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Introduction: What are social 
networks?

S  ocial networks are present in all 
areas of our life. In work, study 
or leisure time people use social 

networks to fasten their interaction with 
their customers, colleagues, friends, 
family members and with the rest of the 
world.  Some researchers link integration 
of social networks in daily life with 
globalization process and technological 
evolution (Chen and Zhang 2010, McGrew 
2014)1, while others see this integration as 
the natural behavior of people who need 
to communicate and explore the unknown 
(Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, See also: 
Rosen et. al, 2010).2 In a technological 
world, people have more opportunities 
to satisfy their need for communication 
by participating in conversations through 
common social interaction platform (i.e. 
online social networks). 

A social network happens to have at 
least two definitions given by the Oxford 
dictionary (2014). First, it is “a network 
of social interactions and personal 
relationships.” Second, “a dedicated 
website or other application which 
enables users to communicate with each 
other by posting information, comments, 
messages, images, etc.” is also a social 
network. In the article we will refer to 

the online social networks (i.e. website) 
to avoid mixing the terms. 

Online social networks as we know them 
today have spread widely in the last two 
decades.3 The issues related to social 
networks and their influence have received 
considerable coverage in the last several 
years in connection with their use for 
mobilization of people and organization 
of social movements (Moldova in 2009, 
Iran 2009, Tunis 2010, Egypt 2011, and 
Ukraine in 2013). Unlike extensive 
analysis of online social networks spread 
and influence in the countries, which have 
experienced revolutionary movements, 
the development of the online interaction 
and mobilization tools in Central Asia (CA) 
has received little attention. The paper 
answers the question to what extent social 
networks can bring changes in Central 
Asian region.

Social Networks and Central 
Asian Countries

Social networks are not widely spread 
in the region to alter further changes. 
According to the Digital, Social and Mobile 
in 2015 report, internet penetration of 
CA region is 38%, whereas only 4% of the 
overall population of the region is active 
social network users.4 Table 1 gives more 
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detailed outlook of the internet users by 
countries and the growth of rate as well 
as penetration of internet with respect 
to overall population. Kazakhstan has the 

highest internet penetration rate with 
59%, followed by Uzbekistan with 40% 
whereas Turkmenistan has the smallest 
internet penetration 8% in the region. 

TABLE 1. INTERNET USERS BY COUNTRY

Rank Country Internet users
1 year 
growth 
% 

1 year user 
growth

Total country 
population

Penetration (% 
of pop. with 
Internet)

38 Uzbekistan 11,914,665 12% 1,229,670 29,324,920 40.63%

43 Kazakhstan 9,850,123 11% 986,929 16,606,878 59.31%

112 Kyrgyzstan 1,359,416 12% 140,850 5,625,015 24.17%

113 Tajikistan 1,357,400 13% 153,157 8,408,947 16.14%

131 Turkmenistan 424,855 11% 43,584 5,307,171 8.01%

(Source: Internet Live Stats. Elaboration of data by International Telecommunication Union (ITU), United 
Nations Population Division, Internet & Mobile Association of India (IAMAI), World Bank. Information as of 
2014)

Meanwhile the annual growth rate of 
internet users in region countries appears 
to be the same. However, such report 
lacks information on methods of data 
collection and which social networks 
were considered during the elaboration 
of information. Considering the fact that 
all the countries in CA region have been 
expanding mobile-internet coverage during 
the last decade, a new boom in internet 
and social networks use is to be expected.  

Social networks in Central 
Asian countries have their 
own specifics: 

First, Russian social networks, namely 
Odnoklassniki and Vkontakte dominate the 
field5. The map below gives information 
on the most popular social networks by 
country according to traffic data. This 
characteristic can be explained by the fact 

that abovementioned social networks have 
entered CA region (in 2006) before Twitter 
and Facebook has started spreading6 all 
over the world. The interface language 
social networks were introduced to the 
users have also played its own role in 
their spread. Taking into consideration 
the fact that almost the whole post-
soviet region still can speak or understand 
Russian language, navigate through the 
interface of these networks was much 
more easier rather than to do it in another 
language. Of course, all other social 
networks have also introduced possibility 
to change user interface language. 
However, it was only in 2008 and 2011 
when Facebook7 and Twitter8 respectively, 
announced such opportunity and later 
in 2010 Facebook has started providing 
customer support in Russian language.9  
 
Second, based on initiatives made by 
the CA region and neighboring countries, 
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we can state that social networks are 
under the monitoring of the CA region 
government agencies. 10 This specific can 
be not the case of only Central Asian 
governments. Because, Facebook itself 
monitors all chat activities of the users.11 
However, such initiatives on monitoring 
user activities in social networks made 
this point as distinguishing characteristic 
of current state of the social networks in 
the Region (discussed later in the paper).

[embed]http://vincos.it/wp-content/
uploads/2009/06/wmsn_animated_
jul14_690.gif[/embed] 

(Most popular social networking sites 
by country. Source: World Map of 
Social Networks, December 2014. 
http://vincos.it/world-map-of-social-
networks/. See http://vincos.it/
wp-content/uploads/2009/06/wmsn_
animated_jul14_690.gif for animated 
version of Social networks world map) 
 
Restricted or partly accessible and 
increased attention of the government 
structures to the social networks slows 
the spread of information and as a result 
restrains even positive changes that social 
networks can bring. As it was mentioned 
above, only a small part of internet users 
are active social network users in CA. 
However, during the last years, along 
with Odnoklassniki and Vkontakte the 
number of Facebook and Twitter users has 
increased in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.12 
In Turkmenistan the access to the western 
social networks (namely, Facebook, 
YouTube, messengers like Whatsapp, Viber) 
is restricted13, whereas Russian social 
networks (VK (Vkontakte), Odnoklassniki) 
are still freely accessible. YouTube, 

Facebook have been blocked several 
times by government order in Tajikistan14. 
There were also cases when Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have restricted 
access to the social network users.15 
 
High interest of the government structures 
to the social networks is explained by the 
destabilization factor of the networks 
which they played in mobilization of 
the population in Arab countries (Egypt, 
Tunisia and Libya) during the last years. 
According to RFE, during the speech 
at the Fourth Congress of the World’s 
Traditional Religions in Astana, Nazarbaev 
mentioned that “instead of distributing 
real knowledge, social networks often 
pour floods of lies, split societies, 
and create walls within countries.”16  
These types of comments suggest that 
the governments of Central Asia are 
concerned about the potential spillover 
effect of the revolutions. In addition to 
that, CA countries have a long history of 
control over information flow within the 
region. Meanwhile, online social networks 
challenge that control and create a room 
for free expression of ideas including 
revolutionary and anti-governmental 
and mobilization of the people for the 
purpose of reaching social justice.  
 
