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Abstract. The regulation of religious activity in contemporary Kazakhstan is a critical issue shaped by the interplay
between ensuring freedom of religion and maintaining state control. This study aimed to analyse the legal frameworks
governing religious activity in Kazakhstan, with a particular focus on their alignment with international human rights
standards and domestic socio-political dynamics. Employing legal analysis, comparative methods, and case studies,
the research examined the country’s legislation and its practical implications for religious communities. The study
revealed that Kazakhstan’s legal framework imposes significant restrictions on religious freedoms, including mandatory
registration of religious associations, limitations on public worship, and broad state oversight. These measures often
disproportionately affect minority religious groups, raising concerns about discrimination and barriers to religious
pluralism. Despite Kazakhstan’s constitutional guarantees of religious freedom, the implementation of laws frequently
conflicts with the country’s international obligations under treaties such as the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights and the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe commitments. Case studies of religious
communities, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Ahmadiyya Muslim community, and the Baptist Church, further
illustrated the practical challenges posed by existing regulations. These cases highlighted issues such as administrative
overreach, discriminatory registration processes, and the marginalisation of non-traditional religious groups. The findings
emphasised the need for legislative reforms to address ambiguities, harmonise national laws with international standards,
and foster a more inclusive environment for religious communities. This research contributes to the broader discourse
on religious regulation, offering practical insights for policymakers, legal practitioners, and human rights advocates. By
addressing the tension between governance and religious freedom, the study provides a foundation for future reforms
aimed at balancing societal stability and the protection of fundamental rights
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Introduction

The regulation of religious activity in Kazakhstan presents
a pressing issue at the intersection of governance, human
rights, and social stability. As a secular state with a diverse
religious composition, Kazakhstan navigates the challenge
of safeguarding freedom of conscience and religion while
addressing concerns of security, extremism, and public or-
der. This issue is particularly significant in the contemporary
context, as Kazakhstan continues its post-Soviet transforma-
tion and aligns its policies with international human rights
standards. The study of religious regulation in Kazakhstan
is vital for several reasons. First, it reflects broader global
trends in managing religious diversity and balancing state
interests with individual freedoms. Second, it addresses a
critical aspect of Kazakhstan’s socio-political development,
offering insights into the interplay between governance, cul-
tural heritage, and modernity. Lastly, it provides an oppor-
tunity to evaluate the effectiveness of legal and institutional
mechanisms in promoting societal cohesion while respecting
religious freedoms.

Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995) guar-
antees freedom of religion under Article 22, emphasising the
importance of this right for societal cohesion. The Law of the
Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V “On Religious Activities
and Religious Associations” (2011) serves as a key regulato-
ry instrument but has drawn scrutiny for its restrictive pro-
visions, including burdensome registration requirements for
religious organisations and mandatory theological examina-
tions. Such measures, while aimed at promoting transparency
and addressing potential security risks, have raised concerns
about their impact on the free exercise of religious rights.

Existing scholarship provides a foundation for under-
standing the complexities of religious regulation in Ka-
zakhstan. Several studies, such as those by N. Baitenova et
al. (2021), examined the transformation of Kazakhstan’s
religious landscape after independence, highlighting the im-
pact of historical and political changes on religious govern-
ance. Around the same period, D. Alleés (2021) contributed
to the discussion from a global perspective, analysing the
securitisation of religion in international security frame-
works, which provides valuable insights into how religious
governance policies are influenced by broader geopolitical
concerns. Additionally, I. Jugl et al. (2021) explored the risks
and protective factors associated with extremism, indirect-
ly contributing to the discourse on religious regulation by
assessing the conditions under which religious movements
may become radicalised. J. Temperman (2010) advanced the
discussion by critically evaluating the relationship between
the secular state and religion in Kazakhstan, identifying
legislative gaps that undermine constitutional protections
of religious freedoms, while A.M. Almasovich and A. Zhal-
gas (2022) examined the risks and challenges emerging in
Kazakhstan’s religious sector, advocating for legislative re-
forms to address them.

At the same time, D. Gamza and P. Jones (2021) pro-
vided a comparative regional analysis of religious regula-
tion across Central Asia, positioning Kazakhstan’s approach
within a broader governance framework. Meanwhile, stud-
ies from other contexts, such as those by P. Suyaman and
T.F. Alfiany (2022) and M.A. Nasir (2022), analysed inter-
faith marriage laws in Indonesia, offering a comparative
perspective on the interaction between religious and secular
governance. More recent studies have focused on practical

policy recommendations and strategic governance improve-
ments. R. Shaykhutdinov (2024) examined the accommo-
dation of minority religious practices in post-communist
Muslim republics, emphasising the challenges of balanc-
ing religious pluralism with public policy. Y. Buribayev et
al. (2024) proposed strategic guidelines for state policy in
the religious sphere, addressing key issues such as extrem-
ism and secular governance. Similarly, D. Achilov (2012)
analysed the role of Islam in Kazakhstan’s education system,
linking religious discourse with broader societal develop-
ment. R. Finke (2024) contributed a cross-national research
agenda for studying religious freedom, emphasising the
importance of contextual analyses when evaluating gov-
ernance frameworks. Finally, M. Abdikakimov and M. Kari-
baev (2024) explored the correlation between religious and
secular values in Kazakhstan, shedding light on evolving soci-
etal attitudes toward religious regulation. This body of liter-
ature illustrates the progression of scholarly discourse, from
foundational studies on historical transformations to recent
policy-oriented research that seeks to align Kazakhstan’s reli-
gious governance with international human rights standards.

The purpose of this study was to analyse the contem-
porary legal regulation of religious activity in Kazakhstan,
focusing on its alignment with international human rights
standards and its effectiveness in addressing societal needs.
This research aimed to identify gaps in existing legislation,
evaluate its impact on religious freedoms, and propose ac-
tionable recommendations for enhancing governance in this
area. The objectives of the study were:

= to examine the legislative framework governing reli-
gious activity in Kazakhstan and its alignment with constitu-
tional and international norms;

= to evaluate the societal and political implications of
current regulatory practices;

= to propose evidence-based recommendations for im-
proving legal and institutional mechanisms for managing
religious activity.

Materials and methods
This research was conducted within the conceptual frame-
work of legal pluralism and state-confessional theory, which
focus on the coexistence and interaction of secular and reli-
gious norms within a unified legal framework. Each method
was selected based on its ability to address specific research
objectives effectively. The historical method was employed
to trace the evolution of state-confessional relations in Ka-
zakhstan from independence in 1991 to the present. This
approach enabled the reconstruction of key stages in the de-
velopment of religious policies and legal norms. One of the
critical legislative milestones was the adoption of the Law
of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 1128-XII “On Freedom of
Religion and Religious Associations” (1992). Despite its ini-
tial liberal provisions, the law allowed for legal restrictions
on religious activities to protect public order, security, and
morality, as well as the rights of other citizens. Over time,
these regulatory gaps necessitated amendments, leading to
significant changes in 2004 and 2005, which refined key le-
gal definitions and expanded state oversight of religious or-
ganisations. A major shift occurred with the adoption of the
Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011), which
replaced the 1992 legislation. This marked a transition
from relatively liberal policies to stricter state control over



religious activities. Subsequent amendments further tight-
ened regulatory frameworks, reflecting Kazakhstan’s broader
shift toward a securitised approach to religious governance.

The formal-legal method provided the foundation for
an in-depth analysis of legal texts governing the religious
sphere, including the Constitution of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan (1995), the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan
No. 483-IV (2011) and international agreements ratified by
Kazakhstan. This method was instrumental in evaluating
the compliance of national legislation with constitutional
principles and international human rights standards, such
as those outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948) and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966). The formal-legal analysis
exposed gaps and inconsistencies in existing laws and exces-
sive administrative barriers, which hinder the practical real-
isation of religious freedoms. Legal modeling was employed
to propose hypothetical improvements to the legislative
framework governing religious activities. Based on identified
shortcomings, this method facilitated the development of leg-
islative scenarios aimed at optimising the legal environment.

A systemic approach was utilised to construct a holistic
analysis of state-confessional relations within Kazakhstan’s
legal framework. By examining interrelations between le-
gal norms, governmental policies, and religious practices,
this method allowed for the identification of institutional
and functional dynamics within the system. The systemic
method facilitated the assessment of how legislative changes
impacted the interaction between religious associations and
state authorities, contributing to a nuanced understanding
of policy effectiveness. This approach also revealed the role
of external factors, such as international obligations and so-
cio-cultural changes, in shaping Kazakhstan’s legal regula-
tion of the religious sphere.

