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GLOBAL THEORY, LOCAL REALITY:
REVISITING HABERMAS THROUGH THE LENS
OF THE KAZAKHSTANI MEDIA CONTEXT

Habermas defines the public sphere as a realm that mediates between society and the state, in which
citizens freely and openly communicate issues of general interest to influence their own collective so-
cial future through an open democratic process, as outlined in his 1989 version of The Public Sphere.
Through the sociological analysis of the historical transformation of the public sphere, Habermas sought
to identify concrete, «visible» ways for citizens to create a system that would enable them to influence
their own future cooperatively through peaceful democracy. This paper revisits the selected arguments of
Habermas’s public sphere theory to explore how they can be valuable for the analysis of contemporary
Kazakhstan’s media context. Using the theory of the public sphere as a theoretical lens, and an explor-
atory case study, along with logical reasoning as a method of inquiry, the author analyzes and discusses
how ideas of Habermas’s public sphere theory can be productively applied to existing challenges in
Kazakhstan. The results of the analysis suggest that the concept of the public sphere has substantial
potential as a valuable framework for investigating the current tasks in the media and communication
domain of this Central Asian emerging nation.

Keywords: public sphere theory, Habermas, digital media of Kazakhstan, political communication,
social movements.
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JKahaHAbIK, Teopms, XepriAikTi KOHTEKCT:
KasakcraH meamacbiH Xabepmac MAesiaapbl TYPFbICbIHAH TaAAay

Xabepmac KoFaMAbIK, CaAaHbl KOFaM MEH MEMAEKET apacbiHAAFbl ASHEKEP POA aTKapaTblH KEHICTiK
peTiHAe cunaTTarabl. OHAQ a3amMaTTap opTak, MYAAEAEr MBCEAEAEPAI €PKiH >KBHe alliblK TaAKblAar,
AEMOKPATUSIAbIK, YAEPIC apKbIAbl ©3AEPIHIH OpTaK, 9AeYMEeTTiK GOAallaFbiHa bIKMAA €Tyre TbiPbICaAbl.
Ocbl aHbIKTama TypaAbl OHbIH 1989 biAFbl «KKOFaMAbIK, cara» eHOeriHAe >kasbiAFaH. KoramAbIK CaAaHbiH,
Tapuxm TpaHCOPMaLMSICbIH SAEYMETTAHYAbIK, TYPFblAQH TaAAal OTbIpbIn, Xabepmac asamartTapAblH
e3 OoaallarbiHa OipAecin, 6enbiT AEMOKpaTUs apKbiAbl 9Cep eTyre MYMKIHAIK OepeTiH >KyieHi
KAAbIMTACTbIPYAbIH HAKTbl, «<KOPHEKI» KOAAAPbIH aHbIKTayFa YMTbIAAbL. Bya Makarapsa XabepmacTbiH,
KOFaMABIK, CaAa TEOPUSCBIHAAFbI Keinbip MaHbI3AbI TYXXKbIPbIMAAP KanTa KapaAbil, OAapAblH Kasipri
KasakcTaHHbIH MeAMa KOHTEKCIH TaApayAaFbl bIKTUMAA KYHABIAbIFbI 3epTTeAeai. KoFamaplk, casa
KOHLENUMEICbl TEOPUSIAbIK, Heri3 peTiHAE, aA 3epTTey ToCiAl peTiHAe >KaFpalAblK Taapay (case
study) MeH AOTMKaAbIK MarbiMAQY ©AICI KOAAAHbIAABI. ABTOp Xabepmac TeopUSICbiHbIH MAESAapPbIH
KasakcTaHHbIH Ka3ipri Meara MeH KOMMYHUKALMS CaAQCbIHAAFbl ©3EKTi MACEAEAepre TUIMAI KOAAAHY
JKOAAQPbIH TaAAQM, TaAKblAalAbl. Taapay HOTMXKEAEPi KOPCETKEHAEN, KOFAaMABIK CaAa TY>KbIPbIMbl
OpTaAblK, A3USHbIH AaMYLLbl MEMAEKETI BOAbIN TabblAaTbiH KasakCTaHHbIH MeAMa MEH KOMMYHMKALIMS
CaAacCbIHAAFbI KA3ipri MOCEAEAEPAI 3epTTey YLUiH MaHbI3AbI 9Pi KYHABI TEOPUSIAbIK, HETi3 60AQ aAaAbl.

