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Abstract

The EU’s implementation of the Strategy on Central Asia in 2019 has paved a way for increased
cooperation around women’s rights promotion between the EU and Central Asia. Women’s
rights are highlighted in this study as it concerns several issue areas, including democratisation,
human rights, and social policy, and there have been concerns on the status of women from
international organisations. However, a link between women’s rights promotion in Central Asia
and the role of the EU’s strategies in promoting norms and values around is yet to be explored.
This study investigates the public perceptions of women’s rights promotion within the five
Central Asian countries, based on social media comments using an abductive approach by
Thompson (2022). Public perceptions are analysed through theories of norm-diffusion and
postcolonial feminism. We find cross-national variation in the extent to which the five countries
are oriented towards women’s rights promotion, and further variation in the considerations that
individuals have when expressing their opinion. The main results are mixed and are not
optimistic for EU’s chances for success in promoting women'’s rights in Central Asia. However,
the results reinstate the importance of understanding the local complexities and how they

contribute to the construction of public orientation to norms and values.
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Glossary

CA — Central Asia

CEDAW — UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
EU — European Union

NGO — Nongovernmental organisation

STEM - Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics.

RSF — Reporters Without Borders

UNDP — United Nations Development Programme

UNECE — United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
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1. Introduction

In 2018, the European Union (EU) and the five post-Soviet Central Asian countries — Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan — celebrated the 25th anniver-
sary of cooperation, followed by a formulation of the New Strategy on Central Asia, adopted
by the European Commission in 2019 (European Commission 2019). Promotion of democracy,
human rights, and good governance, as an integral part of EU’s international identity and ex-
ternal action, is continuously reflected throughout the Strategy, which aims to enhance and
strengthen the relationship between the EU and Central Asia (henceforth, CA). Despite not
being in the direct sphere of influence or falling under the cohort of European Neighbourhood
countries, the five states are important partners of the EU due to their trade and energy relations,
and diplomatic ties. Increased cooperation and strategies of norm-diffusion have become nec-
essary for the EU to enhance its capacity to counterbalance Russia’s geopolitical leverage in
Central Asia, which has presented itself through disinformation campaigns and cultural influ-
ence that promotes anti-Western sentiments and traditional values (Arynov, 2018; Edenborg,

2018).

In June 2023, the Central Asian Alliance was launched in Almaty, Kazakhstan, as part of the
EU-UN Spotlight Initiative to combat gender-based violence, with funds provided by the EU
(Nakispekova 2023; United Nations Kazakhstan 2023). The Spotlight Initiative and Alliance
intend to promote women empowerment, in accordance with the Sustainable Development
Goal on gender equality, and tackle issues of domestic violence, femicide and discrimination,

as well as provide financial and legal support for survivors.

The EU Special Representative to Central Asia, Terhi Hakala held a speech at the Interna-
tional Conference on Women’s Dialogue in Central Asian Countries, emphasising values of the
EU that promote interregional dialogue on women’s rights and gender equality — human rights,
democracy, and international cooperation. She pointed to the current “geopolitical turbulences”
that could impact the progress of gender equality, thus emphasising the importance of EU-CA
cooperation in this issue area (Hakala, 2023). However, it is unclear whether the EU’s strategies
to promote women'’s rights would be perceived similarly across the region. The potential dif-
ferences in perceptions could, arguably, have consequences for the successful implementation
in each Central Asian country. After all, the EU’s partner states are more likely to implement
policies and adopt its norms and values around gender equality if their existing norms are

aligned with those of the EU (Jonasson 2013).



The discourse around EU-CA relations has been criticised to take a one-sided, Eurocentric
perspective, focusing on the kind of actor the EU is, what it does and what it wishes to achieve
in its foreign and regional policies, thus neglecting the perspectives of Central Asian countries
and their societies (Arynov 2018, 2022a, 2022b). This issue is also reflected in literature on
norm-diffusion in south-eastern European countries, which has prioritised the ‘norm-maker’
(i.e. the EU), meanwhile ignoring the perspective of the ‘norm-taker’, particularly non-Western
actors, thus reducing the agency of the ‘norm-taker’ within the discourse (Bjorkdahl 2005, 258;
Checkel 1999; Jonasson 2013). Since the introduction of the Strategy, literature has emerged
around perceptions of and discourse around the EU in CA, with focus given to Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan due to stronger diplomatic and economic ties (EEAS, 2021c, 2021a,
2023). Less consideration is given to Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, presumably due to lack of
financial and administrative resources to support empirical research, as well as local restrictions
in the freedom of speech and press. Nevertheless, taking the perspectives of the two latter
countries into consideration is important to understand the extent to which the EU’s norm dif-
fusion has a similar chance of success across the regions, and whether there are limitations to

each specific country.

Studying public opinion and perceptions can help circumvent an intent-action problem that
is present in the literature on perceptions of the EU in CA. Current scholarship on perceptions
uses traditional media outlets or interviews with elites, and common findings show that there
is a positive image of the EU and its incentives to promote human rights in the region (see
Section 3.2). The issue with studying values and norms of partner states at an elite level is that
there may be consensus around women’s rights on paper, thus it could be rhetorical and not
reflect the practices of the partner state’s institutions or policy makers. This is particularly ev-
ident with Turkmenistan, who is a member of the OSCE, the European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development and has engaged with the EU and various European stakeholders to promote
economic relations, democracy, and gender equality in Turkmen society (EEAS, 2021b; Asim,
2023), yet has an alarming record of human rights violations (Human Rights Watch, 2024a).
As a result, it is hard to draw conclusions on whether EU norms are genuinely accepted
throughout society. Therefore, obtaining a distinct perspective becomes necessary, which is
why public opinion is the focus of this study.

This thesis intends to explore the differences in how women’s rights are perceived by the
public across all five Central Asian countries, based on theoretical premises and existing liter-

ature. We are interested to investigate whether there are any differences among the five CA



countries, and if so, how do those differences affect the chances of success of EU’s promotion
of women’s rights within the region. The main argument is that there may be differences across
the CA states in accepting women’s rights promotion due to cross-national variation in norms
and values, stemming from historical, political, and cultural factors (See Section 2.3 and 3.3).
The theoretically founded premise of this study is that the chance of success for EU’s promotion
of women’s rights will vary, depending on the extent to which the public orients itself with

EU’s norms and values (see Section 2.2).

1.1 Aim

This study intends to investigate potential differences in orientation towards European
norms and values among CA countries by analysing public perceptions through comments on

social media posts discussing women’s rights.

Women'’s rights promotion is defined as the struggle to achieve equal rights for women and
to end gender-based discrimination or violence. Women’s rights can be promoted at an institu-
tional level through policymaking; at a grassroots level through the engagement with the fem-
inist movement; and at an individual level through interpersonal dialogue. The latter two can
be interchangeable as both contribute to discourse around women’s rights, which can contribute
to change in public opinion regarding different issue areas within women’s rights discourse

(see Bolzendahl and Myers 2004).}

The thesis will contribute to scholarship on EU’s external action and the promotion of its
core norms and values outside of Europe, which have been demonstrated to have significant
shortcomings (Eris 2013; Jonasson 2022). Similar shortcomings are currently reflected in re-
search on EU’s strategies in the region, particularly due to the different responses to the EU’s
policies and projects, and differing perceptions of European values, stemming from local his-
tory, geography, and cultures (See Section 3). The study will draw away from the focus on trade

and energy relations and explore the prospects for norm-promotion by the EU through the lens

! Women’s rights promotion and feminism will be used interchangeably throughout the discussion of civil
society.



of gender equality and women’s rights. All five CA states are examined as they fall under the

Strategy on Central Asia yet are seldomly compared together.?

The focus will be on public perceptions as it allows us to gain insight into the extent to which
the public is oriented towards the EU and its norms and values. We argue that for women’s
rights promotion to be accepted in CA states and thus, for EU’s initiatives around women’s
rights promotion to have a better chance of success, it is necessary for the public within these
states to feel like their pre-existing norms and values are aligned with hose of the EU. A further
discussion of this argument will be developed in Section 2.1. To understand the extent to which
the public within each individual CA state is oriented towards the EU and the norms and values,
and to identify any cross-national variation of public orientation, an analysis of user comments
on social media platforms regarding women’s rights and gender equality will be analysed,
based on four dimensions, — religion, geopolitics, national identity, and gender stereotypes.
The dimensions are chosen based on literature on postcolonial feminism (Section 2.3), as well

as the themes discussed in the literature review on individual CA states (Section 3.3).

Discourse around women’s rights in CA has been investigated in individual countries, but
there is yet to be an exploration of the relationship between this issue area and the relationship
between the EU and CA. The relationship has been explored in studies on the role of the EU,
geopolitics and colonialism in rising activism within LGBT+ communities in Central Asia
(Wilkinson, 2014; Edenborg, 2018; Kravtsova, 2022). Likewise, promotion of LGBT+ rights
as an aspect of European or Western values is pointed out in research on perceptions of the EU
(Arynov, 2018).

The structure of the thesis is as following: The Second Section will develop the theoretical
approaches of EU’s actorness in the region, debate on norm diffusion approaches, and draw on
the feminist perspective of analysing postcolonial states to develop the arguments behind the
challenges of approaching women’s rights issues in postcolonial regions through a European
perspective. The Third Section will discuss the research on EU-CA relations and their interac-
tions with NGOs and civil society, the different analyses of perceptions of the EU and European
values in CA, and the situation of women'’s rights in individual countries. The Fourth Section
presents the theoretical expectations of the study. The Fifth Section will discuss the research
design of this study. It will describe framing analysis and the abductive approach and how they
will be applied. The framework through which orientation of the public will be interpreted, and

2 There are exceptions, notably Sébastien Peyrouse, who has co-authored articles and books on all five post-
Soviet CA states, including perceptions towards the EU and geopolitical positioning towards various regional
actors.



the approach to collecting source material, as well as limitations, will all be outlined in this
section as well. The Sixth section will present the results of the study, including a region-level
overview and a breakdown of outcomes by country. The Seventh section will present an anal-
ysis of the results, as well as a discussion of what the results mean for the EU. Furthermore,
the section will address how can the results aid the EU in promoting their norms and values
regarding women’s rights more effectively. The Eighth section is the concluding section, in
which the study and its findings will be summarised and recommendations for future research

will be provided.

2. Theoretical Framework

It is crucial to take local conditions of partner states into account when formulating strategies
to promote norms and practices that improve women’s rights. If societies in partner states are
basically oriented towards the project itself, as well as the values on which the project is based,
this can contribute to an increase in the prospects of success of women’s rights promotion
(Jonasson 2013, 29). However, before assessing whether societies are oriented towards inter-
national norms, it is important to consider two things. The first being the nature of the EU as
an international and regional actor, and the second being the consideration of what are pre-

existing norms and values, and how they are constructed.

2.1 The EU —a force of good?

The EU has historically set itself apart from other powerful actors in international relations
by using its civilian power, rather than military mechanisms to exert influence (Duchéne 1972).
In 2002, Ian Manners has famously argued that EU’s identity is not formed by the power it has,
but its inherent sui generis character and legally integrated norms and values that makes it
behave in a normative way. Its institutional makeup allows it to lead by example and shape the
notion of what is ‘normal’ in the global arena. Following Duchéne’s and Manners’ arguments,
Lisbeth Aggestam (2008) challenged the notion of civilian and Normative Power Europe by

presenting the perspective of Europe as an ethical power by analysing the ethical considerations



behind its objectives and strategies in world politics, i.e., why the EU seeks to enforce its values

and norms in international relations.

Arguing for Ethical Power Europe implies that the EU has altruistic intentions in promoting
its norms and values to regions outside of Europe, while also pursuing its own interests. In
other words, interests and morals are interlinked when describing EU’s strategy as a global
actor (Aggestam 2008, 8-9). However, the problem that arises with so-called ethical powers,
as well as the constructivist scholarship regarding international normative influence, is that
norms may have a different impact from one state to the next. Furthermore, this cross-national
variation remains unexplained as the emphasis in constructivism lies in the role of “interna-

tional norm-makers” (e.g. the EU) and less so on “domestic norm-takers” (Checkel 1999, 85).

Scholars that examine EU actorness in the context of EU-CA relations argue that EU’s iden-
tity in the region and the attractiveness of the norms and values it promotes is in line with the
three pillars Joseph Nye's (2004) concept of soft power — culture, political values, and soft
foreign policy. Focusing on political values as our main area of interest, Brussels’ most attrac-
tive aspect for elites and society in CA is its dedication to principles of democracy, human
rights, freedom of speech and social equality, all of which create positive association of Europe
in the region. However, polarisation has been induced in some Central Asian societies regard-
ing EU’s dedication to freedom and equality as it has led to increased visibility of the LGBTQ+
community and discourse around sexual minority rights, which is associated with moral deg-
radation and societal decline in CA (Arynov 2022a, pp. 193, 200).

On the other hand, scholars such as Gordon Crawford (2008) has argued that the EU, in its
efforts to promote human rights in the region, has displayed characteristics of a realist actor as
its economic and commercial interests in the region’s development have put its norms of de-
mocracy promotion in second place. Crawford’s arguments are in-line with the previous re-
search on internal perceptions of the EU by Central Asian elites (Arynov, 2018, 2022a, 2022c¢),
which demonstrates how the chances for successful human rights promotion and social em-
powerment in CA has been compromised by the EU’s economic and geopolitical interests
(Boas, 2012; Savchenko, Osavoliuk and Savchenko, 2020; Fawn, 2022). This insight provides
an ambiguous position of how the EU’s actorness is perceived by the EU itself and its Central

Asian partners.



2.2. Norm-diffusion and Orientation

Before proceeding into discussion on orientation and factors that improve the chances of
successful norm-diffusion, certain terms need to be defined for future clarity, specifically, what
are norms and values? Norms are defined as collective behaviour and standards of what is
acceptable and ‘normal’, whereas values are defined as “privately held” standards that may not
reflect behaviour but can provide us with insight to public orientation (see Alian 2012; Jonasson
2013, p. 11). Both terms are used interchangeably or together in discussions of norm-promotion
by the EU, however the distinction becomes important as we investigate public opinion and
perceptions in CA in future sections of the study. The next question is how the EU promotion

of norms and values in its partner states is theorised.