Western media criticizing CA governments 
of censorship and control of the information 
should understand that stability in region 
countries is fragile (threat of separatism, 
terrorism and extremism; ethnic issues; 
Fergana Valley; Afghanistan and other 
related issues). Hans Morgenthau in his 
book Politics Among Nations: The Struggle 
for Power and Peace sees national mood 
as one of the 8 main elements of state`s 

http://vincos.it/world-map-of-social-networks/
http://vincos.it/world-map-of-social-networks/
http://vincos.it/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/wmsn_animated_jul14_690.gif
http://vincos.it/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/wmsn_animated_jul14_690.gif
http://vincos.it/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/wmsn_animated_jul14_690.gif
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power, so decreasing of national mood 
by giving access to the incomplete, 
one-sided or other information will 
cause decrease of the state power. For 
example, role media played in ethnic 
clashes in south of Kyrgyzstan in 2010. 
 
How CA governments explained such 
restrictions and information monitoring to 
the world community? At the regional level, 
there have been several joint initiatives 
made by CA and other neighboring 
countries on monitoring the activities in 
social networks. At Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO - organization founded 
to counter “terrorism”, “separatism” and 
“extremism”) summit on 14-15 June 2011, 
country members adopted draft of “Rules 
of conduct in the field of safeguarding 
international information security”. Later 
on 12 September of 2011 China, Russian 
Federation, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
released a Resolution for the UN General 
Assembly entitled “International code 
of conduct for information security”. 
By adopting the rules member states 
would like to cooperate in “curbing the 
dissemination of information that incites 
terrorism, secessionism or extremism or 
that undermines other countries’ political, 
economic and social stability, as well as 
their spiritual and cultural environment”.17 
Based on media reports, members of 
Collective Security Treaty Organization 
announced started monitoring social 
networks to prevent “extremist” actions 
in the form of mass riots.18 As a result, 
legal basis for regulating information 
flow, as well as social networks in 
regional level was established. For 
instance, Uzbekistan set-up its own new 
social networks: youface.uz19, muloqot.

uz (2011)20, Bamboo.uz and Id.uz21. 
Government institutions and officials have 
also started using social networks as a new 
platform for interaction. Representatives 
of the Senate of the Parliament of 
RK, General Prosecutor’s office of RK, 
National Security Committee of RK, 
Ministry of investment and development 
of RK, Ministry of healthcare and social 
development of RK and others22 have their 
own pages in Twitter and Facebook. This 
interaction creates opportunity for direct 
interaction and reduces the horizontal 
‘gap’ between the institution/official and 
citizens. Nevertheless, such engagement 
of officials to social network remains 
unique for CA and only seen in rare cases. 
In Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan 
such engagement is still not necessary due 
to the small number of social network users.  
 
Social networks are widely used as SMM 
(social media marketing) tool by business 
entities in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 
Majority of well-known companies 
operating in Uzbekistan or Kazakhstan 
today have their pages in Twitter and 
Facebook in order to improve customer 
services and increase interaction with 
the people, where all the discussion, 
complains or greetings about the delivered 
services can be followed. Such pages serve 
as another important tool for the social 
media marketing. In conducted research 
by Global customer acquisition it states 
that top Facebook page in Kazakhstan 
is paged named Chocolifeme which 
provides discount for online purchasing, 
and attracts 20.000 unique daily visits 
from Kazakhstan. In Uzbekistan Beeline 
company`s page in Facebook is leading 
in daily visits. This company provides 
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mobile services in the country.23 Such 
pages are updated on a daily basis to 
meet the requirements, feedbacks 
and claims of the followers; as a result 
connection of online networks and social 
issues bridges the modern technology 
with people and issues concerning them.  
 
In  other countries of the region, 
engagement of the companies in social 
networks is still low due to the small 
numbers of active social networks users. 
So the next years, increase in usage of the 
social networks is expected in countries 
with less social media and internet 
restriction, whereas users in other countries 
will still face institutional (restrictions) 
and/or technological (difficulties 
with internet coverage) constrains.  
 
How social network users change the 
daily life of other people? Active users 
of social networks have started using 
online platforms to help members of their 
communities with day to day errands and 
activities. For example, such Facebook 
pages like, “Tashkent drivers” (“Водители 
Ташкента”) are used by group members 
to exchange their observations on current 
situation of the roads, traffics or access to 
the shortcuts of the city, even passengers 
who are leaving their stuff, documents 
or any other belongings in taxi cabs can 
address the page to help in finding them. 
Another page named “Public catering in 
Tashkent” (“Общепит в Ташкенте”24) 
helps to find the best place to have a 
dinner or lunch, where users can find all 
complains and feedbacks regarding exact 
place. Rise of public awareness regarding 
the issues in restaurants, coffee-house 
and bars push the latters to improve their 

situation to attract new customers. Page 
“Do good (Good intentions) Uzbekistan” 
(“Делай добро Узбекистан”25) is aimed 
to help people who are ill with blood 
donations, material or financial assistance. 
Positive effects of such pages to the life 
of people are undeniable.

