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Abstract. In the field of prevention and countering violent extremism (P/CVE), one of
the key areas is to debunk messages that increase the divisions in society and help attract
new supporters to relevant organizations, as well as the development of unifying narratives
that work for cohesion and are designed to provide ideological protection from extremist
propaganda. While studies of world practices cast doubt on the effectiveness of individual
tools of the “ideological field”, it is pertinent to study the narrative base of the PVE in the
states of Central Asia that has been developed over the past decade. In this article, based on
the study of key documents that determine the activities of the governments of the region in
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this direction, key narratives are highlighted. The comparative analysis of country-specific
approaches made it possible to develop recommendations for the further development of the
policy for the formulation of PVE narratives.

Key words: Violent Extremism, Narratives, PVE, Central Asia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan.

OPTAJIBIK A3USI EJJIEPIHJIETT [30PTIBIK-30MBbLIBIK]
SKCTPEMU3MIHIH AJIJIBIH AJIVIBIH UIEOJOTUSIIBIK IIEKTEPI

Anacracus Pemernsik, Xoyman Caapu, /lana AxmeabsiHOBa

Anjgarna. 30pJbIK-30MOBUIBIK AKCTPEMU3MIHIH aJiJIbIH ally JKOHE ofaH Kapchl Typy (P/
CVE) canacbiHga Koramarbl ajaybI3[bIKThI apTTHIPATHIH JKOHE THICTI YHBIMIapra >KaHa
KaKTacTaplbl TapTyFa KOMEKTECETIH Xabapiamanap/ bl KO0, COHIai-aK OipIKTipyre kKoHE
KCTPEMHCTIK HACHXATTaH HUICOJIOTHSIIBIK KOPFayIbl KAMTaMachl3 €Tyre apHajFaH OipTyTac
HappaTUBTEP/I1 931pJiey MaHbI3Abl OAFBITTAPBIH O1pi OOJIBIT TAOBLIA B, OIEM/IIK TOKIPpUOCH]
3epaesey «HUACOJOTHUSIIBIK OPICTIH» JKEKEJeTeH KYpalJapblHBIH THIMIUITIHE KYMOH
KEJITIPreHIMEH, COHFBl OHXBULIBIKTA KaiblTackaH OpTanblk A3us MEMIICKETTEpIHJET1
30pJIBIK-30MOBUIBIK SKCTPEMU3MIHIH aJbIH ally HappaTUBTEPiHIH 0a3achlH 3€PTTEYIIH MOHI1
Oap. by Makanana aiiMak enaepi YKIMETTEPiHIH OChbl OAFbITTarbl KbI3METIH alKbIHIAUTHIH
HETI3T1 KyXKaTrTapbl 3epJeriey Herisdinjae 0acTbl HappaTuBTepre TOKTauabl. Einepre ToH
TOCUIJEPIH CalbICTBIPMAJIBI TajAaybl 30pJBIK-30MOBUIBIK AKCTPEMHU3MIHIH AJJbIH a1y
HappaTUBTEPiH KaJIBIITACTBIPY CasCaThIH OJIaH Opi 1aMbITy OOHBIHIIIA YCBIHBICTAP d31pIeyre
MYMKIHJIIK Oepi.

Tyiiin ce30ep: 30pnvIK-30MObLILIK OKCMpeMusmi, Happamuemep, 30pPiblK-30MObLIbIK
akcmpemusminiy anovin any, Opmanvik Aszus, Kasaxcman, Kwipvizeman, Taoicikeman,
O36excmar.