The study drew on a diverse array of primary and sec-
ondary sources. Key materials included Constitution of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (1995), the Law of the Republic of
Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011), and associated regulations.
Additionally, international treaties such as the Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) provided
a benchmark for assessing legislative compliance. The re-
search also relied on analytical reports, court decisions, and
resolutions from national and international bodies, which
offered insights into the practical application of religious
policies (Resolution of the Government of the Republic of
Kazakhstan No. 953, 2020; Resolution of the Government
of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 236, 2023). The Reso-
lution of the Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan
No. 953 (2020) and later amended by Resolution of the Gov-
ernment of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 236 “On Amend-
ments and Supplements to Certain Decisions of the Govern-
ment of the Republic of Kazakhstan and Orders of the Prime
Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan” (2023), provided a
strategic framework for regulating religious affairs, ensur-
ing interfaith harmony, and maintaining national security in
religious matters. Statistical data from government reports
and OpenData platforms enriched the analysis by providing
an empirical context for assessing the impact of legislative
changes on real-world outcomes. Official reports, including
the Comprehensive Plan for the Implementation of State Pol-
icy in the Religious Sphere of the Republic of Kazakhstan
for 2021-2023, along with analytical reviews on state Open-
Data platforms, highlighted trends in religious policy, the
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demographics of religious groups, and the level of public sup-
port for government initiatives (2023 Report on..., 2024).

The selection of countries for comparative analysis was
based on their relevance to Kazakhstan’s legal and political
context, as well as their alignment with different models of
religious regulation. The comparison with Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan was chosen due to their shared post-Soviet le-
gal heritage and similar approaches to state control over re-
ligious activities, allowing for an assessment of how Kazakh-
stan’s framework compares within the Central Asian region.

Uzbekistan, in particular, has undergone significant re-
ligious policy shifts in recent years, reflecting broader politi-
cal reforms within the country. While historically known for
its strict control over religious organisations, recent national
strategies, including those implemented under the “New Uz-
bekistan” reforms, indicate efforts to modernize governance
and improve religious freedom (Sobirovich, 2025). Howev-
er, despite some progress, Uzbekistan continues to prohibit
unregistered religious activities, maintaining a regulatory
environment that prioritises state oversight over religious
pluralism. This approach aligns with earlier efforts at re-
ligious regulation in independent Uzbekistan, which were
aimed at balancing security concerns with controlled reli-
gious liberalisation (Umarov, 2021). Furthermore, while Uz-
bekistan has eased some restrictions, particularly regarding
interfaith dialogue and religious education, the government
still tightly monitors religious practices, fearing the spread
of extremism. This reflects a broader regional strategy where
religious governance is viewed through the lens of national
security rather than human rights.

Turkmenistan’s highly restrictive policies provide a
further benchmark for understanding Kazakhstan’s relative
positioning, as it remains one of the most state-controlled
religious environments in the region. The Turkmen govern-
ment imposes severe restrictions on religious organisations,
requiring all religious groups to register with the state, while
non-compliance can lead to severe administrative and even
criminal penalties (Hordk & Polese, 2016).

Additionally, the government continues to enforce poli-
cies that limit religious expression in public spaces and place
strict controls on religious literature and places of worship.
The cult of personality surrounding the Turkmen leadership
further reinforces this control, with state ideology often
overshadowing religious discourse. In contrast, religious ex-
tremism and terrorism concerns have played a significant
role in shaping Turkmenistan’s restrictive policies, as the
government actively suppresses religious groups it deems as
a potential threat to national security (Akhantayeva & Muss-
abekova, 2024). This approach, while officially justified
as a counterterrorism measure, has resulted in widespread
human rights violations, including the imprisonment of re-
ligious activists and restrictions on independent religious
organisations. Compared to Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan’s religious policies are the most authoritarian,
reflecting broader patterns of state repression across all as-
pects of civil society (Horék & Polese, 2016).

Meanwhile, Germany and the United Kingdom were se-
lected as representatives of more liberal, democratic models
that prioritise religious freedom, ensuring a contrast with
Kazakhstan’s state-centred regulatory framework. Germany’s
constitutional protections for religious rights and its cooper-
ative approach between the state and religious organisations
illustrate an alternative legal model that balances religious
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freedoms with state oversight. Similarly, the United King-
dom’s minimal regulatory approach, where religious organi-
sations are not subject to mandatory registration unless they
seek charitable status, contrasts with Kazakhstan’s extensive
administrative controls. By juxtaposing Kazakhstan’s legal
framework with both regional counterparts and established
democratic systems, this comparative analysis provides in-
sights into the effectiveness and limitations of its regulatory
approach, highlighting potential areas for legal reform.

The case of Uzbekistan, in particular, demonstrates the
challenges of transitioning from a highly restrictive reli-
gious policy toward a more open and internationally aligned
framework. While legislative and institutional changes have
been introduced, the continued prohibition of independent
religious activity and strict government oversight suggest
that Uzbekistan still struggles to fully realize religious free-
dom reforms (Umarov, 2021; Sobirovich, 2025). Similar-
ly, Turkmenistan remains an extreme example of religious
state control, where the government’s authoritarian grip
limits even the most fundamental expressions of religious
identity (Horédk & Polese, 2016; Akhantayeva & Mussabe-
kova, 2024). Kazakhstan, while less restrictive than Turk-
menistan, still enforces mandatory religious registration and
places limitations on public religious gatherings, aligning
more closely with Uzbekistan’s controlled approach rather
than with Western models of religious pluralism. This under-
scores the broader regional trend where legal adjustments
do not always translate into substantive policy shifts, mak-
ing comparative analysis crucial for evaluating Kazakhstan’s
own approach to religious governance.

The research followed a structured sequence. Initially,
the historical context of state-confessional relations was
reconstructed using legislative analysis and archival data.
Next, systemic and formal-legal methods were applied to
examine the interrelations within the regulatory framework
and evaluate compliance with international standards. Final-
ly, the legal modeling method was used to propose actiona-
ble legislative improvements. This step-by-step approach en-
sured that the study addressed both theoretical and practical
dimensions of the research problem.

Results
A retrospective of Kazakhstan’s religious policy. One of
the critical legislative milestones was the adoption of the
Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 1128-XII (1992). This
law positioned Kazakhstan as a secular and democratic state,
guaranteeing citizens’ equality regardless of their religious
beliefs. However, despite its initial liberal provisions, the
law allowed for legal restrictions on religious activities to
protect public order, security, and morality, as well as the
rights of other citizens. While these restrictions were initial-
ly justified as measures to maintain stability, they conflicted
with international human rights principles, particularly Arti-
cle 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948),
which guarantees the right to freedom of thought, con-
science, and religion, including the freedom to manifest
one’s beliefs individually or in community with others, pub-
licly or privately. A major shift occurred with the adoption
of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011),
which marked a transition from relatively liberal policies to
stricter state control over religious activities. The 2011 law
introduced rigorous registration requirements for religious
organisations, imposed restrictions on missionary activity,

and prohibited unregistered religious groups from operating.
The shift from the 1992 to the 2011 legislation illustrates
the increasing securitisation of Kazakhstan’s religious policy.

Kazakhstan’s legal framework is primarily governed by
the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995) and
the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011),
which regulate the establishment and operation of religious
groups. Supplementary regulations include decrees and ad-
ministrative acts that guide the implementation of these
laws. However, inconsistencies in defining key legal con-
cepts, such as “religious association” and “religious activi-
ty”, contribute to legal uncertainty. One of the central mech-
anisms of control is the mandatory registration of religious
associations. While this provision aims to regulate religious
activities, it has been criticised for creating administrative
barriers, particularly for minority groups, and potentially in-
fringing upon the constitutional right to freedom of religion.
Additionally, the restriction on public religious gatherings
without prior approval raises concerns about proportionality
and compatibility with international standards, particularly
Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights (1966), which permits limitations on religious
freedom only when necessary to protect public safety, order,
health, or morals.

The regulation of the religious sphere in Kazakhstan is
primarily governed by Article 22 of the Constitution of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (1995) and Articles 3, 4, 7 of the
Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011). These
foundational documents establish the legal framework for
state-religious relations, define the rights and obligations of
religious associations, and set limitations on religious prac-
tices. To operationalise these laws, the Resolution of the
Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 953 (2020),
and later amended by Resolution of the Government of the
Republic of Kazakhstan No. 236 (2023), provided a strate-
gic framework for regulating religious affairs, ensuring in-
terfaith harmony, and maintaining national security in reli-
gious matters. While this plan outlines measures to manage
religious activities and promote stability, its implementation
has raised concerns about excessive state control and the
marginalisation of minority religious groups. A closer anal-
ysis of these regulatory mechanisms reveals inconsistencies,
gaps, and areas for improvement within the current system,
particularly regarding the balance between religious free-
dom and national security considerations.

