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RELIGION AS AN INSTRUMENT OF POLITICS AND IDEOLOGY
IN THE INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
OF POST-SOVIET CENTRAL ASIA

This article analyzes religion as an instrument of politics and ideology in the international relations
of the five post-Soviet states of Central Asia. The study examines how Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyz-
stan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are instrumentalizing the religious factor to achieve foreign policy
goals, strengthen the ideological foundations of power and international positioning in the context of
globalization and transnational religious influences. Theoretically, the work is based on the concepts of
religious diplomacy, «soft power» and securitization, demonstrating the transformation of religion from a
marginalized element of the Soviet era into a multifunctional political and ideological resource. Across
the region, religion is mobilized to legitimize power, construct national identity, justify authoritarian
governance through security-centered discourses, and enhance symbolic capital in the international
arena. A comparative perspective reveals distinct national models of religious instrumentalization. Ka-
zakhstan employs interfaith dialogue as a soft-power mechanism and a means of strengthening interna-
tional reputation. Uzbekistan leverages Islamic cultural heritage for diplomatic and economic benefit.
Tajikistan uses religious regulation as an ideological rationale for authoritarian consolidation. Kyrgyzstan
illustrates competition among political actors for influence over religious discourse. Turkmenistan incor-
porates religion into a personalized ideology that underpins isolationism. The article argues that these
patterns are shaped by each state’s historical experience, regime type, ethno-religious composition, and
geopolitical position.

Keywords: religion, politics, ideology, international relations, Central Asia, instrumentalization of
religion, religious diplomacy, soft power, post-Soviet transformation.
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AiH noctkeHecTik OpTaAblK A3MSIHbIH, XaAbIKaPaAbIK, KaTbIHACTAPbIHAAFbI
casicaT neH MAEOAOTUSIHBIH, KYPaAbl peTiHAe

byaA Makara AiHAI OpTanblk  A3MSHbIH, MOCTKEHECTIK 6eC  MEMAEKETIHIH  XaAblKapaAblK,
KaTblHAaCTapbIHAAFbI CasicaT MeH MAEOAOTUSHBIH KypaAbl peTiHAe Taapanabl. 3epttey KasakcTaH,
O36ekctaH, KbiprbisctaH, TexikcTaH >keHe TypiKMEHCTaHHbIH, CbIPTKbl CasCM MakcaTTapfFa >KeTy,
OUAIKTIH MAEOAOTMSIABIK HEri3AEpiH HbIFalTy >KoHe >XahaHAaHy MeH TPaHCYATTbIK, AiHM  bIKMaA
>KaFAAMbIHAQ XaAbIKAPaAbIK, MO3ULMAAQY YLLIH AiHW (DAaKTOPAbI KaAail MHCTPYMEHTAAM3ALMUSIAANTbIHbIH
KapacTblpaAbl. TEOPUSIAbIK, TYPFbIAQH AAFAHAQ, >KYMbBIC AIHW AMMAOMATMS, ©KYMCaK, Kyll» >KaHe
3aMbIPABIAbIK TY>KbIpbIMAAMaAapbIHa CyMeHeAl, OYA AiHHIH KEHECTIK ABYipAiH MaprMHaAAbl SAEMEHTIHEH
KOMNMYHKLMOHAAAbI CasiCU XK8HE WAEOAOTMSAbIK, PeCcypCcKka arHaAyblH kepceTeai. AiHai OpTaabik,
A3ns pexnMAepi BUAIKTI 3aHAACTbIPY, YATTbIK OipererAikTi Kypy, KayincCi3Aik AMCKYPCbl apKblAbl
ABTOPUTAPABIK, 6aKblAayAbl HETI3AEY >KOHE XaAbIKAPaAbIK, apeHasa CUMBOAABIK, KarUTaAAbl Kypy YLUiH
naraasaHaabl. CaAbICTbIDMAAbI TaApay casicaT MeH MAEOAOTMSAAAFbI AIHAT MHCTPYMEHTaAM3aLMSAQY AblH,
BPTYPAI  MOAEAbAEPiIH aHblKTarAbl. KasakcTaH KoHgeccusapaAblk, AMAAOITbl  «KYMCAK, KYyLL»
MeH XaAblKapaAblk, GeAEAAIH KypaAbl peTiHAe ManAaraHasbl. ©36eKCTaH 3KOHOMMKAABIK, >KoHe
AMMAOMATUSABIK, Maiaa aAy YLiH McAamM M&AEHWM MypacbiH KamTaMacbi3 eTeai. TexikCTaH AiHM
6akblAayAbl aBTOPUTAPU3MHIH, MAEOAOTUSIABIK, Herispemeci peTiHAe KOoAAaHaAbl. KbIpFbi3CTaH AiHM
AVCKYPCTbl 6aKkblAay YLLIH 8PTYPAI cascu KyLiTepaiH 6acekeaecTiriH kepceteai. TypKiMeEHCTaH AiHAI
OKLUIayAaHYAbIH XKeKe MAEOAOTUSCbIHA BipikTipeai. 3epTTey KOpCeTKEHAEN, AIHAI cascaTt, MAEOAOI s
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PeAurnsi Kak MHCTpYMeHT NMOAMTHKU U MAEOAOTUM
B M@XAYHapPOAHbIX OTHOLLEHMSIX NMOCTCOBEeTCKOW LleHTpaAbHOM A3um

