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I N T R O  T O  S T O R I E S  B Y  D E S I R E E  I S T R A T I

Terror Attacks. This is the frightening reality 
we are facing today. It seems every time we 
turn on the news a terrorist is striking 
somewhere. Why is this happening? What is 
being done to end this? Is anyone doing 
anything? 

These were genuine questions I had when I 
learned that Kyrgyz individuals were 
involved in the recent attacks in Istanbul and 
St. Petersburg. According to the Soufan 
Group, 500 Kyrgyz citizens have left to go 
fight in Syria with extremist groups. 
(http://soufangroup.com/wp- 
content/uploads/2015/12/TSG_ForeignFig 
htersUpdate3.pdf)  The majority of them 
have been youth. Kyrgyzstan was the place I 
had spent seven years of my childhood and 
the Kyrgyz people had always shown me so 
much love. How could any person from this 
beautiful country become a terrorist? 

This summer I was given the opportunity to 
intern in Kyrgyzstan with Search For 
Common Ground, an international non- 
governmental peacebuilding organization. 

Search’s mission is to transform violent 
conflict around the world. They have developed 
a project to address the issue of radicalization 
among youth in Kyrgyzstan 
by empowering young leaders to bring positive 
change to their communities. This project, 
sponsored by the United Nations 
Peacebuilding Fund (UNPBF), addresses the 
problem of radicalization by targeting the key 
factors that drive youth to join extremist 
groups. The vision is to raise up youth leaders 
to address problems in their community and to 
give them a sense of purpose. 

I was asked to help in the selection process for 
workshop participants and to listen to the 
stories of the youth. As the youth spoke to me I 
realized that their voices needed to be heard 
beyond their own country. Their words shed 
light on issues and problems common to youth 
around the world. They sounded vaguely 
familiar to me as they echoed the frustrations 
of my millennial generation. If we listen to 
their complaints and understand their 
frustrations, we may be able to help many 
turn away from joining radical extremist 
groups.

ROUND & ROUND





S T O R Y  1 :  P A Z I L

'I want to become something of myself. I want to live a 
worthy and good life. I look around and see my classmates 
dropping out of school, never turning in assignments and 
thinking only about the present day. It’s tempting, but I 
know I want more for my life. I dream to be an interpreter 
and learn Chinese, Japanese, Korean, French and English. 
I want to be the Prime Minister of Kyrgyzstan. But I don’t
know if these dreams will come true, to study costs a lot of 
money and my family doesn’t have the money to send me to 
college. But I will not stop studying or chasing after my 
dreams. I am determined to study in China. I am only in 
8th grade but I want to start planning now. 

I am grateful to have parents who pour into me and encourage me. My mother always tells me that 
the most important thing is to study and work hard. Many of my classmates don’t have that. They 
don’t have anyone challenging them or pushing them to dream. I have heard about 15 people from 
Kashkar-Kishtak who have left to go fight in Syria. I think some people go because they think they 
will earn a lot of money. Some parents don’t even know about their sons leaving and then the next 
day they are gone. I think they don’t know much about the Quran and get persuaded by lies 
because they don’t know the truth. This is why I believe we must all become more educated. I am 
the President of my class and the only boy in my class with all A’s. Many of my classmates 
participate in fighting battles during class time. I want to help the other boys in my class so that 
they don’t fall into trouble but I don’t always know how. I tell my friends that they need to study if 
they want a good future but they don’t listen. I want to learn more leadership skills to help others 
and build up my community". 

A DILEMMA





S T O R Y   2 :   M U K T A S A R

"I used to dream a lot but now it seems 
like a waste of time. For me, hoping leads 
to disappointment. When I was young I 
would dream to be the one that would 
bring change for women, I wanted to be a 
leader. I would tell everyone the 
importance of education and marrying 
who you truly love. But now I feel like a 
hypocrite. I am 20 and am scheduled to 
marry a man 10 years older than me in 
the fall. My parents planned it, I had no 
choice. I don’t really know him, but we 
talk once and awhile and he seems like a 
decent man. Hearing about this 
leadership workshop brings me joy 
because I know that it will help many 
women become leaders and bring change 
to their communities and this country. 
Maybe if I had heard about this project 
earlier and my parents allowed me, my
life would look a lot different".

