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Preface

Irene Hilgers was born and raised in Kleve, a small town in West Germany,
close to the Dutch border. She studied anthropology initially in Bonn and
later in Cologne, where she first became interested in Central Asia. Her
master’s thesis, based on five months’ research in Kyrgyzstan in 1999—-2000,
was titled “Private Household Economies in Transition”. When the Max
Planck Institute for Social Anthropology advertised scholarships for a new
Focus Group to investigate the changing role of religion in postsocialist
“civil society”, Hilgers initially submitted a new project for Kyrgyzstan. For
the sake of balance in our Central Asia cluster, she agreed to switch to
Uzbekistan. She joined our Institute at the beginning of 2003 and, together
with two postdoctoral colleagues, carried out fieldwork in Uzbekistan be-
tween summer 2003 and summer 2004. That fieldwork provided the empiri-
cal basis for this book.

During the writing-up phase back at the Institute, Irene was a creative
and cooperative member of the Focus Group whose contributions were also
much appreciated in our wider intellectual community in Halle. She made
rapid progress on her dissertation, but she was not the sort of scholar who
takes shortcuts by squeezing all her data into one safe paradigm. On the
contrary, she was adventurous in her reading, always on the lookout for new
sources of theoretical inspiration to complement her excellent knowledge of
the Area Studies literature on Central Asia. She also returned to gather more
data in Uzbekistan for several weeks in summer 2005. When her position at
the Max Planck Institute expired, she was supported for a year by the newly
established Graduate School at our neighbouring institution, the Martin
Luther University. Despite the interdisciplinary temptations of this forum,
she continued to focus on her dissertation.

Early in 2008 Irene sent me drafts of her main chapters, minus intro-
duction and conclusion, just before setting off for a short private visit to
Tashkent. She did not survive this trip. More than a year later, her death at
the age of thirty-three remains unfathomable to us all.

Undoubtedly, this would have been a very different book if Irene had
lived to complete her manuscript, defend her dissertation, and then (in the
usual pattern with our students) execute a further round of changes before
the definitive publication. She would certainly have expanded the opening
chapter and written a concluding one. I drafted the present conclusion on the
basis of her notes; the paragraphs on the back cover and the inside cover are
my summaries, not hers.

Irene’s main arguments, however, were sufficiently well developed
for me to be able to work through the drafts in order to present the results of
her work in book form in this series. Even if her arguments occasionally
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seem hesitant, uneven, or incomplete, each of the substantive chapters pre-
sents rich empirical material, much of which will be useful to other scholars,
including those pursuing quite different theoretical agendas from hers. I have
stuck close to the texts she sent me but have augmented them occasionally
with materials from her personal files and her two published papers (Hilgers
2006, 2007). I have eliminated some repetition, translated occasional phrases
from German, and edited for colloquial English, but my intention throughout
has been to allow Irene Hilgers to express her own ideas in her own words.
Scholars wishing to consult her original texts and data, which include exten-
sive written and visual materials not incorporated into this publication,
should apply to the archive of the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthro-
pology.

Raw versions of most of these chapters were discussed in the writing-
up seminar that I have convened for many years with Lale Yal¢in-
Heckmann. Irene benefited greatly from Lale’s detailed comments, based on
her comparative experience in other Muslim, Turkic, and postsocialist set-
tings. I could not have completed this editorial task without additional help
from numerous other colleagues more familiar with Central Asia than I, who
have answered specific questions and in several cases cast a constructively
critical eye over the entire manuscript. They include many who were regular
members of that writing-up seminar, whose own work helped to shape
Irene’s ideas. Had she lived to prepare a list of acknowledgements, I am sure
she would have wished to express her thanks to Ildiko Bellér-Hann, Jeanine
Dagyeli, Pawel Jessa, Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi, Kerstin Klenke, Julie
McBrien, Patrick Neveling, Professor Jiirgen Paul, Mathijs Pelkmans, Se-
bastien Peyrouse, Johan Rasanayagam, Paolo Sartori, and Manja Stephan. In
Tashkent she would have wished to acknowledge the friendship and help
extended by the Hakimjonov family, by her research assistant, who wishes to
remain anonymous, and by the staff of the Institut Francais d’Etudes sur
I’ Asie Centrale, especially Kirill Kuzmin and Ulug‘bek Nurmukhamedov. In
Kokand, her main field site, her debts were too numerous for me to begin to
list them; some of the most important persons figure prominently in the
substantive chapters, but names have been altered for the usual reasons.

In the final phase of preparing this book I have been grateful for the
help of Jeanine Dagyeli, Kerstin Klenke, and Manja Stephan, friends of
Irene whose combined expertise on Central Asia was indispensable in trac-
ing references and quotations and resolving inconsistencies in multiple
orthographic minefields. I also thank Berit Westwood and Katharina
Wiechmann for their help in working through several versions of the manu-
script, and Jane Kepp for her careful copyediting.
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No one was closer to Irene Hilgers than Florian Miihlfried. I thank
him for meticulously sifting through all of Irene’s files, advising me on
editorial decisions, making the final selection of illustrations from the many
photographs Irene took in the field, and facilitating my work in countless
ways. For him, for her family in Kleve, and for all who knew her, the mem-
ory of Irene Hilgers will always remain vivid. For everyone else, the follow-
ing pages will have to suffice.

Chris Hann

Halle, June 2009






Chapter 1
Introduction!

Throughout my field research in Uzbekistan in 2003-2004 I noticed that
when Uzbeks talked about Islam, they connected it to culture or tradition,
urf-odat, which they considered to constitute the ultimate basis of their
society. They implied that Islam had always been there and was unchanging.
At the same time there seemed to be a great lack of consensus about what it
meant to be a Muslim in the present and what it should mean for the future.
There was much discussion of social conventions, of what should count as
proper behaviour for an Uzbek, and of how exactly to locate religious prac-
tice both in the past — in the golden, pre-Soviet times — and in the modern
age. In short, Islam was the subject of a discourse in which notions of tradi-
tion, “Uzbekness”, and the modern nation were explicitly negotiated and
made concrete.

The term retraditionalization, favoured by scholars such as Habiba
Fathi (2007), creates the impression that religion and tradition vanished
during Soviet times, only to be revived after Uzbek independence. My
approach in this study is more complex. I see Islam as subject to continuous
and as yet unresolved tensions between “modernization”, “traditionaliza-
tion”, and “indigenization”. These processes can be traced back in history,
and as I show in chapter 2, decisive changes were accomplished in the early
decades of the Soviet Union. For this reason it is inadequate to focus on the
short period of “post-Soviet transformation”; many of the processes had
already been under way for generations (see Abramson 1998). As in the
Georgian case analyzed recently by Mathijs Pelkmans (2006), 1 see the
greater salience of Islam in Uzbekistan’s Ferghana Valley in recent years as

! Editor’s note: The Introduction and Conclusion were the most fragmentary of all the
chapters Irene Hilgers had begun work on at the time of her death. Parts of this Introduction
existed in note form only and the final structure was not yet worked out. The author was still
immersing herself in the relevant theoretical literature and would undoubtedly have expanded
this section considerably. Her outline indicates that she also intended to add a section pre-
viewing the arguments of the following chapters. The version offered here draws on addi-
tional materials in her files and on Hilgers (2006).
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a religious phenomenon not in the narrower sense but in the context of wider
struggles within the postsocialist environment that involve the contestation
and redefinition of worldviews at multiple levels, from the familial to the
national and transnational. As in any other part of the Muslim world, to
understand processes of religious change and the nature of the Muslim self,
one must supplement micro-level observation with analysis of the larger-
scale forces that constrain individual agency (see, e.g. Meneley 1996, 2007,
for the case of Yemen).
What are the main distinguishing features of Islam in postsocialist
Central Asia? In spite of the differences in their history and environment,
much of what Bruce Privratsky has written about Kazakhs applies equally
well to their Uzbek neighbours. To identify as a Muslim has little to do with
knowledge of dogma:
Even when our informants could not list the Five Pillars of Islam,
they still spoke comfortably and consistently of their “Muslimness”,
the Muslim way, the experience of Islam that feels like it has always
been with them on the Kazak steppe. I thank Kazaks for the distinc-
tion between Islam and “Muslimness”, which, of course, is already
evident in Arabic but becomes very striking in Kazak usage. As I
learned the Kazak language, I realized I wanted to study “Muslim-
ness” rather than Islam per se. In the West we may yet overcome our
stereotypes of Islam if we look more intently at Muslims (Privratsky
2001: 243).2

This 1s exactly the aim of this study: to reveal the processual dynamics that

lie behind the image of a static, unchanging Islam held by many locals and

Western observers alike.

Main Research Questions: Theoretical and Intellectual Context

My central theoretical question pertains to modernity, not so much as de-
fined in economic or macro-sociological terms but as the subjectively per-
ceived condition of being modern. Such perceptions, as Shalini Randeria

? Similar views have been expressed more recently by scholars such as Lukas Werth (2002),
Maria Louw (2006, 2007), and Johan Rasanayagam (2007). Louw (2006: 321) makes the
point as follows: “I do not find it illuminating to view Central Asian Islam in the Soviet
Union as a quasi-primordial defence against modernization. Similarly, I do not subscribe to
the argument commonly found in post-Soviet studies which compares how Islam is under-
stood and practiced in the region to some kind of orthodox, ‘pure’ Islam, concluding that an
eradication of knowledge about Islam took place during the Soviet years. While a Muslim
believer or Islamic theologian might argue in these terms, I find it much more interesting to
bracket questions concerning the status of people’s ideas and beliefs relative to some idealised
Islamic canon, and instead focus on the ways in which Islam is lived and experienced in
practice”.
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(2004) has shown, are always informed by a variety of regimes of know-
ledge. I am not interested in locating Uzbeks at a certain point along a teleo-
logical trajectory from traditional to modern, but rather in how they them-
selves make use of such terms, along with others such as authenticity, in
making sense of who they are in the world. This is the position taken by
Talal Asad (1996b: 1): “I think that one needs to recognize that when one
talks about tradition, one should be talking about, in a sense, a dimension of
social life and not a stage of social development. In an important sense,
tradition and modernity are not really two mutually exclusive states of a
culture or society but different aspects of historicity”.

The literature on modernity is tightly connected to that on seculariza-
tion. My analysis casts doubt on this often taken-for-granted linkage. Mod-
ernity in the Ferghana Valley involves a redefinition of traditional under-
standings of Muslimness such that the religious identity is fused with the
national identity, Uzbek. But this in turn raises the question of what happens
when an Uzbek seeks to change his religion? In trying to answer this ques-
tion, I looked at the wider religious context, paying particular attention to
recent conversions to Christianity (see also Hilgers 2007).

We still know very little about how Muslims were affected by Soviet
propaganda of scientific atheism and the extent to which they responded by
developing an oppositionist consciousness. Much of the Anglophone litera-
ture is marred by the bias of what Devin DeWeese has termed “Sovietologi-
cal Islamology”. He defines this as “an approach to Islam in the Soviet
context informed more by scholarly expertise in the Soviet system, and in
the twentieth-century development of the Soviet-defined ‘nations’ into
which the Muslim communities of the USSR were grouped, than by training
in the history or religious culture of the regions of ‘Soviet’ Islam, let alone of
the broader Islamic world” (DeWeese 2002: 298). An influential example of
work in this genre is Alexandre Bennigsen and Marie Broxup’s book The
Islamic Threat to the Soviet State (1982).

There is a curious convergence between the “Sovietological” genre
and some of the Soviet ethnographic literature on Islam in Soviet Central
Asia, which also highlighted a sharp opposition between “survivals” of
religion and Soviet modernization (Poliakov 1992). Both sides, the Soviet
and the Sovietological, postulated a static notion of “the Muslim commu-
nity”. Both took it for granted that one could not be a full-fledged Soviet
citizen — loyal to the Soviet state, integrated socially and culturally into
Soviet life — and a believing Muslim at the same time. Rural populations in
particular were depicted as immune to the influence of Soviet modernity,
their responses shaped by pre-revolutionary values and aspirations. These
claims are no more convincing than are contrasting assertions to the effect
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that Central Asian Muslims were fully divested of their religious identity by
the end of the Soviet era (for more balanced summaries of the Soviet legacy,
see Shahrani 1995, 2006).

The entire literature on the “anthropology of Islam” (El-Zein 1977,
see also Asad 1996a) was long riddled with distorting dichotomies, among
which the most enduring has been that between popular (or folk) and high
(or orthodox) Islam. This was a variation on the older opposition between
the little and great religious traditions, according to which the former was
characterized by ecstatic, magical, and mystical practices, the veneration of
saints, and a fascination with the miraculous, and the latter was based on
scriptural learning and sober performance of canonical duties. Ernest Gell-
ner’s well-known model of Muslim society (1981) is a radical version of this
dichotomy. The history of the Muslim world, according to this model, con-
sisted of cycles in which high and popular Islam were dominant in turn, until
modernization began eroding the social foundations of popular Islam and
ushered in an inexorable and irreversible shift towards urban-based, scrip-
turalist, permanently reformed Islam. In a later essay, Gellner (1992) at-
tempted to account for the Islamic resurgence of the 1980s in the light of this
model and to explain Islamic scripturalism as a functional equivalent of the
secularization that had accompanied modernization in western Europe. The
model has been heavily criticized, but its underlying dichotomy, and with it
the assumption that popular practices are bound to disappear in the course of
modernization, remains highly influential. I, too, am critical, and I do not
find Gellner’s view helpful in accounting for contemporary beliefs and
practices in the Ferghana Valley.

It is also necessary to take into account recent influences from the
West and from various parts of the Muslim world and to locate religious
globalization (Heelas, Lash, and Morris 1995; Eade and Sallnow 2000) in
the wider context of global flows of people, goods, information, and images
(Robertson 1992; Lash and Urry 1994; Featherstone, Lash, and Robertson
1995; Waters 1995; Castells 1996; Albrow 1997; Tomlinson 1999). Rather
than viewing globalization as accelerating de-traditionalization, in the Uzbek
case we must recognize that many actors are trying hard to identify new
criteria by which to specify tradition. It is too simple to speak of retradition-
alization, for there can be no question of a return to pre-Soviet practices and
understandings. We must acknowledge a certain process of individualiza-
tion, but this is subject to strict constraints. The individual whose religiosity
is considered to be “un-Uzbek” is likely to face formal sanctions at the
political-ideological level and to be informally ostracized from the commu-
nity for having affronted its common-sense understanding of “our tradition”.
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The issue of modernity and secularization in post-Soviet Uzbekistan
can be explored through three related questions. How has Islam been used,
or instrumentalized, by the state in the course of nation-building? How has
ethnic identification become tied to religious affiliation? And how has the
religious self changed? In answering the last question, one needs to consider
new patterns of individualization, but also the countering factors that con-
strain individual agency in Uzbek society. The cultivation of a new religious
self may bring a new sense of stability and independence when the older
system of social existence seems to be falling apart. As my data on conver-
sion reveal, however, Uzbek society provides little opportunity for the de-
velopment of substantively different identifications. Decisions concerning
religiosity are individual, but de facto they are “de-privatized” — not in the
sense in which José Casanova (1994) has argued that religious institutions
have made inroads into the public sphere, but in the sense that individuals’
decisions are treated as a matter of public concern at all levels, from the
immediate family to the nation.

The Development of Religious Pluralism in Uzbekistan®

In pre-Islamic times, Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, Nestorian Christianity,
and Buddhism were the main religions in Central Asia, existing in parallel
with animism. Jewish communities appeared in the region in the first century
CE, and significant numbers of Jews settled later in Bukhara and Samarqand.
The disunity of political and religious life in the region was a precondition
for the Arab invasion and the Islamization of the local population, which
began in the seventh century. At first rejected by the local people, Islam
became in the eighth century the main religious doctrine in the territory of
present-day Uzbekistan and the spiritual-ideological and legislative founda-
tion of the region.

On the initiative of the Russian empress Catherine the Great (r. 1762—
1796), a wave of settlers from Germany and the Baltic moved into the his-
toric region of Turkistan. The majority of the settlers were German Luther-
ans, Mennonites, and Baptists. In the second part of the nineteenth century,
Christianity spread in the region, due to the expanding power of the Russian
monarchy there. In 1871 the eparchy of the Russian Orthodox Church and
the Central Asian bishopric were established in Tashkent. Around that time,
members of the Baha’i faith, persecuted in Persia, sought refuge in Turkistan
and established their first small communities. The first Armenian Apostolic
church was inaugurated in 1903. Tsarist rule in Turkistan interfered little

3 Editor’s note: This section and the following two have been taken with only minimal
changes from Hilgers (2006). More historical detail is provided in the following chapter.
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with the religious practices of local Muslims (Bacon 1966: 111), but the
religious contest manifested itself in a political power struggle between the
Muslim Central Asian khanate and Orthodox tsarist Russia, and religion
became important in Central Asian—Russian affairs of state (Allworth 1999:
3). The era of Russian colonialism in Turkistan was marked in its final
decades by an emerging schism among Muslim intellectuals — between
conservative “traditionalists”, the so-called gadimchilar, or Qadimis (from
Arab. gadim, old), and local Muslim reformers, the so-called Jadids (from
Arab. gadid, new) (see Abduvakhitov 1996).*

The situation in the religious sphere changed dramatically after the
October Revolution in 1917 and the Bolsheviks’ rise to power. Anti-
religious policies and the propagation of atheism were launched in the mid-
1920s, and religious life was increasingly banned from the public sphere
(Northrop 2004). Although atheism was the norm, the Soviet government
made minor concessions to “indigenous faiths”, which included Russian
Orthodoxy, mainstream Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism. All other denomina-
tions, such as the charismatic Protestant denominations, Pentecostalists, Hare
Krishnas, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Baha’is, and certain Islamic movements or
associations, were treated as “sects” or “cults”. These terms always had
strong negative connotations, implying the cult-like, “possessed” behaviour
of believers and their blind obedience to religious doctrine. Both leaders and
followers of such communities experienced discrimination and persecution
by state authorities (Anderson 2002: 182; Peyrouse 2003; for the case of
Ukraine, cf. Wanner 2003: 284).

Because of anti-religious propaganda and repression by the Soviet re-
gime, some religious groups, such as the Baha’is, completely ceased their
corporate religious activities, and their religious knowledge came to be
transferred only at the individual level. Other congregations continued
practising as underground churches or even openly in their old church build-

* The Jadids, whose ideas spread to Central Asia from the Russian Empire in the late nine-
teenth century, sought to reform teaching in the Islamic elementary religious schools (mak-
tabs) by introducing new teaching methods and new subjects such as geography and mathe-
matics. Jadidism is commonly defined as a manifestation of Islamic reformism, but it is more
accurate to see it as a form of Islamic modernism (see Khalid 1998; Frank 2001). The key
figure was Ismail Gasprinskiy (1851-1914), a Crimean Tatar intellectual, politician, pub-
lisher, and one of the founders of the Union of Muslims (Ittifag-i Miisliimanlar) in 1907. The
union’s aim was to unite the intelligentsia of the Muslim Turkic peoples of the Russian
Empire. Gasprinskiy called for solidarity among Turkic peoples and advocated their moderni-
zation through Europeanization. With the coming to power of the Bolsheviks, some Jadids
initially supported communist ideals. In the Great Purge, the Bolsheviks targeted the Jadids as
enemies of the state. Most of them were killed, imprisoned, or sent to labour camps (see
Carrere d’Encausse 1981; Khalid 1998; Bergne 2003). The schism between the Jadids and the
traditionalists is discussed further in chapter 3.
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ings, if those were not destroyed or transformed into workshops or store-
houses.

The Soviet government’s anti-religion policies led to a weakening of
the structures of religious institutions but could not erase religious practices
and community life completely. On the contrary, the deportations and labour
migrations under Stalin and Khrushchev in the 1950s and 1960s brought
increasing religious diversity to the Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan. The first
adherents of charismatic Protestant movements such as the Full Gospel
Church, Pentecostal churches, Seventh-Day Adventists, and Jehovah’s
Witnesses came into the region during those decades (Peyrouse 2004a).
Religious life and the transmission of knowledge were restricted under
Soviet policy largely to the levels of families and religious communities.
Especially for members of ethnic minorities, closed religious communities
based on ethnicity were vehicles for maintaining knowledge about culture
and language, transmitting that knowledge to the next generation, and avoid-
ing the loss of ethnic characteristics (Peyrouse 2004b).

The first liberalizations in the sphere of religion were introduced in
the Soviet Union by the reforms of perestroika in the mid-1980s. The com-
munity lives of religious groups were revived, and people could once again
enact their beliefs in public. In addition to the internal restructuring of local
religious community life, faith communities from abroad began to support
their Central Asian co-religionists with financial and material help and sent
representatives to the ex-Soviet countries to help establish new congrega-
tions. New foreign-based faith communities opened centres in the country as
well, among them the International Society for Krishna Consciousness
(ISKCON), the Mormons, and various charismatic and Pentecostal Chris-
tians. After Uzbekistan declared independence in 1991, this trend towards
diversification in its religious landscape increased rapidly. Soon afterwards,
foreign-based religious communities such as the American Baptist and
Jewish associations began encouraging their believers in postsocialist coun-
tries to migrate to the United States or Israel.’

These developments in the religious sector intensified further with the
adoption of Uzbekistan’s new law on religion in 1992. Largely modelled on
the last version of the Soviet law (Anderson 2002: 184), it guaranteed free-
dom of religion and the right to establish religious organizations. The newly
independent Republic of Uzbekistan defined itself as a secular state with no
official state religion, but it retained control over the religious sector. Reli-
gious groups and organizations were allowed to operate provided their
objectives and doctrines did not run contrary to the legislation, did not

> Personal communication with Baptists and Jews in Tashkent, Kokand, and Bukhara, 2003.
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threaten security, and would not provoke ethnic, social, or inter-confessional
conflicts.” In response to the increasing activities of radical Islamic groups,
government authorities undertook a major clampdown on political and
“unofficial” Islam, including a wave of mosque closures and arrests of
individual believers accused of being “Wahhabis”.” In May 1998 the parlia-
ment revised the 1992 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Or-
ganizations to impose new restrictions on religious groups, as I describe in
chapter 2.

The government’s stated reason for increasing its control over and re-
strictions on religious groups was that these measures were necessary to
fight terrorism and radical Islamic movements. But the measures were also
aimed at limiting the missionary activities of religious groups within the
local Uzbek population. When 1 asked about the reasons for such laws, the
chief expert in the Department of Confessions of the State Committee of
Religious Affairs explained that the original concern was that religious
conversions might lead to tensions within Uzbek society:

So among the ordinary Uzbek people there is absolutely no idea
about Christianity. No one knows what a church is like on the street,
and if someone says that there are Uzbeks in it, they will ask why. It
might bring bad consequences. In order to prevent this, explanatory
work is to be implemented. The church itself possesses no bad char-
acteristics — it also calls to the unity with God, makes people believe
in religion, leads to goodness. But in some places, some representa-
tives of the local population become members of churches, and in-
stead of helping that church, they render more harm to it. If an
Uzbek becomes a member of a church, he will promote it to other
Uzbeks with the claim that nothing bad happened to him after his
conversion. And an opposite reaction will be caused by the other
people: those people will say that this person went astray and is try-
ing to drag others from Islam to his way of belief, and people will
say that the church is bad. So the missionary activity is the worst
characteristic of such churches. Once you have accepted religion,
you should not propagate it to others; it is your personal thing, which
should remain with you. [Otherwise] bad events might happen. This
1s the same with Wahhabism, which is one of the branches of Islam,

% Articles 4 and 5 of the Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan, version 1998.

” The term Wahhabi is used loosely in Uzbekistan to denote any “religious extremists” of
whom the state disapproves. There is no direct link to the movement of this name that origi-
nated in Saudi Arabia. Rasanayagam (2006a) describes in detail how the term Wahhabi, on
the one hand, is associated with fear of state sanctions while, on the other, it can be a tool in
personal conflicts. See also the chapters by McBrien and Stephan in the same volume.
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or the basic religion of Saudi Arabia. It is not bad, but the actions of
some of the representatives of this branch led to accusations against
the whole religion. ...

After seventy years of atheism, a lot of people suffered from irre-
ligiosity and stood in hesitation, and then the pastors started to come,
and no one could distinguish whether these were good religions or
not. Those missionaries were using the moment of material and
spiritual difficulties [for their own purposes].

The chief expert’s concern about foreign-based religious communities that
were abusing the current situation of social and economic insecurity repre-
sented a broader concern in society about the tensions that might result from
a growing number of conversions away from Islam.

Defining the Uzbek Muslim

Although Uzbekistan is a secular state, it grants Islam a special role in na-
tion-building. As part of its ideology for legitimating and consolidating the
Uzbek nation-state, the government stresses the region’s Islamic history and
heritage and the Hanafi school of Sunni Islam as the foundation of Uzbek
culture and tradition. Islam is framed as an important marker for Uzbek
national identity, something that shapes the nation’s social organization and
gives it a moral and ethical framework.

Islam Karimov, who became president of Uzbekistan in 1990, when it
was still a republic of the Soviet Union, and was elected as first president of
the independent state in December 1991, promotes a “cultural” or “civil”
Islam, emphasizing the tradition of religious tolerance, which is presented as
a special characteristic of the local interpretation of Islam (State Committee
of Religious Affairs 2004). This view refers back to the region’s multi-
religious, pre-Soviet past and is legitimated by the writing of a specifically
national history, the rehabilitation of Islamic intellectuals and the Islamic
tradition, and the elimination of most vestiges of the Russian colonial and
Soviet religious eras (see Melvin 2000; March 2002).® Local practices such
as shrine veneration and Sufism are integral parts of the official definition of
a nationalized, “Uzbek” Islam.

In defining and propagating a so-called enlightened and peaceful Is-
lam, the government aims to counter radical Islamist notions and to consoli-
date a collective national Uzbek identity by emphasizing the common good
(State Committee of Religious Affairs 2004). Through public speeches, the

¥ March (2002: 379) described this manipulation of Uzbek history to favour the legitimation
of the independent Uzbek nation-state as “Uzbekifying Islamic history and Islamifying
Karimovism”.
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state-controlled media, slogans on billboards, and the teaching of subjects
such as “spirituality and enlightenment” in schools, the government spreads
its view of what constitutes “Uzbekness” (o zbekchilik) and “Muslimness”
(musulmonchilik). By clearly communicating its concepts of Uzbek tradition
and culture, the “typical Uzbek mentality”, and proper Uzbek religious
practice, the government defines what is acceptable and creates the parame-
ters of legitimate behaviour. Religious behaviour that transgresses this
framework is deemed a threat to the stability and democracy of the country
and therefore, in Karimov’s rhetoric, must be regulated and controlled (see
Karimov 1997).

Even without the government’s presentation of Islam as an inevitable
product of Uzbek history and cultural life, the notion that Islam forms an
important part of people’s sense of community and culture appears to be
deeply internalized. Ethnic Uzbeks and non-Uzbeks alike often told me that
“Uzbeks have to be Muslims” or “Uzbeks are Muslims”. Among Uzbek
Muslims, leaving Islam is one of the worst sins an Uzbek can commit — not
only in terms of religious doctrine but also as a sin committed against the
Uzbek nation, traditions, and culture. Uzbeks who convert to other religions
are accused of having betrayed their nation and their ancestors, and their
decision often comes with high social costs. The majority of Uzbek converts
I met had experienced rejection by their families, friends, and neighbours
after confessing their new belief, and many had experienced persecution by
the Uzbek National Security Service (known as the SNB, the acronym of its
Russian name, Sluzhba Natsional’noy Bezopasnosti). Uzbek society exerts
tight social control, and individual behaviour perceived as “not Uzbek” is
socially penalized.

Such social penalties apply not only to Uzbeks who turn away from
Islam but also to those who orient themselves towards scriptural interpreta-
tions of Islam. Uzbek Muslims who reject and criticize local Islamic prac-
tices and dress codes as being “not Islamic” risk being stigmatized as
Wahhabi or extremist (see Babadjanov 1999). The term Wahhabi, usually
understood as referring to a group of orthodox Sunnis that is dominant in
Saudi Arabia, was used in the Soviet period as shorthand for Islamic funda-
mentalism. Its meaning has been broadened in the official usage of the
government of independent Uzbekistan to refer to religious expression or
behaviour that departs from official government definitions or is perceived
by Uzbek Muslims as inappropriate. The label is applied to members of
radical Islamic movements and to devoted individual believers, as well as to
believers in proselytizing religious movements such as the Full Gospel and
Jehovah’s Witnesses.
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Traditional versus Non-traditional Religion

In introducing measures to limit the activities of religious organizations in
Uzbekistan, the government was also reacting to pressure from so-called
traditional religions. The overwhelming majority of citizens in Uzbekistan,
92.46 per cent, are Muslims. The Russian Orthodox Church, with 4.89 per
cent of the citizenry, follows as the second largest faith.” Islam and Russian
Orthodoxy claim supremacy on the religious scene in Uzbekistan and claim
themselves to be the traditional religions of the country. They legitimate this
claim in terms of their long-standing roots in the territory and their large
numbers of adherents of specific ethnicity, among whom religious affiliation
1s automatically passed on to the next generation.

Because of their large numbers of adherents — both active and nominal
believers — and their power and authority in the region, Islam and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church are becoming political players in Uzbekistan, calling
for the promotion of their interests by the government. In October 1995 the
Muslim Board of Uzbekistan (O‘zbekiston Musulmonlari Idorasi) and the
metropolitan of Tashkent jointly demanded, during a conference, that the
government implement measures to constrain and control the activities of
religious movements declared illegitimate for not being traditional in the
region (see Peyrouse 2004b). The initial reason for their demand was the
decline in membership the Russian Orthodox Church was experiencing
because of the growing number of conversions from Orthodoxy to new, non-
traditional religions, especially to the charismatic branches of Protestantism.
The Muslim authorities shared this concern, even though the number of
conversions from Islam to other religions was much smaller. Their greater
concern was the potential attraction of Muslims to politically motivated
Islamic movements such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan.

Although the main players in pressuring the government for stricter
regulation and control were the ulema (Uzb., ulamo), or scholars of Islam,
and the clergy of the Russian Orthodox Church, other deeply rooted groups
in the country claiming to be traditional religions, such as the Roman Catho-
lic Church, the German Lutherans, the Armenian Church, and the Jews,
joined in urging the government to take measures against the “sects”. At a
conference on inter-confessional tolerance organized by the Tashkent Is-
lamic University and the State Committee of Religious Affairs in November
2003, representatives of the traditional churches emphasized that they con-
sidered it obligatory to respect and tolerate different religious beliefs. They

? Statistics on the religious affiliations of the population of Uzbekistan were provided by the
Council for Religious Affairs, Tashkent, 2003.
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took exception to the missionary activity of other faiths because they saw it
as a violation of such respect and tolerance.

Differentiating between legitimate and illegitimate religions and label-
ling non-traditional religious organizations “sects” and “cults” in a strongly
negative sense is common in the rhetoric of representatives of traditional
religions in Uzbekistan. Most members of the religious elite subscribe to this
view and openly propagate it in their preaching, at conferences, and in the
media. The muftiate of Tashkent, together with government institutions,
issues spots on state-controlled television in which Muslims are reminded of
their duty to attend to the religious education of their children. These spots
show pictures of “Islamic extremists” — sinister-looking people wearing
beards who seduce young people with their ideology and money — but they
are also directed against the new, foreign-based religious organizations.

The traditional religions in Uzbekistan, motivated by the desire to
maintain their supremacy and prevent losses of their adherents, have served
as potent allies to the government, which is motivated by its desire to con-
solidate its legitimacy and keep the influence of international organizations
weak. Together they have supported laws intended to control and restrict the
activities of non-traditional religions. Yet when individual believers or
religious communities experience limits on their religious freedom, they do
not accuse the state directly as the agent of the limitation. Instead, they
typically refer to individual bureaucrats who use their executive power to
restrict or reshape religious practices or adherents they perceive as wrong.
And indeed, when the laws themselves are unclear, administrators can easily
claim to have legal grounds for expressing their personal opinions and
stances on certain issues.'’ They act not on the basis of individual interests
alone but within a larger socio-economic matrix. Officials supposed to
represent the state discourse are in practice entangled in social (or, as believ-
ers, in religious) norms and values and are always under informal pressure to
fulfil social obligations and expectations.

The Region and the Field Methods

With nearly 28 million people, Uzbekistan has by far the largest population
of the post-Soviet Central Asian republics. All religious organizations and
the religious institutions of the state are based in Tashkent, the capital, and
my exploratory work there, together with shorter trips to Samarqand and

' This observation was confirmed in conversations throughout my fieldwork with local
lawyers, journalists, and specialists from international organizations such as the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), Human Rights Watch, and UNESCO. For
further details, see Human Rights Watch 2004.
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Bukhara, gave me useful insights into rural-urban differences and the coun-
try’s considerable regional diversity. It is widely acknowledged that religios-
ity is much more salient in Ferghana, an administrative subdivision in east-
ern Uzbekistan (as well as a valley and a city), than at the opposite end of the
country, in the administrative subdivision of Khorezm (Kleinmichel 2001,
vol. 1; Kehl-Bodrogi 2008).

