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Abstract. This article examines the early signs of religious and 

cultural syncretism in the Islamization of Central Asia. Islamization is 

treated not merely as formal conversion or the disappearance of earlier 

beliefs, but as a social and cultural transformation in which Islam 

interacted with Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Christian, Tengrian, local cultic, 

urban, rural, and steppe traditions. The analysis focuses on sacred spaces, 

ritual continuity, local elites, urban and rural communities, material 

culture, social memory, and cultural transformation. The available 

evidence suggests that early syncretic signs were not a mechanical mixture 

of Islam and older religions, but historically conditioned forms of 

adaptation, reinterpretation, negotiation, and gradual incorporation into 

Islamic society. 
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Annotatsiya. Maqolada Markaziy Osiyoda islomlashuv jarayonida 

yuzaga kelgan diniy va madaniy sinkretizmning dastlabki belgilari tahlil 

qilinadi. Tadqiqotda islomlashuv faqat yangi dinni qabul qilish yoki eski 

e’tiqodlarning yo‘qolishi sifatida emas, balki zardushtiylik, buddaviylik, 
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xristianlik, tangrichilik, mahalliy kultlar, muqaddas makonlar, 

marosimiy odatlar, moddiy madaniyat va ijtimoiy xotira bilan o‘zaro 

ta’sir jarayoni sifatida ko‘riladi. Manba va adabiyotlar tahlili shuni 

ko‘rsatadiki, dastlabki sinkretik belgilar mexanik aralashma emas, balki 

moslashuv, qayta talqin va madaniy muzokara mahsuli bo‘lgan. 

Kalit so‘zlar: Markaziy Osiyo, islomlashuv, sinkretizm, 

zardushtiylik, buddaviylik, tasavvuf, muqaddas makon, marosimiy 

davomiylik, madaniy xotira, moddiy madaniyat 

Аннотация. В статье анализируются ранние признаки 

религиозного и культурного синкретизма в процессе исламизации 

Центральной Азии. Исламизация рассматривается не только как 

принятие новой религии или исчезновение прежних верований, но 

как процесс взаимодействия ислама с зороастризмом, буддизмом, 

христианством, тенгрианством, местными культами, 

сакральными пространствами, ритуальными привычками, 

материальной культурой и социальной памятью. Анализ 

источников и научной литературы показывает, что ранний 

синкретизм был не механическим смешением религий, а 

исторически обусловленной формой адаптации, переосмысления и 

культурных переговоров. 

Ключевые слова: Центральная Азия, исламизация, 

синкретизм, зороастризм, буддизм, суфизм, сакральное 

пространство, ритуальная преемственность, культурная память, 

материальная культура 

INTRODUCTION. The Islamization of Central Asia was not a 

single act of religious replacement. It was a long social and cultural 

process in which new Islamic institutions entered a region already 

shaped by Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Christian, Manichaean, Tengrian, 
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shamanic and local cultic traditions. The earliest signs of religious and 

cultural syncretism should therefore be sought not in abstract doctrinal 

statements, but in the way communities adapted older sacred spaces, 

ritual habits, social memories, visual objects and local identities to the 

changing Islamic order. 

The sources and scholarly literature indicate that the region was 

politically and religiously fragmented before and during Islamization. 

One study emphasizes that political fragmentation in Central Asian 

polities hindered the formation of a unified religious organization and 

doctrinal standardization [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 3]. The same 

context of migration, political realignment and cultural transformation 

from the seventh to the mid-ninth centuries produced autonomous 

Turkic-Sogdian sociopolitical entities [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 3]. 

This fragmented environment did not simply delay Islamization; it 

shaped the forms through which Islam was localized. 

