
“Bourgeois” Islam, Prosperity Theolo-
gy and Ethics in Muslim Eurasia

This CERIA research axis 
studies the deployment 
of a “bourgeois Islam” 

among the urban middle classes 
of countries with rent economies 
in Central Eurasia. Kazakhstan 
is the flagship example of this 
phenomenon; another case is 
the autonomous republic of 
Tatarstan, in Russia. This trend 
has been widely observed in other 
Muslim societies—for instance, 
Turkey, Iran and Dubai—by 
scholars such as Vali Nasr, 
as well as in Egypt by Patrick 
Haenni, who looked at the 
moralist preacher Amr Khalid. 
In Indonesia, Gwenaël Feillard 

has studied the formation of 
an “Islamic work ethic” and a 
broader economic ethos whose 
advocates are no longer merely 
intellectuals or ideologues, but 
veritable capitalists, at once 
preachers and entrepreneurs. 
The case of the rural bourgeoisie 
that emerged in Soviet Muslim 
Eurasia was explored by Stéphane 
A. Dudoignon and Christian 
Noack in their project Allah’s 
Kolkhozes.
The Islam of the “disinherited” 
was the most noticeable trend 
among those dispossessed by the 
privatizations of the 1990s, shock 
therapy and the confiscation of 
wealth by oligarchs; it has since 
morphed into a “prosperity 
theology.” In other words, Islam 
has conformed—or adapted—to 
the rules of a globalized market 
and capitalist economy. After 
nearly three decades of deep 
economic transformations, we 
are now witnessing the rise 
to power of a transnational 
Islam adapted to the rationale 

On January 29, 2018, GW’s Central Asia Program 
organized a workshop on “‘Bourgeois’ Islam, Prosperity 
Theology and Ethics in Muslim Eurasia” in the framework 
of the CERIA (Central Eurasia-Religion in International 
Affairs) Initiative, generously funded by the Henry Luce 
Foundation, to discuss the ongoing transformation of 
Islam, whereby the birth of Islamic middle classes is 
promoting a form of Islamic prosperity gospel. 

of the market economy. With 
globalization, Islam tends to open 
itself to all the key themes of the 
world market and become the 
vehicle of demands for individual 
autonomy and, as Patrick Haenni 
put it, a “new integration in the 
world that is somewhat inspired 
by American televangelists.”
Through this research axis, we 
explore the Weltanschauung of 
these new urban middle classes. 
We focus especially on the notion 
of Islamic Prosperity Theology, 
on the forms of Muslim piety 
performed, on the networks of 
sociability, and on the virtues of 
practical ethics conveyed in order 
to legitimate the accumulation 
of capital. For these new Islamic 
entrepreneurs, economic success 
is indeed a divine payment. In this 
logic, personal enrichment, as 
divine repayment for exemplary 
conduct based on the principles 
of Islam, is perceived as positive 
so long as money is “properly 
acquired” and purified by tax 
(zakat).
With the notion of salvation 
through work, these new middle 
classes have re-invented in the 
contemporary period a form of the 
Protestant ethic, whose adherents 
likewise saw the wealthy as “God’s 
favorites.” This Islamic Calvinist 
ethic combines strict piety 
with intense entrepreneurship, 
heavenly salvation with the here 
and now: for the believer, to 
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whom prosperity is promised, 
the recompense is immediate 
and visible. For this “pious 
bourgeoisie,” as Gilles Kepel 
calls them, displaying piety is 
the path to middle class status. 
From this perspective, the 
inculcation of Islamic values 
and ethics is seen as part of the 
process of embourgeoisement—
that is, of developing bourgeois 
respectability and social and 
cultural capital. The cultivation 
of Islamic discipline is similarly 
connected with the development 
of civic virtue and urbanity.
Investigating this “bourgeois” 
Islam and its “urban middle 
class capitalist ethic” sheds light 
on the deep social and cultural 
evolutions currently shaping 
the futures of Central Asia, 
Azerbaijan and Russia. 

