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This article analyses the changing policy content in dealing with re-
ligious topics in the cyberspace using an example of Kazakhstan. First, it
looks at the current trends in the new media and changing nature of the
Internet services and discourses, focusing on the religious content. Second,
it assesses the policy responses of the government and official Muslim es-
tablishment in Kazakhstan as they have lately begun developing their very
own digital activities by creating websites such as http://www.din.gov.kz/,
www.azan.kz, www.e-islam.kz and some others. Third, it summarizes the
finding of the research and discusses some policy implications.
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Makanapa KasakcraH MbiCaAbiHAQ KMOEPKEHICTIKTEri AiHM TaKbIpbIn-
Tapfa KATbICTbl CasicaT Ma3MYyHbIHbIH ©3repyi TaAAaHaAbl. bipiHwiaeH, Ma-
KaAaAa AiHM Ma3MYHAbI HErisre aAa oTbIpbir, XaHa OyKapaAblk, aknapar
KYPaAAQPbIHbIH aFbIMAAFbI YPAICTEPI MEH MHTEPHET-KbI3MET KOPCETY >Ko-
He AMCKYPCTapAbIH, 63repMeAi cunatbl KapacTbipblAaAbl. EKiHWiAeH Ma-
Karapa KasakcraHAaFbl YKIMET MeH pecMm MyCbIAMaHAbIK, KQybIMAACTbI-
FbIHbIH CTPATErMsAbIK LWapaAapbiHa 6ara 6epiaeai. Corfbl ke3aepi http://
www.din.gov.kz/, www.azan.kz , www.e-islam.kz cekirai aepbec Be6-
CaMTTap alwblAAbL. YWIiHLWIAEH, MaKaAaAQ 3epTTey HOTUXKEAepi KOPbITbIH-
AbIAQHbIM, KENOIp casic carpapAapbl TaAKbIAAHAADI.

Ty#HiH ce3aep: SAEKTPOHABI YKIMET, MEMAEKETTIK casicaT, MHTepHeT-
Teri Mcaamra KaTbICTbl Ma3MyH, XKaHa ByKapaablk aknapart KypaAAapbl.

B cTatbe aHaAM3MPYETCS MEHSIoLLEECs COAEpPIKaHME MOAUTUKM B OT-
HOLLIEHWSX C PEAMIMO3HbIMU TeMaMM B KMGEPNPOCTPAHCTBE Ha Mpume-
pe KasaxcraHa. Bo-nepBbix, CTaTbsi paCMOTPMBAET TEKYLUME TEHAEHLIMN
B HOBbIX CPEACTBAX MaCCOBOM MHMOPMALMM M MEHSIOLIMIACS XapakTep
MHTEPHET-YCAYT M AMCKYPCOB, COCPEAOTOUMB BHMMAHME HA PEAMIMO3-
HOM CoAep>KaHnW. BO-BTOpbIX, CTaTbsl OLEHMBAET CTpaTernyeckme Mepbl
NPaBUTEALCTBA U OPULIMAABHOIO MYCYABMAHCKOrO AyxoBeHcTBa B Kasa-
XCTaHe, TO, Kak OHW B MOCAeAHee Bpemsi HadaAu pa3pabarbiBaTb CBOIO
COBCTBEHHYIO AESTEAbHOCTb MyTeM CO3AaHUSI Be6-CalTOB, TakMX Kak
http:/www.din.gov.kz/, www.azan.kz, www.e-islam.kz u1 HekoTopble
Apyrue. B-TpeTbux, CTaTbe CyMMUPYETCS BbIBOA MCCAEAOBAHMS M 0BCY K-
AQIOTCS HEKOTOPbIE MOAUTUYECKME MOCAEACTBUS.

KAtoueBble CAOBa: 3AEKTPOHHOE MPABUTEAbCTBO, FOCYAQpPCTBEHHAs!
MOAUTMKA, MCAAMCKOE COAEp>KaHue B MHTepHeTe, HOBble CpeACTBa Mac-
COBOM MH(popmMaumm.