After an initial stay in Tashkent, I moved to the city of Kokand in the
Ferghana Valley for the bulk of my fieldwork. Kokand had a population of
approximately 200,000 persons at the time of my work, of whom the over-
whelming majority were Uzbek. Each neighbourhood, or mahalla (the
smallest administrative unit), typically possessed its own small mosque and a
range of religious specialists and healers. I found, however, that many urban
residents in both of my main field sites practised their religion in multiple
locations, inside and outside their immediate neighbourhoods. My study thus
proceeded at the level of the whole city rather than of a particular mahalla.
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cartography: Jutta Turner base map: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/commonwealth/uzbekistan.jpg (accessed 1 March 2010)
© Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology Halle/Saale, Germany

Map 1. The research area.
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Aided in both Tashkent and Kokand by a research assistant, I had little
difficulty in gaining access to people and establishing social networks. I was
well aware of the sensitivity of my topic, but to my surprise, I encountered
no problems in moving between the different religious groups. When I
explained that I was interested in Uzbek customs and what it meant to be an
Uzbek, people responded readily by giving their own views about
o zbekchilik and musulmonchilik. They were also willing to comment on
radical religion, although many were uncertain how the government distin-
guished between extremist and normal manifestations of Islam. People
talked about religion all the time — on the streets, in shared taxis, and at all
kinds of festive gatherings. This talk, however, was strongly inflected by the
government’s propaganda, and when conducting interviews I sometimes had
the feeling I was being fed official policy rather than what the person really
thought.

Thanks to my prior knowledge of Kyrgyz and to intensive language
training in Uzbek after my arrival in Tashkent, I was able to communicate in
Uzbek throughout my fieldwork (I used an interpreter on the rare occasions
when I needed Russian). This was a great advantage in building trust. I
allowed people to elaborate at length on any themes they wished, however
statistically unrepresentative their opinions. A questionnaire would not have
been helpful and might well have generated suspicion, among both ordinary
people and the authorities. Instead, I relied upon informal, qualitative meth-
ods of data collection, above all participant observation, supplemented by
interviews with experts in various fields. Access to archival materials was in
any case difficult, and since the accuracy of published materials such as
newspaper articles often left much to be desired, I chose to neglect such
sources.

Many Uzbeks were keen to ask about my own religious background,
and a few followed up with attempts to convert me to Islam. These overtures
were not difficult to handle. When pressed on my religious stance, I ex-
plained that I had been “socialized” as a Christian, specifically a Roman
Catholic, but I was not an active believer. Instead of provoking strenuous
attempts to convert me, this confession generally elicited respect. Some
people even told me that, with such a background, I could surely understand
where they themselves stood concerning religion. I often emphasized that I
was a PhD student, genuinely keen to learn from them about their lives and
their beliefs. Only on rare occasions did I have trouble maintaining the
stance of passive listener and concealing my own values — for example,
when a girl told me in all seriousness that her neighbour was the devil incar-
nate, and when listening to discussions of homosexuality. Contrary to some
pervasive stereotypes, I experienced no difficulties with Uzbek men.
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Different communities perceived me in different ways. If most Mus-
lim interlocutors saw me as a “cultural” Christian, the equivalent of a cul-
tural Muslim, then Christians could interact with me as one of them, since I
had been baptized and had a Christian background. The smaller Baha’i and
Krishna communities perhaps hoped that the more I learned about their
religion, the more likely I would be to adopt it; but they never attempted
active proselytizing. For a few people, the mere fact that I was interested in
religion was enough to lead to suspicion of concealed missionary ambitions
on my part. I did indeed have contact with Christian missionaries, but I was
careful never to allow myself to be instrumentalized by these foreigners.
Finally, some readers may be surprised by one glaring omission in this
study. Sufism has a great tradition in Uzbekistan in general, and in Kokand
in particular. Although it influences many rituals, such as the saint venera-
tion that I discuss in chapter 6, I do not address Sufism directly. I simply did
not come into much contact with members of Sufi orders (zarigas) in Uz-
bekistan, and Sufism was scarcely mentioned by the people with whom I did
interact. It follows that the emphasis of this study is not on the mystical side
of Islam. This should not be taken to mean that I underestimate the signifi-
cance of the mystical and the spiritual in religious experience. Again,
Privratsky’s conclusion concerning the superficially very different case of
the Kazakhs is relevant:
If the Kazak case demonstrates one thing about religion, it is that
Muslims are energized as much by a longing to touch the world of
spirit (ruh) as by a need for the social way of religious law (din). For
this reason, I have not limited myself to the political economy of re-
ligion, which turns Islam into a social process without residue. At
every turn I have looked as squarely as I could at religious experi-
ence, risking the twin objections that as an ethnographer I cannot
claim access to the experience of the other, and that as a Christian I
cannot possibly know the experience of a Muslim. There was, how-
ever, no alternative, because no one had yet described in a Western
language the Muslim spirituality that Kazaks had been assumed to
lack. Kazak religion had been denied its integrity (Privratsky 2001:
260).






Chapter 2
Ideology and Policy towards Religion: An Historical
Overview

We aim to live according to our sacred religion and national identity,
while modernizing our country on the basis of the principles of de-
mocracy and the achievements of science and technology.

— Islam Karimov, Alloh qalbimizda, yuragimizda

It 1s impossible to write about Islam in Central Asia without taking careful
account of its historical background. In this chapter I describe the ideological
and legislative frames surrounding the attempts of both Soviet and post-
Soviet governments to define the role of religion in Uzbek society. Socialism
and its associated ideals of progress, education, and civilization unques-
tionably left strong imprints on people’s worldviews and their perceptions of
traditions, rituals, and what it means to be religious. During my fieldwork I
found that people often invoked the Soviet period, with its policies and
ideology, as a point of reference when trying to explain the particularities of
religious life in present-day Uzbek society. Although scholars still dispute
the extent to which socialist ideology penetrated everyday life, socialist
institutions and regulations designed to promote a consciousness of “Soviet
man” and eradicate the “survivals of a feudal past” shaped the conditions of
possibility within which people could express their faith (DeWeese 2002).

Much the same can be said about the independent state of Uzbekistan,
which replaced the former ideological framework with a new one focused on
the idea of an Uzbek nation-state. The extensive comparative literature on
national identity is highly relevant here. In constructing a new national
identity, the Uzbek state reactivated pre-socialist symbols and values, among
which locally “authentic” religion came to be central to the imagination of a
unified statehood (see Kaschuba 2001). The new identity had to be created
by elites through historical myths of ethnic descent and community, in the
propagation of which a common religion was a most powerful resource for
the putative nation (Smith 2000).
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Between Fear and Favour: Soviet Policies towards Islam, 1917-
1985

Soon after taking power in Russia after the 1917 Revolution, Lenin openly
demonstrated his hostility to the church by passing the “Decree on the Sepa-
ration of the Church from the State and the School from the Church”. The
Bolsheviks targeted the Russian Orthodox Church as a pillar of tsarist Russia
(Bourdeaux and Popescu 2006). Secularization was a basic tenet of their
political program from the beginning (see Powell 1977). They employed the
power of the Soviet state to realize their revolutionary objectives and imple-
ment Marxist-Leninist ideology. The ultimate objective was to free the new
Soviet society of negative traits such as individualism, bourgeois national-
ism, chauvinism, indolence, religious prejudices, and superstition. The ideal
citizen of the new era, “Homo Sovieticus”, was supposed to be infused with
proletarian internationalism, collectivism, socialist patriotism, love of labour,
and militant atheism. Religion was deemed to be a “spiritual creed”, “a
hangover from the pre-socialist past”, and a “mere survival doomed to
disappear” (Powell 1977: 137). It was incompatible with Marxism-Leninism
and therefore had to be overcome (Ersahin 2005: 4).

Although Marx’s slogan declaring religion to be the “opiate of the
people” was always upheld ideologically, and the active promotion of scien-
tific atheism was never abjured, in practice policies were less consistent than
the official program pretended. Soviet policies oscillated between “fear and
favour” (Shahrani 1995: 277; see also Bennigsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay
1967; Kramer 2002, Khalid 1998, 2003). Although all religions were tar-
geted, Islam was from the beginning of the incorporation of Muslim Turki-
stan into the Soviet Union represented as the most conservative, reactionary,
and least “social” of all religions, for it was thought to imbue its followers
with values of fanaticism, intolerance, and xenophobia. Muslim morals were
seen as contradicting communist morals; the latter propounded a vision of
friendship between different peoples of the Soviet Union, whereas Islam
asserted a fundamental divide between believers and infidels. Moreover,
Islam was perceived to be the basis of a feudal, backward, and even primi-
tive society with no potential to evolve and progress, and therefore no place
in an advanced Soviet socialist society (Ersahin 2005: 4). It was necessary to
overcome these feudal structures by instigating a class struggle in the Mus-
lim societies. The Soviet powerholders aimed at the systematic destruction
of Islam and traditional Muslim social institutions and political culture in
Central Asia, replacing them with the new Soviet socialist ideology and
political culture (Simon 1986: 113; Shahrani 1995: 277).
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The anti-Islamic propaganda of the first years of Soviet rule had to be
reconciled with the Communist Party’s promise that “non-Russian cultures
should flower”. It was “very important that anti-religious workers find some
way to show that one could be a good Marxist-Leninist and still enjoy nonre-
ligious national customs and pride” (Keller 2001a: 326). The twelfth con-
gress of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolshevik), in 1923, decided to
implement a form of anti-religious propaganda based on patient, long-term
educational strategies to convince the Soviet people of the lies and contradic-
tions inherent in all religions (Keller 2001a). But early Soviet efforts to
eradicate Islam without attacking ethno-national identity were a failure. The
Soviets simply did not appreciate the extent to which Islam in Central Asian
was intertwined with the total collective identifications of the Muslim Turkic
populations, precluding any easy separation between sacred and secular or
between religious and national (see Keller 2001a, 2001b; Sengupta 2003:
190).

By 1927 the party had recognized that patient propaganda alone was
not working and mounted an open assault against Islam (Shahrani 1995;
Khalid 1998, 2003; Keller 2001a, 2001b). Even before this, the revenues of
the pious foundations (wagf) were diverted to the commissariat for educa-
tion, and numerous elementary religious schools (maktabs) and advanced
religious schools (madrasas) had been closed (Kramer 2002: 58ff.; Khalid
2003: 577). The measures taken against Islam reached a first peak at the end
of the decade after Stalin eliminated his rivals in Moscow. Members of the
ulema were killed or sent to labour camps, the nationalization of religious
foundations continued, and mosques and madrasas were closed. The build-
ings, if they were not destroyed, were adapted for other purposes, becoming
warehouses, stables, and workshops. Only the historically most important
edifices were preserved as “architectural monuments” (Zarcone 2002: 136;
Khalid 2003: 577). Soviet Muslims’ links to the wider Muslim world were
cut off, a rupture that was reinforced linguistically by the alphabet reform.
The replacement of Arabic script with the Cyrillic alphabet denied future
generations access to Islamic literary traditions (Shahrani 1995: 278).

The principal symbol of the aggressive new policy towards Islam was
the hujum — the “storming” or “assault”. Launched in 1927, this campaign
targeted all traditional social practices deemed to oppress women, such as
arranged marriages of underage girls, brideprice, and, of course, the most
visible symbol, the veil. By liberating women from patriarchal structures, the
Soviets attempted to rescue women from the seclusion (purdah) of the
household and to integrate them into the labour market and the party (Roy
2000: 79; Keller 2001b; Northrop 2004). Although neighbouring Muslim
countries were also affected, the hujum was carried out principally in Uz-
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bekistan, the republic that held the traditional centres of Islam in the region
and had the largest population.

This assault by the Communist Party proved to be counterproductive.
The Muslim population perceived it as an attack on their local traditions and
way of life, and the customs attacked became highly valued markers of local
identity. The campaign may even have led to an increased identification with
Islamic symbols and practices.'' Laws drafted to ban practices such as
polygamy, the payment of brideprice, and the marriage of underage girls
proved ineffective; people could easily find ways to circumvent them, often
supported indirectly by the “ignorance” of local government administrators
and judges (Rasanayagam 2006a). For instance, the paranji, the enveloping
garment worn by Uzbek women, covering the face, was viewed as an ele-
ment of local custom, and many women continued to wear it in public."
Legally, all public expressions of religion, including prayers, religious
education, and ritual performances, were prohibited until the end of World
War II. Of course religious practices did not disappear completely overnight,
but this legislation gave the authorities the power to arrest, try, and sentence
people for “crimes of custom” (Shahrani 1995: 277).

The entry of the Soviet Union into World War II in 1941 led to a fur-
ther turn in Soviet policies towards Islam and religion in general. The stance
became more accommodating in order to gain popular support for the war
effort. Concessions were made to gain the support of the local ulema. In
1943, the Spiritual Directorate of the Muslims of Central Asia (SADUM)
was established in Tashkent, along with two other regional boards, one in
Baku, for the Caucasus, and the other in Ufa, for Inner Russia and Siberia.
The Muslim spiritual boards, formally independent and self-governing
organizations, were placed in charge of the registration of mosques and
imams, the training of imams, and matters of religious dogma within their
jurisdictions.

In the postwar decades, SADUM became the most important Islamic
institution in the USSR and the only one endowed with its own publishing
facilities. After the reopening of the Mir-1 Arab madrasa in Bukhara in 1946,
the muftiate of Tashkent became (alongside the muftiate of Kazan) the

" For overviews, see Khalid (1998: 576); Northrop (2004); Saroyan (1997a, 1997b). The
literature on the Ahujum in Uzbekistan and its implications for women is large; see also Kamp
(1998); Keller (2001a, 2001b); Massell (1974). For a study of the dynamics of national and
religious awareness among Uzbek elites as a reaction to the Soviet policies of this period, see
Alimova (2004).

12 Veiling was prohibited by law in Uzbekistan only in 1951, after which it could be punished
with fines and even prison. Until 1951 women could still wear the paranji in public, espe-
cially in rural areas, without risking serious consequences, depending on the attitude taken by
local government officials.
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leading centre for Islamic education in the USSR. The Soviet government
viewed the mufti of Tashkent as the principal channel for propagating its
views among all the Sunni Muslims of Soviet Central Asia, who made up
more than 75 per cent of the entire Muslim population of the Soviet Union.
The mufti was also called upon to represent Soviet Islam to the outside
Muslim world (Roy 2000: 79; Ersahin 2005)."> With the creation of these
“religious administrations”, which divided Islam geographically and created
a politically docile and loyal Muslim establishment, the Soviet government
aspired to control the activities of radical-conservative and anti-Soviet
elements more effectively (Saroyan 1997a; Ersahin 2005: 3).

The general approach to Islam in the postwar era emphasized the idea
of enlightenment: through processes of social modernization and education,
people would realize the backwardness of religion and become good social-
ist citizens (Rorlich 1991; Akiner 1996; Kridmer 2002). Soviet schools and
the mass media were the main channels for disseminating anti-religious
propaganda and Marxist-Leninist dogma (Powell 1977; Keller 2001a,
2001b). This period of mild accommodation was interrupted by a further
bout of repression under Khrushchev, culminating in the early 1960s. The
new hard line towards Islam must be seen in the context of rising national-
ism in the Soviet republics (Krdamer 2002: 62).

In the Brezhnev era (1964—1982), although the ideology remained in
place and manifestations of religious life beyond the parameters set by the
state could lead to sanctions, a more moderate stance was practised once
again, and further concessions were made (Anderson 2002). The journal
Muslims of the Soviet East, founded in 1968 and published in Russian,
English, French, Arabic, and Uzbek, explored issues pertaining to “Soviet
Islam” throughout the USSR. The Imam al-Bukhari Islamic Institute, an
institution of higher Islamic studies, was opened in Tashkent in 1971, under-
lining the privileged position of Uzbekistan within the Soviet Union as a
centre for Islamic education. Although nominally independent like the
Muslim spiritual boards, the institute found its activities strictly monitored
by the communist authorities.

The combined effect of the rise of Islamic movements in the Middle
East, the Iranian revolution of 1979, and the Afghanistan war of 1979-1989
was to make the Soviet government aware that Islam might potentially
evolve into an internal security problem for the USSR (Rashid 2003). Even
before the last two of these events, the new Constitution of 1977 introduced
a shift from “anti-religious” to “atheistic” propaganda. This policy looked

13 Traditionally, the authority of a mufti, a Muslim scholar able to issue legal opinions,
derived from his reputation for learning and piety. In modern times, states have often turned
the office of mufti into a formal post, as Uzbekistan has done.
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forward to an elimination of both religion and (regional) nationalism, and it
marked the beginning of a further crackdown on Islam. For example, female
religious specialists (otin-oyi) were presented on television and mocked for
the backwardness of their practices (Krdmer 2002: 65). Observation by the
KGB, media denunciations, the detention of Muslims, and the welter of
atheistic propaganda combined to frighten people and to displace religious
practices into clandestine spaces. This marginalization of religion, however,
led to a heightened awareness of ethno-national identifications (Rorlich
1991).

Despite these fluctuations in religious policies, the dominant trend in
the later decades of the USSR can be summarized as co-option. With the
progressive transformation of Central Asia’s Muslim society, Soviet power-
holders sought increasingly to collaborate with influential religious figures
(Sartori 2007). Thus an Islamic judicial institution was placed under the
control of local leaders, a typically colonial measure. Although short-lived,
this collaboration nonetheless had long-term consequences in that it allowed
the ulema to exercise religious authority in a cultural environment that was
increasingly threatened by the spread of militant atheism.

While conceding a certain scope for the active continuation of reli-
gious life, Soviet rulers severely constrained the diversity of the ulema and
the “conditions of possibility” of Islam in general by introducing the dichot-
omy of “official” versus “unofficial” ulema. The former consisted of state-
approved mullahs and imams, who had graduated from the Soviet institu-
tions of Islamic education and were considered loyal to the Soviet state. The
latter were Islamic specialists who had not received their religious education
from a state institution and had no legal status. Unofficial Islam became a
catchall for all the negative aspects ascribed to Islam in Soviet rhetoric,
including the attributes of being backward, superstitious, pre-modern, inca-
pable of progress, and even anti-Soviet and extremist (Saroyan 1997c: 104).
Official mullahs and imams were instrumentalized to support and legitimate
the policies of the USSR and to guard against the dangers of theological
revivalism or any reformist currents that might threaten state controls (Roy
2000: 53). It was of course known that the activities of the unofficial Islamic
specialists continued.' But the official ulema were expected to present the

' In addition to unregistered mullahs and imams, I include in this category female Islamic
specialists such as otin-oyis, shrine custodians, and eshons (Sufi masters or members of
religious families whose genealogies refer to a local saint, the Prophet’s family, or a follower
of the Prophet). Most of these obtained their knowledge in pre-Soviet times or, during the
Soviet era, by self-study or under the clandestine supervision of other religious specialists.
See the studies of Fathi (2004) and Krdmer (2002) on female religious specialists for exam-
ples of the way religious knowledge was passed down to the next generations outside the
state-controlled institutions.
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USSR to the outside world as a showcase of communist economic achieve-
ments in which Islam, too, was prospering through the creation of a distinc-
tively Soviet Muslim (Ersahin 2005: 3). In this way the USSR was portrayed
as a partner to the Muslim world.

To preserve Islam under the conditions of “infidel” rule, the Soviet
ulema developed a liberal and even progressive intellectuality. They pro-
moted an intellectual revival among Soviet Muslims by arguing that Islam
was the highest and most progressive culture, a religion well adapted to the
construction of real socialism. The mufti of Tashkent, Ishan Babakhan, who
held that office between 1943 and 1957, exemplified the way members of
the Soviet ulema reconciled their religion with Marxist-Leninist dogma. In
its ideal form, socialism could even be presented as a fulfilment of Islam
(Ersahin 2005: 4ff.). Numerous similarities between communist ideology
and Qur’anic values were identified, including the equality of nations and
sexes, freedom of religion, and the dignity of labour (see Saroyan 1997a).

The reforms of perestroika and glasnost, introduced under Mikhail
Gorbachev in the mid-1980s, introduced a new, conciliatory attitude towards
religion. Restrictions on religious practice were loosened (Peyrouse 2003:
369). The new policy was provoked partly by the systemic crisis of the
economy, but also by the need to manage the nascent internal “Islamic
threat” and to counter the effects of “fundamentalist” movements based in
Iran and Afghanistan (Rashid 1995, 2003; Khalid 2003). In an attempt to
improve the general moral climate, Gorbachev’s government (re)discovered
the potential influence of religious leaders. This was to be achieved by
propagating a “Central Asian Islam” that would emphasize the traditions and
specificities of the practice and teachings of Islam in the region while mini-
mizing foreign influences (Akiner 2003). Religious and spiritual issues now
received more media attention, and the ethical values of Islam were pre-
sented in a more positive light.

This conciliatory policy can of course be interpreted as a continuation
of the instrumentalization of Islam by political elites. Thus mufti Mukham-
mad Sodiq supported perestroika publicly and endorsed the government’s
line when ethnic tensions surfaced in the Ferghana Valley in 1989 (Anderson
2002: 182). By the end of the 1980s, however, the shift in official policies
towards religion began to have a visible effect (Anderson 2002: 182). While
celebrations of the millennium of Christianity in Russia in 1988 highlighted
the link between Orthodoxy and Russian culture, Muslim shrines remained
subject to tight controls because of concerns over the Islamic threat (Rorlich
1991: 203-204). But gradually, obstacles to the building of mosques and
restrictions on foreign travel were lifted. The numbers of pilgrims to Mecca
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and students going abroad for religious education increased rapidly.”” To
meet the shortage of imams for the many new mosques that were con-
structed, many mullahs who had hitherto been unofficial were now granted
official registration and integrated into the state’s structures (Saroyan 1997a;
Northrop 2004). Young mullahs, irrespective of whether they had been
trained in Soviet madrasas or in religious institutions abroad, were appointed
to leading positions in the official Muslim institutions. This new generation
of Uzbek ulema was seen by the government as loyal to the state’s interpre-
tation of Islam (Akiner 2003).'°

Continuities and Changes: Religion in the Ideology of National
Independence

With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian republics de-
clared their sovereignty as nation-states within boundaries that had been
fixed in 1924." In its attempts to legitimate and consolidate an Uzbek na-
tion-state, the Uzbek government, led by President Islam Karimov, declared
the “restoration of national tradition” to be a cornerstone of state policy (see
Koroteyeva and Makarova 1998; Fumagalli 2003). Especially in the early
years of independence, the Uzbek leadership pushed radically to eradicate
the Soviet legacy and, more specifically, “Russian cultural heritage” (Dju-
maev 2002). In the process of “Uzbekization”, Uzbek was declared the
official state language as early as 1989. After independence, ethnic Uzbeks
received rapid promotion in the state bureaucracy and in the security forces;

they quickly came to dominate the key positions in both politics and eco-
nomics (Khalid 2003: 587).

" In the early 1990s, many Muslim charitable organizations offered financial support to
Uzbek Muslims. They also financed the education of imams and mullahs abroad. These
organizations were expelled from the country after the introduction of the new religion law in
1998, the exception being the Committee of Muslims of Asia, established in 1989 by the
Kuwait-based, international Islamic Charitable Organization, which remained active for many
years after that date (see Corley and Rotar 2006).

In fact, as I show in the next chapter, the Uzbek ulema were not as loyal to the state as had
been hoped. According to Muminov (2007), at least some of the new imams and mullahs
promoted a “purist” Islam aimed at the cleansing of superstition and all the syncretic accre-
tions characteristic of local Islamic practice.

7 The “National Delimitation” plan implemented in 1924-1925 had aimed to shape new
national identities on the basis of language and territory. The Soviet Constitution further
solidified the new national frameworks in 1936 by granting the republics of Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan the status of Union republics. These
collective identities had their top-down origins in the second half of the nineteenth century but
were widely disseminated only in the course of the establishment of Soviet controls (Perrin-
Wagner 1999).
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Like the other successor states of the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan had to
develop a new set of shared values to replace Soviet ideology and to give a
profile to the national character of the new state. President Karimov asserted
that his ideology of national independence was “authentic” (1999, cited in
March 2003: 311) and in every sense a full replacement of the Marxist-
Leninist ideology of the Soviet era (March 2003: 308). The explicit goal was
to promote the national traits of Uzbek society (Karimov 1997) and to an-
chor the sovereignty of the new republic in Uzbek statehood and national-
ism. Karimov sought in this way to justify his authoritarianism, proclaiming
a pre-political consensus on the basis of the higher, common goals of the
unity and authenticity of a multi-national population (March 2003: 373). On
the official website of the Uzbek press agency, the national independence
ideology was outlined as follows:

The national ideology must lean on primordial tradition, customs,
language, religion and the spirit of the nation. It must not belong to
the government and turn into government work. Our ancestors
raised, developed Islam and made it available to people. They left an
immortal scientific-philosophical inheritance. ... the ideology of na-
tional independence must be based on these values (PAPU 2004).

The slogans of the national independence ideology were soon omni-
present in everyday life. Billboards with slogans were displayed along
streets, on official buildings, and even at religious sites. Uzbek citizens were
constantly reminded of their historical and religious national heritage, upon
which the future of the Uzbek state depended. Karimov (1997) defined the
Uzbek nation as tolerant, hospitable, humane, and benevolent. His teachings
were made mandatory at all levels of education, starting with kindergarten;
knowledge of them was a prerequisite for entrance into institutions of higher
education.'® The mass media and other state-controlled institutions, includ-
ing religious organizations, all had to propagate Karimov’s views. University
professors were sent out to villages on “agitation” tours.

8 Applicants for places at university have to pass an entrance exam in which, in the history
section, they may well have to answer multiple-choice tests on Karimov’s publications.
Questions about Karimov’s works constitute one-third of the questions posed in the entrance
examinations for the Tashkent Islamic University and Islamic Institute. The final, most
difficult hurdle for students applying for scholarships from the UMID foundation to study
abroad is a test based on “spirituality and enlightenment” according to Karimov’s precepts. In
all institutions of higher education the curriculum includes subjects such as national ideology
and “spirituality and enlightenment”. The corresponding textbooks have titles such as Na-
tional Independence ldeology: Main Concepts and Principles (published by the Science and
Techniques State Committee of Uzbekistan, the Ministry of Higher and Special [Middle]
Education of the Republic, and the National Society of Philosophers of Uzbekistan).
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Plate 1. “What is YOUR contribution to national independence?”” — Slogans of the
national ideology are omnipresent in everyday life, as this oversized road sign in
Kokand city testifies.

The Council for Spirituality and Enlightenment (Ma‘naviyat va
ma‘rifat jamoatchilik markazi) was established by presidential decree in
April 1994 to “create leading ideas that define the rich spiritual and cultural
legacy of the Uzbek people on the basis of universal eastern values”." The
council supports the government’s emphasis on the national ancestry of
distinguished theologians rather than on the religious content of their work
(Ilkhamov 2001: 45). Islam Karimov himself, in his book Uzbekistan on the
Threshold of the 21st Century (1997: 861f.), summed up the importance of
national history and memory in a chapter entitled “The Revival of Spiritual
Values and National Self-awareness”. He wrote: “Historical memory, the
restoration of an objective and truthful history of the nation and its territory,
is given an extremely important place in the revival and growth of the na-
tional self-consciousness and becomes a source of moral education and
imitation. The history of Central Asia reveals many outstanding personalities

19 «presidential Decree on the Establishment of the Council for Spirituality and Enlighten-
ment”, 23 April 1994. According to the head of the Department for the Scientific Propagation
of the National Independence Ideology of the Council for Spirituality and Enlightenment,
eastern values are to be understood in this context as “the customs and traditions of the region
of today’s Uzbekistan” (personal communication, Tashkent, August 2004).
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who had political wisdom, moral values, and a religious perception of the
world”.

The writing and rewriting of a specifically national history involves
presenting the region as an ancient civilization, on a par with others along
the Silk Road. In this Uzbekified history, the tenth and eleventh centuries are
highlighted as the genesis of the Uzbek nation.*® Amir Timur (1336—1406) is
presented as the key cultural hero (see Melvin 2000; Ilkhamov 2002; Finke
2006). By contrast, more than seventy years of recent Soviet history have
been eradicated from the textbooks: “During the Soviet era, history as well
as the national history of the Soviet republics was written by Russian histori-
ans and partly changed to favour Soviet ideology. Now we have the possibil-
ity to show our version of Uzbek history, to write and actively create it”, said
a history professor whom I interviewed in Tashkent in October 2006.

Soviet heroes and other historical figures celebrated during Soviet
times are now replaced by new heroes, especially Amir Timur. Historical
figures such as Abu Rayhon al-Biruniy, Alisher Navoiy, and Ibn Sino have
been retained, but whereas in Soviet times they were acclaimed as major
intellectuals and scientists, they are now represented as exclusively Uzbek,
even if their Uzbek roots are in fact questionable (Finke 2006).

From the beginning of the independent Uzbek state, the new national
ideology was made visible in public symbolism, notably in the renaming of
streets, squares, official buildings, and cooperative farms. Statues of Lenin
were exchanged for monuments of Amir Timur. Muslim holidays, notably
ramazon, or ro za,hayiti (the festival of fastbreaking at the end of Ramadan),
qurbon hayiti (the Sacrifice Festival, also called qurbon bayrami), and the
spring solstice festival, navro‘z, were officially re-established. September
first was declared National Independence Day and is celebrated lavishly
every year with the new national symbols (Adams 1998). Other former
Soviet holidays, such as International Women’s Day (8 March), Victory Day
(9 May), marking the defeat of Nazi Germany, and Teachers’ Day (1 Octo-
ber), have been retained, but given a new Uzbek focus.

%% This nationalist historiography is highly contested. See, for instance, Alisher Ilkhamov’s
article “Archeology of Uzbek Identity” (2006a) and his edited Ethnic Atlas of Uzbekistan
(2002), which was funded by the Soros Foundation. The controversial debate over Ilkhamov’s
publications is documented in Uzbek Identity Debate, the Spring 2006 special issue of the
Journal for Anthropology and Archaeology of Eurasia. Whereas Ilkhamov and other national
and international scholars see 1924 as the turning point in the creation of a modern, political
Uzbek identity, supporters of the ethnogenic approach reject this view, claiming that the
modern Uzbeks had already come into existence as early as the eleventh century.



28 IRENE HILGERS

Plate 2. Performing the official celebrations to mark navro ‘z, the traditional spring
festival in Central Asia and an Uzbek national holiday, in Tashkent.

When Karimov was inaugurated in January 1992, he took the presi-
dential oath with one hand on the new Constitution and the other on the
Qur’an. Two years later he made the pilgrimage to Mecca, a gesture noted
with surprise by many people who remembered him as an apparatchik under
the Soviet government. This sort of shift from communism towards Islam
could also be observed in the neighbouring Central Asian republics. It repre-
sented not only a distancing from the anti-religious policies of the USSR but
also a new positioning towards the Muslim world, with secular (economic)
as well as religious implications.

Constitutionally, Uzbekistan, like its neighbours, upholds the separa-
tion of religion and state. Article 31 of its Constitution declares: “Freedom of
conscience is guaranteed to all. Everyone shall have the right to profess or
not to profess any religion. Any compulsory imposition of religion shall be
impermissible”.”’ Besides including the right to exercise religious freedom
and to establish religious organizations (Article 4), the Constitution provides
for the official rehabilitation of religions, which has facilitated the reopening

?! The text of the Constitution in English can be found at www.gov.uz/en/constitution/#s268.
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and construction of mosques, madrasas, churches, and holy places and the
acknowledgement of religious associations.

Recognizing the importance of Islam for the cultural and religious
identification of the majority of Uzbekistan’s population, Karimov and his
intellectual advisers allocated it — despite the legal separation of religion and
state — a special role in nation-building. Islam acquired a status akin to that
of a state ideology.”> Upon the achievement of independence from the Soviet
Union, campaigns were set in motion to emphasize the role of Islam as an
integral component of the national heritage, one that would provide the
ethical and moral foundation of the state (Akiner 2003: 75ff.). In the new
national independence ideology, religion — which in practice always meant
Islam — was seen as offering a moral framework with which to fill the spiri-
tual vacuum that officials feared would follow the abandonment of Marxist-
Leninist dogma and that could lead to the destabilization of society. Islam
became a marker of Uzbek identity that transcended regional, linguistic, and
clan affiliations (see Schoeberlein-Engel 1994; Finke 2006). The govern-
ment sought to adapt the ethno-religious correlation between being Turkic
and being Muslim as the unifying element in creating a national Uzbek
identity. Islam was the traditional religion of the Uzbek people because it
had been the dominant faith in the territory of Uzbekistan for so long, not to
speak of its importance for science and culture.”

