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A Framework for Explaining National P/CVE Programs: 
A  Case Study of Kazakhstan

Anastassiya Reshetnyaka  and Mariya Omelichevab 
al.n. Gumilyov eurasian State university; bnational War College, national defense university, 
Washington, dC

ABSTRACT
This study extends the P/CVE scholarship from the “what” and “how” 
questions of assessment (What and how do countries do in P/CVE 
area?) to the underlying “why” issues (Why do countries choose to 
define and approach P/CVE in certain ways?). Toward the goal of 
explaining states’ P/CVE programs, we put forth a “3-Is” framework 
emphasizing the impact interests, ideas, and institutions on their 
measures for countering violent extremism. Jointly, these concepts 
direct our attention to the pragmatic and ideational aspects of pol-
icymaking as well as the countries’ institutional legacies. We apply 
this framework to the case of Kazakhstan to illuminate and explain 
certain highly visible aspects of its P/CVE program.

The “Global War on Terror” spawn a range of security-centered approaches to coun-
tering terrorism (CT). These approaches helped the U.S. – a country at the helm of 
the global CT effort – to achieve its main strategic objective of preventing another 
catastrophic attack against the homeland. Yet, these measures have fallen short in 
reducing the overall levels of terrorist violence around the world or stabilizing 
Afghanistan and the Middle East.1 Concerns with the spread of terrorist violence 
prompted the emergence of tools and methods aimed at preventing radicalization and 
recruitment into terrorism by addressing the underlying factors of violence and empow-
ering communities to recognize and deal with extremism before it takes root in 
neighborhoods and individuals. Variously labelled as “preventing violent extremism” 
(PVE), “countering violent extremism” (CVE), “preventing radicalization to violent 
extremism,” or “preventing and countering violent extremism,” (P/CVE),2 these “soft 
approaches” that seek to prevent or intervene in the radicalization processes using 
non-coercive means have proliferated in recent years.3

Diverse in their emphasis and scope, the P/CVE policies and programs are now 
recognized as essential and necessary components of a more comprehensive approach 
to combating terrorism. To assist countries in integrating systematic preventive mea-
sures into their CT efforts, mounting levels of international support have become 
available to governments.4 In addition to training, best practice sharing, and guidelines 
by non-governmental and capacity-sharing organizations (e.g. Hedayah, the Global 
Community Engagement and Resilience Fund), and specialized forums of regional and 
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international groups (e.g. the Global Counterterrorism Forum, and the EU Radicalization 
Awareness Network), the United Nations and its various agencies have provided exten-
sive assistance to national policymakers in translating international guidance to domestic 
contexts.5

The P/CVE scholarship has shadowed the rapid growth in policies and practices 
directed toward violent extremism. The large, if fragmented, the body of P/CVE lit-
erature spanning multiple disciplines has largely focused on assessing the effectiveness 
of CVE policies and specific interventions. The study of P/CVE policymaking that 
produces the diversity of strategies, approaches, and programs has remained largely 
underexplored. Consequently, we have a limited understanding of how international 
and regional P/CVE frameworks get transposed into the national settings, and how 
and why these P/CVE national programs vary.

Why do countries differ in their P/CVE strategies despite the similarity of interna-
tional instruments? What factors shape the content of national P/CVE programs? To 
answer these questions, this study puts forth a framework for understanding the design 
and implementation of national P/CVE strategies and demonstrates its analytical utility 
using a case study of Kazakhstan’s P/CVE. Our argument, in a nutshell, is that P/CVE 
strategies are defined by political considerations, assumptions, and institutional 
path-dependencies that account for the immense variation of national P/CVE approaches. 
This “3-Is” framework (interests-ideas-institutions) emphasizes both pragmatic and 
ideational aspects of policymaking as well as the countries’ institutional legacies.

The question of drivers of national P/CVE policies warrants systematic analysis for 
a number of reasons. The P/CVE scholarship has been laser-focused on determining 
effective measures for countering violent extremism. The possibility that some countries 
may be motivated to adopt unproductive CVE policies for political reasons, or con-
strained in their ability to design successful CVE responses has been implied in these 
research efforts but not systematically examined. The studies of national P/CVE efforts 
have discovered that some national governments deliberately bias their P/CVE policies 
to suppress political opposition, while others simplistically emulate models developed 
elsewhere ignoring the nuances of their national contexts.6 To encourage more mean-
ingful and country-specific approaches to violent radicalization, it requires to under-
stand the motivations of the national governments’ responses within P/CVE.

