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GEOPOLITICAL STRATEGY OF TURKEY’S RELIGIOUS POLICY:
FEATURES OF INFLUENCE ON THE SOCIO-CULTURAL SPACE
OF KAZAKHSTAN

This study aims to analyze Turkey’s geopolitical strategy in religious policy in Kazakhstan, with a
focus on the mechanisms for disseminating the Turkish model of Islam through cultural and educational
initiatives. The objective of the research is to identify the distinctive features of Turkey’s religious policy
influence, particularly through the system of Kazakh-Turkish lyceums, on Kazakhstan’s sociocultural
space and the formation of religious-ideological identity under external cultural and religious influence.
The research tasks include studying the evolution of Turkey’s religious policy in Kazakhstan, identifying
key factors contributing to the spread of Turkish ideology and education in the region, and analyzing
the socio-cultural and political consequences of these processes for Kazakhstani society. The research
methodology is based on a comprehensive interdisciplinary approach, combining theoretical and em-
pirical methods. Content analysis is employed to examine religious and educational materials, as well as
documents related to Turkey’s foreign policy and cultural initiatives in Kazakhstan. Comparative analysis
is used to assess the role of various cultural and educational institutions and to compare Turkey’s influ-
ence in Kazakhstan with other regions of Central Asia. Additionally, empirical research, including expert
interviews and analysis of Kazakh-Turkish lyceums’ activities, reveals the extent of integration of the
Turkish educational model and religious ideology into Kazakhstan’s educational and cultural space. The
study’s findings are aimed at providing a deeper understanding of the impact of Turkey’s religious and
cultural policies on social transformation processes in Kazakhstan and its sociocultural orientations in a
globalizing world.

Keywords: Turkey’s religious policy, Kazakh-Turkish lyceums, Islam, educational initiatives, soft
power
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TYPKMSIHBIH, AiHM CasicaTbIHbIH, re0CasiCu CTpaTermschbl:
KasakcTaHHbIH, 9A€YMEeTTIK-MIAEHM KeHICTiriHe acep eTy epekiueAikrepi

byA 3epTtTey TypkmsHbiH KasakcraHAarbl AiHM CascaTbiHbIH, Fe0Cascy CTpaTernsacbliH TaApayFa
GarbITTaAFaH, OHbIH iLWiHAE MCAAMHbIH TYPKMSHBIH MOAEAIH MBAEHM XoHe GiAiM Gepy GacTamarapbl
APKbIAbI TapaTy MeXaHM3MAEpPiIHe epeklle Ha3ap ayasapblAfaH. JKyMbICTbIH MakcaTbl — Ka3akCcTaHHbIH,
SAEYMETTIK-MOAEHU KEHICTiriHe TypiK AiHM cascaTbiHbIH, aTan anTKaHAQ Ka3aK-TYPiK AMUENAepI
>KYyHMeci apKblAbl 8cep eTy epeKkLIeAiKTePIH aHblKTay, COHAAM-aK, CbIPTKbl MOAEHU >K8HE AiHM bIKMaA
>KarAaMbIHAQ  AIHM-MAEOAOTMSIABIK,  BipererAikTiH KaAbINTacyblH 3epTTey. 3epTTeyAiH MIHAeTTepi:
Kasakcranaarbl TypkUSHBIH AiHM casicaTbiHbIH 3BOAIOUMSICbIH 3epAEAEY, aliMaKTa TYPiK MAEOAOTMSCHI
MeH 0iAiM 6epy XKYMecCiHiH TapaAyblHa bIKMaA €TeTiH Herisri (hakTopAapAbl aHbIKTay, COHAAN-aK, OCbl
NPOLECTEPAIH Ka3aKCTaHAbIK, KOFAMHbIH, SAEYMETTIK-MOAEHU XXKOHE CasiCu CaApapblHA TAAAQY >Kacay.
3epTTey SAICTEMECI TEOPUSIABIK >KBOHE 3MIMUPUKAABIK, SAICTEPAI KAMTUTbIH KeleHAI MaHapaAbIk,
TOCIAre HerizpeAreH. 3epTTeyAe AiHM koHe GiAiM 6epy marepuasAapbiHa, COHAAM-akK, TYPKMSIHbIH
CbIpTKbl casicatbl MeH KaszakcraHAarbl MaAeHM 6acTamasapbiHa KaTbICTbl Ky>KaTTapfa KOHTEHT-
Tanpay Kypriziaai. CaAbICTbIPMaAbl TaAAQy SPTYPAI MOAEHM oHe GiAIM 6epy MHCTUTYTTapbiHbIH
peAiH Oararay, coHpaan-ak, KasakcraHaarbl TYpiK biknaAbiH OpTaAblk, A3usHbiH 6acka eHipAepimeH
CaAbICTbIPY YILiH KOAAAHbIAALL. COHbIMEH KaTap, caparilibIAapMEH >KYPri3iAreH cyxb6aTTtap MeH Kasak-
TYPIK AMLIEMAEPIHIH KbI3METIH TaAAAYAbl KAMTUTbIH 3MMUPMKAABIK, 3€pTTey TYpik GiAiM Gepy MoAeAi
MEH AiIHM MAEOAOTUSICbIHbIH KasakcTaHHbiH GiAiM 6epy >koHe MOAEHWM KEHICTIriHe eHy AeHremiH
arKkplHAQYFa MYMKIHAIK 6epai. 3epTrey HaTuxkeAepi TYPKMSIHbIH AIHM XXKOHE MSAEHM CasicaTbiHbIH
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KasakcraHaaFbl 9A€YMETTIK e3repicTepre >kaHe >ahaHAaHy >KaFAanbIHAAFbl BAEYMETTIK-MOAEHU
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leonoAnTHYECKas cTpaTerMs peAMrMo3HoM NOAMTUKK Typumm:
0COOEHHOCTH BAMSIHMSI HA COLLMOKYAbTYPHOE npocTpaHcTBo KasaxcraHa

