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Abstract
In 2019, near Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, five children perished in a house fire while their
parents were away at night shift jobs. This widely-reported tragedy brought to light con-
flicting imperatives and highlighted the precarity of gendered productive and reproductive
labor across Kazakhstan. This highly-publicized incident ignited a conflagration of pro-
tests by “mothers with many children” (mnogodetnye mamy, kopbala analar), the official
designation for low-income women who have four or more children and are eligible for
state support. This paper analyzes the mothers’ protests of 2019, and the public and offi-
cial responses to these protests. It finds that, by centering motherhood and traditional gen-
der norms in their protests, these protestors successfully linked their demands for social
benefits back to historic Soviet-era protectionist and paternalist policies, thus legitimizing
their demands. However, the article argues that at the same time these gendered labor
norms force women, especially marginalized mothers, to engage in precarious forms of
labor that neither Western-style NGOs nor limited government support are able to ade-
quately address. The article further concludes that “mothers with many children” labor
under precarious conditions and are subject to skepticism and censure, as their actions
challenge idealized national scripts of proper womanhood in Kazakhstan. This research
contributes to the study of labor, gender, and reproduction in Central Asia and calls
for centering the study of gendered labor precarity within Central Asian studies.

“Baspana!” (Shelter) and the Limits of Compassion and Goodwill

A wintry day in late February, Aziza apai1 lurched into her seat across from me dur-
ing one of our weekly discussions of current events in Kazakhstan that took place
consistently over the course of my seventeen months of ethnographic fieldwork in
Almaty, Kazakhstan. “Mothers deserve help,” Aziza apai informed me, as she sat
shell-shocked and mourning the accidental death of five young girls in a house fire
in the outskirts of Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan’s capital, which rocked the nation in
the beginning of 2019. This widely-reported tragedy was attributed to poor living
conditions and economic strife, as both parents left their children unsupervised in
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a coal stove heated house for their night-shift jobs. Aziza apai, a mid-fifties woman
with carefully curled hair and neatly pressed clothes, is the mother of four daughters
and seemed particularly moved by this tragedy, which had occurred to a family not so
different from her own, although it had happened almost 800 miles away in
Nur-Sultan. I had met Aziza apai in the summer of 2019, when she had agreed to
teach me, an anthropology PhD student from the United States researching pronatalism
and women in crisis in Kazakhstan, about Kazakh family life and women’s hardships.

This event caught the popular imagination and encapsulated the public’s increas-
ing frustration with rampant corruption and inequality across many socioeconomic
swaths of society. In the case of the five young girls, discussions swirled around
who was to blame—was it the mother who had irresponsibly left her children unat-
tended on a night shift?2 Was it the government for so poorly providing for the most
vulnerable groups of Kazakhstanis, so that they were forced out of economic necessity
to leave their children in dangerous conditions in order to put food on the table? Was
it the parents’ fault for recklessly giving birth to far more mouths than they could
feed? Finally, could it be, as some feminist activists proposed, the fault of a patriarchal
society for prioritizing the birth of a male heir that a couple kept on giving birth to a
string of children in the hopes that their fortunes would change once their long-
awaited son appeared? In the aftermath of the death of the five sisters, hundreds of
mourners attended their funeral, and people called for the resignation of the
Minister of Labor and Social Protections.3 Thus, 2019 ushered in sweeping changes
to the Republic of Kazakhstan, which had so long seemed to be frozen in a political
torpor in a state of satisfying the status quo. These occurrences, along with wide-
spread political protests, elite maneuvering, and shifting power alliances, contributed
to a cascade of events culminating in the resignation of long-term president
Nursultan Nazarbayev on March 19, 2019, after nearly thirty years of rule.4 Over
the course of 2019, mothers’ protests continued steadily from February to
September, with a few protests each month ranging from gatherings of dozens to hun-
dreds of women staging protests and sit-ins at various administrative centers.5 In
total, there were approximately fifteen protests in 2019, but the mainstream media
remained largely reluctant to highlight their demands and these protests were
sparsely covered by most news outlets. Mothers’ protests were only a portion of an
upswell of larger political unrest against the newly-appointed president
Kassym-Zhomart Tokayev and for increased electoral freedom. Moreover, they
took place before and after the June 2019 elections, and thus were more disconnected
to specific political events and rather seemed to capture a more sentimental airing of
longstanding perceived wrongs of the state against family welfare. Likewise, unlike
other protests at the time, which garnered swift reprisals from the government in
the form of a strong militarized response by police antiriot squads and the imprison-
ment of the organizers, mothers’ protests appeared to catch both the government and
other protesting groups wrong-footed. Meanwhile, promises made by the government
under President Kassym-Zhomart Tokayev to increase childcare benefits and address
housing shortages for low income families have been slow to be fulfilled, and women
continue to labor at precarious jobs while birthing and raising the new generation of
Kazakhstani citizens. As a result, conflicting imperatives of gendered productive and
reproductive labor came to the forefront of the Kazakhstani peoples’ public
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consciousness, linking Soviet family ideals and government-mediated relations with
contemporary national ideals of motherhood and protectionism.