Ty¥iH ce3aep: KOFaMAbIK caAa Teopuschbl, Xabepmac, KasakcraH, AMXUTaA MeAMa KOHTEKCT, Casicy
KOMMYHMKaLMs, KOFaMABIK, KO3FaAbIC.
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I'Ao6aAbHasi TeOpPUS, AOKAAbHbINH KOHTEKCT:
Kak aHaAM3upoBaTb Meaua KasaxcraHa ckBo3b npusmy uaeit Xabepmaca

B cBoei1 pabote 1989 roaa tO. XabGepmac onpeAseArMA KOHUENUMIO MyOAMYHOM chepbl Kak 00-
AACTb MAM MPOCTPAHCTBO, CYLLECTBYIOLLEE MEXAY OOLLIECTBOM M rOCYAQPCTBOM, B KOTOPOM paXAa-
He CBOBOAHO M OTKPbITO KOMMYHULIMPYIOT UAM OBCYXKAQIOT TeKyllpe BOMPOCh! C LIEAbIO MOBAUSTH Ha
CBOE KOAAEKTMBHOE 06LLeCTBeHHOE OyAyllee vepes OTKPbIThbIN AEMOKpaTUUecKuii npouecc. Yepes co-
LMOAOTMYECKMIA aHAAM3 MCTOPUYECKOM TpaHcdopMaumu obuiectseHHoM cepbl HO. Xabepmac nckaa
«HArAIAHOE» U MOHSITHOE peLleHMe AAS TPakAaH, KOTOpble XOTSAT CO3AaTb CUMCTEMY, MO3BOASIOLLYIO
UM BAMSITb Ha cBoe Byayllee, coobuia, Yepe3 MMUpHbIe AEMOKpaTUYecKue pelleHus. AaHHasi cTaTbsl
obpallaeTcs K HEKOTOPbIM apryMeHTam Teopum nyOGAnuHon cepbl XabepmMaca Co CAeAyiollen Le-
AbIO: MICCAEAOBATb, KakK AQHHAsl KOHLEMLMS MOXKET ObIThb NMPUMEHEHA MPU aHaAM3e MeAMa-KOHTeKCTa
coBpemMeHHoro KaszaxcraHa. Mcnoab3ys KoHUEnumio nyGAnYHOM chepbl Kak TEOPETUUECKYIO PaMKY,
AaHHas paboTa MCMOAb3YeT METOA TeMATMUYECKOrO UCCAeAOBaHMs (case study) HapsiAy C AOrMYecKMm
AQHAAM30M M PACCMATPMBAET ACMEKThl, KOTOPbIE MOrAM Obl ObITb MOAE3HbI MPK aHAAM3E TEKYLLMX 3aAad,
CTOSILLMX Mepea MeAracdeport AQHHOM CTpaHbl. Pe3yAbTaTbl aHaAM3a NMO3BOASIOT CAEAATb BbIBOA, UTO
uaen ny6AMYHON cepbl MMEIOT CYLLLECTBEHHbIN MOTEHLMAA B KQUeCTBe KOHCTPYKTUBHOM KOHLEenuum

npu aHaAm3e onbiTa U NPo6AemM, KoTopble KasaxcTaH Npo>KMBAeT U MPEOAOAEBAET CErOAHS.
KatoueBble caoBa: koHuenuus nybanuHon cgepbl, Xabepmac, umdposble meama KazaxcraHa, no-
AUTUYECKAs KOMMYHMKALMS, OOLLIECTBEHHbIE ABMXKEHMS.

Introduction

Many communication scholars have exam-
ined the essence of genuinely transparent and truly
democratic political change and identified the vital
ingredients under which such changes are possible.
Their ideas can serve as valuable tools for under-
standing how communication can contribute to
peaceful political outcomes in which both citizens
and states are winners. In this sense, the experience
of developed Western democracies offers valuable
lessons for Kazakhstan, which is currently going
through diverse challenges as an emerging nation.
While some theories fail to be productively ap-
plied to non-Western contexts, there are cases when
Western-born concepts can offer valuable solutions
for non-Western nations. Moreover, these global
“communication-centric” concepts can offer robust
intellectual conversations in analyzing local con-
texts such as the Kazakhstani media realm. There
is a limited number of studies on this research prob-
lem, and this paper aims to address this research
gap. It applies Habermas’s public sphere theory
to Kazakhstan’s media context to test whether this
theoretical framework can be applied productively
to understanding this nation’s current political com-
munication challenges.

