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ABSTRACT

This Policy Brief provides analysis of the key challenges of pre-
venting online extremism in Turkmenistan, as well as a sum-
mary of the comprehensive study of the narratives and value 
attitudes broadcasted by violent extremist organizations and 
leaders through online platforms. Based on the data obtained, 
recommendations were also suggested to the main stakehold-
ers involved in the prevention of violent extremism in the media 
space.

«BANNED 
ORGANIZATIONS» 
IN TURKMENISTAN

According to Article 7 of the Law of Turkmenistan «On Freedom of Religion 
and Religious Organizations» dated March 26, 2016,1 the activities of religious 
organizations, which are «secretly implementing religious activities» (that is, 
unregistered ones), promoting terrorism and committing other crimes, as 
well as promulgating them, are prohibited (para.2); «The activities of parties 
on a religious basis, the creation and activity of religious organizations, the 
goals and actions of which are aimed at establishing the rule of one religion 
in the state, incitement of religious hatred and enmity, including those 
associated with violence or calls to violence and other illegal actions» (para.6) 
are forbidden as well.

At the same time, there is no public official list of banned terrorist and 
extremist organizations in Turkmenistan (in contrast to other Central Asian 
countries). Formally, the procedure for the injunction of organizations as 
«terrorist» is provided by Article 31 of the Law «On Countering Terrorism» 
dated November 25, 2017.2 The law provided for the possibility of banning any 
organization as «terrorist» only in relation to organizations or their branches 
officially registered (possess the legal entity status) in Turkmenistan. This 
significantly narrows the scope of the possible application of the relevant 
article of the law, since the organizations included in the sanctions lists of the 
UN Security Council or in the lists of banned organizations in other Central 
Asian states have never been registered in Turkmenistan.

1 The text of the law is available on http://www.turkmenistan.gov.tm/?id=10793.
2 The text of the law is available on http://www.minjust.gov.tm/mcenter-single-ru/286.
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Taking into account absence of an official list of banned extremist organiza-
tions, for this study, the documents and materials at the researchers’ disposal 
related to several criminal and extradition cases of recent years were analyz-
ed. Their analysis made it possible to determine that in the official Turkmen 
sources, as violent Islamist groups seeking to overthrow the existing state 
system in Turkmenistan, in recent years are mentioned: 1) the «Jihadists» re-
ligious extremist organization, 2) «Wahhabi» (Wahhabis) and «Selefi» (Salaf-
is) organizations, and 3) «Hizb ut-Tahrir.» All these communities (except for 
«Hizb ut-Tahrir») are not united organizations, their names are used as some 
conditional generic brands.

From the groups operating in Syria only the «Islamic State» (hereinafter - IS) 
is indicated in the documents, the name of which, presumably, is used as a 
generalized label for various jihadist groups operating in Syria. Instances of 
the departure of citizens of Turkmenistan to IS and the latter’s involvement 
in campaigning in support of IS inside of the state and among citizens of 
Turkmenistan who are abroad are mentioned. There is no mention of any IS 
activities directed against Turkmenistan. The names of other jihadist commu-
nities in Syria, including those popular among immigrants from Central Asia, 
are not found in the available documents.

Some materials contain references to the Muslim Brotherhood (Al-Ikhwan 
al-Muslimun). It is mentioned in the context of the fact that communication 
between the citizens of Turkmenistan and its supporters abroad leads to rad-
icalization. Several years ago, Turkmen students in Egypt, suspected of com-
municating with the «Muslim brothers,» faced problems in their homeland. 
However, now the «Egyptian direction» is not considered by the Turkmen au-
thorities as important, most of the young Turkmen Islamists, who appeared 
in the lists of the special services have left Egypt.

After the failed coup attempt in Turkey in 2016, the authorities of Turkmeni-
stan also included the movement of supporters of Fethullah Gülen (referred 
to as the «fethullahçilar» community) and the so-called «nurcular» (apolitical 
groups of followers of Said Nursi studying books from the  «Risale-i Nur» 
collection). According to the official interpretation, the «fethullahçilar» com-
munity is part of the «nurzhular» religious movement. Criminal cases against 
the alleged «fethullahçilar» have attracted foreign media attention. However, 
in accordance with the research methodology, the narratives of these two 
groups in Turkmenistan are excluded from our analysis.

GENERAL  
DESCRIPTION OF THE 
SITUATION WITH  
THE DISSEMINATION  
OF PROHIBITED 
RELIGIOUS CONTENT  
IN TURKMENISTAN

3 This hypothesis was confirmed by studying the available online materials in the Turkmen language, as well as 
during examination of correspondence and interviews with a number of people, who maintain contact with sources 
inside Turkmenistan (among them the journalist of «Azatlyk,» the RFE/RL Turkmen Service in Prague; «Turkmen 
Initiative» organization in Vienna, which has a correspondent network within Turkmenistan; several Muslims living 
in different countries, connected in the past with Turkmen Salafi groups in Russia, Turkmenistan, and Egypt; civic 
activist in Ashgabat, etc.). Contacts with some other Turkmen emigrants, including a meeting in Istanbul in October 
2020 with activists of the new Turkmen protest movement, did little to add to the overall picture.

Unlike other Central Asian countries where radicals actively use the Inter-
net to spread their narratives, currently the Turkmen internet segment (in-
cluding social networks) lacks systematic and intensive propaganda aimed at 
strengthening the influence of radical Islamist groups within Turkmenistan3. 

