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The results of baseline research on the situation of religious and violent extremism in 

Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) 

 

Search for Common Ground Kyrgyzstan together with the Central Asian experts has 

carried a baseline research in the period from August to October 2015 in the Republics of 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The baseline researches were aimed at 

studying the three below given issues: 

1. Assessment of the interaction between civil society and government on countering 

violent extremism in Central Asia; 

2. Identification of the main factors of radicalization of youth and women in the Central 

Asian countries; 

3. Analysis and evaluation of the capacity of the media in Central Asia as an information 

tool to counter violent extremism. 

Baseline studies have been conducted by local experts from the Central Asian countries 

and as such represent their respective subjective, independent expert opinion on the issues 

studied. Expert opinions were built upon the specifics of the countries surveyed. 

 

The interaction of state and civil society in countering violent extremism  

in Central Asia 

 

The results of the baseline research have shown that the dialogue between the state and 

non-state actors in all the four specified Central Asian countries regarding the issue of reducing 

violent extremism and counter-terrorism is not stimulated {at the level desired}. Experts note the 

political situation in Uzbekistan, the distrust between the government and non-government 

agencies in Kyrgyzstan, the lack of cooperation between state authorities and civil society in 

Tajikistan, as well as weak organization of the civil society in Kazakhstan as the main reasons of 

the absence of a dialogue between the four countries. The main drivers of the current situation in 

Central Asia marked by the experts within the baseline research are provided below. 
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Experts from Uzbekistan note that the interaction of civil society and the state in 

Uzbekistan is weak, due to prevailing indoctrination of the society (likewise the Soviet 

indoctrination). This indoctrination of public opinion, at first, actually freezes down many 

aspects of the civil society development, including its self-realization as a community of 

believers; secondly, it puts every form of potential dialogue emancipation and cooperation 

between the state and civil society in a dependent position from the currently existing "class" 

subjects / political regime agents. 

According to the Kyrgyz experts the main problem in building the dialogue between 

government and non-governmental agencies in countering violent extremism, is associated with 

the issues of effective communication, mutual understanding and trust between the institutions. 

The experts also note that an important issue today in countering violent extremism remains to 

be a lack of communication and/or poor communication among the Jamaats, between imams and 

law enforcement and security agencies at the local level. 

The results of the baseline research carried out in Kazakhstan show that despite the 

development of state programs aimed at the development of the civil society, and regular forums 

of representatives of the civil society, qualitative changes towards the establishment of a real 

democracy and social self-governance has not occurred. The society has departed from the 

process of decision-making, and continues to be in such a state. And whenever there are acute, 

socially significant problems, the citizens still prefer to appeal to the state than to try to organize 

themselves in order to overcome the problems. The same situation is stored on the strategy and 

tactics of the fight against radicalism and violent extremism. 

Respondents of the research carried out within the faith and religion departments of 

various government agencies from Tajikistan note that during the year they carried out various 

kinds of planned measures to prevent the spread of ideas and notions of radicalism and 

extremism among the communities. The survey results of the Center for Strategic Studies under 

the President of the Republic of Tajikistan carried out in May – July 2015 show the absence of 

mechanism of interaction and cooperation between the local authorities and non-governmental 

organizations. 

Summarizing the above-mentioned peer reviews and the results obtained, we can 

conclude that the main task at the moment is to form the institutional framework in the countries 
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of Central Asia, as well as develop effective social mechanisms of prevention of religious 

extremism, overcome the factors leading to its manifestations. It is important to mobilize 

constructive social forces to fight this phenomenon, to establish a national partnership model for 

and among the Central Asian states and representatives of religious confessions, providing the 

citizens a real right to freedom of religion and freedom from the influence of destructive 

religious organizations rooted in the tradition of religious systems and social organizations. The 

process of interaction between civil society and the state involves a real process of social and 

political modernization in Central Asian countries. 

 

Radicalization factors of youth and women in Central Asia 

Such groups as youth and women are the main target of extremist religious propaganda. 