The promotion of human rights and democracy by the EU in the Neighbourhood countries
has been investigated in the last decade, and scholars have come to the conclusion that the EU
has failed to meet the challenges of complex international environments (Bjorkdahl, 2005;
Youngs, 2008; Alian, 2012). Constructivist scholarship favours a socialisation-based approach
to norm diffusion, through diplomacy, persuasion, and moral support, over incentive-based ap-
proaches promoted by rationalist institutional arguments. The carrots-and-sticks approach of
the latter logic is criticised in social constructivism as the authenticity of norm acceptance un-
der terms of conditionality comes into question (Bjorkdahl 2005, p. 275). Rationalist institu-
tionalists, on the other hand, favours an incentive-based logic such as conditionality in the form
of material incentives and membership in regional organisations as it encourages states to
change their behaviour and adopt European norms through necessary reforms (see e.g. Kelley
2004; McDonagh 2008; Schimmelfennig 2008). Previous rational institutionalist studies ex-
plore candidate states in Europe who are at a closer proximity to the EU, but how may norm
promotion be applicable to non-candidate states, for whom conditionality in the form of mem-
bership does not apply?

Norms can be diffused in third partner states more successfully if there is an orientation
towards the norm-maker, as well as the norms and value in question. Domestic norms are an
important aspect of how preferences are shaped among individuals, and thus can predict the
degree to which international norms resonate with domestic actors (Checkel 1998, Jonasson
2013, p. 15). To take the example of democracy promotion by the EU in Turkey and Jordan,

Jonasson (2013) argues that for democracy promotion to be accepted, domestic resonance for



democratic values and practices is a necessary prerequisite, i.e. there needs to be an inclination

towards the norm promoted by the norm-maker in the norm-taking society (pp. 18-19).

The EU has attempted to promote democracy in CA to address the democratic deficit and
human rights violations, however faced obstacles in its implementation — lack of democratic
tradition, and authoritarian influence from China, Iran, and Russia. Any democratic reforms
that have been implemented throughout EU-CA cooperation has been the result of internal
efforts (Fiedler, 2018). This portrays the importance of considering the local context and how
it can determine the extent to which norms and values of the norm-giver and norm-taker over-
lap. Shared values, especially where human rights are concerned, are necessary for a “genuine
partnership,” which can increase the chance for policies and projects to succeed. However,
shared values can only be achieved when partners can reach a consensus, and this consensus
transcends the rhetorical level and is put in practice (Wohlgemuth and Wallnofer 2010, p. 89).
Jonasson (2013) concludes that certain norms and values (in her case — democracy) need to be
rooted in the local context as norms are “anchored throughout society” and newly-adopted

norms can only be “sustainable” when they are in-line with preexisting values (p. 201).

Following this, we explore the local context of CA and whether there are local prerequisites

for orientation towards women'’s rights throughout society.

2.3. Postcolonial and Transnational Feminism

To understand the public orientation towards women’s rights and gender equality as pro-
moted by the EU, it is important to address the perspectives of international relations feminist

theories and how they are applied to the context of Central Asia.

The region has experienced seven decades of Soviet occupation and its legacy has created a
milieu of difficult transition to independence and integration with the global world. Tradition
has become aligned with nation-building initiatives, and became a juxtaposition to ‘modernity’,
promoted in the Soviet Union to remove feudal ideologies and traditional legal institutions,
which were ‘backward’ and contradictory to the socialist statehood (Beyer and Finke 2019,
310). In the post-Soviet era, Russian academic feminist scholarship has adopted transnational
feminism and other Western theories as the country was continuously entering a world of glob-
alisation and undergoing neoliberal economic reforms, and Western funding has assisted in its

development (Chatterjee and Petrone, 2014). The concept of transnationalism has become

9



important in the discussion of interconnectedness and interactions among institutions, societies,
and cultures, as well as the flow of information and technology across borders. This led to
transnationalism being linked to globalisation in the theoretical debate (Tedeschi, Vorobeva
and Jauhiainen, 2022). However, transnationalism has not caught on in Central Asia as the fall
of the Soviet Union led to more emphasis on strengthening national borders and identity, and
local political and economic factors have limited the extent to which people and ideas interact

across borders (see Laruelle and Peyrouse, 2015).

Transnationalism has been adopted from the ideas of postmodernity, through which eco-
nomic and geopolitical boundaries have become “blurred”, and transcending the notion of the
nation-state (Mann and Patterson 2016, p. 481). The EU is viewed as a transnational economic
unit which blurs national boundaries through its Single Market, its political institutions such as
the Commission and its strategies of European integration (Grant 2006; Mann and Patterson
2016, 482). Likewise, European feminism is also associated with transnationalism and post-
modernity, particularly Western ideas of separation of state and church (secularism), freedom
of speech and individualism (Grewal and Kaplan 1994; Ritzer 2011). However, criticism to-
wards postmodernity and the rise of transnational feminism rose as authors highlighted ele-
ments of ‘Euro-North-American-centrism’ within earlier theoretical frameworks, and the lack

of attention given to local contexts (Grewal and Kaplan 1994, p. 12).

Postcolonial theory emerged in attempt to address and engage with the legacies of colonial-
ism in shaping power structures, societal structures, and discourses on globalisation (Mann and
Patterson 2016, p. 483). Postcolonialism has stemmed from Edward Said's (1978) Orientalism,
in which he points to the historic prejudices against Islamic and Asian cultures as a way to
solidify and legitimise “the West” (p. 12). Object of postcolonial theory — analysing the social
implications of mutual processes between the coloniser and the colonised (Mann and Patterson
2016, p. 484). Postcolonial theory and discourse matters in the context of Central Asia as leg-
acies of Soviet socio-economic and nationalities policies have led to interethnic tensions
(Borbieva, 2012; Rezvani, 2013), civil wars (Kluczewska, 2022), and further socio-cultural
issues that came with independence (See Section 3.3). Likewise, colonialist legacy plays a role
in shaping gender dynamics.

Postcolonial feminists have argued that women in post-colonial states experience different
challenges, have different preferences and cultural backgrounds to those in the West or “global
North,” and therefore, the framework of Western liberal feminism does not suit them

(McLaughlin 2003). Furthermore, as feminism within the EU and Europe can be perceived as

10



an extension to Western cultural feminism, derived from transnational values of individuality
and modernity, it has been criticised to be distant from the concerns of postcolonial writings
due to perceiving colonialism as a characteristic of the past. This neglects not only local geo-
graphical terrain, historical contexts or the visibility of liberation movements, but also the pos-
sibility for societies to experience ‘recolonisation’ (Grewal and Kaplan 1994; McLaughlin
2003, p. 107). Grewal and Kaplan (1994), in their discussion and critique of transnational or
‘global’ feminism, have pointed out that Western feminism, which can be applied to feminist
thought in Europe,® needs to acknowledge the impact of global economic and cultural struc-
tures, the link between nationalism and patriarchy, and local traditions and power structures to

promote their values in postcolonial regions.

Narayan (1997) argues that not all Western feminists are inherently colonialist or ethnocen-
tric. Colonialist stances from Western feminists would involve viewing women from non-West-
ern countries as a group that needs to be saved from their own traditions and societal values,
consequently, erasing the “contextual framework™ through which these traditions are formed
(pp. 58-59). Mohanty (1984) observes this point in her discussion of ethno- and Eurocentrism
in Western feminist perspectives, arguing that they view women from non-Western countries
as a group with identical interests, as well as victims to poverty, ignorance, and tradition, thus
neglecting their historical and political agency (pp. 374, 377-8). Abu-Lughod (2002) addresses
the Western saviour complex in her discussion of cultural relativism and the ‘plight of Muslim
women’. She argues that projects to ‘save’ women from Muslim countries such as Afghanistan
can be perceived as patronising and do not explore the historical developments of oppression

or the role of hegemonic powers such as the US in these developments (p. 783).

The perspectives criticised by Mohanty and Abu-Lughod mirrors the strategies of the Soviet
regime to dismiss historical and cultural institutions in CA, thus diminishing their agency as
states, and consequently incentivising them to pursue ‘retraditionalisation’ post-independence.
Likewise, ‘saviour’ projects to establish power occurred in parts of CA such as Tajikistan, in
which the Soviet regime launched a campaign to ‘liberate the women of the East’ in the mid-
1920s by abolishing religion and feudal labour relations and justifying their policies as forms
of labour protection and female emancipation. Post-independence, NGOs and international do-
nors have pursued projects to safeguard the achievements of the Soviet era in the field of

women’s rights in Tajikistan, yet eventually lost their legitimacy as they were perceived to be

3 This is an important assumption as elites in Central Asia views Europe as part of ‘the West’ or Zapad (Pey-
rouse, 2014)
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out of touch from the local context and did not support the family unit — an important source

of safety and community for women in the 1990s (Kluczewska 2021, p. 10-11).

Decolonising efforts in feminist movements within Western countries, including Europe,
have either rejected feminist values in favour of “womanist” rhetoric or created their own def-
initions of feminism based on contextual struggles, based on class, religion, ethnicity, or na-
tional identity (Grewal and Kaplan 1994, p. 17). In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, there is in-
creasing debate on postcolonialism, how it is perceived differently in different post-Soviet re-
publics, and the overlap between de-colonialism and the rise of nationalism (Kravtsova, 2022).
Decolonial processes can also be reversed against promotion of women’s rights by dismissing
feminists who advocate for women’s rights and categorising them as “Westernised traitors to
their community” (Narayan 1997, p. 31). Narayan points out that such dismissals are selective
and inconsistent, which is interesting for our case, as it helps us question why that is so, and

what is considered when individuals choose whether feminist demands should be undermined.

The following section provides us further context that can help us to answer such questions.
The section intends to discuss in more detail the existing literature on EU-CA relations, per-

ceptions, and women’s rights at both regional- and country-level.

3. Literature Review

3.1 EU-CA Relations

Scholarship on EU-CA relations has been broad since the establishment of bilateral partner-
ships with individual states, as well as initiatives of Central Asian Strategies. The scope varies
from perceptions and interactions between the two actors (Fawn, Kluczewska and Korneev,
2022); interregional competition (Fawn, 2022); economic development and assistance through
trade (Pomfret, 2022); trade (Saglam, Giirsoy and Can Ergiin, 2018; Kastakova, Zatko and
Barinkov4a, 2021); energy relations (Mois¢ and Sorbello, 2022); climate change (Vakulchuk et
al., 2023); and knowledge production (Korneev and Kluczewska, 2022).

Human rights have been an increasing topic of interest since the 2019 Strategy implemen-
tation, as the issue area overlapped with EU’s foreign policy objectives to promote democracy,

security and economic development in CA. Effectiveness (Shakenova et al., 2020), benefits of
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human rights promotion (Savchenko, Osavoliuk and Savchenko, 2020), and trade-offs between
human rights and economic interests (Boas, 2012) have been addressed in the discussions
around EU’s position as a normative influence in the region. Governance promotion research
points to further limitations to EU’s role as its objectives to create an intermediary between the
EU and local communities (Pierobon, 2022) is dependent on the level of state openness and
commitment to political liberalisation (Bossuyt and Kubicek, 2011), funding (Keijzer and Bos-
suyt, 2020) and local knowledge of self-governance, societal resilience and values (Bossuyt
and Davletova, 2022). Likewise, Yildiz (2022) points out that individual CA countries differ in
their response to EU’s democratic governance promotion and approaches in balancing out ex-

ternal influence.

3.2 Perceptions of the EU

Cross-national variation is present also in perceptions of the EU across Central Asia. In
Sebastien Peyrouse’s Working Paper, authors from all five CA countries have described the

characteristics that shape the perceptions of elites and civil society in their respective countries.

In Kazakhstan, the EU is attractive to the new generation of elites due to its promotion of
human rights and democratic values on a global scale, which has contributed to the appeal of
blending democratic and ‘European’ values with national and Muslim identity (Kourmanova,
2014). In Kyrgyzstan, the EU is viewed as a generous and “broadly oriented” donor that pro-
vides a lot of assistance, yet also bureaucratic and less influential compared to the US, Russia
and its neighbour, Kazakhstan. The EU is negatively viewed among Kyrgyz nationalists, as
well as nationalists in neighbouring Uzbekistan (Juraev, 2014). EU-Tajikistan relations have
developed later due to civil war in the 1990s, which affects EU’s visibility within the public.
Narratives of the EU have been fragmented, viewing the actor as progressive, a generous donor,

or culturally ‘alien’ and ‘difficult to understand’ (Olimov, 2014).

In Turkmenistan, the EU is largely unrecognised among the population. The privileged mi-
nority that has been exposed to the EU and European values through travels abroad and cultural
exchanges associate it with luxury goods and high standard of living. It is difficult for young
people to access European cultural centres and embassies to obtain visas and stipends to study
abroad due to heavy monitoring by Turkmen authorities, and lack of engagement from Brussels

to promote cultural exchange (Peyrouse, 2014). Perceptions in Uzbekistan have been mixed,
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depending on the relations the government has had with the EU since the 1990s. Relations have
been “frozen” in the 2000s due to police brutality during the Andijan protests in 2005. Relations
improved after 2011, however, EU’s leverage has since been perceived as weak by the Uzbek
elites due to restoration of bilateral relations without meeting EU demands. Promotion of Eu-
ropean values is argued to depend on the willingness of the EU and its member states to be pro-

active in Uzbekistan (Tolipov, 2014).