The idea of the public sphere, originating from
the conceptual framework developed by German
critical theorist and philosopher Jiirgen Habermas,
has attracted significant research attention. In his

influential book The Structural Transformation of
the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of
Bourgeois Society, Habermas explored the structure
and function of the “liberal model of the bourgeois
public sphere” and analyzed its rise and transfor-
mation. He argues that “publicity continues to be
an organizational principle of our political order”
(Habermas, 1991, p. 4) and notes that successful
sociological and retrospective exploration of the
concept of the public sphere, will allow us not only
to gain a clearer understanding of this concept but
such exploration also can help us gain “a system-
atic comprehension of our own society” from the
perspective of “publicity.” (Habermas, 1991). This
promise of “understanding our own society” makes
Habermas’s insights particularly attractive and pro-
vocative in terms of how we can apply his ideas in
the current diverse contexts, in terms of when such
applications will be appropriate, and, most impor-
tantly, about why we should engage with this con-
cept today.

This paper revisits the selected ideas of Haber-
mas’s public sphere theory to explore how they can
be valuable for the analysis of contemporary Ka-
zakhstan’s media context. Using the theory of the
public sphere as a theoretical lens and an explor-
atory case study, along with logical reasoning as
a method of inquiry, this essay will examine how
concepts from Habermas’s public sphere theory
can be effectively applied to existing challenges
in Kazakhstan’s media and communication realm.

77



Global theory, local reality: revisiting Habermas through the lens of the Kazakhstani media context

The author aims to build meaningful conceptual
bridges between the two distinct thematic research
realms — media communication and Central Asian
studies — by introducing important scholarly per-
spectives in a single conversation.

Literature Review

The Public Sphere

The most straightforward part in learning about
the concept of the public sphere is to capture what
Habermas has defined as the public sphere. Ac-
cording to Habermas, the public sphere is a realm
that mediates between society and the state, where
citizens freely and openly communicate issues of
general interest with the aim of influencing their
collective social future through an open democratic
process (Habermas, 1989).

“By ‘the public sphere’ we mean first of all
a realm of our social life in which something ap-
proaching public opinion can be formed” (Haber-
mas, 1989, p.73).

In his view, state authority is not a component of
the public sphere, and it does not belong to the pub-
lic sphere, even if it is “the executor of the political
public sphere.” All citizens have access to this pub-
lic sphere, or to frame it in Habermas’s exact words,
“Access is guaranteed to all citizens” (1989, p.73).
In this realm, they act as an independent and free
public body, and not in their professional capacities,
which might be subject to the legal restrictions of
the system:

“Then they behave neither like business or pro-
fessional people transacting private affairs, nor like
members of a constitutional order subject to the le-
gal constraints of a state bureaucracy” (Habermas,
1989, p. 73).

Habermas’s characterization of the public
sphere implicitly suggests that freedom of speech
and freedom of assembly are the essence and build-
ing blocks of truly democratic, transparent political
change.

“Citizens behave as a public body when they
confer in an unrestricted fashion — that is, with the
guarantee of freedom of assembly and associa-
tion and the freedom to express and publish their
opinions — about the matters of general interest”
(Habermas, 1989, p. 73).

Furthermore, Habermas notes that for citizens to
communicate effectively in a large public body, they
must use media such as newspapers, magazines, ra-
dio, and television in the public sphere to spread
their ideas and influence those who receive them.
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Habermas also, rightly, acknowledged the centrality
of the role of communication in the public sphere.
In other words, the public sphere cannot exist if the
communication does not occur. This is because for
Habermas, “knowledge—of the self, of the other, of
the world around us—is produced not through indi-
vidual sense impressions but through communica-
tive interaction” (Pfister, 2018). It is this ingredient
of “communication” blended with further action
that leads to peaceful political outcomes, and thus,
makes a public sphere truly “public” and democratic
in the Habermasian sense. In addition, the commu-
nication in the context of the public sphere must be
civic, meaning that it is directed at solving collective
public concerns or problems. It is important to un-
derstand that “people” are not automatically consid-
ered as “publics” in the context of the theories of the
public sphere(s). It is their active citizenship posi-
tion or active engagement with society’s problems
that transforms them into publics (Pfister, 2018).
Finally, according to Habermas’s definition of the
public sphere, any given social interaction or civic
communication must be an ongoing, reiterative, and
regular process. And logically, the outcome of this
communicative interaction is aimed at formulating
a collective public opinion, which in turn must have
an impact in the political domain.

Thus, a concept of the public sphere is defined
today as “any site where free and open commu-
nication steers judgment according to delibera-
tive principles, in contrast to methods of decision
making steered by undemocratic forms of power
like money or status” (Pfister, 2018). Amazingly,
the two seemingly simple words, “the public” and
“the sphere,” combined in the concept of the public
sphere, contain a complex meaning that Habermas
crystallized.