While mentioning top social networks 
(Odnoklassniki, Vkontakte, Facebook, 
and Twitter) in Central Asian region, one 
should note that there are other networks 
such as Instagram, Tumblr, Pinterest, 
Google+ and LinkedIn. However, user 
base of these networks is still too small 
in the region and the analysis of the 
reasons of this fact of preference should 
be made a topic for further research. 
 
 
Conclusion

This research explored main 
characteristics, current state and 
development trends of social networks in 
Central Asian region. 

Some of the main findings are as follows:

- The social networks market is 
dominated by Russian social 
networks in the region;

- CA governments closely monitor 
activities on social networks 
(institutional constrains); the 
governments also use social 
networks as a new tool for the spread 
of their ideology (“soft power”), 
as a new platform for interaction 
(communication between the state 
and citizens being vertical in its 
nature after the spread of online 
networking reduced the gap/
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instances between them), as well as 
a potential threat in dissemination 
of unfiltered information.

- Due to a number of technological 
reasons and low internet 
penetration the spread of social 
networks is complicated and is 
concentrated around big cities and 
towns. However, the advancement 
of technology, easing access to the 
Internet and creating  infrastructure 
in urban areas increases the number 
of internet users and expands the 
influence of online social networks 
there; 

- NGOs, international institutions, 
companies and business entities 
increasingly use social networks 
as a platform for interaction 
with recipients and clients. 
Online social network pages 
create favorable environment 
for competition which positively 
effects customers demand. Private 
firms also use these platforms to 
expand market penetration via 
social media marketing creating 
and responding to the supply and 
demand equilibrium. 

- CA governments are investing 
in telecommunication 
infrastructure26; as a result the rise 
in internet coverage of the region 
is expected. 
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http://www.rferl.org/content/kazakhstan-nazarbaev-social-networks-lies/24597621.html
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https://ccdcoe.org/sites/default/files/documents/UN-110912-CodeOfConduct_0.pdf
https://ccdcoe.org/sites/default/files/documents/UN-110912-CodeOfConduct_0.pdf
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ru-ru.facebook.com/ObshepitTAS 
 
25  Делай Добро Узбекистан https://ru-ru.
facebook.com/delay.dobro.uzb 
 
26  UNCTAD Report, Investment Guide to 
the Silk Road 2014, pp.23-25 http://unctad.org/

en/PublicationsLibrary/diae2014d3_en.pdf; See 
also: Massive Infrastructure Projects Creating New 
International Links http://emagazine.european-
times.com/EPT-Kyrgyzstan/communication-
and-transport-massive-infrastructure-projects-
creating-new-international-links 

https://ru-ru.facebook.com/ObshepitTAS
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http://emagazine.european-times.com/EPT-Kyrgyzstan/communication-and-transport-massive-infrastructure-projects-creating-new-international-links
http://emagazine.european-times.com/EPT-Kyrgyzstan/communication-and-transport-massive-infrastructure-projects-creating-new-international-links
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Kyrgyzstan: Communicating hate 
speech in online and digital world 
of Kyrgyzstan
By Saadat Omorova, Kyrgyzstani human rights activist.

For the past several years, Kyrgyz-
stan’s human rights activists and 
their supporters have been under 

constant attack online for exposing human 
rights violations, expressing their opinions 
and simply speaking out against violence. 
Hate speech and violent threats are used 
daily as weapons to silence the voices of 
society’s most marginalized groups. These 
online attacks take a variety of forms in-
cluding harassment, threats, and open 
calls to violence. Assessing the publicly 
available information on users who post 
hate-filled comments on social media, the 
majority of the online attacks are com-
ing from young Kyrgyz men. However, it 
is often hard to determine exactly who is 
coordinating hate speech efforts due to 
the frequent use of fake profiles and ac-
counts. It has become common for people 
or groups to create massive online hate 
campaigns against marginalized groups 
and mobilize internet users to use vio-
lence, including sexual assault, as a meth-
od of punishment.  These campaigns use 
homophobia/transphobia, misogyny and 
fundamentalist religious interpretations 
to justify and promote the hatred they 
spread.

According to a recent report on hate 
speech in Kyrgyzstan’s media, hate speech 

is defined as “a phenomenon that can be 
expressed in a form of sexism, gender dis-
crimination, racism, xenophobia, inter-
ethnic hostility or intolerance, instigat-
ing violence, hatred or discrimination.”1  
The findings of the report show that jour-
nalists, politicians, and cultural elites 
that shape public opinion are often the 
main perpetrators of hate speech. In 2013 
alone, the report identifies 160 hostile 
attacks in the monitored online media 
sources. Unfortunately, the report does 
not look extensively at the fastest grow-
ing segment of the internet: social media.  
As of 2013, in Kyrgyzstan, there were over 
2 million internet users out of a total pop-
ulation of roughly 5 million people, and 
that number has continued to rapidly in-
crease.2 According to the 2010 OpenNet 
Initiative study, while only 2% of Kyrgyz-
stani citizens own computers, a majority 
of the Kyrgyzstan’s internet users accesses 
the internet via workplace connections, 
cell phones, and internet cafes.  As inter-
net penetration and the practice on the 
use of internet without revealing identi-
ty increases, online hate speech becomes 
more of a threat to activists, marginalized 
communities and ordinary people sharing 
similar views. Considering the inaction of 
law enforcement and the General Prose-
cutor’s office, the government of Kyrgyz-
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stan does not seem to perceive and ap-
proach this issue as a serious human rights 
violation. One of the illustrations of the 
governmental position is the fact that the 
Law on Mass Media does not list Internet 
as media and thus does not provide any 
regulations over the online content.3

2014 saw two prominent cases of high 
profile activists suffering intense online 
hate speech campaigns.  The first case 
took place in January 2014 when an LGBT 
activist publically spoke out against po-
lice brutality. The activist participated 
openly in a press conference presenting 
the findings of a Human Rights Watch 
study describing police abuse towards 
gay and bisexual men.4 Shortly after the 
press conference, Kyrgyz-language me-
dia outlet held a follow-up interview with 
the activist.  Several days after the press 
conference, the Spiritual Directorate of 
Muslims in Kyrgyzstan (Muftiyat) issued 
a fatwa, which condoned the killing of 
LGBT people.5  Soon after this, several so-
cial media users began reposting the ac-
tivist’s interview together with calls for 
violence on Odnoklassniki, Facebook, and 
other websites popular in Kyrgyzstan. One 
particular post on Odnoklassiki alone has 
over 5500 comments, the vast majority 
of which called for the activist and LGBT 
community of Kyrgyzstan to be killed, 
tortured, imprisoned or deported.6 Us-
ers described the activist as a sheep that 
needed its throat slit and a mentally-ill 
person in need of a cure.  The activist 
continues to receive threats online and in 
person and is afraid to go outside alone. 
 