This is due to the fact that these social groups differ in special qualities of social mobilization 

and ideological instability, allowing the extremists to engage them easily with the hope of their 

social activity and capacity due to their extreme beliefs to become the "engine" of social 

communication changes. With this, one of the most important tasks of the baseline research was 

to study the factors of radicalization of youth and women. The results of the baseline study 

conducted in four countries of Central Asia, show a number of external and internal factors of 

radicalization of youth and women.  

 

External factors of radicalization of youth and women in Central Asia: 

• The proximity of the borders of the countries of Central Asia, to the centers of conflict; 

• Labor migration of youth and women, both between the countries of Central Asia and the 

Russian Federation; 

• Promotion of ideas of religious extremism and terrorism from abroad in the cyber space; 

• Individual citizens of Central Asia serving as foreign fighters in training camps of 

militants following the terrorist ideas.  

• The Kazakh expert also notes the ingress of citizens of the Central Asian countries 

studying in foreign theological institutions, under the influence of extremist and terrorist 

ideology. 
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• Events in North Africa and the Middle East. Experts believe that the current events 

demonstrate an example of such technologies as a result of destabilization born out of  

different "ideological chimeras".  In the words of Prof. L.N. Gumilev such chimeras are 

able to attract the attention of extremist-minded people from different parts of the world 

who have lost faith in their national cultural traditions and have found their place in the 

process of socialization in the context of globalization. 

 

Internal factors of radicalization of youth and women in Central Asia: 

• Social and economic problems in the countries of Central Asia. A high unemployment 

rate in Central Asian countries is marked here as an underlining factor. Failure of the 

youth to realize themselves as a social group and lack of livelihood resources revitalizes 

the mood among vulnerable groups to join the ranks of the radical and extremist groups. 

As noted by experts from Tajikistan the radicals in Katlon area are employing the current 

social problems in engaging young people in their activities, such as the lack of 

electricity during the winter season, high taxes, corruption, etc .; 

• Low levels of religious and secular literacy. According to the Uzbek experts a weak 

secular education is an important cause of the radicalization of young people. Almost all 

the Central Asian countries suffer from low level of education at secondary schools. 

Flaws in the education weaken the immune system of young people in regards to the 

recruiters and other members of extremist organizations, especially in the provinces; 

• It should also be noted that certain stereotypes have been established among the secular 

section of the society, because of the lack of religious education, causing radical 

sentiments towards religious representatives. The results of the baseline study also 

confirm this factor. Thus, in the course of the baseline study in the Kyrgyz Republic, 

some respondents noted that "extremism - is the very religion of Islam". The respondents 

note that they "openly call all the fans of Imams as extremists because they live only with 

and by Islamic rules." 

• Moral disadvantages, moral and patriotic education of the younger generation; 

• The destruction of the traditional foundations of the socialization of the individual, which 

include hard-family and kinship; 
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• The internal political situation in Central Asia. 

 According to the Uzbek experts the issue of the absence of basic freedoms, opportunities to 

protect their rights, the devaluation of traditional values are the reasons pushing people to 

extremism. 

According to the Kazakh experts the important factors leading to radicalization of young people 

are the manifestations of corruption and bureaucracy of certain public officials, public alienation 

from the decision-making process,{a lack of} constructive engagement of the state with civil 

society institutions. Inefficient, authoritarian political regimes contribute to manifestations of 

political extremism among the population that is dissatisfied with a strong social stratification 

and social injustice, ignorance for their civil rights and "heated" by the emissaries of religious 

extremism. 

 

Thus the results of research carried out in four countries show a number of factors of 

radicalization of youth and women. Focusing only on the external factors will not lead to positive 

results in the fight against radicalism and extremism. Existing police actions to counter these 

problems are insufficient. Integrated activities aimed at involving preempted “groups at risk” 

such as youth and women and the gradual eradication of domestic factors prevailing in the 

countries of Central Asia is of outmost importance in order to effectively counter the religious 

extremism.   

 

Analysis and evaluation of the capacity of the media in Central Asia as an information tool 

to counter violent extremism 

 

The baseline study carried out in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, revealed 

that the most effective tool in preventing the spread of the ideology of violent extremism among 

the youth is application of cyber resources such as Internet and social networks. 