This article comprises three sections which chart the history, context, and motiva-
tions of women engaged in a variety of precarious labor conditions, and how by pro-
testing they are challenging the ideals of Kazakhstani motherhood, exposing fissures
in nationalist narratives that showcase caring benevolent mothers as the hearthstones
of Kazakhstani culture. First, the article reviews women’s labor in Kazakhstan and
how Soviet legacies continue to shape Kazakhstani women’s attitudes toward moth-
erhood and its state support, as these are the rhetorical underpinnings for under-
standing the uniqueness of mothers’ protests and the effectiveness of the demands
leveled at the government. The second section draws on the literature of gendered
precarious labor and outlines some forms of precarious labor in contemporary
Kazakhstan, in order to support my argument that gendered precarious labor char-
acterizes the condition of a wide category of underprivileged and vulnerable mothers
in Kazakhstan. The third section deploys media analysis and ethnographic research to
drive home the argument about how a series of grassroots, unsanctioned protests at
regional administrative centers—referred to as “mothers’ protests” by activists and the
media—garnered widespread sympathy toward gendered structural inequality and
shifted discussions of the social welfare responsibilities of the state, leading to the
government issuing limited concessions in the face of these protests. Moreover, I con-
tend that mothers’ protests challenged ideas of who are “suitable” civic activists, and
that by demanding the Kazakhstani government uphold its part in the Soviet patri-
archal bargain,6 these women challenged idealized scripts of “appropriate” gendered
labor. Taken together, these three sections describe the historical underpinning and
the shape of precarious women’s labor in contemporary Kazakhstan among “mothers
of many children” and call for centering the connections across and between gender,
labor, and (re)production in Kazakhstan. Drawing on participant observation among
vulnerable groups of women in Almaty, Kazakhstan, in 2018–2019, this article situ-
ates the topic of gendered labor precarity as an essential conversation within Central
Asian studies and specifically highlights gendered precarity. It also argues that by
expanding notions of Kazakhstani womanhood and precarious labor in
Kazakhstan, women and their labor—both productive and reproductive—is
recognized.

Women’s Labor in Kazakhstan: Soviet Motherhood and its Legacies

Since the inception of the Soviet Union in 1922, women in the USSR were afforded
more opportunities than in some Western countries at the time, including within the
legal, educational, cultural, and labor realms.7 The Great Patriotic War was and con-
tinues to be a source of nationalist pride and unity as well as a trauma that resulted in
the death of at least twenty-six million soldiers and civilians.8 Women played signifi-
cant roles working in factories, collective farms, and other industries as well as on the
war front itself.9 When the war ended, women were asked to do their duty for the
motherland and repopulate the nation. In a departure from a more liberal period
in the 1920s that had encouraged women’s participation in the workforce, having
children was seen as a production problem and became an essential aspect of the
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Soviet Union’s policies toward women, particularly in the immediate postwar period
when the country experienced a demographic crisis, where in some of the hardest hit
areas of the USSR there were almost twice as many women as men.10 The Soviet gov-
ernment saw the country’s dropping birth rate and the dearth of reproduction-age
males following the devastation of war as an issue of major national concern.11 Its
solution was to encourage childbirth by taking a comprehensive approach through
pronatalist legislation and postwar anti-abortion campaigns.12 While women were
afforded such government benefits as childcare support and long maternity leaves,
these benefits were still constrained by ideals of motherhood, wherein women who
behaved in an “unmotherly” fashion were deemed to be bad workers and/or moth-
ers.13 Nonetheless, the government subsidized large families by increasing the
amount of direct assistance and the number of years women were eligible for material
assistance to mothers with many children (Rus. mnogodetnye materi). It also offered
aid to single mothers (Rus. odinokie materi), improved women’s living conditions,
and provided more comprehensive and higher quality medical care to pregnant
women.14 As the use of terminology focused on women (i.e., “single mothers” and
“mothers with many children”) indicates, from the outset, state policy put reproduc-
tive responsibility firmly on women, rather than phrasing this as a family concern, or
one jointly embarked upon by both men and women.

Although there was a pervasive belief that the postwar lack of men was uniform
across the Soviet Union, the actual numbers varied from region to region. Indeed,
in the Central Asian states, the lack of men was much less acute than in the
European parts of the Soviet Union, perhaps because no fighting had occurred
there.15 The belief that there were not enough available men made relationships out-
side of the bounds of wedlock more acceptable and these were officially encouraged
by the state. Reproduction was emphasized as a civic responsibility of all Soviet
women, and specific target production quotas were issued: women were encouraged
to give birth to at least two children and could face fines and imprisonment for giving
birth to fewer.16 As a result, beginning in 1944 when it became apparent that the
Soviet Union would defeat Nazi Germany, the Soviet state began deemphasizing
the importance of women as fighters and workers, and instead shifted to propagan-
dizing motherhood. In demonstrating the importance of reproduction, maternity
medals were given to large families, proffering glory and monetary rewards similar
to medals awarded for valor in war or for outstanding labor achievements.17

Indeed, as Deniz Kandiyoti persuasively argued, for Central Asian women in partic-
ular, under certain circumstances Soviet gender policies entrenched not gender
equity, but rather state support and preferential gendered treatment of women.18

Because the titular nationalities of Central Asian SSRs historically had larger families
to begin with, many thousands more medals were awarded here than in other regions.19

As a newspaper read in 1975, “Kazakhstan is proud of its woman-heroines. The party
and authorities highly regard their labor. 208 workers were awarded the title of Hero of
Socialist Labor, of which 108 were Kazakhs, and 22461 women were awarded the hon-
orable title of ‘Mother Heroine.’”20 As Attwood notes, these medals, with names like
“Medal of Maternity,” “Maternal Glory,” and “Mother-Heroine,” were not awarded
to both parents but given only to mothers—reinforcing “the notion that rearing
children, as well as giving birth to them, was an exclusively female function.”21
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Traditional views of motherhood continued to dominate until the dissolution of
the Soviet Union in 1991. Indeed, in a striking parallel similar to the neoconservative
reactionary backlash in the United States in the 1980s, during the same period in the
Soviet Union, there was a reaction against women workers as “communists were
accused of destroying the family and undermining women’s ‘natural role’ as wives
and mothers and guardians of the family hearth.”22 A number of authors have spoken
to the specific outlines of the “woman question” within Central Asia,23 and in partic-
ular how Soviets seized upon women as a “useable proletariat” for the transformation
of Central Asian society.24