The second case took place in February 
2014 when a human rights activist and 

journalist became the target of Kalys, an 
ultra-nationalist group.  In an anti-LGBT 
demonstration outside of the American 
embassy, Kalys activists burnt a picture 
of the journalist, accusing him of being a 
“defender of homosexuals.”7 Reports and 
videos of this demonstration instantly ap-
peared online on news portals and social 
media, where the majority of comments 
praised Kalys, condemned journalist’s ac-
tions and called for violence against him 
and the LGBT community.  The journalist 
began to receive continuous death threats 
via social media directly from various us-
ers and indirectly through his friends. Af-
ter a week of non-stop threats and intimi-
dation, he was forced to flee Kyrgyzstan.8  
After the journalist left, a prominent on-
line media outlet published a long piece 
of “investigative” article accusing him of 
being a pro-Maidan activist.9  Since the 
events in Kiev, citizens of Kyrgyzstan have 
been subjected to non-stop coverage 
from Russian media, which describe the 
Maidan activists as Western-backed fas-
cist thugs. Because of these publications, 
journalist’s reputation has been ruined 
and he is unable to return to Kyrgyzstan. 
 
These cases are but two examples of the 
countless incidents that remain unpubli-
cized and undocumented. There are no 
comprehensive statistics or proper inves-
tigations of online hate speech and its im-
pact on public opinion and violence in the 
country, but the cases of these two activ-
ists vividly demonstrate how online hate 
speech can seriously impact the everyday 
lives of targeted people from Kyrgyzstan’s 
marginalized groups. Online hate speech 
also directly attacks and undermines one 
of the few places safe for open discussions 



pulsofcentralasia.org Issue №9    The PULS     13 

USE OF  ONLINE SPACE IN CENTRAL ASIA

on sensitive topics. This hate speech un-
dermines the country’s efforts to devel-
op democratically, which requires open 
and honest debates on different issues 
involving different opinions. As more and 
more people in Kyrgyzstan go online, the 

issue of online hate speech must become 
an issue of national concern that should 
be properly investigated, documented 
and addressed by human rights organiza-
tions and the government of Kyrgyzstan. 
 

______________________________

1 http://www.media-diversity.org/en/additional-
files/documents/Hate-Speech-in-the-Media-and-
Internet-in-Kyrgyzstan_English.pdf 

2 https://www.irex.org/sites/default/files/u105/
EE_MSI_2014_Kyrgyzstan.pdf 
 
3 http://online.adviser.kg/Document/?link_
id=1001422172 
 
4 http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/01/28/
kyrgyzstan-police-abuse-extortion-gay-men 
 
5 http://www.rferl.org/content/kyrgyz-antigay-

fatwa-debated/25260721.html 
 
6 http://ok.ru/video/4123198941 
 
7 http://www.buzzfeed.com/susiearmitage/how-
russia-betrayed-central-asias-lgbt-community#.
meaRM9y8M 
 
8 http://www.svoboda.org/content/
article/25291576.html 
 
9 http://delo.kg/index.php/2011-08-04-18-06-
33/7165-aktivist-lukash 
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http://www.media-diversity.org/en/additional-files/documents/Hate-Speech-in-the-Media-and-Internet-in-Kyrgyzstan_English.pdf
https://www.irex.org/sites/default/files/u105/EE_MSI_2014_Kyrgyzstan.pdf
https://www.irex.org/sites/default/files/u105/EE_MSI_2014_Kyrgyzstan.pdf
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http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/01/28/kyrgyzstan-police-abuse-extortion-gay-men
http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/01/28/kyrgyzstan-police-abuse-extortion-gay-men
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http://www.svoboda.org/content/article/25291576.html
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http://delo.kg/index.php/2011-08-04-18-06-33/7165-aktivist-lukash
http://delo.kg/index.php/2011-08-04-18-06-33/7165-aktivist-lukash
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Introduction

In the last decade, the proliferation 
of the Internet prompted computer 
programmers and software develop-

ers alike to create Social Networking Sites 
(SNS) to allow people to connect with their 
friends and family (e.g. Facebook), bridge 
with potential employees (LinkedIn) and 
share ideas (Twitter). The immense popu-
larity and high participation rates of SNS 
has attracted many scholars interested in 
researching the impact of the Internet on 
women’s and men’s lives (Colley &Maltby, 
2008), gender differences in SNS usage 
(Sherman et al., 2000) and motives for 
using SNS (Shen&Khalifa, 2010). Although 
themajority of SNS are global in nature, 
encompassing users from different ori-
gins and religious background, research 
about users from the developing world, 
particularly from Muslim countries, is 
very limited. For instance, Smeeta Mishra 
and SuhritaBasu (2014) conducted a study 
elucidating the impact of religion, family 
honor and cultural norms on young Indian 
Muslim women’s visual representation on 
SNS. A recent study on the impact of the 
Social Networking Sites (SNS) on Muslim 
students in Arab world revealed that Mus-

lim girls, who are subject to patriarchal 
dominance and limitations in the physi-
cal world, perceive SNS such as Facebook 
as an alternative space for identity con-
struction and relationship development 
(Shen&Khalifa, 2010). Similarly, other 
scholars have hailed the Internet for its 
capacity to provide paths for women’s 
empowerment (Wheeler, 2007; Davis, 
2007; Onyejekwe, 2011). 