MccaepoBaHWE HanpaBAEHO HA aHAAM3 FEOMOAUTUYECKONM CTPaTermm peAMrmno3Hom NoAMTUKK Typ-
ummn B KasaxcraHe, C akLEHTOM Ha MeXaHW3Mbl PacnpoCTPaHEHUS TypeLKOn MOAEAM MCAama yepes3
KYAbTYpHble 1 06pa3oBaTeAbHble MHULMATUBbI. LleAblo paboTbl SBASIETCS BbiIBAEHME 0COGEHHOCTeN
BAMSHUS TYPELIKOM PEAMIMO3HOM MOAMTMKM, B YACTHOCTM, Yepe3 CUCTEMY Ka3aXCKO-TYPeLKMX AMLe-
€B, Ha COLMOKYAbTYPHOE MPOCTPaHCTBO KasaxcTaHa 1 hopmmpoBaHme peAnrmo3HO-MAEOAOrMUYECKOM
MAEHTUYHOCTU B YCAOBMSX BHELLHErO KYAbTYPHOIO M PEAUTMO3HOIO BO3AENCTBUS. 3aAaUM MCCAEAOBA-
HMS 3aKAIOYAIOTCS B M3YUEHMM SBOAIOLIMM TYPELIKOM PEAUTMO3HOM NOAMTUKM B Ka3axcTaHe, onpeaene-
HMU KAIOUEBbIX (PaKTOPOB, CMOCOOCTBYIOWMX PACMPOCTPAHEHMIO TYPELIKOM MAEOAOT MM M 0OPA30BaHMs
B PErnoHe, a TakXKe aHaAM3e COLMAAbHO-KYAbTYPHbIX M MOAMTMYECKMX MOCAEACTBMIA 3TUX MPOLLECCOB
AASl Ka3axCTAHCKOro obuiectBa. METOAOAOIMS MCCAEAOBAHUS 6A3UPYETCS HA KOMIMAEKCHOM MEXAMC-
LUMMAMHAPHOM MOAXOAE, KOTOPbI BKAIOUAET B Ce065 TEOPETUUECKME U SMIUPUYECKME METOALL. B pabo-
TE MPUMEHSIETCS! KOHTEHT-aHAAU3 AASI M3YUEHUS PEAUTMO3HbIX M 06Pa30BaTEAbHbIX MATEPMAAOB, A TaK-
>Ke AOKYMEHTOB, KaCaloLMXCS TYPELKOM BHELLHEN MOAUTUKM U KYAbTYPHbIX MHMUMATMB B KaszaxcTaHe.
CpaBHUTEAbHbI aHAAM3 UCTIOAb3YETCSI AASI OLLEEHKM POAU PA3AMUHBIX KYAbTYPHbIX M 06pa3oBaTeAbHbIX
MHCTUTYTOB, & TaKXe AASl COMOCTABAEHWMSI TYPELIKOro BAMSHMS B KasaxcraHe C APyrMmMuM permoHamm
LleHTpaAbHOM A3mn. KpomMe TOro, aMnmMpuyeckoe MCCAEAOBAHME, BKAIOYAIOLLEE MHTEPBLIO C 3KCNep-
TaMM M aHaAM3 AEITEAbHOCTM Ka3axCKO-TYPELKMX AMLIEEB, MO3BOASET BbigBUTb CTEMeHb MHTEerpaumnm
Typeukon o6pa3oBaTeAbHON MOAEAM M PEAMIMO3HON MAEOAOTMM B 0OpasoBaTeAbHOE M KYAbTypHOE
npocTpaHcTBO KasaxcTaHa. Pe3yAbTaTbl MCCAEAOBAHMS HampaBAeHbl Ha GoAee rAyHOKoe MoHMMaHue
BO3AENCTBUS PEAMITMO3HONM U KYAbTYPHOM MOAMTMKM TypuUmMKM HA MPOLLECChbl COLMAAbHOMN TpaHCdopMa-

umun B KasaxcraHe v ero COLMOKYAbTYPHbIE OPUEHTUPbI B YCAOBUSIX TAOBAAMBMPYIOLLLErOCS MUPA.
KatoueBble cAoBa: peAnrnosHas noAnTrka Typumm, Ka3axcko-TypeLkue AuLer, ucaam, obpasosa-

TeAbHble MHNUMATUBbLI, MATKad CHUAQ

Introduction

Turkey’s religious policy in Kazakhstan consti-
tutes a significant element of its geopolitical strategy,
aimed at promoting a secular model of Islam devel-
oped through the reforms of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk.
This influence is exerted through instruments of soft
power, including educational programs, cultural ex-
changes, and the activities of organizations such as
the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency
(TIKA) and the Maarif Foundation (Chedia, 2023).
Turkey actively fosters educational and cultural ties
with Kazakhstan, offering opportunities for Cen-
tral Asian students to study at Turkish universities,
thereby facilitating the dissemination of Turkish
culture and its religious model. A notable example
of this is Turkey’s high popularity as an educational
destination: approximately 25% of Kazakh students
studying abroad choose Turkey, reflecting signifi-
cant interest in Turkey’s educational and religious
approach. Consequently, Turkey’s religious policy
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in Kazakhstan is clearly oriented towards strength-
ening its cultural and religious influence, extending
beyond educational initiatives to include the promo-
tion of secular Islam aligned with the principles of
Turkish modernization. This influence contributes
to shaping a positive image of Turkey as a leading
power in the Muslim world while reinforcing cul-
tural ties between the two nations (World Education
Services, 2021).