Remarkably, many scholars tend to briefly
emphasize the “when” and the “why” contexts of
Habermas’s decision to explore the transformation
of the “public sphere.” As scholars note, his book
and the birth of the public sphere concept were the
culmination of Habermas’s intellectual search for
the answers he was seeking to understand the so-
cial and political flows that took place in post-war
Germany:

“Structural Transformation responded to a num-
ber of cultural currents: the post-World War II reck-
oning with Nazi atrocities, the only quasi-successful
imposition of democracy on previously fascist re-
gimes, the rise of student movements in the 1960s,
and the growth of technical systems that appeared
to defy democratic oversight” (Pfister, 2018, p. 2).
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It seems that, alongside many of his intellectual
colleagues from the Frankfurt Institute for Social
Research, Habermas was reflecting on the substan-
tial social and political changes that transformed
many countries, including Germany, beginning in
the early 20™ century. However, his reflection, as
scholars note, was balanced and well-adjusted, en-
abling him to find solutions for the challenging so-
cial and political scenarios he witnessed. As scholars
note, Habermas’s intellectual curiosity seemed to be
motivated by the central question: why did German
society develop political apathy and disinterest in
the genuine democratic public deliberation? To find
the answers to this central quest and to understand
the political and social environment of his time,
Habermas investigated the rise, evolution, and dis-
solution of the bourgeois public sphere. Through the
sociological analysis of the historical transformation
of the public sphere, Habermas was searching for
the concrete “visible” routes of how citizens could
build a system that would allow them to influence
cooperatively their own future through the peace-
ful democratic path. For him, the bourgeois public
sphere seemed to be the most ideal, the most perfect,
and the most desired model of the “genuine” public
sphere.

Transnationalizing Public Sphere

One of the key theoretical revisions of Haber-
mas’s ideas was done by Nancy Fraser (Fraser,
1990). She developed the concept of transnational
public spheres (Fraser, 2014), which is extremely
helpful in developing additional terminology that
might be useful in investigations of cross-cultural
and cross-national perspectives in media, econom-
ics, politics, and communication. “Thanks to an
epochal shift in political culture, today’s social-
justice movements lack a shared understanding of
the substance of justice” (Fraser, 2009, pp.2-3). She
emphasizes that today’s movements are so diverse
and created by diverse publics that it is impossible
to talk about a single justice for all publics. Indi-
viduals who are members of one movement could
also be members of other publics. One person today
may associate himself/herself with multiple pub-
lics depending on the essence of each movement’s
ideology. The individual is a place where all these
identities converge and compete. Her ideas help us
understand that there is not only a range of diverse
publics around the world, but, most importantly, a
multiplicity of public spheres.

Fraser interrogates the “efficacy” and “legitima-
cy” of the public sphere at the global level. Expect-
edly, she seems to be puzzled by how we should de-

fine the “public” in the transnational public sphere.
Are there mechanisms to address the rights of mi-
grants and diasporas? How should the public sphere
deal with transnational companies and organizations
such as the IMF, WTO, and World Bank? “If eco-
nomic governance is in the hands of the agencies
that are not locatable in Westphalian space, how can
it be made accountable to the public opinion?” (Fra-
ser, 2014, p. 23). In other words, she is concerned
that today, people and territorial states have less
and less power to decide their own destiny. Global
warming, the war on terrorism, and migration are
among the many challenges that the territorial-based
public spheres are unable to solve. The current
transnational reality is creating new vulnerabilities
for the people around the world. Thus, the ques-
tion of accountability develops as a focal point in
her theorization of the transnational public sphere:
who should be responsible and accountable for the
outcomes of the global, transnational forces that
control our world today? Drawing her arguments on
the work of the numerous scholars, Fraser notes that
the “electronic, broadband and satellite” communi-
cation technologies permit direct transnational com-
munication, evading “state controls” (Fraser, 2014,
p.24). These new realities suggest that “communi-
cative infrastructure” is going through a process of
“denationalization.” The concerns raised by Fraser
are timely and important. They guide our thinking
in terms of what the ethical, legitimate, possible
solutions are for the risks the world community is
facing today. It is worth noting that language and
culture remain strong factors that impact the quality
and quantity of direct transnational communication.
Fraser throws numerous important questions and ar-
gues that her goal is to encourage a productive intel-
lectual dialogue in this direction.

Methodology: Applying Habermas as an An-
alytical Lens

This paper explores Habermas’s theory of
the public sphere. It employs a case study, along
with logical reasoning, as a method of inquiry to
investigate how this theory’s ideas can be pro-
ductively applied to Kazakhstan’s media and
communication realm today. The methodology
involves systematically comparing core concepts
from Habermas’s public sphere theory with docu-
mented characteristics of Kazakhstan’s political
and media landscape. This structured conceptual
mapping clarifies how theoretical ideas translate
into the local context.
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This method allowed the researcher to build
meaningful connections between the two scholarly
conversations — Central Asian studies and media
communication. Only a handful of works within
communication studies specifically explore Ka-
zakhstan. Similarly, a few studies in Central Asian
studies examine in depth the media and communica-
tion problems of this emerging nation. Thus, this re-
search paper covers an important research gap. The
paper aims to explore the following key research
question (RQ): How can Habermas'’s theory of the
public sphere aid in analyzing the current media
communication tasks in the reality of an emerging
nation, such as Kazakhstan?

