kazakh language at night so as not to lose their audience share. 

			Some channels, such as Channel One-Eurasia and Channel 7, draw a distinctly Russian-speaking audience. Channel One-Eurasia is a specific case because it mainly rebroadcasts programming from Russia’s Channel One (called ORT before 2001). Kazakhstan’s premier station is a joint project controlled 20 percent by Russian Channel One and 80 percent by the Kazakh state. Channel One-Eurasia is a rare case where a state channel is partially owned by another state. The small channel Mir (and its news channel Mir-24) form a similar case of ownership partly based in Russia. Mir began in 1992 based on a CIS mandate, and reaches most post-Soviet states as well as Central Europe and Germany, where its primary audience is Russian-speaking diasporas. The channel broadcasts in Russian and targets audiences sympathetic to the Soviet past, with programs dedicated to the cultures of Eurasia and political discourse that supports regional integration.15 Some other channels are aimed more openly at the Kazakh-speaking public. The most obvious example is Channel Kazakhstan, which also airs in neighboring countries with Kazakh minorities (Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Mongolia, China) and by government decision, became officially entirely Kazakh-language in 2011.16 The effect of this decision is mostly symbolic because the channel ranks only sixth in viewership, with less than 10 percent of the audience. Other examples include Khabar, which broadcasts in both languages but attracts few Russian speakers, and two smaller channels, Astana and El Arna.17 

			The study of the Kazakhstani televisual market commissioned in 2014 by the TV Media Advertising Agency gives us a relatively complete overview of the viewership.18 In terms of age groups, some channels reach younger audiences (Kazakhstan, Channel 31, NTK) with an average age around thirty years or less, while others aim for older viewers (Channel One, Rakhat, Channel 7) closer to their forties. Some channels stand out as having an even older audience, such as Ren TV, RTR Planeta, and NTV Mir. NTV, Khabar, and Kazakhstan have more male viewers. Yet others attract men and women in equal numbers, or mainly women, who in ‘Western’ societies traditionally tend to watch more television. Other sociological criteria conventionally used to analyze television viewership are not relevant for Kazakhstan, such as education, which does not seem to affect the reach of the main channels (around 50 percent of viewers have secondary education, 25 percent tertiary, and 15 percent primary). Indeed in the former Soviet space, these education categories do not reflect professional realities. A small difference can be seen with Channel Kazakhstan, which has more viewers with only a primary education, likely because it targets a rural audience.19 

			In terms of content, Khabar sets itself apart for its emphasis on news, which accounts for one-third of its airtime as compared to 12 percent for other channels. Channel One and KTK, the two main channels, devote half their airtime to films and series, and one-sixth to entertainment. Meanwhile Khabar and Kazakhstan’s broadcasts are one-third films and series and less than 10 percent other forms of entertainment. In turn, they offer more in the category called “social and political programming,” which is less visible at Channel One and KTK. This ambiguous term often covers programs that give a voice to mid-level officials to promote state actions.

			The Kazakhstani television market reproduces many characteristics of its Russian neighbor. In 2014, 44 percent of the whole broadcasting time was devoted to series.20 Private channels are commercial above all and finance themselves through advertising. They specialize in profitable programs, which are mostly entertainment: music, sports, films, series, and talk shows—usually clones of Russian productions, which themselves copy Western ones. The channels often form parts of powerful media groups that also own newspapers, radio stations, and websites, and which are under the control of oligarchs close to the government. The most well-known case is that of the Khabar media holding, which has long been officially private but in reality was controlled by Dariga Nazarbayeva and her husband Rakhat Aliyev. Since his fall from grace in 2007, control has passed to the Ministry of Culture and Information. Khabar had been behind several innovative media projects, including the launch of Caspionet in 2002, the country’s first satellite service, now renamed Kazakh-TV.

			The two main state channels, Channel One-Eurasia and Kazakhstan, reflect the duality of Kazakhstan’s position on identity issues. The former rebroadcasts programs from Russia and is largely Russian-language; the latter is entirely Kazakh-language and targets a more rural audience. Channel One-Eurasia is the main engine for spreading Russian perspectives on world news and Russian cultural products in Kazakhstan, and puts the country in the situation of consuming “foreign” cultural products. By contrast, via Channel Kazakhstan the state is trying to disseminate productions that are both Kazakh-language and “made in Kazakhstan.” But success is not a foregone conclusion. 

			The TV Media Advertising Agency study of the Kazakhstani television market confirms this analysis and provides precise figures.21  On Channel One-Eurasia, the most-watched programs in 2013 were largely Russian: the X-Factor music competition and main miniseries of the time (Giulchatay, Rusalka, Znakharka, Dom maliutki, etc.) Only a speech by Kazakhstan’s president attracted enough viewers to make it into the top six. The first Kazakh miniseries, Kasym, which describes the adventures of a young Kazakh hero during the Second World War, came in seventh. On Khabar, a Turkish series about Suleyman the Great had the most viewers of any show in 2013, followed by the Nazarbayev speech and several Russian series. On Kazakhstan, the entirely Kazakh-language channel, Kelin, a Kazakh miniseries, came out on top, followed by entertainment programs, concerts, and talk shows. The channel KTK set itself apart from the others, as all of its top shows are “Made in Kazakhstan” and include local news broadcasts on various issues, including corruption, and interviews with public figures. 

			The entertainment blockbusters from Russia draw the largest audiences on Kazakhstani television, and only a few local productions, news, concerts, and to a lesser extent miniseries, can compete with Russian cultural products. One of the key reasons for this misbalance is income from advertising. As former KTK director Arman Shurayev pointed out: “To produce one hour of a good miniseries, one can easily spend about $200,000 in Russia (…) Here in Kazakhstan, for the same hour, I can spend maximum $10-15,000.”22 The Kazakh-speaking market for advertising will never be profitable enough to provide sufficient private revenues for production companies to produce quality shows, and they will therefore continue to rely on state support. This is the paradox of Kazakhstani television: while it is largely regime-controlled and promotes official policy, the channels do not have a captive audience. The most enticing cultural products win and, in this race for viewers, Russian channels are much more competitive. This situation has recently begun to raise concerns among state officials and the Kazakh-speaking part of the population, and is now propelling a more active state policy in producing “Made in Kazakhstan” programming.

			Educating the Kazakhstani Public on Kazakh National History

			In early March 2014 the presidential administration reorganized the Ministry of Culture and Communications, which became only a Ministry of Culture, while the communications section was upgraded into a State Agency for Communication and Information, not attached to the government, but functioning as a central executive organ.23 This change of administrative status was decided a few weeks before Russia’s annexation of Crimea and it is difficult to affirm whether it was related to the Ukrainian crisis. Nonetheless, it is probable that since the country’s entry into the Customs Union and then the Eurasian Economic Union, the Kazakhstani authorities were interested in strengthening their national media. In June 2014 the government published a “Strategic Plan of the State Agency for Communication and Information for 2014-2018” that calls for modernizing the Internet infrastructure, but also for reinforcing national production on television.24 It remains difficult to identify who are the main decision-makers who oversee the role of television and the contents of local production, though many of my local informants mention the name of State Secretary Marat Tazhin. We know a little bit more about those who push for a state policy of commissioning historical documentaries. 

			The first figure is former Minister of Culture and Information Mukhtar Kul-Mukhammed, one of the members of the intergovernmental study group on national history (Mezhvedomstvennaia gruppa po izucheniiu natsional’noi istorii).25 This intergovernmental group was created in 2013, under the leadership of Tazhin, to oversee all activities linked to the “rebirth of national historical memory,” including “the study of blank pages.”26 Kul-Mukhammed is an influential politician close to Nazarbayev who repeatedly has held the posts of minister of culture and communications and of state secretary. He was born in Xinjiang and was one of the Kazakhs of China “repatriated” to Kazakhstan in the 1960s. Many of them advocate for a more nationalist vision of Kazakhstan, driven by the memories of Stalinist repressions, forced collectivization, and emigration to China. Kul-Mukhammed defended a thesis on Alash Orda and runs several groups in charge of identity issues: a terminological and onomastic commission, which oversees the Kazakhization of place names and official terms; a commission on relations with co-ethnics abroad, the Oralmans; and a commission supervising language policy.27

			The second figure is film director Anvar Mamraimov, who also serves as the director of the press-service of the Institute of Archeology and is author of several monographs popularizing ancient history of the steppe world and the Silk Roads. He began his career in the 1980s, with a first film about the mausoleum of Ahmed Yassavi in Turkestan, which was censored in Almaty, but finally found acceptance by central television in Moscow.28 Since then he has become the champion of Kazakh historical films, with more than 200 broadcasts to his credit, of which twenty have been documentary films released with the state studio Kazakhfilm.29 

			The first historical documentary films commissioned by the Ministry of Education were part of the Cultural Legacy program (Kul’turnoe nasledie), which Nazarbayev launched in 2003 and ended in 2011. The program collected thousands of archival documents about the history of the steppe world from various world capitals, kicked off new archaeological excavation campaigns, restored historical monuments, republished editions of the main texts of Kazakh literature for popular circulation, and did the same for the classics of traditional Kazakh music.30 

			Just before the program closed, in 2010-2011, Kazakhfilm received a commission to produce twenty documentaries on national history. Although this number is mentioned in several documents, fewer than a dozen can be found online and it is likely that the rest were not released. An analysis of the ones that were filmed allows for a better understanding of the historical and cultural elements that the state wished to emphasize: Korkut, who created one of the most famous epics of the Turkic world, and traditional Kazakh music; the mausoleum of the founder of the Sufi order, Ahmed Yassavi, in Turkestan; the Tamgaly petroglyphs; and the Zharkent mosque, famous for its Chinese style. The only episode to deal with more contemporary history looked at the few pre-revolutionary buildings (the Tsarist officers’ headquarters) still in place in the former capital Almaty. These documentaries are filmed in a conventional style and are probably boring for a non-specialist audience. They feature steppe landscapes and extras playing historical figures on parade (with a voice-over, in Russian), regularly interspersed with interviews with specialists on the topic—museum curators, historians, archeologists. The narrative tone is emphatic, celebrating the wisdom of the steppe world. The entertainment value is reinforced with a series of “new age,” colorful portraits of the figures being celebrated. 

			The documentary on Korkut is particularly interesting because Korkut is also the national hero of Azerbaijan and many of the experts interviewed are Azeris.31 The narrative does not argue against the “Azerization” of Korkut and displays pan-Turkic tones; it succeeds in drawing Korkut toward the Kazakh world by insisting that he was born in the Syr-Daria region, and by reminding the audience about his critical role in creating traditional Kazakh music on the dombra kuy, which UNESCO declared part of mankind’s cultural heritage.32 In 2013, Channel Kazakhstan was chosen by the authorities to release three new historical films on the Sakhas, Huns, and Usuni, the steppe peoples who formed the first proto-state structures on the territory that would become Kazakhstan.33 The same year the channel premiered an eight-episode series marking the 300th anniversary of Abylay Khan (1711-1781), who unified the three hordes and was recognized by Russia and China as the leader of a unified Kazakh world. It is worth noting that it was the only fully Kazakh-language channel that was selected to air these new documentary films, an important symbolic gesture, but one which reduced the films’ ability to reach the majority Russian-speaking viewers.

			In choosing subjects for these state-sponsored historical documentaries, priority was given to the region’s ancient history. Kazakhstani television seemed content to stage the less controversial aspects of national history—namely ancient and medieval figures that already had been celebrated during the Soviet period—and has long avoided sensitive subjects.  It was not until the end of the 2000s that television finally reached for more contemporary issues, namely the integration into the Russian world. The channel Khabar took the courageous initiative of a bolder approach by commissioning and airing a film about Alash Orda,34 the modernist Kazakh elites from the early 20th century who constituted a provisional Kazakh government from December 1917 to August 1920. Many Alash Orda members, among them their main leaders Alikhan Bukeikhanov (1866-1937), rallied to the Bolshevik regime and formed the first generation of National-Communists, who were progressively repressed in the 1920s and then massively at the end of the 1930s. The film promotes Alash leaders as true democrats fighting for Kazakh statehood.