NAEOJOI'MYECKHE PAMKH
NPEJOTBPAIIEHUSA [HACHJIBCTBEHHOI'O]
3KCTPEMMU3MA B CTPAHAX IEHTPAJILHOM A3UU

Anacracus Pemernsik, Xoyman Caapu, lana AxmeabsiHOBa

AHHoTanusi. B oOmacth mpodUIaKTUKA ¥ TMPOTHUBONCHCTBUS HACHIBCTBEHHOMY
skctpemusmy (II/ITHD) onnum u3 kiroueBbIX HarpaBiIeHU i SIBIsIeTCS pa3BeHYaHUE COOOIIECHNUH,
HaIpaBJICHHBIX HA YCUJICHHE Pa3JIOMOB B OOIIECTBE U CIOCOOCTBYIONIMX BOBJICUEHUIO HOBBIX
CTOPOHHMKOB B COOTBETCTBYIOLIME OpPraHM3ALMU, a TakXke pa3paboTka OObEIUHSIOIINX
HappaTuBOB, KOTOPbIE PabOTAIOT Ha CIUIOUEHHE M MPU3BAaHBl 00ECIEUUTh UEOTOIHMUYECKYIO
3alUTy OT SKCTPEMHUCTCKOH ITponaranibl. B To Bpems Kak HCCIe10BaHUS MUPOBBIX IIPAKTHK
CTaBsIT 110J] COMHEHHE YPPEKTUBHOCT OTAEIbHBIX HHCTPYMEHTOB «UAE0JIOTUYECKOTO MOJIS»,
HUMEET CMBICI M3Y4YHUThb C(HOPMHPOBABILYIOCS 3a IOCIEIHEE ACCATUICTHE HappaTUBHYIO
6a3y HIID B rocymapcrBax llenTpanbHoii A3uu. B naHHON craThe Ha OCHOBE M3YUYEHHS
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KITFOYCBLIX JOKYMCHTOB, OIIPCACIIAIOIUX ACATCIIBHOCTD IMTPABUTCIILCTB CTPpAaH PErMOHA B 9TOM
HaIIpaBJICHUH, BBIJCJICHBI KIKOYCBBIC HApPpPAaTHUBBI. HpOBGI[éHHBIfI CpﬂBHHTGJ’IBHBIfI aHaJInu3
CTPAaHOBBIX ITOAXOAOB ITO3BOJIMJI BLIpa6OTaTI> PEKOMCHOAIUN I10 z[aHLHeﬁmeMy Pa3BUTHIO

noJauTuku hopmupoBanus HappatusoB [THD.

Knroueewie cnoea: nacunvcmeentulil skempemuzm, Happamussl, [1HD, [lenmpanvnas A3us,
Kazaxcman, Koipevizcman, Taoocuxucman, Y36ekucman

Introduction

In recent decades, the problem of preventing
and countering violent extremism has become
one of the most widely discussed in the world
community. Ideologically motivated violence
is still a global issue. While the territorial
defeat of ISIS in Syria and Iraq has reversed
the upward trend of terrorist attacks that had
been continuing since 2013, the overall level
of violence remains substantial. According to
the Global terrorism database overview, this is
largely facilitated by the sharp increase in racist
and ethnically motivated violence since 2019.
[1].

Besides arange of “hard” measures (referring
to security and securitization), “soft” approaches
are gaining ground in the contemporary policy of
countering and prevention of violent extremism
(P/CVE) [2]. They constitute a number of
tools aiming to strengthen social cohesion and
resistance towards violent extremism among
the communities.

In turn, an ideological factor is central
in the majority of “soft” PVE activities.
Violent extremist groups adhere supporters by
developing and promoting simple and effective
narratives — PVE developers try to do exactly
the same to protect the communities and
individuals at risk.

In the Comprehensive international
framework to counter terrorist narratives
adopted by the UN Security Council in 2017,
the following counterpropaganda narratives
are listed: “scholarly rebuttals by religious
authorities on issues like tolerance and non-
violence; contradicting evidence on life in
battle zones (including the testimonies of
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former terrorists); personal stories of the impact
of terrorism on victims and their families;
and information on the scale and severity of
human rights abuses committed by terrorist
groups” [3, p.18]. The document also states
that the narratives must be context-based, and
supplemented by targeted interventions, and the
development of critical thinking skills among
the general audience [ibid.].

Importantly, the authorship of PVE
narratives must not belong to a government
solely; on contrary, the participation of different
interest groups, including “at-risk” categories,
can enhance this process, make the messages
clearer and more sustainable.