During the examination of the online sources, researchers didn’t find mate-
rials prepared on behalf of any well-known religious-extremist or terrorist 
organizations targeted at an audience within Turkmenistan (materials pub-
lished in the Turkmen language in the Latin alphabet or in the Cyrillic alpha-
bet that are still widespread,  also in Russian and English for Hizb ut-Tahrir 
were studied). There are no known armed or other formations in conflict 
zones in the Middle East and beyond, which would be headed by a native of 
Turkmenistan or in which the citizens of Turkmenistan would constitute a 
significant part or majority. Also, no active religious leaders or prominent re-
ligious bloggers associated with unofficial Islam, who systematically dissem-
inate their materials in the Turkmen language over the Internet, have been 
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4 A compilation of several reports on Turkmen fighters is presented in the book by Karin E., Zenn J. Between ISIS and 
Al-Qaeda: Central Asian Fighters in the Syrian War. Astana, 2017, p. 197.
5 With regard to all content in different languages, the Brand Analytics program (hereinafter - BA) identified 120 ma-
terials (texts, reposts, comments, etc.) in social networks for the specified period, presumably related to Turkmeni-
stan and containing terms from the vocabulary agreed in within the project methodology. A review of the accounts 
of the authors of these materials (in addition to a small number of blocked, deleted, or closed for viewing) showed 
that the authors of less than half of the texts identified by BA regularly turn to Islamic topics. The overwhelming 
majority of them demonstrated interest in various aspects of Islamic topics, not related to the theme of the pro-
ject. At the same time, not all authors who indicated their location as Turkmenistan were in fact in this country or 
were associated with it. So, for instance,  Julaybib Ibn Ahmad, who allegedly lives in Ashgabat and used elements 
of jihadist symbols in the design of the page (http://ok.ru/profile/553099539961), according to the content of the 
account and the list of friends, is a native Uzbek from southern Kyrgyzstan. His materials have nothing to do with 
Turkmenistan. Julaybib Ibn Ahmad’s page (91 subscribers) is the most radical one discovered by BA in the «Turkmen 
segment» of social networks. Among other «Turkmen radicals» we can mention the ethnic Azeri from Krasnovodsk, 
Habil Mahmudoglu, 43 years old (200 friends), who posted, among other things, reposts from TikTok of emotional 
speeches of the North Caucasian Salafi preacher Imam Mitsaev in Russian (http://ok.ru / profile / 507803264853). 
User Ishankuli Fayzullaev (http://www.facebook.com/ishankuli.fayzullayev) is probably a native Turkmen. On his 
Russian-language Facebook page, he declares his rejection of terrorism, while reposting materials about the oppres-
sion of Muslims in the world; asks readers why the world is weak in responding to the harassment of Uyghurs in 
China and Guantanamo detainees; calls on Turkmen to boycott French goods over Macron’s stance on the Prophet 
cartoons (28/10/2020). According to some comments, this person is not a young man. The audience of his posts is 
small. Several other «Turkmen users» identified by BA are trying to systematically post religious lectures and other 
materials on Islam. Of all these authors, only in relation to Julaybib Ibn Ahmad, there is reason to assume his possi-
ble connection with one of the violent religious extremist organizations.

It is significant that the use of «Brand Analytics» for the data 
search for the period from 01.01.2019 to 01.05.2020 gave a very 
low result for the Turkmen-language sources.5 

This decline is especially noticeable in the face of the avalanche-like 
distribution of materials criticizing the Turkmen government in the second 
half of 2019 and especially in 2020. The new Turkmen protest movement 
abroad quickly spread and even tried to move the protest activity into the 
country in the fall of 2020. There has been an abrupt increase in the interest 
of the Turkmen audience in various kinds of on-line materials containing 
criticism of the authorities.6 However, religious themes are practically not 
represented in them.

Certainly, the activities of radical Islamist groups within Turkmenistan have 
not stopped, despite all the tightening and persecution, but their activity is 
now low and the dissemination of ideological content occurs, as a rule, out-
side the online space. While Turkmenistan’s intelligence services continue to 
respond harshly and often disproportionately (by Western standards) to per-
ceived religious radicalism, threats posed by foreign religious radicals have 
receded into the background for the government in 2019-2020, compared to 
concerns about increasing the influence of a new protest movement that has 
arisen among Turkmen migrants abroad. 

The small number of online materials in Turkmen language related to the 
subject of the project can be partially explained by extremely tight govern-
ment control over the Internet. Turkmenistan ranks number 4 in the world 
for most severely restricting internet access7. Some users have access to 
blocked networks through VPN services, but access to them gets blocked as 
well, and there is a constant need to look for new ways to bypass the blocks 8. 
 Almost the only widespread messenger in Turkmenistan is IMO.IM. Addi-
tional problem limiting the use of online resources for the dissemination of 
radical content within the country is weak Internet network. The Internet is 
available to only 26 percent of the population and its regular cost is a serious 
burden on the budget of an average family. Internet speed in Turkmenistan 
is the lowest in the world9. 

identified. The limited number of materials allegedly related to the persecut-
ed Islamic communities in Turkmenistan, which are available online, as the 
study showed, are almost completely anonymous, only a few names openly 
appear, mainly those who are no longer alive or free. 

A number of analytical publications on the jihadist movement in the Middle 
East during the active phase of the Syrian crisis mentioned 360-500 Turkmen 
participating in the jihadist movement in Syria4. The reliability of this figure 
is not relative. In addition, this number most likely included ethnic Turkmens 
(Turkomans) from Iraq and Syria, who are not citizens of Turkmenistan. It 
is these groups that probably make up a noticeable part of the mentioned 
numerical assessments. An indirect confirmation of this assumption is the 
relatively small number of Turkmen-language online materials related to the 
Syrian crisis (texts in Cyrillic and Latin), which takes place against the back-
drop of a much more impressive information flow in the languages of other 
titular nations of the Central Asian states. 

