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Introduction
 

The conference of 16-17 October 2020, organised by the OSCE Academy in Bishkek, 
Kyrgyzstan in co-operation with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Germany, was held online 
via the ZOOM platform, bringing together more than 42 participants from various locations.
The event was held in English and aimed to address the issue of value transformation 
in Central Asia, a complex contemporary thematic covering questions related to the 
relationship of individuals to political structures, the influence of media, nationalism, 
the relationship between neighbouring countries in this region, as well as the role of 
environment, religion, and gender in social structures. 

Due to their closeness to Russia, the People’s Republic of China, and the Middle East, 
Central Asian societies are torn between competing influences and cultures. In this 
respect, the conference, which brings together many participants from the Western world, 
and relates to fundamental themes such as the respect for Human Rights and Democracy, 
contrasts with the geopolitical context, which essentially refers to the growing influence of 
Beijing and Moscow in this part of the globe. The conference must therefore be analysed 
in a more international framework and lead to a deeper debate than the name «Value 
Transformation in Central Asia» suggests. The purpose of the conference is to discuss 
how the implementation of Western values - in particular Democracy and the principles of 
equality between individuals - can be achieved outside the geographical proximity of the 
Western world. 

The conference was successfully held over two days, with the number of participants 
remaining the same and without technical difficulties despite the simultaneous participation 
of guests, some of whom were located in Western Europe and the rest in Central Asia. 

This report relates the content of the conference and explains the position of the 
participants, and must be understood in the contemporary geopolitical context that gives 
it its full meaning. It describes the mosaic of values that varies from one country to another 
due to the relationship of each Central Asian country with its neighbours, affecting the 
perception of Western values that were the main focus of the conference.

The conference was organized in cooperation with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in 
Kyrgyzstan and was generously funded by the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs. 

Introduction
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On the Question of Democracy in Central Asia 

Following the introduction by the Director at the OSCE Academy in Bishkek, the debate 
opened on the core topic of Democracy, in the light of recent events in Kyrgyzstan. In this 
context, the Director did not fail to acknowledge the participants who attended the event 
from various countries, implicitly underlining the significance of new technologies and 
access to the Internet as a means of debating ideas and providing access to information. 
More than three decades after the fall of the USSR, the fear of a return of autocracy is 
present in the discourse, and the whole matter is concerned with how to establish values 
that support the promotion of democracy in Central Asian societies surrounded by countries 
with autocratic tendencies. 

In addition to this, the contemporary context and the Covid-19 crisis, which limits 
individual liberties—namely the movement of people—undermines democratic ideals and 
provides an opportunity for arbitrary restrictions under the cover of health protection. 
Furthermore, as the correlation between democracy and the economy is a tangible reality, 
the economic consequences may lead to a rise in populism and radical tendencies, which 
would undermine democracies in Central Asia. 

The DAAD Associate Professor at the OSCE Academy in Bishkek established the context 
for the Keynote I «Value Transformation and Democratization in Global Perspective». She 
elaborated on the cultural factor that needs to be taken into account, one question being 
to establish whether there are common values in different Central Asian countries. The 
question of local political actors is of primary importance, as is the fight against corruption. 
Corruption remains the main problem in the region and hinders equality before the law and 
leads to a feeling of inequality and spoliation, and hinders equal opportunities that are no 
longer based on qualifications.

The presentation of the first participant during the Keynote I reinforces the apprehension 
and confirms that Covid-19 can enhance the process of autocratisation. In her presentation, 
the DAAD Associate Professor also demonstrated a trend towards the return of autocratic 
regimes around the world, especially in Latin America and Russia. Following the same 
methodology, the results presented suggest that Kyrgyzstan is an exception in Central Asia 
and by far the most democratic society.
 
The role of the media and journalists was also highlighted, as they are the backbone of the 
national debate and provide information to citizens. This leads to the underlying question 
of who is in charge of the media and how to preserve their autonomy and the access to 
them, which in turn raises the underlying issue of funding and language of use (Russian 
versus national languages) and the segmentation between large cities and rural areas. 

In many ways, the first presentation has been an introduction to the next presenter who 
mentions the use of computers and smartphones by citizens allows them to influence a 
whole nation, calling into question the previous relationship between the media and the 
governments in Central Asia.
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A recurring characteristic is that political leaders are not able to control all the information 
and data circulating on the Internet and social networks, which leads to more democracy 
but also more risk, as evidenced by the presence of fake news and the rise of populism 
throughout the world. It should be added to this that elections do not make a country a 
democracy, since a true democracy is when the citizens are in charge permanently, not 
only at the time of the vote. 

The question of equality and distribution of wealth is also central as poverty leads to a 
pattern of survival and does not leave time for social reflection and conceptualisation of 
the importance of living in a democracy compared to an autocratic system.
 

Media and the Internet
 
The debate was resumed with the second panel on «Autocracies on the Rise? Experience 
and Realpolitik in Central Asia» which brought together speakers from the Open Society 
Foundation and the Central Asia Barometer.