Two statements exemplify President Karimov’s understanding of the
position and function of Islam in Uzbek society and politics:

The revival of the spiritual-religious foundation of our society, the
Islamic culture that contains the centuries-old experience of the
moral consolidation of our people, is an important step on the path to
self-identification and the restitution of historical memory and cul-
tural-historical integrity. Old mosques are being reconstructed and
new ones are built; education centres are being expanded; religious
literature is being published. However, the process of the revival of
the national traditions of Islam and culture has been a vindication of
the decision not to “import” Islam from outside, not to politicize Is-
lam, and not to Islamize our politics (Karimov 1997: 89).

Islam is our parents’ religion, and we shouldn’t forget that for us it is
both belief, behaviour, conscious[ness] and enlightenment. It is not

22 Islam has been subject to similar instrumentalization in other postsocialist cases, as well as
in quite different contexts such as Malaysia (McDonell 1990).

> The principle of privileging the dominant religion of the titular nation as a traditional
religion was also observed in the case of the Russian Orthodox Church in Russia after the
collapse of the USSR (Bourdeaux and Popescu 2006).
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[a] simple collection of convictions. Our people willingly accept
such education. They try to be honest, respectful to each other, mod-
est, [and to] obey [the] rule of good citizenship (Karimov, cited in
Husniddinov 2002: 96).

Karimov’s notion of Uzbek-Muslim synthesis is analogous to that
which developed towards the end of the twentieth century in Kemalist Tur-
key: to be a Muslim is an important unifying marker of national identity (cf.
Hann 1997: 32). The state attempts to monopolize the answers to the ques-
tions of what it means to be a Muslim and what conduct is acceptable for
both Muslims and members of other religions.

In Uzbekistan’s national independence ideology, Karimov’s “Uzbek
Islam” is the legitimate religion of the Uzbek ancestors, the ultimate expres-
sion of Uzbek national values or moralities — in a word, of o zbekchilik
(Uzbekness) (see Louw 2004). Karimov sees the revival or restoration of a
proper conception of Islam and Muslimness in terms of a recovery of the
national memory (Louw 2004: 75). Uzbek Islam is said to build upon or
encompass pre-Islamic faiths and to be tolerant towards other faiths as a
result of the multi-religious past. Thus, practices such as shrine veneration,
considered heterodox by followers of a rigid, scriptural interpretation of
Islam, can be seen as integral parts of Uzbek Islamic culture (see chapter 6).
Sufi orders can be considered integral parts of the local Islamic universe (see
Akiner 2003: 79; Papas 2005: 39; Rotar 2006). So, too, can the Jadids, the
reformers of the early twentieth century. Important Sufi masters such as
Bahauddin Nagshband, the founder of the Nagshbandiya order, were claimed
for the national pantheon, and shrines were reopened and restored at the
behest of President Karimov himself. Sufi masters, who were already seen as
part of the cultural heritage of the region in Soviet times, were now repre-
sented as sources of a uniquely Uzbek spiritual heritage. Some of them were
put on a par in the government’s discourse with Western philosophers such
as Kant, Hegel, and Feuerbach, writers previously condemned by the Soviet
orthodoxy (Papas 2005: 38).**

This emphasis on the distinctive local character of Uzbek Islamic
practices was designed both to cement a greater identification of the Uzbek
Muslim population with the ideals of the new government and to counter
radical notions of Islam, summed up in the official discourse as
“Wahhabism”. In his definition of Uzbek Islam, Karimov clearly favours an

** While granting Sufism an important role in the religious and spiritual life of Uzbekistan,
the government hesitated to approve of the formation of Sufi brotherhoods, which tradition-
ally have been political hotbeds, difficult to control because of their semi-clandestine charac-
ter (see Forum 18 News Service [n.d.], www.foruml8.org/Archive.php?article id=441;
Meixler 2000).
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Islam that bases its teachings on the Sunni Islam of the Hanafi school of
jurisprudence. Proper Uzbek Muslimness is grounded in internalized faith in
the private sphere. Religious practices form part of the cultural package, but
they are not to intrude into politics, and there is no question of introducing
elements of sharia (Uzb., shariat), the Islamic legal and moral code, into the
legal framework of the state. Altogether, the path for the legitimate expres-
sion of Islamic belief and practice sketched by the government in its ideol-
ogy, and backed up by decrees and laws, is a narrow one. Deviations are
considered a threat to the democracy and stability of Uzbek society.

Plate 3. The burial site near Bukhara of the great Sufi master and founder of the
Nagshbandiya order, Bahauddin Naqshband, is both a popular pilgrimage site and an
officially recognized heritage site, representative of what the government sees as
authentic “Uzbek Islam™.

Defining the “Other”

Although the definition of a legitimate Uzbek Islam is given clearly, the
definition of the significant “other” remains broad and vague (Khalid 2003:
588). The government adjusts it constantly in order to further its control over
religious life. While hailing Islam’s contribution to the rebirth of an inde-
pendent, just, and progressive Uzbekistan, Karimov also maintains that
amongst the numerous Islamic organizations active in Uzbekistan, certain
militant groups are undermining the synthesis of nation and Islam and
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threatening both state and society. He has repeatedly condemned interna-
tional terrorism, religious extremism, and fundamentalism, declared these to
be the greatest threats to Uzbek sovereignty, and attributed them to the
difficult socio-economic situation of a country in transition:
Religion, as a component of social life, is linked inextricably with
other spheres of social pressures. It is not accidental that most of the
religious systems existing today were formed during periods of so-
cial, economic and political revolution and crisis. This shows that re-
ligion has, throughout human history, been employed to a greater or
lesser degree to achieve political goals which were not always noble.

Unfortunately, the history of mankind has many examples of peo-
ple’s faith, a component of religious consciousness, being used not
as a constructive power, but as a destructive force, as fanaticism,
which is characterized by such features or manifestations as a pas-
sionate conviction in the veracity of only one confession and an ac-
companying intolerance towards all others.

Precisely those people or groups of people who are guilty of fa-
naticism are capable of generating the greatest destabilization in so-
ciety because, by painting such movements as “people’s actions”,
they enable the population to relinquish feelings of personal respon-
sibility for individual actions (Karimov 1997: 21).

This “stability” argument is grounded in immediate political contexts (March
2003). It follows that the government’s rhetoric makes frequent reference to
the transitional character of the society, the difficult socio-economic situa-
tion, and the ideological vacuum left by the demise of the USSR.

In addition to public moral exhortations, Karimov’s government inter-
prets its constitutional powers in a way that restricts unauthorized religious
activities in the name of constitutional safeguards protecting individual
rights. The right to profess or not to profess any religion, clearly stated in
Article 31 of the Constitution, has been consistently undermined. One sig-
nificant early factor was the outbreak of civil war in Tajikistan in May 1992,
when pro-democracy activists and advocates of an Islamic state joined forces
in opposition to a Tajik government dominated by ex-communists. Argua-
bly, it was this war that led Karimov and his advisors to fear domestic oppo-
sition in general and Islamic opposition in particular (Human Rights Watch
2004: 20). To reduce political threats, the government has banned opposition
political parties, including the Erk (Freedom) Democratic Party, the Birlik
(Unity) Party, the Adolat (Justice) Party, and the Islamic Renaissance Party.
To defend the ostensibly secular state, the government has banned unregis-
tered mosques and Islamic organizations. The primary targets are the follow-
ers of “Wahhabism”. The groups subsumed under this pejorative label
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include the Army of Islam, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), and
the Hizb ut-Tahrir (Liberation Party). These and similar Islamic organiza-
tions are characterized as conservative or fundamentalist.”® Their teachings
are said to conflict with the ethos of toleration and pluralism found in all
decent societies (Rasanayagam 2006a).

The increasing activity of such movements prompted repressive
measures in the mid-1990s, with a wave of mosque closures and arrests of
suspected Wahhabis (Human Rights Watch 2004). As a result of the per-
ceived Islamic threat to stability and peace, the 1992 Freedom of Conscience
Law was amended in 1998. Although freedom of worship was upheld, the
new law on “Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” was
considerably more restrictive than its predecessor, which was itself modelled
largely on the old Soviet law and hardly liberal. In order to control the
activities of religious organizations more effectively, existing state recogni-
tion was withdrawn. All religious communities had to acquire new legal
status by registering with the Ministry of Justice and the State Committee of
Religious Affairs. The main requirements for obtaining this registration were
evidence that a minimum of 100 adults of Uzbek citizenship were members;
the religious leader’s verification of his position by means of a diploma
issued by a state-approved religious institution; and the organization’s own-
ership of a suitable building complying with official safety and hygiene
standards.”® Henceforth, new religious buildings, associations, and courses in
theology would all require official permission.

According to Articles 4 and 5 of the 1998 law, religious communities
were allowed to operate in Uzbekistan only if their objectives and doctrines
were consistent with the legislation and not threatening to internal security
by virtue of being likely to provoke ethnic, social, or inter-confessional
conflicts. The law also imposed restrictions on religious practice. Article 14
prohibited religious activities and the wearing of religious clothing in public
spaces on the part of anyone other than religious leaders. The dissemination
of religious ideas and the freedom to assemble for religious purposes were
proscribed, measures that affected many private religious study circles that
were not part of a state-registered religious institution. Both imported reli-

 In the following discussion, I prefer to avoid the contested term Wahhabi and instead to use
Islamist to denote Muslims whose declared political aim is the establishment of an Islamic
state on the basis of the Qur’an and the Sunna.

% As I show in the following chapter, many of the smaller religious organizations and
neighbourhood mosques could not fulfil these requirements. Some of them had to close, and
others continued their activities illegally, often dependent on the goodwill of government
officials.
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gious literature and materials printed in Uzbekistan had to be authorized by
the state censors.

The increasing activity of new religious groups labelled “non-
traditional”, and their success in instigating conversions from the traditional
religions, led to a coalition between the patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox
Church of Uzbekistan and the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan to counter what
they deemed to be sects and cults. The government was responsive to de-
mands from the traditional religions, because the pluralization of existing
ethno-religious affiliations was perceived to threaten the stability of Uzbek
society.”” Thus, foreign-based religious organizations were assimilated into
the pre-existing category “bad Islam”. To limit the influence of religious
ideas “alien to Uzbeks”, Karimov prohibited proselytizing. Any missionary
activity directed towards individuals or members of other faiths was pun-
ished with heavy fines and even imprisonment.

Local and international critics of the 1998 law, including human rights
activists I met during my fieldwork, alleged that the Uzbek government was
de facto anti-religious and that the numerous amendments to the law in the
form of presidential decrees and orders constituted violations of international
standards that, formally speaking, the state had ratified.”® The lack of precise
definitions of key terms such as proselytize and missionary activity exposed
people to arbitrary implementation of the law by officials. The same was true
concerning the distinction of the “religious” from the “cultural”.*’

These changes in the law pertaining to religion in no way modified the
quasi-state structure developed to control religious institutions, which was
taken over by the Uzbek government from the Soviet legacy with only minor
changes. When the USSR disintegrated in the early 1990s, the overarching
Spiritual Directorate of the Muslims of Central Asia (SADUM) was split
into separate national administrations, each headed by its own mufti. The
clergy of the resulting Muslim Board of Uzbekistan (MBU) were able, as in

2T Committee for Religious Affairs, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, personal communication, July
2004.

*® Personal communications with Alison Gill, director of the Human Rights Watch depart-
ment in Tashkent, and Igor Rotar, a member of the National Centre for Human Rights, a
correspondent of Forum 18 news service, and a lawyer who regularly defended the rights of a
charismatic Christian church in Uzbekistan.

** One example often given is the definition of “religious clothing”, the wearing of which is
prohibited by Article 14 of the religion law. Human rights organizations frequently report that
Muslim men wearing beards and clothes that are traditional to Muslim countries, and women
who wear headscarves that completely cover the hair and neck, are subject to discrimination
and are charged by government officials with violating Article 14 (Rotar 2006). A representa-
tive of the Baha’i faith in Uzbekistan was personally approached by agents of the Uzbek
National Security Service and told that his organization was free to approach Russians, Tatars,
and Koreans but should keep clear of ethnic Uzbeks (personal communication, May 2003).
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Soviet days, to exercise certain forms of religious and even state authority,
but they were not considered to represent the community of Muslim believ-
ers (Rasanayagam 2006a). In short, the MBU, like its predecessor, SADUM,
represented only official Islam. It was responsible for the registration of
mosques and madrasas, the appointment and dismissal of imams, the con-
tents of sermons, and the formal examination and registration of all Muslim
clerics. The MBU was expected to promote its vision of Uzbek Islam, in
opposition to radical Islamic movements.*

As under the Soviet government, acceptable Muslim practice was lim-
ited to that which took place within the framework of state-sponsored reli-
gious institutions, supervised by religious teachers and imams appointed by
the MBU but ultimately controlled by the State Committee of Religious
Affairs. This is a state body created by a presidential decree in 1992, osten-
sibly to monitor the constitutional guarantee of the right of freedom of
conscience. The 1998 law empowered the committee to liaise more generally
between religious organizations and state agencies (Human Rights Watch
2004: 43). It carries out a wide range of functions, including the supply of
advice to the government and the general control of information pertaining
to religion. The committee is responsible for supervising all religious educa-
tional institutions and for censoring religious literature. It has its own pub-
lishing house, and its books are sold in bookshops all over the country. They
are used as textbooks in schools and universities, consistently promoting the
government’s views not only on religion but also on associated topics such
as tolerance and terrorism.”’ The committee coordinates all research carried
out on religious topics by official religious and secular institutions of educa-
tion and science. It cooperates closely with the MBU, which gives every
large mosque a topic for the Friday sermon. After the sermon, a report has to
be submitted to both the committee and the muftiate. If Uzbekistan is invited
to send a senior representative to an international Islamic forum, the MBU
has first to consult the committee, which has the final say in the matter.

3% The muftiate’s lack of independence is illustrated by the case of Muhammad Sodiq, who
became the country’s chief mufti in 1991. Only two years later he was forced to resign his
post and leave the country under pressure from the authorities, who charged him with collabo-
rating with the Islamic opposition in Tajikistan. Muhammad Sodiq had criticized the govern-
ment’s brutal methods in fighting religious extremism (see Polat 2000). He was replaced as
chief mufti in 1997 by Abdurashid Bakhramov, who was known for his loyalty to Karimov.

! The committee’s expertise is also made available to law enforcement agencies. Literature
with religious content found by border control agencies or confiscated from persons suspected
of religious fundamentalism and terrorism is sent to the committee for an opinion. This
procedure is set out in the Criminal Process Law, which stipulates the use of such expert
opinions in the courts. In practice such literature often provides the main evidence that the
accused has been involved in banned organizations, whereas formally it was supposed to
constitute only supplementary evidence.



36 IRENE HILGERS

|

-
-:.;1

BB o L —

3

" B 2 R B 'f"‘-? .

Plate 4. Encountering history: Framed by old Islamic and Soviet architecture, the
new design of the main Friday mosque in Tashkent is meant to convey the govern-
ment’s idea of a “national Islam™.

Conclusion

In Uzbekistan, as in other successor states of the USSR, the collapse of one
political system and ideology was accompanied by the birth of another, in
which the vehicles for propagating the government’s viewpoint remained
largely the same. But while the form remained, the content changed from the
promotion of internationalism and a unifying Soviet identity to ethno-
national symbolism. This is better understood not as an “invention of tradi-
tion” in the sense of Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) but as a transformation
of the nation that already existed. In Uzbekistan, the political elites have
sought to legitimate the newly sovereign nation-state by, on the one hand,
reactivating values and traditions that are presented as characteristic of
Uzbek people in the pre-Soviet era while, on the other hand, transforming
those Soviet symbols still seen as valuable for society.

Islam occupies a special position in this process. First, it is the “social
glue” that binds together the Turkic-speaking people who live in this terri-
tory, and it is the principal element in their cultural-historical legacy. Sec-
ond, Islam is also a significant “other”, a force that can threaten the stability
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and peace of Uzbek society. This dual role of Islam in nation-building has
allowed the government of Islam Karimov to maintain strict control over
what constitutes legitimate religious belief and practice and to take any
measures it considers necessary against “subversive” notions. The rhetoric of
stability and social security has dominated official discourse and is always
invoked by officials when they explain why all religious organizations in the
country have to be carefully controlled. Although the Constitution proclaims
religious freedom, in fact the authorities have continued to equate ethno-
national affiliation with a particular “local” Islam, a congruence partially
shaped during the Soviet period. In thus nationalizing Islam and at the same
time contrasting the “good”, characteristically Uzbek model with the “bad”
Islam that threatens from outside, the government provides a frame that
citizens transgress at their peril. The religious affiliation and practice of
ethnic Uzbeks is a public issue in the sense that this concept of Uzbek Islam
is elaborated as a common good, too important to the polity to be left in the
realm of the private (see McGlinchey 2007: 306).






Chapter 3
Contested Space: The Religious Field in Kokand

After the fall of the USSR the borders were opened, the wind of all
faiths and beliefs started blowing, a division occurred here between
the denominations. Some were very much involved in those teach-
ings coming from abroad and split up. New forms of worship and
service not observed before appeared in the now independent state.

— Protestant pastor, Kokand

In his catalogue for a Silk Road excursion, a typical Uzbek tour operator
offers a one-day stop in Kokand. The city is advertised as one of the three
main centres of traditional Islamic scholarship and the capital of the famed
Kokand khanate. Besides the Khudoyar Khan palace, the seat of the last
khan of Kokand, who reigned between 1845 and 1872, the G‘ishtlik mosque,
the Jome’ mosque and minaret, the Kamol Qozi mosque, the Mulkobod
mosque, the Miyen-Hazrat madrasa, the Dahman Shohon necropolis, and the
Modarikhon mausoleum are the prime places of interest.*

The dominance of Muslim buildings in the cityscape of Kokand and
its reputation as a great centre of Islamic scholarship and arts — the home-
town of such influential intellectuals as Muqimi, Furqat, and Hamza Ha-
kimzoda Niyaziy — leave the impression that little space in the city can be
left for other religions. Only upon getting to know Kokand intimately does
one discover a multi-religious dimension behind this visually dominant layer
of Islam. Leaving the main streets, one finds the Russian Orthodox church
close to the Khudoyar Khan palace, almost hidden in a mahalla, or
neighbourhood. Also in the vicinity of the church, with its golden onion
domes, a sign reading “Yangi Hayot” (Uzb., “new life”) marks the prayer
house of an Evangelical community. But these two buildings are excep-
tional: the great majority of non-Muslim religious communities in Kokand
remain invisible to the uninitiated visitor. The Baptist church and the prayer

32 The example given here comes from the website of the Sindbad Travel and Tourism
Company, http://travel.albatros.uz/eng_kokand.html.
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house of the Pentecostals are situated in typical Russian-style houses that
give no hint from the outside that they house religious communities. Five
minutes’ walk from the Yangi Hayot prayer house and the Russian Orthodox
church, in the district still known as the Jewish mahalla, stands the city’s last
remaining synagogue (there once were six), hidden behind a gate with a bell
but bearing no inscription to reveal its identity.

The liberal reforms of the late Gorbachev era, followed by the proc-
lamation of full religious freedom in the wake of the collapse of the USSR,
created new opportunities for all religious organizations. Communities and
streams of theological thought previously unknown in the region sent their
representatives to stake the claims of their particular faith.*> The religious
landscape of Uzbekistan had been diverse in the past, but the developments
that culminated after independence created a new situation, challenging the
status quo of the established religious groups by introducing competing ideas
about theological interpretation and religious practice.

In the previous chapter I showed how religious developments in Uz-
bekistan have been actively shaped and controlled by the government at all
levels through its laws and ideology. But it is not only the government that
has an interest in maintaining stability in the religious sphere. The religious
organizations, especially the long-established ones, also strive to maintain
their positions within the evolved religious landscape. How can religious
pluralism be consolidated in a socio-political environment that is subject to
such vested interests? More concretely, what strategies can religious actors
devise to consolidate their local positions?

Bourdieu’s concept of the “religious field” (2000) is helpful in illumi-
nating the competition for power and legitimacy in a complex setting like
this. The religious field is an arena in which competing agents contest the
right to monopolize the exercise of power. Drawing on Max Weber’s de-
scription of the opposition between priests and prophets, Bourdieu depicted
the contest in terms of those who defend orthodoxy versus those who advo-
cate heresy. The orthodox-heterodox opposition generates an ongoing strug-
gle for a monopoly over religious legitimacy. The right to confer or withhold
this “consecration” is contested on the basis of two fundamentally opposed

3 At the time of my fieldwork, sixteen religious organizations were officially registered in
Uzbekistan. Only 0.69 per cent of the population of Uzbekistan belonged to religions other
than Islam and Russian Orthodox Christianity, among them Roman Catholics, Baptists,
adherents of Hare Krishna Consciousness (ISCKON), Jehovah’s Witnesses, Baha’is, Jews,
Buddhists, and a wide range of Protestant congregants (charismatic and Pentecostal) who had
managed to obtain registration with the Ministry of Justice. These numbers, taken from the
official statistics of the State Committee of Religious Affairs for 2004, represent only the
religious organizations registered with the committee and the Ministry of Justice.
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principles: the personal authority called for by the creator, and the institu-
tional authority favoured by the teacher (Bourdieu 2000).

In the religious field of Uzbekistan, the most powerful resource in the
establishment of religious dominance is the appeal to tradition. This concept
tends everywhere to be subtle and elastic (Eickelman and Piscatori 1996). It
can refer to the unwritten, shared understandings of a small group, passed on
from generation to generation, or to the main dogmas of the major world
religions. “All these senses of tradition,” wrote Eickelman and Piscatori
(1996: 37), “are subject to considerable flexibility as they are sustained and
re-created in various social and historical contexts, ranging from the intima-
cies of family life to the conduct of state affairs”. Before looking at the way
the concept of tradition is deployed in the contemporary multi-religious field
in Kokand, I provide some background on the economy and politics of the
city under tsarist and Soviet rule.

The Religious Landscape in Kokand before Perestroika

Kokand’s multi-religious landscape today embodies the consequences of
complex political processes and socio-economic changes that began under
the tsarist colonial regime. In his account of his journey through Russia and
Turkistan in 1865, more than a decade before the city’s incorporation into
the Russian Empire in 1876, Eugene Schuyler drew a picture of Kokand as a
modern city of trade and Islamic scholarship:**
Kokand is a modern town, not more than a hundred years old, and
therefore has wider streets, and is more spacious than most Asiatic
towns. ... In a large square open place at the edge of the bazaar,
where fruit is sold all day long, are two large medressés, well built of
burned brick picked out at times with blue tiles, and surmounted by
domes and small blue turrets. One is called A/i and was built by
Mussulman Kul. The other which is not yet finished was begun by
Sultan Murad Bek, the brother of the Khan, in fulfilment of some
vow. Near the bridge ... is the spacious medressé Khan, built by
Madali Khan, containing rooms for 200 Mullahs. It was, however,
never completed according to the original design. In the eastern part
of the city is the medressé Mir, built by Narbuta Bii about eighty
years ago, and close by is a large cemetery, with a primary school
connected with its mosque (Schuyler 1966: 177-178).

* At the time of his journey, Eugene Schuyler (1840—1890) was the American consul in St.
Petersburg. The purpose of the journey was to acquaint himself with the way of life of the
Muslim peoples inhabiting the region and to see how they were coping under Russian rule.
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The capital of the khanate of Kokand (1709-1876) was also the gate-
way to the Ferghana Valley and the major centre for Islamic scholarship in
the region. Estimates of the number of madrasas in the city in the nineteenth
century range from thirty-eight (Arslanzoda 2004) to fifty-two (Abduqodirov
2004). The number of mosques lay between 200 and 382 (Bergne 2003).”
The annexation of the Kokand khanate by the Turkistan governorship in
1876 brought not only an influx of administrators and military personnel but
also an economic boom and rapid demographic expansion.’ In the course of
urban development, large sections of the residential neighbourhoods of the
local Uzbek population were destroyed and replaced by a grid of streets in
the Russian style, with shops, administrative buildings, and eleven banks, all
of which testified to the city’s new international character (Abramson 1998:
87; Bergne 2003). The German sewing machine manufacturer Singer was
one notable foreign investor; its sign can still be found on a house on the
main street, now called Independence Street (Istiglol ko‘chasi). With the
connection of the city to the railroad system and the further extension of
infrastructure and new means of communication into the valley, regional and
international trade supplanted the old handicraft industries. By the time the
Bolsheviks seized power in Turkistan, Kokand was one of the most impor-
tant financial and commercial-industrial centres of Central Asia. Under
Soviet rule, it became a centre for the manufacture of fertilizers, chemicals,
and machinery and of the cotton processing industry. Labour migration and
the settlement policies of the Soviets ensured that growth continued.

Ethnic diversification under tsarist rule and in Soviet times was ac-
companied by growing religious plurality. Immigrants included Russian and
Armenian Orthodox Christians, Baptists, and Russian Jews. However, Bol-
shevik repression of the Muslims began with a crackdown on Kokand’s
autonomy in 1917. The background to this event was the internal changes
the Muslim community had been experiencing because of the effects of
Jadidism, the local movement for Islamic reform. The term jadid (“new”
was translated locally as taraqqiyparvarlar (“progressives”) or simply
yoshlar (“youth”). The Jadids relied heavily on the print media to spread
their message. In Kokand they published the newspaper Sadoyi Farg ‘ona

> The figure 200 comes from Mr. Turdaliev, director of the Hamza Museum in Kokand,
personal communication, December 2003.

3 n 1897, Sven Anders Hedin counted “11,600 houses, nine cotton mills, 35 medressé, and
three Jewish schools with 60 pupils” in Kokand (Hedin 1898: 78). The number of inhabitants
increased from an estimated 35,000 in 1880 to 120,000 in 1915. Since 1979 the city's popula-
tion has grown by more than 3,000 persons annually (Abramson 2001).
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and the journal Yurt between 1917 and 1930.”” To reach the illiterate, they
performed didactic plays intended to promote moral behaviour.”®

The Jadids criticized the conservative ulema, not only concerning
modernization of the educational system but also with respect to entrepre-
neurship, the public health system, and the emancipation of women. While
the traditionalists, or Qadimis, stood for the status quo, the Jadids wanted
both modernization and a Turkistan nation-state free from Russian rule
(Khalid 1998; Roy 2000). Their imagined model of Central Asian statehood
was the ancient Turan, which embraced all the sedentary Muslims of Central
Asia (Khalid 2003: 575-576).” The traditional term millat was redefined in
the sense of “nation-state”.** This ideal was embodied in the 1917 proclama-
tion of “Turkistan autonomy” or “Kokand autonomy”, which led promptly to
a military conflict with the Bolsheviks. In the course of three days of vio-
lence and looting, large parts of the city were burned down and 14,000
Muslims killed (Nahaylo and Swoboda 1990: 37ff.; Swoboda 1992: 766;
Sartori 2006). Despite this setback, the Jadids remained active in Kokand
until the 1930s, when most of them fell victim to Stalin’s successive waves
of repression. During the following half-century, Muslims and all other
religious communities were subject to the vagaries of Soviet power as out-
lined in the previous chapter.”'

The Islamic Boom (mid-1980s—1990s)

David Abramson, in a dissertation with the telling title “From Soviet to
Mahalla”, pointed out that in the perception of Kokand residents, their city
was a “microcosm of a larger ‘cosmopolitanism’ that was allowed to flourish
in the Soviet Union” (Abramson 1998: 91). One day in Kokand, as I walked
to the bazaar with Feruza, the daughter-in-law of my Uzbek host family, she
told me that she missed the multicultural atmosphere of the city, which in

3 Mr. Turdaliev, Hamza Museum, personal communication, December 2003.

% One of their most prominent members was the writer and theatre director Hamza Ha-
kimzoda Niyaziy (1889-1929), whose controversial plays critiquing the ulema were fre-
quently performed in Kokand (Olcott 2007: 5).

%% Turan is the ancient Persian name for Central Asia, and Turanism was a political movement
for the unification of all the Altaic peoples.

% The concept of millat (Turk. millef) referred in the Ottoman Empire to a community
defined in religious rather than ethno-national terms. This definition altered in the nineteenth
century with the rise of nationalist movements. Nowadays the word is synonymous with
“national” throughout the Turkic-Persian area (Roy 2000).

*I Editor’s note: At this point in her manuscript, Hilgers indicated that she intended to revise
this section, correct the oversimplified impression of an explicit political struggle between the
Jadids and the Qadimis, and work in a reference to Keller (2007), which evidently she read
only after completing her draft of this chapter.
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her view had vanished with Uzbekistan’s independence.”* “Before, you
could see all kinds of different people and different faces on the streets, but
look around now. Most of the people you see now are Uzbeks. I used to have
many school friends from different nations. My best friend was Greek. But
after all that happened here since the late 1980s, most of them left the town
and the country. The city changed, this multi-nationality was lost, and the
city became Uzbek.”

Mass emigration by non-Uzbek minorities began in 1989 following a
series of violent interethnic clashes in the Ferghana Valley, which were
accompanied by increasing public expression of Uzbek nationalism. The
conflict between Uzbeks and Meshketian Turks, which began in Ferghana,
soon spread to Kokand and other cities of the valley. For three days in June
1989, Uzbeks attacked and burned down the houses of Meshketian Turks.
Several people were killed, hundreds were injured, and many local busi-
nesses and municipal buildings were destroyed (Abduvakhitov 1993: 92-93;
Abramson 1998, 2001).43 On the basis of official statistics, Abramson (2001:
16) estimated that about 13,000 people left the city between 1989 and 1991,
most of them non-indigenous Central Asians (i.e. neither Turkic nor Taj ik).*
Feruza’s account of vanishing multicultural flair therefore had a solid demo-
graphic basis. I heard many other, similar accounts during my fieldwork,
sometimes linked to complaints that Uzbek domination had become exces-
sive, Islam too public, and fashion more conservative. Only a few Turks
remained in Kokand. Russians, Tatars, Koreans, Ukrainians, Greeks, and
Germans also took the exit option in the 1990s. The “Ferghana events”
became a symbol of the demise of Soviet cosmopolitanism. Throughout all
vicissitudes, the region had somehow maintained its historical reputation as a
bulwark of Islam, and this was now given fresh emphasis.*

When showing me around the city during the first week of my stay,
one of my guides, a teacher of history and political science at the Pedagogi-

42 Except when quoting people holding official positions, who would expect to be acknowl-
edged by their actual names, I use pseudonyms for all those I worked with.

# Abramson (2001: 93) reported between five and twelve civilian fatalities and nearly 100
people hospitalized in Kokand. A series of trials lasted until February 1991, as a result of
which 194 people were sentenced. Two of them received the death penalty, and the others
received prison terms, suspended sentences, or stints of correctional labour. See also “Uzbeki-
stan Muslims Demonstrate against Communist Leadership”, Russian Television 1700 GMT,
22 September 1991, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, 24 September 1991, available at
LexisNexis.

* The 1989 Soviet census recorded Kokand’s population at 182,000. The non-indigenous
Central Asian population made up an estimated 30 to 40 per cent of the total (GosKom Stat
1988: 16, cited in Abramson 2001: 95).

* Editor’s note: The author indicated in a note that at this point she intended to insert more
material concerning contemporary regional identity in the Ferghana Valley.
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cal Institute in Kokand, pointed to some street stalls opposite the Jome’
mosque and commented, “Islamic kitsch”. The stalls were selling all kinds of
items for Muslims, including white skullcaps, prayer beads, the Qur’an
printed in Uzbek, Russian, and even Arabic, tapes of celebrated sermons,
posters depicting motives of Mecca in bright colours with Arabic inscrip-
tions, amulets for automobiles, prayer rugs, “Muslim” perfumes, and a wide
selection of printed matter about Islam. Such stalls, my companions ex-
plained, had mushroomed throughout the city in the first years after inde-
pendence. Whereas before perestroika, religious literature had circulated in
the format of samizdat (Rus., self-published underground literature), now it
was available in public next to mosques all over Uzbekistan.

Plate 5. Market in Kokand: In front of mosques and madrasas, as well as in bazaars,
street vendors offer materials for Islamic worship as well as a variety of texts.

At first books were printed in Russian and Uzbek by publishing
houses based in foreign Muslim countries, but local publishers soon rose to
the challenge. Apart from the Qur’an and Hadith collections, strong demand
was experienced for secondary literature covering topics such as instructions
for ritual ablutions, for performing namoz (the ritual prayers performed five
times a day), for being a “good” bride (kelin) or groom (kuyov), and for
conducting oneself during a pilgrimage. In addition to audio- and videotapes
of sermons by well-known imams, it was possible to purchase recitations of



46 IRENE HILGERS

the Qur’an in Uzbek and Arabic. Courses in Arabic were advertised by the
reopened madrasas as well as by private teachers. The textbooks and dic-
tionaries used in these courses were available in public bookshops and from
street vendors.