6 Such statistics are remarkable. The article about the 15-year sentence of two Turkmen students for keeping 
audio files with religious lectures in August 2020 received more than 12 thousand views on the «Chronicle of 
Turkmenistan» website. For comparison: a similar article on the same site in 2016 collected less than 350 views. In 
addition, the material was played by an unknown resource in audio format and posted on YouTube, which added 
more than 29,000 views (link is currently unavailable). And this is not counting the reposts on other sites aimed at 
the Turkmen audience.
7 Paul Bischoff. Internet Censorhsip 2020: A Global Map of Internet Restrictions//comparitech.com, 15.01.2020 
(http://www.comparitech.com/blog/vpn-privacy/internet-censorship-map/).
8 For one of the descriptions of such problems, see The Holiday Is Coming. Internet Speed Has Sharply Decreased in 
Mary // Radio Azatlyk, 09/17/2019 (http://rus.azathabar.com/a/30168340.html). 
9 Compared across 176 countries, see October 2020 Speedtest Global Index (http://www.speedtest.net/global-
index).
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It should be noted that not only the spread of radical ideas is noticed among 
Turkmen students abroad, but also a general increase in the level of religios-
ity, interest in Islam, and stricter regularity in compliance with religious rites 
and requirements of religion. Many began to adopt Islamic norms of behavior 
during their studies at the university. This is explained both by the influence 
of Muslim friends (not only Turkmen) and by the interest in the search for 
their own identity, which is suppressed within Turkmenistan. One Turkmen 
former student, who is in Russia, commented on the situation as follows: 
«Here we communicate, look at websites, discuss various religious topics ... But at 
home, we simply don’t talk about it. And it’s dangerous. When I returned there (to 
Turkmenistan), it soon became boring»11. The Turkmen audience abroad (labor 
migrants and students) remains the most obvious target of the ideological 
influence of radical groups.

In this context, an interesting, recent (September 2020) publication mentions 
7 criminal cases in Turkmenistan in relation to crimes on religious grounds 
over the past 1.5 years. According to the source, «the main persons involved 
in these cases were young men who, during their studies abroad, most often 
in Russian universities, either began to study forbidden religious literature or 
have already shown themselves to be supporters of radical religious move-
ments. Students in Turkmenistan do not have such an urge, since they do not 
have access to prohibited sites.» The author of the article notes that, while 
being abroad, «young people find themselves outside of the strict parental and 
total state control» and that it has become fashionable among Turkmen students 
in Russia to download and then listen to «extremist sermons».12

All these seriously limits the ability of radical groups to use Internet resources 
to directly influence the audience within Turkmenistan. In the context of the 
research topic, the Internet restrictions described above are complemented 
by a strict visa regime. 

It can be assumed that these aspects influence the fact that foreign religious 
extremist groups, faced with the Turkmen realities, are not too eager to 
spend resources on overcoming existing tough barriers or on a noticeable 
expansion of propaganda in the Turkmen language. Moreover, Turkey and 
the CIS states have a large number of citizens of Turkmenistan, who are a 
much more convenient object of ideological influence.

According to available data,10 the radicalization of Turkmen youth occurs 
mainly through impact of Turkmen migrants in Turkey and Northern Cyprus 
(estimates range from 500-700 thousand to more than a million Turkmen 
living in these countries, which is a significant number for a relatively small 
country, however, some of those mentioned in the media estimates are ex-
aggerated) and Turkmen students studying in CIS countries (Russia, Belarus, 
Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan, etc., estimates up to 100 thousand and more) and Is-
lamic educational institutions in the Middle East (a small number of students 
in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, etc.). Turkey is visa-free for citizens of Turkmenistan. 
Unlike other Central Asian countries, Russia, on the contrary, is not an impor-
tant area of labor migration for Turkmenistan due to the strict visa regime, 
which does not apply only to persons with dual citizenship. Turkmens travel 
to many other countries of the CIS and Europe, as a rule, with student vi-
sas. Turkmen students and labor migrants fall under the influence of radical 
ideas under the impact of personal acquaintances in these countries, also, 
they have access to materials in the languages widespread in them (Turkish, 
Russian, Arabic, etc.). This knowledge and ideas are assimilated by neophytes 
and then imported by them to Turkmenistan. 

10 Akram Umarov, «How Serious is Religious Radicalization in Turkmenistan? European Eye on Radicalization,» 18 
June, 2019, https://eeradicalization.com/how-serious-is-religious-radicalization-in-turkmenistan/; Maciej Falkowski, 
Józef Lang, Homo Jihadicus Islam in the former USSR,  https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/194511/homojihadicus.pdf 
Central Asia Media, «In Turkey, gunmen recruit migrants from Turkmenistan to send to Syria» April 10, 2020, https://
centralasia.media/news:1609922.

11 Interview with the author, May 2020. 
12 Dzhumaguly Annaev. Turkmen students studying in Russia were considered the most vulnerable to radical Islam 
// Caravanserai, 09/07/2020 (http://central.asia-news.com/ru/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2020/09/07/feature-01).
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13 A typical example of immature activism is the creation in 2012 on VK of the page of the organizing committee 
of the Islamic Party of the Nation of Turkmenistan (http://vk.com/club37854807). The statement noted that 
«Turkmenistan will become Mighty and Happy only with the Party of Allah, only by becoming the Great Islamic 
State!» So the new party plans to register and take part in the elections in Turkmenistan. Almost immediately 
this statement was followed by a series of short posts by the activist of the new party about the formation of 
its branches in places of compact residence of the Turkmen in Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, and others, about the 
unification of Muslims, who would create a «mortal threat to the world kafir order.» It was explained that Islam in 
politics is the absence of corruption, when «the bosses will stop living in a police cordon, ride with flashing lights, 
but will be honest, fair and listen to us, the common people.» Six months later, this game of politics on the Internet 
stopped. Ironically, the page continues to update until today, but it is now filled with neutral content or student 
announcements. 

