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ABSTRACT

The published research is devoted to the analysis of the dynamics of the development of media freedom
and the blogosphere on the example of the countries of the Central Asian region, primarily the Republic of
Uzbekistan, as well as Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, where based on data from non-governmental organizations
Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders, a policy has been consistently implemented since 2013
to expand the framework of global freedoms in general, so are the freedoms of the mass media and the
blogosphere. The reasons for the decrease in the classifier of freedom of speech in the three specified countries
since 2023. Specific events resulted in increased censorship restrictions imposed by state authorities on
the mass media and the blogosphere. The result of the manifestations of censorship is the formation of a
persistently low level of media literacy of the population, a weak orientation in what is happening inside and
outside the country. The recommendations of the study include the need to denationalize the mainstream
media and strengthen the responsibility of officials for obstructing the development of freedom of speech,

the activities of journalists and representatives of the blogosphere.
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1 Introduction and Hypothesis

With the collapse of the USSR in 1991, the vectors of development of Russia and the former
Union republics were formed in different ways. In Russia, the movement towards expanding
civil liberties and contacts with the outside world, undertaken in the 1990s, has been gradually
curtailed since the early 2000s, and after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and especially with
the beginning of the invasion of Ukraine in 2022, sharply intensified (Erpyleva & Luhtakallio,
2024; Skulskiy, 2024; Torikai, 2023).

The Republic of Uzbekistan joined the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
shortly after the collapse of the USSR in 1992, but for a long time remained largely a closed country
in terms of cooperation with the outside world, as well as in terms of the development of rights
and freedoms in domestic politics, including relations between the state and the mass media.

However, with the coming to power of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev in 2016, much has
changed in Uzbekistan in the relationship between the state and society within the country and
towards the expansion of international cooperation. Thus, in 2020, Uzbekistan was elected to
the UN Human Rights Council for the first time for a three-year term (2021-2023). Within the
country, the executive and legislative authorities also took several measures aimed at expanding
the rights and freedoms of citizens, including journalists.

In 2019 the President of Uzbekistan, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, signed a decree On additional
measures to ensure the supremacy of the Constitution and the law, strengthen public control in
this area, as well as improve legal culture in society (Postanovienie Prezidenta Respubliki..., 2019),
which, among other things, instructed to strengthen the system of protecting journalists from illegal
actions or decisions of state bodies and officials (Postanovlenie Prezidenta Respubliki..., 2019).

In 2023, the president signed a decree On approval of the national program of education in
the field of human rights in the Republic of Uzbekistan (Postanovienie Prezidenta Respubliki...,
2023), and many other acts of the executive and legislative branches.

In public speeches, the head of state also spoke out in defence of journalists and the media.
During a conversation with the press on a working trip to the Ferghana region in 2021, Shavkat
Mirziyoyev said, addressing journalists:

You are my comrades, | count on your help. | see you as a power that fairly talks about our

achievements and shortcomings to our people... | want to ask you one thing: don’t be lazy

to be on the lookout. Don’t be afraid to deliver [information] fairly. The president stands

behind you." (Gazeta, 2021, para. 3)

In 2023 during his trip to the Kashkadarya region, the president also unequivocally spoke
in favour of media freedom:

We did not hear the fair voice of people because we were a closed country and did not support

the media. We didn’t hear. Do you like the breath of freedom? | like it. Yes, it’s harder for me

to work like this. But they tell me, “Close it”. However, | won’t do it.? (Gazeta, 2023a, para. 2)

The result of the liberal discourse of the authorities was the positive dynamics of indicators
in the field of observance of civil rights, freedom of journalists and media in Uzbekistan and
some other countries in the region, recorded by international non-governmental organizations.

' Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “Vy moi soratniki, ya rasschityvayu na
vashu pomoshch. Ya vizhu vas kak silu, kotoraya spravedlivo rasskazyvayet o nashikh dostizheniyakh i
nedostatkakh nashemu narodu... Ya khochu vas poprosit ob odnom: ne lenites’ byt v poiskakh. Ne boysya
donositi [informatsiyu] spravedlivo. Za vami stoit prezident” (Gazeta, 2021, para. 3).

2 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “Prezident Uzbekistana soobshchil, chto
rabotat’ v usloviyakh svobody SMI ‘slozhnee’. Po yego slovam, yemu predlagali ‘zakryt SMI'. Ya ne zakroyu...
Pust govoryat, no govoryat spravedlivo. Pust kritikut, no kritikut pravilno” (Gazeta, 20234, para. 2).
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However, 2023 overshadowed these dynamics — when the international non-governmental
organization Reporters Without Borders (RSF) moved Uzbekistan in its rankings from 133 place
in 2022 to 137" place in 2023. In some other Central Asian countries, the dynamics of freedom
of speech deteriorated even further: in Kazakhstan, this indicator moved from 122 in 2022 to 134
in 2023, and in Kyrgyzstan from 72 in 2022 to 122 in 2023 (Reporters Without Borders, n.d.a).

In the following year, 2024, the position of the countries considered here in the RSF classifier
changed again: towards a slight improvement, by 2 positions, in Kyrgyzstan and a significant
deterioration, by 8 and 11 positions, in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, respectively.

In December 2022, the delegation of the European Union to Uzbekistan, together with
the Embassy of the United States of America and the Public Foundation for the Support and
Development of National Mass Media, held a round table in Tashkent “On the state of freedom
of speech in the Central Asian region” with the participation of media lawyers from Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan (European Union, 2022). Here, the contradictions between
the publicly expressed wishes of high-level politicians, such as the President of Uzbekistan
Shavkat Mirziyoyev, and the real state of affairs in the field of freedom of the mass media
manifested themselves. Karim Bahriev, a popular journalist in Uzbekistan since the time of Islam
Karimoy, said during a round table meeting:

The new leadership of Uzbekistan says that there is freedom of speech, and there will be

no rollback in this area. In every speech, the President of Uzbekistan says that he is on the

side of journalists and bloggers. Always he tells hakim® the heads of the country’s regions to
learn how to work with journalists. The president has such a will. But does the government
have it? If we evaluate the attitude of officials and hakims, we will not see such political will

in many of them.* (NewsHub, 2022, para. 2)

What is the situation with freedom of the media and freedom of speech in a broad sense
in Uzbekistan and Central Asia? We hypothesize that there is an informal, implicit opposition
on the part of middle-level officials to the official discourse of the supreme executive power.