Zhanibek Arynov has investigated perceptions of by intermediate level opinion-makers in
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan by interviewing politicians, scholars, think-tank experts, journal-
ists, and civil society representatives. Arynov's (2018, 2022a) findings show that there are pos-
itive perceptions of EU’s objectives and policies in the region. It is perceived as a strong eco-
nomic partner, a relatively influential political actor, and a less aggressive actor compared to
other regional actors like the US, Russia, and China, thus its promotion of democratic values
and norms of human rights are recognised as genuine. However, the legitimacy of EU’s norm
promotion agenda is met with scepticism (Arynov 2022¢, 1046). Arynov highlights that inter-
mediate elites expressed a lack of knowledge in the effectiveness of EU’s objectives in the
region, despite working directly or indirectly with EU institutions. The misunderstandings are
linked to poor communication, lack of an economic and political agenda, complex institutional
structures and slow decision-making that limits the EU from acting as a unitary actor. Simul-
taneously, high levels of corruption, low government capacity and poor policy performance in
CA countries pose challenges to EU’s objectives in reaching its targets. Arynov (2022b) also
investigates the perceptions of the EU among university students in Kazakhstan, and he con-
cludes, similarly to the authors in Peyrouse’s (2014) paper — the EU has an issue with visibility
and outreach, in the sense that the target groups of Central Asian society do not understand the
impact EU policies and projects have in their country.

Apart from Arynov’s insights into local perceptions, discourse and content analysis has been
emerging to better understand the narratives within individual countries regarding the EU. Me-
dia discourse analysis has been conducted by Bekenova and Collins (2019) to investigate media
portrayal of the EU in Kazakhstan and how positive media discourse about the EU contributes
to the legitimacy of the domestic regime and shapes the national identity of Kazakhstan. The
authors apply the Self/Other dichotomy in their analysis, which has been referenced in feminist
political theories and critiques (see McLaughlin 2003), concerns from postcolonial scholars

(Said, 1978), and social media-critical discourse studies (Ghaffari, 2022).
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Comparative media content analysis has been additionally conducted on EU perceptions in
Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, through analysis of newspapers, to examine dominant themes and
narratives within the two countries, and how the interests within the different countries shapes
the mostly-positive perceptions of the EU (Qodirov, 2023). Qodirov finds that both countries
paint the EU in a positive light in the media, however there are differences in the issue areas,
through which the EU is discussed due to differing national interests. Kazakhstan, a resource-
rich country views emphasises economic relations, whereas Tajikistan emphasises EU’s assis-

tance in security and humanitarian aid, due to concerns over its border with Afghanistan.

Qodirov’s and Bekenova/Collins’ articles reinforce the relatively positive perceptions and
narratives of the EU within individual countries, however, like in Arynov’s (2018, 2022a,
2022b) studies, the main units of analyses are the agenda-setters in the media and elites, both
of which dominate the narratives surrounding their respective relations with the EU, based on
national interests. Findings based on perspectives of the elites does not reflect the entire scope
of discourse within their countries, therefore more investigation into public perceptions is

needed, as stated in Qodirov’s (2023) conclusion.

3.3 Role of women in Central Asia

All five CA states share a Soviet past, which has been argued to have improved gender equal-
ity by granting women voting rights, political participation, maternity and child protection,
access to the labour market and education (Pentorets, 2017; Khairullayeva ef al., 2022). On the
other hand, contemporary criticism has emerged, arguing that the Soviet regime reinforced
gender inequality by banning women from certain forms of employment, subjecting women to
legal and economic dependence on the state rather than men, and not addressing structural
inequalities within patriarchal social systems in the various Republics, thus upkeeping gender
stereotypes and expectations alive into the post-Soviet era (Turbine, 2015; Pentorets, 2017;
Kiviorg, 2022).

Since the five CA states gained their independence in 1992, each country has experienced
individual transition, yet similarities in their experiences post-independence have been identi-
fied — formation of national identity, return to pre-Soviet traditions, transition to a free market
economy, and continued authoritarian rule. Economic reforms and nation-building overstepped

women’s rights in the list of priorities of politicians, religious authorities and the media
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(Droeber, 2006). Such factors have negatively affected the status of women in CA countries as
decreased labour force and political participation, and promotion of traditional family values
exacerbated gender inequality across all five countries (Ishkanian, 2005; Kocher, 2013; Beyer
and Kojobekova, 2019). The discourse around the ‘return to tradition,” or ‘retraditionalisation’
has been perceived as a strategy to reclaim national ideology and undergo a process of ‘de-
Sovietisation.” Building a sense of national identity among citizens on patriarchal social struc-
tures has become legitimised through its acceptance as “authentically Central Asian” (see Zhus-

sipbek and Nagayeva 2021, 228).

Uyat, a Kazakh word for “deeply felt shame”, has come into spotlight in Kazakhstan as a
buzzword to humiliate Kazakh women that do not adhere to societal norms regarding the ap-
pearance and behaviour of women (Kabatova, 2018). Uyat is present in the southern regions
of Kyrgyzstan, which has created obstacles for women to leave their spouses as their families
refuse to take them back due to “shame” (UN News, 2021). In Uzbekistan, uyat is a tool of

pressure to conformity and tradition, which is especially aimed at young people (Ali 2024).4

Religion is another significant aspect that contributed to national-identity formation in CA
post-independence. Muslim-majority states such as Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey have fi-
nanced projects to promote Islam and religious education in the region (Gunn, 2003). Interna-
tional organisations have attempted to seek middle ground between religious autonomy and
women’s empowerment. Gender equality in CA has been analysed through Islamic feminist
perspectives, which is explored in works on postcolonial feminism in post-Soviet countries by
Nanette Funk (2004), Kristen Ghodsee (2004) and Madina Tlostanova, as well as in
Khairullayeva et al. (2022), who explore Islamic feminism in their article on gender policy in
Kazakhstan. Asim (2023) has discussed the cultural Europeanisation within Muslim societies
in Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, arguing that Muslim women are mobilising towards Euro-
pean liberal values. However local attitudes and traditions that contribute to a sense of national
identity, as well as spillovers from fundamentalist Muslim movements within Afghani-Turk-
men borders, create limitations for European liberal values to be accepted by wider society and

limits civil society movements to influence change in current power structures.

Suppression of religious beliefs and practices was widespread in the Soviet Union as it con-
flicted with the ideology perpetuated by the regime. With the fall of the USSR, religious free-

dom emerged and with it came concerns from international bodies such as CEDAW, ICCPR

41t is hard to say whether the concept of uyat exists in Tajikistan or Turkmenistan, as upon investigation, no
sources linking uyat to the two countries were found. However, there is a possibility that the culture of shame as
a tool of societal pressure may be present.
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and ECHR over gender-based discrimination that came with the promotion of religious free-
dom and beliefs (Kiviorg, 2022). Merilin Kviborg (2022) lists several concerns brought up by
international bodies — discrimination of women within the LGBTQ+, refugee, ethnic and reli-
gious minority groups; societal gender stereotypes that limit women in labour participation,
domestic life, and childcare access; and lack of state involvement in battling child and forced
marriage, bridal kidnapping, and polyamory (p. 52). Kviborg argues that the complexities of
promoting religious freedom and gender equality simultaneously are not addressed or even
understood by international and European monitoring bodies committed to improve human
rights in the region (p. 58).

There are, of course, factors other than religion that negatively contribute to gender policies
in CA. Julia Droeber (2006) has scrutinised the argument that the return of pre-Soviet Islamic
traditions is to blame for unfavourable conditions for young women in CA, claiming that Islam
is not solely responsible for the women’s rights situation, particularly where bodily autonomy
and sexuality are concerned. Through Islam, Droeber explains, discussions around sexuality
and reproductive health have been perceived as a “taboo” and “immoral” by local religious
authorities, which has had subsequent implications for women’s health and safety (pp. 187,
189). Yet in the ‘atheist’ Soviet Union, sex education was also lacking, providing women with
little to no reproductive rights, and benefited the elites as ignorance about sexuality in the pop-
ulation allowed the regime to uphold its totalitarian rule over people’s lives (p. 192). Post-
independence, Droeber, further discusses, political and socio-cultural traditions were combined
with religious traditions to “justify” patriarchal practices and norms, with nationalist and Is-
lamic movements referring to women’s bodies as “bearers of the nation” to perpetuate the con-
nection of biology, religion, tradition, and nation-building (pp. 205-7).

Most discussed aspects of gender-based discrimination in scholarship addresses domestic life
and the unit of family as a significant perpetrator. Daughters-in-law, or kelins® in Central Asia
are granted a lower social status by both her family and society, and thus are subject to margin-
alisation and limited personal autonomy once married, with numerous accounts reporting acts
of verbal and physical violence, obstacles to financial independence, and unequal division of
labour at home, which are commonly enforced by her in-laws (Zhussipbek and Nagayeva,
2021). The systemic exploitation and marginalisation of kelins, as part of societal upholding of
traditional norms and values, leaves them vulnerable as they are not valued as human beings

(ibid., p. 237). Spousal violence is widespread in CA countries, whether it is physical, verbal,

5 Kelin translates to bride or daughter-in-law in Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Uzbek; gelin in Turkmen; arus in Tajik.
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or sexual, and women only seek help if they endure mixed forms of violence and severe inju-
ries. Fear of an intimate partner is a significant factor limiting women to leave a marriage due

to low trust in institutions and lack of protection from law enforcement (Urbaeva, Koo and

Childress, 2021).

Additionally, Kocher (2013) points to the lack of technological development and access to
computers and the Internet, which contributes to the marginalisation of women and reduces
their access to resources that could help them increase their autonomy and take preventative
measures from violent cirumcstances (p. 36). This point is important to note as two of the five
CA countries — Tajikistan and Turkmenistan — are among the Top 20 countries with the slowest
Internet in the world (cable.co.uk, 2023). Given the strict censorship laws and low rankings in
the World Press Freedom Index, not only in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, but also Uzbekistan
(see Reporters Without Borders, 2024), it is challenging for researchers outside of the region
to conduct their investigations on the situation of women’s rights accurately. Although the sit-
uation regarding independent journalism and free speech is improving in Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan, governments in both countries have declared in April 2024, that a ’foreign agent’ law
would be adopted. Similar to that of Russia and Georgia, the law would require journalists,
media outlets and civil society organisations receiving funding from abroad to declare that their
publications are “produced by a foreign agent” (Cavalier, 2024b, 2024a). This may contribute
to further restrictions in monitoring the effectiveness of the EU in promoting its norms and
values.

Concluding this section, we have presented the similarities among the five CA states in re-
lation to the status of women. In the following sub-sections, we discuss each country individ-
ually to investigate specific issues that women encounter within their national borders. It is
important to note that it is not possible to include the full scope of issues within each country
due to constraints in space, as well as availability of literature. The aim of the following sub-
sections is to provide some important context that supports the development of the theoretical

framework of this study.

3.3.1. Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan has become an increasingly important partner for the EU in the areas of

women’s rights promotion since the implementation of the Strategy on Central Asia in 2019
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(Kuzembayeva, 2019). Kuzembayeva (2019) argus that the Enhanced Partnership between EU-
Kazakhstan provides an opportunity for Kazakhstan to strengthen women’s role in society.
Through existing institutional mechanisms, the EU can assist Kazakhstan in improving its state
capacity in areas of education and vocational training, as well as enhancing its role as the EU’s
partner in regional cooperation and promotion of women’s rights in Afghanistan (ibid.). The
government has engaged in international strategies of gender equality promotion through in-
volvement with the CEDAW and stating initiatives to commit to the Sustainable Development
Goal of gender equality, yet pursuing gender equality has faced obstacles at social and political

levels in Kazakhstan (Khairullayeva et al. 2022).

As mentioned previously, national identity formulation involved return to traditional cul-
tural values, coming about through self-preservation of cultural identity under Soviet expan-
sion. In the first of its kind, a study on modern Kazakh nationalism through a gendered per-
spective has emerged, using social media comments in discussions of domestic violence and
sexual assault (Arystanbek, 2023). In her investigation, Arystanbek finds that online users fuse
gender stereotypes with national culture and what it means to be authentically ‘Kazakh.” “Ka-
zakhness,” according to online discourse, involves a “strong Muslim identity” and women’s
maintenance of traditional gender roles as mothers and wives (p. 315). Another important note
on this study is that “Western” values and influences are a common scapegoat for online users,
whose claims span from blaming the West for the violence against women and “corrupting”

women, to positioning “Western values” against nationalist identities (pp. 313-4).

Perpetuation of traditional gender roles in modern-day Kazakhstan has led to high expecta-
tions on women to contribute more to family life and domestic work outside of work (ADB,
2013). Reinforcement of patriarchal traditions and gender roles, alongside the disproportionate
domestic burdens means that women face limitations in seeking opportunities to engage in self-
education and further training to build their career, and to participate in political institutions to
improve the role of women in society (Kuzembayeva, 2019; Khairullayeva et al., 2022). Young
women who enter male-dominated STEM occupations face gender discrimination. The expec-
tation on the women to perform well in their career, and to balance motherhood and family life
is found to undermine women’s agency, leads to disempowerment (Kuzhabekova, Mukha-

mejanova and Almukhambetova, 2024).

Despite the drawbacks in the status of women in Kazakhstan, what stands out about Kazakh
women is its pre-Soviet characteristics. Kazakhstan is noted to have been a multicultural, no-

madic society, in which women enjoyed more freedom, compared to their Central Asian
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neighbours. This, alongside Soviet efforts to implement policies of gender equality and moder-
nity, has led to increased participation in activism and the feminist movement (Kane and Gor-
benko, 2016; Khairullayeva et al., 2022). Although this last point is rarely studied academi-
cally, the feminist movement in Kazakhstan has gained significant attention in news and social
media, particularly since 2019. In honour of International Women’s Day on the 8™ of March,
large cities such as Almaty conduct annual demonstrations, organised by feminist organisations
and activists such as KazFem, Feminita and Svet, FemAgora and FemSreda, to demand the
government to tackle the issues of gender discrimination and domestic violence (Human Rights

Watch, 2021; RFE/RL’s Kazakh Service, 2022; Sorbello, 2023).