One of my guides, a professor of political science who presented him-
self as an academic in the Soviet tradition and hence a rather unreligious
person, pointed out that one trader in front of the Jome’ mosque was wearing
a white skullcap and a long white shirt over his white, ankle-length trousers.
“This is a new fashion here,” he said, “coming from Saudi Arabia. Now
these pious people think that wearing a white skullcap is more chic than our
traditional do ‘ppi.*® ... That kind of Muslim fashion got imported here
increasingly after independence, but somehow it does not belong here.
People think that a Muslim has to look like that after seeing pictures from
other Muslim countries or returning from Aajj” (pilgrimage to Mecca).

The late 1980s and early 1990s are generally remembered in Kokand
as times of unlimited freedom in terms of religiosity (see also chapter 4).
They were years marked by a pioneering spirit, with new organizations and
doctrines appearing (and disappearing) from one day to the next. As in other
parts of Uzbekistan, numerous mosques and madrasas reopened in Kokand
and new ones were built, financed by local donors or by foreign Islamic
organizations. When I asked approximately how many mosques had opened
during this period, the mullah of a small mahalla mosque explained that it
was impossible to keep track of what was going on in the neighbourhoods at
that time. He preferred to indicate the current number of officially registered
mosques in the city, which in 2003-2004 was twelve, compared with only
one during Soviet times.*” My interlocutor estimated the number of unregis-
tered mahalla mosques at about eighty, but he added that the number was
constantly changing. With the demise of the USSR, Qur’anic study groups in
mosques and private homes became popular in Kokand, and, as in the whole
of the Ferghana Valley, a number of Islamist groups appeared on the scene
and became increasingly active.

The story of Sevara, a local Uzbek in her early sixties at the time of
our meeting and the head of a non-governmental organization (NGO), is
typical of people’s experiences with “new ideas of Islam” during this period.
From the end of the 1980s, she told me, Muslim missionaries came into the

A do ‘ppi is a skullcap worn by Uzbek (and by Uighur and Tajik) men. It is generally dark
and often embroidered with patterns of flowers.

*" Munawwarow (1999) estimated the number of mosques restored or newly built in Uzbeki-
stan by the beginning of 1992 at about 3,000. Polonskaya and Malashenko (1994: 115)
suggested the same number. Human Rights Watch (2004: 19) estimated an increase from 80
during Soviet times to as many as 4,000 at the beginning of the 1990s.
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region. She perceived them as “fundamentalist” and “orthodox”, promoting
“wrong and ignorant” interpretations of Islam that were incompatible with
Uzbek Islam, which was allegedly rooted in a tradition of tolerance derived
from the region’s multi-religious history. According to Sevara, Kokand was
among the first places in Uzbekistan where those ekstremistlar, as she called
them, publicly propagated their religious and political agendas.

At that time Sevara was working as an official in the town hall
(GorKom). In 1989 her department received a request from an Islamic
organization for permission to organize a public meeting. She and her col-
leagues felt themselves to be in a dilemma and did not know how to handle
the request. Uzbekistan was still a socialist republic, and religious activities
in public were not allowed; yet the reforms of perestroika had granted a
larger public space to religion, and from that point of view the Islamic or-
ganization’s request was legitimate. The head of the GorKom passed the
request on to the local office of the Communist Party, which decided to
approve the meeting.

As a Muslim who did not see her faith as incompatible with her work
or her membership in the party, Sevara remembered that she felt enthusiastic
about the liberalization of the religious sphere. She had been one of the
supporters of the meeting question. Despite her sympathy, when the meeting
took place she felt uneasy about it and was unable to shake off the feeling
that this public manifestation of religion was somehow illegal and danger-
ous. It was strange for her to see so many men wearing what she called
“religious clothing” and praying openly, and it was difficult to get used to
the idea that such “backward” attire was now legal. Many people attended
the meeting, and much discussion focused on the “right” way of Islam.

After the meeting, Sevara took a critical distance. She recalled being
taken aback by the aggressive and fanatical rhetoric as well as the political
message propagated by people whom she perceived as dangerous and anti-
democratic. In the days and weeks that followed, this meeting was a hot
topic in the city, and Sevara recalled highly ambiguous reactions and ensu-
ing tensions. While some criticized the program of this organization for
mixing religion and politics, others sympathized with the goal of purifying
the faith of so-called non-Islamic elements and approved of the introduction
of sharia. Sevara depicted the latter persons as “Wahhabis”, who tried to
coerce men to go to mosque and insulted or spat at women who did not wear
headscarves or were otherwise improperly clad.

Of course this account, related to me more than a decade after the
event, was informed by later incidents and public discourse. Yet I think it
mirrors people’s ambivalent feelings during this period, which ranged from
enthusiasm for and fascination with new notions of Islam to fear and insecu-
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rity. From this point onwards, the struggle for doctrinal hegemony among
Muslim elites became increasingly a physical experience for “ordinary”
Muslim believers in their everyday lives, and national identity was the
clinching trope. “Musulmonmisiz? O‘zbekmisiz?”— Are you a Muslim? Are
you an Uzbek? The subtext was, “If so, then why don’t you go to mosque as
an Uzbek should?” As in other cities of the valley, in the early 1990s mili-
tants belonging to Islamist organizations such as Adolat (Justice) and
Odamiylik va Insonparvarlik (Humanity and Mercy) patrolled the streets of
Kokand, assuming all the functions of law enforcement agencies. There were
sporadic attempts to implement sharia law.

The fragmentation of the local Muslim community in Kokand, par-
ticularly the opposition between those who identified with local interpreta-
tions and practices and those who pursued a stricter Islamist agenda, reached
its peak in 1992 with open fighting between the followers of two competing
Friday mosques. The mullah of the mosque in the mahalla where 1 lived
gave me his version of the events:

It is true what you have heard. After independence nearly all people
went to a mosque or joined Qur’anic courses. But then a mistake was
made and people were misusing the situation. The directors of
groups from Iran and Pakistan entered the country, donated large
amounts of money, giving dollars, appointing imams, and giving
them instructions what to do, supporting them, building mosques.
We found out about it much later. Those imams went outside Islam.
People split up into two or three groups; some practised properly,
others worshipped outside Islam, the Wahhabi groups. Illiterate peo-
ple did not know what to do; some went to one mosque, and some
went to another. Those who followed the right sharia told them not
to do so. But Wahhabis said that their direction is the right one. Each
group claimed to be right. Finally it came to a conflict. In Kokand,
imams even fought each other using their fists, and when people saw
this, disappointment set in. Around 50 per cent of the population
stepped back, away from their imams altogether, due to this disillu-
sionment. So they formed the third group, eventually.

The opposition between being “inside” — that is, performing what the
local ulema perceived as “traditional Hanafi” religious practices — and being
“outside”, referring to a new, foreign, politicized form of Islam, was subjec-
tively experienced by local people as a schism (Babadjanov and Kamilov
2001). The Wahhabi current was seen not as a legitimate diversification but
as an external threat to the authenticity and customs of the local, “good”
Islam. When the government closed Kokand’s Jome® mosque in 1992, it
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became a symbol of this felt split.** The official statement released by the
government cited the use of inflammatory language and civil disobedience
by the mosque’s leadership (Abramson 1998: 202). Before this intervention,
two imams had been struggling to dominate: Mukhammad Rajab was the
radical who had become head imam (imom-khotib), whereas Ismail qori
Kokandi identified with the traditional Hanafi orientation. The latter was
temporarily taken captive by the so-called Wahhabis, and open fighting
between rival supporters became commonplace after Friday prayers (Olcott
2007: 12). Mukhammad Rajab was arrested in 1994 and sentenced to four-
teen %ears’ imprisonment, with confiscation of property for narcotics posses-
sion.
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Plate 6. The Jome’ mosque in Kokand.

* The Jome’ mosque was reopened in 1998. The muftiate appointed an imam, who has the
reputation of following the state’s discourse for the position of head imam.

* Editor’s note: In notes at the end of this draft chapter, Hilgers indicated her intention to
explore further the political tensions of the early 1990s. Specifically, she cited McGlinchey
(2007) concerning the fate of another cleric, who was forced to leave the country, apparently
because he posed a threat to the corrupt, cross-regional “patronage politics” of President
Karimov. In September 1991, thousands of protestors took to the streets of Kokand to demand
Karimov’s resignation and his replacement by the Islamic scholar and head mufti of Central
Asia, Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf. That the Karimov government pressured the
popular mufti to flee Uzbekistan in 1993 is an indication that the Uzbek leader may indeed
see in [slam a real threat to his authority (McGlinchey 2007: 309).
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The Tension between “Hanafi Traditionalists” and “Wahhabis”

Even in the times of the iron curtain in the 1970s, Islam in Uzbekistan was
never completely isolated from larger currents in the Islamic world. In their
survey of Islamic movements and schools of thought among the Uzbek
ulema since the 1970s, Babadjanov and Kamilov (2001) described the shap-
ing of the religious field between the two poles they labelled “Hanafi tradi-
tionalism” and “Wahhabism”.”® This usage of the term Wahhabi is arguably
reductionist and does not reflect the diversity of ways in which the radical
camp gives priority to scripturalist interpretation.

In a sense, the tension between Hanafi traditionalism and fundamen-
talist scriptural interpretation is a rerun of that which divided the Jadids from
the traditionalists in the 1920s, before the Soviet crackdown. The rise of
Islamic political parties in various parts of the world after 1945 did not
influence the Soviet Central Asian republics directly, but international con-
troversies among Muslim elites nonetheless filtered through to the Soviet
ulema (Babadjanov 2002). Discord simmered, and the religious establish-
ment was criticized for its lack of purity (Babadjanov and Kamilov 2001;
Olcott 2007). Criticism also came from adepts of the Sufi orders (Babadja-
nov and Kamilov 1999: 5; cf. Abduvakhitov 1993). Babadjanov and
Kamilov (2001) traced the roots of contemporary contestations within the
Uzbek ulema back to the 1970s, when a new generation of Muslim theologi-
ans appeared, many of whom had experienced some form of underground
education in unstructured circles (davras) (see also Abduvakhitov 1993;
Rashid 2002). Although illegal, these circles were popular in the Ferghana
Valley. For most participants they were a means of disseminating religious
knowledge and reading the Qur’an, but for a minority they functioned as
revolutionary cells.

Such clandestine groups formed around two Uzbek Muslim scholars,
Muhammadjan Hindustani and Hakimjon qori, who were both critics of the
Soviet religious establishment (Babadjanov and Kamilov 2001; Olcott 2007:
10). The former stood for Hanafi traditionalism.”’ He provided the first
exposure to Islamic teachings for some who later became prominent figures
in the radical camp (Olcott 2007: 12), but the majority of the ulema trained
by Hindustani continued to exemplify Central Asia’s Hanafi tradition and
sought to extend it rather than call it into question (Olcott 2007: 12). Ismail

>0 Similar cleavages between reformists or modernists, on the one hand, and traditionalists, on
the other, have been identified in other parts of the Muslim world. See, for example, Bowen
(1998) on Indonesia, Horvatich (1994) on the Philippines, Eickelman (1992) on Morocco, and
Schiffauer (1991, 2000) on Turkish migrants in Germany.

>! For an in-depth account of Muhammadjan Hindustani’s life and works, see Babadjanov and
Kamilov (2001).
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qori Kokandi, the opponent of the Wahhabis in the early 1990s, was a pupil
of Hindustani.

Hakimjon qori was a first-generation student of Hindustani who later
broke with his teacher and shifted towards a more politicized Islam. Rah-
matullah-alloma and Abduhvali qori, who established their own influential
groups in the 1970s, and Said Abdullah Nuri, the leader of the Islamic Ren-
aissance Party of Tajikistan, were among the students of Hindustani’s who
shifted their loyalty to Hakimjon qori (Abduvakhitov 1993; Olcott 1995,
2007; Babadjanov and Kamilov 1999). By the late 1970s, some of Hakimjon
qori’s students were criticizing their teacher for not being political enough
and for shying away from direct confrontation with the Soviet authorities.
Rahmatullah-alloma and Abduhvali qori went their own ways. They are said
to have been influenced by the writings of Maududi, which were studied in
underground circles in the Ferghana Valley in the late 1970s, and by two
commentaries on the Qur’an, Kitab-at-Tawhid, by Abd Al-Wahhab, the
founding figure of the Wahhabi movement in the Arabian peninsula, and Fi
Zilal al-Qur’an, by Sayyid Qutb, a leading member of the Muslim Brother-
hood from Egypt (Olcott 2007: 14). Mukhammad Rajab, the radical imam of
the Jome’ mosque when the tensions peaked, was among the later generation
of students of Hakimjon qoris. His name became a synonym for Wahhabism
throughout the city.

It seems safe to assume that the term Wahhabi was first used in the
1970s by Hindustani to label those of his students who advocated a more
politicized form of Islam and more purified Islamic practices than Hindu-
stani himself countenanced (Babadjanov and Kamilov 2001; Olcott 2007).
Neither Abduhvali qori nor Rahmatullah-alloma ever used the term Wahhabi
as a self-ascription, nor did either describe the direction of Islam they advo-
cated as Wahhabiya. Nonetheless, these terms were widely taken up in elite
discussions (see Akiner 2003). When the government of independent Uz-
bekistan began to deploy the term Wahhabi in 1992, it added a second mean-
ing to Hindustani’s by making direct reference to the eighteenth-century
conservative reform movement of Sunni Islam known as Wahhabiya.
Thanks to the government’s propaganda, the term became known to a much
wider public.

In this propaganda, Wahhabi denotes anyone who is perceived to
stand outside the paradigm of the imagined Hanafi traditionalism promoted
by the government and the state-sponsored ulema (Rashid 2003: 46). The
term Wahhabi is used differently in Yemen (Meneley 2007) and Georgia
(Sanikidze 2007), but throughout postsocialist Central Asia government
leaders and government-aligned ulema use it to condemn “Islamic funda-

2

mentalism”, “extremism”, and “militant Islam”. It is often deployed as a slur,
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implying foreign sectarianism (Human Rights Watch 2004: 47), with strong
political implications and even connotations of crime and terrorism.”> The
government’s control of the mass media enabled it to generalize this di-
chotomizing usage. Not to be a Wahhabi meant that one preferred the local,
“tolerant Uzbek Islam”, including canonically suspect practices such as saint
veneration (Ilkhamov 2001; Rasanayagam 2006a). Anyone whose religious
practices were considered exaggerated, such as certain Christians and
Baha’is, was liable to be called a Wahhabi in popular parlance.

As Martha Brill Olcott (2007) has shown, the majority of those
branded Wahhabis in Uzbekistan had little in common with the revivalist
movement of Wahhabiya, a branch of the Hanbali school of law, apart from
advocating a purification of local Islamic practices they viewed as polytheis-
tic and heretical (they were sometimes also known as mujaddidiya, or “re-
newers”). Many Islamist reformists in Uzbekistan wanted merely to promote
an orthopraxy that adhered more closely to the scriptures of Islam, and in
this they shared common ground with Hanafi traditionalists, at least some of
whom were similarly critical of certain local practices (Polat 2000: 40;
Olcott 2007). Despite this common ground, Wahhabi came to be a blanket
term for the Islamic “other”.

The “great schism” (Babadjanov and Kamilov 2001) of the early
1990s did not put an end to the tension between Hanafi traditionalists and
Wahhabis. In the following years, numerous Islamic activists remained
influential in the Ferghana Valley, among them Tahir Yuldashev (later the
head of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan), Juma Namangani, Badulahad
Banrayev, Abdurauf-khon Gafurov, and Dowud-khon, all of whom lived in
Namangan (Olcott 2007). The teachings of Rahmatullah-alloma and Ab-
duhvali gori, who combined their puritanical religiosity with calls for a more
politicized Islam, became increasingly popular, as demonstrated in the
numbers of their respective associated religious teachers, or domlas (Olcott
2007: 17ff.). The early 1990s also saw the establishment of several new
militant Islamic groups, among them Adolat (Justice), Islom Lashkarlari
(Warriors of Islam), Tavba (Regret), and Odamiylik va Insonparvarlik
(Philantropy and Humanism). Adolat was formed in Namangan in 1991,
ostensibly to maintain public order, combat corruption, and promote social
justice. It cooperated with the local authorities as well as with local imams.
Its meetings were often held in mosques, and some members received the

>2 Bobrovnikov (2006) observed a similar usage of the term Wahhabism in the North Cauca-
sus, and Sanikidze (2007) gave an example from the Kists of the Pankisi Gorge in Georgia.
Rasanayagam (2006a) gave a detailed analysis of the effects of the government’s interven-
tions to regulate Muslim orthodoxy in Uzbekistan by using the term as a political category.
For further critique, see Corcoran-Nantes (2005).
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status of police volunteer assistants (Polonskaya and Malashenko 1994: 133;
Polat 2000; Ilkhamov 2001; Olcott 2007). After Adolat became popular in
Namangan, thanks to its success in reducing the crime rate, it expanded into
other cities of the valley, including Kokand. Its patrols were supposed to
monitor the observation of sharia by local Muslims.

Alarmed by the increasing activity of Islamic groups, and following
clashes in Namangan, Kokand, and other cities in the valley, the government
cracked down on this embryonic opposition (Human Rights Watch 2004:
21). Mosques and madrasas thought to be meeting points for cells of militant
Islamists were closed, and imams suspected of militant sympathies were
replaced by imams known to be loyal to the state. Adolat was banned, and its
leaders and numerous members were arrested (Babadjanov 1999; Human
Rights Watch 2004). More generally, anyone who visited a mosque more
than once a week, who dressed “Islamic” (islomiy), or who otherwise devi-
ated from traditional Hanafi norms was liable to be arrested.

In the second half of the 1990s, the radical Islamic movements were
either forced underground or driven out of Uzbekistan (Olcott 2007: 28). A
few preachers, however, continued subversive activities such as the distribu-
tion of leaflets. Influential extremist groups of the late 1990s included Tavba
(Repentance), Hezbollah (the Party of Allah), and Hizb ut-Tahrir.”* In 1998,
former members of Adolat joined other, similar groups united around Juma
Namangani and Tahir Yuldashev to form the Islamic Movement of Uzbeki-
stan (IMU), which in 1999 claimed responsibility for a series of explosions
in Tashkent and organized armed raids and the seizing of hostages (Rashid
2002; Naumkin 2005). The IMU was formed to create an Islamist state in the
territory of the former Turkistan. According to Olcott (2007: 28), its struc-
ture was little suited to ideological innovation, and it lacked the intellectual
or doctrinal substance of the Muslim intellectual groupings of earlier years.™

>3 Hizb ut-Tahrir al-Islami (Islamic Party of Liberation) is a radical movement that advocates
doctrinal practice and the establishment of a borderless, Islamic caliphate throughout Central
Asia and the entire Muslim world (Rashid 2002).

>4 Editor’s note: At this point the author indicated in a series of notes that she was not yet
satisfied with her arguments in this section. Instead of relying heavily on the accounts of the
“great schism” between so-called Hanafi traditionalists and Wahhabis presented by several
contemporary historians, she intended to probe further into the origins and dissemination of
this metaphor and then to convey more of the complexity of what her informants had to say
about these events. The disputes among the elites were at the time by no means as clear as
they seem to be in retrospective expert accounts. Hilgers wanted to bring out the way the
confusion was experienced on the ground as different groups each claimed to be pointing to
the unique truth. Individual decision-taking was inevitably influenced by many contingencies.
At the same time, she did not wish to depict those with whom she was working as merely
“naive” or as “victims”.
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Non-Muslim Religious Communities in Kokand

As in other parts of the Soviet Union, religious diversity in Kokand until the
mid-1980s coincided largely with ethnic diversity and was the result of
complex historical migration processes, including the deportations under
Stalin (Barker 1997: 37). Armenians and Russians established communities
in Kokand at the end of the nineteenth century.”®> A small Baptist community
was founded in 1912 by Russian immigrants, who initially met for prayers in
private houses. In 1948 they were given a house in a Russian mahalla, and in
1950 1t was transformed into a church.

Russian Jews found an existing community of Bukharan Jews, who
had been present in the Kokand khanate since around 1840 and had been
expanding rapidly (concentrated in specific districts) since the annexation of
the khanate by Russia in 1876.°° During the 1920s and 1930s, many Jews
fled the repressions of the Soviets, and only one synagogue out of six in
Kokand continued to function as such. Although previously they worshipped
in separate synagogues, Russian and Bukharan Jews nowadays conduct their
services jointly. The current rabbi indicated that as many as 100 people
attended the synagogue regularly in Soviet times. Because of emigration to
Israel, the United States, and Germany, the community of Jews is still con-
tinuously shrinking. By the time of my research in 2004, the rabbi estimated
the regular participants in his services to be fewer than fifteen, most of them
elderly.

The former building of the Armenian Orthodox church in Kokand was
erected in 1905 by the first wave of Armenian immigrants (Abramson 1998:
83).”" After its confiscation by the Soviets, it served as a youth club and a
textile store before being transformed into a prayer house by the Russian
Orthodox church in 1946. Elena, the daughter of Father Vladimir, head of
the Russian Orthodox church in Kokand since 1956, was the chief adminis-
trator of the church at the time of my fieldwork. She explained to me that the
building was gradually converted into a proper church again in the 1960s,
when those who gathered there to pray started to buy candles. Some icons
were donated by a parish in Kazan, Tatarstan, and others were painted by

> See Peyrouse (2003) for more detailed information about Christianity in Central Asia.

°% The settlement of Bukharan Jews in the towns of the former Kokand khanate was a conse-
quence of tsarist policy. The Kokand authorities had allowed them to settle in the khanate as
silk dyers, but at the time of the annexation the number of Bukharan Jews was reported to be
only six. By 1887, 200 were reported in the documents (Poujol 1993: 552).

>7 Abramson (1998) mentioned an Armenian church built just before the 1917 Revolution.
According to the current head administrator of the Russian Orthodox church in Kokand, this
Armenian church was constructed in 1905. It is possible that Abramson was referring to
another church — that is, there might have been more than one in the city in pre-Soviet times.
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local artists. In 1992 the onion domes of the church were finally gilded,
completing the transformation of an edifice originally built in the Armenian
tradition. Elena, who was in her early forties when we spoke, recalled the
large congregations of the 1970s: “There used to be up to 200 believers
attending the Sunday services regularly, and I can remember that on special
holidays such as Easter and Christmas the number was even higher. Today,
the attendance at the Sunday service is a mere 10 per cent of what it used to
be, and at the major holy days of the year there are about sixty people attend-
ing. It is mostly the old people who come to church”.

Looking back on the same era, the pastor of the Baptist church and his
wife recalled that in the early 1970s, when they joined the congregation,
about sixty active members participated regularly in Sunday services. De-
spite the hardship caused by an environment hostile to religion, the pastor
proudly pointed out that, unlike other religious communities that gave in to
the pressure, the Baptists, as “upright”, “faithful”, and “brave” committed
believers, had managed to survive.

Other narratives of Christian religious communities active in Kokand
in Soviet times follow a similar pattern. Founded by an ethnic minority in
colonial times, in a setting dominated by Muslims, they were then persecuted
by the atheist regime (Peyrouse 2004b) but managed to define their position
in the religious landscape as minority communities with an ethno-national
character. Over time, these communities evolved into formal parishes, each
with a church or at least a small prayer house, though because of Soviet anti-
religious policies, such parishes were sometimes pushed into semi-
clandestine existence. Christian minorities in Central Asia expressed their
collective identity during socialism by emphasizing their “cultural” aspects
(Peyrouse 2004b). The church was a place in which to profess religiosity,
but it also played an important role as a vehicle for practising the national
culture (Peyrouse 2004b: 653).

People did not necessarily view “believer” and “Soviet citizen” as mu-
tually exclusive categories. All faith communities, Islam and Russian Ortho-
doxy included, followed an unwritten rule of non-interference in the internal
affairs of other such communities. Conversion was not unknown, as i1s
shown by the case of the Baptist pastor and his wife, both ethnic Russians
who converted from Russian Orthodoxy in the early 1970s, but the general
attitude was to respect the given boundaries, whether they had an ethnic
overlay (as was considered to be the case not only with the Armenian
Church and Turkic Muslims but also with Jews) or whether they demarcated
simply a “faith minority” (Baptists and Russian Orthodox). According to the
religious leaders 1 spoke to, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, it was rare in
Soviet times for people to visit the religious buildings of a community other
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than their own. An Uzbek Muslim woman told me that once, when she was a
teenager, she wanted to see a Russian service out of curiosity. As soon as she
entered the church, some people asked her to leave, because as an Uzbek
Muslim she was not supposed to visit a Russian Orthodox church. The
Russian Orthodox Church continues to defend the idea of the “Russianness”
of its faith, and this identity is upheld not only by active believers but also by
many outsiders (Peyrouse 2004b: 669; cf. Barker 1997). Throughout the
Soviet Union, government repression rendered the religious organizations of
minorities largely passive in social and political terms; yet in a way the
persecution helped to shape communities and maintain denominational
boundaries (Kazmina and Filippova 2005: 1056). Restricted scopes of opera-
tion, limited access to information and religious literature, and discrimina-
tion and anti-religious propaganda created a religious landscape in which the
character of religious communities became more ethnicized. Their public,
physical invisibility assured a certain stability and continuity of membership.

In Uzbekistan this equilibrium was disturbed towards the end of the
1980s by ethnic tensions, growing Uzbek nationalism, economic decline,
and external assistance for certain minorities, particularly Jews, who were
helped to leave the country by American and Israeli Jewish associations as
well as by the Federal Republic of Germany.”® As elsewhere in the Soviet
Union in the 1980s, American Baptists assisted their co-religionists in mi-
grating to the United States, not only in terms of administrative procedures
but also financially.”” These foreign encounters, together with the arrival of
some new religious groups in Uzbekistan, changed the religious landscape
and the collective memory (Davie 1999: 80).° Most of the newcomers
belonged to charismatic Protestant congregations. Pentecostals were espe-
cially active in their proselytizing.®’

** For a detailed ethnographic study of German immigration policy as it shaped the biogra-
phies of Russian Jews, see Becker (2001).

> The pastor of the Pentecostal community in Kokand and his wife, both ethnic Koreans, told
me they had converted to Baptism for rational reasons: “In 1992 missionaries came here.
During this time American Baptists helped [local Baptists] to move to the US. So I said to my
wife, ‘Let’s become Baptists and then we can go to America!’” They bought a Bible, began
studying the teachings of Christianity, and were baptized into the Baptist church. By the time
they were eligible to apply to the American Baptist organization for assistance, however, they
had both become born-again Christians and now saw it as their mission to stay and help their
home country improve in spiritual terms.

60 As Peyrouse (2004b) has shown, when parishes receive foreign assistance, they often find
themselves criticized because their liturgical practices are considered unorthodox. Foreigner-
led “modernization” could lead to protest and resistance in the local congregation (cf. Wanner
2004: 7441t.).

%! The degree to which foreigners are equated with missionaries became clear to me when I
learned from a Jewish family I often visited during my fieldwork that the wife of the rabbi had
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Among the established congregations, the Baptist parish suffered the
most, losing members to both emigration and conversion. Knowledge of
alternative directions within Baptism led to a breach as “modernizers”,
mainly younger parishioners, criticized familiar modes of praying and the
organization of the service and demanded a more charismatic approach.
When they failed to gain support from the majority of the parishioners and
the pastor, this group separated and continued to meet in private. In April
2004 the pastor explained the split as follows:

There are these new Baptists [novyye baptisty] ... that’s a difficult
issue. ... People are paid money, that’s one reason. Foreign mission-
aries are coming offering a “new way” to the people — of course,
their way. They get new recruits only by paying money to make
people follow their way and to become adherents of their direction:
“Kto platit, tot i zakazyvayet muzyku” [Rus., he who pays the piper
calls the tune]. A second reason for this split was that young people
often do not like to follow rules and restrictions. Instead of obeying,
they demand something new and to change the given order, such as
the way of praying. The new direction of Baptism was brought here
by foreign missionaries after independence. ... It must have started
here three or four years ago.

In the first years after independence, this pastor had organized screen-
ings at the local cinema of films of Billy Graham, the American Baptist
preacher and one of the founders of the Evangelical movement. Later, in-
creasing government restrictions — prompted not by problems with the
Protestants but by the problem of radical public Islam, as indicated earlier in
the story of Sevara — precluded such public initiatives.

The case of the Baptist community shows the ambiguity of change as
it was experienced by the established congregations. Opportunities to take up
a more active public life were welcomed, but only if they did not threaten the
established character of the local community. A similar concern with pro-
tecting an imagined church tradition can be found in the Russian Orthodox
church in Kokand, where Father Vladimir rejected innovations and played
on tradition as a weapon to hold onto the souls and minds of the Orthodox
parishioners. Thus, while the parish in Ferghana city decided to postpone
celebrations of feasts falling on workdays until the following Sunday, Father
Vladimir continued to celebrate them on the calendrically correct day. Ac-
cording to Elena, his daughter, this conservatism was highly valued and had
led believers from parishes such as Ferghana city to join the services in
Kokand. According to this strategy, changes should be introduced only

warned them that, since I was a German Christian, my true intention in conducting this
research must be to convert Jews.
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gradually and by means of consensus, so as not to challenge the status quo of
the community.

The first entirely new Christian denominations in the city were estab-
lished on the initiative of South Korean missionaries of charismatic Protes-
tant movements, whose initial prime target group was the local ethnic Ko-
rean population.”” The missionaries organized gatherings in Korean cultural
centres to spread the Christian gospel among people who had previously
identified as nominal Buddhists or as atheists. Ilya, an ethnic Korean whose
family was second generation in Kokand, explained: “You know, we are
ethnic Koreans, but yet we are not ... we are Russian Koreans. We do not
speak Korean, but Russian. Our religion is Buddhism, but we have no idea
about it”.

Although he himself had not converted, [lya had attended such a meet-
ing of the Korean missionaries and observed their initial consolidation. A
prayer house was financed by the South Korean mother church. At about the
same time, another charismatic Protestant prayer house opened near the
Russian Orthodox church. This Evangelical community was, by the time of
my fieldwork, the largest Christian congregation in Kokand, and it was still
expanding. Its pastor quit in 2000, taking a group of members with him to
found a new Pentecostal congregation, but they remained on amicable terms
with the older community. By the time of my research, these Pentecostalists
consisted of about twenty members of various nationalities. They were
unregistered and therefore formally an illegal religious organization, but in
practice the local officials tolerated them.

Some years after the departure of this pastor, the Evangelical church
experienced a second split when a group of Uzbek members began to con-
duct Bible studies in the Uzbek language instead of Russian and proceeded
to found their own “Church of Uzbek Christians”, with membership open
only to ethnic Uzbeks (see chapter 7). Like the Pentecostal and Baptist
splinter groups, these Uzbek Christians met in private houses and had no
official registration, because they had fewer than the 100 members required
by law.

One further “community in the making” was being initiated at the
time of my fieldwork by a young Ukrainian couple, graduates of a Christian

62 These Koreans were the descendants of migrants who had fled famine and Japanese
political repression in Korea at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth
century. Under Stalin, large numbers of ethnic Koreans were accused of espionage for the
Japanese and resettled in the Kazakh and Uzbek republics in 1937. The number of Koreans
still residing in Uzbekistan is about 200,000 (Kim 2005; Oh 2006: 114). Korean churches
have the status of “national churches” in Uzbekistan, although they do not limit themselves
exclusively to Koreans but proselytize actively among the Turkic and Slavic populations as
well (Kim 2005).
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institute in Ukraine. They worked with drug addicts and their families, and
their base was a rehabilitation centre in an industrial city close to Tashkent.”
Alongside this charitable work, their goal was to form a new Christian
community called Loza. The husband, Sasha, described the couple’s vision
as follows: “My wife is from a different church than I. I belong more to that
old conservative direction, my wife to the new charismatic one. Now we
want to create a new kind of church, which we have adapted from the two
extremes to the middle. We let people remain themselves”. At the time of
my stay, this community consisted of a loose network of about seven fami-
lies, both Uzbeks and Slavs, all of whom were engaged in the rehabilitation
program.

On Alliances and Boundaries

The Russian Orthodox Church has reacted to the “threat” posed by new
religious organizations in post-Soviet Central Asia by seeking to polarize the
religious spectrum around an Orthodoxy-Islam axis (Peyrouse 2004a: 49).
The conversation I had with Father Sergej, pro-rector of the Russian Ortho-
dox seminary in Tashkent, in 2003 drew out opinions similar to those I heard
from other priests, as well as from members of the ulema:

Hilgers: What is a traditional church?

Father Sergej: Traditional religious establishments and institutions,

first, have a centuries-old history. Second, they are traditional for a

specific territorial area, that is, a region. Third, they exhibit some

definite stable norms of worshipping and so on. And ... the other

difference is that they co-exist peacefully with other religious and

public associations, do not cause any harm or get into conflict with

anyone. A traditional religion does not start a conflict with other re-

ligions and organizations. More often, traditional religions form the

culture of the nation where they exist. Non-traditional religious as-

sociations have totally contradictory features.

Hilgers: What are your relations with other denominations?

Father Sergej: We have close and good neighbourly relations with

Islam; we are friends and we at the same time teach our believers to

assist each other and to be friends.