AaHHag CTaTbs aHAAM3MPYET PEAUTMIO KaK MHCTPYMEHT MOAUTUKM M MAEOAOTUM B MEXKAYHAPOAHBIX
OTHOLLEHMEIX NSATU MOCTCOBETCKMX rocyAapcTB LleHTpaAbHOM A3uun. MccaepoBaHWe paccmaTpuBaer,
Kakum o6pasom KasaxcraH, Y36ekucTaH, KbiprbisctaH, TaaXXmMKMCTaH U TypKMEHUCTAaH MHCTPYMeHTa-
AM3UPYIOT PEAMTMO3HBIA (DAaKTOP AAS AOCTUXKEHUS BHELUHEMOAUTUUECKMX LIeAeN, YKPENAEHUS MAeO-
AOTMYECKMX OCHOBAHMIA BAACTU M MEXAYHAPOAHOIO MO3ULIMOHUPOBAHMS B YCAOBUSIX FAOGaAM3aLmm 1
TPAHCHALMOHAABHbIX PEAUTMO3HbIX BAMSIHUIA. TeopeTuuecku paboTa onmMpaeTcs Ha KOHLEMNLMN PEAUT -
O3HOM AMMAOMATUM, «<MATKOWM CUAbI» U CEKbIOPUTU3ALIMU, AEMOHCTPUPYS TPAaHCHOPMALIMIO PEAUTUIN N3
MaprmHaAM3MpPOBaHHOI O SAEMEHTAa COBETCKOM 3MOXM B MHOIO(YHKLIMOHAAbHbIN MOAUTUYECKMI U MAEO-
AOTMYECKMIA pecypcC. PeAnrvs MCnoAb3yeTcsl LeHTPaAbHOA3MATCKMMU PeXXMMaMn AAS AerMTUMaLmm
BAQCTW, KOHCTPYMPOBAHMS HALLMOHAABHOM MAEHTUYHOCTM, 0OOCHOBAHMS aBTOPUTAPHOrO KOHTPOAS Ye-
pe3 AMCKypC 6e30MacHOCTM M HapalMBaHUSI CMMBOAMYECKOTO KanmuTaAa Ha MEXAYHAPOAHOM apeHe.
CpaBHUTEAbHbBIN aHAAM3 BbISIBASIET Pa3AMUHblE MOAEAWM MHCTPYMEHTAAM3AUMN PEAUTUN B MOAUTUKE U
naAeoAornn. KasaxcraH MCMoAb3yeT MeXXKOH(ECCMOHAAbHbBIA AMAAOT KaK MHCTPYMEHT «MSrKOW CUAbI»
U MEXAYHAPOAHOM penyTaumu. Y36eKncTaH MHCTPYMEHTAAM3UPYET MCAAMCKOE KYAbTYPHOE HacAeAme
AAS SKOHOMMYECKOM M AMMAOMATUUECKOM BbIFOAbl. TAAYKMKUCTAH NMPUMEHSET PEAUTMO3HbINA KOHTPOAb
Kak naeoAornyeckoe o60cHoBaHune aBTopuTapuama. Kblprbi3cTaH AEMOHCTPUPYET KOHKYPEHLMIO pas-
AMYHBIX MOAUTUYECKMX CUA 32 KOHTPOAb HaA PEAMIMO3HbIM AMCKYPCOM. TYPKMEHUCTaH WMHTerpupy-
€T PeAUrunio B NepCOHAAM3MPOBAHHYIO MAEOAOTMIO U3OAILIMOHM3MA. VICcCAeAOBaHME MOKasbiBaET, UTO
crneumdmka CNOAb30BaHMS PEAUTMK KaK MHCTPYMEHTA NMOAUTUKM, MAEOAOTUN U MEXKAYHAPOAHBIX OT-
HOLLUEHWIA AeTEPMUHUPOBAaHA MCTOPUYECKMM OMbITOM, XapakTePOM MOAUTUYECKOTO PEXKMMA, STHOPEAN-
rMO3HOW CTPYKTYPOI OBLLECTBA U FEONMOAUTUYECKMM MOAOXKEHNEM KQXKAOTO rOCyAApPCTBA.

KAtoueBble cAOBa: peAnrus, MOAMTUKA, MAEOAOTUS, MEXKAYHAPOAHbIE OTHOLeHMs, LleHTpaAbHas
A3MS, MIHCTPYMEHTaAM3aLNS PEAUTUN, PEAUTMO3HAS AUMAOMATUS, MATKAs CMAQ, MOCTCOBETCKas TPaHC-
chopmaums.

Introduction

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991
marked the beginning of profound political, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural transformations across the
five newly independent states of Central Asia — Ka-
zakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and
Turkmenistan. Among the most consequential, yet
for a long time underestimated, dimensions of this
transition were religious revival, which reshaped not
only domestic social dynamics but also the character
of the region’s foreign-policy interactions.