Alongside developing activism, social media activity also plays a role in the changing social
climate of Kazakhstan as cases of domestic violence have come to light not only on a national,
but even on an international level. The most high-profile domestic violence case in Kazakh-
stan’s history is the persecution of ex-Minister Quandiq Bishimbayev, who tortured and mur-
dered his wife, Saltanat Nukenova in November 2023 (Asylbek, 2024; Auyezov and Gorde-
yeva, 2024; Vorobyov, 2024). The trial in April 2024 has led to discourse around domestic and
gender-based violence, victim-blaming and unequal power dynamics in Kazakh society, which
put pressure on trial participants to conduct a fair trial (Ospan, 2024; Rickleton, 2024). Report-
ing on the trial has also reached international news outlets, shining a spotlight on Kazakhstan
and its issues around women’s rights (Auyezov and Gordeyeva, 2024; Kozlowska, 2024; Vo-
robyov, 2024). The unprecedented media attention towards the case and widespread public
pressure has led to approval of new legislation that criminalises domestic violence (Rickleton,
2024; Vorobyov, 2024), which has been commended by the UN as a step towards eradicating
gender-based violence (UN News, 2024).

3.3.2. Kyrgyzstan

Since independence, Kyrgyzstan, an ethnically diverse, small republic, has experienced hin-
dered economic growth. Women were disproportionately affected by economic underdevelop-
ment in the 1990s as they suffered from rising unemployment rates, poverty, and lack of polit-
ical representation in government (Borbieva 2012). In the 1990s, the Kyrgyz society witness a
re-emergence of the practice ala kachuu, meaning ‘take and run’ in Kyrgyz. The practice in-

volves abducting a young woman to convince her into a marriage. It is a controversial practice
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as it is not always clear whether the bride consents, and it has become a custom for forced
marriage (Aisarakunova, 2010). Ala kachuu is claimed to have been uncommon prior to the
20™ century, and was outlawed in the Soviet Union, until its collapse. The economic crisis that
followed has left many young men unemployed and unable to afford marriage dowries, and
therefore (Sapolek, 2017). The practises surrounding ala kachuu, including sexual abuse and
public humiliation towards the bride, has become concurrent with national identity and customs
under the veil of ‘tradition,’ ‘culture’ and ‘virtue.’ Brides are expected to stay with their kid-
nappers as the social costs of escaping the marriage is not only high for the victim, but also the
victims’ families (Kim 2020). Despite being prohibited by Kyrgyz criminal law and Sharia law
in Islam, ala kachuu has become a widespread practice across the country and has created
obstacles for women to participate in the labour market (Arabsheibani, Kudebayeva and Mus-
surov, 2021). Despite pleas from relatives of kidnapping victims and members of parliament to
take abduction and forced marriages seriously, law enforcement officers have disregarded cases
of bridal kidnapping and dismissed appeals for protection as a “family affair” (Sultanalieva,

2021).

Aside from cultural practices, economic life in Kyrgyzstan is another factor that further
contributes to the lack of progress in women’s empowerment. UNECE point to negative trends
in gender equality and women’s empowerment due to low participation of women in the labour
market and government. Women are excluded from top decision-making roles, are more likely
to work lower-income jobs, and are disproportionately impacted by poverty and unemployment
(United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2019; World Bank, 2024). The lack of
economic opportunities and financial security, alongside gender stereotyping, creates roots for
gender-based discrimination and violence (OHCHR, 2022). International projects in Kyrgyz-
stan are currently aiming to help women in rural areas who wish to earn their own income while
also contributing to family life, by providing vocational training and opportunities to acquire
entrepreneurial skills (World Bank, 2024). However, a study by Coriit and Coriit (2022) finds
that self-employed women, working in bazaars or as small-business owners, struggle in Kyr-
gyzstan as they have to navigate financial institutions and the business climate that finance
entrepreneurs through high interest loans. Potential indebtedness and subsequent financial de-
pendence creates a sense of insecurity, thus leading to disempowerment (Coriit and Coriit,
2022, p. 134).

Despite the problems that Kyrgyz women have been facing since the 1990s, positive initia-

tives have emerged simultaneously, providing women an opportunity to participate in society.
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With an increased rate of citizens practising religion in Kyrgyzstan, Islam regained its popu-
larity and independent religious fellowships have emerged, led by women who contribute to
empowering Muslim women. They do so by providing a sense of community, where women’s
rights promotion meets interfaith dialogue by promoting Islam’s teachings and providing moral
guidance for community members facing social and economic hardships (Borbieva, 2012).
Borbieva (2012), in her interviews with women involved in the fellowships, finds that Muslim
women are still encouraged to abide by traditional family values, and acknowledge their dif-

ferences to men, and the distinct responsibilities they have to their religion and their family.

Outside of religious realm, women’s empowerment expanded as the visibility and diversity
of social movements has increased. More citizens of Kyrgyzstan began to engage in civic par-
ticipation in response to government policies towards human rights, governance and climate
change (Beyer and Kojobekova, 2019). Over the years, there have been annual demonstrations
for women’s rights on the 8™ of March, International Women’s Day, in Bishkek and other large
cities, organised by feminist organisations such as Bishkek Feminist Initiatives (Bishkek Fem-
inist Initiatives, 2024). Demonstrations have called for mitigation against gender-based vio-
lence, prioritisation of policies to reduce domestic violence, and measures to increase political
participation and access to education for women (Radio Ozodi, 2024). The demonstrations
have been met with significant backlash, including counter protests and violent attacks from
members of the neo-nationalist group Kyrk Choro® and additional bystanders (Asanov, 2020),
as well as criticism towards participants the usage of “LGBT symbols and posters” (Nasto-
yashcheye Vremya, 2020). Nationalists and government officials have expressed fear that Kyr-
gyzstan would “turn into Gaystan”,” with the former claiming that organisers of women’s rights
marches that “allow” for representatives of the LGBTQ+ community to participate should be
“punished” and that the family values — “the basis of any nation, any society” — must be pro-

tected (Timofeeva, 2019).

The feminist movement is perceived as interchangeable with LGBTQ+ activism and thus
limits the rate at which women’s rights evolve. Furthermore, it leaves women who are involved
with human rights advocacy, including journalists, lawyers and activists, to be vulnerable as
they are subject to persecution, defamation, threats of physical attacks, and receive little sup-

port from local authorities, communities or families (Human Rights Movement “Bir Duino

& See Aitkulova (2021) for detailed discussion on the emergence and activities of Kyrk Choro in Kyrgyzstan.

" Coining the word gay, often used as a synonym for a homosexual individual or member of the LGBTQ+,
and stan, suffix of Persian origin meaning ‘a place abounding in’ (Hayyim, 1892). The coined word implies that
the country would be in abundance or occupied by members of the LGBTQ+.
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Kyrgyzstan”, 2019). These factors contribute to limitations to women’s rights promotion, de-

spite the progress within civil society action.

3.3.3. Tajikistan

Tajikistan has less representation in academic literature on the role of women or its relations
with the EU, with most discussion around feminism and women’s rights conducted in news,
social media, and reports by international organisations. Karolina Kluczewska (2022) is one of
the few to empirically investigate Western-funded NGOs for women’s empowerment and their
growth and diversification in Tajikistan. In Kuczewska’s study, she points to the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the civil war in Tajikistan (1992-97) as a source of social, economic, and
political transformation. The aftermath of the civil war has led to a brain drain due to increased
levels of male labour migration to Kazakhstan and Russia (UNFPA Tajikistan 2014, p. 4). With
the dire economic situation, Tajikistani elites and policymakers were concerned with a civil
war-stricken country and undergoing economic reforms after independence, thus women’s em-
powerment was not a priority (Kluczewska, 2022). The deaths of men in war and high levels
of labour migration resulted in a disproportionate number of women to men in Tajikistan, which
led to increased levels of child marriages, and decreased participation in secondary education
among girls, as girls’ education are not perceived to be a useful investment by families (UNFPA
Tajikistan 2014).

Female labour participation in Tajikistan suffered in the aftermath of the civil war. Regions
that were affected by both armed conflict and high levels of migration experienced a decrease
in women’s participation in the labour market as women relied on remittances as an income
substitute due to limited work opportunities outside the household and societal pressure to up-
hold family structures (Justino and Shemyakina, 2012; Kan, 2018). In instances where women
did work, they pursued jobs low-income jobs on farms or family businesses, which has led to
an increase in female labour participation in agriculture and bazaars.® Although this develop-
ment has challenged gender norms and improved women'’s role in primary sector production,
women have continued to encounter inequalities in wages and job security due to lack of poli-

cies that address gender inequality in Tajikistan (Mukhamedova and Wegerich, 2018).

8 Bazaar, or bazar, refers to a market area, including a street with stalls or a shop with a large variety of goods
sold (Collins COBUILD, no date).
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Apart from economic hardship, issues in inequality arise at society-level. According to re-
ports from international organisations and witness accounts, domestic violence, including sex-
ual violence, are widespread and underreported due to lack of support and response from the
government. Domestic violence is not criminalised under Family Violence Law, and additional
pressure from family members and society has led to women tolerating abuse to maintain the
family structure (Najibullah 2019; Swerdlow 2019, p. 2). Most progress in areas of domestic
violence, as well as protection of victims of polygamy, forced and child marriages, have come

about due to NGO and volunteering activities (UNFPA Tajikistan, 2014; Swerdlow, 2019).

Speaking out about the emancipation of women online has been met harassment and nega-
tive criticism. Women are disproportionally affected by violations of online privacy or detain-
ment by law enforcement due to ‘liking’ or sharing content online (ARTICLE 19 2022). Activ-
ists and news reporters have stated that, unlike their Central Asia neighbours, there is no femi-
nist movement in Tajikistan due to harassment towards activists, journalists, and private citi-
zens, as well as a lack of media representation and training in gender-sensitive coverage. Those
that support feminist values or promote gender equality in Tajikistan have deflected from the
term ‘feminism’ to avoid scrutiny (ASIA-Plus Tajikistan, 2022; CABAR.asia, 2022). Muslim
Tajik women that have expressed support for the promotion of women’s rights hold similar
values that is argued within Islamic feminism, however Tajik society has been reluctant to sup-
port it as the term ‘feminism’ is perceived as antithesis to Islam and local values, and that the
movement fights for women’s rights through methods that are not supported by Islam (Ha-

midullina, 2021).

3.3.4. Turkmenistan

What sets Turkmenistan apart from its neighbours is the totalitarian nature of its government
and its attempts to control the daily lives of its citizens. Turkmenistan has the least open civil
society in the region. According to the RSF’s 2023 World Free Press Index, Turkmenistan is
ranked 176th out 180 countries (Reporters Without Borders, 2023). The government has re-
stricted its citizens from accessing international social media platforms, media outlets and
Whatsapp, thus limiting external access to information and media reports on internal affairs
and human rights, as well as activities of independent journalists within the country. The most

known example is the Ashgabat-based journalist Soltan Achilova, who has been detained
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several times between 2018 and 2023 and faced falsified charges, verbal threats and physical
attacks from law enforcement officials (RFE/RL, 2019; Dmitriev, 2021; Najibullah, 2023). The
censure and intimidation of Achilova by Turkmen officials has received a negative reaction
from international human rights groups, who criticised Turkemnistan’s treatment of journalists

and citizens (Najibullah, 2023).

Turkmenistan’s officials in the past have ensured that all aspects of citizens’ private lives
were heavily controlled and social policies there stand out in terms of the kind of restrictions
exist for both women and men. Young professionals and students have been targeted by author-
ities in the past for dying their hair and growing beards. Young men, in particular, were ordered
by their employers to cut their hair and shave off their beards so that they would “look like a
real man” (Ovezov, 2005). Media reporters have claimed that such measures were implemented
to ensure compliance among the population and mitigate individualism among the youth (Whit-
lock, 2004; Ovezov, 2005). In recent years, Turkmenistan has emerged in the media once again
over its regulations on appearances, as President Berdymukhammedov ordered for female civil
servants to wear traditional national attire, and for cosmetic procedures and plastic surgery to
be banned (Najibullah, 2022; Lauring, 2023). Although the ban is informal, it has been enacted
to promote modesty and traditional values among Turkmen women, leading to restrictions in
women’s autonomy, decreased economic wellbeing and increased disciplinary measures from
state institutions, universities and the police (Lauring, 2023). Radio Azaltyk (2022) has re-
ported that women have clashed with law enforcement over wearing make-up, dying their hair,

or wearing jeans and short skirts since 2018.

Despite the isolated nature of Turkmenistan’s regime, there have been attempts of norm
diffusion in areas of gender policy from international organisations (Liczek 2005, p. 568). Irina
Liczek (2005) explores the interaction between local cultural trends in Turkmenistan and ‘new’
international cultural norms and values as part of the country’s commitment to improving
women’s rights since acquiring UN membership in 1992. The UNDP initiated joint projects
with Turkmenistan’s main civic organisation for women’s issues, the Women’s Union, through
which efforts have been made to produce publications and reports using gender disaggregated
data and international legislation related to women’s issues, and women have been assisted
with English language and digital literacy skills, job searches, and facilities for information on
reproductive health and legal matters (Liczek 2005, p. 580). Despite the introduction of new
skills and enrichment of women’s understanding of gender inequality in Turkmen society, the

joint projects between UNDP and the Women’s Union have faced limitations in developing
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methodologies for gender analysis and awareness due to language barriers, misinterpretations
of concepts such as “gender” or “NGOs” among government officials, and the restrictive po-
litical climate (Liczek 2005, p. 580-2). Liczek, throughout her paper, points to the “Soviet-
minded structures” and “century-old traditions” that have limited the integration of new insti-

tutional structures and the changes in cultural parameters of women’s status in Turkmenistan

(p. 583).