Additionally, P/CVE policies seek to prevent future acts of violence and, therefore, 
they depend on a clear definition of violent extremism and a plausible account of 
causal mechanisms explaining how the P/CVE measures reduce the likelihood of vio-
lence. Unfortunately, the available P/CVE global templates and national models tend 
to be inconsistent or vague in defining violent extremism and its drivers.7 This lack 
of coherence in the field gives national governments considerable leeway in construing 
violent extremism and its sources. This, too, amplifies the significance of gaining 
knowledge in factors that shape countries’ understandings within P/CVE.8

The article begins with a brief overview of the “3-I” approach that we apply to the 
case study of Kazakhstan’s P/CVE in section two. Kazakhstan has worked extensively 
with its international partners to develop a set of comprehensive P/CVE policies for 
a national program on fighting religious extremism and terrorism. Yet, Kazakhstan’s 
approach to P/CVE remains heavily securitized. It confounds extremism with “foreign” 
and “radical” Islam and conflates radicalization with violence. While extolling its effort 
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in P/CVE, the government of Kazakhstan contends that the threat of violent extremism 
remains high, therefore implying that its extensive P/CVE measures have failed in 
stemming the rise in homegrown radicalization. It raises the question as to why the 
Kazakh authorities remain committed to the P/CVE construct that appears to be 
counterproductive to achieving its aims.

The empirical materials of the paper are composed of original data from interviews, 
legal documents, and a survey of 296 specialists responsible for implementing P/CVE 
programs in Kazakhstan at the local level. The survey was carried out in 17 akimats 
(regional municitalities) of the country in November-December of 2020.9

P/CVE as Public Policy: A Framework for Examining States’ Efforts at 
Combating Extremism

In this study, we treat P/CVE as a type of public policy, which can be defined as a 
purposive course of action created and enacted in response to matters of concern to 
society.10 To understand how governments design P/CVE strategies, including ways in 
which public authorities conceive of violent extremism, understand its drivers, and 
devise responses, we draw on the insights of public policy theory. From the vantage 
point of public policy theorizing, decision-makers rarely, if ever, maximize the benefits 
of the policy to society consistent with the rational choice expectations. The latter 
views P/CVE policymaking as a deliberate and orderly process of cost-benefit analysis 
of policy options in pursuit of the P/CVE aims. Instead, decision-makers are constrained 
by limited and incomplete information; multiple, often unclear, preferences, objectives, 
and value-based considerations; and formal and informal routines and practices of the 
institutions, in which they operate.11 As a consequence of this “bounded rationality,” 
most public policies rely on “satisficing” rather than “optimizing” decision-making 
strategies, as often assumed by the advocates of the evidence-based P/CVE 
policymaking.12

There are many individual-level and contextual factors that influence public policy 
choices. Public policy literature emphasizes the role of three facets of the environ-
ment shaping decision-makers’ preferences and information available to them: interests, 
ideas, and institutions. Interests are the main component of political motivation that 
spurs governments’ engagement with social, economic, and political issues.13 In the 
realm of P/CVE policies, interests are the reasons for the governments’ involvement 
in countering violent extremism. Ideas can be thought of as the types of “cognitive 
anchors”, i.e. deeply ingrained attitudes, preferences, and beliefs held to be true, 
which serve as filters for all incoming information. In P/CVE, ideas are assumptions 
and paradigms that underpin conceptions of extremism and its drivers. Institutions 
include formal and informal rules, routines, cultures, resources, or constraints that 
shape the behavior and relationships of policymakers.14 The advantage of looking at 
the “3-Is” (ideas-interests-institutions) is that jointly they highlight both the com-
plexity of the decision-making environment and the plurality of factors shaping 
policies.

To illustrate the utility of the 3-Is framework for understanding P/CVE, consider 
an abbreviated example of CVE in the United States, which is considered to be a 
driving force and translator of CVE policies to the world. CVE emerged in U.S. public 
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policy space at a moment of crisis in its counterterrorism strategy. The U.S. “war on 
terror” approaches that involved terrorist leadership decapitation campaigns and regime 
change failed to stem violence in Iraq and Afghanistan. Washington’s extrajudicial 
killings and torture of terrorist suspects prompted widespread public outcry and pro-
vided fodder for terrorist propaganda. Interested in improving the effectiveness of 
American counterterrorism strategy, U.S. senior officials in the Bush administration 
called for a “strategy against violent extremism.”15 Thus, the inception of CVE in the 
U.S. was informed by the government’s interest in increasing the utility of security-oriented 
counterterrorism measures. The institutionalization of CVE in U.S. policies during the 
Obama era followed the proliferation of terrorist recruitment online that resulted in 
multiple attacks in Europe and an exodus of young people from the West to 
ISIS-controlled territories in Syria and Iraq.16

Interests alone cannot explain the specific meanings ascribed to main concepts 
within the P/CVE policy, which is also informed by ideas. Although the origins of 
CVE in the U.S. go back to the mid-1970s uptick in the activity of extremists adhering 
to far-right ideologies (and this group has been responsible for the majority of acts 
of violence in the U.S. in many years since the 9/11 attacks),17 American CVE efforts 
have overwhelmingly targeted Muslim communities at home and Islamist groups abroad. 
Another idea informing American CVE is that there is a discernible process of radi-
calization resulting in terrorist violence. Despite being discredited by years of scholarly 
research, the U.S. CVE strategies and programs have been based on the assumptions 
that [religious] extremist ideologies lead to violence, but the process of radicalization 
can be reversed using interventions on the basis of predictive risk indicators.