One of the central mechanisms of control is the registra-
tion of religious associations, mandated by Article 3 of the
Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-I1V (2011). This
provision requires all religious organisations to register with
the state to gain legal recognition. The registration process
includes submitting charters, conducting a religious studies
examination of the association’s documents, and meeting
membership thresholds, as detailed in Articles 9 and 11 of
the same Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V.
While these requirements aim to regulate religious activi-
ties, they have been criticised for creating administrative
barriers, particularly for minority groups, and potentially in-
fringing upon the constitutional right to freedom of religion,
as stated in Article 22 of the Constitution of the Republic of
Kazakhstan (1995).

Critics argue that the stringent registration requirements
make it difficult for smaller religious communities to operate
legally. For example, the U.S. Commission on International



Religious Freedom (2022) highlights that these regulations
disproportionately impact minority religious groups, as they
often lack the necessary membership numbers or financial re-
sources to comply with state requirements. Additionally, the
2023 Report on International Religious Freedom: Kazakh-
stan (2024) notes that religious groups failing to obtain regis-
tration face fines, restrictions on public worship, and, in some
cases, legal dissolution. Furthermore, the I.N. Brady (2015)
has pointed out that the religious studies examination pro-
cess lacks transparency, allowing authorities to arbitrarily
reject applications from non-traditional religious groups.
The report also emphasises that state-controlled religious
regulation contradicts Kazakhstan’s commitments under in-
ternational human rights treaties, such as the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) under Arti-
cle 18, which guarantees the right to freedom of thought,
conscience, and religion with minimal state interference.

According to Article 22 of the Constitution of the Repub-
lic of Kazakhstan (1995), every citizen is guaranteed free-
dom of conscience and religion, including the right to freely
practice any religion or none at all. However, Article 7 of
the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011)
stipulates those religious rites may only be conducted in
designated places of worship or with prior approval from
local authorities. This territorial restriction on religious
worship contradicts the principle of proportionality, as it
imposes broad prohibitions without demonstrating the ne-
cessity of such measures in each specific case. According
to Article 18(3) of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (1966), to which Kazakhstan is a signatory,
restrictions on religious freedom may only be applied when
necessary to protect public safety, order, health, morals, or
the fundamental rights of others. However, as noted by the
2023 Report on International Religious Freedom: Kazakh-
stan (2024) Kazakhstan’s restrictions on places of worship
are not always justified by public safety concerns but rather
serve as a mechanism for state control over religious groups.
This has led to discriminatory application of restrictions
against religious minorities, who often lack access to offi-
cially registered places of worship.

According to paragraph 9.4 of the Document of the Co-
penhagen Meeting of the Conference on the Human Dimen-
sion of the CSCE (1990), participating states are obligated
not to impose unjustified obstacles on religious groups in ex-
ercising their freedom of worship. However, as noted by U.S.
Commission on International Religious Freedom (2022), Ka-
zakhstan limits opportunities for public religious gatherings,
disproportionately violating principles of religious freedom
and equality of religious organisations. Thus, the legislative
restrictions on religious gatherings in Kazakhstan do not al-
ways comply with the principle of proportionality as estab-
lished in Article 18(3) of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (1966) and the Document of the Copen-
hagen Meeting of the Conference on the Human Dimension
of the CSCE. These limitations may also contradict Article
22 of the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995),
which guarantees freedom of conscience but is subject to ad-
ministrative barriers in practice. This indicates a need for a
revision of the regulatory framework governing the religious
sphere to align Kazakhstan’s domestic laws with internation-
al human rights standards.

The provision in Article 490 of the Code of the Repub-
lic of Kazakhstan “On Administrative Infractions” (2014)
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penalising religious associations for engaging in activities
not specified in their charter’s conflicts with the constitution-
al principle of freedom of association as outlined in Article 5
of the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995).
This article guarantees the right of citizens to form associa-
tions, including religious organisations, and does not explic-
itly restrict their activities to those predefined in a charter.
Furthermore, Article 22 of the Constitution of the Republic
of Kazakhstan ensures freedom of conscience, which encom-
passes the right to practice religion freely. Restricting reli-
gious organisations’ activities solely to those listed in their
charters creates unjustified administrative barriers that are
not necessarily linked to protecting public safety, order,
health, or morals — the only permissible grounds for restrict-
ing religious freedom under Article 18(3) of the Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966).

A more nuanced legal analysis, however, acknowledges
that Article 32 of the Constitution of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan (1995) allows for certain restrictions on freedom of
assembly in the interests of state security, public order, and
the protection of the rights and freedoms of others. While
this provision may justify some regulatory oversight of reli-
gious activities, the broad and vague nature of Article 490
of the Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On Administra-
tive Infractions” (2014) permits discretionary enforcement,
which may lead to arbitrary restrictions on religious organi-
sations. For example, religious groups may evolve over time,
incorporating new forms of worship, educational activities,
or community outreach, which may not have been explicitly
outlined in their original charter. Penalising such develop-
ments contradicts the constitutional commitment to freedom
of association and religion and fails to meet the internation-
al legal standard of proportionality under Article 18 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966).
Thus, the legal framework should be revised to ensure that
restrictions on religious associations are necessary and pro-
portionate, rather than imposed through rigid administra-
tive requirements that may not align with constitutional and
international human rights principles.

This inconsistency underscores the need for a system-
atic review to harmonise legal norms and eliminate contra-
dictions. Although Article 1 of the Law of the Republic of
Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011) provides definitions for “re-
ligious activity” and “religious association”, legal ambigui-
ty persists in practice, leading to inconsistent enforcement
and restrictions on religious freedom. The lack of a clear
distinction between individual religious practices and organ-
ised religious activities has resulted in penalties for infor-
mal religious gatherings, even when they do not constitute
a formal association (Kazakhstan. Events..., 2022). Addition-
ally, compulsory registration requirements have led to mis-
interpretations, penalising unregistered groups even when
engaging in personal religious expression rather than mis-
sionary activities (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights, 2019). Furthermore, unclear regulations
on religious literature and places of worship have allowed
authorities to arbitrarily restrict religious materials and out-
law private prayer meetings (Amnesty International, 2019).
Data from United States Department of State further high-
light the inconsistencies in enforcement, revealing dispar-
ities in the number of registered religious organisations
across regions, as well as a pattern of heightened scrutiny
toward minority religious groups (2023 Report on..., 2024).
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These legal uncertainties and inconsistent applications of the
law reinforce the need for clearer definitions and reforms to
align Kazakhstan’s religious policies with international hu-
man rights standards (2019 Report on..., 2020).

Kazakhstan’s legal framework demonstrates partial
alignment with international human rights norms, but
specific inconsistencies exist between national legislation
and international standards. Article 18 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) guarantees
freedom of religion and states that restrictions on religious
expression are permissible only if necessary and propor-
tionate to protect public safety, order, health, or morals.
However, Article 3 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan No. 483-IV (2011) imposes a mandatory registration
requirement for all religious groups, including small and
informal ones. This contradicts the interpretation of Arti-
cle 18(3) of the ICCPR by the United Nations (UN) Hu-
man Rights Committee, which has criticised Kazakhstan’s
approach for making legal recognition a precondition for
exercising religious freedom, potentially violating the prin-
ciple that unregistered groups must also enjoy basic reli-
gious freedoms (Kaye et al., 2016).

Additionally, Article 7 of the Law of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan No. 483-1V (2011) confines public worship to regis-
tered places of worship and requires additional permissions
for religious activities outside these premises, including pri-
vate homes and public spaces. This requirement is stricter
than the proportionality standard outlined in Article 9 of
the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) (1950),
which allows freedom of religious assembly unless it directly
threatens public order. The Document of the Copenhagen
Meeting of the Conference on the Human Dimension of the
CSCE (1990) also states that states should facilitate, not hin-
der, religious practices, yet Kazakhstan’s broad discretionary
powers in enforcing these restrictions have led to adminis-
trative penalties and criminal liability for unregistered re-
ligious gatherings (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights, 2019).

Furthermore, Article 490 of the Code of the Republic of
Kazakhstan “On Administrative Infractions” (2014) penaliz-
es religious associations for engaging in activities not explic-
itly listed in their charters, effectively restricting their ability
to evolve or respond to new social needs. This contradicts
Article 22 of the Constitution of Kazakhstan (1995), which
guarantees freedom of conscience and does not explicit-
ly link religious rights to state approval. The OSCE Office
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2019) has
criticised Kazakhstan’s legal framework for granting exces-
sive control to state authorities over religious associations,
particularly in the registration and approval of religious lit-
erature. Thus, while Kazakhstan’s constitutional provisions
formally uphold religious freedom, its implementing legis-
lation - particularly the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan
No. 483-1V (2011) and Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan
“On Administrative Infractions” — contains restrictive ele-
ments that deviate from international human rights obliga-
tions under the ICCPR, ECHR, and Organisation for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) principles. These con-
tradictions necessitate legislative reforms to bring domestic
laws into full compliance with international commitments
on religious freedom.