The limitations pointed out in Liczek’s paper are still evident the behaviours of government
officials, who participate in global fora for women’s rights. In defence of Turkmenistan’s re-
strictive policies targeting women’s appearance, Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs Myakhri
Byashimova has stated, at the 87th Session of CEDAW, that "there is no such thing as a dress
code, there is tradition" and that alongside her rights, a woman "has a responsibility to the law,
the state and the family" (United Nations 2024). In the same sessions, the delegation of Turk-
menistan has denied restrictions of women’s appearance, as well as any infringement on gender
equality in spheres of family, sexual and reproductive rights, social welfare, labour market par-

ticipation and even sports.

3.3.5. Uzbekistan

Lastly, the Republic of Uzbekistan. Since the 1990s, both the government and civil society
have made efforts to promote the status of women by integrating the principles of human rights,
promoted by the UN (see Seitova, 2022). Since independence, Uzbekistan has attempted to
incorporate the development of democracy, economic transition into its objectives of nation-
state building and strengthening of Uzbek culture and traditions. Although, Islam dominated
Uzbek culture in the pre-Soviet period, the late 19" and early 20" century witnessed an emer-
gence of a progressive movement, Jadidism, whose objectives included changing the percep-
tions of the role of women and advocated for equality between men and women, secular edu-
cation and participation in elections (Alimova, 2005, p. 529). On the other hand, Kane and
Gorbenko (2016) described pre-Soviet Uzbek society to be “sedentary”, more prone to gender
segregation and enforcing of the hijab for girls as young as 10 years of age (p. 722). Under the
Soviet regime, gender policies and unveiling campaigns were met with resistance, leading to

strengthened religious identity and gender conservatism (pp. 729-30).
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‘Retraditionalisation’ and modernisation coexists in modern-day Uzbekistan, as the share of
female participants in leadership roles have increased, particularly in higher education institu-
tions, the national legislative body and local councils, and workplaces (see Ablyakimova,
2022). Religion and collective social life are also linked in Uzbekistan, which motivates women
to participate in religious institutions and engage with local communities (Fathi, 2006). Non-
institutionalised religious education has encouraged Muslim women to contribute to social
change in the domestic and public space (Peshkova, 2014). Increased levels of religious edu-
cation have resulted in women encouraging the members of the local community to uphold the
traditional family structure, and simultaneously recognise the importance of social protection
and financial security (ibid. p. 89). Although Muslim women are less engaged with social or
political movements, Peshkova (2020) finds that these women engage with people in their “im-
mediate context” through in-person and online conversations, social gatherings and educational
seminars. The women aim to conduct their activism by drawing inspiration from religious
sources to address immediate concerns and challenges within their communities (Peshkova,

2020, pp. 264-5).

The coexistence between modernisation and traditionalism is not without tensions as patri-
archal norms and traditional family structures in Uzbekistan leave women unequal to men in
the eyes of society, despite legal and constitutional rights (Ibrahim, 2013). Uzbekistan has
passed laws that guarantee gender equality, and aim to tackle gender-based discrimination and
violence have in 2019, and a law that criminalises domestic violence in 2023 (Mantovanelli,
2020; Amnesty International, 2023). Despite the government’s demonstrated commitment to-
wards the promotion of women’s rights, human rights organisations still express concern over
the effectiveness of Uzbekistan’s laws in punishing perpetrators and protecting victims (Human
Rights Watch, 2024b). With up to 36,000 cases of violence towards women reported in 2021,
victims have expressed that they did not feel protected by authorities, despite the newly-imple-
mented laws, and were reluctant to report the culprit to law enforcement agencies in fear of
losing their job, home, education or support from their families (IPHR, 2022). Preservation of
the family is important in Uzbek society, and talking about domestic violence is considered
shameful and destructive to the “institution of the family” (Pikulicka-Wilczewska, 2020; Am-
nesty International, 2023). As a result, young women who enter a new partnership with their

abuser are expected to stay in the marriage, if it means enduring physical and emotional abuse.
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To tackle the issue of domestic violence at grassroots levels, the independent online plat-
form, NeMolchi, is currently the leading civil society organisation that works with survivors
and aims to develop a movement that fights gender-based violence in Uzbekistan. NeMolchi
aims increase public awareness through social media by publishing accounts of gender-based
violence, and works with international organisations to publish reports that highlight the failed

legal practices in mitigating sexual violence in Uzbekistan (UNDP, 2018; Equality Now, 2021).

To conclude this section, the five countries in question share similar experiences when it
comes to their history and external relations with the EU. However, within each country, there
are nuances that set them apart from one another, and such nuances can affect how norms and
values are constructed. Furthermore, despite theoretical and analytical overlap, the scope of
literature on EU-CA relations, women’s rights and promotion of norm-diffusion have not been
linked. In the following section, the theoretical expectations are presented, in which we attempt

the task to link the three fields together.

4. Theoretical Expectations

Based on this divide between European and postcolonial feminist assumptions, we derive the

main assumptions underlying this study:

e The differences within Central Asian countries and how they perceive promotion of
women’s rights in general are based on how they relate feminist values to the struggles
and issues within their own national borders.

e The differences can support or limit the chances for success of EU’s strategies to pro-
mote women’s rights in the region, depending on how this promotion is perceived
among members of the public. Furthermore, we assume that EU’s promotion women’s
rights are associated with the promotion of European values, based on the core norms

and values of the EU itself.

The assumptions are further developed in the analytical section (Section 5.4). Building on
the first assumption, we present the following expectations of arguments in the public debate
that are either in favour or against the emancipation of women in modern-day Central Asia,

based on theoretical literature.
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1) Arguments in favour of the promotion of women’s rights stem from support of gen-
der equality, women’s empowerment, and eradication of gender-based discrimina-
tion and violence. These arguments are based on issues of national identity, post-
colonialism, traditional family values and gender stereotypes, which have led to re-
gressive policies towards women that limit them from autonomously participating in
public life without societal pressure or financial limitations. Arguments in favour of
women’s rights promotion oppose these regressive policies and claim that gender
policies implemented in the Soviet Union, as well as its fall, caused nation-state
building to be based on pre-colonial traditions that limit women’s rights. Addition-
ally, arguments in favour claim that Islam has been misinterpreted in the past to fa-
vour patriarchal structures, despite the Quran promoting gender equality,® therefore
there is a need to create a localised version of feminism, that fights for women’s
rights in line with Islamic values and simultaneously tackles the issues in national
identity formation and postcolonialism.

2) Arguments against the promotion of women’s rights stem from support of traditional
gender roles and family values, which are based on national identity, religious be-
liefs, and gender stereotypes. To promote women'’s rights and feminism is to promote
Western values, which is a betrayal to the national identity. Women’s rights and gen-
der equality has been granted during the Soviet Union; therefore, feminism and
women’s rights promotion is believed to be unnecessary now as it does not adhere
to local social norms and values. Additionally, arguments against claim that the
Quran outlines the rights and roles of both women and men, that women should abide

by the principles of Islam, and that feminism opposes these principles.

Building on the second assumption, we present in the following expectations of how the

EU’s strategies to promote women’s rights in modern-day Central Asia are likely to succeed:

9 See Al-Mannai (2010), Barlas (2019) and Hamisan@XKhair (2021) for discussion on patriarchal interpretation
of Islam. Additionally, Shahin (2020) and Winter (2001) explore the feminist discourses on gender and faith in
Islam. These citations provide a broader insight to the issues of gender equality and feminism in the Muslim world.

29



3) Anindividual is likely to accept women’s rights promotion, linked to the EU and its
core European norms and values, if they are oriented towards the EU and women’s
rights promotion.

4) An individual is less likely to accept women’s rights promotion, linked to the EU
and European values, if they are not oriented towards the EU and women’s rights

promotion.

Based on the literature, I argue that an individual’s orientation both towards the EU and
women’s rights promotion is based on their stances on religion, national identity, geopolitics
and gender roles, stereotypes, and expectations. The foundations of these stances have been
addressed in the previous sections. In the following section, the analytical process of interpret-

ing those stances is presented.

5. Research Design

5.1. Methodology

The main objective is to investigate the differences in discourse on the promotion of women’s
rights in Central Asia at a civil-society level. Social media discourse is an appropriate approach
to study public opinion directly since public opinion and discourse nowadays is expressed
through social media platforms, including the CA countries, where implementation of censor-
ship laws or infringement on the freedom of speech is present. Framing analysis of social media
platforms is used when investigating perceptions of norms and values from an external actor
as it creates an avenue to analyse the use of language in social discourse around issues of

women’s rights and feminism.

To understand the extent to which the public within each individual CA state is oriented
towards the EU and the norms and values, and to identify the cross-national variation of public
orientation, an analysis of user comments on social media platforms regarding women’s rights
and gender equality will be analysed. The content within user comments is interpreted using
framing analysis. This method is effective in understanding public orientation towards

women’s rights promotion as it helps us to identify how individuals orient themselves around

30



an issue, based on various considerations (Chong and Druckman 2007, p. 104). Additionally,
we can gain insights on the type of problems that individuals identity in discourse, their judge-
ment of said problem, as well as the solutions they provide (Entman 1993, p. 52), which can
guide us to potential conclusions on the extent to which public values align with the values

within women’s rights promotion and the EU as the external promoter.

Public orientation towards women’s rights promotion is operationalised through opinions
of users on women'’s rights promotion based on four considerations, or dimensions, — religion,
geopolitics, national identity, and gender stereotypes. These dimensions are developed abduc-
tively, based both on the pre-existing theoretical expectations, as well as the content of the
source material in this study, i.e., social media comments. The abductive approach is discussed

in the following subsection.

5.2. Framing analysis and the abductive approach

Frame analysis as a widely used approach of text analysis in communications and mass
media studies as well as sociology since the 1970s (Franzosi and Vicari, 2018). Erving
Goffman's (1974) Frame Analysis labels frames as “schemata of interpretation... to locate,
perceive, identify, and label” individuals’ life experience in a way they can understand (p. 21).
Gitlin (1980) defines frames as “persistent selection, emphasis and exclusion”, linking the con-
cept to journalism and news production to “package the information for efficient relay to the
audiences” (p. 7). Gamson understands frames as organising ideas and stories to “provide
meaning” (Gamson and Modigliani 1987, p. 143). Entman (1993) argues that frames “define
problems”, identify the sources of said problems, “make moral judgements” and offer solutions
to problems, as well as their “justification” (p. 52). Chong and Druckman (2007) define fram-
ing “process by which people develop a particular conceptualization of an issue or reorient
their thinking about an issue” (p. 105). In other words, an individual’s attitude consists of a set
of beliefs that they hold. Individuals can place different level of emphasis on considerations
they have about a subject, depending on the issue at hand (e.g. an individual may view national

identity as more important than gender stereotypes, geopolitics, or religion).

The link between the definitions of framing and analysis of news discourse and frame for-
mulation by journalists and media outlets is understandable as the media plays an important

role in providing a middle ground for “various social groups, institutions and ideologies” to
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shape and define social reality, and compete for the dominating narrative (Gurevitch and Levy
1985, p. 19). Media framing contributes to the shaping of public opinion over time, particularly
when certain narratives dominate media coverage of salient economic, social and political is-

sues (Matthes 2008, p. 271).

Systematic literature reviews have been conducted to investigate how frames are conceptu-
alised and operationalised in literature (see Matthes 2009), including frame types; commonly-
used discourse units, or units of analysis; theoretical foundations of frame analysis; and meth-
odological approaches. The most common methods of frame analysis are inductive or deduc-
tive determination of frames. The former involves theory-building through interpretive meth-
ods and includes initial exploratory sample analysis, which is then defined in a codebook,
whereas the latter is theory-driven and involves quantitative measurement such as the use of

thematic frames and cluster analysis (Matthes 2009, p. 351-2; Thompson 2022, p. 1411).

General audience media is useful to study public opinion on as issue area. Forums for public
discourse around an issue can reflect social stances, contribute to creation of further discourse
as journalists can draw the language and phrasing used in public forums to create further news
sources and add their own frames on an issue (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, p. 3). In Gamson
and Modigliani’s (1989) article, media discourse is described as a set of “interpretive packages”
that gives meaning to an issue. A “package” has an internal “structure” composed of framing
devices — how individuals think about an issue —, and reasoning devices — how do individuals
Jjustify what should be done about it. A frame is at the core of a structure, presenting itself as a
central organising idea, and the role of the frame is to suggest what the issue is. Then, the
authors identify five framing devices and the three reasoning devices. The framing devices are
identified as: 1) metaphors, 2) exemplars or historical examples, 3) catchphrases, 4) depictions,
5) visual images. The reasoning devices are identified as: 1) roots of a problem, 2) conse-
quences, 3) appeals to principle or set of moral claims (p. 3-4).

Entman (1993) explains that frames function as an instrument to select and accentuate ideas
that formulate arguments about an issue, causation, and even solutions. Frames have four lo-
cations in the communication process and maintains its functions throughout. The first location
is the “communicator,” who decides what to say and makes their judgement based on their
belief system. The second location is the “text,” which contains frames in the form of keywords,
stereotypes, sources of information and thematic clusters of facts or judgements. The third lo-
cation is the “receiver,” whose thinking and conclusions may or may not mirror the frames of

the communicator. The fourth location is the “culture,” which is the accumulation of common
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frames and demonstrates how social groups think and engage in discourse around an issue area
(pp- 52-53).

Having explained the terminology used in framing analysis, it is important to address in
further detail why this approach is used in this study, with the discourse unit of being comments
on social media platforms. Comments contribute to the discourse of an issue area and provides
information on how citizens interpret the issues discussed in media posts. Subsequently, under-
standing public opinion in online platforms can expedite further media reporting on an issue
area (which can be utilised in future analysis). They can provide us with information on public
opinion and establish potential patterns that cannot be captured by opinion polls or surveys.
Most importantly, comments demonstrate the four locations of frames. They are, firstly, a text,
just like any news article, headline or visual media sources commonly used in framing analysis
(Matthes 2009). Such text provides us with frames, as well as information on both framing and
reasoning devices. The text is provided by a communicator, who makes a judgement according
to their belief systems, guided by frames, and includes a receiver, be it the publisher of a post
or a fellow social media user. By accumulating the frames within the texts, we can identify a
set of common frames, or culture, which would provide us information of how social groups

perceive and evaluate problems, and how they justify their thinking.