During the Soviet period, religion was mar-
ginalized, subjected to systematic repression, and
largely confined to the private sphere under the con-
straints of state atheism (Abashin, 2014). The col-
lapse of communist ideology, however, produced
an ideological and spiritual vacuum that religion
to a significant extent came to fill, re-entering the

public domain as a legitimate component of social
life. This return was not a simple restoration of pre-
Soviet traditions. Rather, it unfolded through inten-
sive engagement with global religious movements,
competition among divergent interpretations of re-
ligious identity, and the emergence of new configu-
rations of state-religion relations. These processes
were shaped by distinct national trajectories while
unfolding within broader patterns of post-Soviet
globalization (Peyrouse, 2007).

Alongside these domestic shifts, religion gradu-
ally acquired greater salience within the foreign-
policy strategies of Central Asian states. The attacks
of 11 September 2001 and the subsequent «war on
terror» fundamentally transformed international dis-
course on religion — especially the securitization of
Islam in security-oriented narratives.

The study of religion in Central Asia’s interna-
tional relations is of substantial scholarly and practi-
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cal relevance for several reasons. First, the region
constitutes a distinctive geopolitical «laboratory» in
which the interests of major powers intersect, and
where religious narratives and networks may be mo-
bilized as instruments of influence. Understanding
the mechanisms of religious influence is critically
important for analyzing regional power dynamics.

Secondly, the increasing role of transnational
religious networks — including mainstream religious
institutions and non-violent faith-based movements,
as well as marginal radical groups operating under
religious slogans- creates new challenges for region-
al security. Events in Afghanistan, including the re-
turn of the Taliban to power in 2021, have increased
concerns about the possible spread of extremism in
Central Asia.

Thirdly, differences in national approaches to
religion and its role in foreign policy create both the
potential for conflict and opportunities for coopera-
tion. Comparative analysis allows us to identify the
best practices and potential risks of various models.

Fourth, the growing importance of «soft power»
in international relations makes religious diplomacy
an important tool for foreign policy influence.

The purpose of the study is to analyze the
mechanisms by which Central Asian states instru-
mentalize religion in the domain of international
relations — specifically in external diplomacy, mul-
tilateral institutions, and cross-border religious net-
works — as distinct from the internal dimensions of
religious ideology and domestic governance. The
scope of the analysis is thus delimited: it encom-
passes foreign-policy initiatives conducted on a
religious platform, institutional mechanisms of re-
ligious diplomacy, the use of religious heritage in
cultural diplomacy and public diplomacy, normative
regulation insofar as it shapes external positioning,
threat-securitization discourses directed at inter-
national audiences, and channels of engagement
with foreign religious structures. Questions pertain-
ing exclusively to domestic religious regulation or
intra-state ideological management fall outside the
primary focus of the article, though they are ad-
dressed where they bear directly on foreign-policy
orientations.

Research objectives and operationalization:

- To analyze theoretical approaches to religion
in international relations — specifically the concepts
of religious diplomacy, soft power, and securitiza-
tion — and to operationalize them for comparative
application to the post-Soviet Central Asian context.
«Instrumentalization of religion» is understood here
as the deliberate deployment of religious symbols,
discourses, institutions, and heritage by state actors
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in pursuit of foreign-policy objectives, international
recognition, or geopolitical positioning. Operation-
alization is carried out through the following indi-
cators: (a) diplomatic initiatives conducted on a
religious platform (summits, conferences, bilateral
agreements with a religious dimension); (b) insti-
tutional mechanisms for religious diplomacy (state
agencies, state-sanctioned religious bodies with in-
ternational mandates); (c) use of religious heritage
in cultural diplomacy and religious tourism promo-
tion; (d) normative frameworks regulating external
religious ties; (e) threat-securitization discourses
directed at international partners; (f) channels of en-
gagement with foreign religious structures and dias-
pora communities.

- To conduct a comparative analysis of national
models of religious instrumentalization in the inter-
national relations of the five Central Asian states,
distinguishing the external (foreign-policy) dimen-
sion from the internal (ideological and governance)
dimension where relevant to cross-border dynamics.

- To examine the role of transnational religious
networks in shaping the external religious engage-
ments of Central Asian states, and the degree to
which states manage, restrict, or co-opt such net-
works as instruments of or constraints upon foreign
policy.

- To identify the specific mechanisms through
which religion is deployed as soft power in Cen-
tral Asian foreign-policy strategies, with reference
to concrete diplomatic initiatives, institutional ar-
rangements, and image-building episodes for each
country under review.

This article does not treat Islam as a threat per
se; it examines how state actors and international
security agendas frame religious issues through
securitization and how this shapes governance and
foreign policy.

Materials and methods

The methodological framework of this study is
grounded in an interdisciplinary approach that inte-
grates analytical tools from international relations
theory, political sociology, religious studies, and
comparative politics. Such a synthesis is required
due to the complex nature of religion as a political
factor, which cannot be adequately captured within
any single disciplinary tradition.