A similar situation in several Turkmen groups is seen on the personal pages 
of Turkmen citizens, who appeared on social networks during the Syrian crisis 
and discussed topics related to Islam. According to the personal information 
that the group members reported about themselves, most of them were stu-
dents or graduates of universities in post-Soviet countries and at the moment 
of joining the group, they were probably still abroad. However, there was not 
much original content in such groups, the number of participants was also 
small (usually from several dozen to several hundred). There was practically 
no (and still is not) any interesting controversy. It is worth noting attempts to 
create an anti-Wahhabi page or post individual articles criticizing IS with the 
involvement of Russian materials; at present, these pages are also inactive. 
Many groups and personal pages, after a short period of activity related to 
Islamic topics, ceased to function or continued a sluggish existence. As is often 
the case in student communities, the ideas expressed in these social media 
discussions were often inconsistent and immature. 13 

In the frame of the research it was not possible 
to find confirmation that any of these groups 
or personal pages are currently used as a tool 
of active and systematic religious extremist 
propaganda aimed at the Turkmen audience. 

TURKMEN NARRATIVES: 
SOURCES AND PROBLEMS

It was noted above that within the framework of this study, some aspects of 
the activities of religious communities in Turkmenistan that appear in official 
correspondence as: a) Wahhabis and Salafis; b) jihadists, c) «Hizb ut-Tahrir» 
were analyzed. These communities (except for «Hizb ut-Tahrir») are not unit-
ed organizations, their names are used as some conventional brands.

The central problem in carrying out such an analysis is the extremely limit-
ed access to the narratives of the respective communities circulating within 
Turkmenistan. Most of these materials are not available online; there are no 
bloggers in the Turkmen-speaking segment of the Internet, who can be asso-
ciated with a specific community; access to the communities themselves or 
their texts circulating within the country on paper or other media is also im-
possible. Nobody has previously conducted a study of the relevant materials 
in the Turkmen language. 

We conducted a preliminary study of the available resources, which showed 
the presence in social networks (see below) of several large collections of 
audio and video lectures and speeches of three preachers, two of whom, 
Atageldi Agha and Rovshen Agha, are well-known figures of the Turkmen 
Salafi movement, still popular among the Turkmen Muslim youth; the third, 
the preacher Abu Omar at-Turkmen is not that famous, presumably he is a 
member of a foreign jihadist organization during the peak of the Syrian crisis. 
Along the way, some anonymous audio and video materials were watched, 
as well as the data from other sources (media, reports of former members 
of Turkmen Salafi groups living abroad, etc.). A few materials related to Turk-
menistan, posted in recent years on various sites associated with «Hizb ut-
Tahrir», were analyzed. 
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An additional complication was the fact that the materials of the above three 
preachers are saved in the form of hundreds of audio and video files, a full 
study of which is impossible within the limited resources and time frame of 
this project14. We were forced to confine ourselves to a selective study of indi-
vidual files, focusing in most cases on the subject indicated in their names. In 
the absence of other materials, the studied audio and video recordings serve 
as an important source characterizing the set of ideas and values propagated 
by the respective flows within Turkmenistan. 

At the moment, the records of Atageldi’s speeches posted online are almost 
the only material available for research, reflecting the content of the sermons 
of the leaders of the first wave of Turkmen Salafis. 

We have identified 20 videos on Youtube and VK. These recordings were 
filmed in the pre-digital era and around 2012-2015 began to be posted on 
the Internet in digital format. A small part of them are also available in audio 
format. The duration of individual recordings ranges from 2 minutes to 2.5 
hours. The recordings do not represent organized lectures. Among them are 
speeches in mosques, religious sermons, answering questions from home, 
etc. According to the recordings, the audience is not homogeneous: from 
male visitors to the mosque to children who attended classes on Islam. The 
recordings were made while Atageldi was the imam of a famous mosque in 
Ashgabat’s Khitrovka district.

The central subject of many sermons is explaining the meaning of faith and 
namaz recitation in the life of a Turkmen Muslim. Addressing the Turkmen 
audience, Atageldi criticizes the search for wealth and the mercantilism of the 
Turkmen, who ignore Islamic values, the fact that in many Turkmen families 
not all members recite namaz, women do not comply with Islamic norms of 
dress and behavior, dance, and sing at weddings, etc. He also repeatedly and 
sharply criticizes the tradition of wearing alaja (amulets worn on the wrist), 
widespread in Turkmenistan.

14 The dominance of the audio file format, which ensures the anonymity of the speaker, is largely due to widespread 
fears of harsh reprisals against the relatives of the recording authors. Until recently, these fears were widespread 
in the Turkmen environment, as a result of which even the participants in street protests in Istanbul in May-July 
2020 were mostly afraid to show their faces on camera. One of the options for ensuring anonymity was also the 
video recording format widespread in the Turkmen segment of the network, which slightly differed from its audio 
counterpart. 

Atageldi calls on Turkmen Muslims to separate themselves from the kafirs (in-
fidels): «We are not the ones who will follow them (kafirs), no matter how impor-
tant and necessary they are in this world ... no matter how much we need them, 
we will not be with them. We have our Allah.» «The kafirs’ books should be left 
out.» In one of the videos of his speech outside a mosque, he mentions that 
in the conflicts occurring abroad, including between Russia and Chechnya, 
Muslims assist other Muslims, in response, Muslims are called «separatists, 
fundamentalists, Wahhabis, and now also terrorists.» «Why can’t a Muslim de-
fend his faith?» asks Atageldi, addressing the audience. The attitude towards 
the Turkmen state is practically not touched in the available records.