Frames, by themselves, do not tell us anything about the positions for or against a policy
measure (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, p. 4), or, in our case, positions regarding policy strat-
egies to promote women’s rights and gender equality. The divisions between pro and con
stances may a share common frames as the frame can be used to increase the appeal and famil-
iarity of an issue e.g. depicting women’s rights promotion as part of national identity or rela-
tionship with Islam to resonate with the one’s cultural heritage (Snow and Benford, 1988).
Therefore, the identification and interpretation of stances for and against promotion of women’s

rights is a crucial step, before identifying the specific frames within those positions.

The identification of frames across social media comments takes on an abductive approach
through eight steps, based on recommendations by Thompson (2022). Thompson’s article out-
lines a comprehensive guide for conducting abductive research methods, which aims to provide
an intersection between inductive and deductive analyses (Tavory and Timmermans, 2014).
Abductive research methodologies have been applied to framing analysis in media debates
(Moerschel et al., 2023), perceptions (Mertala, 2019), government communications (Sanders,

Gibson and Lamm, 2022), and legal and policy texts (Choudhry, 2016). In these studies,
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comparisons are made between existing theory and data, as well as comparisons within data

samples collected by authors.

The eight steps presented by Thompson (2022) resembles the approach taken in this study,
and it allows for transparency as it requires for the researcher to present their analytical process,
i.e. how their data is collected, transcribed, synthesised, and interpreted. Furthermore, it artic-
ulates the role of existing theoretical frameworks and debates in literature in the methodologi-
cal development. The first step is data collection and transcription. In this step, the source ma-
terial is collected and transcribed into a software for qualitative analysis, and provides an op-
portunity to identify potential patterns, themes, and it may aid the further the data collection
process (ibid., pp. 1412-3). In this case, transcription and the subsequent analysis are conducted
with the software, NVivo, in which comments from social media can be displayed, annotated,
and synthesised into further visual analysis. The collection of source material is discussed fur-

ther in Section 5.3, including where and how it is gathered, as well as potential limitations.

The second step is coding. A code is defined as a word or short phrase that allocates specific
attributes to a group of language-based data (Saldafia 2021, pp. 3-4). The process of coding is
first link between obtaining source material and interpreting it. It involves categorising and
annotating sentences and paragraphs into codes, based on their attributes (Saldafa, 2021;
Thompson, 2022). In the third step, the codes are assembled into a codebook to ensure a co-
herent structure for how the coding process is to be conducted. The codebook includes a label
for each code, a definition, key features, and outlined criteria of conditions under which codes
are used (Thompson 2022, p. 1413). Code definitions, features, and criteria for positions on
women’s rights — acceptance, rejection, mixed —, and the four dimensions — religious, geopo-
litical, national identity, gender — are presented in Section 5.4. The codebook is outlined in
Table 1, Section 5.4, displaying the labels and examples of how arguments are worded under a

specific code.

The fourth step is the development of themes, or a group of codes, to identify relationships
across codes and whether they can explain the “story behind the data” (ibid., p. 1414). Themes
in this study are developed based on how frequent each of the four dimensions interact with
the stances on women'’s rights promotion. The fifth step is theorising of the data by referring to
the theoretical framework, which has been developed in Section 2.3, as well as the existing
literature (Section 3). This is the most essential step in abductive reasoning as it requires for
the researcher to engage with theory and data simultaneously to examine the extent to which

theory can explain the empirical findings, or whether the findings contribute to theoretical
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development (ibid. p. 1415-6). In this study, the themes are the opinions, or stances towards
women’s rights promotion as we are aiming to identify the consideration within each policy
stance. Any considerations identified that are not examined in the existing literature will be
discussed in Section 7. The sixth step is providing comparative analysis of the different “par-
ticipating cohorts” or groups to identify the relative frequency of different codes and the vari-
ation in themes among the groups (ibid.) In this case, the participating cohorts are the five CA
countries. The penultimate step involves presenting the empirical findings visually to condense
the information on patterns and themes (ibid. pp. 1416-7). Steps 4-7 are conducted in the Sec-

tion 6, where the findings are presented on a regional-level and country-level.

The last step is writing up headings for each theme, examining the relationship between
theoretical expectations and empirical findings. This step includes providing quotations from
the source material that support the empirical findings (ibid. pp. 1419). Quotations of com-
ments that demonstrate the three different stances towards women’s rights promotion will be
provided in Section 7. All quotations will be provided with information on the platform that
the comment was written, a description of context, and the country of origin of the user. Quo-
tations of comments originally written in Russian are translated by me as I am a fluent Russian

speaker.

5.3.Sources of materials

The period of analysis will focus on 2019-2024 as 2019 marks the year of the implementa-
tion of the Special Strategy. 2024 is included in the period of analysis as it will include up-to-
date posts, comments, as well as following media coverage of conferences and events regarding
gender-based violence and women’s empowerment in the first quarter of 2024. The material
for analysis is collected from user comments on social media platforms, published in English
and Russian. Instagram, X and YouTube were used to obtain comments from Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, and Uzbekistan. Comments from Tajikistani users were collected from Facebook, and
to a lesser extent, Instagram, and YouTube. Comments by Turkmen users came from X and
YouTube videos mainly produced by Russian-language outlets not based in Turkmenistan. X
allowed us to capture users with mixed or negative opinions regarding women'’s rights promo-
tion and feminism. Although there is a small portion of the population that has access to social

media, finding users who specifically live in Turkmenistan and express an opinion regarding
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women’s rights was particularly challenging. Comments discussing situations around women’s
rights in Turkmenistan came from non-Turkmen users in Central Asia, or users who are not

from Central Asia, and therefore could not be accounted for in our sample.

All mentioned platforms are chosen as they allow for users to comment on posts made about
issues around gender equality and women’s rights promotion. Users interact with one another
by engaging with discussion about the topic of the post in question. In the case of X, individual
users can also publish their own tweets. These platforms allow us to collect a sample that fea-
tures nationals from all five states, and it allows for relative anonymity as we are not focusing

on the demographic characteristics of users, only what the ‘say’ in their comment.

Posts, videos, and tweets are searched, using the key words - ‘feminism,” ‘women’ - simul-
taneously with the name of an individual CA country, or ‘Central Asia’ in both English and
Russian. Comments posted in local languages under Russian-language posts and videos are
included to obtain a diverse sample of comments. They are translated using web extensions or
translation software available within the platform or externally (e.g. Google Translate and Yan-
dex Translate). These comments, however, do not comprise a sizeable portion of the sample as
translation software is limited in its accuracy, and it is challenging to interpret comments that
may feature sarcasm, slang or localised terminology, whose meaning has not been interpreted
or translated to English or Russian. The main challenge is to find enough comments from users
that identify as Turkmen nationals as Turkmenistan has restricted internet access due to cen-
sorship laws, as well as technical reasons (Dmitriev 2021). It is possible to obtain posts and
comments from users originating from Turkmenistan that are residing abroad to increase the
sample, however the sample size is smaller, compared to the other four countries. A detailed

breakdown of the proportions of comments annotated by country can be found in the Appendix.

5.4. Framing interpretation framework

In Table 1, the main framework for interpreting public opinions is laid out, including the
code for each interpretation. The starting point is determining the policy stance, i.e., whether
aspects of women’s rights promotion, from gender equality policies to local feminist move-
ments, are accepted or rejected. Following, the dimensions, or considerations are mapped,

based on arguments formed to accept or reject feminism.
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Acceptance (PRO_FEM) is interpreted as the following: support towards the post that re-
ports on women’s rights, gender equality and/or feminism; stating that women’s rights are in-
fringed in their countries; disapproval of policies that infringe on women’s rights; disapproval
of politicians, civilians, journalists etc. that are reported to have engaged in acts of gender-
based discrimination or violence. Rejection (ANTI _FEM) is interpreted as the following: crit-
icism towards the post that reports on women’s rights, gender equality and/or feminism; denial
that women’s rights are diminished in their countries; support for policies that infringe on
women’s rights; approval of politicians, civilians, journalists etc. that are reported to have en-

gaged in acts of gender-based discrimination or violence.

There are cases where users display a mixed opinion regarding women’s rights promotion
(MIXED _FEM). The mixed responses are interpreted as the following: support of gender
equality and policies that improve women’s rights, but criticism of feminism as an ideology;
indifference towards politicians, civilians, journalists etc. that are reported to have engaged in
acts of gender-based discrimination or violence; stating that women and men are different based
on their biological characteristics and social roles, however neither side should be experience
discrimination due to those differences; denial that women’s rights are diminished in their own
countries but acknowledge that gender-based discrimination and violence are a problem in

other countries.

In the religious dimension (REG), the following questions are considered: Is the role of
Islam present in the formation of an individual s opinion? Is religion used to criticise or sym-
pathise with feminist struggles in Europe or the West? Is women s rights promotion and femi-

nism perceived as complementary to or defamatory to Islam?

In the geopolitical dimension (GEO), the following questions are considered: Are European
or Western values seen as a positive or a negative factor for improving women s rights? Does
the geographical location of the home country matter in the formulation of opinion? Do neigh-
bouring countries and their characteristics matter? In the national identity dimension
(NAT _IDEN), the following questions: Is national identity seen as complementary or incom-
patible with women's rights promotion or the feminist movement? Does democracy and rule of
law play a role in the formulation of opinion on women s rights promotion? Does history play
a role in the formulation of opinion on women s rights promotion? The geopolitical and national
identity dimensions are interlinked as they both address the historical context as well as its
impact in present-day national politics. Both dimensions also feature references the role of

women in history and events where women’s rights have been supported.
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The gender dimension (GEN) addresses the arguments made in favour or against gender

stereotypes, traditional gender roles within the family, and national policies that are perceived

to have an impact on women’s rights. Further questions include: Are or should women and men

be equal? How does the user react to reports on violence or discrimination against women?

Lastly, our participating cohorts are the five CA countries — Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajik-

istan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. All five are coded using the first three letters of their

name — KAZ, KYR, TAJ, TUR, UZB, respectively. A comment is annotated under the country

code when a user identifies with the said country. Identification is interpreted as including a

national flag in their biography or username; referencing their country in their biography, lo-

cation, or username; indicating in the comment that they are from or are currently living in

their country.

Table 1. Framing effect interpretation framework

Is feminism accepted or rejected by public discourse? (PRO_FEM/ANTI FEM/MIXED_ FEM)

Dimension

PRO FEM

Religious dimen-

Feminism and Is-

Feminism is deroga-

Feminism and Islam

sion (REG) lam are comple- tory to values pro- can coexist, but as sep-
mentary to one an- moted by Islam and arate ideologies as
other as both pro- should not be pro- they promote different
mote gender equal- moted. values regarding the
ity and denounce e Secularism and lack of role of women and
violence or imbal- faith in Western coun- men, and how issues
ance in power dy- tries that promote fem- of violence and power
namics between inism has led to moral dynamics should be
men and women. degradation and wors- resolved.

e The patriarchal in- ened the position of e Promotion of women’s
terpretation of Is- women, therefore rights is acceptable if
lam, as well as fun- should not be pro- it respects the teach-
damentalist Islam moted to women in ings of Islam.
ideology dimin- our society
ishes women’s
rights

Geopolitical di- e Feminism and e Feminism is a “West- e Women’s rights pro-

mension (GEO)

women’s rights
promotion is im-
portant to address
the impact interna-
tional and regional
politics have on
women within CA
countries.

ern” ideology and
should not be pro-
moted as it interferes
with local values and
traditions and causes
degradation in society.
Women’s rights pro-
motion does not

motion can address the
consequences of colo-
nialism and external
influences that led to
the degradation of
women’s rights (i.e.
local social policy);
however, they are not
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Feminism is im-
portant to address
the impacts of colo-
nialism and current
influence from
countries bordering
the region.

address the impact of
international and re-
gional politics in CA.
Feminism and
women’s rights pro-
motion are irrelevant
to the issues of coloni-
alism and current ex-
ternal influences.

relevant in tackling
broader geopolitical is-
sues in the region (i.e.
foreign policy).

National identity
dimension (NAT)

Feminism is linked
to national identity.
Promotion of
women’s rights is
beneficial to the na-
tion.

Issues around
women’s rights is a
consequence of his-
tory and needs to
be addressed today.
Existing national
laws do not ade-
quately protect
women’s rights and
need to be im-
proved.

Feminism is not com-
plementary to national
identity.

Promotion of women’s
rights is not beneficial
to the nation.
Women’s rights have
been granted in the
past and their promo-
tion is not relevant to-
day.

National law already
grants equal rights to
both men and women;
anything more is de-
manding privileges.

Women and men con-
tribute differently to
the nation due to their
differing biological
characteristics and so-
cialisation.

Women’s rights should
be promoted to ad-
dress current issues,
and not focus on his-
torical events.

Gender dimen-

Women and men

Women and men are

Women and men

sion (GEN) are equal in their not equal as they are should have equal
capabilities and biologically different rights; however, the
should not be and have different ca- differences between
treated differently pabilities. men and women need
due to biology. Feminism and to be recognised.
Feminism and women’s rights pro- Feminism can be pro-
women’s rights motion negatively af- moted if it acknowl-
promotion is im- fects gender roles and edges the differences
portant as existing traditional family val- in the biological and
gender roles and ues — which are neces- social women and
stereotypes, and sary to both men and men.
traditional family women —, therefore
values negatively should not be sup-
impact both men ported.
and women and
must be tackled.

