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In the years preceding the breakup of the USSR, the Central Asian repub-
lics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan 
experienced a revival of Islam. Variously labeled as “re-Islamicization,” 

“Islamic renaissance,” and “secondary Islamicization,” the process accelerated 
following the Soviet Union’s breakup, as Islam always has had deep roots in 
the region with a rich Islamic heritage, developed religious infrastructure, 
and the presence of progressive Muslim clergy. Following the inception of the 
US-led “war on terror” in 2001, images of radical Islamic groups seeking jihad 
(holy war) against non-Muslim states and peoples permeated the references 
to Islam in the Western media and public discourse. Against the backdrop of 
the pervasive discourse about the Islamist threat, the discussion of Islam in 
Central Asia also has focused on the emergence of radical Islamic groups with 
political goals and agendas, while many other sides of the Islamic rebirth in 
Central Asia have been overlooked.

This chapter seeks to contribute to a more comprehensive study of the 
Islamic revival in Central Asia by pointing out the multiple “faces” or mani-
festations of the Central Asian Islamic rebirth. To achieve this goal, the chap-
ter focuses on three overlapping expressions of the Islamic revival, namely, 
identity-oriented, theology-oriented, and politically oriented forms of Islamic 
rebirth. The identity-oriented rebirth of Islam describes the return of Central 
Asian Muslims to the Islamic faith as part of the rediscovery of their national, 
ethnic, and communal identities, and accompanying this process, the reintro-
duction of Islam into their daily lives. The theology-oriented revival denotes 
growing interest in the sources of Islamic knowledge as well as renewed reli-
gious debates among representatives of various expressions of Islam in Cen-
tral Asia. The politically oriented rebirth of Islam refers to the emergence and 
activities of Islamist movements. These concomitant processes of Islamic revival 
both illustrate and elucidate the multiple and continuously changing Islamic 
identities and communities in Central Asia. What is Islamic—a defining ele-
ment of an Islamic identity made up of the body of principles, norms, and 
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practices derived from the scriptures and tradition—is what purposive actors 
(governments, muftis, religious leaders, and ulema [Muslim scholars]) make 
of it, and this “making” and presentation of all things Muslim is not indepen-
dent of sociopolitical circumstances and traditions.1 Muslim identity, there-
fore, is never static or unitary but embodies the wealth of cultural artifacts 
and knowledge stemming from social relations, which are interpreted against 
the backdrop of the changing social and political landscape and, therefore, are 
deeply affected by it.

Several types of methods and strategies for collecting evidence were 
employed in research for this chapter. Descriptive statistical evidence of vari-
ous aspects of religious observation and practices in Central Asia and survey 
data were used for charting the identity-oriented Islamic rebirth. To exam-
ine religious debates, this study relied on primary and secondary religious 
sources, including published excerpts from teachings and written exchanges 
between Muslim clergy and statements of religious groups discussing doctri-
nal questions of Islamic theology in Central Asia. The study of political Islam 
relied on anthropological research carried out in the region, in addition to 
public statements and publications of the Islamist movements and the author’s 
field research in Central Asian states.

Identity-Oriented Islamic Rebirth in Central Asian States

Although Arab armies brought a new religion, Islam, to a territory demar-
cated by the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya Rivers in the seventh century, it 
took more than a millennium for the Islamic faith to spread across the region. 
The present-day Kazakhs and Kyrgyz were converted to Islam by the end of 
the nineteenth century, while the ancestors of modern Tajiks and Uzbeks 
adopted the Islamic faith much earlier. The Bolshevik government that came 
to power in 1917 launched a ruthless attack on religion, which was perceived 
as an enemy of communism. This campaign for atheism and the rooting out 
of what Karl Marx had labeled the “opium of the people” endured through 
the first part of the twentieth century.2 Following the Second World War, the 
Soviet government removed some restrictions on religious practices. Soviet 
policy on nationalities permitted religious identification, observance, and 
education, which were treated as important markers of the peoples’ cultural 
heritage. At the same time, the Soviet authorities discouraged mosque visita-
tions and public prayers as “extreme” religious manifestations incompatible 
with the ways in which the Soviet people defined their Muslim identity.3 As 
a result, many Muslim believers preferred to conceal their faith by limiting 
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their religious practices to certain religious rituals at weddings, funerals, and 
circumcisions. Even with restrictions, however, the ability to practice these 
Islamic customs laid the basis for the return of Islam as a way of life in the 
postindependence Central Asian Muslim communities.4