Against the general background of the Turkmen Salafis, numerous audio lec-
tures by Rovshen Gazakov15 stand out. They are popular among Turkmen 
youth studying abroad, 7 years after his arrest in Syria. There are known crim-
inal cases against Turkmen students, who came from Russia, in the digital 
media of whom Gazakov’s audio lectures16 were found. Gazakov’s «legacy» 
includes over 300 audio lectures on Islam and several poems. The main stor-
ages of these files are hosted on the VK social network.17 

During his life in Cairo, he decided to post systematic audio lectures on Islam 
in the Turkmen language on the Internet, based on the religious knowledge 
he acquired during his studies in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. At that time and 
up to the present time, this is the only systematic course of lectures on this 
topic available online in the Turkmen language. Gazakov’s own social media 
page is inaccessible, but his files are now posted by many other Turkmen 
users. These lectures include a wide range of topics, presented, according to 
some estimates, consistently and competently, in good Turkmen language. 
Among them are explanations of religious concepts and terms, comments on 
certain suras of the Quran, etc. However, some files contain aggressive and 
emotional rhetoric against the kafirs (infidels), as well as against the traditions 
widespread among the Turkmen, which, according to the author, do not cor-
respond to the principle of monotheism. The study examined the content of 
some of these audio files.

15 According to available data, Rovshen Gazakov was born in 1980 in a suburb of Ashgabat. From 2002-2006 he 
studied in Saudi Arabia, then returned to Turkmenistan, where the possibility that he would be appointed as an 
imam of the mosque was discussed. Due to pressure from the special services, which tried to make him their agent, 
in 2010 he left with his family to Cairo (Egypt), where he was enrolled in Al-Azhar University, and remained in Cairo 
until leaving for Syria in mid-2013. In June 2013, Russian TV showed footage of Gazakov detained in Syria, his further 
fate is unknown. The broadcast caused a great resonance not only in the official structures of Turkmenistan, which 
denied the participation of Turkmen in the Syrian conflict but also among ordinary Turkmen. https://www.YouTube.
com/watch?v=O2MUkoRfWxE.
16 Some documents related to this criminal case are available in the author’s archives. 
17 One of the storages is available at http://vk.com/id301718211, there are others, some files are also available on 
YouTube.
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Some speeches address the issue of the problem of the global confrontation 
between Islam and kafirs. It is emphasized that Muslims must defend their 
religion and strive for unity. Helping kafirs, who oppress Muslims, leads to 
apostasy from Islam. The audio «Kafirlige getiryan hereketler» notes that this 
is needed to help other Muslims, who are oppressed by kafirs, or maintain ji-
had against the latter. «If you want to be a true believer, you must hate the kafir.» 
«You should hate kafirs even when you are praying. Allah ordered this and must go 
against them.»  Another speech points to the need to restore a clear division of 
the world into the lands of Muslims and kafirs, as it was in the pre-colonial era. 

The «Musulmanlara terror diýip garalamak» record notes that Muslim lands 
became American, European, Chinese, and Russian colonies, «there are no 
kafirs, who did not colonize this ummah.» Salafi Muslims, who seek to revive 
true Islam and free Muslims from colonial dependence are slanderously char-
acterized by the words «terror,» «extremist,» «radical,» «Wahhabism,» «Wah-
habite,» «fundamentalist.» «But a true Muslim,» Gazakov emphasizes, «has no 
other name than Muslim.» 

Several records contain attacks on Christians, Jews, Communists, Darwinists, 
and Masons. George W. Bush’s attempts to portray Muslims as terrorists are 
mentioned shortly, but there is not the extensive criticism of America, typical 
for the materials of many Islamist groups. Some of these kinds of audio 
recordings contain elements of controversy, the context of which is not always 
clear without further study of the voluminous array of Gazakov’s audio files. 

During Gazakov’s speeches touched on the topic of unlawful persecution of 
Muslims in Turkmenistan as well, in particular, persecution for beards and 
hijab, and reciting the Quran in a public place.

In addition to Gazakov’s lectures and speeches on religious topics avail-
able in audio format, audio recordings of six of his religious poems have 
been preserved. According to a Turkmen writer living in Europe.18 In terms 
of literary standards, the poems are not of very high quality and many of 
them can be characterized as hate speech. At the same time, the poems are 
important for understanding Gazakov’s views and the environment from 
which he emerged; some of them appeal to the sentiments and values of 
the Turkmen society, in some places going beyond the traditional Salafi 
rhetoric (for example, mentioning the Turkmen tribes, etc.).

The most striking in this regard is the poem «Dinle Kommunist» (Listen, com-
munist)19. The poem begins with a description of the fact that 70 years ago 
communist kafirs came to Turkmenistan, destroyed mosques and madra-
sahs, killed many women and men, and established their rule, the wounds 
of which remain today. But the time will come, Gazakov exclaims, when the 
Turkmen tribes (the poem lists five main tribes) will rise to fight the kafirs and 
unite. Wealth will be taken away from the communist kafir, women will be 
taken as concubines, their sons have their heads cut off. It will not be possi-
ble to escape from the wrath of the Turkmens, «we will skin you with our bare 
hands.» The Turkmen will be supported by other Muslims from the post-Sovi-
et countries. «Proud horsemen from the Caucasus, Tatars, Bashkirs will beat 
you. Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and Uzbeks will gather troops, and Tajiks are against 
you, communist!» Developing the topic, Gazakov moves on to the situation 
in modern Turkmenistan. «If the countries have become free now, he asks, 
«why are the Turkmens in tears?» And he answers: «What kind of ruler is 
without mind, a scientist without knowledge, youth without faith, and daugh-
ters without honor? What is the sense of the use of a flag without Islam?» In 
his opinion, «the time has come to find out where the friend and enemy are.» 
«How can you hate Chechens and Afghans fighting against kafirs?» Gazakov 
asks. «After all, your fathers also defended Islam and beat the communists … 
Do you want me to become a kafir or sell the honor of a daughter-whore?» At 
the end of the poem, Gazakov addresses the Turkmen people: «Understand 
me, they do not want Islam. Or die or live. We will not renounce Islam. We will 
gather troops to fight the kafirs.» 