In general, it should be noted that the media coverage of extremism and radicalism issues within 

the region differs from country to country. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, {for example,} the 
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media coverage is rather {positive} as journalists freely cover the topics of radicalism and 

extremism. In Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, {on controversy,} the media activity is quite limited. 

The current tendency in Kazakhstan {demonstrates an attempt} to increase the number of 

outreach activities as well as to improve the quality of advocacy campaigns. According to the 

experts, the media timely discloses the most urgent problems arising in the religious sphere, and 

{in this way contributes} to the actualization {of the need} for preventive measures by the State 

in countering violent extremism. Most experts say the Internet is the most effective tool in 

countering violent extremism. Thus, for example, the electronic web sites of the Spiritual 

Administration of the Muslim communities of Kazakhstan such as “E-Islam”, “islam.kz” and 

others have contributed to the improvement of the religious literacy. 

According to the Kyrgyz experts, the Kyrgyz media by covering the issues of extremism,  

effectively raise the awareness of the masses on the danger of this phenomenon, and in this way 

contribute to countering radicalism and extremism. It also may be noted here that the mass media 

of Kyrgyzstan assist the government in countering violent extremism through the publication of 

a significant number of information and analytical materials condemning extremism. But experts 

also point out significant problems in media coverage of radicalism and extremism issues. Thus, 

in the baseline study, the experts have identified certain gaps in the work of the media associated 

with the use of unscientific terminology of evaluative character accompanied with the elements 

of "advertising" of extremist ideology, and some materials of offensive character touching upon 

the feelings of the believers. This is driven by the desire of sensationalism, poor knowledge of on 

the topic and the lack of journalists specializing in these issues. This situation demonstrates the 

need for capacity building of journalists and improving their knowledge necessary for the 

efficient media coverage of countering radicalism and extremism. 

The Uzbek media outlets, according to the experts, fully function as a political megaphone of the 

current political regime. Within the framework of the national campaign to counter religious 

extremism in Uzbekistan a certain ideological and preventive work is being carried out. The 

Muftiy of Tashkent regularly speaks on the TV program “Hidoyat sari” of the 1st channel on 

various topics related to the essence of Islam, revealing the content of the hanafi school and 

describing the right way of life, as well as condemning the violence, intolerance, etc. Meanwhile, 

the national information program "Akhborot" does not cover the sensitive topics in their news 
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feeds. The news feed on Afghanistan or ISIS are absent in the news programs. In this sense, the 

media in Uzbekistan are deliberately staying behind the world's media, turning a blind eye on 

this topic. 

As the results of the baseline study show, the most effective tool these days are the Internet 

resources. Although the experts agree that television and radio because of its mass nature of 

broadcasting should play a leading role, the Internet resources {are rather effective in countering 

violent extremism}.  

 

Radicalization and the spread of extremism among the imprisoned persons in prisons 

 

As noted earlier, the baseline study in Kyrgyzstan includes the assessment of radicalization and 

ways for the prevention of spread of extremism among prisoners. 

In the study, the experts reveal that the nature of violent extremism and semi-criminal ideologies 

have the same roots. They are united by the negation of the existing order, civilized peaceful 

ways of solving the problems and the very use of violence and its legitimization. The uniting 

idea of terrorists, extremists, radicals and criminals is the notion of a common enemy in the face 

of the state, represented by the law enforcement agencies. The current situation in the detention 

places is controversial:  if  in some colonies the extremists and criminals merge, in the criminals 

counteract the propaganda of extremists. If to characterize the situation as a whole, then we can 

say that the potential for preventing the spread of extremist ideas {within the prisons} is 

temporal, whereas the rehabilitation of people {impacted by the destructive religious ideologies} 

is manageable at the early stages {only}. A complex solution of the problem has not yet been 

found. Despite the attempts and actions of the State Penalty Execution Agency (SPAA) to 

independently tackle the issue of spread of extremism within the prisons, the problem cannot be 

fully resolved, due to the limited resources of the SPAA, insufficient material and human 

resources. This underlines the urgent need for the adoption of concrete measures to be 

undertaken to prevent the spread of extremism in prisons and carry out the needed rehabilitation 

work of convicts in prisons . 
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Recommendations of experts of Central Asian countries 

 

1. To Create several {mobile} groups of competent theologians in the region and to organize 

their travel to major cities of the Russian Federation (by agreement with the local authorities) 

with the purpose of carrying out constructive dialogues (preferably before or after the Friday 

prayer) with the "migrants" from the region working in the Russian Federation and other 

countries. Each country should select such candidates themselves. 