 
To date, research about the Internet’s im-
pact on the lives of Turkmen Muslim wom-
en is scant. This being the case, this paper 
uses small sample-size surveys, in-depth 
interviews and photography analysis as a 
small step toward bridging this gap. This 
study, thus, strives to reveal which fac-
tors influence online identity creation 
and visual representation of Turkmen 
girls in the cyberspace and if the Internet 
empowers Turkmen girls.

 
In this paper, the empowerment is defined 
as an action that enables “oppressed 
persons [in this case Turkmen girls] gain 
some control over their lives by taking a 
part within others in development of ac-
tivities and structures that allow people 
increased involvement in matters which 

Turkmenistan: Figure Hugging 
Dresses and Stiletto Shoes: Impact 
of Internet on Turkmen girls’ 
Performativity in Cyberspace 
By Akja Kepderi. Contributor from Turkmenistan.
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affect them directly” (Bystydzienski, as 
cited in Wheeler, 2007, p. 90). 

Method and Theoretical 
Framework

To conduct a rigorous analysis, a mixed 
methodology, which includes qualitative, 
quantitative and visual research methods, 
was used. First,an open-ended interviews 
with 15 Turkmen girls in the age group of 
16-26 was conducted. Second, a large-
scale online survey was carried out. Third, 
the photographs of Turkmen girlsposted in 
Vkontake groups were analyzed. 

Results of the in-depth 
interviews  

The respondents’ narratives elucidate 
that Vkontakte.ru and Odnoklassniki.ru 
were the primary social networking plat-
form for thirteen respondents, except the 
two who had an account on Facebook. The 
girls that have been interview indicated 
that “cultural and traditional norms”, 
“fashion trends”, “sense of belonging to 
the online youth community” and geo-
graphical location affect their decision 
on the types of photography they post in 
the social networking cites. However, dif-
ferent factors had different influence on 
girls depending on their age, educational 
attainments and digital divide between 
them and their parents. For instance, 
22-year-old girl, who is pursuing her un-
dergraduate level in one of the former 
republic of the Soviet Union, when asked 
which factors affected her decision which 
photographs to post in the SNS said, “The 
choice of which photographs to post on 
the SNS depends on what kind of impres-

sion I want to give off. Usually, I present 
myself in the cyberspace the way I am in 
the physical world. In other words, when 
I am away from Turkmenistan I adhere to 
the European style of clothing. I do not 
hesitate in deciding whether to post my 
pictures in Western attire. However, I en-
sure that in my pictures I do not reveal 
my body parts, not because my parents 
can see them. Actually, they cannot use 
the Internet. I feel that I do not want to 
be equated to the desirous women who 
sexualize their bodies.” Another respon-
dent, 16-year-old girl, who is pursuing 
her mandatory education in Turkmeni-
stan, explained: “When I post pictures in 
Vkontakte I make sure that I look cool, 
nice, and cute. I usually try to post pic-
tures where I wear fashionable clothes 
such as jeans and skirts. I want to post 
similar pictures they would post in Turk-
menistan limited [a group in Vkontakte.
ru]. But it is really hard for me because 
both at home and school I am primarily 
forced to wear Turkmen dresses. Howev-
er, when I go out with my friends, I some-
times wear jeans and skirts, and then, I 
seize the opportunity to make pictures.”   
 
Tawus, 26, was pursuing her Master’s in 
Human Rightsin of the Western countries 
elaborated: “I usually choose neutral 
photos to post, which are taken in plac-
es I visit and where I usually stand with 
friends. Not too private ones. The factors 
that influence my decision are the In-
ternet itself, that it is going public. I do 
not want to reveal much in the Internet. 
I have to admit however, that some so-
cial networking sites do affect my fashion 
tastes. I wear both Turkmen and European 
style clothes and do not see problem post-
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ing a picture depicting me in jeans, for 
instance.” An

other ten respondents, in the age group of 
16-25, said that they prefer to post photo-
graphs where they looked “modest.” They 
believed that being modest and visually 
representing themselves as such would not 
damage the reputation of their families.    
 
Aygul, 17, was obtaining her mandatory 
education in Turkmenistan, told: “I get 
inspired by the photos that are posted 
in Turkmenistan Limited and other sim-
ilar groups in Vkontakte. Those pictures 
illustrate girls either in traditional, yet 
in a trendy styles or in Western clothes. 
I try to resemble the style in those pic-
tures because I want my pictures to be 
noticed by the administrators of those 
groups. If they find someone’s pictures 
beautiful, they share them in the groups.” 
The last respondent, 23-year-old Gulshat, 
obtained her Bachelor’s degree in one of 
the Turkmen Universities, elaborated: “I 
think I am an exception from Turkmen 
community and Turkmen expectations 
because I do not mind posting sexy pho-
tos on my page. Let people enjoy my 

photographs. Perhaps, I will find a wor-
thy husband. In addition, my parents live 
in rural area and they do not even know 
what the Internet is, so I am not even 
worried that I might disappoint them.”   

 

The above responses provide quite contra-
dictory insights. At one end of the spec-
trum, the majority of the respondents 
appear to adhere to the cultural and tra-
ditional expectation of the female repre-
sentation both in virtual reality and phys-
ical world. It appears that in both realms 
the girls’ self-representation embodies 
demureness. On the other side, few re-
spondents seem to challenge stereotypical 
images produced by the dominant culture 
by altering their visual self-representation 
in both spaces. According to the respons-
es, such “empowerment” stems from the 
girls’ physical distance from Turkmenistan 
and technological divide between girls 
and their parents. Several girls stated that 
the content in the Internet and SNS affect 
their fashion tastes, thus, triggering aber-

Published with permission of Turkmenistan Limit-
ed #1. Source: http://vk.com/tmltd

With permission of Turkmenistan Limited #1. 
Source: http://vk.com/tmltd
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rant performativity and visual self-repre-
sentation in the cyberspace. 