18 Letter to the author dated 03/05/2020.
19 The word «communist» is used in this poem both in the historical sense and to refer to the rulers of modern 
Turkmenistan.

As noted above, Gazakov’s lectures have been popular among 
religious Turkmen youth in recent years. Those abroad who 
download them on the Internet, sometimes listen together. 
Within Turkmenistan, files are mostly transferred from hand 
to hand. Since the arrest of Gazakov in Syria in June 2013, the 
authorities of Turkmenistan have severely persecuted those 
who distribute or store these files inside the country.
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Calls for armed conflicts are also contained in some of Gazakov’s other poems. 
So, in the short «Dile Türkmen», the Turkmens are urged to ask for the mercy 
of Allah, not to be afraid of the kafirs, to fight them and cut off their heads20. 

Within the framework of this project, some other audio materials in Turkmen 
language posted on YouTube21 and social networks were also viewed. For 
example, more than 170 anonymous video files with religious lectures in the 
Turkmen language are posted on the Youtube user account of Abdullah Ab-
dullah. Most of them are grouped in sets of 6 to 28 files. The materials refer 
to 2014, but references to them were recorded last year as well. Lectures in 
which the concepts of «tagut» and other related notions were explained. The 
lectures have several hundred views. They are focused on detailing (using 
emotional rhetoric) what the «correct Muslim» should do, as opposed to the 
kafirs. Among other things, the lecturer gives examples from everyday life. 
However, while listening, there is no feeling that the performance is focused 
on the residents of Turkmenistan, adapted to the realities of their life. One 
of these lectures, «12 Tagut sozunin manysy turkmen wagyz,» briefly men-
tions that Americans manipulate nations and states and that the presidents 
of many states, where Muslims live, are Taguts, who do not rule according 
to the laws of Allah. «If you obey and do what America says, then you are Tagut, 
and you are the sheep of those Taguts. Some people do what the president of 
America or the president of Russia says ... They don’t care what he orders - halal 
or haram, taguts don’t care.» In a short comment on this lecture, left in 2020, 
one reader notes that «Tagut raises concerns of societies that call themselves 
Muslims today» and that tawhid (monotheism) «needs to be taught to every-
one.» Response comment of Abdullah Abdullah: «You are right, my brother, 
all Muslims in Turkmenistan are obliged to study only TAWHID.» The subject 
of «tugut» is reflected in a special series of 10 lectures posted on the same 
page. 

20 Such kinds of calls are a consequence of the radicalization of Gazakov’s views since his departure from 
Turkmenistan in 2010. It is unlikely that the Turkmen authorities would have led him to leave again the country or 
considered him as a candidate for the position of the imam of the mosque if such radical calls had been made by 
him earlier. The dynamics of events in the Middle East that followed the Arab spring of 2011 (the fall of authoritarian 
regimes, the outbreak of Protestants on the streets, ideological disputes and the outbreak of activism in the 
Arab Muslim environment, the armed conflict in Syria, etc.) seriously influenced his views. According to Gazakov’s 
acquaintance, his departure for Syria was unexpected for most of his Turkmen friends in Egypt. Until his departure, 
he did not identify himself with any of the jihadist groups. The arrest in Syria, contrary to Russian media reports, 
followed a short time (less than three months) after leaving Cairo.
21 http://www.YouTube.com/channel/UCskvQleTcdpjBm6uBs16gFA.

As an example of jihadist materials, the study examined the audio perfor-
mances of a propagandist known on the Internet under the nickname Abu 
Omar at-Turkmen. More than 120 of his audio recordings are available in the 
storages on some VK pages, which makes this Turkmen preacher the second 
in the number of materials available online after Rovshen Gazakov. There is 
no data available about him. According to some estimates, Abu Omar, ac-
cording to the peculiarities of his speech, is a native of the Akhal or Mary 
regions of Turkmenistan. Like Gazakov’s, the recordings were made during 
the active phase of the Syrian war. When comparing the speeches of Gazakov 
and Abu Omar, it can be noted that Abu Omar’s speech is more aggressive 
and less consistent; he repeatedly speaks of killing kafirs as a religious duty; 
the thematic coverage is narrower, it seems that he does not have a very high 
level of Islamic education. 

One of the files is entitled «Türkmenistanyñ hükümetine duýduryş» (Warn-
ing to the Government of Turkmenistan). In this speech, Abu Omar attacks 
the kafirs who do not follow the path of Allah, preferring instead democracy, 
patriotism, polytheism, and blasphemy. He mentions that he and his associ-
ates scare the kafirs with terror: «We will enter your game and bring it closer to 
the day you are afraid of.» «If your head is chopped off, it is done in front of your 
child!» Encourages: «Take the path of Allah, stand up and sacrifice your action... 
fight with these people, and the fight is the best arrangement for you.» The re-
cord mentions that «we saw how ... two lions killed you» (possibly referring 
to the armed incident in Ashgabat in September 2008). Further, numerous 
calls for the murder of kafirs come again: «We must kill you. This is our goal! 
Do you understand this? We come closer to Allah by killing you!» ... The ha-
dith says: «If a Muslim kills a kafir in the path of Allah, he will lead him closer 
to heaven than to hell.» «Killing you is a guarantee for us to go to heaven ... 
That’s why we wait for this! To kill you is our desire! Our goal in prayer to God 
is to kill you, shed blood, and become closer to Allah! ... Faith commands us: 
kill kafirs! Kill wherever you find a kafir!» «We will receive your property, your 
sheep, all the things you have collected ... You live for us! Build, earn, and we 
will come and get it! ... You will lose your whole world, you will have nothing 
left!».