The CVE policies were fully institutionalized during the Obama era. A self-described 
multilateralist,18 President Obama emphasized international rather than domestic aspects 
of CVE. Countering violent extremism has become a prerogative of the State 
Department’s Bureau of Counterterrorism, which was named the lead coordinating 
bureau on CVE issues in the agency. The Bureau works with the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID), which has become a lead implementer of the 
American CVE programming overseas. The State Department and USAID CVE ini-
tiatives have largely reflected the institutional “know-how” of these organizations,19 
which assisted foreign governments in developing and implementing effective CVE 
policies using available tools, such as development assistance, conflict resolution, youth 
engagement, criminal justice and rule of law reforms, educational initiatives, and efforts 
aimed at strengthening community resilience.20

As this brief, and by no means comprehensive, example of U.S. CVE policy demon-
strates, the 3-Is (interests-ideas-institutions) framework can be a useful analytical device 
for understanding countries’ P/CVE policies applicable to various contexts. As discussed 
in the introduction to this article, the recent decade has seen rapid globalization of 
P/CVE strategies through policy emulation and transfers adding another layer of 
influence on state policymaking.21 Yet, many international and state-led initiatives 
aimed at assisting countries in developing national P/CVE strategies allow national 
governments define “violent extremism” and decide what drivers of radicalization to 
address. The conceptual vagueness and latitude in picking-and-choosing measures to 
address the select drivers of mobilization leave ample room for the impact of interests, 
ideas, and institutions in the design of national P/CVE programs.22
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Kazakhstan’s P/CVE: The Influence of Interests, Ideas, and Institutions

In the three decades since independence, Kazakhstan has made a journey from con-
veying invincibility to extremist violence in the 1990s, to embracing the need for 
widespread counterterrorism measures in the 2000s, and to acknowledge the importance 
of preventive strategies to counteract the rise in religious extremism in the 2010s. For 
a long time, the country, where 70 per cent of the 18 million population identify as 
Muslim,23 was spared of terrorist violence that has afflicted its Central Asian neighbors. 
Kazakhstan’s first president Nursultan Nazarbayev (1990-2019) had touted the republic 
as a beacon of stability in the volatile region and used this reputation to court invest-
ments and reputation on the global stage. A spate of terrorist incidents in 2011-2012 
and 2016 marked a turning point in Kazakhstan’s approach to countering terrorism 
and extremism. In October 2013, Kazakhstan unveiled its first program on fighting 
religious extremism and terrorism for 2013-2017. Upon its conclusion, the government 
approved another, more ambitious program for 2018-2022 designating nearly $900 
million in funding to various CT and P/CVE initiatives. Both programs have been 
supplemented with a range of foreign-funded projects administered in partnership with 
the United States and international organizations, such as UNDP, UNODC, and 
the OSCE.

Several aspects of Kazakhstan’s P/CVE stand out. First, despite the scale of the P/
CVE program, it continues treating religious extremism as “alien” and “foreign” to 
Kazakhstan. It is also narrowly focused on rooting out the “wrong” and “dangerous” 
Islam and imparting the “good” Islamic ideas to Kazakh Muslims on the premise that 
the lack of proper religious knowledge constitutes a root course of extremism. Second, 
despite the corresponding effort to promulgate an approved version of Islam to youth 
and expand the monitoring of the Internet for reducing the influence of external 
factors on radicalization, Kazakhstan’s P/CVE remains heavily securitized. It prioritizes 
detection, persecution, and punishment for extremist and terrorist offenses over their 
prevention. A failure to differentiate extremism and violent extremism in Kazakh law 
has resulted in a situation where the majority of hefty sentences for extremist and 
terrorist crimes are handed out for offenses that do not involve violence or planned 
attacks.