			However, one must note the timidity with which Kazakhstani television approaches the “blank pages” of national history linked to interaction with the Russian world. With the exception of the film on Alash and several short documentaries on its members, and a film about Mustafa Chokay replayed many times, Kazakhstani television largely avoids Soviet history. Moreover, these films often are aired only in Kazakh and thus remain accessible to a minority of the population, when the aim should be showing Kazakh views of Soviet history to the Russian-speaking population. This small screen policy thus reflects the hesitations of the current political regime, which descended directly from the Soviet elites, and tries to avoid opening painful memories of the Soviet era. The Madeniet (Culture) Channel, launched in early 2014, screened many historical and cultural documentaries, but like its Russian equivalent Kul’tura,35 targets a limited cultured audience.

			More recently the Kazakhstani authorities decided to prioritize the nationalization of the shared Soviet history and focus on the most consensus-based period of it, the Second World War, known locally, as in Russian, as the Great Patriotic War. In 2013, Khabar devoted a four-episode series to the only Kazakh general in the Soviet army, Bauyrzhan Momyshuly (1910-1982), based on Alexander Bek’s novel, Volokolamsk Highway (1944). Momyshuly’s career trajectory reveals the ambiguities of Soviet policy on promoting minorities. A platoon commander in the Central Asian Military District’s 315th Regiment, Momyshuly was sent to the front in 1941 and tasked with defending the highway passing through the city of Volokolamsk. Momyshuly gained recognition for his military exploits, but also was known for his nationalist views since the 1930s, which prevented him from receiving the Hero of the Soviet Union title whilst alive. It was bestowed on him posthumously in 1990, at the insistence of Nazarbayev, who was then chairing the Supreme Soviet of the Kazakh republic. The series honors his Kazakh identity more so than his loyalty to the Soviet regime. In 2014, Talgat Bigeldinov, twice a Hero of the Soviet Union and celebrated for his achievements in Soviet aviation, became the subject of another documentary, “To Rise in the Air!” (Podniat’sia v vozdukh!).36 Preparations for the seventieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, in 2015, led to the release of several films. They include a production on the Panfilov division, which took part in the defense of Moscow against Nazi Germany and consisted mostly of soldiers from Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, a film celebrating the role of Kazakh soldiers in the liberation of Kiev,37 and a series commemorating Kazakh hospitality in welcoming deported peoples and Russian soldiers during the war.38

			Tensions around the 2014 Ukrainian crisis have reinforced the will of the Kazakh authorities to invest in stimulating national history. At the Selinger youth camp in August 2014, Putin answered a question about the growth of nationalist feelings in Kazakhstan with an ambivalent statement. He celebrated Nazarbayev, who “has performed a unique feat” because “he has created a state on a territory where there has never been a state. The Kazakhs never had a state of their own, and he created it. In this sense, he is a unique person in the post-Soviet space and in Kazakhstan.”39 The statement stirred Kazakh public opinion, especially among young, nationalist-minded elites. In response to it, Nazarbayev announced that 2015 would be the 550th anniversary of the birth of the Kazakh state, embodied by the Kazakh khanate created by Kerey and Zhanibek in 1465. He posits: “It may not have been a state in the modern understanding of this term, within the current borders. … [But] it is important that the foundation was laid then, and we are the people continuing the great deeds of our ancestors.”40 

			In 2014, as every year, December 16 independence festivities were an occasion for muscular discourse on patriotism. Nazarbayev recalled: “Independence was hard won by many generations of our ancestors, who defended our sacred land with blood and sweat. (…) Independence is the unflinching resolution of each citizen to defend Kazakhstan, their own home, and the motherland to the last drop of blood, as our heroic ancestors have bequeathed us.”41 A few days later in his address to the nation, Nazarbayev insisted on the need to develop patriotism among the younger generations, who no longer learn about history from books, and therefore should have it delivered through public commemorations and media. 

			Even in a period of economic crisis, the authorities allocated a significant budget to the festivities for the half millennium of Kazakh statehood: 3 billion tenge, or 16 million dollars, will be invested in exhibitions, video productions, conferences, and archeological expeditions, as well as in a large historical reenactment planned for the fall of 2015.42 Television is one of the premier methods for communicating this revived patriotic message. On Nazarbayev’s order, a new series on the history of the Kazakh khanate started production in January 2015.43 Originally planned for twenty episodes, it was reduced to ten episodes, probably for planning reasons (it had to be written urgently for broadcast by the end of the year), but then was coupled with a series of documentary films and an animated movie.44 Rustem Abdrashev, known abroad for his Gift to Stalin, was chosen to direct the series, probably in recognition for his directing a film celebrating Nazarbayev’s youth, The Path of a Leader. The new mini-series will cover three centuries of history, beginning with Kerey and Zhanibek, who refused the rule of Khan Abulkhair Sheibanid (associated to Uzbeks) and moved to the Seven Rivers region, near Almaty, in the southeastern part of the present-day Kazakhstan, to create an independent khanate, and will end with Kenesary, the last khan who tried (and failed) to resist Russian advances in the steppes in the first half of the nineteenth century.

			“Signs: Legends of the Steppe”: Entertainment, Religiosity and Patriotism

			The documentary films described above are official productions that state authorities commissioned. Whatever the quality, they only reach a limited audience, which sees them as a state narrative. Other approaches allow viewers to familiarize themselves with national history in a more entertaining way, and to identify more directly and personally with the distinctiveness of their country. An in-depth analysis of Kazakhstani-produced miniseries and their role in staging the national “us” is still lacking in the scholarly landscape. For this article, I selected only one series that, I believe, renewed the genre: the thirty-episode “Signs: Legends of the Steppe” (Znaki. Stepnye legendy), screened on Channel 7 since 2013.45 During informal interviews conducted in Kazakhstan on the topic of the media landscape, many of my local informants mentioned Channel 7 as being the most innovative channel, since its dynamic team offers slightly different cultural products. Many other miniseries are worth studying, but in this article I focus only on ‘Signs.”

			The setting is the same for each episode. One of the channel’s most famous journalists Nuriddin Bidosov, dressed in a relaxed way in jeans, t-shirt, and a cap, travels all over Kazakhstan to visit some thirty historical and religious sites. The staging is modern, inspired by reality shows such as “Survivor.” The narrative promotes adventures and technical feats, such as crossing more than 10,000 km of Kazakh steppe in an SUV, often on unpaved roads, in the desert, far from any urban center. It also focuses on human exploits: the journalist and interviewed people recount how they reached “their limits” in overcoming supernatural, physical and spiritual challenges. 

			Indeed the originality of the series is in offering a trip that is simultaneously geographical, historical, and spiritual. Distinctive landmarks set the pace for the journey: the journalist’s route stops at every famous shrine (mazar) to which locals make pilgrimages and where they often engage in healing practices. These sites are the tombs of saints, typically spiritually elevated ascetics from Sufi mystical orders, but also mythical figures linked to the Prophet’s family.46 This tradition had been partly obscured during the Soviet era, but the regime never directly repressed it; it was seen as a national tradition and relic (perezhitki), not as a religious practice threatening official atheism. This practice of pilgrimage has taken on an unprecedented scale since Kazakhstan’s independence.47 The authorities fund the rehabilitation of these shrines not because of their religious values, but in order to “kazakhify” the national territory and show a national, Kazakh footprint on it, with the indirect goal of avoiding any territorial contestations with Kazakhstan’s neighbors, especially Russia. Some of the chosen locations are natural landmarks, such as Charyn canyon, a cave with supposed magical springs, lakes with curative powers, or mythical places from local legends; the others celebrate famous knights (batyr) as in the case of the cave of Konyr-Aulie, the supposed hidden tomb of Genghis Khan. The program also visits the graves of great national figures (Bidosov calls them “great men”—velikie liudi), such as the founder of the Sufi order Ahmed Yassavi,48 writer Abay, and poets and akyn (folk singers) Suyunbay Aronuly and Zhambyl Zhabaev.

			At each site visit Bidosov recounts the local legends. The custodians of the shrines give color to the lives of those buried there and explain different rituals linked to the sanctity of the place. They read Koran verses to visitors, and introduce them to sacred lineages, promoting a discourse of “rediscovery” of “authentic” Kazakh values forgotten during the Soviet era.49 But they also sometimes act as fortune-tellers, or blessing mediators.50 Bidosov inserts himself in these rituals and attends prayers. The “evidence” of the holiness of the site most often resides in cases of miraculous healing: for example a young boy who had never spoke a word until crossing the shrine of Suyunbay Aronuly, or a paralyzed person who regained use of his limbs by drawing water from the sacred spring of Charyn canyon. The revelation also can be of a more intimate nature: for example a poet who found inspiration by visiting the shrine of Abay, or an infertile woman who finally became pregnant after visiting the mausoleum of Aisha-bibi. In each new place, the star reporter speaks to people who experienced dramatic changes in their lives’ trajectories during their visit to the shrine. Many of them could be defined as born again, claiming to have undergone spiritual regeneration following their visits to the shrine, which allowed them to end bad habits and become respectable men or women. Shrines, healing, and morality thus go hand-in-hand, as in the rest of Central Asia.51

			In most cases, deceased family members have visited the interviewees during their dreams, inviting them to make the trip to the shrine. In the nomadic Central Asian tradition, ancestral spirits (called arbaks) interact with humans and are worshipped in order to gain favors and benefit from their protection. Since they form the link with the world of the dead, they also symbolize the social and ethnic continuity of the nation.52 Bidosov emphasizes the eminently national character of these shrines. He recalls the historical content in which a saint or historical figure lived, mentions that ancient Turkic-Mongol peoples believed in heaven, Tengri,53 celebrates the popular devotion that at any time would surround these national figures, and recites verses or songs to commemorate their exploits, always done “for the good of the people” (na blago naroda).

			The program is not content to rehabilitate Sufi spirituality or the arbaks. It links the places visited to extreme spiritual experiences. Many people Bidosov encounters describe sensations that can be defined as “extra-sensory” in their encounters/confrontations with the spirits of the place. Some say the spirits have physically challenged or injured them. For instance the Ukash-ata shrine, supposedly containing the tomb of a soldier of Prophet Mohammed, can “punish” those lacking pure souls by injuring them physically. Others have seen the spirit in human form or via the unexplained movement of objects, or been saved at the final moment from a mortal situation through inexplicable coincidental circumstances. The production alternates the narratives of the custodians and interview excerpts with dramatic reconstructions (done with actors) of these encounters with forms of “higher” conscience. At the end of each episode, Bidosov gives viewers some concluding remarks about the need for spirituality, morality, national awareness, and for respecting ancestors.

			The series is a successful merging of genres.  It uses as its model American adventure and “unexplainable phenomena” shows, drawing on the same set of staging techniques using lighting and special effects. It also borrows from similar shows on Russian channels, but offers a specifically Kazakh national take. The series combines the revival of Islamic piety and reflects the growth in the country of “religious tourism” via pilgrimages to shrines. It also cultivates a fashion—present since the years of stagnation throughout the Soviet Union—for “extra sensory” phenomena, from UFOs and mysterious civilizations that have vanished to the practices of energetic healing, Asian medicine, Oriental-inspired philosophies, and so on. In this the program is an accurate reflection of Kazakhstani citizens’ contemporary spiritual quests, marked by religious mash-ups—elements of “traditional” Islam combined with New Age atmosphere. The individual initiation received by visitors is apprehended as the main legitimizing elements to explain the sanctity of the shrines.