By the late 1980s, the effects of perestroika (the major political and eco-
nomic reforms initiated by General Secretary of the Communist Party of the 
USSR Mikhail Gorbachev in Moscow) trickled down to the Central Asian 
region, where local authorities finally curbed the persecution of religious 
activities. The following years saw a record increase in Islamic identification 
among Central Asian peoples, in part because they finally had an opportunity 
to manifest their commitment to the Islamic faith (see table 1). Today, differ-
ent estimates show that Muslims constitute 52–65 percent of the population 
in Kazakhstan, and 90–93 percent in Turkmenistan. In Kyrgyzstan, 75–86 
percent of the population identifies with Islam, and around 88–90 percent 
of Uzbeks and 90–98 percent of Tajiks are Muslims. The majority of Cen-
tral Asian Muslims are Sunnis of the Hanafi School, one of the most liberal 
schools of religious legal thought (madhab) among the existing four schools 
of law within Sunni Islam. Throughout all of the Central Asian republics there 
are also adherents to Sufism, combining a variety of mystical forms of Islam 
that profess direct personal experience and knowledge of God. Shiite minori-
ties (about 2–5 percent) are present in the mountainous regions of Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan’s cities of Bukhara and Samarkand.5

The religious opening also has prompted growth in religious infrastructure. 
The governments of the Arab states, Turkey, Pakistan, and the Central Asian 
republics provided funds for new mosques and reconstruction of the old 
ones. In the 1950s, there were only 202 mosques in Uzbekistan, 18 in Kazakh-
stan, and 4 in Turkmenistan.7 By 1992, Uzbekistan had about three thousand 

Table 1 —Muslims in Central Asia

Republics
Muslims (% of population)6

1959 1979 2010

Kazakhstan 13.2 14.2 52–65

Kyrgyzstan 4.8 5.2 75–86

Tajikistan 6.5 7.5 90–98

Turkmenistan 4.7 5.3 90–93

Uzbekistan 26.4 30.0 80–88
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mosques,8 while two thousand new mosques opened their doors in Tajiki-
stan during 1989–1991. By 1995, Kyrgyzstan had one thousand mosques, and 
Kazakhstan counted 1,402 mosques by the late 1990s.9 Numerous religious 
sites reopened in all Central Asian states, and homage to the tombs of saints 
or revered ancestors has increased considerably.10

The spread and intensity of the Islamic rebirth has varied across Central 
Asia. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, it has been more widespread in the southern 
Osh and Jalalabad provinces (oblasts). In Kazakhstan, the Chimkent oblast 
bordering northern Uzbekistan is the most religious region. The residents of 
the Uzbek part of the Fergana Valley have been known for their greater reli-
giosity than other Uzbek Muslims. A survey conducted by Ro’i and Wainer 
(2009) in four Central Asian states revealed that there are more Uzbeks who 
pray five times a day, regularly attend religious lessons and mosques, read 
Islamic literature, and perform Islamic rituals, compared to Kazakhs and 
Kyrgyz (see table 2).11 Regional diversity with regard to religious practices 
and identification can be found in both Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. Sizable 
populations of the major urban centers in Central Asian countries, however, 
continue to have little interest in Islam.12

Much of the regional variation in Islamic practices and identification has 
deep historical roots. The sedentary life of the ancestors of modern Tajiks and 
Uzbeks was an important factor in the early adoption and stricter observance 
of juridical Islam by the Uzbek and Tajik settlers compared to the Kyrgyz and 
Kazakh nomads.13 The policies of the Soviet government had both lessened 
this religious distinction and strengthened the national-religious identifica-
tion by encoding religious practices as part of the national minorities’ cul-
tural traditions. The strong association between religion and ethnicity has 

Table 2—Islamic Practices in Central Asia

Pray 5 times a 
day (%)

Read Islamic  
literature or attend 
religious lessons 
regularly (%)

Attend mosque 
every Friday or 5 
times a week (%)

Perform 
circumcision, 
nikah (marriage), 
and funeral (%)