In several other studied audio recordings, Abu 
Omar repeatedly returns to the themes of jihad, 
hijrat, caliphate, and others. 
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So, in Jihädi taşlamaklyk barada, he states that a Muslim should strive for 
the Caliphate and committing jihad, difficulties on this path will only be a 
test of his faith. Those who refused jihad will become kafirs and traitors of 
Islam. It is mentioned that «in our country and neighboring countries» noth-
ing is happening that could help to make Islam omnipotent (probably, this 
means the passivity of the population of Central Asia with the active dynam-
ics of events in the Middle East). In Diniñizi Öwreniň, Ymamlyk (Halyfatlyk) 
barada Abu Omar stresses that protecting Islam from kafirs should be the 
goal of Muslims. For this, a Muslim must be educated and know his faith well, 
otherwise, it is easy to go in the wrong direction. «If there is a caliphate, then 
you should always strive to join it».

Jihäd lecture notes that kafirs not only kill Muslims but spread false informa-
tion through Internet about those who carry the true faith. However, some 
weak Muslims allow themselves to be manipulated over such fake informa-
tion. The same subject is touched upon in «Mynafyklykdan gorkmak». It 
also condemns hypocrisy. Abu Omar notes that those who are too lazy to 
perform early and late namaz develop hypocrisy in themselves, namaz of 
such people will never be accepted by Allah. In «Doganlyk», the record dis-
cussed the importance of brotherhood and sincerity among Muslims, sharing 
knowledge about Islam, which, according to Abu Omar, «does not take long.» 
In «Hijret hakda. Kufurde oturýanlara delil» emphasizes that a Muslim 
must strive for jihad, in order to participate in which person must leave for 
a Muslim country. It is very important to leave the kafir countries, a Muslim 
must have such a desire. It is banned to be tempted by the attractions of ka-
firs, because only Islam will bring eternal life in paradise.
 

AUTHORITIES’ 
APPROACH TO 
PREVENTING VIOLENT 
RADICALIZATION IN 
TURKMENISTAN

22 Probably, the same reasons explain the denial at the official level of cases of COVID. Apart from a few small island 
states in the Pacific Ocean, as of November 2020, Turkmenistan and North Korea are the only countries in the world 
with no cases of COVID-19 in their territories. 
23 According to reports from Ashgabat (letter dated 11/15/2020), almost all students returning from abroad are 
under secret supervision at their place of residence. They are called for various kinds of interviews, sometimes they 
are given different tasks, which is a kind of loyalty test.

Within Turkmenistan, there are no publications on the problem of radicalization, 
the subject is not mentioned in the media. Moreover, the subject is poorly 
presented in the materials of the Turkmen service RFE/RL (the only foreign 
radio station broadcasting in the Turkmen language) and on independent 
foreign Turkmen sites based in Europe. Due to the de facto totalitarian model 
of the social structure of Turkmenistan, public recognition of the presence 
of supporters of radicals within the country or the participation of Turkmen 
citizens in jihadist groups abroad is perceived by officials as unacceptable in 
the context of the «Era of Power and Happiness» proclaimed in the country 
under the leadership of President Berdymukhamedov22.

To change the described approach to the problem a serious political decision 
is required at the level of the President of Turkmenistan in consultation with 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs. However, there are no signs that this approach 
may change soon. Given the threat of radicalization of young people during 
their studies abroad (as mentioned above), the authorities in recent years 
have begun to view students and graduates of foreign universities as a 
special group that requires additional control. Officially, this is formulated as 
«strengthening of filtration measures among this contingent of persons» 23.

Thus, in the Abu Omar audio recordings, a large 
amount of jihadist content is presented, reflecting 
the approaches and problems characteristic of direct 
participants in armed conflicts in the Middle East. 
This significantly distinguishes mentioned narratives, 
aimed at the Turkmen audience, from the previously 
reviewed recordings of Atageldi and Rovshen 
Gazakov. 
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Great efforts are made in the prevention and detection of any moods that, in 
the opinion of the authorities, do not meet the «norms of behavior» adopted 
in Turkmenistan. In particular, there were attempts to limit the attendance 
of mosques by young people under 30 years of age. Young people who con-
tinue to regularly visit mosques, are under surveillance by security services. 
Some imams are also involved in the control system, up to their statements 
in private conversations that «the awareness of faith and true faith come 
with age and experience, so come to the mosque later, when you become 
mature.» Back in 2016, imams were ordered not to allow minors to pray.

Regarding state programs and concepts in the field of preventing radicaliza-
tion, as noted in the previous review, on December 6, 2019, at a meeting of 
the Cabinet of Ministers of Turkmenistan, President Gurbanguly Berdimu-
hamedov approved the National Strategy of Turkmenistan for the Prevention 
of Violent Extremism and Counter-Terrorism for 2020-2024, which was de-
veloped with the assistance of The UN Regional Center for Preventive Diplo-
macy for Central Asia and the UN Counter-Terrorism Office. The President’s 
performance at this meeting indicates that the strategy is being considered 
by the authorities primarily in the context of Turkmenistan’s fulfillment of 
international obligations under the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy 
and raising the country’s international rating, while the problems related to 
countering violent extremism within Turkmenistan were not mentioned.24  
On February 12, 2020 the strategy was presented in Vienna.25  In January and 
May 2020, at meetings in Ashgabat, further steps to implement the strategy 
were discussed26 (they were probably realighned due to the pandemic). 