The author engaged with the essential concepts
from the theory of the public sphere and examined
Kazakhstan’s communication realm using them as
a guiding lens. The stages of analysis included the
following: a) examination of Habermas’s key defi-
nitions of the public sphere that represent relevance
for researching the Kazakhstani communication
field; b) analysis of how other Western scholars
used the concept of the public sphere in analyzing
the global communication challenges; c¢) analysis
of Kazakhstani reality of media and communica-
tion using the framework of Habermas’s ideas. In-
terestingly, the Kazakhstani reality revealed many
productive research avenues that could be validly
analyzed via the public sphere theory.

Such an in-depth analysis of Kazakhstan’s con-
text through the theory of the public sphere allows
us to gain insights into how arguments from the field
of Central Asian studies can be productively inte-
grated into academic conversations exploring Ka-
zakhstan’s media and communication domain, and
vice versa.

Findings and Discussion

Challenges of the Globalized Public Sphere for
Kazakhstan

In 1993, as Kazakhstan and other newly inde-
pendent Central Asian states sought successful for-
eign models to follow, Hyman (1993) argued that
their governments faced significant political chal-
lenges. Kazakhstan chose to pursue a market econ-
omy and a democratic way of development. More-
over, that the independence of Central Asian states
is fragile. He argued that the citizens of these states
were still to sort out their “identity” or “belonging”
challenges:

“Central Asians “have gone in a short space
of time from belonging to — and, to a considerable
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extent, identifying with — a superpower and the
world’s largest state, to becoming citizens of small,
relatively impoverished and vulnerable semi-inde-
pendent Asian states. Many, even among national-
ists who welcome the prospect a full independence
from Moscow, feel they have at one bound joined
the Third World, and they bitterly resent it” (Hy-
man, 1993, p. 290).

While Hyman (1993) was mapping different
potential scenarios for the social, political, and eco-
nomic destiny of Central Asia, he argued that among
geographically close big foreign influencers, like for
example China, India, and Turkey, Russia will re-
main dominant in the region, because of its already
“functioning” cultural presence there. While Hy-
man argued in 1993 that the change in Central Asia
was inevitable and, perhaps, even desirable, he was
unsure how this transformation would occur and in
what form it would take.

“It is quite natural to speculate about the pow-
er of opposition parties, the shadow of militant or
‘fundamentalist’ Islam in Central Asia, and whether
the politically passive majority, especially in the ru-
ral areas, may finally enter into the political equa-
tion. The big question is, will political change come
through evolution or revolution, by a peaceful, guid-
ed transition or by sudden and violent change from
below?” (Hyman, 1993, p. 304).

Remarkably, back then, in 1993, almost twenty-
seven years ago, the scholars were able to accurately
identify the key existing vulnerabilities of the social,
economic, and political infrastructure of the region.
The only challenging aspect for them was accurately
predicting which route, road, or path would be the
most effective and the most viable for each Central
Asian state.

As the history of the post-independence era of
Central Asian states demonstrated, the change came
in different “shapes” and “colors.” In 2005, Kyrgyz-
stan went through violent so- called Tulip Revolu-
tion (Schatz, 2009; O Beachain & Kevlihan, 2015);
while Kazakhstan’s power transition in 2019, when
the first President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Naz-
arbayev unexpectedly resigned and transferred the
presidential power to the next leader of Kazakhstan
Kassym-Zhomart Tokayev, was framed as a “beige
transition” suggesting that it lacked the “vivid” or
significant power transformations (Isaacs, 2020).