In this article, an overview of the approaches
to the ideological struggle in the policy of
Central Asian states is presented. To do so, legal
definitions of [violent] extremism, ideology-
related provisions of national PVE programs,
and perspectives towards the promotion
of counter- and alternative narratives are
considered; an analysis of these approaches was
carried out.

Methodology

In this article, a narrative is understood as
“utterance (I’énoncé)” capable of “account for
the appearance and development of all (and not
merely verbal) signification” [4]. According to
Patterson and Monroe, a narrative “refers to
the ways in which we construct disparate facts
in our own worlds and weave them together
cognitively in order to make sense of our reality
<...>plays a critical role in the construction of
political behavior” [5, pp. 315-316].
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There are two main approaches’ to challenge
the flaws underpinning violent ideology.
Counter-narratives aimed to “challenge,
deconstruct, discredit and demystify” VE
narratives by exposing the lies and sanctimony
ofthe respective groups. By contrast, alternative
narratives are intended to deal with positive
attitudes of the general public, at-risk groups
and individuals by “focusing on what we are
‘for’ rather than ‘against’”; this is typically
accomplished by appealing to common values,
tolerance and democracy [6, p. 6].

For the analysis of the narratives developed
and used in Central Asian states, the analysis of
the official documents bases (laws, strategies)
was carried out, as well as a discourse analysis
of the government officials in charge of PVE
policy in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
and Uzbekistan. Turkmenistan has not been
included in the research due to the inaccessibility
of the relevant data.

Practice in Central Asia

The foundations of the PVE policy in Central
Asia were laid in the late 1990s when laws on
terrorism and extremism began to be adopted
by the governments of the region. The actual
development of the PVE component falls on the
second half of the 2010s.

There are several documents reflecting
the development of the narratives in the PVE
policy of Central Asian states. Among them,
the fundamental is a Joint plan of action for
the implementation of the United Nations
Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy in the
countries of the region. One of the main project
achievements is the development of more than
3000 “promotional and raising awareness
materials and products with a special focus on
human rights and gender dimension”. The latest
phase of the project (2021-2024) is dedicated to

' The third type of communication is government
strategic communications fighting misinformation
and building ties with key stakeholders and the general
audience; however, this instrument is outside of the scope
of this research.
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“build resilience among youth against terrorist
propaganda on the Internet and hate speech by
promoting education, development of critical
thinking skills, media and communication
literacy”, to “promote a culture of tolerance and
respect for diversity among ethnic and religious
groups”, and to ‘“addressing marginalization,
social exclusion, stigmatization and isolation
of communities, empowering women and the
youth, including migrant workers” [7]. In many
ways, it was this strategy that determined the
further development of PVE in the region.

Kazakhstan

The term extremism has been adopted in
Kazakhstan’s legislation with the Law “On
Countering Extremism” in 2005. According to
this law, “extremism is ‘“organization and/or
commission by individual and/or legal entity,
consolidation of actions of individuals and/
or legal entities on behalf of organizations
recognized as extremist in the established
procedure; individual and/or legal entity,
consolidation of actions of individuals and/
or legal entities pursuing the following
extremist purposes”. 3 types of extremism
are distinguished by this document: political,
national, and religious [8]. Meanwhile, the
programming of PVE that begins in 2013, is
solely dedicated to the prevention of religious
extremism, leaving aside the politically and
nationally motivated ideology [9].

In the current State Program on Countering
Religious Extremism and Terrorism for 2018-
2022, the measures of the prevention of VE
are aimed at “the formation in the society of
immunity to radical ideology and zero tolerance
to radical manifestations” [10].

The analysis shows that it is focused mostly
on the promotion of counter-narratives, such
as: “explaining the danger of terrorism and
extremist ideas aimed at inciting religious
hatred or discord, exposing the forms, methods
and techniques of promoting the ideology of
terrorism and extremism”, the “formation of

31



public opinion about the insecurity and futility
of studying in foreign theological institutions
on an unofficial basis”, etc.