2. One of the most effective ways to influence the person at risk influenced by the extreme 

religious ideologies is personal talks with the well-trained theologians (including the detention 

places). Similar meetings with theologians should be organized on radio and television, 

accompanied by sufficient broadcast in places of detention. 

3. Initiate a proposal to justify the need for a criminal amnesty of persons who have not 

committed serious crimes and joined the ranks of various extremist organizations, especially 

ISIS, for different (non-ideological) reasons. By experience, the announced amnesty of 2000 to 

the members of the IMU had a serious effect and contributed to the return to a peaceful life of a 

number of citizens of Uzbekistan. 

4. To initiate with the efforts of all of the four CA countries the script writing of a documentary 

film (with evidences gleaned from the Internet) on the criminal, anti-Islamic nature of the ISIS 

spread ideology. The concept of the film should be tailored to specific audiences, determine the 

range of respondents (including so-called "repentant" and fled from the ranks of terrorist 

organizations, including the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and LIH), authoritative religious 

figures, documents, Islamic organizations, etc. 

5. To stimulate the dialogue between the state and civil society, to revive the contacts of the 

Institute of Strategic and Regional Studies (ISIS) under the President of the Republic of 

Uzbekistan, as well as the Institute for monitoring the formation of civil society institutions, with 

the similar institutions of Central Asian states, as well as with the expert community in 

Uzbekistan. Such an active co-operation might significantly improve the development of these 

institutions in the research field and contribute to the development of methods for assessing the 

challenges and threats to the security. 
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6. To revise the curricula of madrassas in Central Asian to introduce the secular subjects (history, 

history of world religions, etc.) as mandatory classes, and attract the professional teachers from 

the universities. 

7. To train the employees of the analytical departments of law enforcement and security agencies 

on the methods and methodology for conducting theoretical and empirical studies, carrying out 

monitoring and analytical exercises. 

8. To develop an alternative national Islam ideology to counter the extremist ideology together 

with government agencies of Central Asian countries, experts and clergy. 

9. To organize short-term courses for the youth of the countries of Central Asia on the history of 

religion, tolerance, national unity, etc. 

10. To introduce into the school and university curriculum the courses in religious studies. 

11. To detain the radicals and extremists in prison separately from the other inmates; 

12. To develop a program for stimulating the cooperation between the local authorities and civil 

society organizations. 

13. To learn and use the international experience of engaging the civil society in public decision-

making process both in elective and state regulated bodies, especially in the spiritual and cultural 

sphere, requiring sensitivity to the rights and the will of the citizens, attributed to the freedom of 

religion. 

15. To revise the legal framework and legislatively restrict across the states of Central Asia, the 

use of repressive measures against dissidents and other representatives of confessions and 

religions, yet at the same time giving the public the right to choose the form and content of 

national and religious identity, as well as control over the process of its formation through the 

various channels of influence. 
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SFCG experts' recommendations 

1. To develop a national program to combat religious extremism and terrorism in the Kyrgyz 

Republic, the Republics of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan which will provide for a number of 

government measures to counter religious extremism and strengthen cooperation between the 

state structures. 

2. To develop a program of development of civil society in the Kyrgyz Republic, Republics of 

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan aimed at strengthening cooperation between the state agencies and the 

civil society organizations. 

3. To create special social youth programs that could offer an alternative to radical and extremist 

behavior by supporting the initiatives of the youth and wide propaganda in the media and social 

networks. 

4. To conduct a preventive work to counter the spread of radicalism and extremism among the 

youth at risk via the rehabilitation and educational institutions in Central Asia. 

5. To strengthen the capacity of religious clergy of Central Asian states. 

6. To develop the methodology to assess the level of radicalism and extremism together with the 

Central Asian Research Institutes. 

7. To conduct capacity-building activities for journalists of Central Asian countries to work 

effectively with the media in countering radicalism and extremism issues. 
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