Scholars O’Beachain and Kevlihan (2015) note
that while all five Central Asian states shared similar
initial challenges in 1991 when the Soviet Union col-
lapsed, they have gone different political roads since
then. Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan
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established strong authoritarian states by adapting
existing Soviet political recipes for power consoli-
dation. These states also held early elections, which
helped their leaders employ the existing power as a
foundation to strengthen their positions. Tajikistan
went through a cruel civil war and then, while still
being “a weak state,” joined the similar authoritar-
ian path of other Central Asian states. The scholars
note that Kyrgyzstan, while demonstrating some
democratic promise in 2005, later failed to follow
successfully the open democratic route because of
the increased levels of violence in the “political con-
testation” in the country. O’Beachain and Kevlihan
argue that despite the arguments of some scholars
that such turmoil will allow reaching “a greater state
consolidation” and will strengthen “national con-
sciousness,” the political journeys of Tajikistan and
Kyrgyzstan proved the opposite: “Early but flawed
attempts at democratization actually led to increased
instability and state fragmentation in both cases”
(0 Beachain & Kevlihan, 2015, p. 496). Thus, the
scholars have been left mystified: “Is an imagined
democracy more important than actual democracy
for nation-building purposes?” (O’Beachdin & Kev-
lihan, 2015, p.496). In other words, can it be that de-
mocracy is not a successful way of building a strong
nation in Central Asia? If so, why?

Habermas’s Public Sphere and Kazakhstani
Media Context

Perhaps Habermas’s concept of the public
sphere could provide some clues here. It is possible
that the citizens of the Central Asian states were
traditionally and culturally not well equipped to en-
gage in “horizontal,” in other words, equal-to-equal,
communication and interaction in the Habermasian
sense. The long-existing cultural traditions of Cen-
tral Asia could not produce a perfect marriage be-
tween these societies and the democratization. Even
Kyrgyzstan, with its “comparatively” free press and
brief “blooming” of liberalization in 2005, did not
move any further since then toward the “desired
destination of democracy.” Perhaps, Shafer and
Freedman (2009) are on the right path in holding
that democracy cannot be easily imported to other
cultural, political, and economic contexts. They ar-
gue that foreign media trainers in this region often
overlook the significance and vitality of the cultural,
historical, and religious values that the journalists
in Central Asia uphold and protect. They argue that
“awakened nationalism,” “traditions of authoritar-
ian rule,” and the legacy of Soviet-era journalism
practices are all important variables when analyz-
ing the barriers to building strong civil societies in

this region. They suggest, quoting Jerrold Green’s
(1991) insights from his “USAID’s Democratic
Pluralism Initiative: pragmatism or altruism” pa-
per, that democracy is a vehicle that has hardware
(democratic institutions) and software (people who
“drive the hardware”).

While “the hardware” could be easily “trans-
ported” to any country, “the civic spirit” and “the
mental software” of democracy, that is, the people,
their attitudes and cultural mentality, cannot be
easily influenced by outside intervention. In other
words, while we formally “see” these democratic
institutions in Central Asia, in reality, they are not
serving democratic purposes to nurture civil society,
while their “chauffeurs” are still driving according
to the previously existing, non-democratic, cultural
and traditional rules. Thus, democracy cannot be
easily and quickly taught; it must be learned, earned,
and experienced. Only then, it could be appreciated,
internalized and used as a preferred way of political
management.

Western scholars seem to be disappointed that
democracy has not materialized as a viable politi-
cal system in Central Asian states. Both the state-
owned and the commercial media failed to serve as
effective public spheres for the Kazakhstani citi-
zens. Moreover, many Kazakhstani citizens were
politically passive. As some scholars note, the
authorities were able to promote the idea of mate-
rial thriving effectively, and only a few desired po-
litical change. Adams and Rustemova (2009) note
that Kazakhstani authorities skillfully introduced,
through state policies, a future-oriented neo-liberal
vision in which individual citizens and families
in Kazakhstan prosper economically. “Indeed, in
such a system, where politics is dominated by eco-
nomic ideology, democratization is seen as a threat
to the system that Kazakhstan’s technocrats have
so carefully set up” (Adams & Rustemova, 2009,
p. 1256).

It is general knowledge that the Central Asian
republics were culturally distinct from their Europe-
an counterparts within the Soviet Empire. Surpris-
ingly, Kazakhstan, a country with a Central Asian
cultural mentality, appears to be governed by values
that echo Confucian philosophy regarding social
hierarchy. As Yin (2008) notes, “Western societies
are democratic and horizontal, emphasizing public
participation in the government, while Confucian
societies are hierarchical and vertical, believing
in meritocracy instead of democracy” (Yin, 2008,
p-43). While Kazakhstani society is not Confucian,
this analogy is used to illustrate symbolic similarity,
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and its mentality could be best described as a blend
of eastern and western values.

“The ideal Confucian officials are people with
“inner sagehood and outer kingliness.” Equality
in human relations is a foreign concept in Confu-
cian thinking as he decreed three sets of subservi-
ent relationships: subjects should obey their kings,
sons should obey their fathers, and wives should
obey their husbands. Confucius was not a democrat
as some Confucian scholars tend to believe” (Yin,
2008, p.43).