In post-independence Kazakhstan, as in Central Asia as a whole, many of these
Soviet era legacies continue to resonate within legal, public, and private discourses.
Now, over thirty years later, thanks to the combined tactics of encouraging repatria-
tion of ethnic Kazakhs, a strong pronatalist policy in Kazakhstan aimed at growing
the population through increasing the birth rate and many ethnic Russians
emigrating from Kazakhstan, ethnic Kazakhs comprise nearly 70 percent of the pop-
ulation, and the percentage of ethnic Russians in Kazakhstan hovers around 15 per-
cent.25 Social benefits such as extended maternity leave, similar to the social safety net
guarantees that existed in the Soviet period, still remain, albeit to a lesser extent.
Meanwhile, topics of feminism and “gender politics” continue to be regarded with
suspicion from the general public and women’s organizations alike, as observed by
the author throughout her ethnographic fieldwork. Likewise a holdover from the
USSR, women’s activism in Kazakhstan is largely concerned with securing health
benefits for women and their children such as subsidized medical care and childcare,
privileges that were guaranteed in the Soviet Union. At the same time, while govern-
ment policies of gender politics (Rus. gendernaia politika)26 explicitly seek to align
Kazakhstan with international (white, Western) feminist goals of equal pay in the
workplace and representation in the government and high-level industry positions,
many Kazakhstani women in Almaty, who were interviewed by the author, seemed
more focused on immediate material welfare regarding housing, food, and access
to education for their children rather than larger concerns of equity. Furthermore,
the state-sanctioned promotion and protection of women in Central Asia, including
legal codes restricting women’s labor, continues to feed national policies and relies on
arguments of biological determinism to do so.27 Moreover, the government of
Kazakhstan continues to emphasize the paramount importance of women’s roles
as mothers in maintaining national identity, as evidenced by the following statement
made by former President Nursultan Nazarbayev: “For our state, as well as for me
personally, motherhood is a unique care. Dear women, you are the anchor of the fam-
ily, which means you are the anchor of the state. The future of our country directly
depends on how we raise our children today.”28

Thus, the pronatalist imperatives championed by Bolsheviks in the postwar period
were reignited in independent Kazakhstan, as demographic concerns were taken up as
an essential means of proving Kazakhstan’s sovereignty and separation from Russia to
the north and China to the southeast. The woman question endures, as Kazakh
women are urged to give birth to many children in order to outnumber the high
numbers of other ethnic groups within Kazakhstan. In contrast with other more eth-
nically homogenous countries in Central Asia, Kazakhstan at the time of
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independence did not have a majority of Kazakhs within its borders, but instead
maintained a plurality with ethnic Russians, many of whom had been encouraged
to settle there under imperialist and later Soviet colonialist policies.29

Finally, with rising nationalism in post-Soviet Central Asia, “traditional” gender
roles have served a key function in shoring up the unity and legitimacy of Central
Asian political regimes. Centering nationalism and “traditional” gender roles as a
cohesive means of binding together the newly formed nations from the Soviet
Socialist Republics proved to be a means of cohering people around a narrative of
continuity and belonging within nascent independent democracies.30 Cleuziou and
Direnberger outline three means by which nation and gender are articulated within
Central Asia: 1) the division of spaces into private as feminine and public as mascu-
line; 2) the ordering of women’s bodies by making procreation a duty to the nation;
and 3) the limiting of women’s political participation into categories that fit within a
primal conception of womanhood and private, domestic spaces.31 Thus, both gender
and nationalism became mutually reifying and entrenched within post-Soviet Central
Asia, and were presaged by similar emphases of the special relationship between
motherhood and the nation in the Soviet Union. Hegemonic femininity, then, has
become a means of performing nationalism, despite the violence this enactment
might wreak against those women performing this role—whether as grief-stricken
mothers who lost their children and were forced into increasingly precarious jobs,
or as women subjected to sexual violence as a result of conforming to traditional
and social mores of Kazakh feminine behavior.32 Having established the historical
antecedents to contemporary gendered social pressures, this article next explores
the uneasy fractures between performing the nation and performing motherhood,
which leads to specifically gendered dilemmas within the realm of precarious
labor, as real-life Kazakhstani women collide against ideals of motherhood and
gendered labor in Kazakhstan and the category of woman is elided to mother.

Theorizing Gendered Precarious Labor Globally and Locally

The study of precarity and precarious labor has grown over the last few decades
within economic and historic scholarship. Leah Vosko defines precarious labor as
“work for remuneration characterized by uncertainty, low income, and limited
social benefits and statutory entitlements.”33 Precarious labor puts workers into a
state of limbo or uncertainty and edges them into marginal employment types
that are often not considered standard nor adequately protected by labor laws.
Moreover, intersecting identities of gender, race, nationality, and class compound
upon marginal labor types or conditions to increase workers’ vulnerability to market
pressures, risk of exploitation, and abuse. This section reviews select research on
gendered precarious labor across the world, then extends this framework to
Central Asia and Kazakhstan. It argues that the legacy of the Soviet Union and
the breeding ground of free market capitalism in Central Asia provides fertile
ground for gendered precarious labor, particularly when motherhood and gendered
social expectations are coupled with the boom of flexible, temporary, contract, and
gray market economic employment, which characterizes many emerging markets in
the twenty-first century.

86 Laura Tourtellotte

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

23
00

01
70

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547923000170


Precarious labor has often been theorized in the West as having arisen within a
post-Fordist framework of employment in the past thirty years, and as a change
from the status quo and stability of Fordist working models. However, as some schol-
ars have persuasively argued, precarious work is far from an emergent phenomenon,
but rather a characteristic of capitalist labor.34 Indeed, the “[s]exual division of labor
and sex-based discrimination (e.g., maternity leave) appear to lie at the heart of the
gendered nature of precarious work, which has characterized working conditions in
industrial and postindustrial societies.”35 Likewise intertwined with the long history
of precarious work is the global feminization of employment36 as well as what others
term “gendered precarity traps” such as the “precarity-maternity nexus,” which con-
tinue to bedevil many forms of female employment.37 Women are subjected to the
“triple shift”—the duties of paid work, household work, and emotional work38—
and are likewise liable to the “gender contract”—the “normative and material basis
around which sex/gender divisions of paid and unpaid labour operate in a given
society.”39

The gender contract and theorization of precarious labor rely on Western divisions
of labor between the public and private that presuppose a model of “man as the
breadwinner” and “woman as homemaker,” but stretch beyond this context.
Studies in the West do provide context to the compounding vulnerabilities women
engaged in precarious labor may face, however. Research in Italy demonstrates that
female migrant workers in particular feel the brunt of economic shocks, and are
afforded fewer protections than their male counterparts, and even those from lower
social backgrounds.40 Likewise, a quantitative and spatial analysis of census data in
Canada underscores how a consideration of geographical distributions of jobs may
create pockets of gendered precarity.41 Moreover, neither class nor job type necessar-
ily insulate women from gendered labor precarity, as is highlighted in a study on the
disenfranchised female adjunct workers who comprise the academic precariat in
Ireland.42