The core research strategy is comparative anal-
ysis, used to systematically examine and contrast
models of religious instrumentalization in foreign
policy across the five Central Asian states. The tem-
poral scope of the study covers the period from 1991
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to 2024, encompassing the full arc of post-Soviet
transformation. This comparative design is comple-
mented by several methods.

Document analysis involves the systematic re-
view of constitutions, laws on religion and freedom
of conscience, national security strategies, foreign-
policy concepts, ministerial decrees and official
statements of foreign ministries, and international
agreements with a religious or cultural dimension
across the five countries. The corpus encompasses
primary legal and policy documents issued between
1991 and 2024. The purpose of this review is to iden-
tify the formal institutional and legal frameworks
governing state-religion relations in their external
dimension, as well as official positions on religion-
related issues in international affairs. Selection cri-
teria prioritize official primary sources — constitu-
tional provisions, statutory acts, and governmental
strategic documents — over secondary or journalistic
sources; where internet resources are cited, they are
used solely to access official primary documents
(e.g., legislation, census data, official statistics).

Content analysis combines qualitative and quan-
titative techniques to examine the public discourse
of political leaders, state-affiliated media, and gov-
ernment publications. This approach is aligned with
studies that treat religion—politics dynamics as an in-
teractive field shaped by both state strategies and so-
cietal responses (Khamidov, 2022). The corpus for
content analysis comprises official speeches, presi-
dential addresses, foreign ministry communications,
and state media materials pertaining to religion
and international affairs, selected from each coun-
try over the 1991-2024 period. The unit of analysis
is the occurrence and framing of religious themes
(identity, security, diplomacy, heritage) in officially
sanctioned public discourse. This method is used to
identify how religious identity is articulated, how
religious policy is legitimized, and how religion is
positioned within narratives of national security,
sovereignty, and international engagement.

Historical analysis traces the evolution of state—
religion relations over time — from the Soviet pe-
riod through post-Soviet transformation to the pres-
ent — paying particular attention to critical junctures
that reconfigured institutional arrangements, policy
priorities, and dominant ideological narratives.

Literature review
Scholarship on the role of religion in interna-

tional relations and foreign policy has undergone
substantial evolution over recent decades. During

the period when the realist paradigm dominated
after World War 11, religion was largely treated as
a marginal — or even obsolete — variable. Since the
late twentieth century, however, a «religious turn»
in international relations theory has increasingly
recognized the significance of religious identities,
institutions, and actors in global politics.

In his foundational work An Introduction to Re-
ligion and Politics: Theory and Practice (2018), Jon-
athan Fox distinguishes several theoretical perspec-
tives on religion in politics: a primordialist approach
(treating religion as a fundamental and relatively
stable form of identity), an instrumentalist approach
(analyzing the ways political elites employ religion
to acquire or consolidate power), and a constructiv-
ist approach (examining the social construction of
religious identities in specific political contexts). In
the case of Central Asia, the most analytically pro-
ductive position appears to be an integrative frame-
work that acknowledges both the substantive social
salience of religious identity for the region’s popu-
lations and the strategic instrumentalization of reli-
gion by state actors.

Jeffrey Haynes (2020), in Religion and Inter-
national Relations: Themes and Theories, system-
atizes the key trajectories in the study of religion in
international relations and highlights three principal
dimensions: religion as a source of conflict, religion
as a resource for peacebuilding, and religious diplo-
macy as an instrument of foreign policy. All three
dimensions are relevant to Central Asia: the region
faces security challenges associated with religious
extremism, while simultaneously developing insti-
tutions of interreligious dialogue and deploying reli-
gious diplomacy as part of international positioning.

In the article «Religion in the Public Sphere»
Jirgen Habermas (2006), advances the concept of a
«post-secular society», in which religion returns to
the public domain after a period of secularization,
yet on new grounds that require religious claims to
be translated into a language accessible within a plu-
ralist society. This conceptual lens is highly relevant
for understanding post-Soviet Central Asia, where
the collapse of atheist ideology precipitated reli-
gious revival under conditions of formally secular
statehood and ethno-religious pluralism.

Joseph Nye’s Soft Power: The Means to Success
in World Politics introduces the notion of «soft pow-
er» as a state’s ability to influence others through
the attractiveness of its culture, political values, and
foreign policy rather than through coercion or ma-
terial inducements. Although Nye (2004) did not
foreground religion as a component of soft power,
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subsequent scholarship has demonstrated the im-
portance of religious diplomacy as one of its mean-
ingful dimensions. In Central Asia, Kazakhstan’s
experience is particularly illustrative: interreligious
dialogue — most notably the Congress of Leaders of
World and Traditional Religions — has been used as
a mechanism for enhancing international credibility
and accumulating symbolic capital.

In Securitization of Religion in Central Asia, Ma-
rina Omelicheva (2021) applies Copenhagen School
securitization theory to the analysis of Central Asian
religious policy. She shows how, in the aftermath
of 11 September 2001, religion was increasingly
framed through a security lens; within this framing,
particular Islamic movements and practices were
constructed as potential threats, thereby legitimiz-
ing extraordinary measures of state control, includ-
ing restrictions on freedom of conscience, bans on
religious organizations, and the prosecution of in-
dependent religious figures. This work is crucial for
understanding a core paradox of post-Soviet Central
Asia: simultaneous religious revival and the tighten-
ing of state regulation over religion.