In turn, such obstacles, taking the form of political censorship, are provoked by the dominant
role of the state in the ownership of the leading mass media in each of the countries considered
here.

Despite official declarations about the lack of political motivation in relations with the former
metropolis represented by the Russian Federation, some Central Asian states continue to
habitually copy the practice of censorship restrictions imposed by the current political regime
in Russia on national mass media and representatives of the blogosphere, which is expressed,
in particular, in duplication at the national levels of Russian law about “foreign agents”.

The above leads to the emergence of relapses of authoritarianism in the domestic politics of
the countries of the Central Asian region as a whole, in the relations of the state with the mass
media and representatives of the blogosphere in particular and, ultimately, to the formation of
a persistently low level of media literacy of the population. We will confirm these statements in
the course of this study.

3 Authors’ note: Hakim is the Uzbek equivalent of the “governor”.

4 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “Novoe rukovodstvo Uzbekistana govorit,
chto svoboda slova yest, i v etoy oblasti ne budet otkata. V kazhdoy rechi prezident Uzbekistana govorit,
chto on na storone zhurnalistov i blogerov. Kazhdyy raz on govorit khokimam, chtoby oni uchilis’ rabotat
s zhurnalistami. Takaya volya yest u prezidenta. No yest li ona u pravitel'stva? Yesli otsenivat otnoshenie
chinovnikov i khokimov, to my ne uvidim takoy politicheskoy voli u mnogikh iz nikh” (NewsHub, 2022, para. 2).
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2 Methods

Firstly, the authors used a method of observation — both of specific events related to the
activities of journalists and bloggers, the reaction of government agencies to these activities
and also the reaction of the public to what is happening between the institutions of government,
journalism and such an important institution of democracy as freedom of speech. In this aspect,
the authors relied on an extensive block of information collected from reports by the professional
media from the countries of the Central Asian region: these reports served, among other things,
as sources for research. So, from the reports of the Uzbek media, such as Gazeta information
portals.uz and Newshub.uz, information was used on the reaction of the journalistic community to
restrictions on the freedom of speech, the activity of independent bloggers, and media activities
in the Republic; from the messages of the Kazakh portal Informburo.kz dozens of cases of
violations of journalists’ rights became apparent, hundreds of events concerning violations of
the right to receive and disseminate information, dozens of judicial and pre-trial claims against
journalists and bloggers were evident from the messages of the Kyrgyz portal Yenisafak.com.
This paper uses information on the reasons for the decline in Kyrgyzstan’s rating in the Reporters
Without Borders classifier for 2023 by 50 positions.

The method of comparative analysis of the dynamics of the development of global freedoms
and the freedom of activity of journalists and the mass media in several countries of the Central
Asian region revealed significant differences in the approaches of the authorities and the public
of these countries to the problems under consideration. To implement this research method,
the authors reflected on the dynamics of the development of global freedoms, according to the
non-governmental organization Freedom House, for the ten years 2016 — 2025 and the dynamics
of the development of freedom of speech, according to Reporters Without Borders, for 2015
—2024. This will be displayed in tabular and graphical form for three Central Asian countries,
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, as well as Russia, as a former metropolis, which in
the recent past was oriented by the former republics of the USSR (this orientation has largely
been preserved, as we will demonstrate later).

The questionnaire method, which the authors used to identify citizens’ preferences in using
certain sources of information, contributed to substantiating the thesis about the advantages of
online media related to the private sector. 275 respondents of various ages and social categories
took part in the survey. During the survey, we were interested in the respondents’ thematic
interests in the field of information consumption and their preferences in using sources.

The survey results deserve special justification. Firstly, it should be noted that the authors
of this study deliberately chose two main population categories for the survey: students and
representatives of academic staff from specialized higher education institutions in Uzbekistan,
that focus on the study and teaching of journalism and communication. In doing so, the authors
proceeded from the assumption that the higher the activity of these specialized population groups
in using various sources of information, the lower this activity would be among other, “ordinary”
population groups. Using this assumption as a research tool, the authors aimed to ensure the
representativeness of the study — a necessity emphasized by many other researchers (Neundorf &
Ozturk, 2023; Rybak, 2023; Sidler et al., 2024), who also note that “producing statistically robust
profiles of small or ‘hard-to-reach’ populations has always been a challenge for researchers”
(Sosenko & Bramley, 2022, p. 1).

The survey results from the selected groups indicated that their engagement in choosing
alternative sources of information, beyond traditional ones (limited to Uzbek or Russian), was
low. This leads us to prioritize that, among all other population groups less interested in obtaining
reliable information, the level of engagement in selecting alternative information sources is even
lower, which, in turn, contributes to a correspondingly low level of media literacy.
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We devote special attention to contradictions in respondents’ answers in the corresponding
section of this study. One such contradiction lies in the fact that, on the one hand, most citizens
trust state media, but on the other hand, answers to the next question in the survey (whether
they believe the media in their country is free or not) show that the overwhelming majority believe
the mass media in their country is not free. The reasons behind this and other contradictions
are discussed in section “4.4 Citizens’ Trust in Information Sources”.

3 Literature Review

The fact that the authoritarian government is primarily concerned with the production of
censorship pressure on journalism and free media has been reported for a long period in many
studies. In recent years, scientists have studied the specifics of censorship pressure in the
former Soviet republics. Thus using the example of Ukraine during the presidency of Yanukovych
(2010 — 2014), the article examines what factors support the activities of journalists in the fight
against censorship pressure in a competitive authoritarian regime (Somfalvy & Pleines, 2021).
Another study highlights the importance of studying stability and changes in public opinion and
state-society relations in authoritarian conditions using the example of Belarus before and after
August 2020 (Onuch & Sasse, 2022).