As demonstrated in the previous section detailing the historical contextualization
around women’s roles in the Soviet Union, gendered precarity extends beyond the
framework of purely Western, industrialized, and developed settings such as those
outlined above. For instance, in South Africa, gender, race, and skill are intersecting
factors influencing job security within the retail sector,43 while in Mexico, as with
other developing countries, gender discrimination was found to play an overwhelm-
ing factor in characterizing the ways in which women experience precarious work
conditions, especially within masculinized public sector jobs, such as the police
force.44 Similar to the findings of precarity researchers in Mexico and South
Africa, I identify these familiar outlines of gendered precarious labor among
Central Asian women arranged upon the compounding intersections of gender,
class, and nationality. These factors serve to marginalize certain workers within the
economy, and as with the case of the widely-publicized mother of five whose
night shift work left her children home alone to die in a fire, women are often forced
to take temporary, shift, and gray market work to accommodate childcare and house-
hold responsibilities as driving market forces exert increasing pressures on local econ-
omies. Market forces within the countries that emerged from the Soviet Union
continue to strip away the few remaining social supports of the old Soviet state
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protectionist system, confronting post-Soviet women with the bind of both devolving
women’s rights and neglecting to shore up women’s reproductive rights.45 Moreover,
a strain of pronatalism continues to pervade nationalist narratives of Central Asia:

the dangers of nationalism are twofold: (1) by emphasizing women’s role as the
reproducers of future citizens, the conservative nature of nationalism relegates
women to a secondary role in civil life, and (2) by granting primacy to the
importance of the ethno-nation, nationalism masks gender-based (as well as
class based) inequality. The recent push to return post-communist women to
the domestic domain is linked not only to increased familial stability but also
to the need to increase birth rates.46

Thus, the valorization of motherhood and its link to a nationalist agenda in
Kazakhstan and other Central Asian countries reinforce the precarity-maternity
nexus within precarious forms of employment, and burden women seeking to extract
promised state support from the government, as outlined in the Soviet gender con-
tract of labor and reproductive relations. This provides women with unique sources
of leverage in their challenge of the gender and labor relations status quo in
Kazakhstan as they invoke the power of motherhood in demanding better living con-
ditions and work opportunities, as the next section details.

The Power of Essentialized Motherhood in Protest

In 2019, frustrated mothers in Kazakhstan experiencing extreme job precarity and
income inequality engaged in a type of activism different from other political activ-
ists—one rooted in explicitly drawing upon women’s connections to reproduction
and the nation—which spurred the state apparatus to generate new responses to
their activism. In a landscape of increasing protests by youth political activists and
banned opposition party members, mothers’ demands gained attention on the
national scale because of how their claims to rights resonated with historical prona-
talist imperatives and contemporary state policies encouraging motherhood and pro-
mulgating an idealized form of nurturing womanhood. Thus, gendered labor and
reproduction became politicized in ways that elicited responses from the political
and economic elite, from condemnation to scrambling to set up local resource centers
for mothers eligible for government support as a means to appease the restless pop-
ulace. This section examines the extent to which women’s work—at the job, within
the family, and in the public sphere—engenders governmental responses and
social change in a field constrained by economic hardship, corruption, and patriar-
chal demands made by both society and the state. It draws upon the understanding,
outlined in Hammer and Ness’s examination of precarious work in the Global South,
that the state often plays a crucial role in “instituting and/or enabling informal and
precarious work” and, as this article details below, in exposing the relationship
between “informal and precarious work, class consciousness and political action.”47

By highlighting how in 2019 a series of grassroots, unsanctioned protests at regional
administrative centers garnered public sympathy toward gendered structural inequal-
ity and outrage against poor labor and living conditions, this section demonstrates
how mothers were able to present themselves as uniquely positioned to protest
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widespread structural and social problems without bearing the brunt of the repercus-
sions that other Kazakhstani activists faced. It also expands upon insights into the
complexity of women’s agency and strategies for empowerment within grassroots
women’s movements in Kazakhstan from previous decades.48

The 2019 mothers’ protests were a series of ongoing women’s protests occurring
between January and October of 2019 in large urban centers—mainly Almaty and
Nur-Sultan—across Kazakhstan. According to the author’s key informants and field-
work, although they were not covered by most official media outlets, word of mouth
and Facebook live streaming notifications indicated they sporadically occurred for
months in front of regional municipal buildings. These weekly protests mainly
ended in the fall, when threats that women’s participation in them would automati-
cally exclude eligible women from the government welfare lists, which for a time shut
down this activism.49 Thus, although motherhood was a recognized protected status,
both legally and culturally, mothers showcased the precarious role they inhabit within
the Kazakhstani imaginary—by being granted privileges by the government for their
reproductive labor. However, given that the more children one has, the more subsi-
dies families are eligible for, the government’s pronatalist policies encouraging an
increased birth rate may have the unwanted side effect of deepening impoverished
families’ marginalization and precarization within the labor market.