The central research problem of this article is to clarify how early 

syncretic signs emerged in Central Asia. Syncretism here is not 

understood as a careless mixture of Islam and older religions. It is 

interpreted as a historically conditioned process in which older practices 

could survive in hidden form, be translated into Islamic vocabulary, be 

associated with saints, be reclassified as local custom, or be gradually 

marginalized. Such a view makes it possible to distinguish coexistence, 

survival, adaptation, reinterpretation and cultural transformation. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS. The article is based on written 

historical evidence, modern scholarly literature and those parts of the 

source base that contain specific information about religious 

communities, sacred spaces, ritual adaptation, frontier institutions and 

cultural transformation. The materials used include studies on ancient 
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Central Asian cities, Sufism and folk oral tradition, Islam and Buddhism, 

Samanid-era Islamization, sacred history in Sayram-Isfijab, shamanism 

and Islam, and broader interpretations of pre-Islamic survivals in 

Muslim Central Asia. 

The method combines source criticism, historical-comparative 

analysis, contextual interpretation and religious-anthropological 

reading. Source criticism is necessary because some evidence concerns 

early Islamic centuries directly, while other materials preserve later 

memories of earlier transformations. Historical comparison helps 

separate direct continuity from later reinterpretation. Contextual 

analysis allows each form of syncretism to be connected to its setting: 

city, oasis, frontier, steppe, shrine, household or ruling court. Religious-

anthropological interpretation is used to explain how sacred places, oral 

narratives, social authority and ritual habits carried older meanings into 

Islamic frameworks. 

RESULTS. The first result concerns the religious diversity that 

preceded and accompanied Islamization. The available evidence 

identifies Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Tengrian and Christian communities as 

active elements of the Central Asian religious landscape. Islamization 

from the ninth to thirteenth centuries created tension because 

indigenous populations with established Zoroastrian, Buddhist and 

Tengrian traditions confronted new Islamic doctrines [Abdukadyr kyzy 

et al., 2025, p. 8]. This tension is important because syncretism usually 

appears where simple replacement is either impossible or socially costly. 

Zoroastrian adaptation offers one of the clearest signs of cultural 

continuity under changed conditions. After Islamization, Zoroastrian 

groups are described as moving toward a more closed way of life, 

concentrating worship in secluded places and adapting some practices so 
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that they would not openly contradict Islamic law; public fire worship 

was reduced, while fire remained a hidden symbol of divine presence 

[Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 4]. This is not simple coexistence. It 

shows transformation under pressure: a visible public cult became a more 

private symbolic practice. 

Christian communities reveal another mode of adaptation. After 

Islam expanded in Central Asia, Nestorian and Assyrian Christian 

groups adjusted to new sociopolitical conditions and received protected 

“People of the Book” status, which gave them qualified religious 

autonomy despite limitations [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 6]. The 

same evidence notes that these communities incorporated Arabic into 

liturgical practice [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 6]. Here syncretic 

signs appeared not as doctrinal fusion, but as institutional 

accommodation: a Christian community preserved its identity while 

adopting linguistic and administrative elements of the Islamic order. 

Buddhist-Islamic interaction is visible both politically and 

materially. The expansion of Umayyad power into Central Asia created 

contact with Buddhist communities [Faizuddin Ramli et al., 2018, p. 2]. 

Under the Abbasids, figures connected with the Barmakid milieu also 

linked Buddhist, Indian and Islamic intellectual worlds, especially 

through courtly patronage and translation activity [Faizuddin Ramli et 

al., 2018, p. 2]. A more concrete sign of spatial and material coexistence 

is the report that al-Maqdisi observed Buddha images being sold in a 

Buddhist temple next to the Makh mosque in Bukhara [Faizuddin Ramli 

et al., 2018, p. 4]. This detail does not prove religious harmony by itself, 

but it does show that Buddhist material culture could remain visible in 

an Islamizing urban environment. 
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Sacred space was another field of syncretism. Arab forces did not 

establish themselves deeply in the steppe; instead, they relied on ribāṭs, 

oasis city-states and Khurasanian urban centers [Tor, 2009, p. 279]. 

These frontier spaces were not purely military. In later Samanid 

contexts, gāzīs and volunteers stationed in strategic northern towns 

made the frontier a religiously charged landscape [Tor, 2009, p. 284]. The 

ribāṭ and frontier town thus became places where military defense, 

Islamic devotion and local social life intersected. 