The implementation of religious legislation in Kazakh-
stan reveals further challenges. Administrative practices of-

ten emphasise control over facilitation, resulting in a lack of
trust between the state and religious communities. For in-
stance, the process of conducting religious studies examina-
tions, as required for registration, has been criticised for its
opacity and potential bias. These issues highlight the need
for more transparent and consistent enforcement mecha-
nisms. Judicial interpretations of religious laws in Kazakh-
stan have exhibited significant variation, reflecting a lack of
standardised guidelines for courts and leading to inconsist-
ent enforcement of religious legislation. This inconsistency
undermines the predictability of legal outcomes and creates
uncertainty for religious associations seeking to navigate the
regulatory framework.

For instance, different courts have issued divergent
rulings regarding the legal status of unregistered religious
groups, with some judges recognising their right to practice
freely, while others impose administrative penalties based
on the strict interpretation of the Law of the Republic of
Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011). The absence of uniform judi-
cial practice exacerbates the risk of arbitrary decision-mak-
ing, particularly in cases involving religious literature, mis-
sionary activities, and public worship. Furthermore, courts
frequently rely on broad discretionary powers granted to
administrative bodies, leading to a lack of independent judi-
cial oversight in religious freedom cases. The United States
Department of State has raised concerns over the absence of
clear procedural safeguards for religious associations, noting
that judicial appeals against registration denials and admin-
istrative penalties rarely result in favourable outcomes due
to the deference courts afford to executive authorities (2019
Report on..., 2020). Consequently, the lack of clear judi-
cial standards not only limits religious associations’ ability
to challenge state-imposed restrictions effectively but also
reinforces a legal environment where compliance with inter-
national human rights norms remains uncertain.

Kazakhstan’s policy on religious activity in com-
parative perspective.Kazakhstan’s model more restrictive
than Western legal frameworks, yet slightly more flexible
than Uzbekistan’s or Turkmenistan’s prohibitive policies.
Turkmenistan, governed by Article 11 of the Law of Turk-
menistan No. 199-II “On Freedom of Religion and Religious
Organisations” (2003), represents a highly restrictive mod-
el, where local executive authorities regulate and approve
most aspects of religious activity. This decentralised control
allows regional authorities to exercise broad discretionary
power over religious organisations, which can lead to incon-
sistent enforcement and arbitrary decision-making. In con-
trast, Kazakhstan enforces religious regulations primarily at
the national level through Articles 3, 7 of the Law of the
Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011), which mandates
a centralised registration system and imposes restrictions
on public religious practices. This distinction highlights a
fundamental difference: while Turkmenistan’s model relies
on localised oversight, Kazakhstan’s approach ensures uni-
formity in regulation but maintains tight state control over
religious communities at the national level.

A key distinction between the two legal frameworks lies
in the scope of permitted religious activities. Article 11 of
the Law of Turkmenistan No. 199-II “On Freedom of Reli-
gion and Religious Organisations” (2003) requires religious
organisations to obtain direct approval from local executive
bodies before conducting any activities, effectively limit-
ing religious expression to government-sanctioned groups.



In contrast, Kazakhstan does not impose such a direct lo-
cal approval process but enforces a mandatory state regis-
tration system, making legal recognition a prerequisite for
any religious activity (Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan
No. 483-1V, 2011). While both systems impose significant
administrative barriers, Turkmenistan’s model grants broad-
er discretionary power to local officials, whereas Kazakhstan
implements a nationwide regulatory framework that central-
izes religious oversight.

Another important distinction concerns public religious
practices. According to Article 7 of the Law of the Republic of
Kazakhstan No. 483-1V (2011), religious gatherings outside
officially registered places of worship require prior author-
isation, and failure to comply can result in administrative
penalties (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Hu-
man Rights, 2019). This contrasts with Turkmenistan’s more
restrictive approach, where religious meetings in private
homes are generally prohibited unless explicitly permitted
by local authorities (Law of Turkmenistan No. 199-1I, 2003).
This demonstrates a notable difference in enforcement:
while both states impose limitations on religious gatherings,
Kazakhstan’s framework provides a legal mechanism for au-
thorisation, whereas Turkmenistan’s policies create a default
prohibition, effectively eliminating most opportunities for
informal religious practice.

Consequently, while both Kazakhstan and Turkmeni-
stan enforce state-centred religious regulation, the degree of
control and the level at which it is implemented vary sig-
nificantly. Turkmenistan’s highly localised model leads to
inconsistent enforcement and widespread suppression of
religious activity, whereas Kazakhstan’s centralised regis-
tration system creates uniform, yet still restrictive, barriers.
Neither system aligns with European Union (EU) legal stand-
ards, which emphasise freedom of religion without excessive
state intervention.

In Germany, religious communities enjoy a voluntary
and decentralised recognition system that provides them
with legal and financial benefits without imposing manda-
tory registration. According to Article 4 of the Basic Law for
the Federal Republic of Germany (1949), freedom of religion
is inviolable, and religious organisations can operate with-
out registration, unlike in Kazakhstan, where Article 3 of the
Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011) re-
quires mandatory state registration for all religious groups.
In Germany, religious organisations can exist as private
associations (Vereine), registered non-profit organisations
(e.V.), or public law corporations (Kérperschaften des 6ffen-
tlichen Rechts), with each level offering different legal rights
and benefits (Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germa-
ny, 1949). The highest level of recognition, public law cor-
poration status, is granted based on objective criteria, such
as long-term existence and societal contributions, allowing
religious communities to receive state funding, manage reli-
gious schools, and provide social. In contrast, Kazakhstan’s
system mandates registration for all religious activities, and
authorities retain broad discretionary power to approve or
deny applications, creating administrative barriers for mi-
nority groups (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights, 2019). Furthermore, unregistered religious
activity in Kazakhstan is penalised, whereas in Germany, re-
ligious communities can freely operate without formal state
recognition. This distinction highlights Germany’s more lib-
eral and inclusive approach to religious freedom, in which
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the state fosters cooperation with religious groups without
imposing bureaucratic constraints, compared to Kazakh-
stan’s restrictive and control-oriented system (International
Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2025).

Similarly, the United Kingdom follows a model of mini-
mal regulation, where religious associations are not required
to register unless they seek charitable status for tax benefits.
The Equality Act (2010) in the United Kingdom explicitly
prohibits discrimination based on religion or belief, ensur-
ing equal treatment in employment, education, and public
services. According to Section 10 of the Equality Act, reli-
gion includes any religious or philosophical belief, as well
as the lack of belief. The law applies to both direct and indi-
rect discrimination, meaning that policies or practices that
disadvantage individuals due to their religious beliefs are
unlawful unless they can be objectively justified (Equality
Act, 2010). The Public Sector Equality Duty (Section 149)
further obliges public authorities to consider the impact of
their policies on religious groups and actively promote equal-
ity. This framework ensures a more inclusive environment
for all religious communities in the UK, contrasting with Ka-
zakhstan’s restrictive policies on religious registration and
public worship (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights, 2019). These frameworks contrast sharply
with Kazakhstan’s mandatory registration requirements and
the limitations on public religious practices, highlighting the
restrictive nature of Kazakhstan’s approach.

The mandatory registration requirement for religious
associations in Kazakhstan has been widely criticised for
imposing significant administrative barriers, particularly
for smaller or non-traditional religious groups. According
to the United States Commission on International Religious
Freedom (2022), the registration process requires religious
groups to submit a minimum number of members, undergo
state-conducted religious expertise assessments, and obtain
approval from the government. This bureaucratic process
disproportionately affects minority religious communities
that may not have the required number of adherents or face
ideological scrutiny during registration. United States Com-
mission on International Religious Freedom further notes
that unregistered religious activity is prohibited under Law
of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011), meaning
that groups unable to register face legal consequences, in-
cluding administrative fines and potential dissolution.

The 2022 Report on International Religious Freedom:
Kazakhstan (2023) highlights that these registration re-
quirements have led to the harassment of minority religious
communities, particularly Protestant Christian groups, Je-
hovah’s Witnesses, and Ahmadi Muslims, who have faced
legal actions for holding religious meetings without official
recognition. The report cites cases where authorities have
raided unregistered religious gatherings, fined participants,
and confiscated religious literature. Such actions violate in-
ternational norms outlined in Article 18 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), which guar-
antees the right to freely practice religion without undue
government interference.