In contrast to previous or simultaneously occurring political, environmental, and
activist protesting, mothers’ protests were not aligned with feminist activism, but
rather stemmed from more nativist concerns. This loosely coordinated movement
spontaneously arose from economic hardship and untenable living conditions of
impoverished and fed up mothers. The protests were led by four state-recognized cat-
egories of women, all afforded various levels of governmental support by law, and all
engaged in precarious reproductive labor with few economic resources available to
them. The best-known group, which often serves as a synecdoche for the entire
group, are the “mothers with many children” (Rus.: mnogodetnye mamy; Kaz.: kop-
bala analar), the official designation for low income women who have four or
more children and are eligible for monthly monetary allocations, in addition to
other perks, such as preferential access to subsidized low-income housing,50 subsi-
dized state kindergartens, and early retirement.51 Second are the mothers of children
with disabilities (matery detey-invalidov) who have also made headlines by wheeling
baby carriages and wheelchairs to the steps of government buildings, promoting the
visibility of their disabled children and highlighting that often these municipal build-
ings lack accessible ramps. Although technically the official designation for parents or
guardians of children with disabilities applies to both men and women, in practice it
is the women who come out to protest because it is they who are left with the respon-
sibilities of raising children with disabilities. The last two categories are single moth-
ers (matery-odinochki) and mothers with low incomes (maloimushchye mamy), who
experience structural barriers in terms of being able to clothe and feed their children
and find adequately paying jobs, and often also took part in the WhatsApp chat
groups where mothers coordinated their protests (mitingy).52

All of the aforementioned categories are protected, so they are granted (uneven
and incomplete) access to government services and are likewise also the source of
intense public scrutiny and moralistic hand-wringing. To varying degrees, mothers

International Labor and Working‐Class History 89

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

23
00

01
70

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547923000170


whose identity aligns with the broader umbrella category of mnotodetnye mamy are
eligible for certain monthly allowances for the care of their children, preferential
access to kindergarten, and the opportunity to be housed in subsidized government
housing, but the degree to which women can claim these privileges often depends on
their abilities to navigate Byzantine bureaucratic paperwork and patiently wait—
sometimes years—for their eligibility to be determined. The pervasive public
perception that these women may be darmoyedki (moochers) and khaliavshchitsy
(freeloaders)53 informs both official responses that these needy families have individ-
ual responsibility to take care of themselves, and that they should be grateful for any
state support and cease their protesting and public opinion.54

Over the course of a few months, Aziza apai shared with me the developments in a
newly formed loose-knit coalition of women using WhatsApp to gain information,
commiserate, and coordinate political protests. As Aziza apai explained, not that
long after the tragedy of the five girls perishing in Nur-Sultan, a female
Kazakh-language journalist issued a call for mothers to unite forces in order to
share their knowledge and figure out further steps. While she quickly faced problems
at her workplace and with the authorities for this suggestion, the idea had already
gained traction. In Almaty, each city district created its own WhatsApp group—main-
tained and organized by active women of that region. Aziza apai, who met the qual-
ifications for membership within the Almaty group, shared snippets of these
conversations, playing the voice messages and sharing the text threads.55 Typical
engagement in the Almaty WhatsApp group included: women leaving voice messages
detailing their stories and frustrations, as well as seeking advice and consolation from
others with similar experiences. One had been on a waiting list for government sub-
sidized housing for over fifteen years; another was caring for four children under the
age of ten at home and her husband had just lost his blue-collar job and had turned to
sporadic taxi-driving; a third was trying to figure out if she was eligible for discounts
on her coal and electricity bills. Aziza apai listened to the litany of messages and
clucked her tongue: “These mothers don’t understand that you need to live in the
region for at least three years to get those services,” she explained. The WhatsApp
groups served both as a means of spreading information and of curating expert
knowledge, using group support and common experiences to inform one’s under-
standings of the larger movement and create common demands among women
within a given region. An ephemeral solidarity was thus enhanced through the act
of exchanging stories about their individual precarious situations and the conditions
they were laboring within. This group identity eventually coalesced for some women
in demanding that rather than being overlooked or brushed aside, they would force
engagement and visibility by planting themselves in front of district municipal build-
ings until their demands were met.

These groups demonstrated the potential for mobilizing a group of formerly atom-
ized and disenfranchised women—isolated by long work shifts, working from home,
caring for their families, and the lack of community engagement—into a coalition of
women that insisted on being heard. They organized themselves through informal
channels, and would trickle in from around the district to protest, babies in tow,
on the steps of government buildings. Indeed, when I brought up a recent protest
in front of the mayor’s office of Nur-Sultan, in front of the international Astana
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Economic Forum where the new president Kassym-Zhomart Tokayev and
ex-president Nursultan Nazarbayev were both present, and at the local party head-
quarters of Nazarbayev’s political party Nur Otan (Radiant Homeland, renamed by
President Tokayev to Amanat), Aziza apai was already aware of them. She had
heard of this activism from her WhatsApp groups, although few news outlets, except
for the Western-sponsored Radio Azattyq,56 reported on the protests, much less live-
streamed them in real time. For Aziza apai, mothers’ protests highlighted the gen-
dered inequalities that structured her life as a mother with many children, gradually
leading her toward a more critical political stance. Her participation in the WhatsApp
groups, the sense of community and shared burdens she developed, and the contin-
ued mothers’ protests spurred Aziza apai, a state-employee,57 to change her opinions
about her own motherhood and the obligations the state had to her because of it.
Over the one and a half years of our acquaintance, Aziza apai went from initially con-
demning political activism as dangerous and threatening to the stability of the nation
and the status quo to seeing mothers’ protests as outlets for expressions of frustration
by beleaguered mothers in untenable situations and engaging in precarious labor.
Nonetheless, she never participated in any action herself, demonstrating the limits
to new media activism and coordination, especially in the shift from online solidarity
to opposing the police or picketing a government building.

Upon the onset of mothers’ protests, many were taken aback by their rise and per-
sistence, wherein waves of women consistently gathered to state their discontent
against the status quo in front of government buildings and in prominent squares
in urban centers.58 Typically lasting a few hours regardless of weather, tens of
women thronged together outside municipal buildings, brandishing babies and
signs, shouting chants as well as singing the national anthem. They were Russian
and Kazakh-speaking ethnically Kazakh women, their approximate ages ranging
from late-twenties to early fifties, and most issued their demands in Kazakh, chiding
surrounding policemen and reluctant political spokespeople alike, calling for people
to have compassion for their children. These women demanded meetings with the
former president Nazarbayev and current president Kassym-Zhomart Tokayev,
talks with the ministers of labor and local mayors, and at one point even declared
a hunger strike until their demands were met and they were granted an audience
with their chosen officials.59 Popular chants at the rallies were “Housing” (Kaz.: bas-
pana) and “Homes for our Children!” (Rus.: zhilye nashym detyam).