			The program is also an innovative way to impart patriotic feelings on to its viewers. The latter discover new, often remote, places in Kazakhstan and enjoy a fun and patriotic journey in getting to know their own country and its forgotten corners. The program sketched a new geography of Kazakhstan, focused mostly on the southern areas of the country (the region most famous for its shrines and historical monuments) as well as central Kazakhstan around Kzyl-Orda and eastern Kazakhstan around Semei. In all the episodes available on YouTube, there is a noticeable absence of northern and western Kazakhstan, correctly reflecting the general symbolic marginalization of the latter in spatial representations of the country. The program plays on regionalist clichés. In Shymkent for instance, Bidosov appears with a cowboy hat and Western film music—the region often is called the Texas of Kazakhstan54—but never mentions the different Kazakh hordes and clans, a sensitive issue in public opinion. In each episode Bidosov insists on the fact that visitors from “all regions of Kazakhstan” visit these holy sites, in order to stage the country’s unity.

			“Signs: Legends of the Steppe” displays a fascinating subtext about Kazakh identity. The program is entirely in Russian, and when some interviewees speak Kazakh, they are translated. Almost all participants in each episode are ethnic Kazakhs, although some Russians appear in secondary roles (it is only in one show that a young Russian woman is the main interviewee). All the places visited are linked to Kazakh identity; nothing in the landscape or discourse is reminiscent of the Soviet past or links to Russia. The program celebrates rural life, a rarity in the Kazakh cultural arena that is more focused on the urban world. The show is a far cry from the Emirati-style buildings of the new capital Astana and its avant-garde architecture,55 or from the opulent apartments of the upper-middle classes which are the setting for many Kazakh miniseries.56 Everyday heroes of the series are often young people, but they encounter older generations—arbaks and shrine custodians—dressed in “traditional” clothes and wearing a Muslim hat. Paradoxically the steppe world is not actually celebrated in the series. Ancestral transhumance, adopted for the needs of grazing cattle and symbolized by the yurt, are not a part of the displayed repertoire, whereas the nomadic theme has become widespread in pop music.57 On the contrary, because the program focuses on pilgrimage sites, it insists on the sedentary heritage of the Kazakh nation—in accordance with official Kazakhstani historiography since independence.58

			Bidosov often emphasizes the importance of people attaining a better knowledge and understanding of “Kazakh mentality.” The program summarizes this way of thinking as shaped by the spiritual legacy (dukhovnoe nasledstvo) of the Kazakh ancestors, who could be Islamic religious figures, military heroes, or carriers of Kazakh culture (folksingers, poets, writers.) This spiritual legacy has some religious motives, but it cannot be understood as Islamic. Islam is present across the shrines, prayers, and sacred lineages linked to the Prophet or Sufi saints. But it is associated with beliefs that refer to the region’s Tengrist and shamanic past—which celebrates the spiritual forces coming from nature, e.g. stones, lakes, springs—and “New Age” beliefs that incorporate various healing practices, and the supernatural as integral elements of the individual spiritual quest. Spiritual legacy also includes knowledge of one’s own national past, respect for the pantheon of national heroes, and awareness of oneself as a product of this past. Values that embody this Kazakhness are pride of the national past, generosity and sharing, responsibility and respect. In a sense, “Signs: Legends of the Steppe” offers a Kazakh version of the famous “Russian soul,” embodying core human values, combined with a revalorization of so-called traditional Islam.

			Conclusion

			Television is both a window on public opinion and an inventive way to shape it. It operates in both directions, first by incorporating political obligations in terms of official newspeak, forbidden and permissible topics, and cultural values, and then by taking into account the tastes of a decreasingly captive public that is able to turn to other media sources, including those available online or via foreign satellite channels. Kazakhstan is a good example of this dual role of television. Although the authorities see it as a core means of communicating with their constituencies, the channels also rely on ratings and advertising, which form the basis of their economic viability. The televisual landscape in Kazakhstan is thus plural in the sense that it retransmits official state discourse—one can see that Nazarbayev’s speech gained a large share of viewers—but also offers entertainment, most of which is produced outside the Kazakhstani state’s control, in Russia.

			With the exception of the new cultural channel Madeniet, Kazakhstani television offers few quality educational programs on nationhood and is relatively un-invested in such programs. To represent the new nation, preference was given to a forward-looking vision captured by the architecture in Astana and its symbolism rather than a better understanding of a controversial past. The blank pages of Kazakh history, namely relative to Russia in general and the Soviet Union in particular, remain difficult to assess in a consensual way. The political will to avoid creating cultural gaps between the Russian minority, which represents still a quarter of the population, and the Kazakh majority, but also between the Russian-speaking, urban Kazakh population, and the rural, Kazakh-speaking one, probably plays a critical role in the absence of these sensitive historical moments. Even commemorating the victims of the Soviet regime speaks only to part of the population, explaining why Alash Orda was not erected at the founding historical element of independent Kazakhstan. But having to determine the responsibility of the Soviet elites, whether they were federal ones based in Moscow or republican ones based in Alma-Ata, would spur tensions and create new ideological divisions. Television productions have thus remained reluctant to address those troubled times, and have not been affected by the growing trend among young social activists and ethno-nationalist groups to campaign against the Soviet regime and the role of Russia in the Kazakhstan’s history.59  

			Still staging the nation may take multiple forms—more popular, less official, more innovative in branding the country than the rigid state-mandated vision—and television emerges as a perfectly malleable tool to frame the nation. Hence the emergence of patriotic entertainment programs like “Signs,” which succeeds in blending different social phenomena: the revival of interest in the Kazakh past and in knowledge of the nation’s vast territories, the rise in domestic tourism and especially in healing pilgrimages, the supernatural being in vogue, and the celebration of the Kazakh “mentality” and so-called traditional Islam. “Sign” thus sketches an alternate Kazakhness that is less official and more fluid, innovative, and in tune with global trends. This new genre of patriotic entertainment—already fully established in Russia—is probably destined to grow and mature: the authorities want to revive patriotic fervor in order to avoid pressure from Moscow following the Ukrainian crisis, and younger, increasingly Kazakh-speaking, post-Soviet generations display a greater pride in the country’s past and in the celebration of Kazakhness. 
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			Abstract: In 2010 the first episodes of the television miniseries Astana – My Love was screened in presence of Kazakhstani authorities. Systematic allusions to President Nursultan Nazarbayev throughout the episodes give the work, presented as a major cultural and societal event, a quasi-official status. Such productions blur the lines between political indoctrination and popular entertainment. Astana – My Love reflects Kazakhstan’s ongoing debates about its national identity and strategies for the future. The miniseries deserves scholarly attention because of the way the Kazakhstani authorities use it to define the past, assert an important role for the country’s president, name desirable allies in the present and in the future, and lay out what they define as positive ethical and cultural values in a neo-capitalist authoritarian environment. 

			On 21 June 2010, the president of the Republic of Kazakhstan was officially presented with a television miniseries titled Astana – My Love, two episodes of which were screened on this occasion.1 The newspaper Kazakhstanskaia Pravda reported from the Central Concert Hall “Kazakhstan” in Astana, where the ceremony took place, that these episodes “already allow us to predict that the miniseries will evoke great interest and find its audience. In order for this to happen, the film has all the necessary qualities: an intriguing plot, dramatic turns, and a fine cast. But its main accomplishment is that it is filled with love and kindness.”2 At the ceremony, Kazakhstan’s Minister of Culture pointed out that such a large-scale project could only be carried out due to the economic growth that Kazakhstan had achieved under the leadership of President Nursultan Nazarbayev.

			It is hard to imagine a comparable ceremony greeting with such fawning commentary in a Western context—the premiere of a television miniseries attended by the country’s leading dignitaries and celebrated as a national event. Indeed, what was so special about Astana – My Love that it merited a demonstration of official endorsement? Who were the creators of the film and who the influential forces behind them? What was their sociopolitical and cultural agenda, and how did it translate into the fabric of the final product?3 When film events in authoritarian societies are assigned a political-representational role, the genre of choice is usually the documentary, claiming to reflect the splendid “reality” of the society in question; specifically, feature-length documentaries were preferred for regime celebrations in various historical periods.4 However, this is not the case with Astana – My Love, an unabashed melodrama. 

			This article presents a close reading of a television miniseries that was produced and released as a blend of entertainment and propaganda. Astana - My Love follows most standard procedures of television miniseries in regards to character constellation and plot development, but also contains some elements that are unique—these are indicators of Kazakhstan’s ongoing debates about its national identity and strategies for the future. In the following discussion, I analyze the image of the past offered by this miniseries, the role of the president, allusions to desirable allies in the present and in the future, and ethical and cultural values in a neo-capitalist authoritarian environment presented as positive. This approach helps pioneer the understudied role of television in Central Asian societies, going beyond methodological challenges (among others the inability to get viewership data) and offering some important insights from one particular miniseries, its text and its context. 

			Astana – My Love: Popular Entertainment and Political Indoctrination

			The plot of Astana – My Love resembles a fairy tale rather than a documentary: In 1985, on a Turkish Airlines plane flying over Kazakhstan, the wife of an influential Turkish entrepreneur gives birth to a daughter. The assisting physician is a Kazakh woman whose son was born a little while before. In celebration of this coincidence, the two mothers promise to marry their children to each other once they are grown up. But years later, the Turkish woman dies, and the vow eventually is forgotten. Then, in 2009, the girl Inju—now an ambitious young lady working as a television journalist—visits Kazakhstan’s new capital Astana, and the boy Erlan – a promising architect currently working as a cab driver – gives her a lift to the hotel. Neither of them is aware of their fateful background, but that, of course, will change in the course of the twelve-hour series. Conspicuously, the representation-by-documentary tradition is not completely neglected: while Astana – My Love leaves no doubt about the fictitious nature of its story, the series does add elements that make the unbelievable more realistic, resorting to subplots involving professional and business competition, spousal disloyalty, and crime. More importantly, in the final episodes, Kazakhstan’s president himself makes repeated appearances via documentary footage, simultaneously watched on TV by several characters of the miniseries. Thus, the documentary genre that is so popular with authoritarian officialdom made its entry through the backdoor of those “television in television” scenes and provides the melodrama with a quasi-documentary dimension. 

			Communication scholars often treat miniseries synonymously with soap operas,5 although technically the two genres are distinct.6 They do share a large number of episodes, the fact that—if commercially successful—they are continued for one or more seasons, have a linear continuous main plotline and a relatively stable cast. However, with few exceptions, the cultural prestige of soap operas, which usually take place in the same sets year after year, is lower than that of miniseries—after all, the latter have increasingly attracted important directors, screenwriters, and performers who would never agree to work on regular soap operas, such as Days of Our Lives.7 And still, in post-Soviet societies, even successful miniseries are not seen as legitimate parts of national cultural memory, which is defined by the standards of traditional high culture. Kazakhstani critics rarely afford television miniseries serious attention, pointing out that even the most quoted native miniseries—The Crossroad (Perekrestok, 1996-2000) —did not lead to a subsequent cult or regular reruns.8 However, similar to most post-Soviet societies, television miniseries, especially from Latin America, have enjoyed enormous popularity in Kazakhstan, despite their relatively low prestige among professional critics.9 They played a particular role in the renaissance of national culture at the end of the tumultuous 1990s, when The Crossroad was launched with British funds and, during the first season, realized with direct technical and creative assistance from the BBC—an experience aptly called by one of the involved specialists a “Marshall Plan of the Mind.”10 At the time of Kazakhstan’s severe economic crisis, this was a project that gave employment to many forlorn writers and performers and laid the groundwork for the necessary professionalization of television feature production in the country. That miniseries also pursued a goal that could be defined as “social pedagogy” — “to help the viewer become familiar with the new realities of life, and to see and understand the social changes that are unfolding in Kazakhstan”11 —in other words, assist them during the transition from a communist to a capitalist economy.