UDC 11.15.89

E-GOV AND CHANGING
POLICY APPROACH

ON THE NEW MEDIA:
KAZAKHSTAN'’S POLICY
ON ISLAMIC CONTENT
ON THE INTERNET

ISSN 1563-0242

*Abazov R., Alexandrova I.

Al-farabi Kazakh National University, Kazakhstan, Almaty
*E-mail: r.abazov@yahoo.com

The Internet as a New Frontier

A resent study iPolitics: Citizens, Elections, and Governing in
the New Media Era (Richard L. Fox and Jennifer M. Ramos, 2012)
suggests that changes in the traditional and new media environment
would impact on the dynamics of domestic politics in many coun-
tries from around the world and these changes in the media envi-
ronment would affect on how effectively «netroot» activism would
organize competing political constituencies to achieve desirable
public policy outcomes. In this context the governments reinvent it-
self as e-governments and citizens increasingly organize themselves
as «e-netizensy» [1]. One of the important constituencies in iPolitics
is Muslim communities in different countries both in the West and
in the East.

Muslim communities in Kazakhstan, like elsewhere in the Mus-
lim world, have been quite active in exploring various religious is-
sues in everyday life especially in the context of the latest waves of
religious confrontation and radicalization in the Middle East. The
battles between radical and liberal-minded Muslim groups in Egypt,
Syria and Turkey have been at some distance and do not necessarily
reflect religious discourse in Kazakh society. Yet, many members of
the society of Kazakhstan have wanted to explore their own identi-
ties — different from those of the Middle East — and to uncover their
own authoritative and adequate sources of religious interpretation of
everyday life and issues.

There was a time when Muslim communities in Kazakhstan — as
in many other countries in the Muslim world — viewed any religious
content and discourses on the Internet with great suspicion, as this
platform was paradoxically often dominated by radical conserva-
tive groups and views, rather than by modern mainstream religious
intelligentsia. Hardliners who were denied access to the mainstream
mass media, had already embraced the Internet as an unrestricted
and almost unlimited channel for communicating their ideas since
the late 1990s (Bunt, 2003). However, during the last decade the
situation has radically changed and more mainstream groups and the
religious establishment itself have embraced the Internet.

And there are many reasons for ordinary people in Kazakhstan,
like believers in other parts of Central and South Asia, to turn to the
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Internet in search of information. For example, these
days Muslims get most of their updated information
about everyday issues such as the time for daily
prayers, Ramadan dates (fasting), and consultations
on dietary issues during and beyond the Ramadan
month. In addition, as the traditional conservative
model of family has rapidly changed under the pres-
sure of globalization and the changing social land-
scape, many young people have turned to the Inter-
net in search for consultations on family and private
relations issues such as sex before marriage, and
lately to access various «Muslim-regulation compli-
ant» dating websites (e.g., http://nikah1.ru/). Impor-
tantly many people — both young and old — turn to
the Internet for consultations and alternative views
on social and political issues, searching for political
mainstream ideas against extreme radical thoughts
that are very often popularized both on the Internet
and in some mosques and religious gatherings. So-
called «Fatwa shopping» (search for authoritative
religious opinion) and «Imam shopping» [2] (search
for appropriate theological opinions) is just emerg-
ing, but is also growing (Schanzer and Miller, 2012).
The growth of Islamic content and Islamic dis-
course and consultations has been boosted in Ka-
zakhstan like in many other countries in Central and
South Asia by two factors. First, during the last de-
cade Kazakhstan has experienced one of the highest
rates of Information and Communication Technol-
ogy (ICT) growth in the region and the growth of
information content in the Internet universe. The es-
tablishment of high quality and high speed Internet
fiber optic lines and mobile Internet in 3G format
significantly widened access to the Internet not only
on the traditional PC but also on all kinds of mobile
platforms and devices (Abazov, Alim, 2011) [3].
Today, the Internet in Kazakhstan — like in neigh-
boring Central Asian republics and Xingjian Auton-
omous province of the PRC (which hosts a signifi-
cant Kazakh community) — can supply discussions
and religious opinions on practically any issue. Yet,
until recently most of the content came from coun-
tries other than Kazakhstan. On the demand side,
however, language has represented a significant
barrier and amplifier for accessing information and
discussing Internet content. For example, authorita-
tive sources in Arabic are accessible to every person
in the country almost without restriction, however
only the religious establishment and Islamic schol-
ars can easily read and understand materials in that
language. There is a wealth of materials available in
the Turkish language — one of the closest languages
in the Turkic language group — which most Kazakhs
can understand. Yet, the Turkish religious terminol-