According to the Kazakh authorities, the threat of violent extremism in the country 
has not abated. The volume of online and print materials containing extremist pro-
paganda has been on the rise. Two years into the new program to fight religious 
extremism and terrorism, Kazakhstan saw a nearly 20% increase in extremist and 
terrorist offenses.24 International human rights observers have expressed concerns that 
the Kazakh government’s efforts, which infringe on political and religious freedoms, 
may be counterproductive.25 This section applies the “3-I” framework (interests-ideas-in-
stitutions) to make sense of Kazakhstan’s efforts to counter violent extremism.

National Interests as a Source of P/CVE

Interests, which refer to the enduring needs or wants, the pursuit of which promote 
a state’s well-being, is the first elements of the proposed framework. For many states, 
interest in security from terrorist and extremist violence has been a motivating factor 
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in the development and adoption of P/CVE. Kazakhstan is no exception to this trend: 
its engagement with P/CVE followed the perceived deficiencies of the CT measures. 
In the 2000s, the Kazakh government adopted extensive counterterrorism measures as 
part of the global and regional effort to combat terrorism.26 The growing sense of 
insecurity about the republic’s burgeoning religious sector contributed to the adoption 
of policies aimed at tightening control of religious practices. The 2005 Extremism Law, 
for instance, gave the Kazakh government extensive powers in identifying and desig-
nating a religious or political group as an extremist organization, banning its activities, 
and criminalizing membership in the group. The government stepped up its 
anti-extremism measures, which focused on restrictions and greater scrutiny of the 
so-called “nontraditional” religious groups, including Muslims who practice non-official 
Islamic varieties.

These measures did not prevent a slew of terrorist incidents in 2011-2012 in Aqtobe, 
Atyrau and Zhambyl regions of Kazakhstan. The attacks included suicide and car bomb-
ings, shootings with police, bungled bomb-making attempts, and lone-actor incidents.27 
The National Security Committee of Kazakhstan announced that terrorist cells with 
connections to foreign terrorist groups were uncovered in Almaty and Atyrau regions. 
The Jund al-Khalifah group (the Soldiers of Caliphate) claimed two bomb explosions in 
October 2011 strengthening the government’s conviction in the uptick of religiously 
motivated and foreign-inspired violent extremism in Kazakhstan.28 President Nazarbayev 
said at the time that the threat of a new onslaught of international terrorism was high 
and directed his government to develop an expanded counterterrorism policy that would 
include measures to counter religious extremism.29 The President’s directive laid the basis 
for the development of P/CVE-specific policy, which was approved in October 2013. 
Conceived as an extension of counterterrorism, Kazakhstan’s P/CVE was designed to 
reduce the threat posed by violent extremist groups. It was a reaction to terrorist violence 
in Aktobe, Atyrau and Taraz in 2011, which was a crude awaking to the extremism 
threat that had planted its roots in the country.30

In addition to security interests, Kazakhstan’s P/CVE effort has been driven by its 
identity-related concerns steeped in ideas of regional and global leadership. Claims to 
Kazakhstan’s regional and global standing validated by external recognition of its eco-
nomic progress, domestic stability, and membership in international organizations have 
been intrinsically linked to the Nazarbayev regime’s legitimacy. Kazakhstan’s ambition 
to lead the regional and global fight against extremism has been consistent with its 
drive for international visibility and reputation.31 For instance, during its chairmanship 
of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in 2010, Kazakhstan 
sought to bring attention to the regional problems with terrorism, extremism, and the 
spill-over of the Afghan conflict.32 As a leader of the Organization of the Islamic 
Conference in 2011-2012, Kazakhstan called for common approaches to combatting 
international terrorism. In 2013, Kazakhstan celebrated the 10th anniversary of the 
Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions that it used to position itself 
as a peacemaking platform embracing preventive measures against the violence of any 
kind. The first CVE strategy adopted the same year was a logical step consistent with 
the international image of Kazakhstan as a regional and global leader in peacemaking.

The approval of the second State program on countering religious extremism and 
terrorism for 2018-202233 could also be attributed to the security and identity-related 
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interests of Kazakhstan. A new spate of violence in Summer 2016 when gunmen seized 
caches of weapons and rammed a minibus into the National Guard facility in Aktobe 
came as a shock to state authorities illuminating deficiencies of P/CVE in the country. 
The rising Internet-based outreach by Al-Qaeda and ISIS also made it critically import-
ant for all affected governments to design a counterstrategy to stem the foreign fighters’ 
recruitment.