Much less attention in the Program is paid to
alternative narratives, they are partly mentioned
in the chapter describing current state of affairs,
where other programs and measures aiming at
the development of patriotism and Kazakhstani
identity among youth, modernization of public
conscience, are listed. The only measure
qualifies for inclusion in the group of alternative
narratives is the “popularization of the Internet
portal "Kazislam.kz" among the categories of
Internet users who are in spiritual (religious)
search” [ibid.]. This portal has been created to
become a “dialogue platform for supporters of
the religious policy of the state, which provides
information about the call for kindness and
mercy”, including patriotism, culture and
traditions, history, secularity, tolerance, etc [11].

In the Internet, the main narratives promoted
by the social media accounts of government
bodies and local authorities include (but are
not limited to) counterarguments against “non-
traditional” or “destructive” ideologies (mostly
religious in nature, but also legal), information
about the processes and mechanisms of the
recruitment carried out by violent extremist
groups, values of patriotism, tolerance and
multiculturalism “peculiar to the Kazakhstani
society”, and (the least amount of) techniques
of the development of critical thinking and fact-
checking skills [12].

Kyrgyzstan

In Kyrgyzstan, the Law “On countering
extremist activity” has been adopted in 2005.
It defines “extremism activity” as “activities
involving the planning, organization and
performance by any individual or organization,
including non-governmental organisations,
religious organisations or mass media of “any”
actions directed to, among other things: “the
forced modification of the foundations of the
constitutional order and violation of the integrity
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of the Kyrgyz Republic, the destruction of the
security of the Kyrgyz republic, the seizure
or appropriation of power authorization, the
creation of military formations, carrying out
terrorist activities, incitement to social, race,
national or religious hatred related to violence
or calls for violence, breach of national dignity,
the carrying out of mass disorders, violence,
acts of vandalism on the grounds of ideological,
political, race, national or religious hatred
or enmity on grounds of hatred or enmity in
relation to any social group, propaganda of
exclusiveness, superiority or inferiority of
citizens on account of their religious orientation,
social, race, national, religious or language
origin” [13, p. 9]. The special attention is paid on
“propaganda in support of extremist activities,
public calls to support such activities and their
financing”, which also is acknowledged as a
type of extremist activity [ibid.].

Kyrgyzstan currently is on the stage of
completing ofits first cycle of PVE programming
on the national level. In the Program of
the Government of Kyrgyz Republic on
countering extremism and terrorism for 2017-
2022, “promotion of the values of tolerance,
intercultural, interreligious and interethnic
dialogue to eliminate the conditions conducive
to the spread of extremism and terrorism” is
called one of the 3 key principles of PVE policy,
along with the supremacy of the law and human
rights protection. Among the PVE activities,
the information campaigns aimed at enhancing
religious literacy and awareness-raising about
the state policy on countering extremism and
terrorism among youth, people who received
religious education abroad, at-risk groups and
detainees, are mentioned [14].

A comprehensive analysis of P/CVE focused
narratives accomplished by the Civic initiative
of Internet Policy in 2018, shows that more
than 60% of the materials analyzed may be
classified as alternative narratives. These
materials represent such values as “the family
and its values, the “correct” interpretation of
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Islam, respect for traditions, the elimination
of stereotypes in relation to believers, youth
leadership and responsibility, equality and
peace, the value of education, preventive work
of law enforcement agencies and civil society,
universal values”. Counter-narrative materials
(39%) are focused on “socio-economic issues,
explanation of banned organizations and the war
in the Middle East, the religious situation in the
country, exposure torecruitment of various social
groups, the spread of extremist ideas through
various channels, issues of choice and finding
the right path, the role of religion in decision-
making, personal and civic responsibility,
interviews with former extremists, preventive
work of state bodies and civil society”. The
authors conclude that the main concern of these
materials is the “We-They” dichotomy which
carries the conflict potential; also, the problem
of carrying out the media campaigns lays down
in their controversial effectiveness: for now,
there are no clear criteria have been formulated
to evaluate it.[15]

Tajikistan

According to the Tajikistani legislation,
extremism is the “expression of ideology and
extremist activity aimed at solving political,
public, social, national, racial, regional and
religious issues by force and other illegal
actions” [16].