Hilgers: Why Islam?

% In working with drug addicts, this centre followed a holistic approach including a twelve-
step program based on the Bible and involving regular prayers and collective worship.
Treatment of the addicts involved living with them and their families for several months; the
family had to be integrated into the therapy during and after the patient’s detoxification. The
program’s headquarters was in the Netherlands.
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Father Sergej: 1t is interesting to begin mutual study with the ancient
cultures. Islam, too, has got some divisions or schools, and we ac-
cept only those propagating peace and accord. ...

Hilgers: What is your relation to the new religious groups in Uzbeki-
stan?

Father Sergej: Emphatically negative. ...

Hilgers: Why?

Father Sergej: Because most of them, psychologically, break the
person, sometimes making zombies out of people ... taking them out
of their usual way of life. ... Families and the basis of the state are
destroyed. ... Quite often money is the aim ... they are working only
for money. ... Cults have commercial characteristics ... there is no
discussion about saving the soul ... nor about internal perfection.

Father Sergej’s opinions conformed to the official dichotomy between
traditional and non-traditional religions, a major element in the govern-
ment’s ideology. Many Orthodox priests see an indissoluble tie between
Russianness and Orthodoxy, and for them, to be a Muslim means, similarly,
to belong to a national rather than a universal religion. Members of the
official ulema and the Orthodox clergy issued a joint declaration in 1995 that
included the words, “We speak out for our common interest in strengthening
the Islamic spirit of the Muslim people, as well as the Christian spirit of the
Slavic population of Central Asia, because the two religions are the holy
heritage of our ancestors”.** Archbishop Vladimir, of the Orthodox Diocese
of Bishkek and All Central Asia, traces the historic friendship and mutual
respect between Islam and Russian Christianity back to the Middle Ages.
Their alliance was strengthened by the common fight against militant athe-
ism under the Soviet regime, and it is strengthened today by the necessity of
combating foreign influences from both Christian sects and Wahhabism
(Archbishop Vladimir 2000).

Islam is not classified officially as a national religion, but it is the ba-
sis of all tradition in the government’s ideology, where it is routinely equated
with “native” in a cultural sense.® This status empowers the state-sponsored
Islamic elites, represented by the muftiate (the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan,
or MBU), and the Russian Orthodox clergy, represented by the metropolitan
of Tashkent, to become key players in shaping the regulative framework for

%4 See www.bahaindex.com/en/news/1 -general-news/1161-not-losing-their-religion.

%5 This usage derives from the Soviet discourse concerning indigenous or ethnic tradition. As
Koroteyeva and Makarova noted (1998: 580), “native” was loaded with a double meaning: it
referred to the purely cultural and was also an evaluative term in which tradition meant
backwardness, in opposition to modern Soviet civilization.
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all religious activity.’® The Russian Orthodox Church and the MBU under-
took an effective lobbying campaign to change the 1992 law on religion,
which in their view was too favourable to the development of religious
pluralism. The 1998 revised law, described earlier, met most of their de-
mands by opting (as had Russia itself by this time) for a rather vaguely
defined category of “traditional religious communities” (Anderson 2002; see
also Richardson 1997; Shterin 2003; Wanner 2004). The state-approved
Muslim religious authorities and the Russian Orthodox Church were the
most self-evidently traditional religions. Minorities such as Baptists, Arme-
nian Orthodox Christians, and Lutherans perceived themselves as having
historic roots in the region, but even when officially acknowledged to have
such roots, they were still not granted the same privileges as the two domi-
nant religions. Occasionally, however, they, too, were mobilized against the
new religious movements — for example, by being invited to conferences
aimed at fostering “inter-religious dialogue”. The Russian Orthodox Church
tends to be hostile to all the minority faiths, degrading them under the cate-
gory of non-traditional.

In Kokand, the Russian Orthodox priest and the imom-khotib of the
Jome’ mosque both refer to the newcomer groups as threats to the stability of
society, even though they may have friendly personal relations with some of
their leaders, with whom they interact at ecumenical conferences. All the
Christian communities in Kokand apart from that of the Russian Orthodox
Church (and including the pastors who have previously initiated fission)
cooperate closely and insist that they do not see themselves as being in
competition. These congregations invite each other to their services, cele-
brate festivals together, and organize recreational activities such as picnics,
sporting events, excursions, and holiday camps. They help each other out
when necessary.®’” At Easter 2004 they watched the recently released movie
The Passion of Christ together in the Evangelical church.®®

Towards the end of my fieldwork, the pastors were discussing how to
break down the boundaries between their communities in the city and join

% The general pattern according to which dominant religions in the former Soviet Union
became effective political players has been noted by Wanner (2004: 754). The developments
in Uzbekistan are distinctive because of the close alliance of the Russian Orthodox Church
with the official Muslim ulema, although some similarities can be seen in Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan (see Peyrouse 2004; Pelkmans 2006).

67 During my stay in Kokand, the pastors told me they were sharing the responsibility for an
Uzbek Muslim woman who had been possessed by an evil spirit (jirn) and were conducting the
exorcism jointly.

%8 This movie, dramatizing the last twelve hours of the life of Jesus Christ, is considered
controversial because of its violent scenes, and Jews have accused it of promoting anti-
Semitism.
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forces on the basis of Christian universalism. It was clear, however, that this
universalism would not include what they called “traditional religions”,
including Russian Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism. Criticism of these
churches was a constant theme of sermons and study groups. The Evangeli-
cal pastor caricatured Muslims and Russian Orthodox Christians as “robots
who perform their program of prayers automatically ... a mere form and
soulless sequence of movements for fulfilling obligations, lacking real belief
and contact with God”. Those religions were alleged to be bound to material
goods and to traditions that included the lavish robes of the leaders, the
veneration of icons, saints, and ritual objects, and a highly ritualized lit-
urgy.” The new Protestant congregations understood their own faith to be
“modern”. In theory there was no place for denominational boundaries,
because all who professed faith in Jesus Christ belonged to the universal
category of Christian believers. The boundary separating them from the
dominant groups was still there, but in optimistic moments even this might
be overcome. The Pentecostal pastor gave me the following view of the
tensions in the religious field:

Hilgers: What is your relation to the Russian Orthodox church in this

city?

Pastor: Bad!

Hilgers: Why?

Pastor: Because for the Orthodox all these movements are sects.

Hilgers: And why is that?

Pastor: Because Orthodoxy is built on traditions. We don’t have

icons and big temples and we don’t worship these dead bodies and

the things the saints used to possess, and our service is conducted

differently. But the Orthodox Church is also changing now. I think

that in the end all denominations will come to unity. I don’t think

that all will become Orthodox or Baptists, but the secondary things

will just disappear. Because Jesus is coming to take his body and not

denominations, that’s why.

Assertions that such congregations belong to the universal community
of Christian believers, outside not only formal, ritualized, and institutional-
ized religions but also outside ethno-religious boundaries, can be understood
as a way of responding to accusations from members of the local ulema and
the Russian Orthodox priest that all the new Protestant congregations are
merely sectarian. Yet the new communities see themselves as national in the
sense that they, too, are concerned with the moral and spiritual condition of
the country. Prayers for the future of the nation and for President Karimov

% This scepticism and critique is shared by some Muslims with regard to the established
ulema, as I show in chapter 4.
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are regular features of the Sunday services and study groups of the new
Christian congregations in town. The Evangelical church organized a special
weekly meeting specifically to pray for the prosperity of the nation and its
leaders.

Conclusion

Catherine Wanner (2004: 755), writing about Protestant congregations in
Ukraine, emphasized their non-national aspects: “These localized and trans-
national communities challenge traditional ties that link a particular religion
to a certain group, social hierarchy, territory, or state. In return, they provide
new social capital that links individuals to communities in another form by
creating new cultural values and practices that simultaneously separate
nations that have been politically united ... and reattach these groups to a far
greater social field inhabited by a global community of believers”.

In the case of Uzbekistan, Wanner’s analysis seems more readily ap-
plicable to alternative interpretations of Islam — that is, to the new currents
critical of the traditional Uzbek Hanafi orthodoxy — than to the new Chris-
tian communities. Ideally, Islam is sharply opposed to any notion of distinc-
tive local communities; in Islam, “the confessional group, or umma, was to
displace the nation, and the Arabic language of its revelation was to tran-
scend its ethnic origins and have a supra-national status” (Peel 2000: 281).
The critics of Karimov’s Uzbek Islam transgress its prescribed boundaries
when they argue with reference solely to the Qur’an and Hadith and con-
demn notions of tradition in terms of local customs and practices transmitted
over the generations, which can represent only the local rather than the
universal (see Muminov 2005).

Fragmentation on the basis of diverging tendencies — one towards a
scriptural, universal reading of Islam and the other towards a localized
version — is common in the contemporary Muslim world, in which the ulema
no longer have a monopoly over sacred authority and in which broader
access to information and doctrinal knowledge has empowered “ordinary”
Muslims (Eickelman and Piscatori 1996: 43, 131). In the case of Uzbekistan,
contestations began within the local ulema but spread increasingly to the
laity as the Soviet system disintegrated. The established ulema had to create
boundaries demarcating their own stance from the diverse alternative read-
ings of Islam in order to maintain hegemony. They did so by falling into line
with the government’s discourse on “right” and “wrong” interpretations of
Islam, and the power of the muftiate was therefore at the disposal of the new
secular authorities.

The case of postsocialist Uzbekistan has many distinctive features, but
diversification within the religious sphere in the context of changing demo-
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graphic, economic, and political circumstances has thrown up comparable
challenges to established religions the world over. These religions typically
attempt to exclude and de-legitimate the newcomers. In Uzbekistan, an
intricate dance of cooperation and contest takes place on two levels: that of
form, practice, and interpretation, on the one hand, and that of religious
dominance, on the other. This contestation takes place within confessional
boundaries rather than between them. The new movements deny that locality
and tradition can provide the basis for religious hegemony. They argue for
doctrinal universalism — that is, for a religious self firmly located in the
spiritual community of believers but detached from historically contingent
ethno-religious ties and profane local or regional customs and practices.

In their work on secularization, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann
(1967) predicted a decrease in, or even a breakdown of, the religious hegem-
ony of dominant religions. They understood religious pluralism to be a result
of secularization: that is, competition between religions increases, the state
withdraws, and the old religious monopoly is abrogated. David Martin
(2005: 41) noted that evangelical movements create “an autonomous social
space within which people may participate in the creation of a different kind
of sub-society”. As these enclaves multiply, he argued, religious monopoly
breaks down and pluralism replaces it; mediation gives way to direct access;
and a competitive religious economy is established. Another sociologist of
religion, José Casanova (1994), has drawn attention to the difficulties ex-
perienced by traditional churches when confronted by religious congrega-
tions with strong salvational doctrines. But how far can these various theo-
ries be applied to the religious field in Uzbekistan?

Despite the increasing diversity I have outlined in this chapter, if reli-
gious pluralism is understood to mean peaceful, tolerant, egalitarian relations
between religions, then Uzbekistan is not evolving towards pluralism. On the
contrary, the opposite can be observed: an embryonic diversity did not lead
to a breakdown of religious hegemony on the part of the traditional religions
but was itself instrumentalized by the existing powerholders.”’ The represen-
tatives of state-approved Islam and of Russian Orthodoxy in Uzbekistan
forged what they perceived to be a natural alliance to maintain the status quo
in both religion and politics (cf. Bourdieu 2000: 97).

The term tradition is used in very different ways by the chief rivals in
this contest. For some it is a normative category, loaded with political mean-
ing because it implies a longue durée congruence of religion and nationality

" A similar development can be observed in Russia, where the Russian Orthodox Church
advocated the amendment of the law on religions in order to restrict the activities of non-
traditional communities alleged to pose a threat to unity and to Russian culture (see Kazmina
and Filippova 2005).



CONTESTED SPACE 65

in a given territory (Archbishop Vladimir 2000; Peyrouse 2003). In this
reading, it is an integral part of the “cultural package” of the respective
group, which cannot possibly be matched by any non-traditional community.
This is quite different from the use of the term tradition with reference to
disputes within the religious field concerning questions of doctrine and
proper conduct. The new religious movements are to be understood in highly
universalistic terms. “Tradition” for them refers to a religious theory and
genealogy rather than to a local cultural idiom. It is therefore not surprising
that both charismatic Protestants and Muslims promoting a scripturalist
interpretation of Islam should deplore the national independence ideology of
the postsocialist government.

The conflict can also be illuminated by focusing on the competition
between religious specialists, who draw on various sources of knowledge
and authority on both the spiritual and political levels to maintain their
positions in the religious field. Discussions about the finer points of theology
or ideology are integral parts of the competition over sacred authority, for
control of symbolic and material resources, and for control of human capital
— the believers themselves. In Kokand, the odds have been stacked in favour
of those who argue that tradition means the “religious heritage” of the na-
tion, a resource available to be instrumentalized for legitimation purposes in
nation-building (Rasanayagam 2006c).

Sergei Abashin (2006) has argued against reducing Muslim diversity
to a simple opposition between traditionalism and fundamentalism, because
all parties insist that their version of Islam is “correct” and try to present
themselves as “real” Muslims (2006: 269). In the following chapter I look
more concretely at how tradition and Muslimness are defined in everyday
life. In Uzbekistan this simplifying dichotomy has become a central political
category: “fundamentalism”, and indeed any alternative reading of Islam, is
seen as a threat to local customs and traditions.”' Islam represents only one
dimension of this polarity, which has been extended to include the prosely-
tizing new religious movements. The contestation has nothing to do with
theology but rather with political control over the religious sphere. The
government’s categorization has material and juridical consequence for all
religious communities, helping some to maintain their hegemony while
hindering others.

I See Ilkhamov’s discussion (2006b) of a Muslim movement in the Ferghana Valley that
became known under the name Akromiya.






Chapter 4
Conceptualizing Musulmonchilik

The main difference between us and others is simply that we got de-
tached from our Muslim traditions during Soviet times. We learned
how to be good Soviet citizens, but now that we again have the free-
dom to live our religion openly, we need to learn again what it
means to be a Muslim.

— A Sufi shaykh, Chor Bakr, July 2004

The new enthusiasm for religion on the part of many citizens of Uzbekistan
in the 1990s was expressed in statements such as “Now everything is free
[erk]”, “Our religion was given back to us”, and “Thank God we have a law
proclaiming freedom of conscience; anyone can choose his or her faith, and
no one can reproach me any more for praying”. This freedom could be
experienced on a day-to-day basis as information about religion became
openly accessible through the media, not least over the Internet. Religious
organizations opened their doors and offered courses, seminars, and informa-
tion days for anyone who was interested. The feeling of having the right to
practise one’s faith led to a sharp increase in mosque and church attendance.
The imam of the Jome’ mosque in Kokand estimated the number of men
attending on Fridays in the early 1980s to be around 200, most of them
elderly.” A decade later the figure was approximately 3,000 to 4,000."

The public display of Islam was significant at the national level as a
clear sign of autonomy from the USSR, as well as at the individual level.
Indeed, it was difficult to separate the two. Munir, who worked for a local

2 Few mosques in Uzbekistan have separate spaces for women. Although not officially
prohibited from going to mosque, women generally pray at home (see the discussion of
gendered spaces in chapter 6).

3 Ro’i (2000: 73) cited figures of 2,000-2,500, rising to 5,000 at the major festivals, for
Kokand in 1951, figures somewhat lower than those for the other major cities of the Ferghana
Valley. He also noted another source for the same period (Ro’i 2000: 220-221), which
provides an estimate similar to that which I was given by the imam.
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NGO in Kokand, explained to me that to be a “good” Uzbek meant to be a
Muslim according to the common-sense understanding of Uzbek society.
This included going to mosque, professing the religion of one’s ancestors,
and reconnecting with what was considered authentic Uzbek culture after
more than seventy years of alienation.”* Munir told me that, like many
people he knew, he went to mosque only because “everyone did it”. No one
wanted to be labelled a misfit or to stand out as a “bad” Muslim and Uzbek.
Iroda, who had converted to Christianity in the late nineties, was critical of
this attitude: “It was a fashion to go to mosque. It was just a matter of fash-
ion, or people were just going because they were afraid of their reputation in
the mahalla, so that no one would reproach them for not going to mosque. It
was just all about showing off. It was all mendacity”.

In this chapter I examine the way people like Munir and Iroda have
redefined their notions of being Uzbek and being Muslim in recent years.
Factors such as growing national consciousness and neighbourhood social
expectations certainly provide a part of the answer. Here, however, I am
more interested in the individual; the case of Iroda shows that the sincerely
held inner convictions we summarize as “belief” also play a role, as does
curiosity about the supernatural.

But before giving voice to four individual Uzbeks — Khushnud,
Dilorom, Botir, and Iroda — I want to explain more fully the social context of
their actions. In outlining Sevara’s story in the previous chapter, I showed
how issues of nationality and religious affiliation became contested in the
1990s. To be a good Uzbek, one was supposed go to mosque, or one would
be criticized by nationalists and Islamists alike. As the mullah of the small
mosque in the mahalla where 1 lived in Kokand explained, many people
resented the Islamist critique of local practices and lifestyles that had been
transmitted even throughout Soviet times. Uzbek Muslims were being criti-
cized for not performing the ritual prayers correctly, he said. “According to
those Wahhabis, it is not right to fold your hands on your stomach. They say,
the hands should be laid on the breast. But I think the important thing is that
we abide by our mazhab [school of law in Islam]. Saudis and Muslims from
other nations cannot be telling us how to profess our religion, because they
belong to another mazhab than the Hanafi, that is ours”.

In the early 1990s, militant Islamist organizations assumed not only
the functions of law enforcement agencies but also the role of a moral police
force. Many people experienced tension as the struggle for doctrinal domi-
nance expanded to affect the lives of ordinary Muslims. The government’s

™ In the early 1990s it was common for women in cities of the Ferghana Valley, when
walking in public streets, to wear the traditional paranji, which covered their bodies from
head to toe.
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repressive measures affected the Ferghana Valley harder than any other area
in Uzbekistan.” The valley is geographically separated from the rest of
Uzbekistan, and military control posts secure the pass into it. To the south
lies Tajikistan, which experienced a protracted civil war in the 1990s, and
Afghanistan is just a short distance away. It is well known that many Uzbeks
have joined the Taliban and other militant groups, and this is often men-
tioned when people express their discomfort with all forms of radical reli-
gious expression and attitudes.

The aggressive demeanour of many Islamists — for example, when
dismissing the Muslims of the former Soviet Union as being only nominal
Muslims, who had forgotten the essence of Islam — led to a reaction. Like
Sevara, many recoiled from their initial enthusiasm after negative encounters
with Muslims and further reflection upon what it actually meant to be a
Muslim and a good person in moral and religious terms. Another factor was
the “everyday vulnerabilities” (Rasanayagam 2006a) that left most citizens
with a feeling of insecurity in relation to state policies and the application of
the law. When the government is determined to combat Islamic extremism,
ordinary believers can easily become suspect; it is enough to dress according
to the Islamic dress code (see Human Rights Watch 2004; Rasanayagam
2006a; McGlinchey 2007).

Although definitions of what it means to be a good Muslim take dif-
ferent shapes for different people, almost everyone I talked to acknowledged
a strong sense of obligation to maintain the traditions of the ancestors (Aki-
ner 2003: 101). For a majority, differences and incompatibilities among
Muslims were articulated in a comparison between “ours” and “theirs”. As
Privratsky (2001: 109-110) observed for the Kazakhs, local deviations from
sharia are defended by their “Muslimness”, meaning their being the “familiar
way”. A frequent comment in this context was, “Our Muslimness is different
[Bizning musulmonchiligimiz boshqgacha]”.

Musulmonchilik, Muslimness, in the discourses of ordinary Uzbek
Muslims, refers to both a local way and the inner essence of being Muslim
(see Privratsky 2001; Louw 2006; Rasanayagam 2006b). In common par-
lance it refers to all the religious heritage and ritual practices transferred by
one’s forefathers. It is also din, meaning religion generally, although in the
Uzbek context the term is used mostly with reference to Islam. Muslimness
embraces the confession of Islam, the observation of the five pillars, a life-
style that accords with the norms of Islamic doctrine, the reading of the

" The literature on the radical Islamist movements of the Ferghana Valley in the post-
independence period is extensive, but most studies confine themselves to security issues. See
Human Rights Watch (2004); Lubin (1999); McGlinchey (2006); Rashid (1995, 2003);
Sagdeev (2000).
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Qur’an, and attendance at mosque. Although contested by Islamists, in the
views of many Uzbeks, syncretic practices such as the cult of saints, the
lighting of candles at graveyards (derived from Zoroastrianism), and com-
memoration feasts held twenty and forty days after a person’s death (said
also to originate in pre-Islamic traditions) are legitimate. The cult of saints
and shrine veneration are seen as connecting the present to a cultural geneal-
ogy that is not only embodied in the conscience of a people but also in-
scribed in the landscape itself (cf. Privatsky’s discussion [2001: 238] of the
shrines of Sufi saints and the cemeteries of ancestors in Kazakhstan).

Local ideas about Islam have been deeply permeated by Sufism, the
mystical current of Islam that is tolerant in its interpretations of the faith and
focuses attention on the inner self.”® Indeed, tolerance and the peaceful co-
existence of cultures and religions are held to be distinctive features of the
whole of Movarounnahr, or Transoxiana.”’ There, Zoroastrianism, Nestorian
Christianity, and Manichaeism have all left their traces in local practices
such as remnants of the fire cult at weddings and the lighting of candles at
graveyards (both deriving from Zoroastrianism) and the commemoration
rituals performed on the twentieth and fortieth days after a death (sometimes
attributed to Christianity). Even so, the local concept of musulmonchilik is
grounded primarily in the social and cultural memory of the experience of
more than seventy years of Soviet constraints on religious practice.

The movie To ‘ylar Muborak (“May the weddings be blessed”) is a
comedy about an Uzbek on his way to his wedding ceremony at the ZAGS
office, the civil registry.”® The hero is held up on the way by all kinds of
people asking him for help. The film was shot in 1985 and depicts life in
modern Tashkent. The characters wear fashionable, European-style clothes,
and the wedding reception takes place cocktail-party style in a flat in a
modern, multi-storey building. The older part of the city, eski shahar, is
rarely shown, and then mostly to demonstrate how poor and backward its
inhabitants are. I watched the movie with Aziza, a woman in her fifties, who
pointed to women wearing tight minidresses and fancy high heels and comb-
ing their hair back: “Look, this is how I used to dress up in those days ...
When I was young, I was chop-chop”.” At this point Farrukh, her husband,

7® Editor’s note: At this point in her manuscript Hilgers indicated her intention to elaborate
this brief characterization of Sufism with reference to works by Schubel, Louw, and Zarcone.
"7 Movarounnahr (Arab., “on the other side of, or beyond, the river”) is the old name for the
entire region north of the Amu Darya river, usually known in English as Transoxiana.

8 The Otdel Zapisi Aktov Grazhdanskogo Sostoyaniya (ZAGS) (Rus.) — literally, the De-
partment for the Recording of Acts of Civilian Status — is the Soviet equivalent of the Regis-
try Office in Britain. In Uzbekistan, it has not changed since Soviet times.

7 Chop-chop means roughly “active, lively, brisk, running around a lot while staying within
acceptable moral boundaries™.
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interrupted to tease her by saying, “And look at her now — she was so beauti-
ful when I met her, and now she looks like a Wahhabi”. Aziza at the time
knotted a headscarf under her chin and wore a long, loose-fitting dress.

Soviet ideology might not have colonized life-worlds completely, but
in Uzbekistan it certainly oriented many people towards a lifestyle they
considered to be modern — that is, Western, with mainly Russian role mod-
els. The ideology changed what it meant to be a Muslim for all those social-
ized under the Soviet system. For some of the elderly, Islam was still a
“lived religion”, and the perpetuation of religious knowledge and practices
was central to their Uzbek identity, in opposition to the new, all-
encompassing Soviet lifestyle. For the younger generations, however, relig-
ion gradually lost its meaning. The great majority of those I talked to told me
they had learned about Islam from their grandparents, parents, or both, but a
gradual decline in the level of knowledge of Islam was unavoidable, given
the pressure from the government, limited access to Muslim literature, and
the simple fact that the later generations were unable to read Arabic as a
result of the alphabet changes.® For many, engagement with religion became
unfashionable. To read the Qur’an and observe religious practices was the
business of old people and associated with the past. A sixty-three-year-old
woman explained:

My grandmother and my mother read the Qur’an and prayed. They
taught us about Islam, but my siblings and I never really cared. It
was something for the old people. We learned about Uzbek customs,
celebrated Muslim holidays, and identified as Muslims, but without
feeling the need or the wish to learn more and get seriously engaged
with the belief. One was Uzbek, therefore Muslim, and at the same
time a citizen of the Soviet Union.

Islam had become for many a marker of cultural and spiritual identity
rather than an active spiritual commitment. Its social significance had been
reduced largely to life-cycle rituals (see chapter 6). The religious customs
that survived did so under the cover of “national tradition” (Critchlow 1991).
Often they were mixed with — or covered by - secular Soviet elements,
notably in the way state registration became an integral part of wedding
ceremonies (see chapter 5). Stories used to circulate about KGB officers
observing Muslim funerals at graveyards; those later identified in the photo-
graphs were liable to be dismissed from their jobs.®' Some people reported

% For more information on the political background of the decision to introduce Cyrillic and
the wider implications of alphabet changes in Soviet Central Asia, taking Turkmenistan as an
example, see Clement (2007).

*! The KGB was the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (Rus.), the Committee for State
Security.
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receiving verbal warnings for attending private religious study circles. For
the sincerely religious, irrespective of denomination, Soviet controls meant
risking exclusion from access to resources, prestigious jobs, and institutions
of higher education. As Viktor Mikhailovich, the pastor of the Baptist com-
munity in Kokand, explained to me: “Everybody could believe in what they
wanted, but if you wanted to become a party member or hold a government
job, you officially had to confess that you were an atheist and that God did
not exist. Otherwise you had no chance of a career; for that in general you
had to be a member of the party. One had to choose between career and
belief”.

Mikhailovich’s formulation describes the official discourse of the So-
viet period — an “ideal” case of sorts. The majority of people growing up in
the Soviet system aligned their interests and aims to this situation as best
they could, striving for a happy life and keeping out of trouble. The account
of a shaykh of the Naqshbandiya order of his “double life” (his formulation)
during the Soviet era illustrates that it was possible to combine being an
observant and pious believer with being a state employee, as long as the
public and private spheres remained clearly distinct:

Like all the other religious groups and movements, Sufis were not
tolerated under the Soviets and were persecuted. Practising Sufis
were dismissed from their jobs or, under Stalin, even deported to la-
bour camps. The Nagshbandiya order survived underground. The
possibilities for performing zikr [mystical prayer with ritual recita-
tions] of course were limited, but people met in small groups in pri-
vate houses. We lived a kind of double life. In the morning I left the
house in a suit and tie, did my job as a teacher in state employment.
In the evening I returned home, exchanged my suit and briefcase for
my chopon [cloak], do ‘ppi [skullcap], and prayer rug, and read the
Qur’an and performed namoz. Of course it was difficult to observe
all the prayer times, but I tried my best to comply whenever possi-
ble.
The best known exemplar of the compatibility of being Soviet and Muslim
was Sharof Rashidov, the first secretary of the Uzbek Communist Party from
1959 until his death in 1983 and the most senior Soviet leader to observe the
Muslim obligations.** Although denunciations took place, there was a kind
of tacit agreement in certain circles to keep silent about issues of belief.

82 Sharof Rashidovich Rashidov (1917-1983) died, apparently of a heart attack, after he was
accused of being a central player in a large corruption affair later known as the “cotton
scandal”. Rashidov and the corrupt leadership in Moscow inflated the cotton quota by thou-
sands of tons a year (see Rumer 1989).
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Such silencing of belief and domestication of religion (Dragadze
1993) resulted in religiosity’s being widely understood as an inner matter of
the heart that did not necessarily need to be expressed in rituals as long as it
was sincere. Khushnud, whom I introduce at greater length later, explained
to me that Islam formed the basis of Uzbek society, and that observing
o zbekchilik, Uzbekness, meant automatically observing the social and moral
norms of Islam.* Sixty-four years old, he argued that if children were taught
the morals of Uzbek society from an early age, that would indirectly impart
to them knowledge of Islam. His view was strongly challenged by his
twenty-one-year-old nephew Botir, who made a clear distinction between
musulmonchilik, on the one hand, and o zbekchilik and urf-odat (local cus-
toms), on the other. For Khushnud, who sees Islam as the underlying feature
of his being Uzbek and his urf-odat, this distinction cannot be drawn. As one
woman succinctly summarized: “The occasion and the basis for any celebra-
tion is determined by musulmonchilik, [and] the way it is done, by urf-odat”.
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Plate 7. Practicing Uzbek hospitality: Female guests pronounce a blessing prayer
(duo) for the hostess and their relatives prior to the meal.

%3 Editor’s note: The manuscript indicated an intention to discuss at this point a definition of
Uzbekness put forward by Peter Finke, but I have been unable to trace such a definition in any
publication of this author. In his unpublished Habilitationsschrift (Finke 2006), he develops a
“permeable” concept of Uzbekness, in contrast to an ethnicity given by genealogy.
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The Uzbek sociologist Marfua Tokhtakhodjaeva (1995: 65) wrote of a
bi-religious society under socialism: the internal religion of Islam became
covered over by the “outer communist religion”, and in consequence Islam
stagnated. This conception of a form of inward, private religiosity that could
be reconciled with modernity in the guise of Soviet socialism helped to
shape a way of remaining a Muslim, enabling believers to avoid confronta-
tion and to bridge the two ostensibly contradictory worldviews.

Plate 8. Female merchants selling do ‘ppi, the traditional Uzbek headgear and a
symbol of o zbekchilik, at a bazaar.
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Searching for Spirituality

The surge of interest in religion in the postsocialist countries is frequently
explained in terms of a need to fill the ideological vacuum that followed the
collapse of Marxism-Leninism (see Polat 2000; Pollack 2001). According to
some scholars, the new religious movements have been successful because
they have provided people with new meanings and the security they long for
(Pollack 2001). Some writers have gone so far as to compare Soviet ideology
and scientific atheism to religion (Rzehak 2002). Alternatively, they question
the existence of any spirituality at all during Soviet times and suggest the
term spiritual vacuum to describe an overarching identity crisis (Merdjanova
2002: n. 25). All arguments in this vein imply that the Marxist-Leninist
project was successful, and Soviet citizens rejected their former faiths. It is
important to probe further into the extent to which Soviet ideology actually
penetrated the lives of citizens, and particularly into the meaning of spiritual-
ity.

According to the head of the Council for Spirituality and Enlighten-
ment in Tashkent, a spiritual person (ma naviyatli inson) is first and fore-
most an educated and knowledgeable person. He or she places special em-
phasis on a kind of secular reading of spirituality, involving knowledge and
memory of the past. Spirituality is thereby connected to the ancestors and to
what this official called “Uzbek identity”, with a focus on intellectual heri-
tage. This emphatically national logic is reminiscent of the Soviet usage of
the Russian term dukhovnost’, spirituality (Halstead 1994: 428). It refers not
only to the relationship between the individual and God but also to a more
diffuse moral capacity, courage, wisdom, and social responsibility.

For ordinary Uzbeks of the postsocialist period, the term spiritual
vacuum indicated feelings of essential insecurity, of being alienated from
former social and economic ties, such that they needed to seek alternative
normative and ethical frameworks. Scientific atheism proved insufficient.
Although it developed its own rituals and symbols, it remained an ideology
“without memory”, to borrow an expression of Hervieu-Léger’s (cited in
Giordan 2007: 171). As Wanner remarked (2004: 733), “Religion provides
individuals and social groups with a web of ideas, beliefs, and behaviours
that can serve as the basis for a social contract and moral code”. In this
respect, to engage actively with Islam made sense if one wanted to reconnect
to one’s ancestors and familiar guidelines for living. Others found a new
moral compass in alternative ways, including conversion to a faith other than
Islam or embracing a radical and politicized interpretation of Islam.
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Plate 9. Hare Krishna graffiti on a wall in Kokand.

The underlying motivations of those who actively searched for a new
source of spirituality following Uzbek independence are not hard to grasp. A
deep wish to connect to the divine was the primary impulse, but in addition
they sought to enhance and edify the self by becoming a “good” person in a
society they considered superficial and bigoted. This is the sort of spirituality
that Kieran Flanagan (2007: 1) described as follows:

Spirituality signifies an indispensable dimension of what it is to be
human. In the spirit, the social actor finds ambition, animation and
exultation that all move and mobilise the self to reach beyond itself,
to find powers that make humans small divinities pursuing destinies
that transcend the mundane necessities of the immediate and the
temporal.
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Plate 10. Hare Krishna painting in the apartment of a young convert in Kokand.