Professional journalism also suffers under the influence of such factors, if only because, for
example, the authors of the study “What Is Professional Journalism? Conceptual Integration and
Empirical Refinement”, “professionalism is not a self-evident concept in the field of journalistic
research” (Gonzalez & Echeverria, 2024, p. 1481). Under the conditions of restrictions, journalism
loses the role of a controller of power and society, which many researchers talk about the need
to fulfill (Nielsen, 2016; Skovsgaard et al., 2024); at the same time, some justifiably use the
harsher term “role of watchdog” in the list of characteristics and tasks of professional journalism
(Hendrickx et al., 2024).

A separate block of publications served as sources for studying the processes of interaction
between the state and society in a broad sense: M. Beaufort (2018) talks about political polarization
and challenges to democracy; Ch. K. Chan et al. (2024) talk about the mutual influence of the
state and society, organizational culture and critical events. To analyze the experience gained
in different parts of the world in the field of relations between the state and the community of
journalists and representatives of the blogosphere, the study also uses a separate block of
sources: the work of R. A. Gonzalez & M. Echeverria (2024) is devoted to the analysis of the
characteristics of professional journalism; in the works of F. M. Henriksen et al. (2024), R. S.
Clem et al. (2023), the results of the spread of pro-Russian political propaganda in the European
news environment, including the digital alternative environment; “The Dynamics of Influence
on Press Freedom in Different Media Systems: A Comparative Study” by T. A. Maniou (2023)
is devoted to freedom of the press in various media systems; many researchers focus in their
publications on the importance of fact-checking skills for the population (Lelo, 2024; Kumair,
2024; Tandoc & Seet, 2024).

However, these problems have been studied to the least extent in relation to the former
republics of the USSR - the countries of the Central Asian region, in particular Uzbekistan.
Therefore, a separate block of sources of this work consists of publications by national authors,
exploring the processes between government and society, government and the media. Thus,
the author of the study “The Concepts of «<Fake» and «Disinformation» in the Media Environment
of Uzbekistan” (Abdikarimov, 2023) points out the direct dependence of the success of the
process of detecting fakes and disinformation on the level of media literacy of the population;
the increase in the dissemination of both unreliable information and purposefully produced fake
news related to the escalation of international conflicts, such as the one that began in 2022, the
armed confrontation between Russia and Ukraine and the war between the Hamas group and
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Israel in 2023, the authors of the study “Media Research Management Methodologies as a Tool for
Resolving Problems of Information and Media Literacy of the Population: A Look at Uzbekistan”
(Allayarov et al., 2023) draw attention to: low level of media literacy of the population, noted in
the above-mentioned works, with simultaneous restriction of freedom of speech coming from
the apparatus of state bodies, and provoke a decrease in the ratings of global freedoms and the
classifier of freedom of speech and mass media, as we demonstrate in this paper.

In this paper, we also use to a limited extent the results of our own previously published
research, such as “The Political Socialization of the People in Uzbekistan: Media Presence and
the Absence of Media Literacy”, which states that it is mass media that play a crucial role in
the process of communication between government and society in general and the process of
political socialization of the population (Kudratkhoja, 2024).

Fundamental international documents in the field of human rights and in the aspect of
obtaining and disseminating information, such as the European Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (2010) and, in particular, the provisions of Article 10
of the Convention on Freedom of Expression, which, in turn, proceeds from the basic provisions
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, the Rome Convention for the Protection
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of 1950 and other documents.

As theoretical foundations regarding the relationship between media and democracy, the
authors draw on a range of studies, such as Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media
and Politics by D. C. Hallin and P. Mancini (2004). Hallin and Mancini, in their reflections, also
draw on the “Four Theories of the Press”, noting that

many variations of the Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm schema have been proposed

over the years, for example by Altschull (1995), Hachten (1996), Mundt (1991), and Picard

(1985), who propose to add a model that corresponds more or less to what we will call the

Democratic Corporatist Model. (2004, p. 7)

Moreover, in the conclusion of their work, Hallin and Mancini emphasize:

We have deliberately focused here on a limited range of different media systems. We have
rejected the kind of universalistic approach that characterized Four Theories of the Press,
and hope that our work will not be used as Four Theories was, as a set of categories to be
imposed on systems that developed in very different contexts, in a way that would prevent
us from analyzing other systems on their terms and understanding their distinctive logics.
(2004, p. 305)

The authors also take into account the works of many other scholars, including the ideas of
J. Habermas (1989), who in account of the origins of the public sphere, notes that the institution
of formalized public administration along with a need to address ordinances and announcements
to a large body of citizens, played an important role in the origin of the press.

Various aspects of the role of civil society in the development of democracy are studied in
the works of many researchers (Bindman & Chulitskaya, 2025; Bolleyer et al., 2025; Shyrokykh
& Winzen, 2025; Bosse, 2025). In one of these studies, authored by K. Shyrokykh and T. Winzen,
dedicated specifically to the issues of democracy in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, it is
stated that “the success of democracy protection might depend less on countering proactive
autocratization strategies and more on ensuring the attractiveness and availability of the
democratic alternative” (2025, p. 1775).
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4 Results and Discussion
4.1 Freedom of the Press as Part of Global Civil Liberties

In this paper, we have turned simultaneously to data from two non-governmental
organizations — Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders, concerning the development
of global freedoms and press freedom in the Central Asian states considered here over the
past decade.

Thus, in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, the authorities, according to the annual
rating of the non-governmental organization Freedom House (2025), have made tangible efforts
over the past decade to expand the rights and freedoms of citizens (Table 1 and Figure 1).

