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Despite the film’s title Assel Aushakimova’s, Welcome to the USA 
is situated firmly in Kazakhstan. The US, despite its tantalising 
promise, remains largely an idea. This idea, once longed for, now 
a potential and achievable reality, sets into Aliya’s strange and 
somewhat listless life. 

Everything we learn about the protagonist, we hear through 
snippets of conversations with the other characters.  From the 
opening scene, her interview with the US foreign office, we learn 
that she was working in finance until the bank folded.  A family 
dinner reveals a somewhat tense relationship with her family, an 
ailing mother and an unhappy sister. We understand too, that she 
is unhappy. This is unspoken but unmistakeable in her demeanour, 
her penchant for drinking alone and  the restrictive, grey mise-
en-scene. Aushakimova favours a realist perspective in the film, 
which is mostly shot in interiors and at a mid range. This parallels 
perfectly the oppression and claustrophobia  Aliya experiences as 
a result of her queerness in a dictatorial and patriarchal society. 

Kazakhstan is central Asia’s largest, and most economically 
prosperous state. Internationally renowned,  it has staked an 
esteem position in the scientific community largely for its research 
institutions and the Baikonur launch base. In many ways, following 
the fall out of the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan for a variety of 
complex reasons (one of the major ones being the Kagashan oil 
field) became one of the luckier ex Republics. However, luckier 
is not quite the same as lucky. Nursultan Nazarbayev, since the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, emerged as Kazakhstan’s 
president. This position has been held since the country’s 
independence, and has been consolidated by constitutional 
revision, elections with token opponents and a deep seated web of 
corruption. 

This is elucidated upon in Aushakimova’s film, the statues of the 
president loom ever present. When Aliya poses her bureaucratic 
dilemma to her friend, he replies, ‘It seems like a solvable problem… 
An envelope of cash to the right hands. It is Kazakhstan after all.’ 
Welcome to the USA is Kazakhstan’s first lesbian film and whilst it 
has enjoyed a large amount of success internationally, domestically 
there was near total ignorance of the festival favourite, in an 

interview with the Calvert Journal the director expressed, ‘The 
reaction to my film from local audiences has been very quiet. 
The film ran in Almaty throughout November, but even after the 
city’s Covid-19 restrictions were lifted, citizens did not seem 
hungry to see queer characters on the big screen.’ However, what 
Aushakimova’s film touches upon is the underground present 
in Kazakhstan, a phenomenon that occurs in every society but 
one that queer people find themselves within often globally. A 
conversation with her lover reveals the phenomenon of fake 
marriages in order for queer people or families to have children. 
Moreover, Aliya’s group of friends seem to have found each other,  
in spite of the necessity to be discreet in public. In one particularly 
poignant scene, Aliya and her lover walk through the park. A 
heterosexual couple ask for the girls to take a photograph of them 
in front of a state of Nazarbayev, the true nature of the women’s 
relationship lost on them. Aliya takes the photograph of the couple 
in front of the statue, a symbol of both the constant intrusion of 
the state and those who believe in it, and the women walk off with 
each other. The intimacy that they are limited to is an incredibly 
subtle one. 

Aushakimova is keen for her film to not be classed as an LGBTQ+ 
film, for reasons which are perfectly legitimate: ‘This film is about 
a person struggling to relate to the cultural reality around her, 
and she just happens to be a lesbian. We don’t call movies with 
straight protagonists heterosexual films. So why should we have 
a special label just because a main character isn’t straight.’ This is 
consolidated in her narrative and filmmaking choices, everything 
is displayed as it is and we observe how Aliya has been informed 
by the cultural space she lives within, and how she reacts to it. Not 
only is it Kazakhstan’s first lesbian film, it is a beautiful portrayal of 
an emigration dilemma. Countries without suitable prospects are 
still none the less home. This is reflected in Aushakimova’s very 
own situation, her interview with the Calvert Journal is summarised 
with this line, ‘I don’t see any prospects in my home country. But I 
haven’t resolved to leave yet.’
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