Scientific atheism could never provide as convincing an explanation
of life on earth as could traditional faiths (Halstead 1994: 425). “I always
asked myself where the trees came from, and why there is life on earth,” said
Dilbar when she told me the story of her personal quest for meaning. “The
teachers in school always explained it with natural science, but they could
never give an answer that was sufficient for me. Science alone was no proof
for me.” Dilbar, fifty-five years old when I met her, was a teacher and the
single parent of a teenage daughter. She had been born into a family of
devout Muslim believers and described her parents as typical Soviet Uzbeks.
Her mother worked as a chief secretary at the district committee of the
Communist Youth League (Raykom Komsomola), where her father was the
head of a department. Both held senior positions and performed their public
roles as good communists, but, as Dilbar remarked with sarcasm, in their
family life they were “not zamonaviy [modern, contemporary]”. In school
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Dilbar learned about the Communist Party, Marxist-Leninist ideology,
socialism, and the communist idea that God does not exist and religion is a
sign of backwardness. But in her heart of hearts, she explained, she always
knew that this could not be the truth: “I always felt that there must be more,
and there were so many questions left unanswered, where science had
reached its explanatory limits”. Socialism to her was a big lie that burst like
a bubble.

Disillusioned with the past and searching to fill her spiritual void with
content, Dilbar began buying books on astrology and new age movements, in
addition to reading books on Islam and the Bible, but nothing seemed really
to touch her. She participated in talks and seminars on transcendence, medi-
tation, and Buddhism and visited various religious congregations in Tash-
kent, among them the Russian Orthodox church, the Hare Krishnas, and
some Protestant congregations. “After independence, I was especially inter-
ested in Christianity and the teachings of Jesus Christ — first I visited the
Russian Orthodox church, the church of the Russians, and then some Protes-
tant communities. But there the people were not really free. There they had
their own authorities they followed, and this is what I didn’t like because it
reminded me too strongly of Islam”. In the end she found the answers to
most of her questions in the writings of Bahau’lla, the founder of the Baha’i
faith.* “But if you ask me ‘what’ I am, I cannot give you an answer. ... I can
only say that I like the Baha’is the most. I was never interested in Islam.
Islam has many bad sides: you should fear God and be anxious. Many who
pretend to be Muslims today are involved in the drugs trade and have politi-
cal interests — but this should not be part of a religion! In Islam there is no
love to God”.

I heard many stories similar to Dilbar’s during my fieldwork. Many
people tried out different religious directions in search of something more
meaningful in life, either within the frames of their inherited religions (Uz-
beks and Russians alike) or outside those frames. Dilbar’s critique of the
immorality of many self-proclaimed Muslims, including ulema, was by no
means unusual. The quest for spirituality could take many forms and lead to
very different outcomes, as I illustrate by looking at four persons in detail.

% Bahau’lla (1817—-1892) was born as Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri. The Baha’is see him as the
founder of a new religion, like Jesus and Muhammad, and as the initiator of a new cycle,
comparable to the one that began with Adam. The Kitab-i-Aqdas and the Kitab-i-Igan,
authored by Bahau’lla, are the key scriptures.
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Four Ways of Conceptualizing Religiosity

The experiences already sketched provoked many Uzbeks to reflect on what
it actually meant to be a Muslim in general and what it meant to be an Uzbek
Muslim in particular. There was a consensus that Uzbek Muslimness was
bound up with urf-odat, customs, but individuals’ concepts were neither
homogeneous nor static, as the stories of Khushnud, Dilorom, Botir, and
Iroda show.*

Khushnud: Belonging without Believing

One day during my brief return to Kokand in summer 2005 1 found my
landlord, Khushnud, age sixty-four, sitting on the couch watching the news
program on one of the Russian satellite television channels. Instead of greet-
ing me, he pointed to the TV and told me to sit down next to him: “Irina, you
have to see this. They are showing your city, Cologne, on TV”. The news-
caster was reporting from the Youth Days organized by the Catholic Church
in Cologne. The event coincided with the liturgy held by the newly inaugu-
rated Pope Benedict XVI, and viewers could see tens of thousands of young
people singing, shouting, crying, and breaking out in hysteria when the new
pope appeared. Khushnud shook his head in disbelief: “Look at them. They
are crazy! Can you understand this?” Looking at me to see my reaction, he
continued: “Do you understand this hysteria? I don’t. You know, I don’t
believe in God, I’'m an atheist”. He switched off the TV and went on to
explain that he was a Muslim by birth and came from a family in which
Islam had played a major role. In that sense, he considered himself to be
Muslim. Yet he was an atheist by conviction.

After initially studying at the University of Tashkent, Khushnud had
continued his studies in Moscow, where he lived for several years. He liked
to tell stories about his time in the students’ dormitory and his trips to the
Black Sea with friends from all over the Soviet Union. Soviet teaching in the
natural sciences, scientific atheism, faith in progress and modernity, and the
cosmopolitan atmosphere of the university had all left their imprints. Return-
ing to Uzbekistan, Khushnud led several drilling expeditions to identify
natural gas and oil supplies. As a respected researcher and leader, he was
appointed head of the Geophysics Institute in Kokand, where he still worked
during the time of my stay.

8 My conversations with Khushnud and Dilorom were conducted entirely in Uzbek. Botir
and Iroda both spoke excellent English, and we talked mainly in that language, sometimes
switching to Uzbek.
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Khushnud situated himself in the tradition of the Soviet intelligentsia
and took a pragmatic view of Islam and religion in general and of Uzbek
society in particular. This meant that he participated frequently in events
with a religious background. Partly because of his prestigious position, he
was often invited as a guest on all kinds of ritual occasions, sometimes to
more than one event on the same day.*® He could not evade these responsi-
bilities. At the circumcision celebration (o ‘g ‘il to ‘yi) of his youngest grand-
son, which took place at his house in the spring, Khushnud was the perfect
host as he welcomed the visiting men to the morning osh (pilaf, a rice dish
with mutton and vegetables).”” He stood at the entrance to the courtyard,
holding a towel for the guests to dry their hands on after their ritual washing.
He took care of the seating arrangements at the long tables in the courtyard
before himself sitting down next to his friend, the mullah of the neighbour-
hood mosque, who recited from the Qur’an and led the ritual. During the
circumcision itself (which I was asked to record on video), Khushnud con-
tinued to fulfil all his obligations as the host of the feast.

Khushnud considered participation in such events a matter of showing
respect and following Uzbek urf-odat. Not to participate would be to offend
the hosts and show disrespect toward Uzbek customs and one’s ancestors.
What mattered most was to be a humane person (inson) and to uphold the
norms and morals of his Uzbek culture. For that, he explained, he did not
need a religion to tell him what to do and how to behave. But if people
wanted to believe, then he would respect their choice. “Look at my wife.
She’s a real Muslim believer”, he explained. “To her, belief in God is impor-
tant”. Apart from his wife, Lola, who prayed five times a day, religion was
inconspicuous in the life of his extended family (the house was shared with
his thirty-four-year-old son, Sherzod, his wife, and their two young sons).
Khushnud saw no contradiction between organizing and participating in
events with an undeniably religious dimension and his self-conception as an
atheist. Islam was an historical marker of Uzbek identity, the foundation of
Uzbek customs and moral standards. Although asserting that o zbekchilik
corresponded to Islamic virtues, he detached the religious from the cultural.
He conceived of himself as a Muslim, but as a cultural one, socialized in a
family and society forged by Islam. To this extent Khushnud followed the

% In addition, Khushnud was a member of several gaps. Gap (Uzb., Tajik) means literally
“sentence, conversation”. In this context it refers to an informal, rotating association of men.
See also chapter 6, note 15.

87 Editor’s note: The author indicated at this point that she intended to provide a more detailed
description of the morning osh, including the patterns of gender segregation, in the final
version of this chapter. Osh is a synonym for the dish palov. The term is also used to refer to
celebrations held in the morning, where osh/palov is served. The generic term for domestic
life-cycle rituals is 7o ‘.
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Soviet separation of religion and national identity, rather than earlier Uzbek
traditions that precluded distinctions such as that between sacred and secular
or between the religious and the national (Keller 2001a: 330 ff.). Whereas
for other participants in Islamic rituals, the religious meaning was at stake,
for Khushnud the meaning was cultural and social rather than religious or
spiritual.

Dilorom: Bridging the Old and the New

Dilorom was of the same generation as Khushnud. She lived with her daugh-
ter, son-in-law, and teenage granddaughter, Rayhon. They ran a small bed-
and-breakfast establishment in Kokand, where I stayed for some time before
moving to live with Khushnud. Dilorom and her family and I became close
friends. She had a deep knowledge of the religious scene in her mahalla and
was on good terms with various female and male religious specialists, rang-
ing from a healer and several ofin-oyis to unofficial and official mullahs.*
When I visited Dilorom one day for tea, she told me about her childhood and
her relationship to religion during the Soviet era. Her father, an imam at a
mosque in Kokand and a pious believer, had suffered under Soviet repres-
sion but continued to read the Qur’an and to transmit his knowledge of Islam
to his children. Dilorom had been introduced by her mother into numerous
female religious practices. She remembered celebrating mushkul kushod
(“the Solver of Problems”) and maviud (the Birth of the Prophet) at home
and said she had learned the most when otin-oyis came to explain the eski-
chilik, the “old ways”, by which she meant Islamic practices of pre-Soviet
times.

Dilorom was born in the early 1940s in a village near Kokand. She de-
scribed her early years as a student and young employee as a time full of
contradictions. Always conceiving herself to be a Muslim, she felt that she
had to “cover her belief up in her heart” and adapt to the system and the
circumstances as well as possible. At eighteen she married an Uzbek from
Bukhara. The couple moved to Bukhara, where she finished her studies and
worked for several years as a geologist for the gas works. “To the outside
world”, she said, “I adapted to the situation and was a good Soviet citizen,
but at home I tried to observe all the rules of musulmonchilik 1 could, per-
formed namoz, and read the Qur’an”. At that time it was vital to keep this

8 Otin-oyi is the standard term in the Ferghana Valley for a female religious specialist with
significant knowledge of Islamic texts. In Khorezm the equivalent is bibi-halpa or mullah-
oyi, in Bukhara the term is bibi-mullah or oyi-mullo. These women seldom have any formal
religious education from official Islamic institutions; they are either autodidacts or receive
teaching from other religious specialists or from their female relatives. See Fathi (1997,
2004); Kleinmichel (2001); Kramer (2002).
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secret, because the whole family would suffer the consequences — for exam-
ple, in terms of educational opportunities — if it were public knowledge that a
state employee was practising her religion. “Therefore it was important to
think carefully about how far to profess one’s religiosity openly”. Her father
and an uncle who was a domla (Muslim teacher) continued teaching Islam to
their close relatives at home, but in Soviet public space they behaved as she
did: “They worked in small shops, for the state, and [their religiosity] did not
interfere in state affairs, because religion is something private, and it does
not pose any opposition to the state. My father continued working for the
kolkhoz [collective farm], and when I became a member of the Komsomol,
he was not against it”.

Years later, Dilorom and her family moved back to Kokand, where
she worked for the party committee (partkom). She was able to separate her
work for the party clearly from her belief and was never quizzed about
whether or not she believed in God:

No. I was never asked if I believed in God or not. You would have to
know the political structure, the number of members in the party in
Uzbekistan, the date the Constitution was issued, and the birthday of
Lenin and so on. But no, I was never asked — anyway, most of the
people in the party were Muslims themselves, and so nobody asked
and there was no malicious gossip-mongering. Belief in God has al-
ways been a private matter, inside people’s hearts, and it remains
there.

When Dilorom’s husband died in the 1980s, the family conducted a
proper Muslim burial, followed by the customary commemoration feasts,
Yigirma (“twenty” — that is, twenty days after the death) and Qirq (“forty”).
Dilorom invited a domla and relatives and neighbours to attend and, follow-
ing recitations from the Qur’an, to eat osh together. Men were invited in the
morning, women separately in the afternoon. “It was no problem to arrange
this. Nobody said anything against it”.

During the first turbulent years of independence, Dilorom was still
working for the party committee and found herself confronted by novel
interpretations of Islam:

We were taught about Islam, even in the office at work, and they
told us to learn Arabic, because at the time a switch to the Arabic
script was under consideration, so we were summoned and told that
all colleagues should know the Arabic alphabet, so as to be prepared.
And so after work, at five o’clock, we would sit and take Arabic lan-
guage lessons from a mullah or an imam. That is how it all started
and how I learnt about namoz and Islam. The men started attending
the mosques. We had thirty-five minutes for our lunch break and
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people used this time to attend the big mosques. Mosques were also
opening in mahallas and villages, cities and towns everywhere. So
everyone, including children, started going to mosques. .... War
started in Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and it came from there mostly.

. Muslims began having conflicts with Muslims, our Friday
mosque and that big mosque started disagreeing with each other.
And men started to beat the heads of those women who were walk-
ing without a headscarf, saying they should cover themselves, and
introducing prohibitions, so in the 1990s there were a lot of these
Wahhabis [vahobiylar]. ... I remember that from time to time when [
went out early for sweeping I found leaflets at my door. I read one
and it had no meaning in it. It said that when Karimov became presi-
dent he had taken an oath, and that he had promised this and that at
specific parliamentary sessions, but had not delivered — but this was
a direct confrontation of the state. These leaflets contained nothing
good from the viewpoint of religion and so I burned them. We say,
“Do not stamp on the face of those who did good to you”, and it was
the state which returned our religion to us. Nobody says anything to
you when you are performing namoz, and you should be grateful for
that. The aim of those leaflets was to attract youths. Hezbollah and
extremists came from this angle, but I never talked with any of them,
and I always avoid them. Thanks to God we were given our religion
again. There are things like the mazhab where different groups are
each trying to recruit more followers. But authentically the Qur’an is
one. It is good from the beginning to the end, and we should fulfil its
requirements. Those who do so will not lose anything.

By the time Dilorom retired in 1993 she had begun to engage actively
with Islam. She attended study circles lead by an otin-oyi from the
neighbourhood, read all kinds of books, and discussed authors’ differing
interpretations with her friends. She showed me a small booklet in which
prayers and their movements were explained step by step with the aid of
illustrations of a properly dressed Muslim woman, and she pointed to the
notes she had scrawled in the dog-eared booklet. Although Dilorom had
learned how to perform namoz and had practised it since childhood, she now
considered it important to look up proper practice in a manual and to correct
her own practice accordingly.

On one occasion Dilorom invited me, together with some neighbours,
around to watch Klon, a Brazilian telenovela. The love story between the
two main characters — Jade, a Moroccan Muslim, and Lucas, a Brazilian
businessman — unfolded in Brazil and Morocco. The scenes shot in Morocco
showed beautiful women dressed in lavish, Muslim-style robes and jewel-
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lery. These scenes captured the attention of the Kokand Muslim women
because of the attractive way they depicted everyday life and fashion. To
watch Klon was more than evening entertainment for them. It seemed to
afford them a glimpse into the wider Muslim world and a point of compari-
son, albeit fictional.* Dilorom drew attention to a scene showing the Moroc-
can family performing namoz at home, with men sitting in the front and
women at the back, and remarked that for men and women to pray together
would be unthinkable in Uzbekistan. This, she concluded, might be a key
difference between the Uzbek way and the Moroccan. For Dilorom, it was
up to each individual to decide what constituted proper practice, but her own
main source of information and guidance was clearly the Hanafi school of
Sunni Islam, the Islam she had learned from her father. She regarded a return
to a pre-Soviet Islam undesirable but was similarly unsympathetic towards
radical scripturalist interpretations that would invalidate certain elements she
viewed as integral to the local way and cultural memory, such as saint ven-
eration. Religious practice should be a private matter for each individual.
What mattered most, she said to me often, was having the right intention
(niyat) and believing in one’s heart.

Botir: Opting for the Modern

Botir, the twenty-one-year-old nephew of my host family in Kokand, whom
I mentioned briefly before, was a student of economics at the polytechnic
institute in Tashkent. He spent his semester break with his family in Kokand,
and during this stay he often came to visit his uncle’s place to play with the
children, to give his aunt a hand in preparing food, or simply to chat. One
Friday afternoon I met Botir on the street in the city centre, wearing a white
skullcap and carrying a prayer rug under his arm. He told me he had just
come from the small Friday mosque close to his house, where he had at-
tended the Friday prayers. Curious, I asked him how many people had at-
tended, but instead of giving me a number, he explained that it would be
important for me and my work to know that there were basically two kinds
of Muslims in Uzbekistan: those who were “real” (hagiqiy) believers, who
believed in their hearts and prayed out of true faith, and those who called
themselves Muslims but did not abide by the rules and who, even if they
attended mosque, could not be seen as real Muslims. Botir admitted that for

% This telenovela was aired in Uzbekistan on the Russian channel in summer 2004 and
enjoyed great popularity among women of all ages. The Moroccan clothes, jewellery, and
way of flinging the headscarf loosely around the head instead of knotting it at the chin became
extremely fashionable. Klon had a similar effect at the same time in Kyrgyzstan (McBrien
2007).
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a long time he had belonged to the second category himself and called
himself a Muslim simply because he was born into a Muslim family. In his
family, he explained, only his grandmother, who lived in the same house,
performed namoz. Apart from life-cycle rituals, religion played no important
role in the family’s life.

Botir’s family might be considered upper middle class in terms of in-
come and status. Both parents were academics who attached great impor-
tance to education, and all four of their children had gone on to study in
Tashkent. Like his elder brother, Botir had attended the Turkish grammar
school in Kokand. This school was affiliated with the Nurcu brotherhood; it
taught in English and Turkish and had a good reputation. But Botir was
unable to graduate from there because the school was closed by the Uzbek
government, and he eventually received his high-school certificate from a
state-run school.”” When 1 raised the issue of the closure of the Nurcu
schools, he said that his Turkish teachers had not delved into religious is-
sues. More crucial was his encounter with a visiting Russian Orthodox priest
whom Botir helped with some translations. The priest’s story about how he
had changed from being a nominal believer to a committed one inspired
Botir to make a similar move within Islam.

A few years ago, he continued, he had begun to take an interest in his
roots, by which he meant not only his family history but also Uzbek culture,
history, and ethnicity. He began reading and talking to all kinds of people to
gather information about the more recent past. Digging deeper, he came to
the conclusion that the essence of being an Uzbek could not be grasped
without Islam. In the beginning he had seen Islam as a means to gain a better
understanding of culture and history, but the more he read about religion, the
more he became interested in what he called his native religion, Islam. He
also came to feel that a proper understanding of Islam could not be reached
through books alone; only the active practice of Islam would reveal the
spiritual side of religion. Botir therefore started to go to mosque for prayers,
and from time to time he visited the mullah of his mahalla mosque to obtain
formal religious instruction by attending the dar, the lecture after the Friday
prayers. He also started to learn Arabic in order to read the Qur’an in the
language of revelation.

% n the early 1990s, the Nurcular, followers of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (1876—1960) and
his disciple Fetullah Giilen, opened hundreds of schools in the Central Asian states. The
schools in Uzbekistan were closed in 1999 following a decree by the president. Although on
the surface they appeared to be propagating a moderate, modernized version of Islam, on a
more informal level, through extracurricular contacts and the distribution of translations of the
texts of Said Nursi, they were suspected of radical proselytizing (Akiner 2003: 109; see also
Balc12003).
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Botir saw the time he began visiting a mullah regularly as the turning
point in his life, following which his initial motivation — learning about his
roots — became secondary. He emphasized that in advancing in his studies of
Islam, his heart was opened by Allah. Praying in the mosque was no longer a
mere social obligation but now a personal desire to express his belief in
Allah. All the same, he said, he was not yet ready to call himself a 100 per
cent Muslim, because he was still in the learning process.

A few days later Botir came to visit our house again and asked me for
some information about scholarships in Germany. Earlier, his priority had
been to enrol in a master’s degree program in the United States, but now, he
said, he would consider going anywhere. He just wanted to leave the country
as soon as possible, not only to obtain a better education but also because of
his deep dissatisfaction with the policies of the Uzbek government towards
Muslims, which hindered him in exercising his beliefs. According to the
Constitution, he explained, he had the right to profess any religion he
wanted, but according to the law on religion, visiting a mullah for tuition in
the interpretation of the Qur’an, the most basic knowledge for a Muslim
believer, could easily fall into the category of unregistered religious activi-
ties and be prosecuted under the criminal code. Even if government officials
generally tolerated such sessions, to visit a mullah more than once a week
might well attract the attention of the secret police, who would view him as a
suspicious Islamist. If that happened, then it would be impossible for him to
get the exit visa he needed to leave the country. Botir’s complaint was that
he could not satisfy the requirements for becoming a “real” believer in his
native country, because of its restrictions on access to knowledge and the
stigma a practising believer was likely to attract, especially in the Ferghana
Valley.

Formal religious training, discussions with specialists, and his study of
the scriptures had also changed Botir’s attitude towards many everyday
religious practices common in Kokand and Uzbekistan in general. Islam was
no longer just a component of his cultural package, he asserted; it had be-
come central to his life. He saw it as his personal challenge to draw near to
the ideal of a Muslim believer. This ideal could be located only in the ca-
nonical interpretation of Islam, which connected Central Asia to the larger
Islamic world. He was therefore critical of local practices. When I told him I
had joined a group of women to visit a sacred site close to Kokand (see
chapter 6), he told me that many people confused traditions with “true”
Islamic conduct. To his thinking, the way Uzbek women directly addressed
the saint was not in accordance with the teachings of Islam and was simply
wrong. Despite this clear opinion, it would be bad manners, in Botir’s opin-
ion, to reproach people openly for such practices. He nevertheless main-
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tained a conception of Islam as a pure religious system that must be seen
outside of any socio-cultural framework. This opinion led to lively discus-
sions — for instance, with his uncle Khushnud.

Iroda: Choosing Christianity

Iroda came from a family with a long genealogy of religious specialists — her
grandfather was a mullah, and her grandmother, an otin-oyi. They gave Iroda
and her siblings books on Islam and taught them how to read the Qur’an,
how to pray, and how to observe Muslim rituals. She remembered that
religious studies were conducted at their house, organized by her grandpar-
ents, despite the constant threat of their being denounced by neighbours.
During school and later in her studies at the city’s medical institute, Iroda
tried to fulfil her obligations as a Muslim as far as possible, praying regu-
larly and fasting during Ramadan. “I think I was a proper Muslim by that
time!” she joked. After graduating from the medical institute, [roda moved to
Tashkent, enrolled in an English language course, and obtained a diploma.
Wishing to practise the language, she sought contact with native English
speakers and was told about a Christian seminary where an American of-
fered English conversation courses:
And so I went there only to improve and practice my English, but
when I wanted to ask them if I could study there, they asked me,
“Do you speak English?” I answered, “Yes”. “Can you work as an
interpreter for the seminary?” [laughs] So I came there for the first
time, got a job, and without knowing Jesus I translated the Bible for
the next four months. I didn’t want to hear about the Bible. ... I, I
loved the Bible, but I didn’t like what they said that Jesus is God’s
son, he 1s God and he is the holy spirit at the same time. So this was
my first contact with Jesus.

[roda began working at the seminary of this charismatic Protestant
congregation when she was still in her mid-twenties. She depicted her first
four months of work as a period of moral dilemma, uncertainty, and fear:

When I started to work here, with Christian people, fear came into
my heart, because it is written in the Qur’an that if you go and stay
with unbelieving people — kofir we say in Uzbek — you will lose your
future and your spiritual relationship with God. I knew it and I went
to my mother and said, “You know, these people asked me to work
as a translator, but this is written in the Qur’an — what shall I do?”
And so my mother said, “If they need you, you shall help them be-
cause they serve to God, too”. And so I decided: I’'m a Muslim, these
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people came to bring unbelieving people — Russian people, Korean
people —to God, and I think it will be okay for me to help them. ...

But my heart didn’t find peace with this decision, and during
these four months I had fear in my heart. And it grew, day by day,
and it seemed sometimes that I would look behind [me] and I would
see someone very dangerous and I [feared I would] lose my life or
my mind and that it would be punishment for me because I betrayed
my religion and I’'m among these unbelieving people. This fear be-
came so big that one day I couldn’t take it any more and started
praying to God. For this, the pastor about whom I’m talking now —
he is a pastor from Samarqgand, he gave me a book and I read this
book — when he gave it to me, I said, “You know, I don’t have time
to read and study, but if I find time, maybe after one year, maybe af-
ter two years, I will read it”, because | was very busy in these times,
and [he said], “Okay, so, if you have time, read please!” And I put
the book on my shelf.

One night I couldn’t sleep and I started to see what could I do [in-
stead]. ... I saw this book and I wanted to read it. The author of the
book was a Muslim who was from Arabia or Afghanistan ... I don’t
know ... and he wrote about his experience, what he felt when he
heard about Jesus. And he had this prayer: “God, you have eyes and
you see me. You have ears and you hear and you are listening to me.
I don’t want people to teach me. I want you to teach me — open
[enlighten] me right away!” He prayed this way and I read it and I
started to pray and I felt myself [to be] very bad and I said to God,
“Open me, please — open me.” I cried and I went to sleep. And in the
morning, God came to me and revealed himself to me, and Jesus
talked to my heart. And if people had said [these things] to me, I
wouldn’t have accepted him, because if Christian people say, “Our
book is good, a great book,” we would say, “Our Qur’an is better!”
[laughs] And if the preacher says, “We have the Holy Spirit,” we
would say the same thing. But when Jesus came himself ... I ac-
cepted him. I experienced seeing him and talking to him. And this
changed my life. I accepted him in one morning, during three or five
minutes. ... He had some questions for me, and I answered, and I
knew he was the right way.

In the early period after accepting Jesus and becoming a Christian,
Iroda found it hard to talk about her new faith because, as she described it,
her mind was full of her knowledge of Islam. She decided not to talk about it
with her parents and relatives, because she was aware of the problems that
would result from her decision. In a dream encounter, Jesus took her by the



CONCEPTUALIZING MUSULMONCHILIK 89

hand up a staircase to heaven. As she climbed higher and higher, she looked
down and saw her relatives going to hell. After this dream, Iroda said, she
knew it was not right not to tell them about her acceptance of Jesus. She felt
she had a duty to save her relatives from going to hell by telling them about
the right way — that is, belief in Jesus.

After this confession, her family refused to speak to her. Four months
later, her younger sister also converted and was similarly abandoned by their
parents. Some time later their relationship with their mother improved when
she became a Christian as well. Iroda herself carried on working with the
congregation and became a very involved member of the community. Seven
years after joining the seminary she became a pastor herself, holding study
circles and delivering sermons in the Uzbek language for the growing com-
munity. For many Uzbek converts, she became a counsellor for all questions
relating to their “coming out” and the moral dilemmas resulting from their
decision to leave Islam.

Iroda’s main criticism of Uzbek Muslims was their obstinate adher-
ence to what they conceived of as traditions and culture, without questioning
whether or not these practices and norms conformed to their faith: “It is not
even interesting for them. For them it is tradition and this is all that matters!
Even if they know that God is against it, they will do it, because it is tradi-
tion. And people even acknowledge this openly! My mother once told such
people that what they do is against the Islamic tradition, and the people
answered, ‘What shall we do, if it is our tradition?’”

In her new community Iroda did not find a faith that she viewed as in-
trinsically morally superior to Islam; rather, she found a group of believers
whom she viewed as more sincere and devout than the Muslim community —
both local Uzbek Muslims and Muslims on the international level. Her
criticism of a bigoted society resembles that put forward by certain Muslims,
but in Iroda’s case it is also marked by the distance she travelled in conver-
sion and by the rhetoric and dogma of the charismatic church.

Narratives of Religiosity

The stories of Khushnud, Dilorom, Botir, and Iroda represent four different
ways of conceptualizing what it means, on an individual basis, to be reli-
gious or non-religious in Uzbekistan. In each of their biographies we can see
processes of decision-making influenced by certain experiences and encoun-
ters. I chose these four people because their reasoning and their ways of
engaging with questions of religiosity and spirituality exemplify certain
patterns that I identified during my fieldwork. Khushnud represents the idea
of cultural Muslimness, and Dilorom and Botir illustrate different intensities
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of the orientation towards a more scriptural interpretation of Islam. Iroda
represents the steadily growing minority who decide to leave Islam for
another religion. It is important to stress that these are snapshots I took at
certain stages in lives that might well move in different directions in the
future. And of course all four persons were confronted by me as a researcher
and were fully aware of my special interest in the topic.

In his study of Turkish Islamists in Germany, Werner Schiffauer
(2000) pointed out that, in the analysis of narratives, one must keep in mind
that talk about religion always revolves around decisions between being for
and being against something. Intensive religious encounters often result in an
awakening of faith or conversion: the whole world appears to be different.
People who undergo such experiences tend to structure their lives accord-
ingly, in before and after periods. The period before the experience is com-
monly presented as an unconscious search for the truth, which finds its
fulfilment in the religious encounter. Such people bear witness to their
experience when they interpret the past from the position of their new reli-
gious orientation. It is important not to view such constructions as distor-
tions, because they are inseparable parts of the experience that give meaning
to the event (Schiffauer 2000: 235).

Iroda was a pastor, rhetorically trained by the seminary, and her narra-
tive should be seen in this light. She told me a story that she had probably
told many times before, refining it during her seven years of constituting
herself as a Christian by reflecting to an audience about her Muslim past.”
Similar remarks apply in the case of Botir, who did not undergo a religious
conversion in the conventional sense of changing his religion but experi-
enced a transformation from expressing a rather indifferent, nominal alle-
giance to Islam as found in the mainstream to being a highly interested, self-
conscious Muslim actively engaging with the principles of his faith.”

! In his analysis of Christian conversion narratives, Peter Stromberg (1993: xi) argued that “it
is through the use of language in the conversion narrative that the processes of increased
commitment and self-transformation take place. This argument is based upon a view of what
language is and how it works that is opposed to certain widespread common-sense under-
standings of these topics. In fact, ... it is precisely these common-sense understandings of
language and subjects (the persons who use language) that set up the conversion narrative by
placing some members of our society in a contradictory position”. See also Wohlrab-Sahr,
Krech, and Knoblauch (1998) on approaches to conversion narratives in the sociology of
religion.

%2 Editor’s note: At this point the author indicated an intention to expand her discussion of
“intra-faith conversion or intensification of faith” by examining more cases like that of Botir.
For more on conversions to Christianity, see chapter 8.



CONCEPTUALIZING MUSULMONCHILIK 91

Rethinking Musulmonchilik

Eickelman and Piscatori (1996) coined the concept “objectification of Islam”
to characterize what changes when Islam becomes a postulate for conscious
believers and is no longer necessarily embedded in a particular culture and
social practice. In the process of defining the religion, other essential issues
have to be addressed, such as democracy, secularism, and, as in the Uzbek
case, the question of Islam as a common good negotiated within the public
sphere (see also Roy 2006). In the course of this process, the power to define
moves away from a limited number of religious specialists to encompass
every believer who wants to become engaged with Islam and what it means
to be a Muslim. The formulation, not the content, shapes meaning (Roy
2006: 159). Objectification entails “self-examination, judging others, and
judging oneself. The sense of contrast with a past or contrast with the rest of
society is at the heart of the self-consciousness that shapes religious style”
(Metcalf 1996: 7).

In the cases I have presented in this chapter, the objectification takes
place along different lines, but all four narratives present common patterns
that are of urgent concern to the society of Uzbekistan, including moral
critique, the localization of religion within a given territory, and the juxtapo-
sition of religion and nationality.

Many conscious Muslims in Uzbekistan are concerned about the
moral ambiguities present in the behaviour of fellow Muslims and members
of the ulema at all levels. Dilorom described a blatant discrepancy between
the way people proclaimed their Muslimness and the way they failed to live
accordingly — for example, when Muslims killed each other. Dilorom, Botir,
and Khushnud all distinguished clearly between Islam as a religious system
and Muslims who instrumentalized religion to pursue political aims. Com-
mon to all of them was the idea that society should return to a more liberal or
ethical Islam (cf. Roy 2006: 155). Iroda, as a Christian convert, took a more
radical stance. From her perspective, Islam was an intrinsically negative
religion, God in the Islamic conception was an angry one, and Islamic doc-
trines facilitated evil.

The question of morality also bears directly on religious authority. A
believer is expected to show ishan (Arab., “perfection, excellence”) in the
“inner” dimension of Islam, whereas sharia (Arab., “law” or “path”) refers to
the outer dimension. Ishan includes the Muslim responsibility to accomplish
excellence in worship and in social action. The individual is expected, on the
basis of inner belief and sincere devotion, to strive to become a better person
and to seek out the information and knowledge that will enable him to be
relatively autonomous in choosing which religious authority to follow. From
the statements of Khushnud, Dilorom, Botir, and Iroda, and more generally
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in the quest for spirituality among Uzbeks at large, it is evident that the
established Muslim authorities in Uzbekistan are not considered necessarily
authoritative or as providing a role model for ordinary believers. This scepti-
cism is based on perceptions of inconsistency between (outer) deeds and
proclaimed morality. Official ulema are suspected of propagating the gov-
ernment’s ideological definition of musulmonchilik, and unofficial, often
self-trained religious figures are thought to have too little knowledge or to be
teaching Islam primarily as an economic strategy (cf. Kramer 2002; Fathi
2004). Those promoting “purer” scripturalist models are easily associated
with political extremism.