Kyrgyz 8.3 32.1 23.1 30.8

Kazakh 12 29.9 19.2 7.8

Uzbek 32 32.6 24.9 53

Tajik 41 41.9 21.6 55.1

Turkmenistan No data No data No data No data
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been reinforced in the post-Soviet context by the governments and religious 
authorities in the Central Asian states. Today, as a century ago, “Muslim-
ness” is viewed as natural and intrinsic to the peoples of Central Asia. For 
the Kazakhs, Uzbeks, and, to a lesser degree, Kyrgyz, ethnic identity is a Mus-
lim one.14 Therefore, many Central Asian Muslims do not regard scriptural 
knowledge or the practice of the Five Pillars of Islam as the exclusive markers 
of Muslim identity. Instead, their Muslim identity is defined by virtue of birth 
into a family of Muslims and through the lineage in the communities where 
Islam constitutes a central component of life.15

Because of this strong association between religious and ethnic identities 
and, most recently, the national identities that have been ethnicized by the 
governments of the newly independent states, some scholars contend that 
quantitative manifestations of religious observance are not tantamount to an 
Islamic rebirth in Central Asian states. Instead, these indicators are symbols of 
national self-expression and a means for reclaiming ethno-cultural identity.16 
This chapter takes a different view. The release of ethnocentric energy in the 
postindependence states of Central Asia has bolstered their Islamic rebirth, 
and the latter has furthered a national revival. The return to the open practice 
of Islamic rituals cannot be separated from the celebration of the achievements 
in national culture, poetry, and philosophy, many of which are deeply inter-
twined with religious thought. The Islamic renaissance and national rebirth 
have become indivisible in the Central Asian states, resulting in a complex 
interplay of national and religious identities, searches for their meanings, and 
struggles for their individual conceptions.17

For the Central Asian governments, the revival of Islam has become a 
potent force for creating unity in the multiethnic and multiconfessional states, 
and a strategy for purging the vestiges of colonial rule and Russian cultural 
hegemony. Central Asian authorities have promoted certain official interpre-
tations of Islam presented as authentic, inherently apolitical, and harmoniz-
ing with the Central Asian cultural heritage. Both Muslims and non-Muslims 
contest these state-sponsored definitions of “national” Islam. Many faithful 
view them as impediments to the reintegration of Central Asia into the world 
of Muslims.18 The revival of multiple local varieties of Islam appearing also 
challenges the monolithic conception of “national” Islam.

All in all, the identity-oriented rebirth of Islam has been a complex and 
multidimensional process related to, but in no way equivalent to, national 
rebirth. Despite all attempts at achieving a degree of uniformity of Islamic 
thought and practice at the national level, the local level has seen a growing 
diversification and fragmentation of the religious field as well as the formation 
of ethno-religious communities. It is this merger of local traditions with the 
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practice of Islam that accounts for a greater religious diversity within Central 
Asia. Various forms of “local” Islam have been competing among themselves, 
as well as with pre-Islamic religions such as Tengrism and Zoroastrianism and 
such modern religions as Christian Evangelism.19

Theology-Oriented Islamic Rebirth

Islamic rituals performed by ordinary Muslims during the Soviet era 
often lacked a theological basis or a deep religious understanding.20 In the 
post-Soviet era, however, study of the basic principles of Islamic faith by ordi-
nary practitioners of Islam, as well as the renewed debates between Islamic 
intellectuals about the essence of “true” Islam and the role of Islamic faith in 
society and politics, became a prominent feature of Islamic rebirth in Central 
Asia. Demand for greater theological knowledge led to an upsurge in religious 
schools across the region. Uzbekistan registered about four hundred madrasas 
(religious schools) in the mid-1990s, and several analysts recorded two- and 
threefold growth in their students’ enrollment. These religious schools also 
became highly popular in Tajikistan.21 During the Soviet period, mullahs 
(religious clerics) from Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan traveled to neighboring 
Uzbekistan for religious training. Following their independence, both repub-
lics established their own Islamic institutions of higher education. Officially 
sanctioned Islamic newspapers and other publications, including the main 
religious texts translated into the native languages, appeared in all Central 
Asian states.