The institutionalization of CVE in U.S. policies and dissemination of CVE ideas 
globally sent a strong demand signal for a change in the approach to countering ter-
rorism and violent extremism. With technical support from Hedayah and drawing on 
experiences of the U.S., Norway, Finland, Canada, and UAE, Kazakhstan developed a 
new P/CVE program for 2018-2022. Adopted a few months before the United Nations 
unveiled its own plan of action to prevent violent extremism, the new ambitious P/
CVE program positioned Kazakhstan as a regional leader in countering violent 
extremism.34

Finally, in many authoritarian contexts, states’ national interests are inextricably 
connected to the interests of the ruling administration. In Kazakhstan, the interests 
of its authoritarian government as well as the main agencies that have served as a 
bulwark of the non-democratic regime have also played a role in the development of 
the P/CVE program. Kazakhstan’s legal definition of extremism emphasizes the use of 
violence or the threat of violence for obstructing decision-making and challenging the 
political order in Kazakhstan. It demonstrates that its government has been mostly 
concerned with those security challenges that threaten to destabilize the state and, 
therefore, upset the authoritarian status quo. It comes as no surprise that the extremism 
law has been applied to criminalize non-systemic opposition by the ruling regime, like 
the Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan, which was banned as an extremism organization 
in 2018.35 The two main confessions – the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims 
of Kazakhstan (SAMK) and the local synod of the Orthodox Church in Kazakhstan 
have also lobbied the government to place restrictions on the so-called “non-traditional” 
religions.36 The official representatives of the SAMK and Orthodox Church have both 
whipped up the threat posed by the nontraditional religious beliefs and rendered 
themselves to help the state in preventing and countering religious extremist ideas.

The Ideational Sources of Kazakhstan’s P/CVE Program

Interests in national security, regional and global reputation and the regime’s concerns 
with its preservation have served as an impetus for P/CVE development in Kazakhstan. 
Yet, the specific meanings of terrorism and extremism and assumptions that inform 
preventive measures in the republic have been shaped by ideas, i.e. deeply ingrained 
attitudes, preferences, and understandings that underpin conceptions of violent extrem-
ism and its drivers.

First, the Kazakh authorities have habitually portrayed all types of violence in reli-
gious terms making extremism and terrorism synonymous with religious extremism.37 
For example, the government blamed the spate of violence in Atyrau and Taraz in 
2011 and the gunmen attack in Aktobe in 2016 on the Islamists. If Jund al-Kilafah 
(Soldiers of the Caliphate) took responsibility for the 2011 bombings and attacks 
against police, no credible claims of responsibility surfaced for the 2016 attacks, even 
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though the Interior Ministry accused “radical, non-traditional religious movements” 
in violence.38 Similarly, when the protests motivated by political and economic griev-
ances turned violent in Almaty in January 2022, the president dubbed the rioters 
“terrorists” and “Islamists” trained and funded from abroad.39 Because of this tight 
association between extremism and religion, religious (typically Islamic) groups oper-
ating outside the vague confines of the “official” interpretations of Islam40 have been 
banned and their members persecuted on the basis of an excessively broad legal 
definition of extremism.

Second, the religious illiteracy of young people that makes them susceptible to 
“alien” religious ideas propagated by foreign Islamist groups has been regarded as the 
main cause of radicalization. Importantly, this official position resonates with the 
understanding of the process of radicalization by the first-line practitioners in 
Kazakhstan: 80% of the surveyed respondents named the paucity of religious knowledge 
as a key factor contributing to the spread of extremism in the country, while 60% 
pointed out the spread of “non-traditional” religious movements as a driver of extrem-
ism (Figure  1). The second group of factors that the Kazakh public officials and 
first-line practitioners identified as contributors to violent radicalization include a 
criminal past of the offenders, economic challenges (unemployment and inequality) 
and social problems (the lack of life prospects, poor education). However, the govern-
ment has placed considerably more emphasis on the external dimension of radicalization 
while underplaying the role of the domestic context in violent extremism.

Since the “alien” religious ideologies have been viewed as a source of radicalization 
in Kazakhstan, the government has directed the P/CVE efforts of its agencies and 
clergy toward improving citizens’ religious knowledge. The first P/CVE program for 
2013-2018 envisioned “information-explanatory” activities among the groups “vulnerable 
to violent ideology.” Coupled with the extended surveillance of social media for extrem-
ist content, these measures were designed to shape “a consciousness that does not 
accept the ideas of extremism and terrorism” among the citizens of Kazakhstan. The 
second P/CVE program for 2018-2022 doubled down on the advocacy and 

Figure 1. first-line responders on the drivers of radicalization in Kazakhstan. Question: in your 
opinion, what factors and to what extent contribute to the spread of extremism in Kazakhstan (1 
– least, 5 – most)? (mean value)
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counter-propaganda work with religious groups to build citizens’ “immunity to radical 
theology,” combined with the attempts of making the representatives of so-called 
“non-traditional religious groups” to renounce their beliefs.41 Similarly, the first-line 
practitioners placed heavy emphasis on the significance of “information-explanatory” 
work in P/CVE measures. According to the survey respondents, the most effective P/
CVE measures are those that involve activities targeting the representatives of 
“non-traditional religious movements” and outreach activities of information and pro-
paganda groups. On the other hand, engaging representatives of at-risk groups into 
infrastructure development projects in local communities and providing them with job 
opportunities were rated as less effective P/CVE measures (see Figure 2).