Yin argues that in traditional ancient China,
only top intellectuals, after competitive examina-
tions, were promoted to become government offi-
cials. This emphasizes that governmental officials
in the traditional Confucian cultures were regarded
as highly responsible and “worthy leaders.” She
notes that Confucian learning implied being skill-
ful in “statecraft.” This feature makes Habermas’s
Eurocentric model of the public sphere less relevant
in traditionally Asian or Eastern societies. Interest-
ingly, Kazakhstan appears to be shifting between
Western and Eastern values. Niyazbekov (2018) ar-
gues that Kazakhstani civil society has been quite
active since 1991, despite widespread knowledge
that citizens of Kazakhstan are politically apathetic.
His content analysis revealed that the number of so-
cial movements in Kazakhstan had been increasing
since 1991. His interview informants confessed that
government officials easily approved their “pro-
test permission” paper requests under one condi-
tion: the protesters must not criticize the president
or his family. Interestingly, most social movements
were addressing socioeconomic grievances. In
cases where the government responded promptly
to satisfy the protesters’ demands, the movements
never developed into political ones. The exception
was the Zhanaozen protests, which the authorities
overlooked, considering events prior to 2020. As
a result, the demands of oil strikers transformed
into highly politicized ones as the protesters were
demanding the nationalization of oil resources. As
a result, the state suppressed the Zhanaozen mobi-
lization (Niyazbekov, 2018). It seems that the au-
thorities in Kazakhstan expect citizens to show re-
spect for the state’s performance and service, which
is indicative of adherence to Confucian values. In
contrast, the Kazakhstani public prefers to adopt
Western “democratic” ways of addressing the chal-
lenges they face. Thus, we can see some shifts in
the “cultural” thinking of citizens in their attitudes
toward the benefits of democratization: the Kazakh-
stani public “can” protest when needed. Of course,
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the most recent protests, known as Bloody January
2022 in Almaty, added new layers to this important
discussion, and the selected scholars have already
initiated this line of inquiry (Ibadildin & Primiano,
2024). However, this research subject needs its own
separate in-depth analysis in a separate study.

Returning to our main conversation, we can note
that some Kazakhstani scholars sometimes regard
state control as a positive thing. For example, the
argument that the media is controlled to maintain
social stability is evident in Bissenova’s (2012) in-
vestigation of Astana’s urban space and social dy-
namics. She argues that citizens of Kazakhstan wel-
come and accept the idea of state regulation because
they desire this control as a measure of gaining
stable development within the country, given that
we live in an age of uncertainties: climate change,
global economic turbulences, and political instabili-
ties around the world.

For example, Bissenova (2012) describes the
citizens of Astana, the capital of Kazakhstan, as ac-
tive “publics” in the sense of Habermas. She argues
that these publics meet the requirements of the pub-
lic sphere definition: they actively engage, commu-
nicate, and collaborate to solve common problems,
and thus influence the political transactions on their
own “local” level. Shklovski and Valtysson (2012)
analyze the Kazakhstani Internet portal “Tsentr
Tyazhesti” using the theory of the public sphere.
Specifically, they investigate three groups: a soap-
making community, an automobile-centered com-
munity, and a community involved in charity work.
The authors argue that, despite limited freedom of
speech in Kazakhstan, citizens manage to engage in
politics through their communicative interactions.
They are just doing it “secretly” (Shklovski & Val-
tysson, 2012).

The multiplicity of public spheres and the range
of different publics within Kazakhstani society
make it a perfect case for investigation from the
Habermasian perspective of the public sphere. Ni-
yazbekov (2018) argues that, so far, Kazakhstan has
been immune to the so-called “color revolutions”
because the government has created a strong sys-
tem to prevent the politicization of citizens’ socio-
economic demands. However, he argues, the social
movements need to reconsider their tactics if they
want to be stronger.

My stance on the possibility of a transnational
public sphere is characterized by mixed feelings.
On the one hand, Kazakhstan is not yet prepared
to address the vulnerabilities that this global real-
ity is bringing. On the other hand, this new ecol-
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ogy of globality presents good opportunities for the
Kazakhstani public to amplify their voices in the
global arena. The Kazakhstani government is at-
tempting to respond to global forces by launching
the Children’s “Balapan” (“Chick”) Television
Channel, which broadcasts in Kazakh. Kazakhstan
also introduced the Latinization project, which is
planned to be implemented in the near future. The
state is carefully monitoring digital media and net-
works in Kazakhstan (Anceschi, 2015). However,
it is not yet clear whether those measures will help
protect Kazakhstani citizens from the risks that
transnational forces are increasingly creating. While
the public sphere, as a baby born in the Western de-
mocracies, might promote the “survival of the fit-
test,” the preferred solution should be the “survival
of all cultures” and “publics” in this globalized new
universe. This means the world should strive to find
a balance between accommodating diverse cultur-
al values and traditions. The growing influence of
transnational companies such as Google, Facebook,
and Microsoft is evident. The questions of account-
ability and responsibility posed by Fraser are vital
for Kazakhstan’s social, economic, and political
survival. Nickelodeonization of Kazakh kids, global
digital surveillance, e-commerce, and e-government
are the scenarios that Kazakhstani citizens are wit-
nessing today.

