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Abstract 

Every ethnic group has its own source of their ancient spirituality and beliefs that define the 

culture and identity of a nation. The worldview of the Central Asian nomads evolved based on 

folk wisdom, spiritual beliefs and the knowledge of the Cosmos. The vast territory from 

Mongolia to Eastern Europe was inhabited by ancient nomadic tribes whose spiritual beliefs 

were characterized by great diversity: Zoroastrianism, Tengrianism, Buddhism, Christianity, 

and Islam. The worship of nature as a universal source of life is one of the most important 

features of the spiritual nomadic culture. Eco-Spiritual notions can be traced in all world 

religions and spiritual teachings which consider the nature and the Cosmos as an integral part 

of God and worship respect for nature and life as sacred.  

Today, we are facing environmental challenges such as environmental pollution, deforestation, 

and disappearance of wildlife because of the anthropogenic effect on the Earth’s ecosystems. 

The ecological crisis is connected to the spiritual crisis of the modern society.  Eco-spirituality 

and eco-consciousness, inherent from our ancient ancestors and rooted deeply in our 

consciousness should become humanity’s path towards sustainable culture and civilization.  

 

Introduction 

The worldview of the Central Asian nomads evolved based on folk wisdom, spiritual beliefs 

and the knowledge of the Cosmos. The vast territory from Mongolia to Eastern Europe was 

inhabited by ancient nomadic tribes whose spiritual beliefs were characterized by great 

diversity: Zoroastrianism, Tengrianism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. The worship of 

nature as a universal source of life is one of the most important features of the spiritual 

nomadic culture. The earliest well-known forms of religions of Central Asian nomads were 

Zoroastrianism and Tengrianism, separated by different historical and cultural time periods. 

The beliefs were based on the natural worldview and man’s relationship with the nature. Islam 
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spread in Central Asian nomadic steppe was adopted in the form of Sufism, which merged 

elements of traditional pre-Islamic beliefs. Tolerance was the main feature of the natural beliefs 

of Central Asian nomads, which later transformed in Sufism with its pre-Islamic attitude 

towards nature.
1
 

Zoroastrianism of the ancient nomads 

The major Ancient beliefs of the original nomadic tribes were based on the worship of nature 

and deification of the sky, fire and other natural forces. Zoroastrianism was the religion of the 

ancient East, which spread in Central Asia in the VII-VI BC through the territory of ancient 

Iran. Zoroastrianism brought up the worship of Ahura Mazda, the highest deity (Ahura means 

“light” and Mazda – “wisdom”, thus meaning “the lord of light and wisdom”). It is a system of 

religious beliefs, countered by the good and evil, light and dark, which indicates the dualistic 

source of the religion. It is considered as the oldest of the world religions of revelation
2
. 

The presence of Zoroastrian cemeteries in the steppes of Kazakhstan shows that the 

fire-worshipers lived here
3
. The Zoroastrian cemetery Tick Turmas shows external details 

reproducing the typical shape of the yurt and richly decorated with geometric or floral designs 

similar to the ornaments on the nomads’ rugs
4
. The excavations of the ancient site of Baba-Ata 

in the Karatau Ridge show wide spread Zoroastrianism in the area. The remained Zoroastrian 

artefacts in the ruins of Kostyube and Krasnorechenskaya in the Semirechye show the existence 

of local forms of beliefs different from its canonical form, which gave to the belief the local 

context. Zoroastrianism had visible spiritual closeness to the inhabitants of Kazakhstan for a 

plain and simple moral of "Avesta", purity of intentions, benevolent attitude towards people, 

peace and light, goodness, and harmony with all, which had a great significance for nomads. 

The ancient Zoroastrians were fire-worshipers and their folk traditions expressed the 

importance of the fire for livestock breeding. The connection to nature and deification of the 

fire and water was a natural way of worldview expressed in giving offerings to them. Their 
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offerings to the water consisted of milk, juice and leaves, and to the fire - of dry clean wood, 

incense, herbs, leaves, and animal fat. Zoroaster introduced the celebration of seasonal work, 

which was devoted to Ahura - Mazda and six lesser deities. They were called "Mid-Spring", 

"Celebration of grain harvesting," "Festival of cattle returning home from summer pasture". 