Kazakhstan officially adheres to the principle of
a secular state, which limits the possibilities for di-
rect intervention by external actors in the country’s
religious affairs. However, Turkey effectively uti-
lizes non-governmental organizations, educational
initiatives, and cultural exchanges to advance its
interests. Turkish religious and educational institu-
tions, such as the Diyanet Foundation and various
Turkish schools, play a significant role in promot-
ing Sunni Islam of the Hanafi madhhab, a tradi-
tion historically close to Kazakh society. Particular
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emphasis is placed on constructing mosques, trai-
ning religious personnel, and providing educational
scholarships for Kazakh students at Turkish univer-
sities. A report by the International Center for Reli-
gious Studies highlights that over the past two de-
cades, the number of organizations associated with
Turkey in Kazakhstan has grown significantly. This
expansion has strengthened cultural and religious
ties while contributing to Turkey’s positive image
as a protector of Islamic values in Central Asia (Ak-
giin, 2022).

Turkey’s approach to religious policy in Kazakh-
stan is a well-thought-out and multifaceted effort
aimed at expanding its cultural and spiritual in-
fluence. By promoting Sunni Islam of the Hanafi
School — deeply rooted in Kazakhstan’s own reli-
gious traditions — Turkey positions itself as both a
spiritual and cultural leader among the Turkic na-
tions of the region.

The Directorate of Religious Affairs is central
to Turkey’s approachtoreligious matters, a govern-
mental body instrumental in both formulating
and executing its religious endeavors abroad. Via
this organization, Turkey supports the building of
mosques, religious academies (madrasahs), and
community hubs, concurrently offering finan-
cial aid to students from Kazakhstan pursuing re-
ligious studies at Turkish institutions of higher
learning. A key component of this policy is the
training of religious leaders (imams), who, upon
completing their studies, return to Kazakhstan to
continue their work in line with the Turkish inter-
pretation of Sunni Islam (Diyanet Isleri Baskani
Erbag, 2024). Cultural diplomacy also serves as
a crucial tool in Turkey’s efforts to consolidate
its religious influence. Numerous cultural events,
conferences, and symposia supported by Turkish
foundations contribute to the popularization of
Islamic values as interpreted by Turkey. Addi-
tionally, significant attention is given to the trans-
lation and dissemination of religious literature,
further embedding Turkey’s presence in Kazakh-
stan’s religious sphere.

Justification of the choice of articles and goals
and objectives

One of the main ideological drivers behind Tur-
key’s religious policy is the blend of Neo-Ottoman-
ism and Pan-Turkism as a vision that emphasizes the
cultural and spiritual bonds among Turkic peoples
based on their shared history. This idea resonates
particularly well with certain segments of Kazakh

society, especially in regions that have historically
felt closer to the Ottoman legacy.

Yet, Turkey’s religious outreach in Kazakh-
stan runs into real challenges. Given Kazakhstan’s
firm secular stance, the government keeps a close
watch on foreign religious influences. This cautious
approach often leads to tighter controls on activi-
ties tied to outside actors. In response, Turkey has
shifted gears, leaning more on cultural programs
and civil society partnerships to keep its presence
strong — but more discreetly.

This study set out to closely examine Turkey’s
religious diplomacy in Kazakhstan and how it’s in-
fluencing the country’s cultural and religious fabric.
The research paid special attention to the soft pow-
er strategies used — think education, humanitarian
projects, and ideological messaging — as tools for
shaping religious views. Of particular focus were
the networks linked to the Fethullah Giilen move-
ment, whose activities in Kazakhstan stretch far be-
yond classrooms into media, culture, and commu-
nity work.

The study also took a hard look at the risks this
religious diplomacy could pose to Kazakhstan’s
secular model. It analyzed how Kazakh authorities
have responded with legal and institutional guard-
rails, and how Turkey has adapted its strategies ac-
cordingly. In the end, the findings reveal a complex,
evolving picture of religious influence — quiet, stra-
tegic, and deeply embedded in soft power networks.
And while the changes may be subtle, they’re unde-
niably reshaping the contours of Kazakhstan’s reli-
gious landscape.

Scientific research methodology

To truly grasp how Turkey is shaping Kazakh-
stan’s cultural and social landscape, it’s essential to
look at the issue from multiple angles. This study
adopts a broad, multidisciplinary approach — draw-
ing on religious studies, political science, sociology,
cultural studies, and history — to offer a more com-
prehensive understanding of Turkey’s influence.
This blend of perspectives helps illuminate not just
the political aspects of Turkey’s engagement, but
also its softer, culturally rooted efforts.

The research combines both traditional and con-
temporary methods. It analyzes academic literature
and official documents while also incorporating so-
ciological surveys, expert interviews, and fieldwork.
This mix of approaches adds depth and real-world
grounding to the analysis, helping to show how Tur-
key’s influence plays out in everyday contexts.
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To interpret Turkey’s strategies, the study relies
on theories of cultural diplomacy and soft power—
viewing influence not as something imposed, but as
a gradual diffusion of ideas, values, and practices.
Methodologically, it uses content analysis, compa-
rative research, and sociological observation. This
involves closely examining educational materials,
media discourse, and religious messaging; compa-
ring Turkey’s influence in Kazakhstan with trends
in other Central Asian countries; and studying how
Kazakh society receives and responds to these cul-
tural imports.