The P/CVE experts have questioned whether the increase in religious knowledge 
can prevent the radicalization of the Kazakh citizens. In parts of Central Asia and the 
broader Middle East, the deeper engagement with the Islamic orthodoxy and praxis 
has not prevented the rise in religious extremism.42 Kazakhstan’s beliefs in dangerous 
external religious ideology as a source of radicalization are deeply rooted in the his-
torical collective and individual understandings of religion informed by the Soviet-era 
politics and reinforced by the religious renaissance experiences during the first decade 
of Kazakhstan’s independence. The Kazakhstani government’s discourse of religious 
extremism perpetuating the dichotomy of “good” and “bad” or “local” and “foreign” 
Islam has its roots in the Soviet-era juxtapositions of “official” versus “parallel” religion. 
The former was viewed as apolitical and linked to ethnonational identification, while 
the latter was practiced clandestinely and deemed to be subversive to the secular nature 
of Kazakhstan.43 The securitization of Islam during the “global war on terror” also 
contributed to the strengthening of Kazakhstan’s views on the natures and sources of 
violent radicalization. The Kazakh government appropriated “traditional” Islam, por-
trayed as a constituent element of the national identity and cultural tradition, as 

Figure 2. first-line responders on the most effective P/CVe measures. Please, rate the effectiveness 
of the listed activities in preventing extremism drawing on the experiences in the region where you 
work (1 – the least effective, 5 – the most effective), %
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consistent with its identity of a “modern” state. Simultaneously, it has exploited the 
idea of “radical” and “foreign” Islam associated with violence and radicalization to 
justify extensive religious restrictions.

The Impact of Institutional Legacies on Kazakhstan’s P/CVE

Despite the renewed emphasis on prophylactic and informational measures designed 
to prevent the spread of extremism in Kazakhstan, the republic’s P/CVE has retained 
a heavy emphasis on hard security measures. The State Program for Combating 
Religious Extremism and Terrorism in Kazakhstan for 2018-2022 names the detection 
and suppression of religious extremism and terrorism through enhanced activities of 
special forces and law enforcement agencies among the three pillars of extremism 
counteraction. A bulk of resources allocated for the Program’s implementation have 
been channelled toward intelligence gathering, crime investigation, border control, 
training police in terrorist profiling techniques, and improving the facilities and infra-
structure of local law enforcement. This enduring punitive and coercive nature of 
Kazakhstan’s P/CVE stems from the institutional legacies associated with the inordinate 
influence of national security services in the country’s domestic affairs.

The National Security Committee (NSC) of Kazakhstan is the successor to the 
former republican Committee for State Security (KGB). Following its independence in 
1991, Kazakhstan, similar to other Central Asian republics, re-concentrated control of 
the national and local politics and economy around security services, which became 
the guarantors of internal and external security of the governing regime.44 Initially 
focused on surveillance of activities by political opposition and wealthy business elite, 
the NSC grew more powerful when it became a lead agency in counterterrorism. The 
NSC initiated the creation of counterterrorism training and fighting units and estab-
lished operational headquarters in Astana and regional centers for implementing timely 
and comprehensive measures for suppressing manifestations of terrorism. In 2004, the 
NCS stood up its Anti-Terrorism Center responsible for the coordination of counter-
terrorism and counter-extremism activities of various state bodies.

Kazakhstan’s P/CVE grew out of and builds on its counterterrorism framework. The 
State Program for Combating Religious Extremism and Terrorism in Kazakhstan for 
2018-2022 was developed by the NSC, which continues coordinating and overseeing 
counterterrorism and P/CVE activities at both national and local levels. For example, 
the NSC is responsible for nine out of thirteen goals of the Program, and is listed in 
some kind of administrative capacity for all of them. The NSC’s Anti-Terrorism Center 
is the national repository of all information – national and local - pertaining to the 
P/CVE program’s implementation.45 This information is collected through the heads 
of the territorial organs of the NSC, which heads serve as the deputy chairs of the 
local branches of the Anti-Terrorism Center.46

The NSC is not the only security agency responsible for the P/CVE program. It is 
assisted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Prosecutor General’s Office, and the 
Presidential Security Service, which personnel has wide discretion in determining what 
qualifies as terrorism or extremism and launching prosecution on terrorism or extrem-
ism charges. In short, Kazakhstan’s security services have hijacked the conversation on 
how to respond to the threat of terrorism and extremism,47 pushing for broader 
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surveillance powers, stricter internal migration laws,48 heavier punishments, and greater 
religious restrictions.