Unlike critiques that the elite activists were subjected to, it was more challenging to
discredit the participants of mothers’ protests by condemning them as foreign agents.
Likewise, mothers were not subjected to police seizure, detention, or jail time, as other
political activists protesting during this same time period were. As seen in mothers’
activist movements elsewhere around the world, most famously with the Argentinian
mothers of “disappeared” children, mobilizing motherhood can be an extremely
effective tactic of civic engagement. Women engaging in mothers’ protests were nei-
ther arrested nor detained, and footage of a wedge of stone-faced special forces militia
encircling a group of colorfully dressed mothers and children served as a catalyst for
spurring support for the mothers and condemnation of the government authorities
for failing to meet their demands. Government authorities subsequently attempted
to change their tactics, calling upon female police officers to blockade the mothers,
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but this was also derided on social media—“Did you have to call every single female
police officer in for this?” and “Shame on those women for blocking other women!”
were some of the sentiments voiced.60

Although few official media sources reported on the protests, one form of discred-
iting the mothers was via the Facebook livestream comments on independent media
outlet Azattyq’s page. Online trolls derogatorily nicknamed “Nurboty” (Nursultan
Nazarbayev bots) copy-pasted a variety of contradictory condemnations of the
women. “Look at how they dress” was a common complaint both for those who
were wearing too much (headscarves seen as overly religious and possibly Muslim
extremists) or too little (scandalously showing off skin by wearing sundresses “as if
they were at the beach”). The trolls questioned the moral fitness of mothers bringing
their children to such a dangerous event, declaring that these women should work
and earn money like respectable people, rather than expecting a handout from the
government.61

On the one hand, the mothers’ protests enabled women to showcase their “depen-
dent” status as a means to shame the government into providing the services and ben-
efits promised to them. If reproductive labor was their work, then they deserved fair
compensation for their special statuses as mothers in need, and deserved recognition
and compensation for this work. On the other hand, in presenting themselves as
mothers fallen on hard times or in difficult life circumstances who were concerned
with their own material conditions and those of their children, women opened them-
selves up to critiques on the suitability of their motherhood and the propriety of their
behavior. These women thus were insulated from the delegitimization tactics and
derision leveled against other forms of activists, but also risked further disenfran-
chisement by their actions and potential of reprisals from the government.

In contrast to other official responses to the mothers’ protests resulting in prom-
ised or actually delivered increased benefits and consideration to the needs of mothers
with many children, there was also the bizarre incident of Nazarbayev’s “two cow sol-
ution.” Although Nursultan Nazarbayev had stepped down as president in
mid-March of 2019, he retained some key power positions, and continued to
weigh in on current events, including the mothers’ protests. In a meeting of his polit-
ical party Nur Otan (now known as Amanat) on August 22, 2019, Nazarbayev ques-
tioned why mothers with many children had been demanding government
protections and support. Speaking derogatorily of the mothers’ protests,
Nazarbayev characterized them thus “[They are saying] ‘Give me [a handout].’
What were you thinking of [in terms of family planning]?”62 In his speech, he pro-
posed a solution: “Go out and buy two cows and provide for yourself,”63 urging
women to take out loans to buy cows, then to sell milk products at the market in
order to pay off their loans and make money, demonstrating with this tone-deaf state-
ment how out of touch he was with the everyday realities of ordinary Kazakhstani
citizens’ lives.

Nursultan Nazarbayev’s out-of-touch suggestion highlights the tensions between
government-proposed solutions and the realities that impoverished and fed up moth-
ers face daily. The lack of adequate housing, labyrinthine bureaucracy and long wait-
ing lists—a set of impossible exclusions for eligibility for various pittances of state
support—and the overwhelming pressure to clothe and feed and house their growing
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families caused frustrated and formerly apolitical women to take to the streets. While
some mothers resorted to protest to voice their discontent, despite government prom-
ises and new programming directives, little changed in their material lives and to alle-
viate their precarious position in society. Through networks of online WhatsApp
groups, disseminated by word of mouth, women challenged the state’s authority.
Likewise, low income and otherwise marginalized categories of women strategically
employed their status as mothers64 to air their discontents with the crumbling
state welfare programs, insufficient institutional support, and income inequality.

While subjecting the women of the mothers’ protests to body shaming and accus-
ing them of being izhdyventsy (Rus. “dependents”) to the state are familiar refrains in
the broader context of women’s activism in Kazakhstan, local feminist activists’
responses to the mothers’ protests were mixed too. Some activists explained that
intersectionality allowed for multiple feminisms and feminist movements, as well
as different priorities. Others criticized the mothers’ protests for conflating women’s
worth with their reproductive capacities and for expecting the government to inter-
vene in a paternalistic way by providing state support instead of eliminating the
root causes of economic inequality.65 Thus, in their gender essentialism and demands
that the state provide more social support to them, mothers’ protests challenged ideas
of what was “suitable” in the view of both activists and authorities, although for the
opposite reasons.

Established activists from the elite circle of the aspiring upper middle class who
received foreign funding for many of their projects were also taken aback by the grass-
roots nature of the mothers’ protests. These activists organized protests and coordi-
nated events that were often informed by and mirror global understandings of
Western feminism and the neoliberal funding priorities of their international spon-
sors. Thus, women involved in mothers’ protests confounded their opponents and
proponents alike with their seemingly disorganized, minimally-coordinated protests
that sprang up unannounced in front of various government offices. Their demands
to be heard, paired with their disengagement with other concurrent political and fem-
inist protests and reliance on a decentralized method of protest allowed them to
agilely maneuver between local and international understandings of womanhood
and activism, and exist in the interstices of acceptable actions, thus stymieing both
state actors and local feminist activists.66

Uneasy Solutions: Band-aid Responses in the Invention of a New NGO

The mothers’ uncoordinated and decentralized sporadic protesting, mobbing of
municipal buildings, and issuing of demands for the immediate payment of social
benefits garnered some concessions from officials. Although mothers were not
granted audience with the current president or his predecessor, they did meet with
local ministers and mayors, and were reassured as to their eligibility for certain social
services. In addition to promises made by the former president and reassurances that
women on the waitlists would have their individual cases inspected and greenlighted,
a new government-sponsored organization was created to appease mothers with
many children, a population under government protection and that Kazakhstani leg-
islation actively encourages to grow. The creation and promotion of the Happy
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Family (Kaz. Baqytty Otbasy) by Almaty social service providers and formerly inde-
pendent NGO female activists shows how often NGO workers are co-opted into gov-
ernment service and how engagement with “tamed” groups of civil society is one
strategy by which the state responds to continued mothers’ protests.