Tajikistan was the first Central Asian state to
adopt a national PVE strategy: it entered into
force in 2016. The National Strategy of the
Republic of Tajikistan on countering extremism
and terrorism for 2016-2020 raises fundamental
ideological questions, such as harmonization
of the “system of legal norms and values” with
“international standards and universal values”;
the “presence and real implementation of a
unifying national idea”; role of women within
the society [17].

The document contains reflections on the
impact of the civil war and labor migration,
underdevelopment of the unifying ideas within
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the society, negative socio-economic factors
that catalyze the radicalization processes among
the target groups. To overcome these negative
factors in terms of ideology, the Strategy
proposes to “take effective measures to form
a powerful ideological corps”, “formation of a
culture of tolerance in a religious environment”,
“support for the moderate clergy in their struggle
against representatives of radical movements”,
“political, religious and cultural education of
women”, “to intensify work on the creation of
counter-propaganda websites”, to start online
discussion about extremist materials “where
you can express opposing points of view or
engage in constructive discussions”, etc. [ibid].

According to Sh. Rizoyon, the main problems
ofthe implementation of counter- and alternative
narratives in Tajikistan in the framework of
the National strategy were the construction of
mythical realities, hate speech in media and
demonization of extremists. He concludes
that in Tajikistan the effective alternative PVE
narratives have not been developed, due to lack
of financing and necessary expert support [18].

Uzbekistan

According to the Law “On countering
extremism”, extremism is “‘expression of
extreme forms of actions aimed at destabilizing
the socio-political situation, forcible change
in the constitutional order of the Republic
of Uzbekistan, forcible seizure of power and
appropriation of its powers, incitement of
national, racial, ethnic or religious hatred” [19].

The first National Strategy of the Republic
of Uzbekistan on countering extremism and
terrorism was adopted in 2021 and lasts until
2026. The purposes of this program document
are, inter alia, “uniting the efforts of state
bodies, the general public and the international
community aimed at countering extremism and
terrorism”, “ensuring interfaith and interethnic
harmony in society”, and ‘“development of
a system of state measures to protect the
population, especially young people, from
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involvementin extremistand terroristactivities”.
In comparison to the PVE programs of the other
Central Asian states, the Uzbekistan’s strategy
contains a list of the key narratives to promote
in PVE policy; among those, the “formation
among the younger generation of a respectful
attitude to the law, legal literacy, interfaith
and interethnic tolerance, interest in history,
culture, spiritual heritage and customs of the
peoples of the country”, “traditional, spiritual,
moral and patriotic values”. To do so, it is
planned to “raise awareness of citizens about
the fundamental canons of Islam, which have
been born in Uzbekistan for centuries”, “clarify
the unacceptability of the ideas of extremism
and terrorism by the Islamic religion”, create
“among the population, especially among young
people, immunity to the destructive ideology of
extremism”, and to “improve the legal culture of
the population by explaining the consequences
of extremism and terrorism” [20].

As in other states of the region, the discourse
around the narrative against the ideology of
violent extremism is built mostly within the
religious field. Thus, for example, the President
of Uzbekistan Sh. Mirziyoyev in his speech on
the UN General Assembly in 2017, highlighted:
“the most important task is to fight for the minds
of people, primarily young people <..> Our
key task is to provide conditions for the self-
realization of young people, to create a barrier
to the spread of the “virus” of the ideology of
violence <...> We consider the most important
task to bring to a wide world community truly
humanistic essence of Islam.”[21]

In their research of recruitment processes
and responses in Uzbekistan, V. Mikhailov and
J. Pirmukhametov are studying the main ideas
used by the government and NGOs to address
the violent extremist narratives: formation of
an atmosphere of rejection of radical religious
ideas within the society; addressing the questions
related to the interpretation of the provisions of
the Koran used for recruiting purposes; stories
of former terrorist offenders; techniques of fact-
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checking and skills to deliberate; national culture,
music, traditions; useful advice and information
for migrants [22].