TIRED OF DREAMING





S T O R Y   3 :   Z A R N I G O R

These are the words of young 17-year- old Zarnigor, echoing similar feelings of frustration that 
many young women are facing today in Southern Kyrgyzstan. They are trapped between their 
dreams and the conservative cultural traditions. Zarnigor is 17 and is going to be getting 
married in October. When asked what she would do if she were not getting married she shares 
that she wants to get an education and be a fashion designer. The reason Zarnigor and many 
other women like her can’t follow their dreams is because of their parents. Many Uzbek parents 
have planned out the entire lives of their daughters. They are to begin preparing their daughters 
to be good housekeepers starting at age 6. It is part of Uzbek tradition that their daughters 
marry young and then live with and serve the parent’s of their husband. The parents negotiate 
the children’s marriage. Search For Common Ground met Zarnigor while visiting different rural 
towns to rise up youth leaders around Kyrgyzstan. Many young Uzbek women want to join the 
training and workshops but they can’t because of the high pressure from their families to get 
married. For Zarnigor, all her opportunities and hopes are over once she is married. She feels 
rushed to do all that she wants to do now before the day of great commitment.

DREAM FOR 
EDUCATION



"I DREAM 
TO GO TO 
COLLEGE. 

BUT I 
CAN'T"

(c) Zarnigor





S T O R Y   4 :   B A K H T I Y A R

I want to be a leader because I want to develop my country. I want to be useful for society. I 
want to study to be a technician so that I can help develop Kyrgyzstan’s technology. I think that 
if Kyrgyzstan wants to progress and develop then the mentality of the youth needs to change. 
The youth needs to know that they can do more with their life and be more motivated and 
determined. I think that the system of corruption needs to change and our generation needs to 
be the ones to make that change.   

GENERATION OF 
CHANGES





S T O R Y   5 :   K A L Y S

Seven years ago her dear father passed away from an 
illness. This was a tragic and difficult time. Kalis was 
faced with two choices, she could either stay in 
depression or stand up and become a leader and support 
for her mother and younger siblings. At a young age 
Kalis learned how to face her fears and take on 
responsibilities to help herself and her family. Kalis 
went to college in Osh where she studied to be a
teacher. She has been a teacher for two years now. She 
teaches 10th grade and says that by then most of the 
students are checked out of school. About 40 percent of 
her students want to go to college and they are almost 
all girls.  

The boys have no interest in further education and many want to go to Russia for work. They are 
not driven or motivated students. When they don’t listen in class, Kalis encourages them to study 
what they are interested in and to join after school courses. The problem is that many do not have 
strong interests. The boys do not have big dreams and do not feel motivated to accomplish 
anything. In her 10 th grade class some boys have started playing boxing after school and she has 
seen that they are becoming more active but she fears that it may lead to violence. Kalis thinks 
this youth leadership project is a great idea but she feels it will be very hard to get the attention of 
young boys. Many of them do not think about the opportunities it can bring or why it is important
for their lives. Their focus is just in their daily life and not on something bigger like making an 
impact. However, she feels that if we give them incentive that then they might join. Some 
students may want to join the project but their parents might not allow them. Kalis believes we 
should work also with the parents and let them know the benefits of this project. The parents do 
not always encourage their children with school or with having big dreams. 

IN THE SHOES OF 
YOUNG TEACHER





S T O R Y   6 :   R U S L A N

I want to be better everyday; I want to be a better 
person than I was yesterday. This is the mindset I 
have for life and when I train for boxing. I have been 
boxing for five years and train 6 hours a day. I love 
it because it allows me to escape the world and 
release my frustrations. I started boxing because 
there is nothing else to do as a young person in my 
community. There is only school. I get bored in my 
classes and want something else to look forward to. 
Many of my friends play sports too but the problem 
is there is no gym or sports training centers. When 
school ends most of my classmates will go to 
university, but it is expensive. I want to first work 
overseas and earn money so that I can afford an 
education.  I grew up with a single-parent mom. 

STRIVING TO BE 
BETTER 

I never had anyone to look up to so I have learned to only rely on myself and push myself to 
become great. I don’t have any siblings or cousins but I have best friends who are like brothers. 
Most of my classmates are not ambitious and have no motivation. They don’t have big dreams 
and their parents don’t encourage them to study, they want them to hurry up and get a 
job. My community is mostly Uzbek but I am Kyrgyz and have many Uzbek friends, I don’t 
feel any tension between us. I want to help my classmates and friends to become more 
ambitious and do something great with their lives. But the hard part is finding something that 
they will be interested in. I think that more inspirational speakers need to come to our 
community and show the youth that they can do big things. I think more colleges need to come 
and speak to different communities so that they see more options. If I could give something to 
my community it would be to give them a training sports center and I would work with the 
schools to bring additional life-skill classes that will interest the youth.