°°\‘{’:;:iseS/ 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Uzbekistan | 3NF 3NF 7NF INF 10NF | 1INF | 1INF | 12NF | 12NF | 12NF
Kyrgyzstan | 38PF | 37PF | 37PF | 38PF | 39PF | 28PF | 27NF | 27NF | 27NF | 26NF
Kasakhstan | 24NF | 22NF | 22NF | 22NF | 23NF | 23NF | 23NF | 23NF | 23NF | 23NF
Russia 22NF | 20NF | 20NF | 20NF | 20NF | 20NF | 19NF | 16NF | 13NF | 12NF
Note: NF — Not free; PF — Partially free; F — Free
Dynamics indicators of global freedom
Source: own processing, 2025, according to Abramowitz (2017); Deutsch Karlekar & Dunham (2014); Freedom House
(2019, 2024, 2025)

The table shows that Uzbekistan remained far from the “partially free” regime for the ten
years 2016 — 2025, unlike Kyrgyzstan, which maintained a level of partial freedom from 2016 to
2021, inclusive; Kazakhstan balances at a level slightly above 20 points; Russia steadily reduces
its rating of global freedoms.

I Russia I Kazakhstan Kyrgyzsten | Uzbekistan

40

35

30

25

20

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Dynamics of global freedoms indicators (in the chart)
Source: own processing, 2025, according to Abramowitz (2017); Deutsch Karlekar & Dunham (2014); Freedom House
(2019, 2024, 2025)
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The graph in Figure 1 further demonstrates the separation of Uzbekistan’s rating from other
countries considered here in the dynamics of the level of global freedoms. However, the same
schedule allows us to note that it is the coming to power of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev in
December 2016 that ensures the progressive movement of Uzbekistan towards the expansion
of democratic institutions in the Republic, including the public institute of journalism as one of
the components of democracy.

In 2023, there were no changes in Kazakhstan’s position in the FH rating: the country scored
23 points out of 100 possible, as in 2022, and Kyrgyzstan maintained its position in 2024 and
2025, retaining the same 27 points as in 2022. However, in 2025, its rating dropped slightly to
26 points. Uzbekistan showed a modest improvement, increasing its score from 11 points in
2022 to 12 points, a position it consistently held in both 2024 and 2025.

Meanwhile, Russia’s standing in the index has continued to decline. By 2025, Russia’s score
fell to 12 points, equalling Uzbekistan’s. However, unlike Uzbekistan, which has shown steady
progress, Russia’s trajectory remains downward, reflecting a continued deterioration in global
freedom rankings (Freedom House, 2025).

At the same time, it is obvious that it was the beginning of Russia’s military operations on
the territory of Ukraine in February 2022, although perceived differently in Europe (Fagerholm,
2024), that simultaneously contributed to the deterioration of its rating of global freedoms and
the process of divergence in domestic policy, which is broadcast to its citizens by the authorities
in Russia, on the one hand, and in Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, on the other. This is
also because the heads of state and government of the region see in the attitude of the official
political leadership of the Russian Federation towards their countries a desire to revive the
model of interaction between the command centre in Moscow and subordinate regions that
existed during the decades of the Soviet era. For example, at the CIS summit in October 2022,
the President of Tajikistan publicly appealed to the President of the Russian Federation with a
request that “there should be no policy towards the countries of Central Asia, as happened in the
Soviet Union™ (Gazeta, 2022a, para. 1). Within the framework of such an assessment of relations
between Moscow and the republics of Central Asia, there was also a statement by the Deputy
Prime Minister — the Minister of Energy of Uzbekistan Jurabek Mirzamakhmudoyv, in December
2022 in response to a proposal from the Russian Federation to create a triple “gas union” with
the participation of Russia, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan. “We will never agree to political terms
in exchange for gas”® (Fontanka, 2022, para. 3) — stated the official. Such examples, according
to the researchers, indicate, among other things, disintegration processes resulting from “the
collapse of the Russian hegemonic order in the post-Soviet space” (Zaporozhchenko, 2024,
p. 851).

Nevertheless, despite official statements about the lack of political motivation in relations
with Russia, some Central Asian states are adopting the experience of the former metropolis in
terms of domestic politics and relations with the media and representatives of the blogosphere.

The authors of the study “International Actors and Democracy Protection: Preventing the
Spread of llliberal Legislation in Eastern Europe and Central Asia”, K. Shyrokykh and T. Winzen,
report, in particular:

Two of the most visible measures, introduced in more detail below, were (i) the “foreign

agent” law (officially titled “On Amendments to Legislative Acts of the Russian Federation

regarding the Regulation of the Activities of Non-profit Organizations Performing the Functions
of a Foreign Agent”), which imposes stigmatizing labelling, registration requirements, and
limits access to foreign funding for NGOs, and (ii) the “anti-gay” or “gay-propaganda bill”

(officially titled “On Protection Children from Information Advocating for a Denial of Traditional

5 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “ne vesti politiku v otnos$enii stran Central'noj
Azii tak, kak éto bylo v byvsem Sovetskom Sojuze” (Gazeta, 20224, para. 1).

5 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “My nikogda ne pojdem na politiceskie
uslovija v obmen na gaz” (Fontanka, 2022, para. 3).
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Family Values”). While Russia is a prominent case, many Eastern European and Central
Asian countries have either proposed or adopted similar legislation in subsequent years,
illustrating the regions’ autocratization trajectory. (2025, p. 1776)

We will further demonstrate that the authorities of some Central Asian countries, such as
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, have directly adopted Russia’s experience in using “foreign agent”
legislation and have implemented it with particular enthusiasm in their interactions with national
and foreign media.

At the same time, as in the case of global freedom, according to Freedom House, mass
media institutions in the countries under consideration are developing in different ways: mainly
towards the development of freedom of professional activity of journalists in some Central Asian
countries, and, conversely, towards restrictions in Russia and some other countries of the region.
This position is confirmed by the following dynamics, according to Reporters Without Borders
(RSF), over the ten years from 2015 to 2024. In 2023, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan
significantly worsened their positions; Kyrgyzstan deteriorated especially noticeably (from 72
to 122); in 2024, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan continued to worsen their position in the ranking,
according to RSF data presented in Table 2 and Figure 2.