For the purposes of transparency, a note on validity and positionality is due to acknowledge

my perspectives and how it could influence the study. As a woman from both Ireland and Rus-

sia, I grew up in countries with different perceptions of their own position in the world. The
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societies within Russia and Ireland also differ in relation to perceptions of women’s rights pro-
motion and postcolonialism. Given my background, I possess the language skills to understand
a portion of the population in Central Asia. I am still an ‘outsider’ looking in and I ought to
critically examine my assumptions when conducting my analysis, and prioritise the main ob-
jective of the study, which is to highlight the voices of the people in Central Asia, even if their
experiences are different from my own. This means ensuring that validity is maintained by
interpretating the comments in my sample as per the analytical interpretation framework out-
lined above. Upon the collection of the comments, I do not interact with the posts or the users,
and upon transcription, no information on the user, apart from their comment and nationality,
is disclosed, and the text is not modified. I aim for reliability and diligence in interpreting my
results, as per the theoretical and analytical framework. This includes disclosing any challenges
that occur in the study, and presenting results as clearly as possible, even if they do not com-
pletely reflect the theoretical expectations. These processes are outlined such that if my inves-
tigation should be revisited in the future by me, or replicated by other researchers with similar
competencies, the replication should come to a similar conclusion, given the analytical frame-

work and material sources used. With that, the results are presented in the following section.

6. Results

In this section, we present the data on public opinion towards women’s rights promotion,
acquired from social media comments. The section will feature a breakdown of the three
stances by country, as well as the proportions, at which each framing dimension is featured
within each stance. Although individual comments can have more than one dimension featured,
the results are presented as proportions of comments assigned to a stance or a dimension, in
terms of percentages (%). This measurement allows us to see the propensity at which dimen-
sions are present within each individual stance. It also allows us to analyse the extent to which
women’s rights promotion is accepted or rejected in each CA country more clearly. As the
number of comments from Turkmenistan is significantly lower than in the other four countries,
the results may be overstated. This includes the proportions of the dimensions within the indi-
vidual comments, which are addressed in the following tables below. The summarised break-

down of all tables by percentage coverage can be found in the Appendix.
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6.1. Policy stances

Table 2 displays the themes, 1.e. the three stances towards women’s rights promotion by coun-
try. The table indicates the extent to which the public is oriented towards women’s rights pro-
motion in general. In the PRO FEM category — acceptance of feminism —, Turkmenistan has
the highest proportion of comments at 68.78%, followed by Uzbekistan (44.73%), Kyrgyzstan
(33.03%), Kazakhstan (29.98%), and Tajikistan (23.06%). In the MIXED FEM category —
mixed opinions towards feminism —, Kazakhstan leads with 44.01%, followed by Tajikistan
(35.26%), Uzbekistan (24.49%), Kyrgyzstan (14.37%), and Turkmenistan (10.98%). In the
ANTI FEM category — rejection of feminism —, Kyrgyzstan has the highest proportion at
52.60%, followed by Tajikistan (41.68%), Uzbekistan (30.78%), Kazakhstan (26.01%), and
Turkmenistan (20.32%).

6.2. Acceptance

Table 3 illustrates the proportions of each of the four dimensions used in comments that accept
or argue in favour of women’s rights promotion and various aspects related to it. These com-
ments feature positive remarks about gender equality, feminism and progressive policies that
promote women’s rights. The comments express support for gender equality, progressive poli-
cies that aim to tackle gender-based discrimination and violence. Some users explicitly state
that they identify as a feminist. As well as that, comments that accept women’s rights promotion
are more likely to criticise the local mentality as a factor that limits women’s rights promotion.
Uyat is criticised particularly by Kazakh and Kyrgyz users as an aspect of national identity and

cultural norms that perpetuates gender-based discrimination.
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Table 2 — Proportions of policy stances, by country (%)
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Among users from Kazakhstan, 39.23% of the comments feature the gender dimension,
22.42% feature the geopolitical dimension, 19.77% feature national identity, and 18.59% fea-
ture religion. Although religion is the least present dimension, the way the arguments were
articulated stand out from other countries, as users from Kazakhstan are more likely to criticise
policies that do not allow women to practice their religion freely. An example of this kind of
criticism is the following: “In schools, girls are not allowed to wear the headscarf. This is
discrimination and/or a double standard in its own way.” This highlights the importance of
freedom of choice and women’s bodily autonomy in conversations around women’s rights and
gender equality, which is also present in arguments by Kazakh users, whose comments frame

women’s rights promotion through a gender dimension.
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Table 3 — Proportions of dimensions within the PRO_FEM category (%)
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Among the comments from Kyrgyzstan, 37.89% of them take national identity into consid-
erations, followed by 32.65% featuring the geopolitical dimension, 17.95% featuring the gen-
der dimension, and 11.71% of the comments feature the religious dimension. Like the senti-
ments of autonomy discussed in Kazakhstan, a user from Kyrgyzstan argues that the social
norms and aspects of national identity can restrict women’s freedom and independence: “The
thing is that not every woman does what she wants ... Mentality, traditions, society, family, old-
fashioned views, victims to violence — all this is not a CHOICE.”

Among the comments from Tajikistan, 35.32% feature the geopolitical dimension, 24.78%
feature the religious dimension, 22.35% feature the gender dimension, and 17.55% feature na-
tional identity. A Tajik user commented the following under a post about public harassment of
women in Tajikistan: “This is called complicity. In my experience, women get harassed in third
world countries. In the United States, China and Britain I feel comfortable and safer than in
Tajikistan. ” Similar comments featuring geopolitical considerations tend to argue that Europe
is safer for women and allows them to express themselves without the fear of harassment.

Among users from Turkmenistan, 63.84% feature consideration for national identity, fol-
lowed by 25.47% of comments featuring the geopolitical dimension, and 10.68% featuring the

gender dimension. The religious dimension is not observed. Comments under videos on
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YouTube, which report on regressive policies towards women in Turkmenistan, express general
grievances towards the Turkmen government and the state of their country. Users express that
they love their country, however, feel relief of having left in the past, and those who are still

residing in Turkmenistan, intend to leave in the future due to the poor treatment of women.

Lastly, comments from Uzbek users feature the highest proportion of comments featuring
religion (52.5%), following the geopolitical dimension, which is featured in 19.28% of com-
ments. 15.29% of comments feature the national identity dimension, and the remaining 13.38%
of comments feature the gender dimension. Uzbek users are the only ‘cohort’ that express con-
cern over the increased presence of Islam in their society, compared to its CA counterparts.
Increased presence of Islam, particularly in the capital city, Toshkent, is perceived to be syn-
onymous with potential future popularity of Islamic extremism that is like that of Iran and
Afghanistan. Another unique aspect of expressions of national identity among Uzbek users is
requests for Uzbek content creators to produce more information about women’s rights and
feminism in the Uzbek language to raise awareness around women'’s rights in society and im-
prove the image of the feminist movement. This addresses the importance of accessibility for
the movement. Despite Russian being a /ingua franca in Uzbekistan, its status has been dimin-
ishing since the collapse of the Soviet Union as ethnic Russians have emigrated and Uzbekistan

prioritised formation of its national identity (Dollerup, 1998).

6.3. Mixed Opinions

Table 4 illustrates the proportions of each dimension featured in comments that fall under
the MIXED FEM category, by country. The comments in this category feature approval of
women’s rights promotion and eradication of gender-based violence, however, are more critical
of the feminist movement. Users tend to disagree on whether feminism, as an ideology, is based
on achieving gender equality, or whether feminism focuses on women'’s rights only and, there-
fore, is not beneficial to men. Statements that speak positively of the feminist movement and
its importance argue that it is not needed in their country as women “already have rights here,”

and the movement is more important in countries, where women have “less” rights.

Kazakhstan has the highest proportion of comments with mixed opinions on women’s rights
promotion and is the only country where all four dimensions are present. The gender dimen-

sion dominates comments with mixed opinions from Kazakhstan at 41.51%. The comments in
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this section mainly consist of disagreement towards feminism as a movement that fights for
gender equality. Following this, 24.13% of comments feature national identity, 17.53% feature

the geopolitical dimension, and the remaining 16.84% feature the religious dimension.

Among comments from Kyrgyzstan, national identity is the most dominant dimension in
this category at 58.92%. 35.04% of the comments feature the geopolitical dimension, and
6.03% of comments feature the gender dimension. The religious dimension is not observed in
this category. Users with mixed opinions agree that gender-based violence is a problem in Kyr-
gyzstan that should be addressed. They argue that teaching young women and men about uyat

and honour is necessary to fight gender-based discrimination.

Mixed opinions about women'’s rights promotion from users in Tajikistan feature religion as
the most prominent dimension, at 73.87%. Users argue that Islam grants different rights and
responsibilities to women and men, and both should abide accordingly. They also point to
women having more rights in Islam than men. Following this, 13.17% of comments feature the
gender dimension, and 12.96% feature the geopolitical dimension. National identity is not pre-

sent among mixed opinions from Tajikistan.

There was only one comment from Turkmenistan that was annotated as having a mixed
stance towards a women’s rights promotion. The user is sympathetic to the women of Turk-
menistan, who live in “fear and suffering,” however, they are critical of the women who left

Turkmenistan and cannot come back to “watch their children grow”°

In Uzbekistan, the geopolitical dimension is most frequent among comments with a mixed
stance, at 63.24%. A particular user commenting the following, under a post about feminism in
Uzbekistan: “Tunisia, Iran and Jordan, and a selection of other Muslim countries are leading
in the rate of women who hold STEM positions. This proves the claim, that traditional societies
close doors for women in this sphere of education and employment, to be false...Maybe the
problem is not traditions vs. freedom? Violence and discrimination towards women are very

common even in ‘free’societies, for example in Russia.”” This user, despite supporting the

10 The comment was translated from Turkmen, using both Google Translate and Yandex Translate. The trans-
lation lacked full clarity, however, the comment was included to maximise the amount of comments from Turk-
menistan in the sample.
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Table 4 — Proportions of dimensions within the MIXED FEM category (%)
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content creator in their discussion about feminism in Uzbekistan, has also expressed the need

for more statistics regarding the relationship between violence, education, and the level of tra-

dition or freedom present in societies. Although the scope of this study restricts further discus-

sion on this topic, this user’s recommendation may be considered for future research.

Following this, 30.88% of the comments feature national identity, and 5.89% feature the

gender dimension. Like Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan is observed to have no com-

ments featuring the religious dimension. This implies that users from the three countries who

have mixed opinions regarding women’s rights promotion are less likely to consider religion.

6.4 Rejection

Table 5 illustrates the proportions of dimensions featured in ANTI_FEM comments by coun-

try, in terms of percentage coverage. General arguments put forward by users who reject

women’s rights promotion includes the following: criticism towards feminist movements as

they ignore the problems that men face, from mandatory military service to discrimination and
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Table 5 — Proportions of dimensions within the ANTI_FEM category
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that women face discrimination or hardship in the labour market; arguments that women benefit
from the patriarchy as they can marry and “sit at home” at the expense of their husbands. Crit-
ical comments also disagree that women face societal pressure, and argue that if a woman is
being abused, she can report it; if she does not love her husband she can leave; if she is faces
insults from her family, she can cut them off. Critics of women’s rights promotion point to
chuzhiye or ‘foreign’ values in their geopolitical framing. They express that they do not wish
to see ‘Western,” ‘European’ or ‘American’ values in their country. This sentiment is exacer-
bated among posts reporting on activities of the feminist movement, which additionally feature
displays of LGBT+ symbols. The values and mentality behind Western, or European feminism,
in their view, has worsened the position of women, and that gender equality teaches women of

the West to neglect family values.

Among comments from Kazakhstan, all four dimensions are almost equally featured among
comments rejecting women'’s rights promotion. 31.05% of the comments feature the religious
dimension, 27.03% feature the gender dimension, 21.66% feature considerations of national
identity, and 20.26% feature the geopolitical dimension. Comments include denial that Ka-
zakhstan has problems with violence or gender inequality, and express negative views towards
‘European values,” and that feminist demonstrations are divergent to Kazakh culture and ruin

the family unit.
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Among comments from Kyrgyzstan, 43% of comments rejecting women’s rights promotion
feature the national identity dimension. Following this, 31.34% feature the gender dimension,
14.40% feature the geopolitical dimension, and 11.26% feature the religious dimension. Com-
ments criticise the presence of feminist movements in Kyrgyzstan and call for local authorities
to punish participants of demonstrations and claim that politicians supporting the movement

are corrupt and ‘sell-outs’ to Europe and the West.

Among comments from Tajikistan, 30.73% feature a geopolitical dimension, 28.96% the
religious dimension, 22.11% feature national identity and 18.20% feature the gender dimen-
sion. In response to a post about feminism in Tajikistan, a user has expressed the following: “If
the nation has a normal Muslim upbringing, we will not need European culture. We have our
own national values; therefore, we do not need double European standards. Nothing good will
come out if'it.” This example, which features the geopolitical, religious, and national identity
dimensions, is observed in the sample of Tajikistani users who express negative opinions to-

wards women’s rights promotion.

Turkmenistan has the highest proportion of comments featuring the geopolitical dimension
at 66.60% and 30.88% of negative comments feature the national identity dimension. Follow-
ing this, 2.52% feature the gender dimension. Religion is not observed among comments under
this category. Comments express disapproval towards content that discusses regressive policies
towards Turkmenistan, claiming that the reports on the monitoring of women’s appearance are

false, or that gender-based discrimination in Turkmenistan is “Western propaganda.”

Among users in Uzbekistan, 45.75% of comments with negative stances featured the geo-
political dimension. 33.34% of the comments feature the religious dimension. Following this,
18.55% of the comments feature the gender dimension, and 2.37% of the comments feature
national identity. With the highest proportion of comments accounting for Islam, Uzbek users
have expressed the following sentiments: “There is no need for feminism, simply raise and
teach your children according to Islam... Feminism has vulgar contradictions to the laws of
Islam, especially the removal of the hijab!” This comment reflects the expected arguments for

this policy stance and the religious dimension.
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6.5 Revisiting theoretical Expectations

Based on these results, we return to our theoretical expectations and draw conclusions for
our results at both the regional- and country-level. Firstly, we confirm our assumption that there
is a cross-national variation in the extent to which women’s rights promotion is accepted or
rejected and how the values of feminism, as a movement that promotes women’s rights, is
perceived, based on considerations of issues within each country. Secondly, we assumed that
said differences can support or limit the chances for the success of EU’s strategies to promote

women’s rights in the region.