Starting less than a month after the first mothers’ protests began following the fire
in Nur-Sultan that killed five girls, then President Nazarbayev issued a decree order-
ing that each mother with many children be awarded a sum of 21,000 tenge ($54) per
child on a monthly basis.67 This was in contrast to the $27 per month total previously
allotted to families with many children.68 Likewise, in response to the overwhelming
complaints regarding inadequate housing and insurmountably long waiting lists, evi-
denced in private WhatsApp groups and also frequently recorded in the livestreamed
mothers’ protests videos, in March 2019, the Ministry of Industry and Infrastructural
Development announced that thirteen hundred families with many children had been
allotted housing.69 These policies align with pronatalist imperatives in the govern-
ment that conflate womanhood with motherhood and encourage women to produce
children for the good of the state, incentivizing women to have more children by
means of government subsidies and perks to mothers, such as a reduced age of retire-
ment—fifty-three, as opposed to fifty-nine years old (for men it is sixty-three).70 For
women, then, having more children guarantees an earlier retirement and access to
one’s pension, which includes Kazakhstan’s generous maternity leave as part of
one’s years of employment, but only if women are employed full time and in the for-
mal sector. The focus on having children as a lauded and essential life stage for many
Kazakhstani women, however, also increases their involvement in the informal sector,
part time work, or in lower-paid professions with more flexible hours in order to
accommodate childcare. Thus, while some government subsidies and benefits are
in place to provide some of the social support families received during the Soviet
Union and socialized state healthcare, a combination of market economy relations,
slashed social welfare budgets, and the deepening class divisions continue to heighten
the labor precarity of some of the most vulnerable women and mothers in
Kazakhstan.

Due to overwhelming demand for more information and a sea of conflicting infor-
mation distributed by various sources, an article detailing all of the sources of support
afforded to mothers from the government was published by a state-sponsored
website.71 This information included a FAQ and a series of diagrams detailing
these benefits (see Tables 1 and 2 for highlights of the benefits).72 The benefits
awarded to needy families—so called in official documents but in common conver-
sation and elsewhere as “mothers of large families”—drive home the paramount
importance of childbearing within the schema of receiving government aid, as well
as other pronatalist links to the Soviet past.

While the focal image of the infographic depicted a family consisting of a man, a
woman, and three children (notably two were boys), two smaller images underscoring
the government payouts to families depict women holding infants without the pres-
ence of a man. The point is driven home that the more children a family has, the
higher its valuation in terms of government payouts. The payments are not as gen-
erous as their corollary “maternity capital” in Russia, however.73 Despite the incen-
tives by the government to reward families who give birth to successively more
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offspring, the amount was still small as one woman remarked ruefully “It’s not even
enough to cover the cost of diapers!” That this is a largely symbolic gesture by the
government is underscored by an awards system mimicking the earlier Soviet birth
incentivization policies via “mother heroine” awards.

Besides these Band-Aid solutions, the government-sponsored organization
Baqytty Otbasy was created. According to promotional materials, Baqytty Otbasy
was a pilot program created to “lower the percent of divorces and strengthen the insti-
tute of the family.”74 Constituting a small staff of lawyers, psychologists, and social
workers who are almost exclusively women, Baqytty Otbasy offers a number of ser-
vices: individual consultation, assistance in compiling paperwork to apply for hous-
ing, and an evaluation of what types of services a mother and her children are eligible
for (including free access to public pools and art classes). In addition, courses are
offered in skills retraining for mothers who have been long out of the workforce,
including instruction on hair styling, applying makeup, applying false eyelashes, man-
icuring, tailoring, baking, and other jobs that can be performed flexibly at home in
between childcare. These are also jobs that fit into the gray market, where women
work for themselves with no benefits (the informal sector likewise does not offer
retirement perquisites available to legally employed women, either), and whose earn-
ing potential is inherently precarious and unpredictable. Indeed, whether intentional
or not, these jobs for which Baqytty Otbasy and other government-sponsored NGOs
offered trainings fall almost exclusively into the category of temporary, part time, and
precarious labor. The rationale for offering these trainings along with entrepreneur-
ship workshops was to offer opportunities for women to easily learn a marketable
trade and be able to make money at home while taking care of her domestic respon-
sibilities. However, the language around encouraging mothers to enter into these

Table 1. A Translation of State-guaranteed Benefits to Impoverished Families

Benefits/child One-Time Payment upon Childbirth
Upkeep of Child (until they reach

1 year of age)

First child 95,950 Tenge (∼$246 USD) 14,544 Tenge (∼$37 USD)

Second child 95,950 Tenge (∼$246 USD) 17,196 Tenge

Third child 95,950 Tenge (∼$246 USD) 19,822 Tenge

Fourth Child 159,075 Tenge (∼$408 USD) 22,473 Tenge (∼$58 USD)

Table 2. Benefits to Families with Many Children

# of Children Award Monthly sum

7 or more Golden necklace 16,160 Tenge (∼$42 USD)

6 or more Silver necklace 16,160 Tenge (∼$42 USD)

5 ore more none 10,504 Tenge (∼$27 USD)
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precarious professions offers the false hope of neoliberal promises of “getting rich
quick” by engaging in the gig economy.