Gül Berna Özcan (Royal 
Holloway, University of London)
Islam, Morality and 
Entrepreneurship: Evidence 
from Central Asia

This paper explores the scope 
of entrepreneurs’ inner world 
in relation to their business 
activities and moral dispositions 
within the changing contours of 
faith and values. Moral harmony 
is an invisible yet formidable part 
of market- and state-building. 
Similarly, a moral void, confusion 
and polarization bring societal 
upheaval and conflict. The state-
building process requires not 
only national identity formation 
and power consolidation, but 
also societal moral harmony. In 
order to forge this, as the past 
experience of modern Western 
nation-states illustrates, the 

state uses its coercive power to 
eliminate opposition groups and 
impose uniform moral harmony 
and unity across many realms of 
life (language, religion, identity 
etc.). The need for moral harmony 
in markets remains central for 
the emerging states of post-Soviet 
Central Asia. The revival—and 
growing societal and economic 
impact—of Islam provides 
new avenues for stability and 
opportunity creation. Religion 
also fills the moral void and meets 
the ideological needs of former 
Soviet societies. 
Yet a critique of Islamic business 
practices and discourses on 
development requires a historical 
perspective on institutional 
evolution. With a specific emphasis 
on entrepreneurship in Central 
Asia, we explore the context 
within which the new Islamic 
bourgeoisie is being formed. We 
illustrate our arguments with 
empirical evidence on the role of 
religion in personal moral values 
and business practices among 
Kyrgyzstan’s entrepreneurs. The 
empirical study focuses on four 
different Muslim ethnic groups: 
Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Dungan, and 
Uyghur. The survey evidence 
was gathered through in-depth 
interviews with 21 business 
owners selected through a 
snowballing technique. All but 
five members of the sample were 
males aged between 25 and 70 
years old. In-depth interviews 
were carried out with one female 
entrepreneur from each ethnic 
group. The interviews took place 
in three ethnically designated 
hamlets—two Dungan and 
one Uyghur—and three cities 
(Bishkek, Osh, and Nookat) in 
November 2009. The paper 

concludes with a discussion of the 
findings, chiefly Islam’s impact 
on business development and 
entrepreneurship in a seemingly 
fragmenting world.

Aisalkyn Botoeva (Islamic 
Legal Studies Program, Harvard 
Law School) 
How Do Capitalist Islamists 
Make Use of Their Money 
and Envision the Future?

In my broader project, I explore 
how various factions—composed 
of entrepreneurs, state officials, 
and religious authorities—have 
come to articulate different 
orientations of Islam in the 
market. I identify three main 
orientations, or what I call moral 
futures: National Islam, Capitalist 
Islam and Spiritual Islam. In 
this paper, I focus on the second 
moral future, articulated in the 
context of Kyrgyzstan, most 
strongly by a social alliance of 
actors connected to the Turkish 
philanthropist Fethullah Gülen. 
Drawing on observations and 
in-depth interviews conducted 
between 2012 and 2015, 
I discuss how this faction 
praises the market economy 
for opening new pathways 
for development, and aims to 
build a better future through 
discipline, industriousness, and 
ethical market practices forged 
by Islam. Most entrepreneurs 
who follow this movement 
invest their money in “modern” 
business activities and donate to 
“progressive” schools, mosques 
and developmental projects that 
defy government intervention. 
In contrast to other factions, 
Capitalist Islamists lean toward 
moderation of pious practices and 

2CAP Paper 198



share a belief that profiteering 
and prosperity are justified 
as long as they are entwined 
with ethical norms within 
entrepreneurialism. 

Alima Bissenova (Nazarbayev 
University)
Fitting into a Secular 
Society: The Discreet Charm 
of Kazakhstani Muslim 
Entrepreneurs

Of the several fashionable coffee-
shops in Astana’s glittering 
downtown, one of the most 
successful and most frequented—
with five branches in prime 
locations across the city—is a halal 
coffee-shop chain that is able 
to compete in several economic 
niches: upscale pizzeria, coffee-
shop, and gorodskoe kafe. While 
outsiders would not notice the 
understated “halal” nature of the 
café until they decided to order 
drinks, many Astana citizens 
consciously choose these halal 
cafés over other establishments, 

market-oriented Islam among 
the young and fragile urban 
middle classes in Kazakhstan. 
In particular, it focuses on how 
halal business, i.e. business 
done in a halal way (no payment 
of bribes, interest, etc.), serves 
as a vehicle for the Islamic 
puritan predication carried on 
by economic-cum-religious 
entrepreneurs in Astana. These 
devout Muslim businessmen 
who have become preachers may 
be from either the Hanafite rite 
or from quietist Salafist Islam. 
The first of these corresponds 
to the state-advocated “good” 
Islam, supposedly moderate and 
strictly national, whereas the 
second arouses mistrust from 
post-Soviet political elites, who 
are concerned about its potential 
politicization in a way that might 
undermine state structures. Yet 
quietist Salafism is legitimist 
for the current, secular Kazakh 
regime and is resigned to the 
status quo. The values these 
businessmen promote (moral 
and familial, among others) are 
fundamentally conservative. 
Admittedly, this conservative 
re-Islamization in anti-liberal 
accents via halal business is 
apolitical, but beneath it lies a 
project of societal purification 
and reform.