Sufi mediation gave older memories a new Islamic vocabulary. 

Research on Transoxiana emphasizes that, unlike regions where 

Islamization was mostly imposed from above, the spread of Islam in 

Central Asia depended heavily on Sufi ascetics who integrated into local 

communities [Ungalov, n.d., p. 38]. Sufi ideas circulated through folk 

songs, epic tales and saint legends, allowing Islamic spiritual values to 

take root in the cultural language of the region [Ungalov, n.d., p. 36]. 

Legends of saints in Bukhara and Samarkand could recast older sacred 

places and hero figures within Islamic tradition [Ungalov, n.d., p. 39]. 

This is one of the strongest indicators of syncretism as reinterpretation 

rather than simple borrowing. 

The role of oral tradition is especially significant in steppe and semi-

nomadic environments. The figure of Baba Tükles, described as a Central 

Asian Sufi wali who triumphs in spiritual contests against shaman-

priests, symbolizes the victory of Islam while also validating the old 

shamanic power in Islamic terms [Ungalov, n.d., p. 39]. This narrative 

pattern did not erase shamanic memory; it subordinated and translated 

it. Zarcone and Hobart’s broader observation that shamanism in some 

Muslim contexts had long become part of Islam helps explain why such 

forms remained durable [Zarcone, Hobart, 2013, p. xxxvii]. 



INNOVATIVE DEVELOPMENT OF SCIENCE                                                  2026 Boston, USA 

 

 
107 

 

Regional sacred histories also show how Islamized memory could 

incorporate older landscapes. Sayram, more often known in pre-Mongol 

Islamic sources as Isfijab, appears as an important place in Central Asian 

history from the eighth century [DeWeese, 2000, p. 248]. DeWeese notes 

that Isfijab was an important caravan center on the eve of the Arab 

conquest and, as an independent city-state, resisted Arab domination 

longer than many towns of Mawarannahr [DeWeese, 2000, p. 248]. Later 

sacred histories of such towns did not merely record political facts; they 

helped attach Islamic sanctity to local memory and space. 

DISCUSSION. The evidence suggests that early syncretism in 

Central Asia should be interpreted through several distinct mechanisms. 

The first was concealed continuity. Zoroastrian fire symbolism did not 

disappear immediately; it was moved into less visible forms and adjusted 

to Islamic legal and social pressure [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 4]. 

This kind of continuity differs from open coexistence because it reflects 

adaptation under dominance. 

The second mechanism was juridical accommodation. Christian 

communities did not become Muslim simply by entering the Islamic 

political order. Their protected status as Ahl al-Kitāb allowed a limited 

but real continuity of communal life [Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 6]. 

Kamenov’s discussion of Hanafi flexibility likewise suggests that the 

local application of law enabled peoples of the region to preserve certain 

customs after adopting Islam [Kamenov, 2018, Section 1]. In this sense, 

syncretism could operate through law as much as through ritual. 

The third mechanism was spatial reinterpretation. The example of 

Buddhist images near a mosque in Bukhara indicates that sacred and 

commercial spaces could overlap during transition [Faizuddin Ramli et 

al., 2018, p. 4]. The later sacralization of local landscapes through saint 
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legends shows a similar logic: older places were not always destroyed; 

they could be renamed, reframed or attached to Islamic memory 

[Ungalov, n.d., p. 39]. Such transformation was gradual, and it depended 

on whether communities recognized the new Islamic meaning as socially 

acceptable. 

The fourth mechanism was oral translation. Sufi figures did not 

simply preach doctrine; they entered the narrative world of folk epics, 

songs and saint legends [Ungalov, n.d., p. 36]. This mattered because 

rural and nomadic communities did not always receive Islam through 

formal scholarly institutions. They often encountered it through stories, 

healing, sacred genealogy, pilgrimage and charismatic holy men. The 

Baba Tükles motif demonstrates how Islam could claim superiority over 

shamanic authority while preserving the narrative structure of shamanic 

contest [Ungalov, n.d., p. 39]. 