Khushnud tended to block out the religious dimension and locate au-
thority within secular Uzbek norms and customs. Dilorom remained more
open and connected to both “traditional” and “modern” ideas and interpreta-
tions, while Botir clearly positioned himself towards the latter. He was
willing to acknowledge local practices and the worldview and history that
lay behind them, but he rejected them for himself. Iroda rejected all Muslim
authorities and sought alternatives elsewhere.

If a growing individualization of religious practice is the consequence
of a decline in the societal authority of religion, then the very definition of
what it means to be a Muslim and the rebuilding of a Muslim community
depend on the individual (Roy 1996). The way the believer experiences and
formulates her or his relation to religion is crucial. Olivier Roy sees such an
individualization as omnipresent in Islam, which follows the same path as
Christianity by emphasizing belief and values, the striving for a universal
community beyond culture and nations, the local assembly as a basis of
socialization, and a critique of alienation in a vain, materialist society. Roy’s
analysis is based on his studies of changing patterns of religiosity among
Muslim migrants in the West, particularly the phenomenon of fundamental-
ism. But similar developments can be seen in the Uzbek case, as in the moral
critique, although the understanding of what it means to be a Muslim seems
more diverse in Uzbekistan. While acknowledging that religion is a private
matter, a large majority endorses the government’s position that it is also
closely connected to nationality and local culture.

Uzbek Muslims experience their religion as a set of practices tied
closely to society, history, and everyday life. Botir questioned this link and
argued for a universalist reading of Islam. Iroda questioned it more drasti-
cally by converting to a form of Christianity that places strong emphasis on
the trans-local and trans-ethnic character of religion, analogous to the uni-
versalist Islamists. Dilorom and Khushnud stand for the larger stratum in
Uzbek society that favours a localized reading of Islam. Acknowledging
universal aspirations, they nonetheless prioritize the local character of



CONCEPTUALIZING MUSULMONCHILIK 93

musulmonchilik and see it as deeply intertwined with being Uzbek, thereby
accepting the postsocialist government’s ideology and promoting the nation-
building project.”

Conclusion

Musulmonchilik and religiosity in general are currently being reappraised in
Uzbekistan. The process often summed up in the literature under the um-
brella of “re-Islamization” or “resurgence of Islam” is more than a simple
revival. People always conceived of themselves as Muslims, although with
differing intensities. Rather than a return to an earlier status quo, a more
radical re-evaluation of what it means to be a Muslim and an Uzbek has
taken place. People have both fallen back on pre-existing, familiar concepts
and interpretations and considered new ways of perceiving the world.
Khushnud, Dilorom, Botir, and Iroda undertook this re-evaluation in distinc-
tive ways, shaped by their individual biographies and social backgrounds,
drawing on various regimes of knowledge as they did so.

The postsocialist Uzbek government has sought to ground national
identity by emphasizing, rather narrowly, a distinctive local way of musul-
monchilik that is largely shared by the majority of Uzbek Muslims. Yet this
musulmonchilik is not static. It is invested with a certain core meaning, but it
remains flexible and open to differing interpretations. For some, local Is-
lamic practice is grounded in the religious genealogy of the region; for
others, it is part and parcel of their history and culture but open to a new
alignment towards universal, normative Islam.

John Bowen (1998) has written of “Muslim diversities” in his studies
of Islam in Java, where Javanese Muslims range from what he calls tradi-
tionalists to “modernists”. He notes that the “historic shift in highland reli-
gious thinking is not a once and for all change, but a process of reflection
and rethinking of the old and new” (Bowen 1998: 320). The Uzbek case is
difficult to compare, partly because the necessary data from the Soviet era
are lacking, but it can be said with certainty that negotiations about what it
means to be a Muslim have acquired a new quality and intensity in recent
decades. Since the 1980s, diversification has meant that ever larger strata of

» Editor’s note: At this point Hilgers expressed uncertainty about the adequacy of her
analysis in this section. She was considering rewriting, paying more attention to the way
people obtained and used information concerning religion and preparing a more detailed,
“point by point” comparison of where the four individuals stood in relation to a longer list of
themes, followed by analysis of their permutations. I imagine she would have added more
references back to the themes introduced in earlier chapters. For example, in the light of the
earlier historical analysis, the uncle-nephew disagreement would appear as two sides of the
same “modernist” coin.
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the population are debating matters previously confined to closed elite
circles (see chapter 3). But increased access to information also affords
access to other belief systems, and new religious movements have become
ever more visible, offering alternatives and adding to the pressure for critical
re-evaluation — as demonstrated in the complementary cases of Iroda and
Botir.

Meanings often emerge in the context of specific large-scale events,
but they are also shaped directly by everyday negotiations over orthopraxy
and by direct comparison of self with other (Abramson and Karimov 2007:
319). In the following chapters I present three case studies to demonstrate
the way “right” religious practice is negotiated in Kokand: first at a life-
cycle ritual, then in the reallocation of religious space at a famous shrine,
and finally in the confrontation of common standards with alternative religi-
osities, taking the example of a community of Uzbek Christians.



Chapter 5
How to Conduct a Wedding

In order to explore the way life-cycle rituals become arenas of negotiation
for global and local practices of Islam, I draw on data taken from the dis-
course on the “Islamic wedding” (islomiy to‘y) in the local Muslim commu-
nity in Kokand.” I show how legitimate religious practice is defined at the
local level within a continuum between modernity and tradition and how the
alternatives are constrained by internal and external factors.

It has already been demonstrated that in the post-Soviet period, rituals
have become a site for the assertion of “authentic” Uzbek identity (Kandiyoti
and Azimova 2004). I argue that the same rituals form an arena in which
ideas about what constitutes (Uzbek) Muslim selfhood are contested. Life-
cycle rituals, in this case weddings, become spaces for the display of reli-
gious self-representation and discussion of conflicting ideas about proper or
authentic Muslim practice, spaces in which local custom (urf-odat) may
diverge from normative (orthodox or canonical) Islam. As Johan Rasanaya-
gam (2006b) demonstrated in the case of healers, the frame for negotiating
what is perceived as legitimate religious practice is determined by the local
community, on the one hand, and state policy, on the other.

I begin with a brief account of a particular wedding party, the unusual
features of which sparked intense discussions about the adequate conduct of
rituals among Uzbek Muslims in the local community. I then describe the
spectrum of opinion about whether this celebration was Islamic or not and
about to what degree such new forms of ritual conform to local notions of
tradition. The discussions prompted large circles to reflect upon general
questions of what constitutes legitimate religious practice. Finally, I locate
the local discourse in a larger context, trace its origins, and identify the key
factors shaping it today.

o4 My analysis is restricted to the urban setting of Kokand. Regional differences are consider-
able in Uzbekistan, and the wedding practices I describe vary significantly even in other cities
of the Ferghana Valley (Ashirov 2000).
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The Islomiy To‘y

In April 2004 1 was invited by Dilorom, whom I introduced in the previous
chapter, to join her in attending a “real Islamic wedding”. I had often heard
people talking about the “new” wedding, the islomiy to'y, which had first
appeared in Kokand in the middle of the 1990s and had become increasingly
popular since then. I had a vague idea of what it would be like from the
gossip I had picked up. Dilorom, who had been married in the “old way”
(eskicha) in the 1950s — before the imposition of the secular Soviet wedding
at the end of the 1960s — promised to explain the differences between the
various types of weddings and help me draw comparisons. When I told the
family of Khushnud about this invitation, they laughed and said that such
weddings were only for old people or really pious Muslims: “It is boring!
Just sitting around, listening to what the mullah is saying, no dancing, no
fun, and all those religious people milling around”.

The groom’s family, who were organizing the wedding party (bazm),
were distant relatives of Dilorom’s who lived in a relatively wealthy area on
the outskirts of the city. The bride’s family lived in the old part of Kokand,
generally thought to be the most conservative neighbourhood in terms of
religion. Both families had the reputation of being dindor kishilar, pious
Muslims who obeyed the laws of Islam.

We were among the first guests to arrive at the groom’s house in the
afternoon. Preparations for the party were still under way in the house and its
courtyard (hovli). After being introduced to family members and drinking tea
with some of the other early arrivals, I was shown around the house by the
teenage daughters of the family. They explained to me that male guests
would be seated in the neighbouring hovli, which was separated by a brick
wall from their house, where the women would be celebrating. The initial
idea of dividing the hovli by a curtain would have provided too little space to
host the 200 or more guests who were expected. This strict gender segrega-
tion during an Uzbek wedding party was a new experience for me, although
I had heard about it. At other wedding parties I had attended, men and
women had shared the same hall or hovli, dancing and chatting together
although sitting at separate tables. I had also witnessed even this limited
separation being repealed in the course of the evening as both men and
women switched tables to chat with friends and relatives.

As more guests arrived, the women gathered in a large, lavishly deco-
rated living room where a long table had been laden with sweets, salads, and
other side dishes. While nibbling and chatting, some of the older women
read a blessing (duo) for the new couple. After being served food, we were
summoned outside to board two buses, rented for the occasion, and travel to
the house of the wife-givers for the symbolic taking of the bride. Men and
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women were squeezed into the buses together, which surprised me; this was
not what I had expected at an Islamic wedding.

Arriving at the house of the bride, the female guests were led into the
house by her mother. The men were seated outside in the courtyard, together
with male guests from the bride’s side. In the hallway, women were person-
ally welcomed by female relatives of the bride, who stood in a line in front
of the room that had been prepared for us. As soon as all the guests were
seated, food was served by the bride’s mother and sisters, all of whom wore
headscarves and long, loose-fitting dresses in modest colours. Some elder
women in our group performed blessings (duos) and addressed the hosts. An
otin-oyi, a female religious specialist, recited from the Qur’an. The hosts’
attire was noted with surprise and remarked upon as soon they left the room.
The guests speculated about whether these women had chosen to wear the
headscarf (Uzb., hijob) or had perhaps been forced by their husbands to veil
themselves. Some women who knew the family commented that the hosts
were islomiy kishilar (Islamic people) who saw it as their religious obliga-
tion to dress in this way.

During this lavish meal, the mullah, sitting with the men in an ele-
vated place in the courtyard, preached a sermon, which could be overheard
in the house. We listened silently. After approximately two hours, all the
guests were returned by bus to the house of the groom for the wedding party
and the official registration, the ZAGS ceremony. Back at the house, guests
who had not travelled to the bride’s house and some newcomers, men and
women together, were standing outside in the street, waiting for the celebra-
tion to start.

The bride and her relatives arrived half an hour later by car. She was
led into the courtyard by her mother and maid of honour. All the new guests
were welcomed by the women of the groom’s family, who were lined up at
the entrance. Accompanying musicians played the to ‘ylar muborak (“may
the weddings be blessed”), the standard wedding tune, with a garnay (a brass
instrument), a surnay (a woodwind instrument), and a doira (drum). While
crossing the threshold of the courtyard, the bride and her escort stopped, and
the bride performed the kelin salom (bridal greeting), bowing three times to
show her respect to her future in-laws and the guests. She was led across to
the other side of the courtyard, where a special table had been prepared,
decorated with flowers and with a rug hanging at the back. Before taking her
seat between her sister and her maid of honour, the bride turned around and
bowed again three times in the direction of the guests, seated at long tables
arranged in rows 1n front of her.
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Plate 11. Older female guests at an (Islamic) wedding pronounce blessings (baraka)
for the hosts, whilst an otin oyi, a female religious specialist, recites suras from the
Qur’an.

As I took pictures of the bride’s arrival, I was surrounded by the teen-
age girls of the groom’s family, who commented excitedly on the “beautiful
European style” of the shimmering, light pink wedding dress and the em-
broidered scarf with glittering pink flowers that covered the young woman’s
hair. The appearance of the maid of honour also caught the girls’ attention.
She wore a modern Islamic-style dress with a matching hijob, under which
she wore a second veil that covered half her forehead with a string of pearls.
The host girls, some of whom were wearing the Aijob themselves, explained
to me that this was “Arabian style”, and they clearly found this detail beauti-
ful and trendy. I was surprised only that the bride herself was not dressed in
a similar way.
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Plate 12. Gender segregation at an Uzbek wedding: Whilst male guests sit outdoors
in the host’s yard, women gather inside the house, protected by a white curtain.

For the civil registration of the marriage, a table with two chairs was
prepared in the middle of the dance floor in the women’s hovli. The groom
and his best man entered and sat down next to the bride and her maid of
honour. The registrar, wearing a sash in the colours of the Uzbek flag around
her chest, made a speech about the importance of marriage and the future of
the Uzbek state. After the two signed the documents and exchanged rings,
the scarf covering the bride’s face was removed, revealing a transparent
white veil. The music began, guests went up to congratulate the newlyweds
with hugs and kisses, and elderly women uttered duos to wish them a fortu-
nate life. The groom then returned to the men’s section to continue the
celebrations.

The music in both courtyards consisted initially of popular Uzbek
songs played by a disk jockey from minidiscs. Later, a female singer wear-
ing a hijob and a loose-fitting overcoat entertained the women, accompanied
by music from a stereo. The deejay, a male relative of the groom’s family,
was positioned near the entrance of the /ovli, concealed from the women
sitting in front of him by a white curtain. From time to time, however, he
peered out, chatted to the singer, or accepted a request for a particular song
from one of the guests. The white curtain, hung temporarily on a washing
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line, gradually fell away, and by the end of the party it had been torn down
completely.

Food was served to the assembled female guests by girls, while young
men hurried back and forth between the courtyards, carrying food across to
the men’s section. Some women danced during this dinner, and from time to
time one would grab the microphone to congratulate the newlyweds, al-
though the groom was no longer present. Following each intervention of this
kind, the music started up again and the woman danced in front of the bride,
initially alone but then together with other women and girls until the next
speaker presented herself. I had seen all this at other weddings, but the usual
donation of money to the dancers by other guests or by the newly married
couple did not take place on this occasion. This money is usually passed on
by the receiver to the wedding band. When I mentioned this to my
neighbour, she explained that giving money to the dancers was considered
bid’at (Arab., unlawful innovation in worship). It might be an Uzbek cus-
tom, but it was not good Islamic practice. “You know”, the woman ex-
plained, “usually at weddings I would give money to acknowledge a good
dancer, but this is an islomiy to ‘y, so it is not considered proper”.

Compared with what I had seen before, few girls and women danced
at this wedding. Usually, women and men crowd onto the dance floor to-
gether as soon as the first tunes are played. For many people, having an
occasion to dance is among the main motivations for going to a wedding.”
When [ asked some of the girls standing next to me, they admitted that they
would like to dance but said it was not considered decent for a Muslim girl
to dance in public, and they feared the disapproval of their parents. Later,
after most of the guests had left, these girls took to the dance floor.

Towards the end of the feast, I joined Dilorom and three of her cous-
ins, all in their seventies, sitting at a table on the veranda that surrounded the
courtyard. Dilorom introduced me, explaining that I was there to learn about
wedding celebrations. “So, how do you like our Islamic weddings?” one of
the women asked, slightly amused. Without waiting for my response, she
continued, “Now look, they announced it as a ‘real’ Islamic wedding and
look what we get — merely separating men and women, having girls walk
around yopilgan (“closed”, i.e. veiled) and a wedding singer who wears a

veil does not make for a real [hagigiy] Muslim wedding, or what do you
think?”

%> The meanings of the music and dancing at Uzbek wedding parties are vividly described by
Sultanova (2005).
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Gossip, Rumours, and Opinions

The next day I visited Dilorom to show her the photographs I had taken at
the wedding party. As she looked through them, she referred back to her
cousin’s comment the evening before expressing doubt about the true char-
acter of the event. Was it a real islomiy to‘y, as had been announced, or was
it just a normal Uzbek wedding party with a few Islamic trimmings?
Dilorom, who identified herself as a practising believer and hosted a reli-
gious study circle for women once a week, explained as she sifted through
my pictures why many people had criticized this wedding party as non-
Islamic. She highlighted the inadequate gender segregation, which I had
heard several women criticize during the event. Segregation is a strict rule
according to sharia, but at this wedding, men and women had mingled on
various occasions, including gathering outside on the street for a chat. In the
course of the evening, young men had crossed over to the women’s Aovli to
pick up food and cutlery from the kitchen, and girls without headscarves had
entered the men’s area to serve food.

Some of my pictures showed the deejay entertaining the women by
playing popular songs after the civil registration and accompanying the
female singer. Dilorom explained that, from an orthodox point of view, it
was indecent for a man to watch women dancing. She further remarked that
if religious commands were to be taken seriously, then electronic music
should be prohibited at Islamic weddings. According to the scriptures, no
music should be allowed. In the interpretation of the Hanafi school of law, to
which Uzbek Muslims adhere, music is permitted, but only when played on
live instruments.

This was by no means the only criticism. On the way to the bride’s
house, men and women had sat together in the same buses, which again
violated Islamic law. In the bus, Dilorom said, it was obvious from the smell
and behaviour of some men that they had consumed alcohol, which in Islam
is forbidden (harom); its consumption is gunoh, a sin. At the house of the
bride, the female guests had been led into the house while the men were left
outside in the courtyard. The mullah’s Qur’an recitation and sermon to the
men were audible in the room where the women and girls were seated. In
strict adherence to Islamic rules, they should have been unable to listen to
the mullah’s words. Dilorom added that she had seen some boys sitting in
the courtyard with the men, although the Prophet Mohammed had advised
that only people possessing the necessary knowledge and maturity to cor-
rectly understand the message of the sermon should listen to it. The presence
of the boys was not, strictly speaking, prohibited, she explained; rather, the
Prophet’s opinion was extracted from the fafsir, the exegesis of the Qur’an.
As such, it was not perceived as a command of Allah’s, which must be
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obeyed, but as the advice of the Prophet, which was still imbued with great
religious and moral authority.

When she saw a picture of the bride sitting at the table with her sister
and maid of honour, Dilorom pointed approvingly at the maid of honour but
complained that at a “real” Islamic wedding the bride, too, should have been
clad modestly, instead of wearing a European-style wedding dress. More-
over, the bride was not wearing a paranji to cover her face, and her white
gauze headscarf with glittering embroidery was transparent enough to reveal
her face.

Later that day Dilorom took me to the house of a neighbour who had
invited us to take part in the first formal reception of the female relatives of
the fiancée of their eldest son. The nikoh, the marriage ceremony conducted
by a mullah, was planned for the beginning of September, almost five
months away, but according to Uzbek custom, an elaborate exchange of gifts
and invitations between the bride-takers and bride-givers was to be held
during this period. Sitting in a large group of married women, all from
Kokand and the vicinity, Dilorom told them about the wedding party we had
attended the day before and how it differed from older forms of Uzbek
weddings. A vivid discussion ensued about what the women called
o zbekona (Uzbek style) and the new trend towards conducting “Islamic”
(islomiy)-style weddings.

The women verified in this discussion what I had heard before — that a
definite trend was taking place in the local Muslim community towards
conducting religious rituals more rigorously according to scriptural interpre-
tations of Islam, reducing or eradicating elements identified as non-Islamic.
But although the number of Islamic weddings had increased, the women said
that few such weddings were genuine. “Real” Islamic weddings, they ex-
plained, were, in the past, the prerogative of religious specialists such as
imams and mullahs. Nowadays many lay people wanting to present them-
selves as pious Muslims were trying to do the same. One woman interjected:
“But only a few are able to conduct a 100 per cent Islamic wedding, because
not so many people here know how to do it correctly. And we can’t know it,
because we have never learned it and still have to learn how to do it. Maybe
the next generation will know how to conduct Islamic rituals, but we had no
possibility to learn it”. Another added, “Nowadays it has become a fashion
to celebrate Islamic weddings. People think it is enough to make a few
changes to make it look more religious, and they call it Islamic. The majority
of Islamic weddings you find here are not real ones. The real ones you find
very rarely”.

The women agreed that the motives of those who conducted Islamic
weddings were dubious and suspected them of hypocrisy. They were Mus-
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lims who displayed their religiosity in public only in order to show off, or
they were Uzbek nationalists claiming to “go back to the roots”. In either
case, they had little credibility as true, pious Muslims.

The mother of the groom-to-be told me that the family intended to
celebrate a typical Uzbek wedding in the hall of a well-known and rather
posh restaurant in the city. They planned to engage a live band and to permit
men and women to celebrate together. The bride’s mother agreed. She
explained that both her family and her future in-laws were imonl/i (believing)
people who tried to live according to the teachings of Islam. But at the same
time, belief was a personal matter that did not need to be displayed in public:
“How to celebrate the nikoh was never a question for either of our families,
because we felt much more comfortable in conducting the wedding in the
traditional Uzbek way, which is also more fun for the guests than these new
Islamic ones. At an Uzbek wedding, people can dance, enjoy themselves,
drink if they like to, and the whole event is not as stiff as an Islamic wed-
ding”.

In these discussions it was obvious that the women did not explicitly
confront a universal with a local definition of Islamic practices. Rather, the
concomitance of the two was the dominating aspect. The women argued that
the Islamic style was the ideal model of religious practice, but they retreated
from the realization of this obligation by affirming that they lacked sufficient
knowledge of “real” practices, and it was therefore preferable for them to
stick to what they knew and what was acknowledged to be mainstream
practice. Ramil, a twenty-three-year-old Uzbek student from Kokand who
had attended the islomiy to‘y, gave the following summary of the reasons
many Uzbeks refrained from organizing such events and spoke negatively
about them:

An islomiy to‘y is too decent and, you know, our Uzbeks like it to be
chic and to throw a huge celebration with lots of music and dancing.
You know, it is a bayram [celebration], a festivity. ... Besides, it is
considered urf-odat. There is urf-odat and odat. Odat is Islamic, and
urf-odat refers to our current tradition and to traditions from old,
pre-Islamic times, for example Turkic or Zoroastrian. And lastly, be-
cause people are afraid of the Wahhabi stigma.

Locating the Discourse: Between Urf-odat and Wahhabism

Life-cycle rituals are above all communal occasions. They may be an impor-
tant part of a cultural package and national identity (Kandiyoti and Azimova
2004: 337). Everywhere they tend to activate networks and to be occasions
for the display and reproduction of social status within the community.
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Talking and gossiping about a wedding are crucial to this mechanism, as

Max Gluckman (1963: 313) showed long ago when writing about villagers

in colonial Africa:
They struggle for status and prestige. These struggles have to be kept
within bounds, while the general values of the group are asserted, if
the group is to survive. The values of the group are clearly asserted
in gossip and scandal, since a man or woman is always run down for
failing to live up to these values. But the struggles to fulfil those val-
ues by individuals and cliques are restrained because the methods of
achieving them are defined by gossip and scandal: and these them-
selves punish any excess.”

The Islamic wedding in which I participated triggered lively discus-
sions about legitimate religious practice among the women I met. These
discussions were no doubt provoked in part by the presence of a foreign
researcher known to be interested in such questions, but they also reflected a
general concern within the Muslim Uzbek community since independence
over reassessing Uzbek customs and Islamic practice.

In the 1990s, weddings became occasions on which the return to “au-
thentic” Uzbek forms was clearly in evidence (Kandiyoti and Azimova
2004: 337). Yet the definition of what made for authenticity remained un-
clear and became highly politicized on both the national and local levels.
Some traditionalists claimed that a return to the religious practices of pre-
Soviet times would constitute authentic Uzbek Muslim practice. They were
opposed by sharia-oriented Muslims who asserted that those rituals were
intertwined with non-Islamic practices and therefore unacceptable, or
bid’at.”” Rather than merely going back in time for a yardstick, they de-
manded an orientation towards universal Islamic norms as prescribed in the
sunna, the body of Islamic customs and practices that became codified as the
Hadith, and in the sharia.

In the understanding of the majority of Uzbeks whom I met in Ko-
kand, “Uzbek” rituals were predominantly Muslim in character while con-
taining a range of pre-Islamic elements from religions such as Zoroastrian-
ism, as well as later secular and European features adopted under Soviet
rule. The aggregate was perceived as urf-odat. Kandiyoti and Azimova

% Editor’s note: At this point in her draft the author inserted two further quotations from the
same Gluckman article, without elaborating clearly how his functionalist arguments concern-
ing gossip as an instrument of social control were to be applied in her analysis in this chapter.
7 Bringa (1995: 224) defined sharia-oriented Muslims in the Bosnian case by saying that
“they approve of practices which are codified and disapprove of those which are not, and they
make a clear distinction between Muslim customs which are ‘according’ to Islam and [those]
which are not”.
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(2004: 329) have described Soviet inventions in the domain of rituals in
Central Asia as having a dual nature: Soviet officials aimed to eliminate
rituals grounded in religion and to replace them with a Bolshevik ceremonial
system and a Europeanization of local customs (cf. Levin 1993).” In prac-
tice, this Europeanization and secularization of rituals from above remained
superficial. It modified certain public aspects of weddings without substan-
tially dislodging the Muslim frame. In April 2004, Dilorom described this
phenomenon to me in local terms:
Yangicha [Uzb., new, modern-style] weddings started here in Ko-
kand and the region only in the 1970s.” Especially in the villages,
weddings were conducted in the old way until 1970, which differed
from the cities, where the new way of conducting weddings had be-
gun earlier. In 1970 we were the first in the village to organize a red
wedding [qizil to‘y], for my brother. It was a new style of wedding
where people sat at tables, but even then the bride was arguing and
refused to come out. ... A lot of intelligent and educated people
came then, and we were the first to do this type of wedding. ...
There was an artist at the Hamza theatre who acted as master of
ceremonies throughout the evening, and he made a round of the ta-
bles where people were sitting — men and women mixed — to make
the wedding more enjoyable. But even then, none of the girls came
forward to dance. The ZAGS ceremony was held during the wedding
party in the evening. But before that, my brother and his wife had
been married by a mullah.

During the Soviet period, Dilorom and her family ranked among the
intellectual elites and were active party members. She and her husband both
had university degrees and worked for the state oil company. Nevertheless,
their Muslim background remained an important element in their everyday
lives. Dilorom, who had married a few years before her younger brother,
remembered her own wedding as eskicha — that is, retaining the old customs
of the pre-Soviet era, which were dominated by Muslim rituals and strict
gender segregation.

Other people recalled how the new Soviet elements were juxtaposed
with traditional Muslim ones: the civil marriage ceremony at the ZAGS

% On the former aspect, see also the study of changing life-cycle rituals under Soviet rule
among Durmen-Uzbeks in Tajikistan by Borozna (1984) and Annaklychev’s study (1984) of
Turkmen workers in Turkmenistan. The Europeanization of local customs is often referred to
as Russification or simply modernization. I prefer to follow Levin (1993: 52) in using the
term Europeanization, because “it was specifically European models that Soviet ideologists
had in mind as they planned the cultural future of Central Asia”.

% The weddings introduced under the Socialist regime were also known as gizil to‘y (red
weddings) and komsomol, or simply communist, weddings.
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office became an integral element of the public wedding party, but the nikoh
was performed beforehand by a mullah.'” Before the wedding party, the
parents and elderly relatives and neighbours would recite duos to bless the
couple, who then left, accompanied by a few close friends, to pay a visit to
the central war memorial or a statue of Lenin. The white “European” wed-
ding dress and white gauze veil came into fashion at this time, generally
replacing the colourful long dress of atlas silk and the paranji worn by brides
at old-style (eskicha) weddings. The consumption of alcohol, musical ac-
companiment in the form of a singer who performed popular songs accom-
panied by a heavily amplified band combining traditional Uzbek instruments
with a synthesizer, and men and women dancing together were the features
that people tended to highlight when looking back on the wedding parties of
Soviet times (Levin 1993; Kandiyoti and Azimova 2004; Sultanova 2005).
Videotaping weddings became popular in the 1980s. During my fieldwork I
found that these features were still seen as integral elements of a typical
Uzbek wedding, except that Soviet symbols had been replaced by Uzbek
national symbols such as statues of Amir Timur, poets, and Muslim philoso-
phers. These monuments are the places now visited by the new couple and
their friends before the commencement of the party.

Kandiyoti and Azimova (2004: 323) wrote of a process of long-term
“nativization” of pre-Islamic, Islamic, and Soviet elements through their
incorporation and assimilation into indigenous modes of thought and action.
In the light of the discourses that emerged in the 1990s, as reported to me by
local people, it might be argued that nativization has entered a new phase in
which secular and Soviet elements are being abandoned in favour of Islamic
ones. As Shikhberdy Annaklychev (1984) showed in the case of Turkmen
workers during the Soviet period, wedding rituals among them, too, were
subject to moral critiques by the older generation, who condemned the
young for violating the customs of their ancestors. In this way the elderly
became the custodians of the old way. “Keeping the traditions for the future”
and “doing it as our forefathers did” are arguments frequently heard from
Uzbek Muslims calling for a return to pre-Soviet Muslim practices. But the
generations that organize life-cycle rituals nowadays were brought up under
Soviet rule, and their only information about the old ways comes from the
narratives of their parents and grandparents. It is much easier for the great
majority to reproduce religious rituals and celebrations the way they them-

100 Babadjanov (1999) noted that according to the statistics of the Uzbekistan Communist

Party Central Committee for 1982, 65 to 66 per cent of newly married couples in the
Ferghana Valley went through both the civil marriage ceremony and the nikoh, the religious
consecration.
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selves learned and practised them, a way that had become, in their under-
standing, collective cultural property by the end of the Soviet era.'"’

Another reason why many people prefer to hold onto what they know
and consider to be their tradition pertains to current socio-economic and
political realities. Life-cycle rituals reproduce social status within the com-
munity through the medium of consumption. They require generous outlays
of food and gifts. The quantity and quality of the food provided, the number
of guests (often ranging in the hundreds), and the popularity of the singer
and the wedding band are decisive in the social evaluation of a wedding.'®*
Fifty-eight-year-old Aziza, who had organized the weddings of her daughter
and son in recent years, explained why people invested in elaborate wedding
celebrations: “It is important how people talk about your wedding party. If
they liked it, if there was enough good food, if everything looked nice and
they could enjoy themselves — that’s what people expect and pay attention to
at weddings, and they will talk about later”.

Families display their wealth and generosity through the elaborate ex-
change of invitations and material gifts.'” Wedding feasts are the major
expenditure in the household’s budget (Kandiyoti and Azimova 2004: 336),
but they are also occasions when alliances are perpetuated and new ones
created. In short, they generate social capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant
1994). Meeting their costs has, however, become increasingly difficult in
Uzbekistan in a time of economic decline and uncertainty. Many people
cannot afford an elaborate wedding feast without going into debt. For poorer
people, an Islamic wedding is an effective way to reduce the expenditure.
Not only is the scale of an Islamic wedding generally much smaller than that
of an Uzbek wedding, where the number of guests can rise beyond 500, but
also at an Islamic wedding no alcohol is provided, and in extreme cases no
musicians are engaged, thereby greatly reducing costs. Young people may

191 Editor’s note: At this point Hilgers added a quotation, apparently from Babadjanov, which

we have been unable to trace. She evidently intended to work the point into the final version
of the foregoing section. The point was that not everyone accepted the secularization and
Europeanization of rituals in the Soviet period; religious specialists (“theologians™) remained
hostile.

192 It is common to have an Uzbek pop star perform at a wedding; this indicates the status and
wealth of a family. Other significant factors are the attendance of members of the elite, with
their speech-making, and the presence of foreigners. I was sometimes invited to wedding
celebrations by people I did not know, because the presence of a German who could extend
her congratulations to the couple in Uzbek was evidently valued. The social hierarchy is
usually reflected in the order of the speakers.

15 For further details on the social meaning of weddings and the general significance of
exchange, see Werner (1997) on household economies in Kazakhstan, Kuehnast (1997) for
Kyrgyzstan, and Yal¢in-Heckman (2001) for a wedding in Azerbaijan.



108 IRENE HILGERS

stay away from the islomiy to‘y because it is considered “no fun”, as was
implied by Ramil’s statement, quoted earlier.

Islamic weddings often become associated with the wealth of the re-
spective families. Bobur, age twenty-four, a member of a professional wed-
ding band, summed it up this way: “The reasons for organizing Islamic
weddings [are] that they don’t have a lot of money. Sometimes I used to hear
people saying, ‘We decided to organize an Islamic wedding due to financial
problems on both sides’ [i.e. in both families]. ... I would say that for me the
people who celebrate islomiy to‘ylar are either devout Muslims or poor
Uzbeks”. If this is the case, then the fact that Islamic weddings are associ-
ated with poverty, combined with their disutility in generating social capital,
surely constitutes a good reason why even people who define themselves as
pious Muslims might refrain from celebrating weddings in this way. On the
other hand, such people’s social status among like-minded Muslims and
perhaps more generally in a Muslim community presumably rises if religious
obligations are visibly respected.