Discussion

Counter-narratives remain the dominating
ideological strategy to address the threat of
violent extremism throughout the world.
However, evidence shows that there is no
proper data to prove that firing back hate speech,
dehumanization and other violent extremist
“values” by counter-narratives is effective. At
the same time, alternative messages delivered
with the assistance of professional mass media
and influencers can shift the views within
society to more “adequate” perceptions of (and
responses to) VE propaganda [23].

When it comes to Central Asia, the
prevalence of the religious component in both
counter- and alternative narratives is obvious.
The states with a Muslim majority passing
through the process of re-Islamization after
decades of Soviet rule, try to preserve, in
some respects Soviet approach to religion.
The dichotomy of “correct/traditional” and
“incorrect/non-traditional” Islam has become
the main religious-based counter-narrative to
religiously motivated violent extremism in the
Central Asian republics.

Following the global trend, the governments
of Central Asia have adopted vague definitions of
extremism, without distinguishing between those
who just share radical beliefs and the ones who
commit violent actions or intent to do so. Now,
it is sometimes challenging for practitioners to
explain the enforcement mechanisms of VE
and terrorism-related crimes and offences. The
explanations frequently conflict with freedom of
expression, right of conscience, etc.

Another problem policymakers face is the
so-called “lack of national idea/ideology” after
the collapse of the Soviet Union. The absence of
a universal unifying idea for the whole society
still remains a meaningful consideration for
those who participate in developing narratives
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addressing VE propaganda. In this direction,
the promotion of tolerance, multiculturalism
and mutual respect within the society are also
successful strategies, as experience has shown.

The next important issue is the form of
expression of the PVE narratives. Sometimes,
they may contain hate speech or be
discriminative with the particular groups within
the society. This can be even relevant to such
alternative narratives as “family values” or
“respect of traditions”.

And lastly, the participation of non-
governmental actors in developing alternative
and counternarratives is generally poor.
As a result, some parts of the society feel
underrepresented or even discriminated; some
narratives do not work, because they do not
address the grievances or the expectations of
target groups.

Conclusion

The ideological content of the policy of
prevention of violent extremism is still a
relatively new phenomenon — not only for
Central Asian states, but for the whole world
community. The governments try to choose the
right set of narratives aiming to stop the spread
of violent extremist propaganda, but these
narratives often miss their mark.

It is incredibly difficult to win a war of ideas,
especially against an opponent that uses every
possible means at all levels and has a strong base
of ideology and supporters. Governments deal
withmisinformation, disinformation, misleading
facts, and all other kinds of violent extremist

propaganda and recruitment. Nevertheless, the
evidence shows that countermeasures in the
ideological sphere can still be effective as long
as a number of conditions are satisfied. Except
for above-mentioned directions of international
organizations, the following recommendations
are relevant in the current circumstances for the
Central Asian policymakers:

*  Toavoid hate speech in the development
of counter messages.

»  To work closer with the representatives
of target groups, NGOs, media, and other
stakeholders on formulation the alternative
narratives.

* To get away from the religious-based
model of counter messaging. Instead, to work
more in the direction of the promotion of civic
mindedness of at-risk groups and individuals.

*  To continue and boost the development
of critical thinking skills.

However, the evidence shows that appealing
to ideology solely is a poor strategy that cannot
deal with a complex of pull and push factors
influencing the person’s decision to join an
extremist group or to commit an ideologically
motivated crime. That is why it is critically
important to protect the promoted values (such
as human rights or equality of opportunity) to
prevent grievances and miscommunications
within the society; to ensure inclusive decision-
making processes and to improve interaction
with marginalized groups. Overall, if effective,
these measures will also impact positively to the
resistance to violent extremist narratives.
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