The preeminent position of security services in Kazakhstan’s domestic affairs has 
two significant implications for P/CVE. Because of their extensive counterterrorism 
and counter-extremism mandates, national security agencies have been able to not 
only define state responses to terrorism and extremism but also shape the official 
discourse and popular imaginations about the nature and magnitude of the terrorist 
and extremist danger. While Kazakhstan has been placed in a lower risk category for 
terrorism by international observers,49 three-quarters of its population report a great 
deal of concern with terrorism.50 In our survey of first-line practitioners, nearly 85% 
of respondents considered extremism as a real problem in their region. While the 
government and security officials have downplayed the threat of terrorism in commu-
nications with foreign audiences (ostensibly, for attracting investments), they have 
amplified the message of danger at home by presenting religious radicalization and 
violence as a chief security threat and reporting uncovered and thwarted acts of ter-
rorism or the spikes in crimes of terrorist and extremist nature.

The tight control of preventive P/CVE measures by Kazakhstan’s security service 
has also resulted in the lack of transparency in and accountability for their implemen-
tation. There are no publicly available reports detailing the measures and effects of 
the state P/CVE program.51 Instead, the NSC representatives have typically sent a short 
public statement of the trumpeted success of P/CVE at the end of each calendar year 
since 2013.52

Another implication of security services’ dominance in the field of P/CVE has to 
do with the extension of their practices, institutional priorities, and incentives into 
the work on extremism counteraction. One of these practices involves a deliberate 
exaggeration of crime rates by the law-enforcement officials to meet the pre-set quotas. 
As many post-Soviet states, Kazakhstan continues relying on reported statistics of 
discovered crimes for evaluating law-enforcement personnel. To put it simply, each 
police department (and procurator’s office) has a set quota for crimes that they need 
to investigate. These figures may be set in response to a demand signal from the 
government (e.g. when the President declares terrorism or drug trafficking a chief 
national concern and calls on law enforcement to get tough on organized crime and 
terrorism) and are supposed to reflect the level of threat as well as improvements in 
counteracting it. Facing the prospects of administrative reprimand or being sidelined 
in salary raises and promotions, law enforcement and security agents at all levels do 
their outmost to demonstrate the effectiveness of their work, including by meeting the 
crime quotes.53 The legal ambiguities in definitions of terrorism and extremism in 
Kazakhstan and the lack of differentiation between violent and nonviolent extremism 
offer ample opportunities for broad interpretation and political exploitation of 
these terms.

The Committee for Religious Affairs of the Ministry of Information and Social 
Development (MISD) has been tasked with carrying out the “preventive” aspects of P/
CVE in Kazakhstan. According to the Kazakh officials, radicalization stems from “the 
spread of radical and destructive religious ideology in the society.”54 Subsequently, the 
Committee for Religious Affairs coordinates various informational-explanatory activities 
targeting “at-risk” individuals and communities.55 It also monitors the Internet and social 
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platforms for the presence of extremist information, participates in the rehabilitation of 
the “victims of destructive ideology,” and provides religious expertise in criminal cases 
on charges of terrorism and extremism. The personnel of the MISD, in turn, develops 
all guidance and materials for information-explanatory and rehabilitation work that are 
used by the first-line responders throughout the country. Since the first-line responders 
are also under the direct supervision of the NCS through its regional offices and 
anti-terrorist commissions, the MISD has limited authority to monitor the implementation 
of preventive measures and no direct leverage over the practitioners.

The competing pressures of P/CVE securitization coming from security agencies, 
on one hand, and demands for more highly prescriptive information-explanatory work, 
on the other, have resulted in considerable disagreements among the first-line practi-
tioners over the effectiveness of different approaches to counter radicalization. Asked 
to comment on the ways to improve the effectiveness of P/CVE in their regions, some 
first-line practitioners suggested criminalizing the “destructive religious movements” 
and extending sanctions against their representatives. Others have advocated for the 
respect of freedom of conscience in Kazakhstan and cautioned against the “oppression 
of believers.” While the growing number of the first-line practitioners have come to 
realize that they cannot “persuade” representatives of vulnerable groups out of radi-
calization, the top-down and highly prescriptive approach to prevention56 wrapped in 
the dominant ideas about the role of religious ideology in radicalization in Kazakhstan 
continues limiting their work.