Firstly, Kazakhstan displays the most surprising results out of the five countries in CA. De-
spite the EU and Kazakhstan having a close partnership, the results indicate that public opinion
in Kazakhstan is not positively oriented towards women’s rights promotion, nor the EU and/or
European values. Although we observe in the literature that there is a positive perception of the
EU in Kazakhstan, this sentiment is not entirely reflected among social media users. The results
show that Kyrgyzstan is also less oriented towards women’s rights promotion. This result is
also interesting, given the growing presence of the feminist movement online and in the media.
Online users from Tajikistan are least oriented towards women’s rights promotion or the EU.

Due to the small sample of comments, it is harder to generalise the public opinion in Turk-
menistan, and the extent to which their norms and values are oriented towards women’s rights
promotion and towards the EU. However, if we are to assume that the results do reflect the
public sentiment in Turkmenistan, we can conclude that Turkmenistan is more oriented towards
women’s rights promotion, compared to the other four countries. However, our results do not
indicate that Turkmen users are oriented towards the EU, therefore we cannot conclude whether
women’s rights promotion, as a strategy of the EU, has a higher chance of success in Turkmen-

istan.

Lastly, individuals from Uzbekistan appear to be more positively oriented towards women’s
rights promotion in general, relative to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. However, in-
dividuals that favour women’s rights promotion are not likely to be positively oriented towards
the EU and/or European values. Individuals, who reject women’s rights promotion in general,
are also likely to negatively perceive the EU and/or European values. This means that we can-
not conclude that women’s rights promotion by the EU has a higher chance of success in Uz-

bekistan.
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The first theoretical expectation deals with how arguments in favour of women’s rights pro-
motion are presented in the public debate. Our results demonstrate that arguments in favour do
support gender equality and eradication of gender-based discrimination and violence. Further-
more, criticism towards the limitations of women’s autonomy and freedom, based on national
identity, and gender stereotypes are featured in our analysis. Arguments with geopolitical con-
siderations are mainly concerned about the influence of Iran and Afghanistan on the prospects

of women’s rights, and less concerned about the influence of Western actors such as the EU.

The second theoretical expectation deals with how arguments against women’s rights pro-
motion are presented in the public debate. Our results demonstrate arguments against are more
likely to deny the need for women’s rights promotion, and that women and men are neither
equal nor that they should be. Our results also demonstrate that promoting women’s rights and
the feminist movement is perceived as the promotion of Western and European values, that
such values are not seen as compatible with national identity, local social norms, or values, and
that the feminist movement, as well as principles of gender equality, are not perceived to be

compatible with the principles of Islam.

The third and fourth theoretical expectations deals with the extent an individual is likely to
accept women'’s rights promotion, linked to the EU and its core European norms and values,
based on their orientation towards the EU and women’s rights promotion. We find that individ-
uals who are less oriented towards women’s rights promotion are also less oriented towards the
European values, and therefore are less likely to accept women’s rights promotion if they are
linked to the EU. We do not find that individuals who are more oriented towards women’s
rights promotion are also oriented towards the European values, therefore we cannot conclude
that they are more likely to accept women’s rights promotion policies if they are linked to the
EU.

In the following section, remaining aspects of social media debate are addressed, which
could not be elaborated in the section. The potential implications of the results on the EU’s
norm-diffusion strategies, and recommendations of the policy measures the EU could take to
stimulate dialogue, orientation towards, and ownership of the processes in promoting women’s

rights.
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7. Discussion

7.1. Dimensions

It is worthy to note that there are several considerations that were not included in our theo-
retical and analytical framework, yet they have been featured substantially in our observation
of posts about women’s rights, gender equality and feminism. LGBT+ is a common consider-
ation, particularly among negative views on women'’s rights promotion, and is likely to be one
of the most principal factors in reducing the extent to which countries in CA are oriented to-
wards the EU and its norms and values. Following this is education and how young women
and men are socialised. Economic concerns are also discussed regularly among users online,
particularly the issues of the pay gap or gender segregation in the labour market. Lastly, ideo-
logies such as capitalism or communism, as well as the various ideological branches within the
feminist movement are featured in online discourse. These factors mentioned could be classi-
fied as their own dimensions, however, in our case, they were incorporated into the four di-
mensions. Although we could not account for these dimensions explicitly, they could be con-

sidered for future research on public opinion in CA.

Regarding postcolonial stances in the Central Asian online space - O’Dekolon, a Russian-
language podcast by Kyrgyzstani media outlet Bashta, is the only platform that I have encoun-
tered, where speakers address and discuss postcolonial feminism in Central Asia, the legacy of
Soviet presence, as well as the current influence of Russian propaganda on public opinion to-
wards the feminist movement. Podcast episodes that mirror our theoretical discussion of the
nature of the Soviet regime in Central Asia and how gendered policies were used as a shield to
pursue economic, mercantilist interests of Moscow. The podcast platforms not only women
from the countries of interest in this study, but also Central Asian women from autonomous
republics in the Russian Federation such as Buryatia, Tuva, Tatarstan, Sakha and others.** Nat-
urally, with such diversity of perspectives featured on the platform, the comments underneath
the videos on YouTube are written by various Russian-speaking users, and it was difficult to

differentiate users who fit the criteria of our analysis. Nevertheless, the exposure to the podcast

11 For further information on the discussion of decolonialsm in Central Asia, including republics within Russia,
see (O’Dekolon, no date).
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poses a question for future research on the impact of colonialism and national identity on the

development of feminism and conversation on gender equality.

On Instagram, comments underneath posts of excerpts from O’Dekolon, published by
Bashta feature users mainly from Kyrgyzstan and the responses are mixed, from disapproving
those who criticise the mentality in Kyrgyzstan, to arguing that feminism is “only for rich
women” (Bashtan Bashta [@bashtan_bashta], 2023). The comment brings up the question of
privilege and accessibility of the feminist movement, and what kind of demographic is more
prone to engaging in women’s rights through the feminist movement. This observation rein-
states previous comments in the literature that policies promoting gender equality and female
empowerment require a broader outreach not only to women in urban areas, but also addresses

the importance of economic considerations such as income disparity, and social class.

Education and socialisation are another significant aspect featured among users who were
in favour of women’s rights promotion. Unlike many comments that call for education and
conversations on gender equality to be enforced in early childhood by both parents and teach-
ers, an X user expresses a pessimistic view of the effectiveness of education in tackling domes-
tic violence and the issue of safety for women in Kyrgyzstan: “I am pessimistic that education
will help (which doesn't mean we should not do it). It is deeply political in my view. As long as
the superstructure can outsource political violence to the margins (women, children, elderly),
the base will remain under control”. 1t is one of the few comments made by a user in favour of
women’s rights promotion that disagrees about education as a factor that can help improve the

status of women in their country.

This comment stands out as education is one of the key areas discussed in strategies to pro-
mote women’s rights, as it contributes to the mitigation of gender inequality in society and
increases female participation in the labour market and political institutions. Although it is one
comment out of many that I have collected, it presents a new question — aside from education,
are there alternative measures that can be taken to improve the status of women in the region
(or at least in Kyrgyzstan), while also addressing the power structures that unequally affect

women and men? This creates a complicated task for the EU and its Strategy for the region.

52



7.2.0wnership and Dialogue

Now that we have unpacked examples of how the different stances regarding women’s rights
promotion are considered and formulated within the online public debate in Central Asia, this

leads us to the final question - what does this all mean for the EU’s norms and value diffusion?

The results do not paint an overly optimistic picture for the EU as the online public debate
demonstrates lack of genuine orientation towards women’s rights promotion, as well as a lack
of orientation towards the EU itself, which could impact EU’s legitimacy as the norm-diffuser
(Jonasson, 2024). As mentioned previously, governments in CA are considering possible im-
plementations of ‘foreign agent’ laws, leaving civil society organisations to look to the EU to
use its political leverage to pressure CA governments to reject the bill and prioritise freedoms
of speech, democracy and human rights (RFE/RL, 2024). Likewise, when EU’s partner states
are experiencing political turbulence, the EU has a responsibility in defending the values it

promotes.

In order for the EU to increase its chances of success in promoting its norms and values in
CA, the EU must uphold the current dialogue it maintains with the five CA states. The EU
should enhance its presence in the region, not only as a donor or a partner to the governments,
but also support local civil society organisations, who contribute to female empowerment
within individual countries and can enhance local ownership of norms around women’s right

promotion.

Already, there is a momentum of activism throughout the region. Users have expressed that
women’s rights have improved in their country significantly with the help of activism and pub-
lic awareness campaigns in news outlets and social media. A user from Tajikistan has com-
mented the following under a post about street harassment: “The situation has changed a little
thanks to an activist and journalist in Ozodi, who brough this to the state and legislative level.
I personally feel the change. If, before, a boy would not be silent and say something, now there
is less of them. I am not saying that this is already enough. But there is change. And that is
thanks to the women, who have been actively fighting for it.” Another user from Uzbekistan
expressed a similar sentiment regarding social progress: “Not everything should come from the
state. We are used to everything being decided from top to bottom... Why not start the movement
from bottom to the top.” By collaborating with activists and civil society organisations that
conduct awareness campaigns and promote gender equality in their countries or local commu-

nities, the EU can expand its outreach, which would allow for citizens to be exposed to new
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norms and values, leading to further dialogue within society and construction of new social

norms.

However, to maintain a constructive and efficient dialogue with various actors in CA society,
the EU must be receptive to the needs and values of local communities. This includes the con-
sideration of family as an important unit to women, or respecting the role of religion as a source
for how citizens construct their personal values. After all, women’s rights promotion does not
have a one-size-fits-all approach, and the EU cannot completely change cultural norms and

values that have been constructed under socio-political and cultural transitions.

8. Conclusion

To conclude this study, women’s rights in CA are becoming a more fruitful area of academic
interest, particularly as both governments and societies are developing national legislation and
engaging in international dialogue to improve the status of women and eradicate gender-based
discrimination and violence. As demonstrated, studies on women in CA are conducted at a
country-level, with a significant level of comparative analysis present. In this study, the objec-
tive is to aggregate the different perspectives within the CA region, as well as investigate the
differences across the five countries in relation to public opinion on women’s rights promotion.
According to our results, norm-diffusion through women’s rights promotion by the EU has a
smaller chance of success in Tajikistan, followed by Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan are both more oriented towards women’s rights promotion, however we cannot
conclude that norm-diffusion by the EU would have a higher chance of success in these coun-
tries. Although these results are mixed and are not optimistic for the prospects of women’s
rights promotion by the EU, there are several measures that can be taken by decision-makers
in the EU who wish to promote women’s rights in Central Asia and increase the chances for
successful norm-diffusion.

In order to have a sound base for mutual dialogue and local ownership of norms and values,
the main necessary prerequisite still stands — genuine orientation towards the norm that is pro-
moted. Maintaining dialogue with local organisations, expanding own knowledge about local

complexities, and widening outreach can contribute to more productive measures that improve
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the perceptions of the EU in CA, as well as prospects for successful norm-diffusion in the areas

of women'’s rights, feminism, and gender equality.

On a final note, the following recommendations are provided for future research on EU-CA
relations. The first recommendation is for European scholars, studying the EU’s external action,
to expand their understanding of the local contexts in the countries they are studying. As estab-
lished throughout this study, there is always an array of factors that one needs to consider when
investigating the world around us, and the existing theoretical expectations. Research on inter-
regional norm-diffusion would benefit greatly from highlighting diverse perceptions of the EU
as a norm-maker, and non-EU states as the targeted norm-takers. To achieve such diversity, it
is necessary to maintain dialogue with and support local academics and researchers, as well as
researchers who are fleeing and conducting their work abroad due to prosecution and discrim-
ination. Their knowledge of the local context could provide more information on how politics
and society react to external influences, and how changes occur internally. Such insights would
contribute to a better understanding of how the EU’s norms and values are perceived, and how

they can be diffused more effectively, if at all.
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Appendix

1. Policy stance % by Country

PRO FEM MIXED FEM ANTI FEM
Kazakhstan 29.98% 44.01% 26.01%
Kyrgyzstan 33.03% 14.37% 52.60%
Tajikistan 23.06% 35.26% 41.68%
Turkmenistan 68.78% 10.89% 20.32%
Uzbekistan 44.73% 24.49% 30.78%

2. PRO_FEM Breakdown by Dimension and Country

RELIGIOUS GEOPOLITI- | NATIONAL GENDER
CAL IDENTITY
Kazakhstan 18.59% 22.42% 19.77% 39.23%
Kyrgyzstan 11.71% 32.65% 37.69% 17.95%
Tajikistan 24.78% 35.32% 17.55% 22.35%
Turkmenistan | 0.00% 25.47% 63.84% 10.68%
Uzbekistan 52.05% 19.28% 15.29% 13.38%

3. MIXED_FEM Breakdown by Dimension and Country
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RELIGIOUS GEOPOLITI- | NATIONAL GENDER
CAL IDENTITY
Kazakhstan 16.84% 17.53% 24.13% 41.51%
Kyrgyzstan 0.00% 35.04% 58.92% 6.03%
Tajikistan 73.87% 12.96% 0.00% 13.17%
Turkmenistan | 0.00% 0.00% 100.00% 0.00%
Uzbekistan 0.00% 63.24% 30.88% 5.89%
4. ANTI__FEM Breakdown by Dimension and Country
RELIGIOUS GEOPOLITI- | NATIONAL GENDER
CAL IDENTITY
Kazakhstan 31.05% 20.26% 21.66% 27.03%
Kyrgyzstan 11.26% 14.40% 43.00% 31.34%
Tajikistan 28.96% 30.73% 22.11% 18.20%
Turkmenistan | 0.00% 66.60% 30.88% 2.52%
Uzbekistan 33.34% 45.75% 2.37% 18.55%
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