For those unable to satisfy spiritual and intellectual needs at home, oppor-
tunities emerged for receiving formal religious education abroad. Grants and 
scholarships from other Muslim governments and foreign charitable foun-
dations, as well as a few scholarships from the Central Asian governments, 
enabled Central Asian Muslims to study at major religious schools. Medina 
University in Saudi Arabia and Al Azhar in Egypt have become the most 
popular destinations for Central Asian students because of their outstand-
ing reputation in the Muslim world, free education, and financial support to 
students. Other Central Asian Muslims travel to religious schools in Syria, 
Pakistan, and Iran. The numbers of those seeking religious knowledge abroad 
were higher in the 1990s, but declined after 2000 due to the increased secu-
rity concerns and Central Asian governments’ attempts to regulate the move-
ments of their citizens.22

The growing interest in various theological aspects of Islam and broader 
access to religious knowledge and information also have revived debates on 
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different aspects of Islamic orthodoxy and praxis. During the years surround-
ing the breakup of the Soviet Union, these debates were carried out on the 
pages of religious publications, in declarations of Central Asian theologians, 
and through statements of newly founded religious groups. Many diverse 
aspects of religion, including some ritual practices and interpretation of scrip-
tures, were touched upon in these written and verbal exchanges. However, the 
main lines of the divide have been over the broader questions related to the 
compatibility of local Islamic practices with orthodox Islamic traditions, the 
coexistence of Islam and a secular state, and the relationship between Islam, 
on one side, and innovation, modernity, and other religious faiths, on the 
other side.23 Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, all Central Asian gov-
ernments heightened their control over the clergy. Surveillance of religious 
practices and censorship of religious information in Uzbekistan, for instance, 
has stifled theological discussion.

Most Central Asian Muslims, including the official clergy, subscribe to the 
teachings of the Hanafi theological-juridical school. When it was reintroduced 
in the 1940s, following decades of antireligious purges, the new religious 
authorities attempted to accommodate Islam in the context of the Soviet sec-
ular state with its atheist views. The Soviet era muftis (religious scholars), for 
instance, issued a series of fatwas (juridical rulings concerning Islamic law), 
which legitimized the separation of the secular state and religion, declared the 
possibility of the coexistence of Muslim communities with non-Islamic states, 
and permitted practices and traditions inconsistent with Sharia law. Consid-
ered by the Muslims as the infallible law of God (Allah), Sharia is both a code 
of moral conduct and a law dealing with a variety of personal matters includ-
ing diet, prayer, and gender and family relations in addition to many topics 
commonly addressed by secular law. Many Central Asian muftis supported 
the fatwas issued by the Central Asian Muftiate, the highest Islamic managing 
body in the region, during the Soviet era.24

Among the most fervent critics of Hanafism, in general, and the Central 
Asian official Islamic jurisprudence and local Islamic practices, in particular, 
are a diverse group of devout Muslims, who are frequently referred to as Isla-
mists, Salafists, and Wahhabists. While there are important differences between 
Salafists, Wahhabists, and other fundamentalist varieties of Islam (Salafists, for 
example, reject all four schools of Islamic jurisprudence, and Wahhabists are 
the followers of the ultraconservative orientation within Salafism inspired by the 
teachings of the Saudi Arabian theologian Abd al-Wahhab [1703–1791]), they 
are united in their quest for a return to an original doctrinal Islam that existed 
in the medieval era of the Prophet Muhammad and the four righteous caliphs 
who ruled after his death.25 The adherents of the fundamentalist views call for 
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purification of Islam from all innovations and purging of superstitious prac-
tices, such as the cults of saints, shrine visitations, and homage to ancestors. 
However, the latter practices, which are derived from the tradition rather than 
the Quran, and therefore are considered to be inconsistent with the orthodox 
Islamic tradition, continue to shape the religious identity of many Central 
Asian Muslims. The critics of traditional Islamic practices prevalent across 
Central Asia insist that a return to “pure” Islam can only be achieved through 
the re-Islamicization of the society and the establishment of an Islamic state.26