			The success of The Crossroad can be considered “natural” due to its freshness and closeness to Kazakhstani reality; no official influence was necessary to engineer its popularity.12 The situation was different for Astana – My Love: the exceptional fanfare accompanying its premiere clearly indicated that its significance went far beyond that of a regular television product and its success was not left to chance or normal free media market competition. A closer look at its content and context will shed light on the cultural components of neo-authoritarian governance in Kazakhstan’s post-Soviet framework and lead to a deeper probe of the substance of its encoded messages as well as its production and marketing strategies. 

			Astana – My Love consists of twelve one-hour episodes. At the beginning of each episode, prior to the title and credits, for several seconds a quotation fills the screen: 

			“Cities create a country, the capital creates a nation.”

			– Nursultan Nazarbayev 

			The fact that an epigraph precedes a miniseries is highly unusual for the genre, supplying Astana – My Love with an authoritative weight that distinguishes it from regular television serials. Furthermore, the epigraph contains an explicitly ideological—indeed teleological—message, intended to provide an interpretive framework to its viewership.13 Beginning with the president’s quote, the introductory episode leaves no doubt about three key aspects of the miniseries as a whole: 1) The plot is not meant to depict everyday reality in the strict sense of the term; the ritualistic promise of a boy and a girl to each other due to the circumstances of their birth is more characteristic of fairy tales and foundational myths. 2) The girl’s Turkish and the boy’s Kazakh nationality signify a special relationship between Kazakhstan and Turkey that gives the love story a symbolic and geopolitical dimension. 3) Repeated references to the fact that the girl’s birth happened in the skies over Tselinograd—in other words, over the future Astana—suggest that the location holds a particular meaning for the characters and what they symbolize; in addition, the miniseries’ title itself leaves no ambiguity in regards to the conceptual role of the location. In this context, the Nazarbayev quotation implicitly suggests a parallel between the birth of the female lead and the birth of a nation.

			The Producers

			It is easy to see that Astana – My Love was conceived as a prestige project, furnished for the anniversary of the founding of Kazakhstan’s new capital and in preparation of the 20th anniversary of the country’s independence in 2011. Produced by Kazakhfilm Studio “Shaken Aimanov” and the Turkish company Eurasia Film Production, with participation of the Turkish Radio and Television Corporation, it was first shown on Kazakhstan’s popular Khabar channel in July 2010. Even before the project’s completion, the producer announced that the series could potentially reach 200-250 million viewers and was negotiating sales to Turkey and Arab states.14 The stakes were so high that a genuinely critical debate about the film’s merits and shortcomings in official Kazakhstani media was out of the question.15 Instead, Astana – My Love was immediately included in Kazakhstan’s lavish 2011 jubilee DVD edition celebrating the country’s cinematic legacy: of the 20 DVDs representing the best achievements of 50 years of Kazakhstani cinema, six (each DVD containing two episodes) were given to this serial that had just been released. Moreover, Astana – My Love is the only television miniseries in the entire edition and concludes it both chronologically and by design. The prestige position assigned to it indicates that its production was planned and carried out on the highest government level.16 

			While the exact background of its conception, financing, and realization will likely remain opaque, it is clear that two Kazakhstanis played decisive roles in creating this project: the then-Minister of Culture, Mukhtar Kul-Muhammed, and the producer, Gulnara Sarsenova. As the credits state, Astana – My Love is based on an idea of Kul-Muhammed. A prominent member of Nazarbayev’s inner circle,17 a brief look at his career allows for some insight into the origins of the project’s underlying concept.18 Born in 1960 in the Uighur Autonomous region of China, Kul-Muhammed’s family immigrated to Kazakhstan in the late 1960s. Kul-Mukhammed defended a thesis on Alash Orda, the prominent Kazakh nationalist movement of the early twenty century, and since the 2000s has been in charge of many state commissions dealing with national identity issues.19 Kul-Muhammed’s academic expertise indicates an interest in the philosophical aspects of statehood, including its origins and specific conditions of development, that can be tied to the conceptual underpinnings of Astana – My Love, including the role of the leader of a nation, its capital, and its architecture.

			The producer of the miniseries, Gulnara Sarsenova, belongs to the same generation as Kul-Muhammed. Born in 1961, she also graduated in journalism from Kazakh State University in Almaty. In addition, Sarsenova studied at the Soviet State Film Institute VGIK in Moscow where one of her teachers was Tat’iana Lioznova, creator of the legendary Soviet miniseries Seventeen Moments of Spring (Sem’nadtsat’ mgnovenii vesny, 1973).20 A successful businesswoman, Sarsenova is the owner of French House (Frantsuzskii dom), a chain of luxury goods stores, and is credited with founding the newspaper New Generation and the magazine Revue. As a film producer, she has helmed international coproductions such as the historical blockbuster The Mongol (2007), which was nominated for an Oscar as Best Foreign Picture, and projects such as Tulpan (2008) which enjoyed international success on the art-house circuit. Her semi-documentary musical film “My Star” (2012) features the president’s daughter, Dariga Nazarbayeva, a fact that confirms Sarsenova’s proximity to the highest echelons of Kazakhstan’s elite.21

			The biographies of Kul-Muhammed and Sarsenova suggest that Astana – My Love was the product of established and ambitious members of Kazakhstan’s elite whose worldview and values are close to, if not identical with, a number of ideological concepts of that elite in the Nazarbayev era, and who found it advantageous to convey basic assumptions of this ideology through the format of a popular television miniseries, as well as to openly demonstrate their loyalty to it. Surely, the internal discussions about the Kazakhstani nation’s development are difficult to pinpoint for outside observers and much is left to speculation; however, given the generous financial support of the project by the state it seems safe to conclude that at least influential segments of the Kazakhstani elites were aligned with the series’ underlying ideology. 

			Yet, the people behind Astana – My Love must also have been aware that Kazakhstanis hardly watch television to be lectured for twelve hours about the country’s shining future. The danger of an epigraph together with the name of its author burden the subsequent viewing experience with the expectation of political gravitas, of a small screen sermon to the people of Kazakhstan. As if to counter this impression, the producers chose as the miniseries’ promotional slogan a very different line: “Love, schemes, betrayal, power struggle, ambition (more draiva), and love again.” In other words, there are two verbal messages associated with Astana – My Love: one situated in the most prominent spot, at the beginning of each episode, and the other used for advertising the miniseries for mass consumption through the media. Together, these strategies represent the ambiguous blend of authoritarian self-representation and commercial appeal that is typical of the project and Kazakhstan’s state-supported culture as a whole. 

			The director, Ermek Shinarbaev,22 began his career with serious, sensitive feature films adapted for television from stories by Russian-Korean author Anatolii Kim (My Sister, Liusia, 1985; Stepping out of the Forest onto the Meadow, 1987; The Revenge, 1991). He was part of the team that created the innovative The Crossroads in the late 1990s and subsequently made a number of feature films and documentaries devoted to music and fine art, often coproduced with French companies. Shinarbaev’s films can be characterized as middle-brow and largely apolitical; unlike some other directors of his generation, he has never been interested in controversy or social criticism. Still, his reputation prior to Astana – My Love was that of a serious artist—a standard to which the miniseries, despite a few minor artistic achievements, certainly does not live up. Be that as it may, Astana – My Love, while purporting to reflect the “mission” of Astana and its loving inhabitants, presents an extremely selective image of society. 

			The Rich and the Beautiful

			The miniseries’ central plot line is the love between the Kazakh architect Erlan and the Turkish television journalist Inju; however, immediate complications arise from the fact that Inju is already engaged to Kemal, a promising Turkish entrepreneur, while Erlan has a serious relationship with Laura, a ballet dancer who is also the lover of aging architect Alibek. Erlan has just returned from study abroad in the United States. He is depicted as honest, loyal, dependable, and forthright. Most importantly, Erlan is genuinely gifted—his project of a representational building for Astana is reputed to add another gem to the capital’s impressive ensemble of palaces. However, Erlan’s friend and fellow junior architect, Abzal, betrays him, stealing the project in order to solidify his position in the construction company of Alibek, whose daughter Marzhan he is dating. This blatant betrayal of friendship sets in motion a number of dramatic clashes that are the substance of the following ten episodes. Only in episode 11, Abzal is finally eliminated, clearing the way for the triumphant episode 12. 

			Almost without exception, the characters of Astana – My Love are architects, surrounded by entrepreneurs, media celebrities, doctors, and elegant housewives. The occupation and wealth of the dramatis personae leaves no doubt as to the series’ milieu: the upper crust of the Kazakh and the Turkish establishment. Alibek is obviously a multimillionaire, whereas Inju’s father is repeatedly referred to as “a billionaire.”23 This choice of milieu of the “rich and beautiful” is typical both for producers and regular audiences of television miniseries worldwide, allowing the viewer a temporary distraction and relief from annoying everyday banality and trivial problems, be they social or financial, justifying the focus on interpersonal issues: love, trust, hatred, ambition, competition, and betrayal that are supposedly the same in all social strata. Both Kul-Muhammed and Sarsenova inhabit this world, and likely millions of regular Kazakhs would like to be part of it, too. If Astana – My Love were merely a regular product of the television dream factory, there would be nothing objectionable in such exclusiveness. However, the miniseries was conceived and presented as a dramatization and visualization of ideological and cultural officialdom. Therefore, its deliberate ignoring of any genuine social difficulties, its elimination of any element that does not fit its image of wealthy urban perfection conveys a strategy that goes beyond principles of entertainment. The consistently featured upper class milieu gives the film a surface of political and social homogeneity, providing the entire miniseries with an air of intentional political unawareness. The only political entity explicitly mentioned is the president who, as the film suggests, is a unique phenomenon and belongs to a higher order.24

			But the choice of milieu in Astana – My Love is not simply based on genre clichés, political opportunism, and social ignorance. After all, oil executives, diplomats, or pop artists also would have been legitimate candidates for a representative Kazakh miniseries, producing the same glamour effect on screen. However, it is the architects who are most closely connected to the declared mission of creating a new nation through its capital. They represent the one professional group that turns the presidential vision of Astana as the center of nation-building into reality, much more directly than oil executives who oversee the production of the country’s riches or diplomats who represent it to the outside world or pop singers who praise it. Had the producers and directors chosen, say, genuine city administrators as characters, it would have been much harder to ignore social reality and its unpleasant and hard-to-resolve conflicts. But architects, from the point of view of official state ideology, are members of the very professional cast that carry out the will of the supreme nation-builder whose omnipresence is signaled in the miniseries from its opening. Architects are engaged in creating a livable future; past or present are much less relevant for their work and in the case of Astana, as a city created from scratch, not relevant at all. Thus, the choice of this professional milieu is logically connected to the film’s epigraph. Furthermore, the world of privilege in which the architects and their families live can be construed as the justified reward for the central role they are playing in making the president’s vision of Kazakhstan’s future reality. Watched in this light, the function of the characters as carriers of values and the implied normative ethics acquire a new meaning as well: only those who are morally firm have the right to participate in the creation of a new nation through its capital and, ipso facto, its architecture. Moreover, these creators inhabit their own product, living in the self-designed parts of the city, not in the old Soviet quarters that are never shown at all. 

			Kazakhstan’s neo-capitalist upper class is blatantly visible in every episode; however, the system on which it is based is never explicitly addressed, let alone questioned. The fact that Kazakh society includes a social stratum of privileged citizens living in huge mansions and driving expensive cars is presented as a matter of course and normal. This fact is also not historicized, which can only be justified by the characters’ youth: unlike the relatively balanced age representation in the groundbreaking miniseries The Crossroad, the majority of performers in Astana – My Love is young; indeed, many of them were hired as students from acting classes. Furthermore, none of the characters is genuinely old—the oldest one is the senior architect and businessman, Alibek, a man in his fifties. This demonstrative emphasis on youth and youthfulness in connection with Kazakhstan’s young capital is one of the miniseries’ implicit messages. The vast majority of the characters grew up in the independent Kazakhstan and have no reason to refer to the Soviet past, whereas the few older characters apparently have eradicated it from their memory. 