Human rights organisations have also expressed con-
cerns over Kazakhstan’s approach to religious regulation
(Sopelnyk, 2025). The Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights has urged Kazakhstan to
abolish mandatory registration, stating that “registration
should not be a precondition for individuals and groups
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to exercise their religious freedoms” (Kazakhstan’s human
rights..., 2025). This aligns with OSCE Office for Demo-
cratic Institutions and Human Rights principles, which em-
phasise that while registration can provide legal benefits, it
should not be a requirement for religious practice. Kazakh-
stan’s legal framework, however, restricts public worship
to registered religious organisations, a policy that has been
criticised for contradicting Document of the Copenhagen
Meeting of the Conference on the Human Dimension of the
CSCE (1990) commitments to ensuring religious pluralism
(OSCE/ODIHR guidelines..., 2016).

The United Nations Human Rights Council criticised
these restrictions as disproportionate, yet fines under Arti-
cle 490 of the Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On Ad-
ministrative Infractions” (2014) persist (Kaye et al., 2016;
OSCE/ODIHR guidelines..., 2016). In contrast, Article 4 of
the Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany (1949)
allows unrestricted public worship without mandatory reg-
istration, and the United Kingdom’s Equality Act (2010) en-
sures non-discriminatory access to religious spaces. Unlike
Kazakhstan, these countries uphold religious pluralism with-
out excessive administrative control. Thus, Kazakhstan’s fre-
quent enforcement of Article 7, as reported by U.S. Depart-
ment of State, Forum 18 News Service, and OSCE Office for
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, limits religious
expression (OSCE/ODIHR guide- lines..., 2016; Corley &
Kinahan, 2022; 2022 Report on..., 2023). Aligning its poli-
cies with international human rights norms would enhance
religious freedom and pluralism.

Similarly, Forum 18 News Service reported that Baptist
churches in Kazakhstan have frequently been denied regis-
tration despite meeting all formal requirements (Corley &
Kinahan, 2022). Authorities have used administrative dis-
cretion to refuse registration on the grounds that “insuffi-
cient demand exists for this religious denomination in the
country”. This reasoning contradicts the OSCE Office for
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, which state
that registration should not be dependent on the number
of adherents but rather should be a neutral administrative
process (OSCE/ODIHR guidelines..., 2016). The UN Human
Rights Committee also criticised Kazakhstan for arbitrary
application of registration requirements, citing cases where
Protestant groups and Jehovah’s Witnesses faced unwar-
ranted rejections (Kaye et al, 2016). The committee noted
that “excessive governmental discretion in granting registra-
tion should not be allowed, as it may lead to discrimination
against minority religious groups”. Despite these concerns,
Kazakh authorities continue to apply inconsistent standards
to different religious groups.

In summary, while Kazakhstan has made strides in leg-
islating religious freedom, aligning its legal framework with
international norms and reducing administrative and practi-
cal barriers are essential for fostering a more inclusive en-
vironment.

Religious policy of Kazakhstan from the perspective
of religious communities of the country. The religious
policy of Kazakhstan has elicited mixed reactions from var-
ious stakeholders, including religious associations, civil so-
ciety organisations, and international institutions. While the
government asserts that its regulatory framework promotes
stability and national security, many religious communi-
ties argue that it imposes undue restrictions on their activ-
ities, particularly minority groups. For instance, mandatory

registration requirements and restrictions on public worship
have been criticised for disproportionately affecting small-
er and non-traditional religious associations, often limiting
their ability to operate freely.

State control over religious activity has had a significant
impact on public attitudes toward religious freedom. Many
citizens view the restrictive measures as necessary for main-
taining social harmony and preventing extremism (Otynshi-
yeva et al., 2019). This perspective is supported by research
indicating that Kazakhstan’s religious policies aim to balance
state security concerns with social stability. Y. Buribayev et
al. (2024) highlight that government-imposed restrictions on
religious activities are often justified as measures to prevent
radicalisation and maintain interfaith harmony, despite con-
cerns about their impact on religious freedoms. Similarly,
A.M. Almasovich and A. Zhalgas (2022) emphasise that pub-
lic support for restrictive religious policies stems from fears
of extremism and instability, leading to general acceptance
of state control over religious organisations. These findings
illustrate how religious governance in Kazakhstan is shaped
by both security considerations and prevailing societal atti-
tudes toward state intervention in religious affairs. Howev-
er, these measures have also stifled religious pluralism by
creating a system where majority religious groups, such as
Sunni Islam and Russian Orthodoxy, are favoured, while mi-
nority groups face administrative hurdles. This has led to a
perception of unequal treatment among religious communi-
ties and raised concerns about potential social tensions.

The challenges faced by religious communities in Ka-
zakhstan are well illustrated by specific cases, which high-
light the tension between national legislation and inter-
national commitments to religious freedom. Kazakhstan’s
mandatory registration requirements for religious organisa-
tions have led to significant legal challenges for groups such
as Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community,
and Baptist churches. These cases highlight the tension be-
tween national administrative regulations and international
human rights standards. Jehovah’s Witnesses have faced nu-
merous legal obstacles due to their failure to register with
state authorities. Over the years, more than 60 Jehovah’s
Witnesses have been fined for engaging in missionary activ-
ities without registration. In one notable instance, a court in
Almaty suspended all activities of the Christian Center of Je-
hovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan for three months, citing mi-
nor administrative violations as the basis for the suspension
(Hurd, 2017; Kazakhstan suspends activity..., 2017). The
Ahmadiyya Muslim Community has also encountered signif-
icant challenges. Operating in Almaty, the community failed
to pass the mandatory re-registration process, leading to a
court decision to close it. The head of the community, Nyrim
Taibek, argued that the authorities discriminated against
them due to theological differences with the Spiritual Gov-
ernance of Muslims in Kazakhstan (Court refuses to..., 2013).
Baptist churches have similarly faced penalties for conduct-
ing religious meetings without prior authorisation. Authori-
ties have prosecuted individuals for “violating the procedure
for conducting religious meetings”, even in private settings.
For example, two Protestants from Atyrau were prosecut-
ed for drinking tea with other church members, an act
deemed a violation of the law (2022 Report on..., 2023).

These cases underscore the broader issue of whether Ka-
zakhstan’s laws align with its obligations under the ICCPR
and other international treaties. The restrictive regulatory



framework has hindered religious pluralism and marginal-
ised smaller groups. International institutions, such as the
UN Human Rights Committee and the OSCE, have called for
reforms to align national laws with international commit-
ments, emphasising the importance of non-discrimination
and the facilitation of religious pluralism (Levchenko, 2023).

To foster a more inclusive and harmonious society, re-
forms are needed to align Kazakhstan’s domestic laws with
international standards and address the grievances of reli-
gious communities. A balanced approach that respects reli-
gious diversity while safeguarding public order is essential
for building a cohesive and tolerant society.

The legal modeling method was applied to develop
actionable legislative improvements aimed at enhancing
Kazakhstan’s legal framework for religious freedom. The
analysis focused on refining the structure of the Law of the
Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-IV (2011) to ensure consist-
ency with constitutional principles and international human
rights obligations. Given that freedom of religion and belief
is a fundamental right protected under Article 22 of the Con-
stitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995) and Article
3 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V, the
proposed legislative amendments emphasise balancing state
regulation with the protection of religious freedoms. The up-
dated law should establish a clear legal framework by con-
solidating two main sections: human rights in the religious
sphere and the legal regulation of religious associations. It
should provide precise definitions for key legal terms, includ-
ing “religious association”, and incorporate standardised le-
gal norms governing registration procedures, legal status, op-
erational rules, financial accountability, religious education,
and religious representation. By eliminating legal ambigui-
ties and ensuring proportionality in restrictions on religious
activities, these legislative improvements will strengthen
legal certainty and promote the fair and transparent appli-
cation of regulatory measures. This legal modeling approach
ensures that the proposed amendments address both the-
oretical concerns related to legal coherence and practical
challenges faced by religious associations in Kazakhstan.

Discussion

Akey issueidentified in the study is the inconsistency between
Kazakhstan’s domestic legal framework and its international
obligations. While national laws emphasise state control and
security considerations, they frequently diverge from princi-
ples of religious pluralism and non-discrimination. The com-
parative analysis demonstrated that Kazakhstan’s approach
is significantly more restrictive than European models, such
as those in Germany and the United Kingdom, where reli-
gious associations enjoy more autonomy, and public worship
is generally not subject to extensive governmental oversight.
At the same time, Kazakhstan’s policies, though strict, are
relatively more flexible than those of neighbouring Central
Asian states, such as Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, where
unregistered religious activity is completely prohibited.