Marlene Laruelle, in Islam and Power in Cen-
tral Asia (2022), offers a comprehensive analysis of
Islam’s role in the region’s political dynamics, ex-
amining interactions among state institutions, «offi-
cial» Islam, vernacular and customary practices, and
transnational Islamic movements. Laruelle demon-
strates that Islam in Central Asia is not a monolithic
phenomenon but rather a complex arena of contes-
tation among multiple interpretations and practices,
ranging from Hanafi Sunni traditions to Salafism
and Sufism.

Recent scholarship also emphasizes the interac-
tion between state strategies of managing Islam and
societal responses across Central Asia, highlighting
variation across national cases and policy cycles
(Khamidov, 2022).

Vitaly Naumkin’s study Islamic Radicalism in
Central Asia analyzes the dynamics of radicaliza-
tion in the region and identifies socio-economic, po-
litical, and ideological factors that facilitate the dif-
fusion of extremist ideas. Naumkin (2020) cautions
against reductive interpretations of Islamic radical-
ism as a purely imported phenomenon, emphasizing
the importance of internal drivers, including author-
itarian governance, corruption, social inequality,
and the marginalization of youth.

In Kazakhstan: Consolidating the Presidential
Regime (Dave, 2019), Bhavna Dave examines Ka-
zakhstan’s political transformation, including the
religious dimension of nation-building. Dave shows
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how Kazakhstan’s leadership strategically mobi-
lizes religious pluralism and interfaith dialogue to
legitimize an authoritarian political order and to
cultivate an international image of a «tolerant» and
«multiculturaly state.

Galina Yemelianova’s (2018) Islam, Nationalism
and State in the Muslim Caucasus explores the rela-
tionship between Islam, nationalism, and the state in
Muslim regions of the post-Soviet space. Although
the empirical focus is on the North Caucasus, several
conclusions are applicable to Central Asia — particu-
larly regarding the role of Islam in constructing na-
tional identity and legitimizing state authority.

Results and discussion

Ideology and politics in Central Asia’s reli-
gious sphere

Relations among religion, ideology, and politics
in Central Asia constitute a complex and dynamic
system of interactions shaped by both historical leg-
acies and contemporary challenges. After the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the five newly indepen-
dent states faced the dual task of constructing new
political orders and formulating ideological founda-
tions of legitimacy — within which religion assumed
a growing role.

The breakdown of communist ideology gener-
ated an acute demand for new sources of collective
identity and political legitimacy. As Irving Goff-
man’s theory of impression management suggests
(Goffman, 1963), political actors require symbolic
resources to cultivate a favorable public image and
to legitimize authority. In the post-Soviet context,
religion became one of the most consequential re-
sources, offering a ready repertoire of symbols,
narratives, and institutions through which the ideo-
logical vacuum could be filled. Importantly, these
resources were embedded in social environments re-
shaped by Soviet modernization — processes that re-
configured local authority and everyday norms and
thus provide a critical backdrop for understanding
post-Soviet instrumentalization (Abashin, 2014).

Yet the elevation of religion as a potential ideo-
logical foundation produced a fundamental tension:
all five states constitutionally affirmed secular-
ism — partly inheriting the Soviet model of separat-
ing religion from the state — while simultaneously
recognizing religion as a salient element of national
identity and cultural heritage. This tension is negoti-
ated differently across national contexts, producing
distinct models of interaction between religion, ide-
ology, and politics.
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In Kazakhstan, official ideology has been artic-
ulated around the notion of a «Kazakhstani pathy,
combining economic pragmatism, political stability,
and cultural diversity. Religious pluralism is framed
as an asset, signaling the country’s capacity to in-
tegrate multiple confessional communities within a
shared civic project. The First President, Nursultan
Nazarbayev, actively mobilized religious rhetoric to
bolster political legitimacy, portraying himself as
a guarantor of interfaith harmony and the nation’s
spiritual renewal. The initiative to convene the Con-
gress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions
from 2003 onward (Pervyi Syezd liderov mirovykh
i traditsionnykh religii, 2003) became a central ele-
ment of Kazakhstan’s soft-power strategy, position-
ing the country as a global mediator and a «bridge»
between civilizations.

Uzbekistan, under President Islam Karimov
(1991-2016), promoted an ideology of an «Uzbek
model» grounded in gradual reform, a strong state,
and national distinctiveness. Within this framework,
Islam was acknowledged as a key component of
national heritage, yet it remained subject to strict
state supervision. Karimov repeatedly invoked the
threat of religious extremism (including Islamist
extremism) to legitimize authoritarian governance
and suppress opposition. Following Shavkat Mirzi-
yoyev’s rise to power in 2016, a degree of ideologi-
cal liberalization emerged, including in the religious
sphere. The revised ideological narrative increas-
ingly emphasizes Uzbekistan’s rich Islamic legacy
and presents the country as a regional center of
«enlightened Islamy, reflecting an effort to deploy
religion for international prestige and economic de-
velopment — particularly through religious tourism
(Laruelle, 2022).