Primary sources for this research include scho-
larly works and materials focused on secularism and
Islamic modernism in Turkey. Notably, the work of
Cinar Akgiin offers important insights into the evo-
lution of Turkey’s religious policy and its impact on
the Central Asian region. Akgiin analyzes shifts in
Turkey’s political and religious ideologies — par-
ticularly the promotion of moderate Islam alongside
democratic values— and how these changes are pro-
jected abroad (Cinar, 2006: 85-88).

By combining diverse research tools and theore-
tical frameworks, this study explores how Turkey’s
geopolitical ambitions and religious diplomacy are
influencing Kazakhstan’s sociocultural identity. At
the same time, it examines the deeper structural and
contextual forces that either facilitate or constrain
this influence.

Under the AKP’s leadership, Turkey has leaned
into Islamic values while still presenting itself as a
country where faith and democracy can go hand in
hand. This balance shows up clearly in its outreach
to Central Asia — especially in Kazakhstan. Through
initiatives like Kazakh-Turkish schools and uni-
versities, Turkey isn’t just offering education — it’s
sharing a worldview. These schools go beyond text-
books; they’re spaces where ideas like tolerance,
peaceful living, and a sense of social duty are ac-
tively nurtured. They serve as platforms for integra-
ting Kazakhstan’s cultural and religious traditions
with Turkey’s model of moderate Islam. Through
its cultural initiatives, Turkey promotes multicul-
turalism and religious diversity, fostering mutual
understanding among Kazakhstan’s various ethno-
religious groups. This strategic engagement not only
enhances bilateral ties but also positions Turkey as
a cultural and spiritual bridge between Central Asia
and the broader Muslim world (Safarov, 2017: 120-
132).

Kazakhstan, as a multi-confessional state, occu-
pies a unique position where different religious cur-
rents, including both Sunni and Shia Islam, interact
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and intersect within the framework of the national
religious policy (Ciar, 2006: 91-94). In its pursuit
of maintaining the secular character of the state,
Kazakhstan limits the involvement of foreign reli-
gious powers in its political and cultural spheres.
Nevertheless, Turkey’s influence in the domains of
education and cultural exchange remains substan-
tial. By advancing its model of secular Islam, Tur-
key exerts its impact through educational institutions
that prioritize the promotion of tolerance, peaceful
coexistence, and social responsibility, thereby sha-
ping the socio-cultural and religious dynamics with-
in Kazakhstan (Ozdemir, 2021).

Thus, Turkey’s geopolitical strategy in religious
policy exerts significant influence on the socio-cul-
tural landscape of Kazakhstan. Turkey promotes a
model of secular Islam that integrates with demo-
cratic values. This approach impacts Kazakhstan’s
religious policy, contributing to the formation of a
layered religious and cultural identity, where vari-
ous cultural and religious traditions are integrated.

Within the framework of Kazakhstan’s Com-
prehensive Plan for the Implementation of State
Religious Policy for 2021-2023, a clear trend to-
ward an increase in the number of students enrolled
in religious educational institutions both domesti-
cally and abroad is observed, reflecting a growing
interest in religious education. Despite the presence
of 13 religious institutions in Kazakhstan, prima-
rily Islamic in orientation, a significant number of
citizens continue to pursue theological education in
countries such as Egypt, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia,
indicating Kazakhstan’s students’ alignment with
international standards and high theological educa-
tion traditions. However, the lack of a clear system
for monitoring and regulating educational processes
both at the national and international levels poses
threats to religious security, particularly with regard
to the education of 113 students in questionable ins-
titutions. This highlights the need for institutional
reforms aimed at establishing a quality control sys-
tem for education to minimize risks from extremist
influences and ensure the high-level training of spi-
ritual leaders within the framework of state religious
policy (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
2020).

Main part

A notable additional aspect is the presence of
3,826 registered religious organizations represen-
ting 18 distinct confessions, further emphasizing the
multi-confessional nature and religious diversity of
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Kazakhstan. Thus, while the population demons-
trates a high degree of religiosity, there exists a
pressing need for the continued harmonization of
secular and religious institutions. This necessitates
the formulation of sophisticated mechanisms to safe-
guard religious freedom while taking into account
the plurality of religious affiliations and practices,
thereby ensuring a balanced and inclusive approach
to state-religion relations (Mukhit, 2021).

Currently, Turkey plays a pivotal role in shaping
Kazakhstan’s religious policy, a relationship rooted
in its strategic objective to reinforce connections
with Turkic-speaking nations and establish itself as
a key hub for Islamic modernization. As part of its
growing partnership with Kazakhstan, Turkey has
played a hands-on role in shaping the country’s reli-
gious infrastructure. This includes everything from
building mosques to training staff for religious ins-
titutions. Turkish scholars frequently participate
in educating Kazakh imams and madrasa teachers
— a move that not only strengthens religious ties
but also subtly promotes Turkey’s preferred inter-
pretations of Islamic practice and tradition, in line
with its wider geopolitical aims (Satpayev, 2019).
Perhaps the most striking example of this coopera-
tion is the creation and growth of the International
Kazakh-Turkish University, along with the network
of Kazakh-Turkish lyceums. These educational
projects aren’t just about schooling — they represent
a calculated effort by Turkey to expand its influence
in Kazakhstan’s cultural and religious spheres. Such
collaboration plays a pivotal role in the dissemina-
tion of Turkey’s model of Islamic modernization
within Kazakhstan. However, this growing partner-
ship raises critical concerns regarding the equili-
brium between external religious influence and the
imperative to maintain the country’s religious au-
tonomy, so as to prevent an over-reliance on foreign
ideologies and safeguard Kazakhstan’s distinctive
religious identity (Laumulin, 2019).