The feast in honor of the fire - Nauryz (meaning “New Day”), represented the return of good 

spirits, bearing the warmth and light after cold winter, and the coming of the summer.  

Tengrianism – the religion of the ancient Türks 

Tengrianism presumably arose at the end of II - early I BC. It is an ancient Türkic worldview, 

which came through early beliefs and mythological concepts of man’s perception associated 

with the natural environment. It is believed that Tengrianism experienced the Iranian influence 

(Zoroastrianism)
5
. It is well-knows that the language is directly linked to the development of 

national culture and identity. The Türkic alphabet was used for long time by all ancient Türkic 

tribes. S.E. Malov stated about the rock inscription monuments in the basins of the Enisei and 

Talas:
 
 

the Türkic languages in the writing monuments of the Türks have been known to us 

from approximately 5th-6th centuries of our era …the Türkic languages in their 

present known to us composition and in the present constitution, existed several 

centuries before our era, say for five centuries!
6
 

Recent findings based on genetic and linguistic studies reveal wide distribution of 

Türkic alphabet and their carriers in the Western Europe
7
. Numerous archeological monuments 

inscriptions of Ancient Türkic writings were found on a huge territory from Western Siberia 

and Mongolia (Orhon and Enisey runes), Central Asia (Talas, Achiktash, Isphara, Fergana), 

Eastern Turkestan (Turfan) to the Eastern Europe (Don, Kuban) and belong to the 8th-10th 

centuries.  The Euro Asiatic and Asiatic Türkic alphabets, although formed under different 

conditions, were based on the ancient Semitic alphabets and belonged to the same Türkic 
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family of languages. Both Türkic groups of alphabets coexisted in Southern Siberia, Central 

Asia and, perhaps, Mongolia
8
.  

According to the Türkic and Mongol cosmogony, of the universe is divided into the 

three spheres: heaven, earth and underground, each of which, in turn, was seen as a visible and 

invisible
9
. The invisible heavenly world consisted of several horizontal layers, each of which 

was inhabited by one deity. The highest level belonged to the Great Spirit of the Sky – Tengri. 

In the Orkhon Stone we read: “In the beginning there was a blue sky above, a dark land below, 

and human sons in-between." Belief in Tengri is belief in one Creator - Blue Sky, a profound 

spiritual and philosophical idea of an impersonal and transcendental one God present in 

everything. Tengri administered earthly affairs and distributed “life spans" among men. The 

Orkhon Stone contains the following inscription: "All human sons are born to die in time, as 

determined by Tengri." If Tengri is the progenitor and associates with heaven, his divine 

consort is Umai, the goddess of childbirth and fertility, is associated with Earth.  In the divine 

couple Tengri - Umai the ancient Turks could see the analogy of existence.  

The visible sky or the "nearest sky" was inhabited by the sun and the moon, stars and 

rainbow. The middle (visible) world was divided into alive and lifeless forms. This world was 

located on the earth and was a place of the birth, growth and living for all living beings. The 

main feature of the world is a continuity of life and its constant renewal. Ancient Türks 

believed that there is no death but a steady and consistent cycle of human life in the universe
10

. 

Therefore, they were not afraid of physical death regarding it as a natural extension of life, but 

in another existence. Closeness of Turkic people to nature is expressed in a twelve-year animal 

cycle calendar which is now uniformly accepted all over the world. 

The worship of nature as the universal source of life is one of the most significant 

features of the spiritual nomadic culture. The Türkic people believed that “Water was the initial 

state of everything in existence, equivalent to primordial chaos. Water was greatly respected, as 

without it, life on Earth was impossible. The life, fertility and productivity of land depended on 

the Water deity. Therefore sacrifices were made to Earth and Water at river sources and lakes, 
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asking for a good harvest, increase in cattle and welfare. The Türks believed that the Air deity 

supervised life between the Sky and Earth. Air, as well as all other deities, was subordinate to 

Tengri. Without Air, life on the Earth is impossible. Fire was a grandson of Tengri and the Sun. 