Civic activists in Ashgabat believe that the documents are aimed primarily 
at an international audience and will not have any noticeable practical sig-
nificance within the country. Perhaps some activities within the framework 
of these plans with the participation of the United Nations Development 
Program will provide limited opportunities for involving other international 
structures in this process.

The study has demonstrated that there is no noticeable flow of religious 
extremist propaganda in the Turkmen language in the online space. At the same 
time, the Turkmen audience, especially young people interested in religious 
issues, is experiencing an acute shortage of systematic knowledge about 
Islam. The current situation, when almost all of the available online lectures 
on Islam in the Turkmen language are from people who have undergone 
radicalization, seems paradoxical. We need alternative opportunities for 
obtaining religious knowledge online in the Turkmen language, including 
for Turkmen migrants and students abroad. Within the framework of such 
projects, polemics with radicals on the most important issues could also be 
conducted. 

In a situation where the authorities of Turkmenistan are trying to preserve 
the totalitarian political system and the country’s isolation from the outside 
world, trying to prevent any public discussion of existing problems, most of 
the recommendations and initiatives in the field of countering the spread 
of radical ideology, acceptable in other countries of the region, cannot be 
implemented in Turkmenistan. Changes are possible only if the authorities 
are ready for political reforms, but there are no signs of such readiness at the 
moment.

Under such conditions, the choice of possible tools and steps to influence the 
situation is extremely limited.

RECOMMENDATIONS1

24  Expanded meeting of the Government of Turkmenistan: results of 11 months and vectors of foreign policy // 
turkmenistan.gov.tm, 07.12.2019 (http://e-cis.info/news/567/84955/). 
25  http://russia.tmembassy.gov.tm/ru/news/51505
26    Raising awareness of radical extremism among youth and stakeholders, 30.01.2020 (http://www.tm.undp.
org/content/turkmenistan/ru/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2020/Raising-Awareness-on-Radical-Extremism 
-Among-Youth-and-Stakeholders.html); Turkmenistan and the UN discussed issues of cooperation in countering 
extremism and terrorism, 11.05.2020 (https://turkmenportal.com/blog/27412/turkmenistan-i-oon-obsudili-voprosy-
sotrudnichestva-v-protivodeistvii-ekstremizmu-i-terrorizmu).

27 More detailed recommendations for communication campaigns by the media, non-governmental organizations, 
government agencies and religious leaders in order to prevent violent extremism among the population are set out 
in the relevant communication strategy for Turkmenistan.
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• Opportunities should be explored to promote ideas, initiatives, and 
expand contacts within the country in the framework of the action plan 
for the implementation of the National Strategy of Turkmenistan for the 
Prevention of Violent Extremism and Counter-Terrorism for 2020-2024, 
developed with the assistance of the UN Regional Center for Preventive 
Diplomacy for Central Asia and the Counter-Terrorism UN Office28;

• To research the possibilities of interaction on the subject of the project with 
a few foreign online resources that have a noticeable Turkmen audience. 
First of all, this is about the Turkmen service RFE/RL, the Chronicle of 
Turkmenistan website, and possibly some other websites created by 
emigrants from Turkmenistan;

• Formation of alternative religious and educational content in the Turkmen 
language, including for Turkmen migrants and students abroad;

• To continue and expand research on the state and dynamics of unofficial 
Islam in Turkmenistan and possible attempts by radical outside groups to 
influence the Turkmen audience29.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS: 

RECOMMENDATIONS  
TO GOVERNMENT  
AGENCIES:

28   It was reported about events in January and May 2020 in Ashgabat, organized with participation of the United 
Nations Development Program in cooperation with the «Khedaya» International Center, in presence of government 
departments and a pro-government youth organization of Turkmenistan.
29 The desk study showed that in the West and in the CIS there are no works based on the analysis of Turkmen 
narratives and interviews with members of Turkmen unofficial religious communities. Although the country remains 
closed, our experience shows that  it is possible to explore the situation through contacts with Turkmen religious 
migrants abroad (in Turkey, Russia, etc.).

In conditions when a group vulnerable to radicalization is outside the coun-
try, cooperation with other countries and international projects becomes 
critical in labor or student migration. Despite the limitations on interaction 
with Western organizations, alternative indirect thematic fields can be used 
to expand the coverage of the impact on labor migrants. The high potential 
for effectiveness can be revealed in interaction and joint work with the media 
in Russia and Turkey, cultural educational organizations and the media. If 
projects and initiatives are created in a bilateral partnership, their effective-
ness will increase significantly. For what it is recommended: 

• To expand partnership with states where the largest number of Turkmen 
migrants are located in terms of PVE;

• To cooperate with the media, NGOs, authoritative spiritual figures of 
other countries of Central Asia;

• To develop intercountry partnerships with the media, cultural projects 
and NGOs;

• To promote  content in the Turkmen language in countries where 
migration flows;

• To increase the level of interaction between local government bodies, the 
media, educational and cultural institutions;

• To develop and support volunteering and socially oriented communities 
among young people;

• To promote ideas and initiatives aimed at expanding the professional 
network within the framework of the national strategy of Turkmenistan 
for the prevention of VE;

• To develop interaction between government departments and youth 
organizations of Turkmenistan;

• To search for alternative methods of developing national ideology 
through culture, art and volunteering.



This document is based on the study, «Radicalism Online: An Analysis of the Meanings, 
Ideas, and Values of Violent Extremism in Central Asia, which can be found on the 
websites of Internews and the Research Center for Religious Studies, as well as 
relevant country communication strategies.