During his intervention, one speaker mentioned that many citizens do not feel able to 
influence on a large scale, but are convinced that they can have an impact on a smaller 
scale. This reasoning is important because the empirical scheme shows that people who 
get involved on a small scale feel able to have a larger influence (small steps theory).
 
The question of language also returns with a characteristic of Central Asian societies where 
there is persistent fragmentation between the large cities and the rural communities, often 
reflected in the use of Russian in cities. This element is of crucial importance because it 
implies that citizens in urban areas listen more to the Russian-speaking and international 
media, while those in the countryside have a more national outlook. 

The next presenter underlined that democracy and liberal values are developing in 
Uzbekistan in contrast to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, and adds that economic matters 
are more prominent for the inhabitants than democratic issues. The macroeconomic 
environment remains the main source of concern for citizens throughout Central Asia, 
which confirms the first speaker’s apprehension.

The last presenter agreed with the two previous presentations and added that access to 
the Internet and foreign media is essential in Central Asia because it allows for quality 
debate. He added that the economic crisis linked to Covid-19 will have consequences on 
the democratic process which are still difficult to assess. The algorithms on social networks 
raise the question of «hybrid media» and the inhabitants prefer conspiracy theories rather 
than technocratic discussions.
 
Another speaker pointed out that the internet does not necessarily lead to more democracy 
and pushes some citizens to live in bubbles, deciding to reject what they do not want to 
hear about. 

Media and the Internet
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Questions from participants focused on the role of the internet in the democratic process, 
and speakers underlined that the development of civil society in Central Asia will ultimately 
lead to more democracy. 

The DAAD Associate Professor raised the question of Beijing’s role in this process, as it 
appears to be missing, despite its geographical proximity and economic importance in 
Central Asia. One speaker believes this question will require an in-depth study, in contrast 
to another one who considers Beijing more active than in previous years but seems to limit 
its influence to the economic sector, as Chinese soft power seems to have less influence 
than that of the Western world.

Central Asia or Central Asians? The Question of Human Rights and Universal 
Values

The second day of the conference brought together a comparable number of participants 
as the previous one, and following the same dynamics. The DAAD Associate Professor 
opened the discussion on the topic of values in Central Asia. This is a key issue given 
that since the end of the Soviet Union, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan have evolved differently. The question is therefore to know what is similar 
and dissimilar in each of these nations to understand the underlying reasons for their 
respective differences. 

The first panel was composed of speakers from the World Value Survey (University of 
Vienna, Austria) who presented the results of the World Value Survey for Central Asia. The 
presentation deserves a report given the quality and variety of the results obtained. The 
main points however remain similar to the findings of the previous day and life happiness 
stays low in Central Asia as a whole, the difficulty being to understand the reasons for 
these results (economy, political structure, other?).
 
The main values that prevail are those of conservatism in its comparison with Western 
countries. In this respect, having a family is a mark of achievement that outweighs financial 
success, and sexual transformations, including the subject of homosexuality, are taboo in 
all Central Asian nations.
 
One presenter did not fail to point out that values such as Democracy and women’s 
emancipation are inter-connected, which raises the question of women’s empowerment 
in conservative societies. However, she also does not omit to add that secular values can 
coexist with democratic concepts, and in this sense it is not necessary to embrace identical 
Western concepts but to adapt them in a different environment.
 
According to the results, some citizens are apprehensive about talking about politics 
including in the private sphere, which raises the question of fear of the political regimes in 
place. In Tajikistan, the inhabitants seem to prefer to confine the political debate to close 
circles. 
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The question of independent variables and methodology remains, as another speaker 
mentioned, and the results sometimes raise more questions than answers. She did not fail 
to point out that a detailed explanation is possible but outside of the conference framework 
because of the magnitude of the variables used in the World Value Survey. 

During the next presentation on «Human Rights in Value Transformation in the post-soviet 
realm» a presenter confirmed the transition of Central Asia over the last decades and 
decided to focus his attention on Uzbekistan. According to him, law students must defend 
society and participate in the reflective spirit, as the government is sometimes not the 
one to succeed in doing so. We can thus see all the ambivalence in Uzbekistan where the 
«State is not always the protector of human rights, unlike the West, but sometimes the 
detractor of these rights». With regard to this, human rights are often considered to be an 
external influence, which is detrimental to their universal character and confines them to 
the rank of external or even antagonistic values, which proves to be detrimental to their 
dissemination. 

Another presenter argued press freedoms have increased in Uzbekistan, which sends 
positive signals for the country, although there are still problematic elements such as 
inhabitants who reside in the country without citizenship. This is all the more positive as 
the improvements seem to come from the government itself, which shows signs of good 
leadership that suggest positive changes are gradually being put in place. 

A presenter from the University of Tartu decided to focus his attention on the issue of 
universality. He argues there are different interpretations of what human rights are. As 
such, he indicated that the People’s Republic of China, Russia and European countries all 
claim to respect human rights. The notion of universality therefore stepped away from the 
previous approach and raised the debate to a more philosophical level. As such, if human 
rights values are not universal, what model could be applied to Central Asian societies? 
The Occidental, Chinese or Russian model? 