 
Results of the online survey 
The first question posed in the survey was: 
“Do Social Networking sites (e.g. Vkon-
takte, Onoklassniki, Instagram, Pinter-
est) affect your fashion tastes and visual 
self-representation in the cyberspace?” 
173 girls in the age group of 16-26 re-
sponded to this question. 23% of the girls 
indicated that the social media affected 
their fashion tastes and visual represen-
tation in the social media. 76.9% of the 
respondents, on the other hand revealed 
that other factors such as cultural and 
traditional norms as well as personal pref-
erences affect girls’ fashion tastes and 
visual representation in the cyberspace.  
 
“Do you think that adherence to Western 
fashion opposes to Turkmen traditional 
expectations of girl’s garment?”—was the 
second question I asked.  242 girls in the 
age group of 16-26 answered this ques-
tion. While 52.5% of the girls indicated 

that they think Western style contradicts 
to the Traditional expectations of girl’s 
garment, [the] remaining 47.5% indicat-
ed that they do not agree with this claim.  
 
The third question was: “Why do you fol-
low the Western style of attire and why do 
you prefer to post pictures in those gar-
ments?” 63% of the respondents said that 
they prefer Western style of attires to the 
Turkmen traditional style and they post 
pictures in those clothes because its elu-
cidates their individuality as opposed to 
identical traditional dresses; 25.9% of the 
respondents said that they follow West-
ern style because of the fashion trends 
and they post photographs in those gar-
ments to look trendy; remaining 11.1% 
indicated that they choice Western style 
because of the comfort and post pictures 
randomly. The above data suggests that 
63.13%1 of all respondents acknowledge 
that: (1) the SNS do not affect their fash-
ion tastes and visual self-representation; 
(2) dressing in Western manner oppos-
es to Turkmen traditional expectations.  
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Results of the image analysis 
of photographs that circulate 
in SNS

In the research Illingworth (2001) and Mitra 
(2001) have demonstrated that the Internet 
can be an effective medium that provides 
a social space for marginalized groups to 
raise their voices. To divulge if the Inter-
net helped Turkmen girls to achieve agen-
cy over their bodies and self-representa-
tion, the analysis of girls’ photographs 
posted in the SNS have been conducted.  
 
From August 1, 2014 to November 31, 
2014, 68 pictures of Turkmen girls were 
published in Turkmenistan Limited #1 
group. Out of 68 pictures, 22 depict-
ed girls in non-traditional attire and 14 
photographs showed sexualized images 
of girls. In 32% of the pictures analyzed 
women were in non-traditional garments 
and in 12% of the images girls objecti-
fied their appearances. Consider, for in-
stance, photography of a Turkmen wom-
an wearing a mini skirt, strapless top and 
stiletto shoes while standing in a position 
that emphasizes her body shapes—but-

tocks and breasts. Thus, sexualized pho-
tographs of girls in the SNS become a 
powerful visual violation that intensify 
forbidden version of self-representation.   
 
Another group in Vkontakte—DP Pro-
duction—on October 3, 2014, organized 
“Miss AltynLuw” contest for girls and lat-
er published photographs from the event 
on their web page. The photographs por-
trayed girls wearing figure-hugging dress-
es, shorts, fishnet tights and stiletto heels. 
The majority of the pictures depict the 
contestants dancing carnally to impress 
the audience and judges, who, according 
to the photographs, were predominantly 
men. The photographs posted in the Vkon-
takte’s Turkmenistan Limited #1 and Top 
People of Turkmenistan pages have shown 
that there are cases when visual repre-
sentations of girls are in stark contrast to 
traditional ideals. 

Implications

The proliferation of the Internet in Turk-
menistan provided a vast access to pre-
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viously isolated content that reigned 
in the SNSs such as Facebook, Vkontak-
te, Odnoklassniki, etc. Through those 
SNSs, among other web sites, Turkmen 
girls encountered the images of Western 
non-Muslim women whose dressing pat-
tern, self-representation, performativity 
and body ideals are in a stark contrast 
to that of non-Western Muslim women. 
Online surveyrevealed that 23% of girls 
indicated that the content on the SNS 
affect their fashion tastes and the way 
they would like to visually represent 
themselves. The image analysis of Turk-
men girls’ visual self-representation on-
line revealed that repeated exposure to 
these themes and images circulating in 
the internet led them to “assimilate these 
themes into their view of the world” 
(Gerbner et al., as cited in as cited in 
Goodin, Murnen&Smolak, et. al., 2011, 
p. 2). Repeated exposure to the images 
that promote the sexualization of wom-
en, which primarily “occursthrough cloth-
ing that emphasizes a sexual body part”, 
girls begin to imitate images of Western 
women that is readily available in the SNS 
such as Instagram, Pinterest and Tumbler 
(Goodin, Murnen&Smolak, et. al., 2011, 
p. 2).Theimage analysis revealed that in 
12% of the pictures posted on Turkmen-
istan Limited #1 page depicted Turkmen 
girls sexually objectifying their bodies 
by wearing sexualized clothing. Turk-
men girls’ photographs in mini shorts and 
skirts, cropped tops, figure hugging dress-
es, stiletto shoes, with excessive make up 
and purposeful body revealing postures 
are circulating all over the Vkontakte 
web-site’s Turkmen community pages.

Considering that a 16-year-old girl who 

was interviewed said that she “wants to 
post similar pictures they would post in 
Turkmenistan limited,” the repeated ex-
posure to sexualized photographs indeed-
coaxes girls to adopt a particular view on 
fashion, beauty and self-representation.  
Certainly, not all girls experience and re-
spond to sexual objectification in a similar 
way. A combination of age, educational 
attainment (or the lack thereof), class, 
and other personal attributes produce dis-
tinctive set of experiences and responses 
to the Internet content. The presence of 
sexualized photographs of Turkmen girls 
in the Social Networking cites undermine 
the conception that the Internet empow-
ers women for sexual objectification “im-
plies that [woman] is sexually available to 
men, which puts her in a lower status” (in 
Graff, Murnen&Smolak, 2012, p. 764). In 
this light, the exposure to the sexualized 
content that circulates in the Internet 
serves as another form of female oppres-
sion, not an empowerment by any means 
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 174).  