			The series consistently purports that there is upward mobility for everybody, metaphorically formulated as “realizing one’s dreams.” The methods to move up in this class system vary and depend on each character’s moral outlook. Both Erlan and his rival Abzal, representing good and evil in its pure form, want to succeed. The difference is that Erlan is not interested in moving upward per se—for him, promotion and wealth in the future are the natural and just gratification for his hard work, talent, and dedication in the present. Abzal, on the other hand, pursues his goal regardless of the costs, including through lies, betrayal, and crimes. In order to satisfy his ambitions, the carrier of evil has to resort to unethical and finally illegal methods, finding allies among corrupt officials and criminals. The schemes that they engage in have a whiff of reality but are not allowed to fully evolve or dominate any episode. In the end, the police arrest all the crooks, their masters who play billiards in shady restaurants, and other denizens of an underworld that has no connection to the bright Astana in which good people are busy realizing their dreams. Evil can only slow down the process of realizing the predestined Kazakh national utopia; the harm inflicted by evil is temporary and is corrected with relative ease by forthright characters such as Erlan in conjunction with the police who unfailingly arrive in deus ex machine manner.

			It is fundamentally important for the character constellation of Astana – My Love that the good characters are also the gifted ones. However, this leaves the viewer with a dilemma: if talent by definition is destiny—what are the lesser gifted or ungifted supposed to do? Accept their rightful place at the bottom (which is excluded from the film’s space)? In this regard, Abzal once again represents an interesting case. He clearly understands that Erlan is superior to him as an architect—and that this is a result of “destiny,” a given. Initially, he befriends Erlan so as to profit from his talent. But when the competition for upward social mobility begins in earnest, Abzal is not willing to accept destiny’s choice and let Erlan move faster. Instead he engages in scheming, lies, and downright fraud to neutralize his talented competitor, faking his own non-existent talent to the outside world. The fact that the film rejects ruthless methods that are typical of free market societies points to the existence of an assumed system of justice in Kazakh society. Aberrations such as Abzal’s behavior have no place in the city of the future, and even Abzal ultimately must realize this.

			In regard to the Kazakhstani class system, the most revealing plot elements are those associated with money and power, including the competition for multi-million-dollar contracts and the price of surgical procedures. However, Astana – My Love consistently demonstrates that in the long run none of the individual decisions can change the overall outcome of the predetermined process, namely, Astana’s and Kazakhstan’s ascension to a glorious future. The real decision-making power is beyond the characters’ reach; it lies with destiny and those who understand its direction. This metaphysical dimension is alluded to from the beginning: human beings can move in accordance with their fate or in resistance to it, but they cannot change it in principle. This explains the soothing effect of such television products on viewers who accept the metaphysical assumption of destiny in the first place. But such fairy-tale-like soothing also produces one of the sociopolitical effects that make miniseries such as Astana – My Love attractive for a political establishment interested in the consolidation of existing power structures. It encourages trust in the grand design underlying the nation’s trajectory, regardless of possible aberrations caused by “evil forces.” Miniseries such as Astana – My  Love encourage an acceptance of society as it is. Not surprisingly, they rarely, if ever, feature characters who question destiny’s plan on a national scale or for themselves. Rather, in the vast majority of cases, miniseries favor characters who actively work toward the grand design’s maximum realization.

			A Future without Past

			Given the representational function of Astana – My Love, the country’s history is mentioned surprisingly rarely. In regard to Astana itself – arguably the central character of the miniseries, just like Dallas in its legendary predecessor – destiny’s grand design is associated with the city’s steady growth in the present, but not its past.25 Apart from the Nazarbayev epigraph, an implicit conceptual indicator is the theme song, “Astana” and the fascination with the city’s wellbeing that is shared by those characters who are destined for happiness: Erlan’s innermost desire is to create another impressive building for the capital, while Inju is working on a documentary about Astana that will be shown on Turkish TV. This “documentary within a fairy tale” is a venue that breaks with the film’s principle of conveying its underlying ideological concepts in an implicit manner. Carefully alternated with romantic scenes, Inju’s reports about Astana provide the pretext for brief but explicit lectures. Thus, in episode 5, she meets with a family in which the sons are named after legendary Kazakh heroes. The naming is based on the belief that the qualities of those heroes will transfer onto the current carrier of the name: Ablaikhan,26 Kabanbai,27 Otegen,28 Karasai,29 and Kenesary.30 This is the first time that some minimal historical context is established in a film that otherwise focuses exclusively on the present and the future. Another such rare occasion happens when one of the characters polemicizes against the common view of the Kazakh people as nomads. His counterargument is that what now is Astana is located on the Silk Road and that Kazakhs in the past also were craftsmen, artists, and preachers.31 A third historical reference is contained in episode 10, titled “The Land of Nomads and Dreamers.” Kemal, the young Turkish businessman who has fallen in love with Alibek’s daughter Marzhan, accompanies her to the mountains were the two witness a folk festival featuring traditional competitions, including kuresi (wrestling) and baiga (horse racing). This experience takes place near the miniseries’ culmination, at which point the forces of darkness are removed through the arrest of the criminals, the death of the hired killer, and the self-removal of the traitor Abzal—the road to harmony is finally free. 

			However, the scarcity of references to Kazakhstan’s ancient history is exceeded by far by the virtual absence of references to Kazakhstan’s Soviet period. Based on watching Astana – My Love, it is inconceivable that prior to 1991, i.e., a mere twenty years earlier, the development of Kazakhstan as part of the USSR was interpreted from a strictly Marxist-Leninist (and, for some thirty years, Stalinist) viewpoint, ascribing the role of the leader to the “older brother” Russia. In the miniseries, Russia is hardly ever mentioned.32 Although the characters communicate in Russian, they receive their education in New York and London, not Moscow or St. Petersburg. Their professional and personal aspirations are directed toward Turkey and the West, not Russia—and not China. Regarding Russian characters in the film, they are extremely rare and secondary at best. One character in particular, Rita, a friend of Erlan’s mother, plays a rather irritating role, for her smothering “care” causes more problems than it resolves. Interestingly, the miniseries was shot in Russian and dubbed into Kazakh, and the viewer of the DVD can choose between the two language versions. The title song “Astana” is sung in Kazakh during the opening credits and in Russian at the end. However, it is highly conspicuous that toward the film’s conclusion, when President Nazarbayev answers Inju’s question, he does so in Kazakh, giving a speech lasting several minutes that is eagerly watched and apparently understood by all characters on TV – without any Russian translation for the characters or the viewers.33

			Another aspect of reality that is virtually absent from the entire film is religion. None of the characters is ever seen praying or referring to religious practices. Astana – My Love depicts Kazakh and Turkish society as modern and secular: both women and men, youths and parents make their own decisions about love and labor; these decisions are debated but ultimately accepted by those around them. The underlying guiding principle, however, is not the individual’s self-determination. Neither is it a divine authority or its representatives on Earth. In Astana – My Love, the guiding principle, which the characters recognize and obey, is destiny. For the Kazakhstani elites, in whose name the miniseries was made and who officially endorsed it, destiny acts a post-Soviet replacement for history that, in a Hegelian cum Marxist-Leninist framework, was interpreted as that which evolves with the inevitability of a law of nature.34

			Destiny Replaces History

			The association of President Nazarbayev with a television miniseries fashioned as a modern fairy-tale35 could have easily been construed as sacrilegious by dogmatic watchdogs. Certainly, from their inception, television miniseries have used fairy-tale master plots and character archetypes to draw viewers in. But this consideration must have been outweighed by the implicit expectation of a happy ending for all fairy tales that is suggested in Episode 1 of Astana – My Love, which coincides with the teleological nature of the message expressed by the Nazarbayev quote, namely, the successful creation of a nation through its capital, embedding the private story in a wide-ranging political and historical context. Furthermore, the set-up is a clear indicator that this girl and this boy are meant for each other, as are their respective nations. Thus, the driving force behind the plot of this film is neither psychological nor social logic but destiny. Destiny as a metaphysical category imposing its will on humans regardless of their intentions or individual understanding does not operate in a linear, transparent, or rationally explicable manner. It is thus ideally suited as the supplier of conflict: despite the optimistic promise in Episode 1, the audience can also indulge in a variety of obstacles, misunderstandings, clashes, and complications before the central characters whose marriage is literally made in heaven will finally be united. The emerging Turkish-Kazakh alliance creates a related expectation of intercultural dealings as a source of tension and pleasure. But the geopolitical gravitas that enters the miniseries through this aspect at the same time also strengthens the declared predetermination: with the symbolic weight on their shoulders, ultimately the two lovers are destined to find each other, no matter what hindrances may come their way. Another aspect connects the plot of Astana – My Love to the Nazarbayev quote from the opening: since the Turkish girl’s birth took place in the skies above the future capital Astana, the success of the national project is predestined just as the happiness of the future lovers is; initiating personal and national destiny in heaven is equivalent to the notion of “the right constellation of stars” in astrology and evokes quasi-divine connotations. Consequently, the nation’s leader is presented as a chosen one who is aligned with a higher destiny.36

			Within the context of Astana – My Love, the notion of “destiny” has replaced that of “history,” which used to explain the evolution of the Kazakh nation as part of the Soviet project. Now, predetermination stands in lieu of any sort of social theory. Destiny is the driving force on all levels: in private life and professional advancement; in the existing class system; in the evolution of Kazakh society, which is reflected in the miraculous growth of its capital; and in the geopolitical dimension, represented by the “natural” alliance between Kazakhstan and Turkey. Destiny is a profoundly metaphysical notion that has the advantage of not being debatable in a factual-scientific framework while connecting current thinking about the nation’s mission to age-old traditions and deeper layers of a mentality that emerged through millennia. Thus, a seemingly harmless, fairy-tale-like miniseries bears important markers of Kazakhstan’s sociopolitical program. Ingrained in the ups and downs of a romantic story are the proposed values of a self-conscious, tradition-based Eurasian type of modernity. 

			As a result, what may appear as a heavy-handed narrative scheme requiring the audiences’ deliberate suspension of disbelief is in essence a perfect construction uniting individual happiness with the positive development of two nations carried out through the vision of Kazakhstan’s supreme leader who, one is led to believe, has been chosen by destiny no less. It can be assumed that this construct was meant to appeal to general viewers’ interest in soap-opera-style entertainment while at the same time conveying fundamental elements of Kazakhstan’s 21st-century state doctrine. A consequence of this idealized combination is the characters’ role as carriers of values. Within the proposed symbol-laden historical, geopolitical, and metaphysical framework any sort of individual psychology is largely irrelevant. What matters is the consistency of the characters’ value-driven behavior. Moreover, because of the openly demonstrated quasi-official and representational nature of the miniseries, a number of details acquire a significance that goes far beyond that of a regular “soap opera,” providing room for doctrinal and ideological interpretation instead.

			While Abzal fulfills the usual role of the “bad guy” that is considered a requirement for miniseries, the specifics of his demise present a noteworthy deviation from Western stereotypes. Prior to his violent death, in episode after episode, Abzal lies ruthlessly and betrays people to whom he had sworn loyalty. A slick young cynic without remorse, Abzal takes two-facedness to perfection, deceiving his fiancée, his boss and soon-to-be father-in-law, his lover, and his friends. Only when his actions unintentionally lead to the death of his mother, the foundation of Abzal’s personality breaks, causing a stunning transformation from stock character to a genuinely suffering individual. The trauma he experiences changes his perception – everything he had regarded as valuable suddenly loses its meaning. As a consequence, not only does Abzal try to repent to the extent possible by making up to Erlan and Kemal some of the damage that he had inflicted on their companies, but he also apologizes to Marzhan right before a hired killer stabs him—a finale that he himself apparently was trying to bring about. This moralistic turn is highly unusual for the miniseries genre in general and for Astana – My Love in particular. Not only do the Kazakh filmmakers never completely deprive Abzal—the stereotypical carrier of negative values such as greed, lust, and cynicism—of his humanity: in the end, they provide him with an opportunity for genuine redemption and his former friends with a chance to mourn him. Thus, careerism and sociopathic disposition are not declared to be unchangeable elements of the human condition that must be fought out, as Western miniseries demonstrate ad nauseam, but are depicted as choices that can be reversed. Had Astana – My Love offered more such subversions of miniseries clichés, it could have become an artistic phenomenon rather than a political one. Alas, this one episode of forgiveness is a solitary element in an otherwise predictable, cliché-ridden, albeit socio-culturally insightful television product.