Central Asian fundamentalists hold conflicting views on a variety of ques-
tions in Islam, including the meaning and role of jihad and the relationship of 
Islam to modernity and innovation. Some Islamists, known as conservative or 
protective Salafists, completely discount the possibility of innovation within 
Islam and strive for its protection from modern influences, especially those 
originating in non-Islamic societies. The Salafists of the modernist or reform-
ist variety, meanwhile, welcome scientific and technological progress as long 
as it can be used to the advantage of Muslim societies. They share the same 
goal of restoration of Islam in its pure form, but also call for the reform and 
modernization of religious education.27

In practice, the boundaries between Salafi conservatives and modernists, 
as well as between Salafists and Hanafites, are rather blurred. Salafists and 
Hanafites agree on certain issues of dogma and ritual, and it is possible to find 
conservatives and reformists among traditionalists within the Hanafi school. 
Modern influences are unacceptable for both Salafi and Hanafi conservatives, 
whereas modernizing and educational tendencies and ideas constitute the 
core of the reformist movements’ religious doctrines. Yet both conservative 
and modernist varieties of Salafism will disagree with the Hanafi tradition-
alists on the place and role of Sufism in Islam.28 If many Hanafis view Sufism 
(mystical Islamic belief concerned with the purification of the inner self) and 
Hanafism (school of law concerned with the external self) as complementary, 
Salafists see Sufist ideas and practices as anathema.

An understanding of Islam in Central Asia would be incomplete without 
considering Sufism, a mystical form of Islam with deep historical roots in 
Central Asia. According to a broadly accepted interpretation, the word Sufism 
is derived from the Arabic suf, “wool.” Hence, Sufi denotes a person wear-
ing an austere woolen garment.29 Sufism is unrelated to the Sunni/Shia split 
in Islam and is distinguished by its focus on the spiritual purification of its 
followers. Sufism places emphasis on the personal connection of the faith-
ful to Allah through mystic and ascetic discipline.30 Four Sufi orders (schools 
of thought) that originated in Central Asia are Yasawiya, Naqshbandiya, 
Kubrwiya, and Qadiriya.31 The Ferghana Valley has been the stronghold of 
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Central Asian Sufism, but the places of pilgrimage to the revered Sufi teachers 
and poets can be found in Turkestan (Kazakhstan) and beyond. The rebirth 
of Sufism occurred against the backdrop of Islamic revival in the region. The 
Naqshbandiya order, which historically played an important role in the pol-
itics and social relations of pre-Soviet Central Asian khanates, for instance, 
experienced a revival in Uzbekistan, and indigenous Sufi brotherhoods with 
links to the Yawawiya order appeared in Kazakhstan. However, the new Sufi 
movements represent a distant replica of the original philosophical and mys-
tical Sufi tradition that was interrupted a long time ago. The modern forms of 
Sufism in Central Asia retained their outward association with the indigenous 
Sufi traditions but not the essence of their spiritual teachings.32

Rebirth of Political Islam in Central Asia

The spread of fundamentalist ideas in parts of Central Asia precipitated 
the emergence of Islamist groups and movements in these states. The origins 
of the Islamist groups can be traced to underground mosques and informal 
religious schools that operated in Uzbekistan and parts of Tajikistan in the 
late 1960s and 1970s. The educational efforts of unofficial mullahs teaching in 
the clandestine religious circles gave rise to a new generation of modern Mus-
lim theologians. Two Islamic teachers—Muhammad Rustamov Hindustoni 
(1892–1989) and Abdulhakim Qori (b. 1896)—stand out, in particular, for 
training and inspiring numerous Muslim activists who played an indispens-
able role in the Islamic rebirth in Central Asia.33 Said Adbullo Nuri, one of 
the founders of Tajikistan’s Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP), was a student 
of Hindustoni, while Juma Namangani, the leader of the Islamic Movement 
of Uzbekistan (IMU), studied with Abdulhakim Qori.34