A fear that quickly emanates is that each country claims to respect human rights to have a 
positive public image, but to what extent does the reality match the actions on the ground 
and what about the real protection provided by governments? The presenter reminds us 
that Central Asia governments are the promoters and the detractors of human rights, 
which is a paradox. 

A student participating in the conference made the point that those involved in the 
promotion of democratic values and human rights are often referred to as «Westerners» 
by opposition to the locals. This leads to confrontations between those who claim to be 
«nationalists», i.e. who disagree with the «progressives» who are subject to external 
influence(s). 

Media and the Internet
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Value Transformation between China, Russia, the Middle-East and the West
 
The last panel on «Is there a Value Transformation in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan» began with a speaker mentioning the role of education in the process of 
establishing strong democracies and ensuring respect for humanity, although he also 
noted that obtaining a diploma is more important than the quality of the diploma itself. 
Therefore, studies are not a means to understand the world or to learn to bring something 
to the society, but rather a survival tool in a competitive environment. 

The OSCE Academy Professor added that Kyrgyzstan is in a phase of profound changes 
and his presentation mentioned the Soviet Union had a major impact on societal and social 
structures with significant economic developments. However, it appears that the economic 
development desired and implemented by Moscow has not been as considerable as the 
social model, which remained almost the same. His presentation then raises the question of 
whether economic development was done too rapidly or should have been done differently 
on a regional level.

The role of religion, and Islam in particular, is therefore a major piece of evidence of the 
resilience of Central Asian societies to Soviet influence, and is a component of identity 
that is sometimes entering into altercation with neighbouring countries such as China 
and Russia. The complexity of Central Asia is therefore to succeed in adapting external 
influences, and in particular Western values, to Muslim societies.
 
The OSCE Professor underlined the combination of identities in Central Asia with: nationalism 
specific to each nation state; religion (Islam); universal and international values; values 
from the post-communist world; thereby confirming the variety in Central Asian countries. 

China also seems to have an unexpected influence in all countries. As such, one presentation 
mentioned a feeling of Sino-Phobia in Kyrgyzstan. Beijing’s presence is well established on 
an economic level, however soft power does not seem to be able to develop in Central Asia 
for a multitude of reasons.

Ultimately, there is a heterogeneity of values in this corner of the world, with each country 
having its approach, confirming the idea of «Central Asian societies» rather than a single 
standard model. Generations have different perceptions of values, especially those who 
lived during communism and people born afterward. The relationship between men and 
women is also undergoing change, which seems to continue a process that began during 
the Soviet period, although Islam influences gender equality.
 
Besides, there are disparities between urban and rural areas, with the use of Russian 
and local languages, but also in lifestyle, especially nomadism versus a sedentary life. 
Differences are widening between the champions of human rights and the nationalist 
radicals. The Western opposition between liberals and conservatives takes on a very 
different dimension in the four countries - Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan -  
in that it is not a question of values but nationalism with those who embrace the idea of 
internationalisation against regionalism. 
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Finally, the presentation concluded with this question of values and geopolitics. In this 
sense, do we choose values in our society or is it geopolitics that influences our perception 
of the world? This aspect is essential because it brings us back to the beginning of the 
conference and to the topic itself. If values are a matter of geopolitics, can we then try to 
measure them in Central Asia based on Western standards, or should we think of them on 
a more Russian or Chinese framework, or allow Central Asian societies to try to find their 
values in a post-Soviet context? 

In any case, it appears that there are factors that impact on the implementation of values. 
These include strong or weak central governance and decentralization. Political instability 
also hinders the establishment of new standards. Finally, the development of values 
cannot take place without the financial means, echoing the paradox that the implantation 
of Western concepts, given the current context with China’s growing economic influence 
in Central Asia, will probably take place with the indirect economic assistance of Beijing. 
It is clear from the conference that Central Asia will be economically dependent on Beijing 
in the future, and the development of Western soft power will rely on Chinese capability to 
increase the prosperity in Central Asian societies. 

Conclusion

As the the conference came to an end, more questions were raised than answers provided. 
As such, the geopolitics of Central Asia with Islam, the economic influence of China, 
the historical presence of Russia, and Western soft power suggest that a specific model 
remains in this part of the World. The question that emerged is therefore to know how and 
if the countries of Central Asia can develop outside the influence of these different worlds -  
Western, Russian, Chinese, and Middle Eastern - and whether the so-called universal values 
can be developed differently. 

The DAAD Associate Professor concluded on the elements discussed, and then addressed 
the question of change at a unique moment in the history of mankind with the Covid-19 
crisis. As the conference ends with participants from all over the world gathered on ZOOM, 
the question of the future of freedom of movement, the upcoming global and regional 
economic crisis, and the inter-connection between macroeconomic difficulties and respect 
for Democracy and Human Rights were raised. Will pre-Covid-19 and post-Covid-19 values 
be the same, and to what extent will this crisis impact the development of Central Asian 
societies? 

Conclusion
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