Conclusion

In Gender and Nation, Nira Yuval-Davis outlined how in certain national projects
women were encouraged to have more children in what she called the “people as
power” discourse.75 A constellation of circumstances promotes precisely this dis-
course in Kazakhstan, including anxieties about China’s large demographic presence
looming across the border, lingering concerns about Kazakh authority in their titular
nation-state as a result of Soviet demographic politics, and rising neo-traditionalism
and nationalism. This, coupled with post-Soviet legacies of women’s relation to the
state,76 gendered labor in low-paid and often precarious jobs, and pronatalist imper-
atives supported by government policies and neotraditional gender roles,77 created
the backdrop of broiling tensions against which mothers’ protests gained traction
and public sympathy.

While patriarchal demands and nationalist concerns about the importance of
women’s reproductive labor in creating new citizens constrain the potentially transfor-
mative possibilities of mothers’ protests, women also engage in productive labor at
precarious, often part time jobs, fitting work around childcare and the demands of
care work in a society where extended kin networks demand huge amounts of
women’s labor. However, unlike their feminist, political, and environmental activist
counterparts who had likewise engaged in widescale protests over a similar period
in early 2019, these mothers largely escaped harassment by state authorities, poten-
tially because their orientation and demands are framed within socially legible and
politically safe discussions of moral motherhood and sacrificial, suffering women.
As they yearned for a brighter future for themselves and their children, women
engaged in mothers’ protests indicate at least one direction of potential change in
women’s status in Kazakhstan, although this potential hinges on their reproductive
and social status as mothers, rather than a shedding of their familial burdens. It
also points to the importance in centering an analysis of gendered precarity and pre-
carious labor within the context of Central Asian scholarship.

This article addressed the dilemmas of precarious feminized labor in Kazakhstan
and highlighted one facet of the conception of Kazakhstani womanhood and the fam-
ily. In so doing, it has underscored the importance of foregrounding studies of gen-
dered precarious labor within studies of Soviet and contemporary Central Asia.
Although protests were organized by mothers of different social categories eligible
for social provisions, which are technically for families with many children, children
with disabilities, single parents, or impoverished parents, they were galvanized by
mothers in particular. Likewise, mothers were understood to be the beneficiaries of
the social services they were demanding. Organizing around motherhood and the
attendant care work that is involved with raising children is how women initially
founded WhatsApp groups that later served as grassroots organizing cells for protests.
Men were either structurally missing, as in the cases of materi-odinochki (single
mothers) or functionally not seen as having enough at stake in the conversation
(as in the case of the tragedy of the five girls who died in the house fire).
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Women’s (re)productive precarity is exacerbated by high divorce rates in Kazakhstan
and the difficulty in extracting alimony from delinquent parents. Instead, the pater-
nalistic state stepped in as a replacement for absent men, and as the entity responsible
for helping impoverished mothers raise their children—future generations of
Kazakhstani citizens and contributors to the economy. Indeed, in some cases, the
state also intervened to bar those delinquent on their child support payments from
leaving the country, forcing absent fathers to face financial consequences for their
actions.78 The state, then, felt the brunt of mothers’ dissatisfaction with its failure
to hold up the old Soviet social contract of providing social services and taking
care of its citizens and children. In order to appeal to its benevolence and not risk
reprisals it made against other protests (arrest and large fines), members of the moth-
ers’ protests presented themselves in positions of dependence and as victims of fem-
inized precarity—mothers with children who depended upon them, thus a category
most in need of government intervention and assistance. Future studies would do
well to focus on how legacies of the Soviet gender contract affect contemporary
labor and gender relations in Kazakhstan and Central Asia more broadly, and
could expand this research beyond state-recognized vulnerable categories of women
to other structurally vulnerable groups, including state employees and other biudzhet-
niki (including social service providers and teachers) who labor productively and
reproductively under precarious conditions.

Notes
1. All names in this article, other than those of political figures, are pseudonyms.
2. While this family comprised of two adult caretakers—a mother and a father—the public discussion
focused particularly on the mother, although the reality of the parents’ precarious labor and living condi-
tions forced the two of them to leave their children at home alone overnight in shoddy housing and with a
heating source dangerous for minors to operate.
3. Zakhar Mostovoi, “‘Bol’no i Strashno’: Strana Potriasena Tragediei v Astane.” 365info.kz, February 5,
2019. https://365info.kz/2019/02/bolno-i-strashno-strana-potryasena-tragediej-v-astane.
4. Nevertheless, Nursultan Nazarbayev remained a major power broker in Kazakhstan until January of
2022, when a series of violent protests, which began as worker strikes in Western Kazakhstan due to rising
oil prices and escalated into violence, finally prompted his successor to remove Nazarbayev from the polit-
ical posts he had retained for the nearly three following years.
5. Mothers’ protests continued in limited capacities from 2019 through 2022, but they were most promi-
nent in 2019, which is the time period analyzed in this article. See “V Kazakhstane snova pogibli v pozhare
piatero detei, na etot raz v Zhambylskoi oblasti” (Nastoiashchee Vremia, 2021). https://www.currenttime.tv/
a/new-fire-kazakhstan-five-kids-dead/31111782.html, Ernur Doszhanov “‘Nazyvaiut materei darmoedkami
i khaliavshchytsami!’ - mnogodetnyie v Kazakhstane snova prishli s protestami k chinovnikam”
(Nastoiashchee Vremia, February 22, 2021). https://www.currenttime.tv/a/31115787.html, and Aigerim
Shagapat “Mnogodetnye sem’i v ‘Novom Kazakhstane’ - iadro ocherednykh protestov?”
(OpenDemocracy, June 1, 2022). https://www.opendemocracy.net/ru/mnogodetnie-semyi-v-kazakhstane-
yadro-novih-protestov-tukusheva/.
6. A term coined by Deniz Kandiyoti to refer to women’s conforming to certain societal expectations of
femininity in order to benefit from the patriarchy, in this case via social protections. See Deniz
Kandiyoti, “Bargaining with Patriarchy,” Gender & Society 2 (3): 274–90; https://doi.org/10.1177/
089124388002003004.
7. See Alice Erh-Soon Tay, “The Status of Women in the Soviet Union,” The American Journal of
Comparative Law 20 (4): 662–92; https://doi.org/10.2307/839036. Barbara Alpern Engel, “Women in
Russia and the Soviet Union,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 12 (4): 781–96; https://
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