ogy and literary language is sufficiently different
enough (and comes in a different script: Latin for
Turkish, while Kazakh is in Cyrillic) to limit the au-
dience in Kazakhstan to those segments of educated
professionals who are fluent in Turkish. Many peo-
ple in the country understand the Russian language,
and Muslim communities in the Russian Federation
have been very active in creating a large number of
websites and Internet services in Russian. Yet, most
Kazakh netizens outside of the major metropolitan
areas of Almaty and Astana prefer to use the Kazakh
language to access information and services online.

Kazakhstan’s Policy Response to Growing Is-
lamic Content on the Internet

The growth of demand for indigenous religious
content, growth of religious mainstream activism
among young professionals, and support from the
state and state institutions have led to the emergence
of indigenous Kazakh religious content on the Inter-
net, which has intensified since 2010 and 2011. As
of February 2014 there were between 100 and 200
websites that are more or less regularly maintained
and actively supported by various Kazakh groups,
and that provide religious information, services and
various forms of consultation. These sites are kept
updated and attract traffic among followers.

The content providers can be divided into the
three major groups. One group represents the gov-
ernment agencies and government-endorsed entities
dealing with religious issues (e.g., www.din.gov.kz)
[4]. The second division represents various religious
establishment groups who are keen to promote so-
cial networking and discourse among like-minded
communities and to serve as a platform for bring-
ing together individuals and groups formed usually
around mosques and religious educational institu-
tions (e.g., www.azan.kz formerly www.meshit.kz).
The third major group represents NGOs and some
individual activists who would like to share infor-
mation and increase awareness among fellow neti-
zens on various religious issues (e.g., www.e-islam.
kz) [5].

The website www.din.gov.kz of the Agency for
Religious Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan
(Razakcran pecnyOnuKachl JiH icTepi areHTTITiHIH
pecmu — in Kazakh), which is the main Islamic au-
thority in the country, is an illustrative example of
an attempt by the main religious government insti-
tution in the country to establish its own presence
within the global digital universe and reach out to
a younger generation of believers in the country. It
provides extensive information about the agency’s
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activities and outreach programs and lately has been
discussing various religious topics.

The www.azan.kz is the website of the Cen-
tral Mosque of Almaty, [6] and is tailored for the
Muslim community of Kazakhstan’s largest multi-
ethnic city, financial center and transportation hub.
It is a multi-level platform and one-stop informa-
tion portal which covers all major aspects of reli-
gious life and lately has even been publishing fatwas
(religious opinion on various issues). It is very dy-
namic, professionally maintained and updated, and
has been ranked first in attracting traffic among reli-
gious websites in the country for three years in a row
(see Figure 1). Very close behind is www.muftiyat.
kz which represents the spiritual administration of
Muslims in Kazakhstan. This site is also an online
popular platform, ranking second among the 36
main religious websites in 2011 and 2012 though it
was in third place in 2013 (see Figure 1).

The site www.e-islam.kz is a newcomer in the
Kazakhstan Internet universe having been created in fall
2013. It was established with the support of the Spiritual
Administration of Muslims of Kazakhstan, Agency
for Religious Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan
and Central Communication. It is specifically oriented
towards youth, educating them on various religious
issues and providing consultations on the most pressing
topics. It is built as a simple and slim communicative
platform that provides space for questions and answers
on a wide variety of religious issues, has a discussion
page, electronic library and multimedia page, a section
for comments from readers, etc.