Countries/ 5015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Years
Uzbekistan 166 166 169 165 160 156 157 133 137 148
Kyrgyzstan 88 85 89 98 83 82 79 72 122 120
Kazakhstan 160 160 157 158 158 157 155 122 134 142
Russia 152 148 148 148 149 149 150 155 164 162

1WA Dynamics of the freedom of speech indicator
Source: own processing, 2025, according to Reporters Without Borders (n.d.a)

It should be considered that when comparing the dynamics of the general level of civil liberties,
according to Freedom House (FH), with changes in the position of countries in the ranking of
freedom of speech, according to RSF, a lower digital indicator corresponds to a lower level of
development of democracy in a particular country, and a higher digital indicator in the case of
RSF, on the contrary, means a decrease in the level of freedom of speech and mass media.

Compared to its closest neighbours, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, the scale of the deterioration
in the dynamics of freedom of speech and the media may seem insignificant for Uzbekistan.
However, in all three cases, there were serious prerequisites for a downgrade of the RSF rating.
Here again, it should be recalled that in liberal democracies, freedom of the press is considered
part of a broader group of rights that fall under the right to freedom of speech and information
(Maniou, 2022).
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I Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan [l Kazakhstan [ Russia
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Dynamics of the freedom of speech indicator (in the graph above)
Source: own processing, 2025, according to Reporters Without Borders (n.d.a)

4.2 Driving Forces of Changes in RSF Ratings

For Kazakhstan, the reason for the negative dynamics of the RSF classifier was a noticeable
increase in censorship restrictions at the level of both legislative and executive authorities. So, in
September 2023, Parliament passed a law on fake news, and the Ministry of Finance, following
the example of its Russian neighbour, launched the process of using the term “foreign agent”
against the media and journalists whose work is paid, in whole or in part, at the expense of foreign
organizations. In addition, the immediate result of amendments to the media bill introduced by
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev in September 2022 was the denial of accreditation to 36
reporters of the Kazakh service of the American broadcasting company Radio Free Europe/Radio
Liberty — Azattyk radio stations: the essence of the amendments introduced by the President is
to allow officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to make decisions about the threat to national
security hypothetically emanating from foreign media (Reporters Without Borders, 2024).

A significant shift in the rating of freedom of speech according to the RSF classifier affected
Kyrgyzstan by 50 positions at once — from 72" place in 2022 to 122" place in 2023 due to some
specific reasons. Despite a slight, only 2-point improvement in the rating in 2024, the reason for
such noticeable losses in 2023, according to RSF, was the law on “foreign agents” signed earlier
and based entirely on Russian practice by President Sadyr Japarov, as well as actions by local
authorities such as the closure of the Kyrgyz service of Radio Liberty (Yeni Safak, 2023). In 2024,
the practice of restrictions imposed on the activities of journalists and mass media continued:
at the beginning of the year, 11 media employees engaged in investigative journalism were
arrested at once, the authorities attempted to eliminate the private investigation portal Kloop,
and expelled “undesirable” journalists from the country (Kyrgyzstan, n.d.b).

Finally, Uzbekistan’s rating in the RSF classifier shifted in a negative direction from 133
place in 2022 to 137" place in 2023; after that in 2024, Uzbekistan’s indicator worsened by
another 11 positions and moved from 137" place in 2023 to 148" place in 2024. In this case,
the driving force for the changes in the RSF rating was the aspirations of representatives of the
state apparatus to exercise control over publications (broadcasts) of the national mass media
and in the information space of the blogosphere.
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In March 2023, many professional journalists and members of the public addressed the
President of Uzbekistan with a statement about “hidden but harsh censorship” and asked the
head of state to “provide historical assistance in ensuring genuine independence of the press”’
(Gazeta, 2023b, “Lead” section). The appeal mentions:

We want to see Uzbekistan as a strong, competitive, reputable state in the international

arena. To achieve this, freedom of the press and speech must be steadily strengthened.

However, we believe that the Uzbek press remains under invisible but serious control, in a

sad and dangerous situation for the future.® (Gazeta, 2023b, para. 9)

It should be assumed that the authors of the appeal were prompted to such an interpretation
of what is happening, in particular, by the detention in Tashkent on February 8, 2023, by employees
of the internal affairs bodies, of the opposition blogger Abdukodir Muminov on suspicion of fraud
and extortion, having earlier been beaten by five men, and having had his car attacked with a
baseball bat (Mediazona, 2023).

Further events confirmed the correctness of the authors of the appeal, when on May 29,
2023, employees of the internal affairs bodies of the Kashkadarya region of Uzbekistan detained
the editor-in-chief of the NasafNews online publication and the author of the Telegram channel
“Captain Karimov”. Umid Karimov, who covered the problems of the Kashkadarya region of
Uzbekistan, including the problem of corruption and two bloggers, Otabek Artikov, and the
author of the AvtoblogUz Telegram channel Maksud Muzaffarov were detained with him. This
was followed by a speedy trial on charges of ‘petty hooliganism’ and ‘failure to comply with the
legal requirements of law enforcement officers’ with a ruling on the punishment in the form of
the arrest of all three for five days (Gazeta, 2023c; Mediazona, 2023).

The gradual decline in Russia’s rating in the RSF classifier is demonstrated in Table 2 and
Figure 2. Other countries of the Central Asian region, such as the former republics of the USSR
Turkmenistan and Tajikistan, held places 175 and 155 in the RSF classifier by 2024, respectively,
while we will undertake to assert that in these cases the low level of freedoms of journalists and
bloggers is also directly related to the aspirations of state bodies to excessive control over the
media and the blogosphere.

D. C. Hallin and P. Mancini, in their work Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of
Medlia and Politics, state that “through much of history, of course, the state has played the role
of censor. The direct authoritarian control of the years of dictatorship is presumably a thing of
the past, but some remnants carried over into the democratic period” (2004, pp. 119-120). The
authors go on to discuss the resurgence of authoritarian practices through legislation in France,
noting, for instance, that French law grants the State the right to seize publications under certain
circumstances, a power that was used in the 1950s and 1960s during the conflict over Algeria,
and again in the early 1970s, when editors of various radical newspapers that emerged after
the May 1968 political rebellion were arrested.