Over the past three decades, Turkey’s influence
on Kazakhstan’s Islamic sphere has been primarily
mediated through both state and non-state chan-
nels, each fulfilling distinct functions. State institu-
tions, notably the Directorate of Religious Affairs
(Diyanet), initiated their engagement by providing
support to local clergy and fostering educational
initiatives, which significantly facilitated the es-
tablishment of trust within Kazakhstan’s religious
community (in Turkish universities. A key com-
ponent of this policy is the training of religious
leaders (imams), who, upon completing their stu-
dies, return to Kazakhstan to continue their work in

line with the Turkish interpretation of Sunni Islam
(Diyanet Isleri Baskan1 Erbas, 2024). The creation
of an inter-Islamic network called the Eurasian Is-
lamic Council in 1995 was a significant step toward
connecting the Muslim communities of the area.
Despite that the Council was dissolved in 2012,
Turkey’s contribution to the Islamic education and
cultural exchange is still vivid. Turkey next year
will also continue to host scores of educational pro-
grams, seminars, and meetings aimed at promoting
a religious profile that is in line with a moderate and
secular version of Islam. Yet this engagement is not
without its difficulties, for what Turkey offers is of-
ten seen as a tool to spread its geopolitical influence,
and this has led many to question how this balance
is struck between religious cooperation and politi-
cal interests.

Besides formal institutions, the influence
from Turkish nongovernmental organizations in
Kazakhstan, such as those established by Siileyman
Tunahan and Fethullah Giilen, has been pivotal to
the formation of the Islamic and educational lands-
capes in the country. The «Hizmet» movement,
spearheaded by Giilen, was instrumental in esta-
blishing a network of educational institutions that
provided high-quality education and social servic-
es, thereby gaining significant popularity among
Kazakhstan’s populace. However, it gradually be-
came apparent that, beyond their educational mis-
sion, these organizations also functioned as conduits
for promoting specific ideological and political
agendas. The influence of these entities extended
beyond the realm of religious education, influencing
broader socio-political dimensions, which prompted
a nuanced response from the Kazakhstani authori-
ties. It is essential to underscore that an effective
religious policy in Kazakhstan must be based on a
clear demarcation of the limits of external influence
in relation to national interests, fostering conditions
for constructive dialogue, while simultaneously en-
suring control over the processes of religious educa-
tion and enlightenment to preserve national sover-
eignty and identity (Garbuzarova, 2023: 16-17).

In recent years, the influence of Turkish reli-
gious organizations in Kazakhstan has undergone
substantial transformations. During the early 2000s,
Giilenist networks, operating under the auspices of
the Fethullah Giilen movement, functioned as pivot-
al instruments of Turkish soft power in Central Asia,
facilitating educational, cultural, and religious ex-
changes. These organizations were perceived as key
vectors for disseminating a version of Islam aligned
with moderate, secular ideals, which resonated with
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Kazakhstan’s ongoing efforts to balance its reli-
gious diversity and secular state structure. However,
as geopolitical dynamics shifted, particularly follo-
wing the deterioration of relations between Turkey
and the Giilen movement, the role and prominence
of these organizations in Kazakhstan significantly
waned. While Kazakhstan, in contrast to other Cen-
tral Asian states, refrained from shutting down Gii-
len-affiliated institutions, their influence diminished
as the broader political context shifted, especially
with the consolidation of power by the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) in Turkey, which led to
an increasing alignment of its religious policies with
more conservative forms of Islam (Aidarkhanova,
2018).

Realizing these achievements, Turkey has been
regularly suggesting the idea of the implementation
of a moderate form of Islam in Kazakhstan that is
still in line with the values of secularism and tole-
rance. Committing to the task without any shifts, the
Religious Affairs Directorate (Diyanet) and other
Turkish NGOs entitling their work with religious
education and cultural diplomacy are also major
contributors to the success of this venture. Unfor-
tunately, the described mechanism has been subject
to rather serious resistance, in particular, when signs
of the growingly dependent attitude of Kazakhstan’s
authorities towards outer factors have appeared. The
last point is mainly evidenced through the fact that
Kazakhstan’s government has developed negative
perceptions about Turkish religious undercurrents
where the latter promote the more conservative
forms of Islam. This is seen as a potential trigger for
political manipulation and radicalism. Moreover,
while Turkish NGOs continue their educational and
cultural programs, other forms of political and reli-
gious influence have been increasingly curtailed by
the Kazakh government, reflecting a broader stra-
tegy of limiting external religious influence. Within
the context of the evolving geopolitical situation,
Turkey’s role remains influential, but its capacity
to shape Kazakhstan’s religious and cultural land-
scape has been tempered by both internal and exter-
nal political pressures, as well as growing concerns
over radicalization and the potential for the spread
of extremist ideologies (World Education Services,
2021).

Since 2002, within the framework of an agree-
ment between the Spiritual Administration of Mus-
lims of Kazakhstan and Turkey’s Directorate of
Religious Affairs (Diyanet), Kazakh imams have
participated in two-month professional develop-
ment courses in Turkey. For instance, in 2017, 30
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imams from Kazakhstan were sent for training in
the city of Balikesir, and by 2021, this number had
increased to 64, who received training at the presti-
gious «Haseki» Academy under the bilateral agree-
ment. The Diyanet, a key state body responsible for
managing the propagation of Sunni Islam outside
of Turkey, played a central role in this process. In
accordance with Turkey’s secular constitution, the
clergy were paid as civil servants, and the Diyanet,
which reported directly to the Prime Minister, em-
ployed approximately 105,000 personnel. Its annual
budget surpassed the combined financial allocations
of ministries such as Foreign Affairs, Energy, and
Environment. This institutional arrangement func-
tioned as a vital tool for the execution of Turkey’s
cultural-religious diplomacy in Central Asia, aiming
to consolidate its influence in the Islamic domain.
Through religious and educational initiatives, Tur-
key sought to fortify its presence in the region while
simultaneously balancing the secular foundations of
its own state with the strategic promotion of reli-
gious identity abroad (Atamanov, 2022).