Because of the many obstacles to the establishment of national and region-
wide Islamic organizations, smaller and locally operated Islamist movements 
and groups became the primary form of organization of Islamic activism in 
Central Asian states. In 1991, the famous Adolat (Justice) groups appeared 
in Uzbekistan. They marked a synthesis of the local self-government, mili-
tia, and clergy. The militia units were directed to keep order in the streets; 
the local authorities provided material assistance to the poor and enforced 
zakat (charitable contributions); and the clergy engaged in religious propa-
ganda.35 Ideologically, Adolat groups were Salafi. Their religious leadership 
preached Islamic puritanism and advocated the establishment of an Islamic 
state deemed as the only solution to crime, poverty, moral degradation, and 
many other socioeconomic concerns. In the early 1990s, a radical wing of 
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the “warriors of Islam,” or Islom Lashkarlari, crystallized within Adolat. The 
“warriors” committed themselves to jihad, the violent struggle against a sec-
ular regime in Uzbekistan, in the name of Islam. By 1991, Adolat assumed 
political control of the city of Namangan by taking over the Communist Party 
building and establishing a shadow government. These actions prompted a 
backlash from the secular government of President Karimov in Uzbekistan. 
Several prominent members of Adolat were arrested and the group was dis-
banded by the state. Its leaders found refuge in Tajikistan, where they took 
part in the Tajik civil war and created a new Islamist organization, the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), around 1997.36

The IMU retained some characteristics of a conservative Salafi organization 
inherited from Adolat. Because its leadership had a weak theoretical back-
ground in Islam and considerable fighting experience, the IMU developed 
into a jihadist organization with a vague political agenda limited to toppling 
the Karimov regime in Uzbekistan and imposing strict observance of Islamic 
norms and prohibitions in this country.37 The United States, Russia, China, 
Central Asian states, and other states designated the IMU as a terrorist organ-
ization because of a series of terrorist attacks in Uzbekistan, raids on Kyr-
gyzstan, and ties with the Al Qaeda and Taliban networks. Severely weakened 
in combat with the United States’ and its allies’ forces in Afghanistan, the IMU 
lost its political purpose and degenerated into a group of guerrilla fighters and 
criminals living off drugs and arms smuggling with little or no religious polit-
ical agenda.38 Quite possibly, after 2000, the fragments of IMU joined with 
other Islamists in Central Asia in a new loosely organized umbrella group 
called the Islamic Movement of Central Asia, which was implicated in mili-
tant and terrorist activities in the region.

An important milestone in the revival of political forms of Islam in Central 
Asia was an attempt to form national Islamic renaissance parties. In 1990, 
the Islamic Revival Party (IRP) of Tajikistan was formed. It became legal in 
December 1991 after the Tajik Supreme Council terminated the law prohib-
iting the formation of religious parties. The Uzbek authorities denied official 
registration to the Uzbek branch of IRP, and soon after, all other Central 
Asian states passed official bans on the formation of religious parties. From 
the standpoint of its religious positions, the IRP of Tajikistan was a moderate 
Islamic group, though by no mean homogenous. Its goals laid out in the par-
ty’s statutes included a spiritual revival of the citizens of Tajikistan, the spread 
of Islamic knowledge, and application of Islamic principles to the everyday life 
of Muslims. The party emphasized peaceful and electoral means as primary 
methods for accomplishing its political goals.39 The radical fringes of the party 
wanted to launch rapid Islamicization of Tajikistan, even at the risk of violent 
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confrontation with secular authorities.40 Ideological factionalism, which per-
sisted within the IRP, impaired its organizational strength in the long run.

The Tajik civil war (1992–1997), in which the IRP members played a lead-
ing role as part of the opposition coalition fighting the Russian-backed Tajik 
government, weakened the party both ideologically and politically. The ghost 
of civil war violence and anti-Islamist propaganda tarnished its public image. 
The party has never been able to mobilize Tajik voters in the parliamentary 
elections or overcome the highly politicized regional factionalism in Tajiki-
stan. As a result, the party has been marginalized in Tajik politics. The death 
of Said Abdullo Nuri in 2006, IRP’s chairman and one of the leaders of the 
armed opposition during Tajikistan’s civil war, exacerbated internal power 
struggles in the party. The radical/fundamentalist wing of the IRP, affected by 
the teachings and practices of other Salafist groups in Tajikistan, calls for the 
transformation of Tajikistan into an Islamic state, while moderates insist on 
peaceful participation of the party in the political life of Tajikistan.