It is important to emphasize that this observation is highly relevant to the post-Soviet states,
including Central Asia. As demonstrated in this study, authoritarianism maintains a firm grip on
the relationship between the state and the media in this region. At the same time, the possibility
of the democratic corporatist model — one of the three models examined by Hallin and Mancini
in their work, influencing the development of state-media relations in Asia is addressed in the
conclusion of their study.

7 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “okazat istoriceskuju pomo$’ v obespecenii
podlinnoj nezavisimosti pressy” (Gazeta, 2023b, “Lead” section).

& Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “My hotim videt Uzbekistan sifnym,
konkurentosposobnym, avtoritetnym na mezdunarodnoj arene gosudarstvom. Dlja étogo svoboda pressy i
slova dolZna neuklonno usilivatsja. Odnako s¢itaem to, ¢to pressa Uzbekistana ostaétsja pod nevidimym,
no ser'éznym kontrolem, pec¢al'noj i opasnoj dlja budus$ego situaciej” (Gazeta, 2023b, para. 9).
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“The Democratic Corporatist Model [...] it may also be relevant in some ways to the analysis
of Asian systems, which share with the Democratic Corporatist countries a relatively collectivist
political culture” (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 305). In this case, however, it should be noted that
this may be more applicable to countries of Southeast Asia (such as South Korea and Malaysia),
which have been developing over the past decades under conditions of market economy and
democracy, and less so to the countries of Central Asia, where the market and democracy have,
on the contrary, been restricted during the post-Soviet decades. The same can be said about
the liberal model, which is also examined by the authors.

However, so far we have talked about which specific events provoked a decrease in the
location of countries in the RSF classifier. But for every event occasion there are reasons, so
what are they?

4.3 Relapses of Authoritarianism: Causes and Consequences

As the root cause of manifestations of authoritarianism in the relationship between government
and mass media in Central Asian countries, an excessive share of state bodies in the possession
of leading information resources should be considered: a situation is emerging in which the
state actually replaces the role of the industry regulator with the role of its owner, which pushes
officials of various levels into a team style of relations with representatives of the mass media
and blogosphere.

For example, the State National Television and Radio Company (NTC) of Uzbekistan owns
and directly controls 12 TV channels of republican significance (nationwide coverage): Uzbekistan,
Yoshlar (Youth), Toshkent, Sport, Mahalla (Neighbourhood community), Madaniyat va Marifat
(Culture and Education), Bolajon (Child), Dunyo Boylab (Worldwide), Cinema, Navo (Melody),
Uzbekistan 24 (News), Uzbekistan Tarihi (Historical), the main regional TV channels, as well as 4
radio stations on FM frequencies — Uzbekistan, Yoshlar, Mahalla and Uzbekistan 24. The leading
print media in the Republic, such as Xalk Suzi (The Voice of the People), Uzbekiston Ovozi (The
Voice of Uzbekistan), Uzbekistan Today (in Russian and English), Adolat (Justice), Vatanparvar
(Patriot), are also in the possession of the state (National Television and Radio Company of
Uzbekistan, 2024).

At the same time, along with traditional types of media owned by the state, the private online
media sector has been developing in Uzbekistan in recent years. Thus, according to the National
Search System of Uzbekistan, private information portals are among the most popular in terms
of attendance, along with reference portals — Daryo.uz (news of the world and Uzbekistan),
Qalampir.uz, Gazeta.uz and Podrobno.uz (news from Uzbekistan), Hordik.uz (interesting news)
and others (National Search Engine, n.d.).

At the same time, in official statements by the country’s leadership, the priority of developing
non-state media is emphasized. For instance, in a congratulatory message to Uzbekistan’s media
workers on their professional holiday on June 27, 2023, President Shavkat Mirziyoyev stated
that “currently, there are 2,140 media outlets in Uzbekistan, which is 626 more than in 2016.
Among them, 65 percent are non-state media, indicating ongoing structural transformations in
the sector™ (Mirziyoyev, 2023, para. 7). He also specifically noted that “alongside traditional
media, online publications are rapidly developing, with their number reaching 745, and their
audience is steadily growing”'® (Mirziyoyev, 2023, para. 7).

° Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “V nastoyashchee vremya v Uzbekistane
naschityvayetsya 2140 sredstv massovoy informatsii, ili na 626 bol'she, chem v 2016 godu. Sredi nikh
65 protsentov — negosudarstvennye SMI, chto svidetel'stvuyet o prodolzhayushchikhsya strukturnykh
preobrazovaniyakh v sfere” (Mirziyoyev, 2023, para. 7).

0 Authors’ note: The text of the quotation in the original language: “Sleduyet otmetit, chto narjadu s
traditsionnymi sredstvami massovoy informatsii stremitelno razvivayutsya i internet-izdaniya, kolichestvo
kotorykh dostiglo 745, i ikh auditoriya neuklonno rastet” (Mirziyoyev, 2023, para. 7).
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Furthermore, as reported on the official portal of the Agency of Information and Mass
Communications under the Administration of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, by
2025, 190 television channels from foreign countries were broadcasting in Uzbekistan in major
global and regional languages — ranging from news channels such as BBC, CNN, France 24,
and Deutsche Welle to educational and children’s channels. Among these, at least 95 television
channels broadcast in Russian, including major news channels like Channel One, Russia 1, Russia
24, among others (Information and Mass Communications Agency under the Administration of
the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, n.d.).

Thus, the apparent advantage of non-state media might be impressive only in terms of
quantitative indicators: empirical evidence shows that in terms of financial resources and technical
capacity, particularly the State National Television and Radio Company (NTC) of Uzbekistan, the
capabilities of Uzbek state media surpass those of private companies. Moreover, the wide reach
of Russian-language television channels, in turn, exerts a dominant influence on the formation
of public opinion within the extensive Russian-speaking community — an aspect that will be of
particular importance in the following discussion on the population’s level of media literacy, their
lack of fact-checking skills, and, in general, a distorted perception of reality.