The Turkish Religious Foundation (TDV) and
the Directorate of Religious Affairs of Turkey (Di-
yanet) supported the distribution of 3,515 copies of
the Holy Quran in Kazakhstan to those finishing the
Quran study courses, with the presence of Ibrahim
Uslu, Deputy Chairman of Turkey’s Supreme Board
of Radio and Television, and the famous Turkish
actor, Bahadir Yenisehirlioglu. This printing and
distribution event occurred because it was part of a
larger project called «Let the Quran Be My Gift»,
organized by TDV and Diyanet, and establishing
Quranic Islamic study courses in Kazakhstan. They
want to help promote Islamic teaching and improve
the religious education of people in their countries
outside Turkey. The project was started by TDV and
Diyanet in 2015, and project to date has distributed
over 1.3 million copies of the Holy Quran printed
in 36 languages and dialects and distributed copies
to 81 countries. The project is being used as a type
of active cultural-religious diplomacy to connect
spiritual ties and for promoting the interests of Is-
lam. Furthermore, it fosters religious enlightenment
and cultural integration on the global stage, reflec-
ting Turkey’s commitment to fostering religious and
cultural cohesion internationally (Alakush & Yusu-
pov, 2022).

Results and discussion

The roots of the Giilen movement in Kazakhstan
date back to 1992, when the first Kazakh-Turkish
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lyceums were founded through an intergovernmen-
tal agreement between the two countries. The socio-
political context at the time was conducive to the
spread of Giilenist influence: the Kazakh govern-
ment actively endorsed Turkish educational initia-
tives, perceiving them as integral to an expanding
framework of international cooperation. The es-
tablishment of these lyceums was interpreted as a
gesture of goodwill from a «fraternal nation» with
local authorities merely tasked with providing infra-
structure. In parallel, the establishment of Kazakh-
Turkish educational institutions served the strategic
objectives of Turkey, which utilized them to further
its cultural and ideological agendas. Notably, Tur-
kish President Turgut Ozal personally championed
this initiative, fostering a close relationship with
Giilen, and it was Ozal who, in 1986, played a key
role in securing his release, illustrating the deep po-
litical and ideological bonds between the two figures
(Bilgincan, 2016).

The expansion of Fethullah Giilen’s movement
across Kazakhstan and other Central Asian states
became particularly feasible within the context of
the disintegration of the Soviet Union, which pre-
sented new opportunities for reinforcing its ideolog-
ical stance on the global stage. In this rapidly shif-
ting geopolitical environment, the Giilenists adept-
ly leveraged the transformed political landscape to
forge educational and cultural ties with regions that
had previously been entrenched within the Soviet
political and socio-cultural framework. Notably, by
the 1990s, the first Kazakh Turkish lyceums were
established in Kazakhstan, which quickly became
pivotal instruments for the dissemination of Giilen’s
philosophical and ideological tenets. Founded on an
intergovernmental agreement between Turkey and
Kazakhstan, these educational institutions func-
tioned not only as centers of academic excellence
but also as vehicles for embedding cultural and re-
ligious concepts closely aligned with Giilen’s inter-
pretation of Islam. The expansion of this educational
network, coupled with the movement’s growing in-
fluence across various sectors of Kazakhstani soci-
ety, including the media, business, and civil society,
played a crucial role in consolidating the presence of
Gilenist ideals in Kazakhstan, despite the absence
of official state backing in subsequent decades. This
multifaceted approach facilitated the movement’s
deep integration into the socio-cultural fabric of the
country (Temirbayev, Temirbayeva, Ryskiyeva &
Kuranbek, 2024: 45-50).

Currently, the Giilen movement has consoli-
dated substantial and enduring influence within Ka-

zakhstan’s educational system, as demonstrated by
the extensive network of Kazakh-Turkish lycees,
universities, and colleges overseen by the KATEV
Foundation. This development can be attributed to
the establishment of a robust and efficient educa-
tional infrastructure, which encompasses 29 lycees
and several higher educational institutions, inclu-
ding Suleyman Demirel University, the Economic
College in Taraz, and the international «Nur-Orday
school. These institutions serve as critical nodes
in the propagation of educational and ideological
frameworks associated with the Giilen movement
(Sultanmuratov, Kukeeva, Chukubaev, Baizakova,
2020). The KATEV Foundation, which serves as
the operational base for this educational network, is
wholly overseen by adherents of Giilen, a fact cor-
roborated by numerous scholarly investigations, in-
cluding those conducted by prominent experts such
as B. Balci, whose research focuses on the activities
of the movement in Central Asia (Balci, 2010: 151-
153). It is crucial to emphasize that the influence of
this movement extends beyond the educational sec-
tor, permeating other domains such as media and
business, where Giilenist structures also maintain a
presence. For example, in Kazakhstan, the Kazakh-
stan-Zaman newspaper continues to be published,
and certain sectors of the Turkish business com-
munity are closely affiliated with Giilen’s network.
Additionally, the Kazakh-Turkish high schools have
consistently achieved outstanding results, as evi-
denced by the substantial number of medals secured
by students in National and International Olympi-
ads, along with the high academic performance of
graduates in the Unified National Testing. These
achievements can be attributed not only to the su-
perior quality of education but also to the highly se-
lective admissions process, which places significant
emphasis on identifying exceptionally talented and
ambitious students. This approach is in direct align-
ment with Giilen’s educational philosophy, which is
centered around the cultivation of an elite «golden
generation» of well-educated, devout Muslims who
are prepared to take on leadership roles in both reli-
gious and secular spheres (Ivanov, 2014).