Manja Stephan-Emmrich 
(Humboldt University, Berlin) 
“Bourgeois Islam,” Gulf 
Migration, and Post-
National Sentiments

In anthropology, the new urban 
Muslim middle classes are 
discussed purely in the context of 
social engineering. Thus, middle 
classness, or embourgeoisement, 

seeing them as “safe,” “ethical,” 
and inexpensive places to dine 
and socialize in a manner that fits 
their lifestyle. These halal eateries 
project the aura of civility, 
modernity, and cosmopolitanism 
without promoting “undesirable” 
habits like drinking and smoking. 
The concern not to emphasize 
one’s halal-ness—and thus 
not wear one’s beliefs on one’s 
sleeve—is understandable if we 
take into account the wider global 
and regional situation in Central 
Asia, in which the revival of Islam 
is feared not only at government 
level but also among some 
segments of the general public. 

Aurélie Biard (Central Asia 
Program, The George Washington 
University)
Ultra-Orthodox Hanafite 
and Salafist Predications 
via Halal Business in 
Kazakhstan

This paper explores the 
deployment of an ultra-orthodox, 
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is seen as rooting individuals 
in state projects of national 
legitimacy (Jones 2017). In 
Central Asia, the so-called “new 
Uzbeks” (or “new Tajiks”) are 
understood as a government-
promoted new citizenry that has 
found its place in these countries’ 
post-Soviet capitalist order 
(Trevisani 2014).
In a rather different way, this 
paper seeks to explore how 
middle-class sensibilities are 
loaded with post-national 
sentiments. Scrutinizing the 
concept of “bourgeois Islam” in 
the context of Gulf migration from 
Tajikistan, it shows how middle-
class aspirations are formed, 
negotiated, and pursued, as well 
as linked with Islamic cosmologies 
and an “entrepreneurial piety” 
abroad. While Dubai’s neoliberal 
economy offers individual 
autonomy, independence from 
national job markets, and ethnic 
and kin-based networks, the 
utopian international Islamic 
community provides a space for 
constructing alternative—yet 
elitist—business, market and 
cultural identities. By fashioning 
themselves as proper (that is, 
moral and non-corrupt) Muslims, 
well-educated and high-skilled 

from mosque to offices where 
women do business and back 
again. Case studies of female 
networks for sales, healing and 
religious education comprise 
the core of the material used 
for this paper. Throughout the 
paper, I aim to discuss the moral 
dilemmas and struggles women 
face while making religion a 
source of economic opportunity. 
These women’s interpretations 
of what it means to succeed—
and other important aspects 
of their lives away from their 
home country—vary depending 
on the degree of their religiosity 
and their role within the female 
mosque community. 

Izzat Aman (Russian 
Presidential Academy of 
National Economy and Public 
Administration)
Halal Businesses in Russia: 
Religion vs Capitalism

The paper aims to present 
some preliminary findings on 
halal business in Russia. Halal 
business—or Islamic business—
in Russia has proliferated over 
the last ten years with the influx 
of migrants en masse from the 
former Muslim Soviet Republics. 
I will consider the link between 
Islamic values and rational 
thinking in this growing business, 
which is run predominantly by 
migrants in Russia. In the food 
industry, the main profit comes 
from alcohol and cigarettes, 
making it a real challenge for 
religious businesses to maintain 
profitability. This study is based 
on interviews with business 
owners in Moscow, as well as the 
clients of halal food stores and 
cafés.

Tajik migrants escape destined 
immoral futures at home and 
create the conditions for 
alternative, morally prosperous 
social projects abroad. 
With a focus on Tajik migrants’ 
educational, housing, and 
consumer aspirations, which 
follow Islamic ideals, this paper 
argues that Tajiks have urban 
middle-class sensibilities, which 
are global and cosmopolitan 
rather than oriented toward the 
Tajik nation.

Rano Turaeva (Max Planck 
Institute for Social Anthropology)
Muslim Female 
Entrepreneurs in Moscow: 
From Mosque to Business 
Office

In this paper, I touch upon 
Muslim female entrepreneurship 
within and outside mosques. I 
show the paradoxical relationship 
between Islamic revival, which 
imposes strict rules on women, 
and women’s capacity to survive 
within these rigid systems, 
becoming active innovators 
and entrepreneurs rather than 
being confined to housework 
and childrearing. The examples 
discussed in this paper take me 
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