
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Early Career Research Webinar 
“How to pursue a successful PhD 

research: Feminist activism through 
academic research" 

 
11 of September 2020  

9 am (BST), 2 pm (Bishkek and Almaty) 
 
Dr Zhanar Sekerbayeva and Dr Syinat Sultanalieva, who recently 
defended their PhDs at the University of Tsukuba will present their 
research and will share their experiences and tips on how to search and 
apply for PhD programs.  
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Programme 
 
 
9 am  Introductions by Dr Gulzat Botoeva, University of 

Roehampton and Dinara Abildenova, University of Zurich  
 
9.10 am  Dr Sekerbayeva, University of Tsukuba  

Understanding Actors and Processes Shaping Transgender 
Subjectivities: А Case Study of Kazakhstan 

 
9.30 am  Syinat Sultanalieva, University of Tsukuba  

Towards a Reframing of Non-Western Feminisms: 
“Сoloniality of Being” in the Narratives of Kyrgyzstani 
Women’s Rights Activists 

 
9.50 am  Dr Sekerbayeva and Dr Sultanalieva, Applying for PhD 

programmes: experiences and suggestions   
 
10.10 am  Q&A session  
 
10.50 am  Final remarks  
 
 

 
Dr Zhanar Sekerbayeva 
 
Understanding Actors and Processes Shaping Transgender 
Subjectivities: А Case Study of Kazakhstan 
 
 
ABSTRACT: 
 
This is an overview of dynamics between actors who are involved in 
policies, protocols, rules of legal gender recognition of trans people in 
Kazakhstan. Generally, the PhD research in this sphere focuses on 
medical professions, described as gatekeepers or judges deciding who 
fit the prescriptions of being a woman or a man, and on trans people 
themselves, who are often portrayed as victims. However, this process 
is more complex than only describing the interaction of these two 
groups or by labelling them either as gatekeepers or victims. The project 
provided a critical approach and attempts to expand our understanding 
of the process, the dynamics and the actors involved. 
 
Geographically, the region of Central Asia is losing its concreteness 
when it is researched under only Asian countries scope or Eastern 
Europe scope. Although all Eastern European and Central Asian 
countries share a common history of at least 70 years in a union, 
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following the collapse of the Soviet Union histories of the countries have 
diverged greatly, resulting in stark differences in the situations with 
transgender movement in each of the independent countries. There was 
a need to look into the Kazakhstani context understanding what and 
how neighborship with Russia or Kyrgyzstan influenced the legal 
gender recognition in Kazakhstan. Also, it is impossible let go from the 
attention the Soviet time experiences – psychiatric nexus and Soviet 
legislative heritage.  
 
The project is a foundation for studying the trans community in Central 
Asia and, particularly, in Kazakhstan, which has the potential to 
change the lives of trans people. There are currently no such studies in 
Central Asia focusing on trans people and interaction with actors from 
a theoretical point of view. Previous works focusing on that topic were 
examined from a human rights point of view. 
 
BIO: 

 
Dr Zhanar Sekerbayeva is the co-founder of the Kazakhstan Feminist 
Initiative "Feminita". She is a feminist, powerlifter and poet. In her work 
she aims at expanding the concept of ‘gender’ in the general public 
discourse through activism by mainstreaming questions of gender 
identity in the academia. She graduated with Summa Cum Laude from 
the ‘Gumilev’ Eurasian National University in 2005, as well as from the 
‘Lomonosov’ Moscow State University in 2009. In 2014 she enrolled at 
the European Humanities University (Lithuania) MA program in 
Sociology with focus on gender and culture, and finished PhD program 
at the University of Tsukuba, Japan. Her doctoral dissertation focused 
on the processes of regulating identities and “normalization” of 
transgender people in Kazakhstan.  
 
Email: zhanarsek@gmail.com 
Twitter: @moorlandiya 
Website: https://feminita.kz/ 
Faceebook https://www.facebook.com/zhanar.sekerbayeva 
 

 
PUBLICATIONS: 
 
A chapter in the Women, Sport and Exercise in the Asia-Pacific Region: 
Domination, Resistance, Accommodation edited by Molnar G., Sara N. 
Amin, Yoko Kanemasu, as part of the Routledge Research in Sports, 
Culture and Society series. 2018. 
 