Fourthly, the importance of KATEV Foundation
for the coherent professional development of Ka-
zakh-Turkish high schools staff, which ensures the
establishment of a sustainable system of continuous
pedagogical education. This is done through the or-
chestration of specialized training courses, seminars
and other didactic programs for developing the ped-
agogic skills of teaching staff. Due to various school
perks, which include additional stipends far above
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the national average income, instructors earn more
income beyond their base salaries, giving them even
more reasons to work hard. Financial support in this
context isn’t just a nice bonus — it’s a strategic way
to bring in talented educators and keep them around.
But there’s more to the story. Many of the teachers
who follow Fethullah Giilen’s philosophy don’t just
see their jobs as a paycheck. For them, it’s about
hizmet, or service. It’s a mindset, a belief that tea-
ching is part of a bigger mission. That’s why they’re
often deeply committed, not just to academics, but
to passing on a certain set of values. At schools sup-
ported by the KATEV Foundation, the classroom
becomes a place where education and ideology go
hand in hand. These schools don’t just teach sub-
jects — they shape beliefs, too.

KATEV’s system has helped build schools that
can truly compete — not just in terms of academics,
but in how they’re seen by society. Even though
these schools are grounded in a particular philoso-
phy, most people view them as neutral, indepen-
dent places of learning. And that perception really
matters. By keeping their ideological side low-key
rather than in-your-face, these schools have been
able to fit into the national education system without
raising eyebrows. It’s a careful balance — and so far,
it seems to be working. The Kazakh-Turkish high
schools have successfully established themselves
as respected educational institutions in Kazakhstan,
free from direct ties to Turkey, as emphasized by
expert A. Izbairov. These schools have demon-
strated their educational superiority by providing
a high standard of education, producing graduates
who are highly regarded in various sectors of pub-
lic administration. In this context, their success in
preparing students for competitive fields further so-
lidifies their reputation and influence, while maintai-
ning an outward appearance of independence, thus
minimizing potential ideological resistance within
the broader socio-political landscape of Kazakhstan
(Balci, 2024: 2-7). Nevertheless, B. Balci argues
that the ideological mission of the Giilen movement
is primarily focused on the restoration of Islam in a
region that was dominated by atheist rule for over
70 years. He draws a comparison between the Gii-
lenists and the Jesuits, emphasizing that both groups
strategically employ educational institutions as a
conduit for propagating their respective ideological
frameworks (Chedia, 2023).

In this context, it is essential to revisit the analy-
sis provided by an academic from Istanbul, who ex-
plored the methods by which children are integrated
into religious life within the framework of the edu-
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cational process. The Giilen movement strategical-
ly identifies students with a predisposition toward
deepening their understanding of Islam, enabling
them to identify individuals most amenable to their
ideological perspectives. Students in these lyceums
find themselves in a tightly structured environment,
where nearly every aspect of their daily life is care-
fully guided. But here’s the interesting part: reli-
gious teachings don’t usually come from teachers.
Instead, that role falls to mentors known as “abi”
— older, trusted guides who lead small groups and
quietly introduce students to basic Islamic practices,
like prayer. It’s a low-profile approach that allows
the movement’s values to take root without making
religion feel like a formal part of the school day. The
result? A subtle, lasting influence that stretches be-
yond the classroom.

In Kazakhstan, particularly among traditional
families, Islam holds a special place — not just as a
faith, but as a cornerstone of cultural identity. This
connection didn’t happen overnight; it was shaped
over generations through contact with the broader
Muslim world, embedding Islamic principles deeply
into Kazakh heritage. That’s why the influence of
the Giilen movement in Kazakh-Turkish lyceums
raises important questions. While their interpreta-
tion of Islam aligns in many ways with established
tradition, it also carries a specific ideological stamp
— one shaped by Fethullah Giilen’s teachings, which
combine religious values with social and politi-
cal ideals. The 2009 incident in Kostanay, where a
disc with extremist content was discovered at one of
these schools, served as a stark reminder: it’s cru-
cial to stay alert. When ideology quietly filters into
education under the guise of faith, it becomes all the
more important to critically examine what messag-
es are truly being passed on to the next generation.
Despite legal proceedings, the event did not lead to
substantial consequences, pointing to the limitations
of the legal system in effectively addressing the po-
tential ideological threats posed by such movements
(Kulik, 2016).

Thus, the interplay between intercultural and
religious integration, as well as the divergent in-
terpretations of Islamic teachings across different
national contexts, fundamentally shapes the op-
erational dynamics and influence of educational
institutions such as the Kazakh-Turkish lyceums.
The ideological conflicts embedded within the edu-
cational framework, alongside the potential for
the dissemination of extremist content, necessitate
vigilant oversight from both human rights organiza-
tions and academic institutions. An essential aspect
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of this dynamic is the ability of these institutions to
tailor their religious and cultural directives to the lo-
cal sociocultural context, which consequently fos-
ters a complex interaction between state-controlled
and private educational initiatives. This integration
highlights the tension between the local authorities’
regulatory frameworks and the ideological impera-
tives of these institutions, thus revealing the intri-
cate balance they must maintain in order to function
within the broader educational landscape.