Kyrgyzstan exhibits the most fragmented ideo-
logical landscape, mirroring the country’s chronic
political instability (including three revolutions
within two decades). The absence of a dominant
state ideology has created space for competition
among divergent projects, including secular nation-
alism, Islamism, and liberal democracy. Religion
is instrumentalized by different political forces:
secular elites draw on it as a component of nation-
al identity; Islamist actors frame it as the basis for
an alternative political project; and external stake-
holders (including Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Iran)
use religious engagement as a channel of influence
(Naumkin, 2020).

Tajikistan has developed the most stringent
ideological framework of state control over reli-
gion. The traumatic experience of the 1992-1997

civil war — in which the Islamic Renaissance Party
of Tajikistan played a significant role — generated
a durable perception of unsanctioned (unregulated)
religious activity as a threat to national security and
territorial integrity. President Emomali Rahmon’s
ideology is rooted in secular nationalism that fore-
grounds pre-Islamic Persian heritage (including the
promotion of Nowruz and the symbolic elevation
of ancient rulers) while marginalizing Arab-Islamic
influences. This ideological orientation legitimizes
comprehensive state regulation of religion, includ-
ing controls over dress, restrictions on religious edu-
cation for minors, and the suppression of indepen-
dent religious organizations (Omelicheva, 2021).

Turkmenistan represents a distinctive case of
personalized ideology, in which religion is fully sub-
ordinated to the leader-centered political order. Un-
der President Saparmurat Niyazov (1991-2006), a
syncretic doctrine centered on the Ruhnama («Book
of the Soul») was institutionalized (Niyazov, 2002),
combining elements of Islam, Turkmen tradition,
and the president’s personal philosophical claims.
This framework elevated the leader above religious
authorities, producing what amounted to a quasi-
religious cult of personality. Niyazov’s successor,
Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow, moderated some
of the most conspicuous excesses of the personality
cult, yet retained a model of rigid state oversight of
religion within an isolationist «Turkmen model» of
governance.

Across the region, political regimes employ re-
ligion as a multifunctional instrument for a range of
political objectives. Political leaders strategically
mobilize religious symbols and rhetoric to strength-
en legitimacy. This pragmatic use of religion as a
legitimizing instrument is a recurrent feature of
post-Soviet political practice (Malashenko, 2016).
Participation in religious holidays, the construction
of mosques and churches, and patronage of religious
institutions function as elements of performative
politics, signaling the alignment of state authority
with the population’s moral and spiritual values. As
Edward Schatz notes in his work on political eth-
nography (Schatz, 2017), rituals and symbolic prac-
tices play a central role in constructing and sustain-
ing power relations in Central Asia.

All five states have established mechanisms to
regulate religious organizations, oversee the ap-
pointment of religious leaders, and control religious
education. This reflects the broader inclination of
authoritarian regimes to monopolize the public
sphere and to prevent the emergence of indepen-
dent sites of social mobilization. This interaction
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between state strategies of governing religion and
societal responses (ranging from accommodation to
contestation) has been emphasized in recent schol-
arship on Central Asia (Khamidov, 2022). The ten-
dency is particularly pronounced in Tajikistan and
Turkmenistan, where state control over religion is
most extensive.

In ethnically and culturally heterogeneous post-
Soviet societies, religion also serves as a resource
for constructing national identity. This process,
however, is marked by internal contradictions. Ef-
forts to elevate Islam as a marker of national identity
in multi-confessional Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan
can produce alienation among Christian minorities,
while excessive secularization risks distancing reli-
giously oriented constituencies.

The events of 11 September 2001 and the en-
suing «war on terror» created a favorable interna-
tional environment for tightening state control over
religion under the banner of countering extremism.
As Omelicheva (2021) demonstrates, Central Asian
regimes actively participated in the securitization
of religion, using the discourse of religious extrem-
ism to legitimize repressive measures and, in some
cases, to secure external support.

Finally, religion is used as an instrument of soft
power and diplomatic influence. Kazakhstan, through
the Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Re-
ligions, projects itself as a global actor and mediator
in intercivilizational dialogue. Uzbekistan leverages
its Islamic heritage to strengthen cultural ties with
Muslim-majority countries and to attract religious
tourism. Even isolationist Turkmenistan deploys
carefully managed religious symbolism to cultivate
an image of a «stable» and «spiritual» state.

Overall, the interplay of ideology, politics, and
religion in Central Asia is best understood as a dy-
namic and internally contradictory system in which
states seek to mobilize religion as a resource of le-
gitimacy and control, while also confronting con-
straints and unintended consequences generated by
such instrumentalization. The effectiveness of dif-
ferent national models remains contested, and the
marked variation across cases underscores the ab-
sence of a single, uniform «Central Asian» approach
to religion in politics.