			The social impact of miniseries such as Astana – My Love within the media culture of Kazakhstan is hard to gauge with any degree of exactitude: opinion polls are not being conducted, and viewer ratings for 2010 are unavailable. Publicly available ratings for television broadcast became available only after 2013. Clearly, the fact that a television project of this stature has been so openly promoted and endorsed does not mean that audiences have accepted it. Thus, one article, published in July 2010, took a very critical stance, asking why the unprecedented amount of three million dollars was spent on an artistically low-quality product. “For what kind of audience was this series conceived? For the Kazakh? But we know almost everything about Astana as is.”37 In response, a number of online visitors shared the critic’s viewpoint, bemoaning the wasting of the nation’s funds on a miniseries: “The bureaucrats of the Ministry of Culture have suddenly discovered their passionate love for Astana! And, as luck would have it, that love unexpectedly coincided with the 70th birthday of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan. In this case, it is no sin to waste even more than 3 million dollars.” Another visitor expressed a nationalist notion: “I did not like this film because it was shot in Russian. When will we shoot normal films in Kazakh? We have been independent for so many years, and still we speak only Russian.”38 However, while one can conclude that such critical attitudes may be representative of larger segments of the population, at this point it is impossible to prove. Therefore, what remains noteworthy and beyond doubt, are the sociopolitical and cultural intentions of the makers of Astana – My Love as indicators of trends in the Kazakhstani elites. 

			Conclusion

			Kazakh and foreign film scholars have interpreted the return of recognizably national, commercially viable film production as part of nation-building.39 Television is harder to analyze within this paradigm because of the overwhelming quantities of content that must be included in an analysis of general trends. Still, the influence of television on society cannot be overestimated. 

			Astana – My Love is easy to dismiss as a twelve-hour commercial for Kazakhstan’s president and his policies. But the main motivation for this miniseries is contained in the manner in which it seamlessly integrates sociopolitical values in a melodramatic story, making the intended indoctrination largely painless since it is delivered in an entertaining fashion. If the ideas visualized and verbalized in this miniseries seem to be a relatively accurate reflection of state ideology, it is difficult to gauge how effective they are. What can be said without a doubt is that Astana – My Love was an officially launched contribution to the discourse on Kazakh identity and a forward-looking nationhood whose significance is underlined by the personal appearance of the president and his public endorsement of the project. 
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			Abstract: This article provides an Uzbek journalist’s view of the role of social media in Central Asia. She argues that, despite state restrictions, social media is having a positive impact in the region by enabling greater dialogue among citizens, encouraging people to learn how to communicate their ideas, stimulating critical thinking and fostering the ability of individuals and groups to change their society.

			The emergence of the Internet and the growing participation of people, especially youth, in social media constitute positive change for Central Asia.1 Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are more connected to the world than ever before. Despite several of the governments’ wide-ranging attempts to restrict the Internet, the flow of information through social media is unstoppable. While some political observers debate whether these governments would block access to social media altogether to curtail politically sensitive discussions, this author contends that by doing so, they would be making a serious and ultimately unsuccessful gamble for three specific reasons.  

			First, to varying degrees, all of the Central Asian governments have already accepted that the world has gone online. They understand that in order to be seen as a modern society, attempts must be made, however superficial, to adapt to the Internet landscape; even in Central Asia the idea of “e-government” has become the word of the day. Kazakhstan now offers electronic government services, an ambitious project that was launched in 2005.2 In cooperation with South Korea and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), Uzbekistan started its electronic government in 2014.3 Perhaps not fully cognizant of its ramifications, authorities at the highest levels have made the political decision that state institutions should begin to provide online services and also promote state policies and interests over the Internet. 

			Second, people under 49, who tend to be active online, are the overwhelming majority in each of the countries of Central Asia.4 As such, any attempt to constrain access to the broader world or to slow down the free exchange of ideas presents these governments with an impossible choice: become modern or maintain repressive control. 

			Third, in social media, as in any other mass medium, what drives the audience is the quality of the content and the way it is communicated. As any social media user, whether very experienced or just beginning, will readily share that what keeps her engaged in social media is a sense of forward motion, the anticipation of what will come next, and a desire to shape it.A journalist’s perspective on the power and promise of social media in Central Asia is that it creates unprecedented opportunities for critical thinking and discussion of the region’s challenging realities for a wider audience than had hitherto been possible.

			Drawing on the author’s long experience using social media as a broadcast tool as well as a way to moderate and facilitate discussions on news, politics, and various social topics, this article explores the significance of social media for Central Asia not only by examining the phenomenon from a macro-level perspective, but also by explaining the logics that drives social media users. The analysis looks at the strategies and concerns of Central Asians as they increasingly engage on Facebook, Twitter, Odnoklassniki, and other social networks. Personal experience as a social media user, both as a journalist and a native of the region also inform what follows. 

			Access to the Internet

			Social media cannot exist without widespread access to the Internet. Central Asia is far behind many regions in terms of Internet penetration and especially the speed of the worldwide web. But this relative lack of infrastructure has not prevented the governments of the region from boasting improvements to the network. In Uzbekistan, for example, authorities claim that in just the first month of 2014, the Internet became 15 percent faster. 5 According to Netindex.com, which reports on real-time global broadband and mobile performance data, speeds of accessing the Internet in Uzbekistan have increased from an average 0.46 Mbps in 2004 to 2.71 Mbps in 2014. 6 However, Uzbekistan still lags far behind Kazakhstan at 16.7 Mbps, Kyrgyzstan at 12.9 Mbps, and Tajikistan at 15.2 Mbps. There is no data on Turkmenistan. To give a comparison, Russia’s rate stands at 23.9 Mbps whereas China is at 23.3 Mbps.7 

			Research by the author has shown that the average cost of monthly Internet access, such as 1-Mbps Internet service, is about $60 (140,000 Uzbek sums). Users in Uzbekistan have said that fast Internet access in 2014, for example, cost them over $200/month, which is above the average monthly salary in the country. Despite this high cost, Internetworldstats.com estimated that by the end of 2014 over 11 million people out of Uzbekistan’s population of 31 million, or over 38 percent, would be accessing the Internet. Similarly, 55 percent of Kazakhstan’s nearly 18 million population, 39 percent of Kyrgyzstan’s 5.6 million population, 16 percent of Tajikistan’s 8 million population, and 9.6 percent of Turkmenistan’s 5.1 million population would be online.8 

			With more people going online in the region, more local web sites are popping up. UzInfoCom9 reports that there are 18,000 websites registered in the .uz domain. Kazakhstan’s Network Information Center registry10 showed 103,590 sites registered to the .kz domain. No official, credible data exists on Kyrgyzstan’s .kg, Tajikistan’s .tj, and Turkmenistan’s .tm domains.  

			Among social networks used in Central Asia, Russia-based Odnoklassniki and VKontakte are the leading ones. However, US-based Facebook and Twitter also have found millions of new users in recent years. This author’s research uncovered that Central Asians look at Facebook and Twitter as platforms for free expression, specifically for sharing and discussing political opinion. Odnoklassniki and VKontakte, as well as MoiMir, are preferred for keeping in touch. Viber, Whats App and Google Hangouts have joined the list of popular messaging and calling programs along with Skype.  The usage data varies. With the largest population in the region and a large number of migrant workers in Russia, Uzbekistan is estimated to lead among the Central Asian states in the use of Odnoklassniki, while VKontakte is the most popular such site in Kyrgyzstan. Facebook has the largest number of users in Kazakhstan. California-based Alexa.com, which analyzes global web traffic, shows that Kazakhstan ranks third among all Odnoklassniki users with 5.3 percent of visitors.11 Usage data available from the U.S. State Department shows that Facebook has the following numbers of users in Central Asia: Kyrgyzstan - 75,380; Kazakhstan - 452,200; Uzbekistan - 128,780; Tajikistan - 34,600 and Turkmenistan - 5,860.12 These numbers are similar to data provided by the web-analysis site SocialBakers.13 It is important to note that online data is mostly based on where a person says he or she is from and some, especially in Central Asia, may not want to reveal his or her real locations. Additionally, IP addresses can be misleading because in countries like Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan many people use proxy addresses to access banned sites. The above data is provided to help the reader understand how complicated, yet dynamic, the growth of social networking in the region is.  

			Internet as a Tool for Empowerment

			As the Internet began to permeate various aspects of life, many in Central Asia have started to realize what a powerful tool it is. From teenagers to seniors, Central Asians know about social media and are learning how to sign on to Facebook, join Odnoklassniki, message on WhatsApp, or watch YouTube. This author’s travels to Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan in the summer of 2014 revealed that even in some remote villages, people are eager to share moments of their lives with the rest of the world online. While Internet speeds vary, mobile phones are the backbone of day-to-day social media activity.

			Most phones come equipped with social media applications and, therefore, almost every customer is a potential user. Once a person finds out what he or she can do with a phone, they start posting what they see and experience. This does not necessarily mean that what they are putting up on social media is seen or shared by many other users. But once connected, the potential to reach large numbers of people is there.

			According to official sources, there are over 20 million mobile phones in use in Uzbekistan, which means that about two-thirds of the population has its own phone. In Kazakhstan, cell phone penetration is over 175 percent; 110 percent in Kyrgyzstan; 90 percent in Tajikistan, and 50-60 percent in Turkmenistan. Almost every social medium is primarily accessed through mobile phones, as analyzed by data providers such as Internetworldstats.com and BuddeCom.14 

			As an example, during a one and half-hour drive from Jalal-Abad to the Arslanbob Valley in southern Kyrgyzstan, four passengers and a driver used at least five social networks. Odil, the driver, was taking constant phone calls through Viber from Europe, where his business partners were discussing car sales and clients in Kyrgyzstan. He was also using Telegram Messenger, Android, and an iOS-based Russian App. One of the passengers, the author, was WhatsApp-ing with people in Uzbekistan, Turkey, and Australia. Another passenger, a local health specialist, was on Twitter, Facebook, and WordPress. Another, an international aid worker, was tweeting, and the fifth person, a housewife, was chatting on her cell.

			Put simply, what social media has given people, whether they are from a city or a village, are the necessary tools to communicate with the wider world and think in new ways. A school teacher this author interviewed in the Suzaq district of Jalal-Abad, Kyrgyzstan, said that information technology has challenged people, rural or urban, to re-think and improve their communication skills. More effective communication, he observed, helps lead to more critical thinking. Such developments are especially important in Central Asia, where people on the whole have had little experience of freedom, and lack the space to intellectually or otherwise challenge prevailing socio-political norms.15 

			A local journalist in Fergana, Uzbekistan, said that social media is also helping to improve how people write. “If you write well, people understand your points and tend to follow you.”16 More importantly, however, is the way that social media enables people to interact with one another and exchange views, including on politically or culturally sensitive and even “forbidden” subjects, such as the criticism of the National Security Service, open discussion of homosexuality or atheism. 

			Mobile communication is a critical necessity. Perhaps the most important factor driving the use of cell phones, social networks and applications such as Viber, WhatsApp and Facebook, is the fact that in countries like Uzbekistan and Tajikistan almost every other family has someone working abroad. These platforms provide free calls and texting and are easy to use.17

			What Central Asians discuss on social media today is what they had been able to only whisper about in private earlier. Social media has become a genuine public square for the region. Central Asians, who have long been denied the right to openly express their political and social views, now inspire and empower each other through new media and acquire their own voices. 