The rise of tech companies, the emergence of
alternative channels of communication, and the new
digital dynamics of social interactions all make re-
visiting key arguments of the public sphere urgent,
relevant, and important. Using the concepts of the
public sphere, we can examine empirical cases of
how various publics used place and space to achieve
their political objectives. The public spheres help
answer questions as “How should we interpret the
global international arena?” Additionally, the public
sphere enables us to think about physical and digital
borders between the private and public spheres and
how these borders have become increasingly invis-
ible in the digital world. Since controlling digital
borders has become challenging and cumbersome,
the tech companies are heavily pressured these
days to be transparent about how they use private
and public data. It is also interesting to explore how
states strategically exploit the absence of digital bor-
ders to advance their own strategic goals, or how
they can employ and exploit the transparency of the
spaces between different public spheres in their own
interests. While scholars actively critique the con-
cept of the public sphere, many seem to agree that
the insights of this theory help sharpen our under-

standing of what holds society together or how we
make sense of our differences today.

Conclusion and recommendations

Theories of the public sphere(s) can enrich in-
vestigations into communication and journalism
by providing rich theoretical and empirical data.
Since its first introduction, the public sphere(s) have
evolved, developed, and emerged as the most elabo-
rated field of study by attracting scholars from di-
verse disciplines (Pfister, 2018) and areas including
political science, sociology, rhetoric, persuasion, ar-
gumentation, global studies, citizen activism, digital
studies, etc. As a result, each discipline advanced
this theory by further adopting and adjusting its key
concepts. Communication and journalism studies
can leverage these findings and synthesize the di-
verse arguments in their own research.

The concepts developed within the scholarly
discourse of public spheres can offer helpful direc-
tions in the investigation of communication and
journalism by generating questions such as: What
publics do news media serve? Why do news media
sometimes fail to provide a voice to the voiceless?
Who are counterpublics in each political system
(democratic and authoritarian), and how can the
news media be inclusive to become an idealized ver-
sion of the public sphere? How can counterpublics
use and abuse the news media? What are the vulner-
abilities of the media and communication systems
in different countries? Theories of the public sphere
can serve as an excellent starting point for address-
ing these questions.

Public spheres help us analyze journalism, me-
dia, and communication from the private/public
perspective. Public spheres are fruitful concepts for
understanding “how something private becomes
public” or “something public becomes private.” For
example, the public lives of people, documented
and curated on social media, become commodities
for the private companies that offer those platforms.
The content that individuals publish on their social
media pages can be both private and public at the
same time. The fact that people expose their lives
in digital spaces by writing about themselves does
not make this text private, because the digital plat-
form is not considered a private space; it is owned
by transnational tech companies that may sell users’
private information to advertisers. Alternatively, the
complex interaction between private and public can
be explored in the context of rape (Rogness, 2017)
and domestic violence. In this sense, the concept of
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the public sphere is expanded and adapted to inves-
tigate feminist perspectives.

Exploring whether a newspaper’s content or
a TV channel’s content can qualify as the pub-
lic sphere in Habermas’s sense represents another
“thinking” perspective. Are newspapers public
spheres or just public spaces? What is the difference
between the space and the sphere? How can this nu-
anced clarification affect our arguments? Theories
of public spheres offer some ready-made recipes for
addressing these dilemmas.

One practical solution in this realm, based on the
findings of the current analysis of Kazakhstan’s con-
text and the theory of the public sphere, is to explore
the option of creating independent online discussion
platforms or transparent forums where Kazakhstani
society can openly discuss public issues. These fo-

rums could be run by universities or civil society
groups, making sure the space is fair, transparent,
and open to everyone. This would help citizens
share ideas freely without depending only on state-
controlled or commercial media.

Theories of the public sphere are an excellent
tool in comparative studies. We can compare not
only different public spheres within one state but
also compare similar publics in different political,
cultural, and economic contexts. They are excel-
lent tools for analyzing the field of communication
in the context of global and local social movements
(Tufekei, 2013; Papacharissi, 2016) and globaliza-
tion (Sreberny, 2006). Thus, the key concepts of this
theory offer essential insights for analyzing power
relations within communities, societies, and states
globally and locally.
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