The fifth mechanism was elite mediation. Buddhist-linked and 

Central Asian elites, including Barmakid circles, participated in Abbasid 

intellectual and administrative environments [Faizuddin Ramli et al., 

2018, p. 2]. Shimada also emphasizes that under the Abbasids, Islamic 

administrative structures gradually integrated Khurasan and 

Transoxiana into the Islamic world while local elites sometimes played 

important roles in government [Shimada, 2025, part 1]. Elite mediation 

did not by itself produce popular syncretism, but it created channels 

through which older intellectual and cultural traditions could be 

translated into Islamic imperial settings. 

The sixth mechanism was frontier sacralization. In the Samanid 

period, northern frontier defense against nomads was connected with 

military expeditions, gāzī activity and religiously marked border towns 

[Tor, 2009, p. 281; Tor, 2009, p. 284]. This shows that Islamization was 
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not limited to mosques and schools. It also worked through forts, frontier 

settlements, caravan routes and military-religious communities. In these 

borderlands, Islam met Turkic, steppe and local sacred traditions in 

practical conditions of war, trade and settlement. 

The evidence also warns against an oversimplified idea of “mixture.” 

Some older traditions survived openly, some were hidden, some were 

tolerated legally, some were translated into Islamic language, and some 

were marginalized or suppressed. The destruction of temples and 

synagogues in Sogdian contexts and the forced taxation of non-Muslims 

show that coercion and conflict were part of the process [Abdukadyr kyzy 

et al., 2025, p. 7]. At the same time, the survival of Christian autonomy, 

Buddhist material traces, Sufi adaptation and local sacred memory 

shows that Islamization did not produce immediate cultural uniformity 

[Abdukadyr kyzy et al., 2025, p. 6; Faizuddin Ramli et al., 2018, p. 4; 

Ungalov, n.d., p. 39]. 

Weller’s broader interpretation is useful here: Islam among Central 

Asian Turkic peoples gained ascendancy through a long and complex 

historical process rather than through a single moment of conversion 

[Weller, 2023, p. 35]. He also notes that Islam alone formed a workable 

synthesized relationship with Tengrism, shamanism and ancestor 

devotion among Central Asian Turkic peoples [Weller, 2023, p. 154]. This 

interpretation supports the main argument of the article: early syncretic 

signs were not accidental survivals but forms of social adaptation that 

made Islam culturally intelligible in local terms. 

CONCLUSION. The earliest signs of religious and cultural 

syncretism in Central Asia emerged from a strikingly diverse pre-Islamic 

environment, one that embraced Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Christian, 

Tengrian, shamanic, and various local cultic traditions. Islamization did 
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not erase these older traditions at once: in some instances earlier 

practices were simply concealed, as in the diminished public observance 

of Zoroastrian fire worship, while in others they were preserved 

institutionally, as with the Christian communities protected under the 

status of Ahl al-Kitāb. Sacred spaces and material culture became major 

fields of this transformation, for Buddhist objects, urban temples, 

mosques, frontier ribāṭs, shrines, and later sacred histories all reveal how 

older landscapes could be reclassified within distinctly Islamic meanings. 

Sufism and oral tradition, in turn, played a decisive part in rendering 

Islam into local cultural languages, since folk songs, saint legends, 

miracle narratives, and figures such as Baba Tükles allowed Islamic 

ideas to enter communities without depending solely upon formal state 

enforcement. Throughout this process local elites, urban communities, 

and frontier groups acted as active agents of adaptation rather than 

passive recipients of the new faith, helping to reinterpret religious 

authority, social memory, and cultural practice alike. Syncretism in 

Central Asia was therefore not a simple blending of religions but a 

historically conditioned process of negotiation, adaptation, concealment, 

symbolic reuse, and gradual reinterpretation within an emerging Islamic 

society. 
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