The Türks associated Fire with birth, growth, development, and life, in general. Another 

representation of Fire was Ut-Ana (Mother Fire). Ut-Ana was believed to be the mother of 

mankind. Fire was associated with a clan and a family shrine. Fire was a patron of dwellings 

and a home’s sanctuary
11

. Family prayers and sacrifices were performed to Ut-Ana in order to 

ask for the family’s health and fortune.  

The Sun was the son of Tengri and the Earth deity. Türkic prople worshipped the Sun 

because Tengri supervised the creation of the world by the Sun’s rays, which are strings linking 

the spirits of plants to the Sun. Solar rays were considered a medium for transmitting the life 

force sent by Tengri to an infant (Umai deity). Winged horses as symbols of the Sun were 

widely used in the cosmological myths of Türkic and Mongol peoples. In addition to horses and 

birds, other animals (rams, deer, bulls) were also connected with the Sun. Large numbers of 

domestic artifacts decorated with solar symbols are found throughout Eurasia and testify to the 

wide distribution of the Sun cult amongst the Türkic people. Water deity was greatly respected 

and worshiped, as without water life on Earth is impossible. In general, the ancient Türkic 

worldview was the world in constant dynamics and renewal. All the rituals, ceremonies, 

celebrations - directly or indirectly - were extension of existence, which was consistent with the 

natural rhythms (seasonal changes and the movements of celestial bodies) on the basis of work 

related to livestock, the worship of deified forces of nature and worship of their ancestors. 

Islamic belief of the Central Asian nomads  

Islam spread in the Central Asia overcoming strong resistance of local beliefs. The major role 

in spreading of Islam among the nomadic Türkic peoples played the ideas of Sufism which 

seamlessly merged elements of traditional pre-Islamic beliefs. Since Sufism was tolerant to 

other religions, the Islam slowly spread in the nomadic steppe in the end of 10
th
 century and 
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was officially established by the 14
th
 century.

12
 The belief in the Blue sky – Tengri was 

replaced by the Islamic belief in Khudai, mixed with local elements of shamanism, worship of 

fire and the souls of their ancestors (Aruah), sacrifices on the tombs of Muslim saints, became 

one faith for Türkic people of Central Asia
13

. The Kazakhs characterized by tolerance toward 

other religions and by the absence of rigid strictness in the observance of ritual and laws of 

Sharia. Ecospirituality of the Islamic view towards all living beings is reflected in the words of 

Allah, "There is not an animal in the earth, nor a creature flying on two wings, but they are 

nations like you."
14

 These beings deserve their own respect as partners to man in existence. 

Islam has placed restrictions for the preservation of the environment, planting and cultivation of 

vegetation. For water is a secret of life, warships the preservation of water for mankind, animal 

life, birdlife, and vegetation and forbids contamination of water bodies. Similar notions can be 

traced in all world religions and spiritual teachings which consider the nature and the Cosmos 

as an integral part of God and nature and life as sacred. All living beings must be treated with 

respect and compassion.  

Cultural heritage of nations comprises of their language, spiritual and cultural identity. 

The replacement of the ancient Türkic beliefs has weakened the natural worldview and 

connection to the nature of the nomadic people. The ancient Türkic alphabet, which developed 

over centuries and expanded on a waste territory of Eurasia, was replaced in the 11
th

 century by 

the Arabic alphabet. V.V. Bartold, who studied the Türkic linguistics, wrote:  

The Alphabet (Orhon-Enisei) has been excellently adapted to the Türkic language, 

is especial to the law of sinharmonism and in this respect suited much more 

perfectly, than the Uigur and Arabic alphabets, which have replaced it.
15

  

Development of national and cultural identity of Turkic tribes that inhabited the 

territory of modern Kazakhstan suffered from cultural, religious and linguistic shifts caused by 

external intervention. The acceptance of the Islamic religion and the Arabic alphabet tear off 

Türkic people from the knowledge and wisdom of their ancestors. The Unified Turkic alphabet 
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was established in the Central Asian republics of the USSR in 1927 and, then, was forcefully 

switched to a Cyrillic script under Stalin’s regime in 1940. These political, cultural and 

linguistic shifts, imposed to the Turkic nations over relatively short period of time in the 20
th

 

century caused enormous negative affects on cultural and spiritual development and national 

identification of Central Asian nations.  