			Years of being active on social media has taught this author the following: For many Central Asians social media is a pastime – sharing or enjoying music and video, discussing food, clothes and style, exchanging various commentary – while for others it is a platform they are using to create a public square where people gain information, receive diverse analysis of social and political problems, and use that new knowledge to transform their societies. They are using social media to discuss the most challenging, persistent, yet central questions for the region, including how to resolve ethnic tensions, create jobs, fight domestic violence, end corruption, implement reforms, and become active citizens.  

			The majority of Central Asians are under the age of 35, making it an opportunity-hungry part of the world. Independent journalists of the region, where most of the media remain under the tight grip of the governments, use social media as platforms to showcase their work. Alongside these journalists, there are also restricted international media outlets, such as Voice of America (VOA), Radio Liberty (RL), British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and aggregators such as the Ferghana.ru news agency. Editors who run the pages of these organizations say that what motivates them is the audience’s desire to know more than they are able to get inside their own societies.18  

			While the data shown above is ever-changing, one can say that those Central Asians who are already active on social media are having a disproportionate impact on their societies, which in many cases has been quite positive. Several million Central Asian migrant workers use social media to keep in touch with home and connect with their peers. 

			In a region that lacks political and economic integration, professional communities and networks have been created online. One of the most popular groups in Uzbek is called Professional and amateur translators (Professional va havaskor tarjimonlar), where experienced as well as emerging linguists and writers discuss the nuances of the Uzbek, Russian and English languages.19 

			CentralAsianCivicForum(ГражданскийФорумЦентральнойАзии) is run by activists and NGO workers promoting interethnic unity and harmony.20 Colleagues are finding and sharing with each other, and exploring opportunities for partnership through each other. The Internet is helping empower many across an overall repressive region.   

			Why has social media become so popular? Because it addresses two of the most basic human instincts: to be an individual and to be a part of society. One study describes the significance of social media in the following terms: “Social media employ mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive platforms via which individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify user-generated content.21 

			The primary reason behind social media’s appeal is that it is quintessentially personal. As Timothy B. Lee asks in his 2012 essay, “Do social media platforms promote or limit individual liberty?”22 Social media is not going to change society all by itself, but it can be a powerful tool for increasing public awareness and support.

			While one can reach thousands through social media, sharing almost always begins with one individual connected to the world through his or her computer, mobile phone or tablet. This is a profound change for an environment like Central Asia, where society has always been structured around a collective, not the individual; where you are taught that your personal opinion does not matter; where it is about your family, your community, and local sources of authority.  

			Users of social media in Central Asia cannot escape a certain fear factor. Being online and openly expressing one’s view entails risks. But at the same time, the exposure to the critical views of others seems to help social media users learn and gain courage.23 This is not, however, always the case. One example is the Twittersphere. Uzbek users on Twitter with considerable popularity studiously avoid political topics. Peculiar things can happen when Uzbek tweeters inside Uzbekistan, who tend to adhere to strict censorship and avoidance of political topics, interact with ethnic Uzbek tweeters across the border in Kyrgyzstan. For example, Uzbekistan-based tweeters become concerned when their views or posts are “favorited” by critical outsiders. Likewise, popular Uzbek-language tweeters from Kyrgyzstan avoid discussing politics or other sensitive topics with people in Uzbekistan so as to maintain appeal with that potential audience. An Uzbek blogger in Kyrgyzstan told the author: “Because I want to have a following in Uzbekistan, I try to be careful about what I say.” 

			When a politically sensitive subject is posted, careful Facebookers and tweeters usually give their feedback through private and direct messages rather than writing comments publicly. This author has observed an evolution in Central Asian social media usage by constantly interacting with people publicly and privately. Many who started out carefully limiting their statements gradually became vocal communicators and moderators of public heated discussions. 

			Twitter is not very popular in Uzbekistan. Until recently, the most powerful Uzbek persona on Twitter was Gulnara Karimova, daughter of Uzbekistan’s President Islam Karimov. As her legal problems grew, spectacular revelations about the first family and her own feuds with the National Security Service attracted thousands of Uzbeks to Twitter along with many others. Between October 2013 and February 2014, @GulnaraKarimova was being followed by 40,000-50,000 people, and the account was making news almost on a daily basis. While Karimova was suspected of having thousands of fake followers and orchestrating hype on Twitter, her tweets perhaps were the most scandalous of any statements coming out of Uzbekistan. Never before had anyone with a profile like hers accused the ruling elite in Uzbekistan of so much corruption and other abuses. @GulnaraKarimova was going after her own mother, sister, and eventually even after her father, and all the people in their closest circle. 

			Before her troubles began, Karimova had not been quite as active on social media. While she maintained an official presence on various platforms, these pages were used to mainly promote her celebrity status, fashion and lifestyle, PR projects and public activity. When she started sending out “political” tweets, many in the media wondered why she had chosen Twitter as her main vehicle. This author’s study revealed that Karimova’s choice was based on the fact that she wanted to tell her story to the outside world, mainly to the West. She decided it was the most appropriate place to fight her enemies, who are concentrated around her powerful father, with a tool that is widely used by Western politicians, analysts, journalists and celebrities. 

			It is hard to imagine in today’s Uzbekistan anyone tweeting in a way similar to Karimova—using one’s name and face, making regular claims about how the political elites abuse power. Interestingly, there was no response from the authorities. While her tweets made many news stories and spurred debates within Uzbek circles and elsewhere, @GulnaraKarimova disappeared as an account by the end of February 2014. Karimova allegedly remains under house arrest and it is hard to determine whether she is presently online or not. But she did leave a legacy, according to Uzbek tweeters, and some of them are still cheering for her. 

			While Karimova herself is the subject of hotly contested opinions, there is no doubt that she created a space for the discussion of certain topics, like the abuses of the country’s feared National Security Service (SNB), which had not existed previously. Karimova refused to answer many difficult questions, especially those from critical media, but as a tweeter she was forced to confront thousands of comments that challenged her credibility, her legitimacy and her words. In the eyes of many Uzbeks and other Central Asians, this powerful and wealthy figure, untouchable in real life, became accessible on Twitter. What also became clear is that the more you interact, the more you gain followers and attention. 
@GulnaraKarimova capitalized on that. Even people who hated her wanted to follow her. 

			Social Media is a Separate Platform

			There is no doubt that social media is a unique platform. It is not something that journalists or activists use just to post or promote content. It is also a medium where people come not only for news, but to hear what others are saying about it. Users prefer to spend significant time in social media and to immerse themselves in conversations. Put simply, people want to communicate with the rest of society and connect with the world and social media provide them with the platform. They want to read, watch or listen. And they want to comment. 

			More importantly, the line between consuming information and generating it has been blurred on social media. People can instantly react to what is shared. Everyone is able to have his or her “say;” they do not depend on some media organization or a journalist to be able to project their views. They may not be reaching millions at one time, but what they say has an ability to travel wider and faster than ever before. Their problem may not be resolved through social media, but they have a megaphone now and can instantly find many who support or advise them on any matter that they raise. 

			However, in a tightly controlled political environment, social media also becomes a much-needed platform for political participation. What is remarkable about social networks is that people are there by choice and yet, in many cases, they become part of a discussion that they would not otherwise have access to.  For example, would dozens of people go to discuss a health care issue in Namangan, Uzbekistan, where some ordinary folks share their horrible experience at a local hospital? Would they get up and express their view? Probably not, but on Odnoklassniki or Facebook, they will. This author’s report about forced sterilization in Uzbekistan caused a firestorm on Facebook. She ended up deleting many comments because people became verbally abusive and women who shared their stories felt threatened. But the fact that it was discussed meant a great deal.24 

			This author has observed over the past several years that many Central Asians have come to social media to express themselves and debate with one another. Earlier social media seemed to be exclusively about simply being there, connecting, and entertainment. But it is no longer simply about sharing pictures. It has become much more about telling stories through images. It has increasingly become about explaining one’s life, work, and exploring the problems around them.

			Three or four years ago, when this author would post an article about unemployment in Uzbekistan, she did not see any public comments at all. People would privately message her about the story. Now these types of stories have become more popular on social media and get discussed widely. When President Karimov announced in early 2013 that more than one millions jobs were created in Uzbekistan in 2012, the story was debated on Facebook for days, most of the comments either denouncing the policy or accusing the Uzbek leader of lying to the nation or pointing out the fact that new jobs did not mean better paying jobs. This author’s timeline received dozens of open and private comments.25 Central Asians are more willing to talk about food prices, living standards and domestic matters than they were a couple of years ago. Consumer26 and Public Monitoring UZ2427 are popular platforms where Uzbekistanis discuss their rights as consumers. These developments do not necessarily mean people have become braver politically. They are just becoming more comfortable interacting on social media.

			Central Asians are also learning how to communicate more effectively with each other and, in some cases, developing more tolerance than they would have had, had they not become engaged in social media. One can observe anger, frustration and hatred on any network on any given day, but users on the whole have come to accept that if you are using any social media, you have to be ready to have your views challenged. Users learn quickly that once they become part of a conversation and express their opinion, they are left with a binary choice: Stay in or get out. On social media, atheist Uzbeks argue with conservative Muslims. Opposition members joust with pro-government Uzbeks. Secular Tajiks debate the future of their country with Islamists. Turkmen migrant workers abroad are speaking with their relatives and friends inside one of the world’s most closed regimes. There are a great many issues hotly debated over social media that many of the same users would not dream of discussing on the ground. 

			While fear is still prevalent, people feel a certain level of risk when they express themselves through words and images. Many Central Asians choose to be anonymous or use nicknames. Nonetheless, they are online. Even those who appear to be not fully straightforward about their identity or not entirely honest, often present online relevant issues.28 Take, for example, the extremely sensitive issue of domestic violence. Would a woman in Central Asia write a letter or a column in a local newspaper about experiencing domestic violence? Most likely she would not, but there is a greater chance she will discuss it on social media. 

			The speed of social media is another draw. Because information travels faster, and an immediate digital record is created, it can also easily be translated into other languages. A migrant worker in Russia far from home is able to record his frustrations into a video, post it on YouTube, and immediately share his personal story with thousands of others. Users who see his video may share that post on Facebook or Twitter, embed it in their blogs, and before long create a firestorm.

			Social Media and the Search for Identity

			One of the most popular topics among Central Asians is a question of identity. Who are we? Who have we been? Who should we be? Any social media discussions that relate to history, anthropology, or culture produce a flood of comments. Often discussions on these topics become emotional and incredibly expressive because questions of identity are intensely personal. Everyone who comments has his or her own idea of what constitutes a “real” Uzbek. 

			One example of this type of discussion occurred when the Kremlin presented a prestigious award, the Order for Service to the Fatherland, in 2013 to billionaire businessman and ethnic Uzbek Alisher Usmanov. As he stood next to President Vladimir Putin during the ceremony, Usmanov, who has long lived in Russia, spoke of his enormous pride to be a Russian citizen as well as an Uzbek.29 This author posted a video of his comments on her Facebook page and commented that if Usmanov was so proud to be Uzbek then perhaps he should demonstrate it by supporting the millions of Uzbek migrant workers who live and work in abusive conditions throughout Russia and receive no support from their own government. Hundreds of people commented on the Facebook post, even while no one would agree to comment on the record for any official news story. People did not want to be officially quoted or speak on the air, but they were comfortable voicing their opinions on a Facebook wall. 

			Social media also allows Central Asians traveling abroad to learn what is happening on the inside of their countries while also having an impact from the outside—something that makes the governments in Central Asia nervous. Over the past three years Tajikistan has repeatedly blocked access to Facebook, Gmail, and YouTube, usually in the wake of sensitive political developments, such as the unrest in Gorno-Badakhshan in July 2012. However, people continue going online, finding ways to be there, wanting to know more and to participate.  