Comparative analysis of national models

Kazakhstan displays the most ambitious ap-
proach to employing the religious factor in foreign
policy among the Central Asian states. The 1995
Constitution affirms the secular character of the
state while guaranteeing freedom of religion.
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A defining feature of Kazakhstan’s approach
is the active use of religious diplomacy as an in-
strument of soft power and international position-
ing. Since 2003, Kazakhstan has hosted the regular
Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Reli-
gions, bringing together representatives of multiple
faith traditions from dozens of countries. Three con-
crete episodes illustrate this mechanism. First, the
VII Congress held in Nur-Sultan in September 2022
brought together delegations from 50 countries and
adopted the Declaration of the VII Congress, calling
for dialogue and the non-instrumentalization of reli-
gion for political violence — a document that carried
particular significance against the backdrop of the
war in Ukraine. Second, in 2016, Kazakhstan ini-
tiated the establishment of the International Centre
for the Culture of Peace under the auspices of the
Congress, providing an institutional mechanism for
ongoing interreligious engagement between forum
sessions. Third, Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs systematically incorporates the Congress
into bilateral diplomatic interactions: during the
2019 session, specific protocols on interreligious
cooperation were signed with representatives of the
Holy See and Al-Azhar, demonstrating the conver-
sion of symbolic religious diplomacy into concrete
bilateral agreements.

This initiative frames Kazakhstan as a platform
for intercivilizational and interreligious dialogue;
a mediator between East and West; an example of
harmonious interfaith coexistence; and a global ac-
tor in the field of spiritual diplomacy.

According to the 2021 census, 69.3% of the pop-
ulation identify as Muslim and 17.2% as Christian
(predominantly Orthodox), providing an objective
social basis for interfaith dialogue (Bureau of Na-
tional Statistics, 2023). As of 2024, Kazakhstan had
3,980 registered religious associations representing
18 confessions (KAZISLAM.KZ, 2024).

Uzbekistan demonstrates the most dramatic evo-
lution in approaches to religion across the region.
Under President Islam Karimov (1991-2016), reli-
gious policy was characterized by strict state con-
trol and repression of independent religious figures
(Naumkin, 2020). Following Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s
rise to power in 2016, however, the country initiated
a liberalization of religious policy as part of broader
reforms.

In the post-liberalization period, Uzbekistan has
actively leveraged its rich Islamic heritage for inter-
national positioning (Laruelle, 2022). Official nar-
ratives emphasize the contribution of Central Asian
scholars to Islamic civilization, including Imam al-
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Bukhari, al-Tirmidhi, al-Khwarizmi, al-Farabi, Ibn
Sina (Avicenna), and al-Biruni.

Since 2017, Uzbekistan has hosted internation-
al conferences on diverse aspects of Islam — Islam-
ic education, women’s roles in Islam, Islam and
science, and countering extremism. Tashkent has
sought to present itself as a regional hub of «en-
lightened Islam». Three episodes illustrate this
trajectory with clarity. First, the international con-
ference «Islamic Civilization in Central Asia» held
in Samarkand in 2017 gathered scholars from 40
countries and resulted in the Samarkand Declara-
tion, positioning Uzbekistan as a custodian of his-
torical Islamic scholarship and moderate Islamic
tradition. Second, in 2018 the Centre of Islamic
Civilization was established in Tashkent — a state
institution responsible for coordinating internation-
al scholarly exchanges and promoting Uzbekistan’s
Islamic heritage internationally. Third, the launch
of the «Pilgrimage Route of the Great Scholars»
tourism program in 2019, linking the mausoleums
of Imam al-Bukhari, Bahauddin Nagshband, and
other historical figures, represents the conversion
of religious heritage into an instrument of eco-
nomic diplomacy and cultural soft power. Uzbeki-
stan also possesses a substantial Islamic historical
heritage (Bukhara, Samarkand, Khiva), which is
increasingly used in cultural diplomacy and the de-
velopment of religious tourism.

Kyrgyzstan is traditionally viewed as the most
democratic and liberal state in Central Asia, a profile
that is also reflected in the religious sphere. The Law
«On Freedom of Religion and Religious Organiza-
tions» (O svobode veroispovedaniia i religioznykh
ob”edineniiakh, 2025) provides a comparatively lib-
eral regulatory regime.

Kyrgyzstan exhibits the highest degree of con-
fessional diversity in the region in terms of the prac-
tical presence and activity of religious groups. Its
relatively permissive legal environment enables the
active engagement of international religious orga-
nizations, including Turkish religious institutions,
Saudi charitable foundations, Iranian cultural cen-
ters, American evangelical groups, and South Kore-
an Presbyterian communities. Three episodes are in-
structive. First, the Diyanet (Turkish Directorate of
Religious Affairs) established and operates the larg-
est mosque complex in Bishkek — the Imam Sara-
khsi Mosque, opened in 2018 — reflecting Turkey’s
use of mosque-building as an instrument of religious
soft power in Kyrgyzstan. Second, the adoption of
the Law on Freedom of Religion and Religious Or-
ganizations in January 2025 represents a significant

institutional episode: compared to previous legisla-
tion, the new law tightened re-registration require-
ments for foreign religious organizations while
maintaining a broadly liberal regulatory framework,
reflecting the ongoing tension between openness and
sovereignty in Kyrgyz religious policy. Third, the
activities of Saudi-funded charitable foundations,
including the distribution of Quran translations and
the financing of mosque construction across rural
areas throughout the 2010s, constitute a well-docu-
mented channel of external religious influence that
Kyrgyz state authorities have periodically sought to
regulate. At the same time, this openness generates
concerns regarding external influence and potential
radicalization. Kyrgyzstan thus continues to search
for a workable balance between maintaining a lib-
eral model and addressing the imperatives of coun-
tering extremism.