Conclusion 

Interviews, surveys and photography 
analysis revealed that in a few cases the 
synchronicity between subjective—fee-
lof traditional expectation on gender 
roles—andobjective structures were dis-
rupted both in cyberspace and physical 
world. The proliferation of the Internet 
appeared to affect the embodied cultural 
dispositions of girls that resulted in devi-
ant self-representation. In Turkmenistan 
at present the social transformation (i.e. 
de-traditionalization) is at place, but em-
powerment of girls is not feasible because 
they could not critically reflect on norms, 
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rules and habits governing gender roles 
and gender performativity.Taking into ac-
count the results from interviews, surveys 

and image analysis it might be concluded 
that Turkmen girls pro tempore will con-
tinue to sexually objectify themselves.
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Kyrgyzstan: Information Sharing 
as a Way to Boost Business 
Communities. Open Data 
Approaches to Development 
Strategy in the Kyrgyz Republic.
By Emily C. Youatt, M.A., University of Chicago, Co-Founder KG Labs Researcher in 
startup activity in Central Asia  
and 
Samagan Aytimbetov, Fulbright Scholar, Researcher in Open Data Initiatives in Central 
Asia.

The introduction of open data into 
emerging economies and infra-
structures is a dynamic and chal-

lenging process, and presents an oppor-
tunity for iterative learning for policy 
makers, business leaders and technical 
experts. In the Kyrgyz Republic, the gov-
ernment, with support from the World 
Bank, UNDP and several local partners 
has recently launched the Open Data Ini-
tiative to promote the increased demand 
and use of open data and to implement 
activities to expand general knowledge of 
open data, its uses and its potential to 
shape the future of businesses in Central 
Asia. Open data advocates in Central Asia 
now believe that through a series of dy-
namic, forward-thinking events, the use 
of open data has the potential to have 
a significant positive impacts on busi-
ness outcomes and policy initiatives in 
Kyrgyzstan (GIZ 2015, World Bank 2015). 
Through a cross-sectoral approach, link-
ing the country’s ICT sector with agricul-
ture, textiles, tourism, and others, open 

data leaders are taking a new approach to 
the introduction to the sharing of infor-
mation via open data in Central Asia.
 
Open data is a technological approach 
to information sharing that delivers in-
formation to public and IT developers 
in accessible, reusable, and alterable 
format. With such a broad definition, 
taking an open data approach to devel-
opment strategies presents a number of 
challenges for individuals, government 
entities and development organizations 
working to promote transparency and the 
sharing of information and knowledge. 
 
However, over the past several years, us-
ing technical support from outside govern-
mental and non-governmental organiza-
tions, several of Kyrgyzstan’s ministries, 
have taken an interest in promoting the 
conversion of existing data into open data 
as well as making all new data accessible 
and open to the public (GIZ 2015). This in-
terest in the promotion of open data, with 
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ministry support, will be adopted to Kyr-
gyzstan’s private sector over time and will 
aid in the creation of new jobs and both 
public and private sector transparency. In 
addition, sharing of raw data in Kyrgyzstan 
will level skewed economic playing fields 
and will create new economic demands 
and knowledge based in quantitative, 
reliable information. What makes these 
developments unique is the context in 
which they are being executed; in Kyrgyz-
stan the free sharing of information, best 
practices and data is a foreign concept. 
 
Amidst an ecosystem of corruption, red 
tape, and complicated bureaucratic pro-
cedures, implementing a free information 
and data sharing system presents many 
challenges. If these challenges are suc-
cessfully met, the country will begin to 
see the growth of new jobs, higher pri-
vate sector quality standards, and more 
transparent ministerial and governmental 
activities. Over the next several years, 
open data approaches will be tested

Challenges and Context

The Kyrgyz Republic has a unique environ-
ment where organizations actively imple-
ment open data approaches to promote 
business growth and increase econom-
ic activity in Kyrgyzstan’s rural regions. 
However, lack of financial resources, in-
sufficient information and poor communi-
cation technology infrastructure (ICT) se-
riously limits Kyrgyzstan in the adoption of 
digital technologies and the growth of the 
country’s IT sector. Both the government 
and the local business community realize 
that a competent ICT infrastructure is 
crucial for Kyrgyzstan’s economic devel-

opment and for national job creation (GIZ 
2015). What makes the implementation of 
this Open Data initiative more appealing 
is that it does not require substantial re-
sources for its implementation compared 
to the classic approaches taken in ICT de-
velopment, such as large amounts of fund-
ing, new hardware, and new software. 
 
Due to Kyrgyzstan’s existing bureaucrat-
ic regulations surrounding the dissemi-
nation of information, paired with the 
sociocultural context of mistrust, the im-
plementation of an open data ecosystem 
will have significant measurable effects 
on local communities affected by such a 
novel approach to information sharing. 
 
Worldwide, the open data movement is 
still being tailored to specific contexts by 
specific programs and its impacts are still 
not well known, and in Kyrgyzstan organi-
zations like Siris Academics, GIZ, and oth-
ers are working to launch open data initia-
tives in targeted sectors including pasture 
and land management, global warming, 
forestry, and others, as a testing ground 
for the eventual increase in data sharing 
and dissemination. How these targeted 
sectors react and change to the opening of 
targeted data remains to be seen, but ex-
perts agree that the opening of such data 
will force businesses, individuals, and en-
tire economic sectors to shift to account 
for increasing transparency, more reliable 
and trustworthy information (rather than 
heresay), and a removal of a certain level 
of bureaucracy involved in current data 
sharing processes. The potential impacts 
of these changes will have undeniable 
effects on Kyrgyzstan and its economic 
sectors, just as worldwide open data ini-
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tiatives are predicted to have undeniable 
impacts on the global economic sector. 
For example, according to consulting firm 
McKinsey, harnessing the global potential 
of open data could unlock $3 trillion to 
$5 trillion in economic value across edu-
cation, transportation, consumer prod-
ucts, electricity, oil and gas, healthcare, 
and consumer finance[i]. These numbers 
indicate that the unlocked benefits of cre-
ating an infrastructure for open data and 
sharing data among individuals and com-
munities has huge potential at not only 
the global scale, but also the national 
scale in countries like Kyrgyzstan, which 
are plagued by lack of transparency, re-
liable statistical data and a lack of for-
malized data sharing networks. By provid-
ing easy ways to share data, which does 
not impact daily professional routines, 
innovative methods of the collection of 
open data have the potential to expand 
markets within Kyrgyzstan and promote 
the growth of new businesses, consum-
er demand and product development. 
 