The analysis of religious regulation in Kazakhstan
demonstrates a complex interplay between state policies,
international commitments, and societal attitudes toward
religious freedom. The findings indicate that while Kazakh-
stan formally upholds freedom of religion, its legal frame-
work imposes significant restrictions on religious practices
through mandatory registration, limitations on public wor-
ship, and discretionary enforcement mechanisms. These
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aspects align with broader regional trends in Central Asia,
where state control over religious institutions has historical-
ly been a key governance strategy (Gamza & Jones, 2021).
However, comparative insights highlight that Kazakhstan’s
model, while restrictive, does not fully align with either the
more rigid policies of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan or the
more inclusive frameworks of European states such as Ger-
many and the United Kingdom.

A key theme emerging from the study concerns the
challenges associated with the registration of religious or-
ganisations. The mandatory registration requirement, stipu-
lated in Article 3 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan
No. 483-IV (2011), has been widely criticised for creating
administrative barriers, particularly for minority religious
groups. J. Fox and R. Finke (2021) emphasise the role of
institutional freedoms in ensuring religious rights, arguing
that excessive bureaucratic oversight can undermine funda-
mental liberties. In Kazakhstan, registration procedures in-
volve extensive governmental scrutiny, including doctrinal
examinations, which have led to the exclusion of non-tra-
ditional religious groups, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and
the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community (United States Commis-
sion on International Religious Freedom, 2022). This prac-
tice contradicts the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights guidelines, which stress that registration
should not be a prerequisite for exercising religious freedom
(OSCE/ODIHR guidelines..., 2016).

The legal and administrative inconsistencies within Ka-
zakhstan’s regulatory framework further complicate the reli-
gious landscape. J. Temperman (2010) highlight that while
Article 22 of the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan
guarantees freedom of conscience, the enforcement of le-
gal provisions often contradicts this principle. In particular,
Article 490 of the Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On
Administrative Infractions” (2014). penalizes religious asso-
ciations for engaging in activities not explicitly listed in their
charters. This restriction contradicts the principle of flexibil-
ity in religious practice, as articulated by R. Finke (2024),
who argues that legal frameworks should accommodate the
evolving nature of religious expression. The requirement
that religious organisations operate strictly within prede-
fined parameters limits their ability to adapt to changing
social and theological contexts.

From a historical perspective, N. Baitenova et al. (2021)
trace the evolution of Kazakhstan’s religious policy from its
early post-independence liberalism to the more securitised
approach introduced with the 2011 law. While their analy-
sis accurately reflects the tightening of religious regulations
in response to perceived security threats, the conducted re-
search suggests that this shift may not have been entirely
justified by objective risks. Instead, the securitisation of re-
ligious governance appears to be part of a broader regional
trend among post-Soviet states, where the strengthening of
state control over religious organisations is often framed as
a necessary response to extremism and national identity con-
cerns (Kopan & Melnyk, 2024). However, this approach rais-
es questions regarding its proportionality and effectiveness,
as excessive restrictions on religious activity may contribute
to social tensions rather than mitigate security risks.

This interpretation aligns with D. Allés (2021), who ex-
amines the intersection between religion and international
security, arguing that securitisation often serves as a pre-
text for consolidating state power rather than addressing
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actual extremist threats. While Kazakhstan’s policies regu-
lating missionary activities and religious literature can be
understood as preventative measures, their practical imple-
mentation has faced criticism. D.K. Raibyaev (2015) high-
light that these restrictions frequently extend beyond legiti-
mate security concerns and instead limit religious pluralism,
disproportionately affecting minority religious groups. The
inconsistency between the declared goals of state policy and
its real impact suggests that a more nuanced regulatory ap-
proach is required — one that ensures national security with-
out infringing upon fundamental religious freedoms.

Moreover, while the securitisation of religious govern-
ance in Kazakhstan follows a similar trajectory to other
post-Soviet states, the degree of control varies significant-
ly (Turemuratov et al., 2024). Unlike Turkmenistan, where
state control over religion is absolute, Kazakhstan’s poli-
cies, though restrictive, still allow for a certain degree of
religious diversity. However, in comparison to Uzbekistan,
which has initiated limited religious reforms in recent years,
Kazakhstan appears to be lagging in aligning its religious
regulations with international human rights standards. This
discrepancy underscores the importance of reassessing the
effectiveness of Kazakhstan’s current approach and consid-
ering alternative models that balance security concerns with
respect for religious freedoms.

The socio-political implications of these restrictive pol-
icies are evident in public attitudes toward religious plu-
ralism, yet their impact remains a subject of debate. While
A.M. Almasovich and A. Zhalgas (2022) provide an assess-
ment of risks and challenges in Kazakhstan’s religious sphere,
noting that state-favoured religious institutions — such as the
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Kazakhstan (SAMK)
and the Russian Orthodox Church - receive preferential
treatment, the rationale behind this favouritism requires fur-
ther scrutiny. On one hand, the state justifies such policies
as a means of maintaining social cohesion and preventing
religious radicalisation. On the other hand, these measures
create systemic disadvantages for minority religious groups,
limiting their public visibility and institutional development.
This raises critical concerns about whether such favouritism
genuinely contributes to stability or, conversely, exacerbates
religious marginalisation.

Moreover, R. Shaykhutdinov (2024) highlights a simi-
lar trend in other post-communist Muslim republics, where
state-supported religious institutions are positioned as
guardians of national identity while non-traditional groups
are often viewed with suspicion. However, this approach is
not without consequences - restricting minority religious
communities can lead to their alienation from broader soci-
etal discourse and discourage open religious dialogue. While
Kazakhstan officially promotes an image of religious toler-
ance, its regulatory framework, in practice, appears to un-
dermine this commitment by disproportionately impacting
smaller religious communities (Saparbekova et al., 2024).
This contradiction raises important questions: does the
state’s approach to religious governance genuinely serve the
public interest, or does it primarily function as a tool for
reinforcing state control over religious life?

Additionally, comparative analysis suggests that Kazakh-
stan’s selective favouritism toward certain religious groups
contrasts with more pluralistic approaches found in Euro-
pean legal frameworks, which emphasise equal treatment
and non-discrimination. Unlike Directive of the Council of

European Union No. 2000/78/EC (2000), which explicitly
prohibits religious discrimination in institutional settings,
Kazakhstan’s policies institutionalise a hierarchy among re-
ligious organisations, making it difficult for minority groups
to operate on equal footing. This divergence underscores the
need for a reassessment of Kazakhstan’s regulatory approach
to ensure that it aligns not only with national security objec-
tives but also with international commitments to religious
freedom and pluralism.

A comparative perspective on Kazakhstan’s regulato-
ry framework offers further insights into its restrictive na-
ture, yet it also raises important questions regarding the
balance between security concerns and religious freedom.
Y. Buribayev et al. (2024) propose a strategic development
plan for religious governance, emphasising the need for
greater transparency and legal predictability. While their
recommendations highlight necessary reforms, the extent
to which such proposals can be effectively implemented re-
mains uncertain, particularly given the entrenched nature
of state oversight in religious affairs. Although transparency
is often cited as a means of improving governance, previous
legislative amendments in Kazakhstan have demonstrated
that increased legal clarity does not necessarily translate
into greater religious freedom, as enforcement mechanisms
often favour state control rather than equitable regulation.

Furthermore, I. Iskakova et al. (2023) stress that in-
consistencies in legal definitions contribute to arbitrary
enforcement, a problem that is particularly evident in the
distinction between religious activity and missionary work.
This vague legal framework has resulted in the criminalisa-
tion of informal religious gatherings, raising concerns about
the disproportionate impact on minority religious groups.
However, an alternative viewpoint suggests that such strict
definitions may be deliberately maintained to allow the
government flexibility in managing religious organisations
based on shifting political priorities. If this is the case, then
regulatory ambiguity is not merely an oversight but rather a
strategic tool for selective enforcement.

This perspective is supported by international reports
from OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights (2019) and United States Commission on Internation-
al Religious Freedom (2022), which repeatedly highlight
those legal uncertainties enable state authorities to impose
restrictions on religious communities in an inconsistent
manner. While these reports criticise Kazakhstan’s approach,
they do not fully account for the broader regional context,
where similar regulatory mechanisms exist in neighbouring
Central Asian states. Compared to Turkmenistan and Uzbek-
istan, where religious organisations face even stricter state
control, Kazakhstan’s system, though restrictive, still allows
for a degree of religious expression. This raises the question:
should reforms aim for incremental improvements within
the existing framework, or is a more fundamental restructur-
ing of religious governance necessary? The answer depends
on whether policymakers prioritise international human
rights commitments or maintain the status quo under the
justification of national security and social cohesion.