			Foreign news organizations such as VOA, BBC and RFE/RL are blocked in Uzbekistan. Proxy addresses are constantly generated and regular users know ways to bypass the blockage in most cases. As Daniil Kislov, managing editor of Ferghana.ru, has stated, “blocking [the Internet] is stupid and a waste of money and time.”30  In this author’s view, blocking access to the Internet is a potentially counterproductive game that governments play, because ultimately they know it has little effect. Before the appearance of social media, it was easy for the state and state-controlled media to control information. But now social media means that increasing numbers of people have their own sources of information and are able to share it with one another bypassing official channels. 

			In Uzbekistan, state-controlled television has been conducting a campaign against the use of social media. The message is that social networks are increasingly threatening Uzbekistan by promoting corrosive pop culture, which President Karimov himself has said is dangerous for youth, especially young women.31 Perhaps not appreciating the irony, the state and state journalists have promoted these anti-social media shows using social media, which in itself has provoked debate. In 2013 Uzbek state-controlled media released a propaganda film entitled Odnoklassniki.ru. The film depicts how a group of young, promising students become “brainwashed” by using social media. One character is turned into an “extremist,” while another foolishly migrates to Russia in the hopes of striking it rich. The film promotes the idea that social networks and the Internet in general corrupt young minds. Interestingly, however, this “propaganda” film still recognizes some bitter facts of life in the country: lack of quality education, a lack of critical thinking, and unemployment. The young people sitting on Odnoklassniki.ru want to know more about the world, religion, and opportunities.   

			Despite the fact that some governments are not comfortable with the emergence and popularity of social media, they know they can use it to promote their own positions and policies. While Central Asian politicians are not as visible as their Russian counterparts online, some Kyrgyz and Kazakh lawmakers, diplomats, and other important figures are quite active on social media. In general, the region’s political and business elites are coming to accept social media, even if grudgingly, as a way to respond to criticism. 

			What Draws the Most Followers on Social Media? 

			Just like anywhere in the world, it is people with some level of authority, social standing, cultural recognition, or professional credibility who draw the most attention and followers on social media. Beyond these categories, those who draw and maintain large followings are the most active users—those who engage in frequent exchanges. One can have a fan page and many “likes” on Facebook, but users will quickly lose interest absent an exchange. 

			To have an impact on social media one needs to be curating material, moderating discussions or debates, and asking questions. Despite being ridiculed by many, the “Qo’rqmaymiz” (We are not afraid) movement has attracted more than 10,000 followers within a few months. The group focuses on repression in Uzbekistan and many share their own painful experiences with the regime.32 Nur.kz, one of the popular Kazakh sites, claims to have attracted over three million social media users since 2009.33 Often the most popular are individuals or pages that post things others will not. Sources with huge followings are often those who are willing to teach others to conduct a civil discourse online and express themselves. For example, a person can not just verbally abuse somebody and get away with it. He or she will lose followers and eventually people stop commenting or sharing their opinion. One has to have a certain discipline to be a part of a conversation if you want to be taken seriously. A colleague in journalism in Kyrgyzstan remarked about the number of Kyrgyz politicians who had taken to Twitter and quickly developed massive followings.34 However, more than one of these figures has experienced a social media “fall from grace,” by using their account to discuss issues far too mundane, or even worse, getting into personal attacks with individual followers. Following such incidents, the Kyrgyz journalist observed, many followers decided it was time to “unfollow” these accounts.

			Radio Liberty’s Central Asian language services are perhaps the most popular pages on Facebook. The Turkmen Service has over 67,000 followers. 35 But “liking” does not mean being a part of debates. Ozodlik, Radio Liberty’s Uzbek Service, leads in generating discussions on sensitive topics.36  It has more than 25,000 Facebook followers and nearly a quarter of a million members on Odnoklassniki. Over the years, this author has seen certain users evolve from angry nutcases to thoughtful participants, as they became more practiced in online etiquette and discourse. 

			Most of the popular topics on social media in Central Asia, as anywhere else, include sports, show business, culture, and religion. Among the fan pages and official pages of celebrities, the most popular one is that of Yulduz Usmanova, Uzbek prima donna, who has close to 53,000 followers.37 There are other pages dedicated to her and they show thousands of followers too.38 The region’s legendary literary figures such as Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aytmatov,39 Uzbek poet Muhammad Yusuf40 and pages focusing on world literature such as ziyouz.com41 generate vibrant social media interaction. Farhod Sulton, publisher of Vatandosh newspaper, based in New York, does not have thousands of followers on Facebook, but his posts ranging from politics to religion, family to morality attract dozens of Uzbeks – liberal, conservative, pro-Western, anti-Western, secular, Islamist and fundamentalist.42 Pages on Islam appeal to thousands of users too. Islom.uz43 and its sister pages such as Oilam.uz (My family)44 and Shaykh Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf,45 former mufti of Uzbekistan, have a large following and their posts are widely shared. 

			Why are social media firestorms caused by topics that touch on politics, identity, and even daily realities? Someone’s post may concern a mundane fact of life. All of a sudden someone else from his or her network may leave a critical comment regarding the person’s character or behavior which will draw in numerous people into the conversation, transforming the conversation into something else entirely. For example, a young woman boasts about her exciting life in New York City and a friend suggests that she wear something more decent. That sparks a debate on morality, freedom, gender rules, religion, economy, family, education and even crime. It often becomes necessary to have a moderator who can lead the discussion and help people to focus as they express their opinions. 

			Many migrant Central Asian activists and experts use social media to make an impact from outside the region and learn from the inside. This is the case with Tashabbus, a web-based non-governmental organization (NGO), registered in the United States, whose mission is to educate the Uzbek public about the laws, legislation, human rights and legal obligations that affect them. The group is run by young, Western-educated Uzbek lawyers who use social media to promote awareness. The founders say that Facebook has played a crucial role in allowing them to disseminate legal information and engage with the public. Thousands have shared their materials. Many thousands more have discussed and learned something from the website. 

			Tashabbus’ president, Dilorom Abdulloeva, has observed an interesting phenomenon. She notices that people seem to feel more confident expressing their views on Facebook rather than on the site itself.  “One might think that leaving an honest comment with a nickname is easier and safer on the web page than showing one’s face and real name on Facebook,” says Abdulloeva. Tashabbus is capitalizing on the use of social media and views it as a useful tool. “But many tend to share their opinions on social media because it stirs a rapid discussion and they want to have a real-time conversation. On the web page what you say is just a comment. But on social media, it becomes an organic debate,” says Abdulloeva. “On social media, you can easily see where the person speaking comes from; what she or he does. Even if they don’t reveal much, you can get some sense of who the individual is by looking at their Facebook page.”46  

			Steve Swerdlow, Central Asia researcher at Human Rights Watch, describes some of the ways the human rights community uses social media to monitor abuses and raise awareness in and outside the region. “When authorities detained a group of artists during a peaceful protest in Tashkent in the spring of 2014, we used Twitter to monitor and collect information about their detention in real-time, and also to raise alarm among journalists and diplomats who might not otherwise be following the situation. To some extent, the timely publication on social media of accurate information about human rights abuses sometimes acts as a deterrent. In this case, some of the artists were released quickly, in less than 24 hours, likely due to the widespread attention on social media.” 47  

			Swerdlow adds that while social media is a tool human rights activists use to collect data on abuses and inform the public, it also teaches him and other lawyers about the emergence of a newer generation and a dimension of independent civil society in even the most closed of the Central Asian countries, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. “The posting online in August 2014 of Ashgabat residents resisting authorities’ attempts to expropriate their air conditioning units in the middle of summer revealed the existence of rare public demonstrations in a country known for crushing all forms of dissent,” he says. “Likewise, the emergence and growing popularity among Uzbeks in and outside the country of the hashtag #Qorqmaymiz, which translates to ‘We are not afraid,’ demonstrates that there are many ordinary citizens who are ready and willing to speak out for their rights who need our support.”

			In a region where international media presence is restricted, social media has become an alternative way to collect and deliver information.  VOA, RL, BBC and many other Western outlets offering content in regional languages have long used social networks to reach and widen their audiences, and, most importantly, interact with them. While they realize the penetration is still limited they see that their impact through social media is growing. On any given day, their posts are shared or commented by at least a few dozen people and ultimately reach thousands. 

			As the numbers of users grow, the media treatment of social networks has become more sophisticated as well. Journalists are now accustomed to the fact that their reporting is no longer just one-way communication. Once you report, you get immediate feedback. As a journalist one must be ready for the reality that people will tell you that they either love or hate your content, whether it is a TV show, an article or a column. Your job is no longer just to cover a story, but to discuss the matter on social media. Some choose not to, but many are learning to curate and moderate the conversations. For them, it is a way to earn more credibility. You may not like what you get from the public, disagree or get upset with the responses, but by engaging with the social media user you are taking advantage of your chance to have an impact.  In Central Asia, where users often lack the opportunity to be online easily or for a long time, audiences do not want to browse much. They want the content to be brought right to them by posting material directly on Facebook or Odnoklassniki.

			Just like anywhere else online, there is abuse and discrimination on social media. As watchdogs, journalists and activists have an obligation to educate people. Hopefully a social media leader is someone who brings the conversation to a higher level by being both respectful and reasonable. For example, in one case in 2013, male Uzbek users posted online an insulting cartoon depicting the brain of an Uzbek woman. Dozens of users “liked” it on a Facebook group page and left demeaning and sexist comments on the site. Even more upsetting, some Uzbek women also “liked” the cartoon. It was necessary for someone with stature to enter the discussion and put the problem in context and explain what was wrong with the cartoon. Once this had happened, one constructive comment was able to quickly change the tone. Soon dozens of other remarks were made supporting that view. Social media interactions occur through the use of powerful words and images. The sharper they are, the stronger the impact. 

			Even the repressive governments that doubted the role and effect of social media are slowly changing their minds. The regimes in Central Asia, famous for blockages and restrictions, are now promoting themselves on social media. When the Uzbek government finally appeared on Facebook and Twitter in 2013, the pages were received with cheer and criticism. Many Uzbeks were furious that the communication was in Russian. This fact itself stirred up a heated conversation about the state of the national language and the influence of Russian. Moreover, when the Uzbek Foreign Ministry launched a Facebook fan page, it was also denounced for having a Russian title. Uzbek state media are incapable of covering such issues so social media users are left to discuss it on their own. When it came to this issue, they were eager to let the government know that they were unhappy. 

			Conclusion 

			Skeptics may conclude that this social media activity is ultimately insignificant in the face of widespread human rights abuses, corruption, and surveillance. They may feel that social media discussion does not automatically translate into progress nor equate with genuine political or social protest. But the counter argument is that social media, through more or less visible ways, is changing the dynamic of life in the region. Critical comments online can and do lead to awareness. Awareness leads to an increase in critical thinking, which can trigger a will and an increased confidence that enables change. Change does not always mean regime change or revolution. Social media is about changes in attitudes and in thinking. It is about people being exposed to diverse ideas and developments, and participating in the analysis of world events. In an age when the world is getting smaller and the inhabitants in it more connected, Central Asians want to be more integrated into the international system, which makes social media an absolutely critical platform in which they can engage. 

			The question is not whether the average Central Asian joins social media; it is about when they join social media. The power and promise of social media for Central Asia is that it gives an unprecedented opportunity for critical thinking and the discussion of the region’s challenging realities with a broader audience than had hitherto been possible. The words of one former politician, an opposition member, who is also an Uzbek poet, sum up the social media “revolution” quite well: “Social media is what I looked for all my life – a free platform, where I can state my view, hear what people have to say, and then make up my own mind. It’s also where I showcase my poems. Publications, TV or radio can’t do it. On social media, I know that my work is clearly reaching people. They praise it or denounce it. I’m not on Facebook or Odnoklassniki to find friends or gain popularity. I’m here to interact with people, whoever can be there, to talk with me. We just talk. Yes, the Internet is slow, and the security services may trace me, perhaps punish me, but I have a tool in my hand that can amplify my opinion.”48  
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