Discussion and Conclusions

P/CVE is premised on the idea that violent extremism cannot be countered exclusively 
with intelligence, law enforcement, and military means. Effective P/CVE requires actions 
on multiple fronts, including the provision of educational and economic opportunities, 
measures to empower youth and other marginalized constituencies, comprehensive 
community-based work, and more. Governments cannot deliver on this wide-ranging 
agenda alone and must involve civil society and community actors.57 Although, states 
continue to place different values on P/CVE, many have developed strategies to prevent 
and counter violent extremism to complement existing counterterrorism agendas.58

Much of the existing scholarship on P/CVE focuses on the evaluation, i.e. assessment 
of the implementation and effects of P/CVE measures. And, while we still lack com-
pelling evidence-based conclusions on which approaches work and which don’t, there 
has been some convergence toward public diplomacy and online interventions to 
remove extremist content, outreach, dialogue, and capacity-building approaches in local 
communities, early intervention measures to identify at-risk populations, and CVE 
training for law enforcement, social workers, educators, and health professionals.59 At 
the same time, excessive securitization of P/CVE issues has become a widespread 
problem. Definitional ambiguities and scope issues continue to limit the P/CVE work. 
Human rights groups have criticized P/CVE initiatives for their infringements on civil 
and political freedoms and their propensity to prop up discrimination against certain 
religious and belief communities.60

Our study sought to broaden the P/CVE assessment from the “what” and “how” 
questions (What do countries do in the P/CVE area? How do they define and 
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implement P/CVE measures?) to the underlying “why” issues (Why do countries choose 
to define and approach P/CVE in certain ways?). Our position is that a better under-
standing of the drivers of countries’ P/CVE is important for deriving more meaningful 
and actionable recommendations about changes in P/CVE measures for increasing 
their effectiveness.

Toward this goal of explaining states’ P/CVE policies and programs, we put forth 
a general framework emphasizing the influence of interests, ideas, and institutions 
(3-Is). Jointly, these concepts direct our attention to pragmatic and ideational aspects 
of policymaking as well as the countries’ institutional legacies. We applied the 3-Is 
framework to the case of Kazakhstan to illuminate and explain certain highly visible 
aspects of its P/CVE program.

While Kazakhstan is positioning itself as one of the champions of the movement 
toward a world free of terrorism, and is politically interested in this fight (by providing 
a platform for Syrian peace negotiations, organizing the return of citizens from terri-
tories formerly occupied by the ISIS camps, etc.), its own P/CVE policy retains con-
troversial elements and is, arguably, ineffective. Kazakhstan’s P/CVE blurs the lines 
between counterterrorism and countering violent extremism, confounds extremism 
with “foreign” and “radical” Islam, conflates radicalization with violence, and contains 
a narrow range of alternative narratives and “soft” measures against violent extremism. 
We attribute these aspects of Kazakhstan’s P/CVE to the outsized role of security 
services in formulating, implementing, and overseeing the P/CVE measures, enduring 
(if simplistic) beliefs about the “real” (authentic) and “foreign” (dangerous) Islam in 
Kazakhstan, and the regime’s interests in political stability that is necessary for its 
survival. In addition, the superimposed extensive counterterrorism measures pushed 
for adoption by various global actors, including the U.S. and Russia, coupled with 
attempts to appear "progressive" in the eyes of Western partners, have left the author-
ities of Kazakhstan with little room to manoeuvre.

The ideas offered as alternative narratives to the notion of religiously motivated 
violent extremism remain on the margins of Kazakhstan’s society. These alternatives 
come from either the general narratives, such as patriotism and multiculturalism, or 
specific ideologies such as the Hanafi madhhab of Islam, as interpreted by the "official" 
Kazakh clergy. Unfortunately, over the years of the existence of the P/CVE policy, civil 
society groups and activists have not been invited to the dialogue over P/CVE mea-
sures, although they could have popularized these narratives.

The institutional crisis of the P/CVE policy is well illustrated by the events of 
January 2022 (also known as the “Bloody January”). The degradation and corruption 
of power structures, combined with the accumulated problems of political transition,61 
led to the use of “sleeper cells” for political struggle, or even their independent 
involvement in such.62 With enough connections and resources, they were able to 
quickly mobilize in the wake of the socio-economic demands of the protesters and 
the idea of confronting the political status quo in the country.

Kazakhstan is not along in securitizing the P/CVE to limit space for political and 
religious freedom and suppress opposition to the regime. Other countries have also 
manipulated the P/CVE discourse and relied on the shaky conceptual foundations of 
preventive measures divorced from the evidence of the drivers of radicalization. 
Affecting these deeply entrenched interests and conceptions of threat is challenging. 
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Successful P/CVE programs inevitably push against politically sensitive areas that many 
international partners seek to avoid. However, the failure to acknowledge and address 
these interest-based, ideational, and institutional drivers runs the risk of proliferation 
in ineffective and counterproductive P/CVE policies.
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