The most popular topics on these portals usually
cover arange of social, family and theological issues.
Issues frequently discussed included those related to
family matters such as marriage, divorce, polygamy,
dating and relations between men and women
before marriage, women and gender in Islam, and
other related topics. In addition, people often ask
about and discuss themes related to religious dietary
restrictions, dress code and fasting during and
outside Ramadan (month of fasting in the Islamic
calendar). Quite regularly these webpages organize
or report from various discussion meetings and
roundtables on Islamic radicalism, radicalization of
some segments of youth, and ways of dealing with
the «spread of radical extremism» [7].

E-gov and Changing Policy Approach on the
New Media: The Trends in Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan’s  policy-makers have begun
changing their policy approaches to the Internet

in general, [8] and to the religious content on the
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New Media in response to the dynamics of the
development of e-resources and Internet content
on Islamic issues established by the Muslim
communities in Kazakhstan. The policy-officials
have begun understanding that after a slow start and
some missteps the Muslim e-community is here to
stay and will continue to grow.

These changes were evident in policy discourses
on public responses in inner policy circles and in
various think tank studies on the issue. The initial
rejection of dealing with the Internet and New Media
and suggestions for outright closure or blocking such
websites was replaced by more nuanced approach of
working on creating very own e-content (personal
interviews with experts and government officials in
Kazakhstan, 2014). Indeed, an increasing number
of Kazakh citizens, especially young people, are
embracing the Internet as a source of information,
social networking and discussions on a variety
of important issues. Empirical observations and
studies of these websites and blogs suggest that all
segments of Kazakh society are embracing these
platforms for communicating ideas. Interviews
and empirical studies also suggest that mainstream
Muslim groups have significantly increased their
presence in the digital universe and have replaced
radical and extremist content in the digital universe
with Kazakh Internet content.

An unexpected conclusion (which needs some
additional and detailed empirical exploration)
suggests that contrary to the expectations of local
researchers and experts, the Muslim community
in Kazakhstan are very active on the Internet and
increasingly ready to use various e-platforms,
including emerging applications for smartphones,
for communication purposes and for with other
communities and various institutions of the state and
civil society in the country.

Notes

The author would like to acknowledge that
the earlier and shorter version of this article was
published at Asian Politics and Policy, 3, 2014.

1. For detailed review see Abazov, Rafis, and
Gulsara Zhunusbekova (2013). iPolitics: Citizens,
Elections, and Governing in the New Media
Era, by Richard L. Fox and Jennifer M. Ramos.
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly,
December, 90: 820-822,

2. The trend emerged in some Western
countries and in the Middle East, reflecting a search
for religious allies and likeminded communities of
believers.
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3. For review of the Kazakhstan’s government
policy initiatives in the e-content see: Abazov, Rafis,
and Elmira Alim. (2012). Observing the Global
Financial Crisis from the Developing World: The Case
of Kazakhstan. Asian Politics and Policy, 4. 276-278.

4. According to the Constitution of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, Kazakhstan is a secular state where
religion is separated from the state. The state deals
with religious issues through the Agency for Reli-
gious Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan (http://
www.din.gov.kz/eng/index.php).

5. There have been many attempts to estab-
lish websites with radical Islamic content; however

these efforts have been blocked by the Kazakh gov-
ernment.

6. According to the official statistics provided
by the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Ka-
zakhstan, there were 2,228 officially registered
mosques in the country as of January 2013.

7. Retrieved from http://e-islam.kz/ru/contents/
view/1660 (accessed on March 15, 2014).

8. For review of the Kazakhstan’s government
policy on e-content see: Abazov, Rafis, and Elmira
Alim. (2012). Observing the Global Financial Crisis
from the Developing World: The Case of Kazakh-
stan. Asian Politics and Policy, 4. 276-278.
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