Hizb ut-Tahrir (the Liberation Party) is another Salafist movement with a 
significant presence in the Central Asian republics. Although the exact num-
bers of Hizb ut-Tahrir followers are difficult to ascertain due to the highly 
clandestine nature of its activities, analysts estimate that the group had about 
fifteen thousand members in Uzbekistan in 2003, an increase from seven 
thousand followers in 1999. In Kyrgyzstan, where the group appeared in 
1997, the membership was between one and two thousand in the early 2000s, 
and reached as many as seven to eight thousand by 2009. In Tajikistan, Hizb 
ut-Tahrir recruited more than one thousand members in the early 2000s. 
Numerous reports about the spread of Hizb ut-Tahrir membership in both 
Tajikistan and southern Kazakhstan appeared in recent years.41

Contrary to other Islamist groups in Central Asia, Hizb ut-Tahrir is not 
indigenous to the region. It originated in Jerusalem in 1953, and its current 
website is maintained on a British server. The group promotes a pan-Isla-
mist agenda of establishing an Islamic state, or caliphate, uniting all Muslims 
worldwide. Hizb ut-Tahrir resists the ideas of democracy and nationhood 
and disseminates anti-American and anti-Semitic views. These and other 
themes have limited resonance with the majority of Central Asian Muslims.42 
What explains the party’s success in the region is its ability to adapt the Hizb 
ut-Tahrir ideology to local contexts and avoid theological debates.43 Further-
more, contrary to other jihadist movements, Hizb ut-Tahrir eschews violence 
and emphasizes inner jihad in pursuing personal self-improvement and 
aligning one’s conduct and thought with the precepts of Islam. The presenta-
tions of jihad that portray it as part of internal, spiritual, and psychological 
transformation find broad resonance among Central Asian Muslims, many of 
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whom join the group motivated by prospects of changing their own and other 
people’s behavior that exhibits any signs of addictions and poor discipline.44

In the 1990s, a local variety of Hizb ut-Tahrir, namely, Akromiya, split from 
the movement. Founded in 1996 in Andijan, Akromiya shared with Hizb 
ut-Tahrir its goals but disagreed on the methods of work. Akromiya’s founders 
proposed scaling down the party’s activities to the local level, focusing on one 
town or community for accomplishing its goals on a smaller scale. Akromiya’s 
members created their own material base, a range of small businesses, which 
contributed one-fifth of their profits to alleviate poverty in their communities. 
Since employees of these companies were required to participate in the study 
groups, the cells of Akromiya united individuals with similar professional 
backgrounds.45 In 2004, the government of Uzbekistan unexpectedly impris-
oned twenty-three local businessmen, who were charged with membership 
in what the government designated as the “extremist organization” Akromiya 
in May 2005. Following the verdict, thousands of Andijan residents gath-
ered in a peaceful demonstration, upon which security forces opened gunfire, 
killing several hundred protesters. The Uzbek government’s brutality, harshly 
condemned in the West, curtailed Akromiya’s activities.

Akromiya’s teachings and structure are similar to those of a number of 
moderate Islamic movements in the rest of the Muslim world, such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East and the Nurcu and Fetullah Gulen 
movements in Turkey. The latter two groups also have appeared in Central 
Asia. Similar to Akromiya, Nurcu takes as its goal the revival of individual 
Muslims’ faith through modern education. The group has engaged with the 
Central Asian youth through the Turkish Lyceums established throughout 
Central Asia with the exception of Uzbekistan, where the schools were shut 
down in 2000. The educational curriculum of the Nurcu schools includes 
sciences and modern disciplines, but also subjects and elements of the clas-
sical Islamic school system.46 Nurcu also strives to educate devout Muslims 
through charity and welfare work. Hundreds of small Nurcu enterprises oper-
ating in Central Asia contribute portions of their income to charity in this 
way, performing one of the five pillars of Islam incumbent on all Muslims. 
Zakat, or giving charity, is required of every financially stable Muslim and 
Muslim business or organization.

Akromiya, Hizb ut-Tahrir, IMU, the Nurcu movement, and other Islamic 
groups and movements practicing their faith outside state-sponsored religious 
institutions are viewed as pseudo-Muslim, or terrorist and extremist, by Cen-
tral Asian governments and Muftiates (spiritual administrations of Muslims 
in Central Asian states, which are recognized as “official” by the public author-
ities in these republics). The government of Uzbekistan and, to a lesser extent, 
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the governments of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan have carried out arrests, trials, 
imprisonments, and executions of thousands of alleged Islamists in the name 
of combating terrorism and religious extremism.47 These measures, however, 
have failed to diminish individuals’ interest in various questions of Islamic 
religion and radicalized some moderate believers and ulema mistreated by 
the states. States’ policies contributed to the weakening of religious authority 
of the official clergy and Muslim Boards and played into the hands of Salafists, 
who have exhibited deeper knowledge of Islamic precepts.