A similar situation with ownership rights to mass media has developed, according to RSF,
in Kazakhstan, where there are only a few independent media outlets left, including Vlast.kz,
Uralskaya nedelya, Respublika.kz.media and KazTAG news agency. But professional journalists
have launched alternative projects on YouTube, Telegram and Instagram, such as Protenge, Za
Nami Use Vyekhali and Guiperborei (Hyperborea), which contradict the narrative of the pro-
government media (Reporters Without Borders, n.d.c).

According to RSF, Kyrgyzstan also has a similar situation with media ownership rights, since
here the “government still controls all traditional media and is trying to extend its influence to
private media” (Reporters Without Borders, n.d.b, “Media Landscape” section, para. 1).

At the same time, since for the bulk of the population, especially for citizens of older
generations, the main source of information consumption remains national television, whose
broadcasts are under total state control, citizens create a largely incomplete, distorted picture
of reality, which, in turn, coupled with a lack of fact-checking skills, forms a low level of media
literacy. As a result, the population as a whole has little understanding of politics, observers
on the ground note, which is provoked “firstly, the low level of media literacy, lack of critical
thinking skills; secondly, apathy, lack of interest in policy issues, caused not least by distrust of
the national mass media” (Kudratkhoja, 2024, p. 13). Other observers note that the low level of
media literacy of the population, in turn, provokes the susceptibility of citizens to disinformation
(Abdikarimov, 2023), the immediate negative consequences of which are behavioural changes,
confusion, and distrust of users of news sources (Murphy et al., 2023).

The abovementioned, in turn, required us to pay special attention to the aspect of citizens’
trust in information sources, which was implemented in the form of a questionnaire survey.

4.4 Citizens' Trust in Information Sources

To clarify what citizens themselves in the Central Asian states, primarily Uzbekistan, think
about the development of freedom of speech and national mass media, in the course of this
study, a questionnaire survey was conducted among students of the faculty of the University of
Journalism and Mass Communications of Uzbekistan, as well as their relatives and friends on
the topic “Do you believe the official media, the private media, or the neighbours?”.

275 respondents participated in the survey, mainly female (68.7%), age categories 18-25
years (52.7%), 25-35 years (18.2%), 35-45 years (17.8%), 45 and higher (11.3%). Students
(60.7%) were the most active in participating in the survey, followed by employees (24%), but
managers/entrepreneurs (12%), and pensioners (3.3%) were the least active.
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First of all, during the survey, we took care of the informational interests of the respondents.
The answers to the question “Which topic (one) in the mass media or/and in social networks
interests you the most?” were distributed as follows: culture/art (35%), unexpectedly many (for
the student community) turned out to be those who are interested in politics/economics (32.5%),
recreation/ entertainment (20.8%), sports/fashion (11.7%).

Finally, we have come closer to achieving the purpose of the survey - to find out respondents’
preferences when using information sources. To the question “Which (one) source do you trust
the most?” the answers were distributed as shown in Figure 3.

@® Frint

® Radio
Television

@ Online-media

@ Social media

Which sources of information do you trust the most?
Source: own processing, 2025

It follows from the diagram in Figure 3 that citizens trust online media information most of
all, to a lesser extent television, social networks, and to an even lesser extent print media, and
there is practically no trust (1.5%) in radio information (due to the weak development of the
actual radio market in the Republic of Uzbekistan).

@ Print

54,9% ® Radio
Television

@ Online-media

@ Social media

Which sources of information do you trust least?
Source: own processing, 2025

It follows from the diagram in Figure 4 that of the total number of respondents (275
respondents), the vast majority of citizens believe the information published on social networks
the least - 54.9%, 21.5% of respondents do not trust television, followed by online media, print
and radio. And this result clearly demonstrates that the population in Uzbekistan, especially
the younger generations, have already appreciated the flow of useless or sometimes unreliable
(fake) information coming from social networks.
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We note that from the data in Figures 3 and 4 that it follows that it is online media that
earns the greatest support in the process of information consumption among citizens. Indeed,
according to official statistics, the most popular (traffic) among consumers in Uzbekistan are
information portals such as the Kun.uz, Qalampir.uz, Gazeta.uz, Daryo.uz, Podrobno.uz and
others (Youth Union of Uzbekistan, 2023).

In turn, most of the popular information portals are privately owned and belong to the National
Media Association, which in 2022 included 18 non-state TV channels, 19 radio channels and 100
electronic media, including 52 foreign TV channels (Gazeta, 2022b). From this it logically follows
that it is private online media that enjoy the greatest trust of citizens. This conclusion, however, is
contradicted by the results of the survey, which we demonstrate here in Figure 4, and according to
which only 46.2% trust private media to a greater extent, with 53.8% trusting public media. This
difference, however, seems insignificant to us: in our opinion, it rather demonstrates the desire
of citizens, especially young and educated (most of the respondents, we recall, are students) to
consume objective, analytical and critical information — since as recently as 2017, Uzbekistan
had virtually no access to the market for professional, non-State-controlled information.

@ Private
53,8% @ State

46,2%

Which media do you trust?

Source: own processing, 2025

In turn, the results of the answers to the last question of the questionnaire about whether
respondents consider the mass media of their country to be free, reflected in the diagram in Figure
5, contradict the results of the answers to the previous question: the majority of citizens trust the
state media (Figure 5), and at the same time, the vast majority consider the mass media to be
free (Figure 6), which can be explained by the inertia of the country’s past during the presidency
of Islam Karimov, the fear of contradictions to the discourse of power.