FORTHCOMING PUBLICATIONS: 
 
A chapter for an anthology titled Trans & Gender Diverse Care: 
International Perspectives (eds.Max Appenroth and Maria do Mar 
Castro Varela) and a chapter in the book Decolonizing Queer 
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Performance, Practice, Experience: Examples from Post-Socialism 
(Lexington Books). 2020-2021. 
Dr Syinat Sultanalieva 
 
Towards a Reframing of Non-Western Feminisms: “Сoloniality of 
Being” in the Narratives of Kyrgyzstani Women’s Rights Activists 
 
ABSTRACT: 
 
My dissertation focused on studying how women’s rights activism 
develops in “unimportant” localities on the basis of a complex 
intertwining of multiple agencies, socio-political factors, and histories 
of neo/colonial relations, which complicate the simplified picture of 
Western feminism colonizing non-western feminisms often developed 
by postcolonial critiques of feminism. As such, the goal of this research 
was, based on the analysis of narratives of 78 Kyrgyzstani women’s 
rights activists received via 28 deep-structured interviews and 13 focus 
groups, to propose ways in which non-western feminisms may be 
reframed out of the existential crisis of “coloniality of being” and 
towards a more productive framework. 
To do that the dissertation provided an overview of feminist history and 
theories, looking at the relationship between the feminisms of the 
Global North (West) and the Global South (East), focusing on the history 
of Soviet feminism, which was not included in the annals of the global 
discourse on feminism. This was followed up by a discussion of the 
colonial question in gender studies, as well as into the theoretical 
framework of this research, which focused on postcolonial and 
decolonial theories as the final iterations of the Critical Theory-spawned 
anti-capitalist critique of global development. In the theoretical 
framework a concept of nomadity of being was proposed, which could 
be viewed as an anti-thesis to the concepts of coloniality of being and 
hybridity.  
The concept of nomadity of being helps see the historiography of 
feminist activism in Kyrgyzstan as one, where foreign information and 
requirements, even forced ones, are transformed into an amalgamation 
of the new and the old, alien and native — like kurak, a quilted 
patchwork blanket, made from scraps.  Kurak-feminism is feminism 
that is half-donor-commissioned, half-learned through interactions 
(personal, media, academic, professional), unashamed of its borrowed 
nature, working towards own purpose that is being developed as the 
blanket is being quilted. Weaving in elements from completely different 
and, to a Western eye, incompatible approaches 'nomadity of being' 
might pave the way towards a Central Asian reframing of non-Western 
feminisms.  
 
 
 
BIO: 
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Syinat Sultanalieva received a PhD degree from the University of 
Tsukuba, Japan. In her academic research, she focuses on studying 
feminist narratives and LGBTQ activism and narratives from a 
decolonial point of view. She is a recipient of the MEXT Japanese 
governmental scholarship, as well as the Fall 2020 CAAFP Fellowship 
at the George Washington University. Prior to academia, Syinat has 
been actively involved in women’s rights and LGBTQ activism in 
Kyrgyzstan and Central Asia.  
 
Email: sultanalievas@gmail.com 
 
 
PUBLICATIONS: 
 
“How Does It Feel To Be Studied? A Central Asian Perspective”, Open 
Democracy, 2019. 
 
“I Call My Partner - A Sister: Review of Human Rights Situation of 
Lesbian, Bisexual and Queer Women in Kazakhstan”, Kazakhstan 
Feminist Initiative “Feminita”, 2016-2018. 
 
Alternative reports on the situation of lesbian, bisexual and transgender 
women in Kyrgyzstan submitted on behalf of LGBT organization 
“Labrys” for the 60th, 45th, 42nd sessions of the UN CEDAW 
Committee; 21st and 8th rounds of the UN Universal Periodic Review. 
 
Report on the situation of lesbian, bisexual and transgender people in 
Uzbekistan submitted on behalf of an initiative group “Vertae” for the 
16h round of the Universal Periodic Review. 
 
FORTHCOMING PUBLICATIONS: 
 
“Towards a Reframing of Non-Western Feminisms: ‘Сoloniality of Being’ 
in the Narratives of Kyrgyzstani Women's Rights Activists”, Geopolitics 
of Culture in Eastern Europe and Eurasia (edited vol.), University of 
Helsinki, 2020, CEU Press; 
 
“Escaping the Dichotomies of ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’: Chronotopes of 
Queerness in Kyrgyzstan”, Decolonizing Queer Performance, Practice, 
Experience: Examples from Post-Socialism, Lexington Books, 2020. 
 
SPECULATIVE FICTION: 
 
“Element 174”, Sovsem Drugie compilation of feminist and queer sci-fi, 
STAB Press, 2018 
translated version published in The Calvert Journal: 
https://www.calvertjournal.com/features/show/9831/being-lgbtq-
element-174-syinat-sultanalieva-shtab 
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