S T O R Y   7 :  C H O L P O N A I

No need to leave the country for a future of opportunities, we need to stay in Kyrgyzstan and help 
our country. So that other people from different countries want to come to OUR country. I have been 
blessed with people pouring into me and I want to do the same for others. I am young and I have 
young siblings and I want a bright future for my siblings and myself. The workshops have opened 
the doors for us and created a bridge, now we must do that for others so that this expands to all of 
Kyrgyzstan. I want to help people with disabilities in Kyrgyzstan. Young people with disabilities 
have absolutely no opportunities but through this workshop I am seeing that they can but there just 
needs to be someone to advocate for them. I want to be that person that brings their voices out so they 
can be heard. I want to address this issue in my community and hope that it will expand through all 
of Kyrgyzstan. 

I live in Talas but recently moved there from Bishkek. Before coming to leadership workshops I 
thought that in Kyrgyzstan there are no opportunities, especially for the youth. At those workshops 
we are given the opportunity for a great future. We are learning the tools to reach that future and 
dreams. They are bridging to the dream or future that we want. I have learned what I want to do 
and be. I want to be a trainer. I am already a teacher but the tools I am learning enable me to want 
to do more. 

REACHING OUT TO YOUTH 
WITH DISABILITIES 





S T O R Y   8 :   M A I S A L B E K

I am very eager to get the youth to be active and 
involved. I am 22 years old and studying journalism. 
I see that the biggest problem amongst the youth is that 
they do not want to learn and they are not thinking 
critically. They simply want to make money fast and it 
is for their own purpose, not to help their country. If 
everyone just works for himself or herself and don’t get 
education then Kyrgyzstan will just stay the same and 
it will not develop. I have a dream to change the system 
and the mindset of Kyrgyzstan. Teachers get paid so 
little here that they don’t give as much to the students. 
People here go to school just to get the diploma, not to 
learn anything. They receive a diploma but not an 
education. Being asked: “Why did you receive a 
diploma?” my classmate, a girl said: "I just got a 
diploma to show my future husband that I studied". 
They aren’t going to work with that diploma it is just 
to show others. Some aren’t active because they are 
immigrants from different regions in Kyrgyzstan and 
outside. There is a lot of discrimination. Some kids 
couldn’t even finish school because of the 
discrimination and mistreatment. Teachers need to 
help address this issue. Many teachers ignore the 
discrimination and they do not teach with high 
quality. I believe there needs to be trainings for 
teachers. When I go back to my community I want to 
lead a training or seminar for teachers so they 
understand how the students feel and think.  

DREAMING ABOUT FAIRNESS



"I JUST 
GOT A

DIPLOMA 
TO SHOW 

MY 
FUTURE 

HUSBAND I 
STUDIED"

(c) 16-year old lady



S T O R Y  9 :   Z H A N Y L

I want to be a leader not only for my community but for all of Kyrgyzstan. This country has wealth 
and we can develop it to its full potential. It all starts with the youth. If the youth starts helping its 
country we can move forward. I am the president of my class and believe it is my job to help 
motivate my classmates and encourage them to do great things with their life. 

WILL TO LEAD  





S T O R Y  1 0 :   K H A M I D U L L O

I have friends that have left to go fight in Syria. Before my close friend left, he told me that this 
might be the last time I ever hear from him. My friend lived a normal life. However, the radical 
extremist group used psychological tactics to recruit him. They told him that if he is Muslim he 
must go fight in Syria. If he dies in Kyrgyzstan he will go to hell but if he dies in Syria then he 
will go to heaven. I believe radicalism is a growing problem in Kyrgyzstan. The only thing that 
will really help is to teach people the truth in Islam. We need to maximize our efforts to teach 
children at a young age the truths about Islam and that radical extremism is not right. 

I went to a youth training workshop organized by local youth organization. It was there that I 
became inspired to be a journalist. It was that workshop and the people in it that encouraged 
me to do more with my life.  

IN THE MIDDLE OF 
TWO WORLDS