Kyrgyzstan is only in the beginning of the 
journey to a data-driven economy. The 
current ICT infrastructure may not be fully 
adequate yet, but the requirement to pro-
duce and publish open data should be seen 
as part of ongoing e-government reforms. 
Some data already exists in digital form or 
is being published online at websites, so 
it should be easy to extract the data for 
publication in reusable form. However, 
many ministries still file their data in pa-
per form, and converting this paper-based 
information into open digitized data will 
be an integral part of future efforts. 
 
By adopting an open data approach, busi-

nesses in Kyrgyzstan can expect to receive 
the following benefits and growth:

	 Extending the audience: if an orga-
nization has a goal of raising aware-
ness on a particular issue, opening 
data is one of the ways to achieve it, 
particularly as third-party developers 
might provide access to the informa-
tion through different channels (such 
as mobile apps)

	 Smooth demand curves: if providing 
a service, sharing information about 
how busy one is at different times of 
day can enable third-party developers 
to create tools that help customers 
contact the business when it is are less 
busy, smoothing out demand for the 
service

	 Become more “findable”: if a busi-
ness has branches around the country 
or the city where it delivers its service, 
sharing information about its location, 
opening times, and offers can enable 
third-party developers to incorporate 
this information into maps, helping 
customers to find the business

	 Outsource R&D: opening up data can 
be a cost-effective mechanism for out-
sourcing research and development of 
new products and services, which a 
business can then take advantage of or 
purchase

	 Groups within organizations can col-
laboratively maintain open datasets, 
benefiting from each others’ 
contributions and improving the quality 
of data that isn’t complete or outdated. 

In particular, releasing maps or weather 
measurements as open data has the po-
tential to help to grow transport and agri-
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culture markets, in which approximately 
around half of Kyrgyzstan’s population is 
employed. New apps and solutions can 
ultimately help organisations and indi-
viduals to take advantage of better de-
cision-making and upgraded services and 
products.

Next steps

The majority of ministries and public 
agencies in Kyrgyzstan in principle have 
positive expectations and attitudes to-
ward open data and are willing to adopt it 
within their activities if given the appro-
priate technical assistance and guidance 
to do so. Experts believe that for a suc-
cessful national open data strategy in the 
country several conditions are required 
before the benefits of open data can be 
fully felt.

	 The improvement of data literacy and 
raised awareness throughout public 
and governmental sectors on the po-
tential of open data in order to ensure 
collective political commitment of 
leadership;

	 The clarification and adaptation of 
laws concerning access to informa-
tion as many officials are requesting 
guidance on the interpretation of the 
existing norms. There are unclear in-
structions concerning existing charging 
practices in the government (such as 
for maps).

	 Strong cooperation and collabora-
tion between government, civil so-
ciety and business on the princi-
ples of public-private partnerships. 

These points may, in fact, be the most 
difficult to implement as they represent a 
challenge for existing sociocultural, eco-
nomic, and governmental practices and 
norms that continue to undergo slow re-
forms brought about by globalization, ac-
tive citizen participation, and education-
al and technical trainings and programs 
implemented by international organiza-
tions, foundations and private companies.

To address the challenges inherent in 
this system of information sharing, GIZ 
and Siris Academics have come forth 
with K-Link, a B2B information-sharing 
search engine that facilitates the ex-
change of information and sharing of 
knowledge among stakeholders working 
in the field of natural resource manage-
ment and climate change. It helps or-
ganizations to create and manage their 
data in a more integrated manner[ii]. 

K-Link fulfils the needs of participating 
local stakeholders and helps to improve 
internal management processes for which 
many of the stakeholders already reim-
burse external providers. Local training 
and management consultancies are in-
volved in the development of support ser-
vices in order to develop a better product 
adapted to local market needs. Long-
term sustainability is reached through 
involvement and capacity building of lo-
cal software companies. Companies us-
ing K-Link are able to develop new skills 
linked within their core business that are 
in high demand at the international level. 
 
Special services for local communities 
(e.g. farmers) and stakeholders working 
at local level can be distributed through 

http://klink.azurewebsites.net/
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the system. One way to achieve this is 
through dissemination of adequately pre-
sented videos that address concrete and 
relevant problems, available through 
a mobile application. According to the 
Open Data Institute, “organisations of-
ten underestimate what information they 
hold and the potential of that data[iii].” 
 
The topic of open data in Kyrgyzstan is one 
surrounded by many challenges, but which 
also presents potential for growth across a 
variety of the country’s sectors. Programs 
like Siris Academic’s K-Link represent the 
beginning of open data reforms that have 
the potential to spur Kyrgyzstan’s econo-
my forward through the growth of private 
businesses, the sharing of information for 
the betterment of the national private 

sector, and governmental transparency. 
 
How these changes will take place re-
mains to be seen. As open data programs 
and projects continue to roll out, the 
ways in which they will be accepted and 
adapted will shape the growth of Kyrgyz-
stan’s growing business community and 
government programs and infrastructure 
in an inclusive way.

_____________________________

[i] http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/high_
tech_telecoms_internet/what_executives_
should_know_about_open_data

[ii] http://klink.azurewebsites.net/

[iii] https://theodi.org/guides/how-make-busi-

ness-case-open-data
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