® Yes
60,7% ® No

Do you think that there is free mass media in your country?
Source: own processing, 2025
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5 Conclusion

So, if, in the course of comparative analysis, we start with the situation of freedom of
speech in Uzbekistan, then the mass media of this particular republic, as we demonstrated in
the course of the study, are in a better position than in such states of the region as Turkmenistan
and Tajikistan, they are more constrained than in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. It is also obvious
that the state of Uzbekistan, as well as the authorities of its closest neighbours, Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan, demonstrate a desire to “untie the hands” of the mass media and blogosphere
figures. However, there is a deep divide between the aspirations of the authorities aimed at
expanding the scope of freedom of activity of journalists and the media and the real situation:
this is especially clearly seen in the example of Uzbekistan, where the excessive share of state
control over the activities of mass media and the blogosphere demonstrated in the course of the
study provokes the formation of an exponentially low level of media literacy of the population,
weak orientation of the mass of citizens in the internal sphere and foreign policy — while many
researchers speak, on the contrary, about the importance of fact-checking skills for the population
(Lelo, 2024; Kumar, 2024; Tandoc & Seet, 2024).

Thus, the hypothesis put forward at the beginning of the study — that there are obstacles
to the progressive development of freedom of expression in the Central Asian states and, in
particular, in Uzbekistan, created (willingly or unwittingly) by representatives of the state power
apparatus, should be considered confirmed.

The reason for the obstacles that arise in the way of the development of freedom of speech
and professional activity of journalists lies in the dominant role of the state in the ownership of
the leading mass media in each of the countries considered here: officials, in this case, carry
out the officially assigned role of content managers.

At the same time, obstacles arising from the environment of government officials effectively
conducting political censorship, are implemented in the process of copying the practice of
the current political regime in Russia by applying the provisions of the law on “foreign agents”
against national journalists and bloggers whose publications contradict the official discourse
of the authorities.

A direct consequence of the above is a relapse of authoritarianism in the domestic politics
of the countries of the Central Asian region as a whole, and in the relations of the state with the
mass media and representatives of the blogosphere.

These reasons lead to the formation of a low level of media literacy in the population, poorly
versed in what is happening inside and outside the country. Observers note that the immediate
negative results of this are behavioural changes, confusion, and distrust of users of news sources
(Murphy et al., 2023).

The above allows the authors of this study to formulate recommendations aimed at ensuring
the sustainable development of the freedom of activity of the mass media and the blogosphere
in the states of the Central Asian region. These recommendations consist, firstly, of taking
measures to denationalize the ownership rights of most mass media (leaving the state with
regulatory functions at the legislative and executive levels), and, secondly, of strengthening the
responsibility of representatives of the state apparatus at the legislative and executive levels for
obstructing the work of journalists and the media.

Of course, it is impossible to consider the potential for changes in the development of
media freedom, the blogosphere, and public communications without considering the state of
other key democratic institutions, such as elections to executive and legislative bodies. In this
regard, the most recent elections to the national parliament of the Republic of Uzbekistan, held
on October 27, 2024, revealed a range of shortcomings within this institution.
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In the Final Report prepared by the Election Observation Mission operating under the mandate

of the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), it was stated:
Uzbekistan’s 27 October parliamentary elections took place amid ongoing reforms,
including significant amendments to the Constitution, but the political environment remained
constrained, not providing voters with a genuine choice. While the electoral framework has
gradually evolved, and elections were technically well-prepared, significant challenges in
meeting international standards for democratic elections persist in such areas as political
party registration, the right to stand, campaign finance transparency, citizen observation,
and the publication of polling station results. Fundamental freedoms of association, peaceful
assembly and expression remain disproportionately limited both by legislation and in practice.
Positively, women were well represented among candidates and in election administration.
All five registered political parties were able to campaign freely and with legally enforced
equal conditions, but their campaigns were lowkey and devoid of real challenges to the
policies of the ruling party or to each other. (OSCE, 2024, p. 1)

Moreover, in exact alignment with how the electoral institution functions in Uzbekistan, a
similar set of characteristics was demonstrated by the national media: “Media coverage was
limited by restrictions on free expression, resulting in minimal access for voters to diverse
viewpoints” (OSCE, 2024, p. 1).

Thus, the Report of the Election Observation Mission unambiguously indicates that the role
of civil society, which many researchers highlight as crucial for the development of democracy
(Bindman & Chulitskaya, 2025; Bolleyer et al., 2025; Shyrokykh & Winzen, 2025; Bosse, 2025),
remains insignificant in Uzbekistan. While external formalities are maintained in the information
space, there is no room for any criticism of the authorities. Under these conditions, in the
absence of civil society activities, the involvement of international public organizations, such as
the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), could potentially play a
significant role. ODIHR’s Election Observation Mission traditionally formulates conclusions and
recommendations aimed at the development of democratic institutions in society.

In the case of the parliamentary elections in the Republic of Uzbekistan on October 27, 2024,
the Mission outlined nine priority recommendations, including the following:

To prevent multiple voting and ensure the integrity of voter lists in line with international

good practice, robust safeguards against the misuse of supplementary voter lists should be

established and enforced, and the number of voters added to these lists should be published.

[...] The Election Code and other relevant legislation should be amended to provide for genuine

citizen election observation in line with the OSCE commitments. (OSCE, 2024, pp. 11-21)

Regarding the state of the media in Uzbekistan, the ODIHR Election Observation Mission
specifically notes:

Consideration should be given to transforming the National Television and Radio Company

into a genuine public service provider by removing any requirement to promote state activities,

introducing a clearly defined public mandate as well as provisions guaranteeing editorial

independence, financial autonomy, clear separation from any government institution, and

an open and competitive selection process of its board members. (OSCE, 2024, p. 18)

This particularly aligns with the aforementioned author’s recommendation to de-nationalize
the media in Uzbekistan.

The ODIHR Election Observation Mission also considers it necessary to remove terms such
as “defamation” and “insult” from the Criminal Code, transform the Agency of Information and
Mass Communications into “an independent and impartial supervisory body” (2024, p. 17),
and regulate paid political content. Alongside our recommendations for the denationalization
of national media and the strengthening of accountability for officials, these measures could
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contribute to the expansion of other rights and freedoms, including the freedom of journalism and
the blogosphere. In developing the topic for the future, it seems necessary for us to constantly
monitor the development of the situation with the development of freedom of professional activity
of journalists and representatives of the blogosphere in the countries of the Central Asian region,
to carry out a comparative analysis of country indicators and publish the results.
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