The broader international discourse on religious free-
dom and governance further contextualises Kazakhstan’s
regulatory challenges, yet it also reveals significant dif-
ferences in how states justify and implement religious re-
strictions. R. Finke (2024) underscores that state interven-
tions in religious affairs must be assessed through a global



comparative lens, considering both security concerns and
human rights obligations. While this perspective highlights
the need for a balanced approach, Kazakhstan’s policies of-
ten lean disproportionately toward securitisation rather than
the protection of religious freedoms. This raises an impor-
tant question: are Kazakhstan’s restrictive measures genu-
inely necessary for national stability, or do they reflect a
broader pattern of state control over religious life inherited
from the Soviet era?

This issue becomes more apparent when comparing
Kazakhstan’s legal framework to international best prac-
tices. Unlike Directive of the Council of European Union
No. 2000/78/EC (2000), which explicitly prohibits religious
discrimination in institutional settings, Kazakhstan’s regula-
tory framework imposes significant administrative barriers
on minority religious groups, effectively institutionalising a
hierarchy among religious organisations. Such an approach
appears inconsistent with global human rights commitments,
yet it remains justified within the state’s broader national
security framework. However, an overly rigid securitisation
strategy risks alienating religious communities and under-
mining social cohesion, rather than strengthening national
stability (Parkhomenko, 2023).

D. Gamza and P. Jones (2021) document similar trends
across Central Asia, where legal restrictions on religious ac-
tivity often stem from historical legacies of Soviet-era control
mechanisms rather than purely contemporary security con-
cerns. This observation suggests that Kazakhstan’s approach
is not an isolated case but part of a regional trend in which
governments maintain tight control over religious life to re-
inforce state authority. However, this argument does not ful-
ly account for variations within the region. For instance, Uz-
bekistan has recently introduced limited religious reforms,
signalling a shift away from rigid Soviet-era policies. This di-
vergence raises critical questions: Is Kazakhstan’s strict reg-
ulatory approach sustainable in the long term, or will it face
increasing pressure to align with international human rights
standards? If the latter, what would be the implications for
its broader governance model? Addressing these questions
requires not only legal adjustments but also a fundamental
reassessment of the role religion plays in Kazakhstan’s na-
tional identity and political landscape.

Legal restrictions on religious identity in Kazakhstan
raise concerns about the long-term effects of state-backed
religious narratives. A. Zakhay et al. (2022) highlight how
state-supported interpretations of traditional Islam shape
public perceptions, reinforcing official legitimacy while ex-
cluding non-conforming groups. While the government justi-
fies this as a measure to ensure unity and prevent extremism,
such policies risk fostering religious fragmentation rather
than cohesion.

This pattern aligns with P. Mazurkiewicz (2021), who
argues that governments often use crises to impose addition-
al religious restrictions, strengthening state control rather
than addressing social tensions. Kazakhstan’s promotion of a
state-approved version of Islam serves both as a tool against
extremism and a means of regulating religious discourse.
However, restricting the natural evolution of religious iden-
tity may unintentionally encourage underground religious
movements.

Compared to the United Kingdom’s Equality Act (2010),
which ensures equal protection for all religious groups,
Kazakhstan’s  framework  structurally disadvantages
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non-traditional religious communities. This contrast raises
critical questions about the sustainability of Kazakhstan’s re-
ligious policies and whether future reforms will be necessary
to promote a more pluralistic and inclusive approach. Balanc-
ing national security with religious freedom remains an ongo-
ing challenge in shaping Kazakhstan’s governance of religion.

M.A. Nasir (2022), and P. Suyaman and T.F. Alfia-
ny (2022) explore how legal frameworks accommodate or
restrict interfaith marriages and religious conversions in In-
donesia, offering insights into the broader debate on legal
autonomy for religious communities. While Indonesia’s ap-
proach reflects tensions between religious doctrine and secu-
lar legal principles, Kazakhstan’s system presents a different
challenge — one where state approval is required for reli-
gious institutions to function, restricting their operational
flexibility. This raises the question of whether Kazakhstan’s
model effectively balances religious freedom with govern-
ance or if it primarily serves as a tool for state control.

J. Fox and R. Finke (2021) emphasise that institution-
al autonomy is fundamental to religious freedom, yet Ka-
zakhstan’s rigid regulatory structure contradicts this princi-
ple by imposing administrative barriers that limit religious
self-governance. While some argue that these restrictions
are necessary for maintaining social stability and prevent-
ing extremism, comparative research suggests that excessive
state interference can instead weaken religious institutions,
driving some groups toward unofficial or underground
practices. Unlike Indonesia, where interfaith marriages
and conversions are regulated through religious and civil
law interactions, Kazakhstan’s restrictions extend beyond
personal religious choices to institutional control, limiting
religious communities’ ability to function independently.
While Indonesia’s model demonstrates the complexities of
balancing secular law with religious identity, Kazakhstan’s
approach leans more heavily on state-imposed constraints,
potentially undermining the principles of religious pluralism
and self-determination. This contrast suggests that Kazakh-
stan may need to reassess its legal framework to align more
closely with international norms while maintaining its com-
mitment to stability and social cohesion.

Differences in the socio-political context explain many
of these divergences. For example, the comparative study
by A. Zhanat et al. (2023) on Kazakhstan and Malaysia re-
vealed that the former’s historical emphasis on state control
contrasts sharply with Malaysia’s accommodation of diverse
religious practices. This distinction underscores the need for
Kazakhstan to consider alternative models that prioritise
inclusivity. The findings support the recommendations of
N. Seitakhmetova et al. (2024), who argued for youth-focused
initiatives to counteract religious extremism. Integrating ed-
ucation programs that promote critical thinking and toler-
ance can mitigate the risks associated with radicalisation.
J. Fox and R. Finke (2021) emphasised the role of institu-
tional freedoms in safeguarding individual rights, providing
a theoretical framework for evaluating religious regulation.
Their research concluded that institutional protections for
religious freedom are crucial for maintaining a balance be-
tween state authority and individual rights. They found that
countries with strong institutional frameworks tend to have
lower levels of religious discrimination and greater societal
stability. Furthermore, they highlighted those restrictive re-
ligious policies often lead to unintended consequences, such
as social unrest and increased polarisation.
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The importance of institutional safeguards in religious
governance becomes evident when analysing the legal in-
consistencies and discretionary enforcement practices that
hinder religious pluralism in Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan’s ap-
proach aims to ensure stability, the resulting uncertainty
for religious organisations seeking registration suggests that
restrictive measures may generate administrative burdens
rather than effectively balancing security and religious free-
dom. A further comparative analysis underscores that coun-
tries with stronger institutional protections for religious free-
dom experience greater societal cohesion and lower levels
of religious discrimination (Majeed et al, 2023). However,
Kazakhstan’s broad discretionary powers in enforcing reli-
gious legislation create systemic barriers for minority reli-
gious groups, reinforcing their marginalisation. This finding
aligns with the critique of international human rights bod-
ies, which argue that mandatory registration requirements,
limitations on religious literature, and administrative obsta-
cles contradict Kazakhstan’s commitments under interna-
tional conventions such as the ICCPR and OSCE guidelines.
While proponents of Kazakhstan’s policies assert that these
measures are necessary for national security, international
best practices indicate that legal certainty and proportional-
ity are more effective in fostering religious harmony without
undermining fundamental rights.

The securitisation of religion remains a core element
of Kazakhstan’s regulatory policies, reflecting broader re-
gional trends. Research on religious fundamentalism and
extremism demonstrates how fears of radicalisation justify
strict state-imposed restrictions (Das, 2022; Makhamatjano-
vich, 2023). However, the effectiveness of such measures is
debatable, as excessive control may drive religious activities
underground, making them more difficult to monitor. Simi-
larly, the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the intersection of
religion and public health, offering insights into crisis-driven
regulatory interventions (Winiger & Peng-Keller, 2021). Ka-
zakhstan’s response, which included restrictions on public
worship, mirrored global trends but also exposed pre-exist-
ing structural constraints on religious freedom.

The dynamics of religious transformation further re-
veal how state intervention influences the development of
non-traditional religious groups (Indelicato & Martin, 2025).
While Kazakhstan justifies its strict oversight as a means to
regulate religious expansion, comparisons with extremist
movements highlight the unintended consequences of over-
regulation — namely, the radicalisation of religious groups
due to perceived state oppression. In contrast, more liberal
models, such as those in Western Europe, focus on counter-
ing extremism through community engagement rather than
restrictive legal measures (Jugl et al., 2021).

Kazakhstan’s national strategy emphasises countering
youth radicalisation through strict regulation of religious
education (Seitakhmetova et al, 2024). While this ap-
proach aligns with security priorities, it also raises concerns
regarding academic freedom and the right to religious in-
struction. Additionally, the correlation between religious
and secular values in Kazakhstan provides insights into
how regulatory frameworks shape public attitudes toward
religion (Abdikakimov & Karibaev, 2024). Although the
state seeks to promote a unified national identity through
religious governance, overregulation risks alienating cer-
tain religious groups and undermining public trust in gov-
ernment institutions.