The activities of Giilenist schools in Kazakh-
stan, while ostensibly framed within a moderate and
conducive approach to educational development,
prompt critical inquiries regarding their broader
societal implications. In particular, the pedagogical
strategies at Kazakh-Turkish lyceums are oriented
towards the cultivation of a highly skilled, competi-
tive workforce, enhancing their educational pres-
tige. However, it is crucial to note that Giilen’s edu-
cational initiative was not limited to the recruitment
of exceptionally gifted students; it also strategically
sought to enroll children from elite social circles,
such as the offspring of politicians and business
leaders, thus ensuring a robust network of political
and economic support. This dual focus on educa-
tional excellence and elite integration not only so-
lidified the operational success of these institutions
but also bolstered their strategic positioning within
Kazakhstan’s political and economic spheres. The
alignment of educational and political agendas
within Giilenist schools underscores their capacity
to weave complex networks of influence, wherein
reciprocal obligations and political capital become
intertwined, thus securing the long-terms ustainabi-
lity and influence of these institutions within the na-
tional context (Sultanmuratov, 2018: 3-16).

The situation with elite students in the Kazakh-
Turkish Lyceums highlights just how deeply edu-
cational programs can be tied to broader political
and social goals. These schools aren’t operating
in a vacuum — they’re part of a deliberate strategy
that strengthens the Giilen movement’s reach within
Kazakhstan’s societal framework. This influence is
reinforced through a network of personal ties and
social structures that help sustain its presence far
beyond the classroom. Given all this, there’s a clear
need for thoughtful, in-depth analysis. We need to
ask hard questions about how these institutions are
shaping Kazakhstan’s long-term trajectory — espe-
cially when it comes to social cohesion and the in-
tegrity of national sovereignty. The stakes, clearly,
go well beyond education.

Kazakhstan’s state policy vis-a-vis Giilenist

institutions now grapples with the complexities of
navigating a dual challenge: maintaining strategic
diplomatic ties with Turkey while simultaneously
mitigating potential national security risks posed
by the Giilen movement’s influence. The nation’s
nuanced approach, balancing pragmatic coopera-
tion with Turkey against the imperative to regulate
the activities of Giilenist entities within its borders,
reflects the broader geopolitical dynamics, cultural-
ideological tensions, and international diplomatic
considerations at play. The proposed transfer of
the Kazakh-Turkish Lyceums to the Ministry of
Education represents a significant policy shift with
far-reaching consequences for both the educational
system and internal political equilibrium, as such
a move could dilute oversight over the ideological
components embedded in the curriculum. Further-
more, this transition may lead to a degradation in
educational quality, potentially fueling public dis-
content and exacerbating political instability. Thus,
the future trajectory of the Kazakh-Turkish Ly-
ceums is inextricably linked not only to the reso-
lution of educational and ideological concerns but
also to the broader strategic calculations regarding
Kazakhstan’s domestic and international economic
interests (Baitenova & Zhetpisbai, 2021).

The issue of regulating the activities of the Ka-
zakh-Turkish Lyceums in Kazakhstan encompasses
not only aspects of educational policy but also ad-
dresses deeper concerns related to state governance,
political stability, and international relations. This
situation reflects a broader socio-political tension,
which is driven by both external and internal chal-
lenges faced by countries that maintain diplomatic
and cultural ties with Turkey, while simultaneously
grappling with the political consequences of ideo-
logical influences. The consideration of potential
solutions in the context of transferring the manage-
ment of the Kazakh-Turkish Lyceums under state
control raises significant questions regarding the
delicate balance between national sovereignty, the
autonomy of educational institutions, and the broa-
der dynamics of international political alliances and
support.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that
Turkey’s geopolitical strategy of religious policy
represents a carefully constructed, multifaceted
system encompassing not only external political
interests but also significant cultural, religious, and
educational ties with Central Asian countries, in-
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cluding Kazakhstan. Through religious and educa-
tional initiatives, Turkey aims to create a favorable
environment for spreading certain ideological and
cultural values, which, in turn, strengthens its influ-
ence in the region. This influence is manifested in
supporting and promoting Sunni Islamist ideology
as well as developing cultural and educational proj-
ects that contribute to the formation of a new cul-
tural identity aligned with Turkish models and Is-
lamic philosophy in countries such as Kazakhstan.
The specifics of Turkey’s influence on Kazakh-
stan’s socio-cultural space lie in the successful in-
tegration of educational initiatives, such as the Ka-
zakh-Turkish lyceums, which have become impor-
tant centers for training elite professionals. These
institutions not only provide high-quality educa-
tion but also actively instill religious and cultural
values characteristic of the Giilen movement’s
philosophy. Giilen’s strategy, aimed at creating a

«golden generation» of educated Muslims, has far-
reaching consequences for shaping Kazakhstan’s
social and cultural structure.

Kazakhstan, striving to maintain strategic rela-
tions with Turkey, must effectively balance this ex-
ternal influence with the preservation of its political
and cultural autonomy. Thus, the future interaction
between Kazakhstan and Turkey within the frame-
work of geopolitical religious strategy requires a
systematic and reasoned approach to regulating edu-
cational and cultural initiatives, ensuring a balance
between maintaining national identity and stability
while considering external political interests. The
issue of controlling ideological content and regu-
lating religious and educational projects associated
with Turkey remains one of the most important fac-
tors influencing Kazakhstan’s social and political
dynamics in a globalized world and in light of the
rapidly changing geopolitical situation in the region.
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