Conclusion

The Islamic rebirth in Central Asia has demonstrated an overall moderate 
character largely expressed in the growing interest in rediscovering Islamic 
roots, identity, and culture. This is due to the prevalence of the indigenous 
forms of Islam in the Central Asian communities. The fact that the Islamic 
rebirth took place against the backdrop of a national revival also contained the 
spread of radical religious sentiments. The emergence and spread of revivalist 
tendencies in Central Asia were offset by events and developments internal 
to the region. Although Central Asian Muslims have not been immune to 
influences from outside the Muslim world, their return to Islamic faith has 
been defined by the centuries-long ideas and practices that matured within 
the Central Asian religious milieu. These local beliefs and practices include 
legends and myths of the sacred origins of local Muslim communities, cults 
of sacred persons linked to patronage networks characterizing social relations 
in Central Asia, and visitations and pilgrimage to shrines that often define 
communal identity, among many other local ways of knowing Islam or being 
Muslim. These local varieties of Islam, departing from the strict interpreta-
tions of Quran, are hardly unique to Central Asia but can be found in many 
places around the world. These diverse ways in which individuals construe 
their Muslimness and relate to Islam support the notion of the inherent het-
erogeneity of Islam and the malleability of Islamic identities.

The perplexing diversity within Islam gives rise to inevitable tensions and 
contestations within the religion. As illustrated in this chapter, in Central Asia 
the so-called “local” or “cultural” varieties of Islam have been challenged by 
more “normative” or “orthodox” versions of Islam claiming adherence to strict 
interpretation of Islamic sacred texts. In Central Asia these extremist and fun-
damentalist Islamic ideas developed internally as well as through influences 
from the Middle East. These radical ideologies invigorated active campaign-
ing and other activities of Central Asian Islamists in the postindependence 
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context. Radicalization and militarization of Islamist organizations and some 
moderate Islamic groups followed the governments’ assault on those mani-
festations of religion, which have been perceived as a threat to the states and 
their governing regimes.

Central Asian Muslim societies have never been fully isolated from the 
larger Islamic community. Even during the Soviet era the teachings of the 
leading Islamic theologians extended to the other side of the iron curtain. 
After the breakup of the Soviet Union, international influences on Central 
Asia have become even more pervasive. Islamic religious literature and foreign 
missionaries from the Middle East inundated these states. Foreign funds sup-
ported building new mosques and madrasas. The ascension of the Taliban to 
power in Afghanistan in 1996, the civil war in Tajikistan, and the Chechen war 
in Russia inspired and enabled the activities of Central Asian Islamists. These 
events also became a pretext for the Central Asian governments’ anti-Islamist 
propaganda and restrictive religious policies. On the one hand, the Central 
Asian secular leadership embraced Islam through the commemoration of 
Islamic holidays, its support of efforts at the restoration of Islamic infrastruc-
ture, and its reverence for national Islamic heritage. On the other hand, the 
Central Asian authorities began treating the growth of religious communities 
unrecognized by the state and the Muftiate as a national security threat. The 
US-led global “war on terror” provided the Central Asian governments with 
the necessary context for resolving this marked contradiction and portraying 
their strict religious policies as support for the worldwide efforts to combat 
religious terrorism and extremism. Not a single Central Asian government 
has made an attempt to clearly define the “threatening” varieties of Islam, 
choosing to refer to very distinct groups and movements with the blanket 
term of “extremist” and Wahhabi. By suppressing diversity within Islam and 
controlling religious practices, these governments have cultivated resentment 
among Muslims and, inadvertently, have contributed to the emergence of 
social forces ready to embrace alternative expressions of Islam, which may 
eventually assume radical forms.48 Thus, measures that were intended to pre-
vent radicalization have provoked discontent and induced the transformation 
of religious conservatism into fundamentalism.
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