Conclusion 

Today, we are facing environmental challenges such as environmental pollution, deforestation 

and disappearance of wildlife because of the anthropogenic effect on the Earth’s ecosystems. 

The modern environmental situation in Central Asian region is far from favorable because of 

ill-considered economic policy by the USSR without a sense of ownership and responsibility, 

made in the pursuit of rapid advances, and of the current Kazakhstan’s economy based on 

extraction of natural non-renewable resources. The Great Steppe, once a home of nomadic 

civilization, has become a place of industrial pollution and a tasting site for nuclear explosions. 

One of the biggest environmental problems of modern Kazakhstan is the Aral Sea tragedy 

caused by mismanagement of irrigation projects has resulted in improper use of water 

resources. The Aral Sea tragedy is both environmental crisis and a tragedy of the people living 

nearby and of the world, as a whole. It is not surprising that the leaders of new movements for 

environmental protections appeared among cultural workers and intellectuals. The Comity 

Aral, Balkhash and ecological problems of Kazakhstan was founded in 1987 by a well-known 

Kazakh writer Mukhtar Shakhanov, to raise public awareness on the Aral Sea protection, and 

was supported by writers, journalists and scientists.  

The first Soviet anti-nuclear movement “Nevada-Semipalatinsk” was founded in 1989 

by the prominent Kazakh poet, writer and public figure Olzhas Suleimenov to stop nuclear 

weapons testing in the Semipalatinsk, the former USSR nuclear testing site. Eventually, after 

Kazakhstan gained its independence, the Semipalatinsk test site was closed on August 29, 1991 

by the decree of the President Nursultan Nazarbayev. The United Nations has proclaimed 

August 29 as the International Day against nuclear testing. This day marks great achievement 

of humanity against the political and military confrontation in the world. Today, green parties 

(Tabigat, Rukhaniyat) and green movements have appeared in Kazakhstan, supported by 

entrepreneurs, workers in the field of education, health, science and culture, and students, and 
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indicating some progress in ecological consciousness and culture of the country. Although 

unwelcomed by the governmental structures, the new green parties receive support from 

international environmental community.  

Ecological awareness and consciousness are connected to the personal and societal 

culture and an active citizen’s position. It is obvious that environmental crisis is the result of 

spiritual crisis of modern society. Since the era of technological progress, modern civilization 

has broken the balance with natural ecosystems, which was preserved in Eco-spiritual 

worldview of our ancient ancestors. Indigenous people have preserved their culture and cosmic 

worldview since their natural lifestyle and less dependence on technology. Spiritual awakening 

has developed into spiritual ecology, ecospirituality and other concepts. The Declaration of 

Ecospirituality elaborated by Ecospirituality Foundation with members of various nations 

including Native Americans states: 

We propose study of ancient traditions to familiarize and maintain contact with the 

cultural roots of humanity, which can give a sense of continuity and universal values 

to every individual.
16

 

The traditional beliefs of indigenous people have been recently declared in the Law of the 

Right of Mother Earth elaborated by the Bolivian government leaded by the first indigenous 

president Evo Morales.
17

 The Law gives the same rights to Mother Earth as to humans. It states 

humans have caused "severe destruction...that is offensive to the many faiths, wisdom traditions 

and indigenous cultures for whom Mother Earth is sacred." It is still uncertain whether the 

Mother Earth Right treaty will be recognized by the United Nation. However, the well-known 

and well-recognized program of sustainable development elaborated by the World Commission 

on Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission) in 1987 has been accepted by 

many governments. The Brundtland Commission refers to sustainable development as 

“development that meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs.”
18
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Awakening towards our connection to nature and respect for our Mother Earth have 

developed in ecological movements of people from different nations. Indigenous people in 

different parts of the world try to preserve their worldview that one cannot exist for long 

beyond the boundaries of the natural world. Eco-spirituality and eco-consciousness, inherent 

from our ancient ancestors and rooted deeply in our consciousness should become humanity’s 

path towards sustainable culture and civilization.  

 

 

 