Tajikistan represents the most restrictive model
of state control over religion in Central Asia, shaped
by the traumatic legacy of the 1992-1997 civil war,
in which religion played a significant role (Omeli-
cheva, 2021).

The legal framework establishes comprehensive
state oversight of the religious sphere, including
mandatory registration of all religious organiza-
tions, restrictions on religious activities for persons
under 18, control over sermon content, licensing re-
quirements for religious personnel, and restrictions
on wearing the hijab in state institutions.

Unlike other Central Asian states, Tajikistan
minimizes international religious cooperation, treat-
ing external religious influence as a threat to stabil-
ity. Three episodes illustrate this model concretely.
First, the formal banning of the Islamic Renaissance
Party of Tajikistan in August 2015, followed by the
prosecution of its leadership on terrorism charg-
es, eliminated the country’s only legal opposition
party and constituted the most consequential insti-
tutional act of religiously framed securitization in
the region’s post-Soviet history. Second, the 2015
amendments to the Law on Freedom of Conscience
and Religious Organizations introduced manda-
tory state examination of all religious literature and
prohibited the wearing of religiously motivated
clothing in public institutions, measures that were
subsequently cited by Tajikistan’s diplomatic mis-
sions as evidence of the country’s commitment to
countering radicalization in its communications
with international partners, including the SCO and
CSTO. Third, Tajikistan’s promotion of Nowruz
as an internationally recognized cultural holiday
(UNESCO intangible heritage status was secured in
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2016) serves as a diplomatic resource, positioning
the pre-Islamic Persian heritage of the country as its
primary contribution to world culture and thereby
marginalizing Islamic frameworks in external com-
munication. However, intensive regulation also pro-
duces tensions by pushing religiosity into informal
spaces and potentially contributing to the appeal of
radical ideas among segments of the youth.

Turkmenistan constitutes a distinctive case in
the region, combining rigid authoritarianism, isola-
tionism, and a personalized leadership cult with the
instrumentalization of religion.

Only two confessions are officially registered:
Sunni Islam and the Russian Orthodox Church. Oth-
er religious groups either operate informally or are
not permitted. Turkmenistan maintains extremely
limited religious ties with the outside world, and the
presence of foreign religious organizations is virtu-
ally absent. Three institutional episodes illuminate
this model. First, the institutionalization of the Ruh-
nama (2001-2006) as a quasi-sacred text required
in state examinations, school curricula, and court
proceedings constituted the most explicit case of
personalized religious syncretism in the post-Soviet
space: the Ruhnama was officially placed alongside
the Quran in mosques, making state ideology in-
separable from Islamic practice. Second, President
Niyazov’s renaming of months and days of the week
after himself and family members (2002) displaced
Islamic temporal frameworks with a personalized
cosmology, reflecting the subordination of religion
to the cult of personality. Third, under President
Berdimuhamedow, the consolidation of the Turk-
men horse (ahalteke) and national nature imagery
as quasi-sacred national symbols — formalized in
the 2016 Law on the Protection of the Ahalteke
Horse — extended the logic of personalized ideologi-
cal instrumentalization, though with less direct reli-
gious’ content. This isolationist posture constrains
both constructive forms of international religious
exchange and the diffusion of radical transnational
currents.

Conclusion

The findings of this study allow for several theo-
retical and practical conclusions regarding the role
of religion in shaping foreign-policy strategies and
patterns of international cooperation in post-Soviet
Central Asia.

Religion has evolved from a marginalized ele-
ment of the Soviet period into a significant compo-
nent of foreign-policy identity and a tool of interna-
tional positioning among Central Asian states. This
shift reflects broader global dynamics associated
with the «return of religion» to the public sphere
and international politics, as discussed in the work
of Habermas, Haynes, and other theorists of post-
secularity.

Despite shared post-Soviet conditions condu-
cive to religious revival, as well as similar external
pressures (globalization, transnational religious net-
works, and the threat of extremism), each of the five
Central Asian countries has developed a distinctive
model for incorporating religion into domestic gov-
ernance and foreign policy.

All five states confront a fundamental tension
between constitutional secularism and the practical
instrumentalization of religion. Efforts to simulta-
neously regulate religion, mobilize it for legitimacy
and international image-building, and preserve the
formal secular character of the state generate struc-
tural strains and unintended consequences. Particu-
larly difficult is the balance between security and
freedom of conscience: extensive state control may
push religious life into informal or underground are-
nas and, in some cases, inadvertently contribute to
radicalization.

This research has been funded by the Commit-
tee of Science of the Ministry of Science and Higher
Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Grant No.
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