Given these findings, legal reforms in Kazakhstan should
focus on reducing discretionary enforcement, clarifying le-
gal definitions, and ensuring that registration processes do
not serve as de facto mechanisms of exclusion. Strengthen-
ing institutional safeguards through independent judicial
oversight and transparent administrative procedures could
create a more balanced religious regulatory environment.
A shift toward aligning national policies with international
human rights norms would not only enhance religious free-
doms but also foster trust between religious organisations
and the state, ultimately contributing to greater legal con-
sistency and societal cohesion.

The emphasis on preserving religious freedoms during
crises, as discussed by P. Mazurkiewicz (2021), is particu-
larly relevant in the context of Kazakhstan. Our research
corroborates the view that emergency measures should not
disproportionately restrict religious practices, as this can ex-
acerbate societal tensions. Finally, the cultural dimensions of
religious regulation explored by E. Leach and J. Gore (2022)
highlight the need for Kazakhstan to address cultural biases
in policy implementation. Ensuring equitable treatment of
all religious communities can foster social cohesion and re-
duce instances of discrimination.

In summary, the findings of this study contribute to the
broader discourse on state-religion relations, offering in-
sights that are both specific to Kazakhstan and relevant to
other post-Soviet contexts. By fostering dialogue among pol-
icymakers, religious leaders, and civil society, Kazakhstan
can continue to refine its approach, ensuring that its poli-
cies reflect both its constitutional principles and the diverse
needs of its citizens.

Conclusions

This study systematically analysed the legal regulation of
religious activities in Kazakhstan, evaluating its alignment
with constitutional and international human rights stand-
ards, assessing its societal implications, and proposing
recommendations for improving governance in this area.
Through a detailed examination of national legislation, in-
cluding the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V,
and a comparative analysis of regulatory frameworks in Cen-
tral Asian and European countries, the research successfully
identified key inconsistencies and challenges within Kazakh-
stan’s legal framework.

The findings reveal that while Kazakhstan’s legal provi-
sions formally recognise religious freedom, their implemen-
tation often imposes administrative and procedural barriers
that disproportionately affect minority religious commu-
nities. The mandatory registration requirement, as well as
restrictions on public religious activities, have led to cases
where religious organisations, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses,
the Ahmadiyya Muslim community, and the Baptist Church,
faced legal sanctions or operational limitations. These reg-
ulatory mechanisms, while officially intended to maintain
public order and security, have raised concerns about their
proportionality and compliance with international human
rights norms, particularly those outlined in the ICCPR and
OSCE guidelines.

The research highlights the need for legislative and in-
stitutional reforms to address these challenges. A critical
recommendation is the revision the Law of the Republic
of Kazakhstan No. 483-1V to ensure greater clarity in legal
definitions, reduce excessive administrative control, and



provide a more transparent and equitable registration pro-
cess. The study also emphasises the importance of fostering
trust between religious communities and the state, as restric-
tive policies have been shown to increase social alienation
and limit religious pluralism. Aligning domestic legislation
with international commitments will not only strengthen re-
ligious freedom but also contribute to social stability and
governance effectiveness.

Future research should focus on assessing the long-term
impact of legislative changes on religious pluralism and so-
cial cohesion in Kazakhstan. Further studies should explore
the potential of decentralised regulatory approaches, evalu-
ate the role of public perception in shaping religious policy,
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development of a more balanced, rights-respecting approach
to religious regulation in Kazakhstan.
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AHoTanisa. PerysoBaHHA peJlirifiHoi [isyibHOCTI B cydyacHoMy KasaxcTaHi € KPUTHYHO BaXUIMBUM INHUTAHHAM, sKe
dopmyeThCA Mif BIJIMBOM B3a€MOJil Mix 3a0e3leyeHHAM CBOOOAM peJlirii Ta 30epexeHHAM AepXXKaBHOIO KOHTPOJIIO.
Ile pociimkeHHA Majl0 Ha MeTi MpoOaHAJi3yBaTW HOPMATUBHO-NPABOBY 0a3y, IO PETYJIIOE PeiriiHy OisIbHICTbH
y Kazaxcrani, 3 0coGJMBUM akKLeHTOM Ha ii BigmoBifHiCTP MiXHapoJHUM cTaHAapTaM y cdepi mpaB JIOAUHU Ta
BHYTPIillIHill colliaJIbHO-NOJIITUYHIN AMHaMilli. BUKOpUCTOBYIOUM NpaBOBUI aHaJli3, MOPIiBHAJIBHI METOAW Ta aHaJIi3
KOHKPeTHHX CHUTyallili, BUBUEHO 3aKOHOJABCTBO KpaiHM Ta MOro MpakTUYHiI HaCHiAKU AJid peJlriiHux rpomap.
JlocipkeHHs okasaJio, o npaBosa 6a3a KazaxcraHy Haksagae 3HauHi oOMeXxxeHH:A Ha peJlirifidi ceoboqu, BKII0Ya0dlu
000B’A3KOBY peecTpallilo pesiriiHux 06’cqHaHb, 0OMeXXeHHsA Ha My0JIiuHi 60rociy>XiHHA i MUPOKUH AepXXaBHUH HarJad.
L1i 3axo11 YacTO HEMPOMOPLiFTHO BIJIMBAIOTh HAa PEJIirifiHi MEHIIMHY, BUKJINKAIOYN 3aHENOKOEHHS [OA0 AUCKPUMiHALil
Ta Mepemko/ AJis pejliriiHoro miopaiizMy. He3paxatouu Ha KOHCTUTYIiNHI rapaHTii penirifinoi ceo6oau B KazaxcraHi,
BUKOHAHH 3aKOHIB 4aCTO CyIllepeuyrTh MiXHapOgHUM 3000B’sI3aHHAM KpaiHU 3a TaKUMU JJoroBopamu, sk MixxHapoaHuit
MaKT PO T'POMAafsAHCHKI i MoJiTHYHI mpaBa Ta 3000B’A3aHHA B paMmkax Oprasizarii 3 6esneky i cniBpoOiTHUIITBA B
€spormni. TemaTUuHi AOCTiAXEHHA peJlirilHUX rpoMaj, BKJIodandy CBifkiB €rosu, MyCyJIbMaHCbKy IpomMaay Axmapmis
Ta banTuctchky nepkBy, Iie Oijibllle IPOiJIOCTPYBajd IPaKTHU4Hi MpoO0JieMH, NMOB’A3aHi 3 iCHYIOYMMH HOPMaTUBHO-
MpaBoBMMHU akTaMmu. Lli BUnmaaKy BUCBITIMIIN TaKi npobjieMu, sIK aAMiHiCTpaTUBHE CBaBiJLIA, JUCKPUMIiHAIIHI nporecu
peecTpanii Ta MapriHanizanifa HeTpaJuIiHUX peiriiHux rpyn. BucHOBKU migKpecniu HeOOXiHiCTh 3aKOHOABYUX
pedopM, cnpsAMOBaHUX Ha YCyHEHHsS JBO3HAYHOCTeH, rapMOHi3allil0 HallioHaJIbHOTO 3aKOHOJABCTBA 3 MiXHapOJHUMU
cTaHJapTaMM Ta CTBOpPeHH:A OiJIbII iHKJIIO3UBHOTO CepefoBUINA [JIA peJiriiiHux rpomas. Lle mociimkeHHS € BHECKOM
y WHWPIIAA JUCKYpPC NpO peJliriiHe peryJsiloBaHHsA, MPONOHYIOYM NPaKTHUYHI BHUCHOBKU [JIA NOJITHKIB, IOPUCTIB Ta
NIpaBO3axXMUCHUKIB. Po3ryiAganyy HanpyXeHiCTb MiX Aep>kKaBHUM YNPAaBJIiHHAM i peJliriiiHor cBoOOA0I0, AOCIiIKeHHs
3aKJIala€ OCHOBY A1 MauOyTHiX pedopM, CIpAMOBAHUX HA MOCATHEHHs 0aJlaHCy MiX CyCHiJIbHOIO CTabiJbHICTIO Ta
3axucToM dyHAaMeHTaJIbHUX NIPaB JIIOJUHU

Kuio4oBi cjioBa: pestirifiHa moJiiThKa; IpaBOBe PETyJIIOBaHH:A; cBOOOAA BipOCIOBigaHHSA; MPaBO3acTOCOBHA MPAKTHKA;
peJiiriiHi 06’eAHaHHA; 3aKOHOAaBui peopMu
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