In the case of the Islamic wedding described earlier, the groom’s fam-
ily was known as relatively successful in economic terms and as pious and
sharia oriented. Because of this reputation and the way the event was an-
nounced beforehand, people had expected the reception to be conducted in
the Islamic style, emphasizing the religious aspects rather than the secular.
Hence the criticism in the aftermath that this expectation had not been met.
At the same time, precisely the Islamic elements of the wedding were per-
ceived and gossiped about as not being in line with Uzbek traditions. The
definition of acceptable religious practice and its reconciliation with Uzbek
customs are blurred and continually renegotiated in discourses on the local
and national levels. In practice, much depends on the context and the per-
sonal religious orientations of the actors in each case. In general, the direc-
tive to be “pious but not too pious” applies to the Muslim community in
Kokand in the same way that Maria Louw diagnosed for Bukhara (Louw
2004: 216). The danger of showing excessive zeal is that one might be
labelled a Wahhabi who rejects all elements of Uzbek cultural heritage,
including ancient Zoroastrian and recent Soviet accretions.

Evaluations of socially acceptable forms of religious expression and
practice in the local community are also influenced by state policy, specifi-
cally by the measures taken in recent years to counter the “Islamic threat”,
which have induced fear and insecurity in the lifeworlds of ordinary Mus-
lims (Louw 2004: 217). Citizens are constantly exposed to news of arrests
and trials of Muslim extremists, closures of mosques, and so forth, both in
the official media and through gossip or personal experience. Government
employees are charged with monitoring suspect behaviour such as wearing
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the hijob, for women, growing a beard, in the case of men who are not
mullahs or imams, and taking private religious instruction (Human Rights
Watch 2003). Mahalla committees are required by law to carry out surveil-
lance of this kind and to pass on information to law enforcement agencies.
Politically reliable local residents, called posbons, are recruited to support
the police in these matters, and the posbon law passed in 1999 enhanced the
role of the mahalla in controlling religious activities. This surveillance of
everyday religious practice creates a “witch-hunt paranoia” (Louw 2004:
217) and makes people extremely cautious in practising their faith.

I later learned from an otin-oyi who had also attended the wedding
feast I observed that the eldest son of the groom’s family had been convicted
and jailed for his membership in a radical Islamic organization. According to
the otin-oyi, people close to the family were convinced that the Wahhabi
accusation was some kind of set-up by a personal enemy, while others
believed it to be true. In her opinion, the family would have been unable to
organize a real Islamic wedding even if they had wanted to, because of the
imprisonment of their son for religious reasons. Such a wedding would have
raised even greater suspicion. This was why the family had decided to organ-
ize the wedding more in line with the common Uzbek style, although with a
certain Islamic colouring.

Conclusion

The encounter with new notions of Islam, in Uzbekistan as elsewhere,
prompts not only a redefinition of Muslim selfhood, as was shown in the
previous chapter, but also a renegotiation of religious practice and rituals.
Ruth Klein-Hessling (1999: 230) showed in her study of mourning rituals in
northern Sudan how competing definitions of “true” Islam generate a climate
of insecurity, and how common local practices become defined as un-
Islamic. A climate of insecurity also becomes visible in discourse on the
conduct of rituals in Uzbekistan. Local concepts of Uzbek Muslim selthood
and religious practice are questioned by those oriented towards a universal,
scriptural interpretation of Islam. Many people are now aware that their local
religious practice is not in accordance with sharia and contains non-Islamic
elements, which at the same time are perceived and positively valued as
cultural heritage and tradition. Depending on their individual interpretation
of Muslim selfhood, some people orient themselves towards a more scrip-
tural interpretation of Islam, and others pay more attention to the proper
practice of religious rituals. In their effort to “Islamize”, in the sense of
bringing local religious practices into line with Islamic law, these actors are
constrained by internal and external factors including social relations in the
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local community and the political ideology that defines acceptable Muslim
practice in terms of Uzbek traditions.

Uzbeks’ interpretative frameworks are products of their individual ex-
periences, and in constructing themselves as Muslims, they routinely com-
bine multiple ideas of Muslim selthood and practice (Rasanayagam 2006b).
Rasanayagam’s observation concerning healers — that frames for negotiating
legitimate practices are determined by both the local community and state
policy — applies also to life-cycle rituals, where multiple ideas, experiences,
and role models are brought into play. The precise details of the alignment of
religious practice to one’s understanding of what constitutes “right” Muslim
practice is framed in large part by government policies, the ideas it promotes
concerning tradition and cultural heritage, and the insecurity it creates
through manipulation of the “Islamic threat”. This alteration of religious
practice is not to be seen as an invention of tradition in the sense of Hobs-
bawm and Ranger (1983). Rather, Uzbeks “actualize” (Saktanber 2002: 237)
religious rituals according to their understanding of Muslim selfhood. Many
amend ritual practice to highlight certain Islamic elements, but they do so in
the sense in which Michel de Certeau (1984) adapted the concept of brico-
lage and make no clear-cut distinction between scripturalist interpretations
and local customs. In the case of wedding rituals, Islamic, secular-Soviet,
and non-Islamic elements are rearranged, eliminated, or emphasized accord-
ing to individual understandings, but within frameworks of local social
evaluation and national political propaganda.'®

1% Editor’s note: In a long list of self-admonitions (“To do™), the author indicated that she

intended to work further on this chapter. Among other improvements, she intended to provide
more ethnographic detail on the case study and the discourse it generated. She also saw a need
to probe further into general patterns, to examine the concept of authenticity more carefully,
to go deeper into the distinction between pre-Soviet and contemporary Islam, to elaborate on
the context of the new nation-state project, contemporary “global practices of Islam”, and
weddings as a focus of attention in the public sphere, and a great deal more. Materials in her
file for the concluding chapter of the book suggest that she would also have drawn on addi-
tional source materials such as works by Yaacov Ro’i.



Chapter 6
The Gendered Dimension of Religious Space: Pilgrimage
at the Shrine of Bibi Ubayda

Muslim practice in Uzbekistan seems at first sight to be clearly and rigidly
differentiated along gender lines. As in other parts of the Muslim world, the
mosque and institutions of official Islamic learning are strongly associated
with male religiosity, whereas rituals related to the domestic space, including
many situated on the margins of canonical interpretations of Islam, are
assigned to the female domain (Tapper and Tapper 1987; Abu-Lughod 1993;
Tett 1995; Doumato 2000). Shrine veneration is frequently cited in this
context: it belongs to the female domain and often forms the core ritual of
local Islamic practices, in contrast to the universal, scriptural Islam of the
mosque, which is allegedly the domain of men (Tapper 1990; van Bruines-
sen 2004). In Central Asia, shrine practices often fall outside the parameters
of scriptural interpretations (Bennigsen and Wimbush 1985b; Poliakov 1992;
Privratsky 2001). Boundaries, however, can be transgressed — for example,
when men engage in religious practices associated primarily with the female
sphere, such as the rites of bibi seshanba and mushkul kushod,'®” when they
consult healers, and when they visit sacred sites (cf. Kehl-Bodrogi 2006a;
Louw 2006). It is true that women in Uzbekistan are largely excluded from
the public sphere of Islam, and the space where women receive religious
education is the domestic one. As in the larger Muslim world, decision-
making in the official institutions of Islam is dominated by men. The main
change in recent years has been that, although still few in number, female
students can now graduate from official institutions of higher Islamic learn-
ing such as madrasas and the Al-Bukhari Islamic Institute.'®

195 The rites of bibi seshanba (Lady Tuesday) and mushkul kushod (Solver of Problems) are

categorized as female rituals. See Krdamer (2002) and Kandiyoti and Azimova (2004) for
accounts of the mushkul kushod ritual.

106 At the time of my research, the Al-Bukhari Islamic Institute in Tashkent had about 20
female students out of a total of 140 students. In addition to the Islamic Institute, there were
three official madrasas for girls in Tashkent and Bukhara.
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Most studies of Muslim women in Central Asia, both Western and
Soviet, present female religious practices as less prestigious than those of
men, as representing vestiges of pre-Islamic beliefs, or both (Bennigsen and
Lemercier-Quelquejay 1968; Snezarev 1969, 1974, 2003). Underlying this
categorization is an assumption that female religious practices are resistant
to change and more conservative than the Islam of the mosques, which is
necessarily connected to the outside Muslim world (see, e.g. Khalid 1998 on
the Jadid movement). Ingrid Pfluger-Schindlbeck (2005) has dismissed this
approach towards female religiosity, which relies on the paradigm of “male
is to female as public is to private”. In her work on religion and gender in
Azerbaijan, she criticized the analytical frame that privileges male-defined
discourses and leaves ethnic and religious identities “frozen” in the domes-
tic, female sphere (2005: 6). To understand strategies of adaptation and the
appropriation of local traditions in debates over new ideas in religious
thought and practice, she called for going beyond simple dichotomies based
on gender differences. Pfluger-Schindlbeck made a powerful case for look-
ing again at narratives of gendered spaces. But was she able to offer plausi-
ble alternatives for understanding a society as outwardly dominated by
gender discourses as that of Uzbekistan?

My aim in this chapter is to illuminate the underlying emic concep-
tions of male and female, public and private, in Uzbekistan rather than
elaborate on actual male and female religious practices there. A well-known
pilgrimage site serves as a lens to show how the spaces assigned to the male
and female domains of religious activity function in the conceptualization of
Muslim practice and ritual. Bu Mozor is a sacred site near Kokand dedicated
to a female saint (avliyo),'"” and it is precisely the absence of men there that
provides insights into the use of gendered religious spaces.'” The physical
and sacred landscape of the site provides a microcosm of what are consid-
ered to be essential aspects of religiosity. Although meaning is inscribed in
the place through narratives and practices (Low and Lawrence-Zuiiiga 2003:
129), the example of a pilgrimage group shows how women actively move
within the realms of a more complex “sacred geography” (Tapper, cited in
Eickelman and Piscatori 1990: xiv) in order creatively to define religious
activities and spaces.

107 Avliyo (Uzb.) originates in the Arabic word awliya, meaning “friend of God” in Sufism

(Schimmel 1994: 253). It applies to any saint or holy person, male or female.

1% Mozor is the generic term for a holy tomb or shrine. I give the name “Bu Mozor” as |
heard it spoken locally. When written it changes to Buvi Mozor, “the tomb of the grand-
mother”.
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Bu Mozor: Topography of the Sacred and Profane'”’

Bu Mozor is the name of the shrine of the female saint Bibi Ubayda and its
adjacent graveyard.'"’ It lies forty kilometres north-east of Kokand. Regional
buses and marshrutki (Rus., collective minibuses) depart several times a day
from the central bus station in Kokand for the village of Buvayda. At the bus
stop in the village, local taxis await visitors who do not want to walk the
relatively long distance to the mozor. The cars stop in front of the entrance to
the complex, and pilgrims then make their way along a small path lined on
both sides by stalls selling all kinds of souvenirs, sweets, and beverages as
well as religious items. At the end of the path, pilgrims enter the complex
through a huge stone gate and arrive in a large park with shady trees,
benches, and wooden cabins that visitors can rent for the day. Sufi masters
(shaykh) and female healers and diviners (folbin) sit on wooden platforms or
in shady corners, waiting for pilgrims to approach them for blessings or
healing. In front of the white magbara (domed mausoleum) of the saint, a
dead mulberry tree and a large brown stone, both directly related to the saint,
Bibi Ubayda, who is buried there, are the most prominent markers in an
otherwise rather empty landscape. In the middle of the park, between the
magbara, the graveyard, and the picnic area, a large statue of a kneeling
soldier commemorates the victims of World War II. Close by this monu-
ment, two photographers offer to take visitors’ pictures in front of a big red
papier-maché heart bearing the inscription “Bibi Ubayda 2004”.

A leaflet written by local historian, Muzaffar Mirzo (2004), obtainable
at the shrine, informs visitors about its historical background and the biogra-
phy of Bibi Ubayda. She was the wife of a local ruler (podshoh). In 665, she
and her husband had to flee to Medina, where he died some years later. Bibi
Ubayda and her children returned to their homeland in 735 and settled in the
village of Buvayda, where she died in 742 at the age of ninety-five. Accord-
ing to Mirzo, Bibi Ubayda was not credited with any curative powers during
her lifetime. Like many other saints, her high status was grounded in her
piety and knowledge of Islam (see Tyson 1997: 16ff.).

%1 travelled to Bu Mozor twice. The material that forms the basis of this chapter was

gathered during a visit in May 2004 that I made with my colleague Pawet Jessa from the
Institute of Ethnography of the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, Poland, who was
conducting doctoral research on Sufism and shrine veneration in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.
19 The term bibi (Uzb., from the Turkic: literally, “old lady’’) was used as an honorific title,
“lady”, for high-ranking or educated women, especially those at court, in pre-Soviet Central
Asia. The term bibi-eshon (lady-master) was applied in pre-Soviet times to denote women
who were active in Sufi orders (Fathi 2006: 308). Today the term is applied to female saints
within Sufism.
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Odina, an otin-oyi working at Bu Mozor, presented a somewhat dif-
ferent account of Bibi Ubayda’s life, telling the saint’s story in a way that
underscored her extraordinary qualities and her miracles: “My buvi [Uzb.,
grandmother; here an honorific title] escaped from Medina, where she was
persecuted.''’ She brought back a stone and was supporting herself with a
walking stick. Then she put her stick and the stone on the ground so that
people could be healed by them in the future. After doing that, the earth
opened up and she disappeared into the ground. Fifteen centuries have
passed since that time”.""?

By the twelfth century Bibi Ubayda had achieved saintly status, and
she was reburied in a mausoleum built by an Arab master from Kokand in
1113. The building was destroyed during the Mongol invasion and then
rebuilt by local masters from Buvayda around 1413. In 1890, the mother of
the khan of Kokand, Khudoyar Khan, initiated the shrine’s reconstruction.'"?
The magbara was then left to decay until 20002001, when, on the initiative
of the female mayor of Buvayda, a major renovation of the main building
and its forecourt was initiated.

The structure of the complex and the clear division within it of the sa-
cred from the profane date from Soviet times, when shrine veneration be-
came the target of numerous anti-religion campaigns. Perceived as the “seat
of every kind of superstition” (CARC report 1951, cited in Ro’i 2000: 369),
religious property was confiscated by the regime, shrine keepers were perse-
cuted, and often the shrine itself was destroyed or de-sacralized through
conversion to “profane” uses. Those classified as significant architectural
monuments, such as the necropolis of Shohi Zinda in Samarqand and the
shrine of the Sufi saint Bahauddin Nagshband in Bukhara, were turned into
museums and given the status of “national architectural heritage”, a reminder
of an earlier stage in the development of the culture (Louw 2006: 325; cf.
Bennigsen and Wimbush 1985b). Monuments not included in this category,
including smaller village shrines, were either turned over to secular use such
as storage or the stabling of animals or simply ignored by local officials.'"*

The changes experienced by Bu Mozor were fairly typical. It gradu-
ally lost its meaning as a sacred, spiritual site and was transformed into a

H Pilgrims coming to the shrine of Bibi Ubayda use the term buvi (grandmother) as a
respectful form of address to the saint.

12 Trees emerging from the stick of a saint are a common legend motif throughout the
Muslim world, wherever saint veneration is practiced (Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich 1960: 20ft.).
3 For more information on the history and myths surrounding this sacred site, see Abdulak-
hatov et al. (2003).

" Similar policies towards holy places were applied by the communist regime of China in
Xinjiang; see Zarcone (2002) and also the contributions of Minoru and Pantusov in the same
volume.
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park for weekend tourists from Buvayda and adjacent areas. Wooden huts,
sanitary facilities, benches, and buildings for the administration were added
to the existing infrastructure, which included cooking facilities for the prepa-
ration of the khudoyi, the sacrifice. The World War II memorial was erected
in the middle of the complex, close to the graveyard, juxtaposing a secular
shrine with the sacred one of Bibi Ubayda.'"> As noted in the previous chap-
ter, visits to such memorials became an integral part of wedding rituals for
Russians and Uzbeks alike. In this case the monument functioned as a cover
for pilgrims coming to Buvayda to pay respect to the saint.

Although the secular, touristic aspects of Bu Mozor became more
visible over the years, measures to reduce religious activities were not en-
tirely successful. Women looking back on their visits during the Soviet era
emphasized their religious motivation. Their pilgrimage (Uzb., ziyorat,
Arab., ziyarat; literally, “visit”) had to be disguised as tourism or a “day out”
(dam olish), but some took the opportunity to see a mullah or otin-oyi or to
consult a healer for treatment. The site retained its significance as the most
important holy place for women in the region and as one of the many sacred
spaces that were never completely sanitized and controlled by the state
(Tyson 1997; Ro’i 2000; Louw 2006).''

After independence, Bu Mozor was officially reopened within the
frame of the new government’s policy of rehabilitating Sufi saints and holy
places. The new significance of Sufism and shrine veneration was presented
as part of traditional Islamic practice in the nation-building project. Unlike
many other holy places, Bu Mozor today is not administered by the muftiate
of Tashkent. It receives no funding from the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan,
and no imam is officially employed as guardian. Instead, it has the status of a
national historical monument and is protected by the Oltin Meros (Golden
Heritage) Fund. Oltin Meros maintains the magbara — the mausoleum — and
its forecourt but does not interfere in religious or administrative issues
pertaining to the shrine. Administration is the responsibility of the village

15 Kleinmichel (2001, vol. 1: 64) described the transformation of a sacred place into a

political one at another Ferghana Valley site, Shoh-i Mardan. Connected originally to the Sufi
saint Safed Bulan, this site was renamed Hamza-abad by the Soviets in honour of the poet
Hamza Hakimzoda Niyaziy, whom they elevated to the rank of revolutionary martyr. Klein-
michel described how the site was thereby invested with a double spirituality: visitors paid
their respects both to the shrine of the saint and to the local hero (see also Ro’i 2000: 372).

16 Muminov (1996: 366ff.) observed similar developments for shrines in Turkestan oblast in
Kazakhstan, where sacred places lost their official standing during tsarist and Soviet times but
continued to exist outside the framework of official, institutionalized Islam. The dogged
persistence of shrine veneration is also documented by Louw (2006, 2007) for the Bahauddin
Nagshband complex in Bukhara, by Kehl-Bodrogi (2005) for Urgench and its surrounds
(Khorezm), and by Tyson (1997) for Turkmenistan; see also Ro’i (2000).
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administration of Buvayda. Obidjon, the guardian of the complex, took up
this position after retirement in order to secure an extra income for his fam-
ily. He oversees the maintenance of the shrine and administers donations, but
he is not a religious specialist. (At the majority of shrines throughout Central
Asia, the guardian is a specialist, usually known in Uzbek as shaykh). 1 was
told that the fees collected from the vendors and religious specialists who
work at the place and the rent paid by pilgrims for using the facilities largely
suffice to finance the complex.

According to Mirzo (2004), the shrine of Bibi Ubayda is the only
shrine in the Ferghana Valley dedicated to a female saint. Although men are
allowed to visit Bu Mozor, the magbara itself is open only to women, a
gendered discrimination that reflects Sufi shrine veneration practices com-
mon in other parts of the Muslim world (Schimmel 1975: 253). In the course
of my two visits to Bu Mozor, I rarely observed men on the premises, apart
from the male staff who worked there — religious specialists, the two photog-
raphers, some vendors, and Obidjon, the caretaker. Female pilgrims ex-
plained that men would drop them off but did not stay at the site. Men con-
ducted ziyorat at one of the many other sacred sites that are open to men and
women alike, or they went to the mozor of Yigit Pirim, near Buvayda in the
area of Namangan, which 1s dedicated to a male saint. Like Bu Mozor, Yigit
Pirim is visited mostly by groups of friends spending the day out together.
The religious dimension is important, but so, too, is the social aspect of
recreation.'"’

Ziyorat at Bu Mozor

With my Polish colleague Pawet Jessa, who was carrying out ethnographic
research on Sufism at the time, I met a group of female pilgrims as they sat
on a small stone wall in front of the entrance to the mausoleum of Bibi
Ubayda. There, a shaykh recited the fotiha, the first sura, or chapter, of the
Qur’an, asking for the acceptance of the women’s visit by Allah and the
saint, before they moved on to the inner part of the shrine. The women,
curious about us and our interest in the shrine, invited us to join them to
learn about the conduct of ziyorat and to get a “view from within”. Later we
learned that the twelve women belonged to the “Pilgrimage Club of Massiv
Navoiy”. They lived in Massiv Navoij, the largest contiguous, Soviet-style
mikrorayon (micro-district) in Kokand, consisting mainly of multi-storey
buildings erected in the 1970s in the north-eastern part of Kokand, in the

171 owe this information on Yigit Pirim, as well some details on the Massiv Navoiy (see

below), to Olaf Giinther. For more on the history of Yigit Pirim, also known as Posho Pirim,
see Abdulakhatov et al. (2003).
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vicinity of the Yangi Bazar (new bazaar), the city’s largest market. At the
time, these standardized flats, all with running water and central heating,
were a symbol of the Soviet modern way of life, but their prestigious image
had gradually declined as a result of the general economic crisis since inde-
pendence.

Most members of the pilgrimage club spent most of their time at
home. Some had lost their jobs in the sewing factory or in the bazaar and had
failed to find alternatives because of the high rate of unemployment in the
city and because the economy was increasingly male dominated (Kamp
2005; Sancak and Finke 2007).118 Others, such as Yulduz, who was married
to an imam, were housewives because this was the wish of their husbands.
Sayyora, in her mid-seventies and the oldest member of the group, was long
retired. Some, such as Gulzoda, who brought her two pre-teenage daughters
along for the day, engaged in piecework production from their homes for
craft factories or private customers. They sewed, baked cookies to sell to
bazaar vendors, or prepared the catering for celebrations such as birthdays,
weddings, and anniversary parties for friends and neighbours. The only
women working outside the home were Umida, a divorcée who lived with
her teenage son and was employed as a shop assistant, and Nargiza, an
administrator.

The women were neighbours and indeed relatives (mostly distant), but
they preferred to emphasize friendship as their reason for getting together
every month for a gap.'" Excursions to holy sites in the region provided an
additional opportunity to escape from their homes and engage in activities
that would be countenanced by their husbands. They had visited the shrine of
Bibi Ubayda several times already. On this occasion in May, they had gath-
ered early in the morning on the main street in their neighbourhood to await
their vehicle, a minibus owned by the husband of one of the women, who
would collect them again in the evening. They had brought along all the
kitchen utensils and food they would need for the day, including tea, soft

18 According to a report on gender equality from the United Nations Development Pro-

gramme (UNDP), registered unemployment among women in Uzbekistan in 2004 was 45.5
per cent, and that of men, 54.5 per cent (UNDP 2005: 68ft.). Constantine (2007: 123) esti-
mated that actual (registered and unregistered) female unemployment was about 50 per cent
higher than male unemployment.

"9 The term gap, literally meaning “conversation”, usually refers to rotating credit associa-
tions, made up of any group of friends, neighbours, classmates, age mates, colleagues, and so
forth, predominantly of the same sex. Many Uzbeks belong to more than one. Usually they
meet at regular intervals in a rotating system, each member paying a fixed amount of money
to the host of the meeting. Some gap groups undertake excursions or spend summer weekends
together. For more details, see Kandiyoti (1998) and Koroteyeva and Makarova (1998). See
also Snezarev (1963) for a Soviet ethnographic account of gaps in Khorezm.
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drinks, salad, fruit, vegetables, meat, and cream cakes. After arriving at Bu
Mozor, they rented a room in the house next to the park entrance. Some of
the women started to unpack their bags and prepare the room, while the
others set off at once to visit the shrine of Bibi Ubayda, which was where
Pawet and I first met them.

In the following sections I outline chronologically the day spent by the
Pilgrimage Club of Massiv Navoiy at Bu Mozor. Although certain perform-
ances and sequences at the sacred site are inscribed in the practice of ziyorat,
pilgrims’ movement from one station to the next is not rigorously prescribed.
They are encouraged to wander around freely and to make use of specific
religious symbols and services as they personally see fit.

Station I: Visiting the Saint

After the shaykh had blessed their visit, the group went inside the magbara
to visit the saint, inviting me to join so that I could see what happened inside.
Denied access, Pawel waited outside, chatting to the shaykh. Upon entering
the shrine, three of the women stayed in the entrance hall and rolled out their
prayer rugs at the wall facing south-west to conduct the ritual prayer. The
others headed straight for the tomb of the saint. In a narrow room containing
two sarcophagi, the women circled the tomb of Bibi Ubayda three times,
touching it with their hands while murmuring their requests. They placed
headscarves and notes of 100 so‘m on top of the sarcophagus and at its base,
where plentiful offerings from earlier pilgrims were visible.”” The women
then paid their respects to the smaller tomb, that of Badi‘ga-bonu, the saint’s
daughter-in-law. Unlike Bibi Ubayda’s tomb, which was covered with a
purple, velvet-like material and white linen decorated with braid, that of her
daughter-in-law was draped with a simple white sheet and had no visible
donations. In the corner at the head of Bibi Ubayda’s tomb, the otin-oyi
called Odina, a woman in her sixties, was sitting on a quilt (ko ‘rpacha), and
the group sat down in a row along the wall next to her. They held their hands
open to pray, and Odina recited from the Qur’an and followed up with a duo
to invoke a successful outcome to the pilgrimage:
The Qur’an we recited, and Allah’s name we remembered; we dedi-
cated it to the soul of Buvijon and Shahzoda her daughter-in-law.
Oh, dear Buvijon, we address you to ask Allah to ease and help in
whatever demand and request these ladies have. Let them be with
their spouses when old, let them spend what they find for good, and
hold festivities, be in health and wisdom. Let their visit be accepted,

120 1n 2004, 1,000 so‘m equalled US$1.
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let their children be happy, and let them see the happiness of their
children. Let their future be wonderful. Let their belief be stronger.
Let Buvijon support them to achieve higher levels. Allohu Akbar.
The women then ended the prayer with an omin, a gesture in which
they brushed their faces with the palms of their hands, and each gave a
donation to the otin-oyi by shoving so‘m notes under her quilt. The group
rushed out of the main room and paid a short visit to the second room, which
held the tomb of Bibi Ubayda’s grandson, Shahzod Shokhruhbiy. At the base
of this small tomb was a pink plastic bucket, into which the pilgrims put
their donations. Obidjon later told me that he collected the money from this
bucket twice daily.

Station I1: “Portable Spirituality”

Back in the entrance hall of the magbara, Umida and Latofat invited me to
join them as they approached another otin-oyi, who was sitting next to the
entrance of the tomb, to obtain small packets of blessed tea and salt to take
home. We sat down on ko rpachas placed around a white cloth on which
rested the small packages of tea and salt, which are thought to be saturated
with baraka, divine blessing power. Taking them home enables one’s house
to “take part” in the ziyorat, protects it against evil spirits, and perhaps frees
it from issig-sovug, or black magic (literally “hot-cold”), in a practice called
gaytariq.””’ The sacred spirit is held to exercise benign influence over every-
one who consumes the blessed tea and salt.'** The otin-oyi recited a duo in
which she asked Allah and the saint to allow the women to be blessed and
healthy, and their requests to the saint to be heard. She then handed a pack-
age of salt and tea to each of the women, who in return passed a 100-so‘m
note under the otin-oyi’s quilt. Latofat explained that she had brought some
of her children’s toys for the same purpose, and on behalf of her household
she symbolically placed a soft drink bottle at the base of Bibi Ubayda’s
tomb, where it could absorb the blessing (baraka) of the saint.

12! Derived from the verb qaytarmogq, meaning to give or take something back.

122 The idea of the “transportability” of the spirit of a holy place is also to be found at Chris-
tian holy places. As Jill Dubisch (1995: 35) noted in her study of a Greek island shrine, “this
power can not only be experienced by the pilgrim who visits such places; it can also be taken
home in one form or another — whether as a feeling of spiritual renewal, as a healed illness, as
a physical object imbued with the sacred power of the pilgrimage site, or as a transformation
in one’s social status”.
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Station III: The Stone from Medina

As we left the magbara, some members of the group were still waiting for
us; others had gone back to the house to prepare lunch or had set out for a
walk. I joined Gulzoda and her daughters. Gulzoda, who was in her late
twenties, was suffering from migraine and wanted to touch the brown stone
opposite the entrance of the magbara — purportedly brought back from
Medina by Bibi Ubayda — hoping to be cured. As in the wider Muslim
world, it is believed by Uzbek Muslims that baraka is manifested in objects
directly related to a saint. Moreover, objects and places close to a shrine are
exposed to the ruh (spirit, soul) of the saint and therefore are saturated with
spiritual power (Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich 1960; Bhardwaj and Rinschede
1988). Baraka can be obtained by staying at a holy place and by practising
rituals such as circumambulating, touching, and kissing the grave. Such
baraka can ward off evil spirits, improve fertility, and cure persons from
sicknesses (Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich 1960; Fartacek 2003: 169).

Plate 13. Doing ziyorat at Bu Mozor: Kissing and touching the ‘healing stone of
Medina’ promises alleviation from illness and suffering.
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At the shrine of Bibi Ubayda, the stone and the adjacent leafless mul-
berry tree are believed to possess healing power because of their association
with the saint. Gulzoda and I had to queue up in a row of women. While
waiting, we observed how women touched the big brown stone with their
foreheads. Gulzoda explained that the curative power of the stone was espe-
cially effective for the treatment of headaches. When it was her turn, Gul-
zoda, too, bent down and touched the stone with her forehead, while the
otin-oyi sitting next to the stone mumbled blessings and recited from the
Qur’an. Gulzoda had consulted numerous doctors and tried various medica-
tions and traditional healers to cure her migraine. She was optimistic that
touching the stone would have a positive effect on her ailment, at least
easing the symptoms.

Station 1IV: The Party

After Gulzoda’s treatment, we went back to the house, where the others were
already sitting around a table covered with sweets, soft drinks, salads, fruits,
bread, and tea. After lunch the women switched on a tape recorder, and after
a discussion about what sort of music to play, they agreed on a tape of
Uzbek pop music. Some immediately got up to dance. Others sang, clapped
their hands, or, if they remained seated, at least moved to the rhythm of the
music. Everyone was in a joyful mood, making jokes about the presence of
Pawet as the only man in the group and asking him to promise not to tell
their husbands that they were having a party instead of engaging in serious
religious issues. When they decided to take a break from dancing and sing-
ing, they went for a stroll. Some wanted to visit other pilgrimage groups
where they had spotted acquaintances, and others wanted to buy souvenirs
for their families.

Leaving the house, we discovered a group of elderly women celebrat-
ing a mavlud, a ritual commemorating the Prophet’s birthday, as part of their
ziyorat. Sitting around a long table, these women invited me to stay and
listen to the recital of the ofin-oyi. One of them told me, “Our buvi is buried
here, and we come every year. We come here to conduct ziyorat and to pay
our respect to her. She gives everything you ask, whether it is a child, or a
davlat [Pers., money and estate] or a long life. She gives it all. That’s why
we make a ziyorat, my daughter”.

At the end of the recitation, Umida, who had stayed behind with me,
and I followed the rest of our group into the neighbouring courtyard. There,
a different world opened up: young people from the village of Buvayda and
vicinity were celebrating a birthday party. A deejay was playing the latest
hits and interjecting comments and jokes while young men and women
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danced together or sat around chatting and flirting. Some of the women of
our group joined in the dancing, and others stood aside to watch.

After leaving the party, the women wanted to have a group picture
taken in the park next to the war memorial. For the background, the photog-
rapher invited us to choose between a huge red heart in papier-maché and
some large stuffed animals or plastic flowers. The development of the pic-
ture took an hour, so we went back to join the others in the meantime for
more tea, candy, and dancing.

Plate 14. After ziyorat: Female pilgrims amuse themselves at a birthday party in a
yard near the Bu Mozor pilgrimage site.

Station V: Reciting Namoz

While the others began to prepare the evening meal in the house, four of the
women invited me to join them for peshin, the afternoon prayer. The five of
us went to the sanitary facilities for the ritual washing and then continued to
the magbara in search of a suitable place to pray. On the way we passed
other women rolling out their prayer rugs along the walls of the mausoleum.
Asked to decide the appropriate spot, Yulduz, the imam’s wife, spoke criti-
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cally about her friends who, earlier in the day, had placed commodities next

to the sarcophagus of Bibi Ubayda or had obtained blessed objects:
We, the women who perform namoz, do not believe in healing
power or in folbin. Whoever wants to believe in such healing power
is free to do so, but we believe only in what is said in the Qur’an. I
for instance have come to this place because praying close to a saint
enables you to feel closer to God. Here at Bu Mozor we can perform
the namoz in public, and besides it is a spiritual place where a saint
is buried. This is why we have chosen to come to Bu Mozor and why
we pray inside and outside the tomb of the saint.

After finishing the namoz, we walked around the magbara. The
women touched the wall with their hands, reciting prayers and requests in
low voices. On our way back, one of them ventured the thought that, after
namoz, she always felt “light” (yengil). “Here”, Yulduz explained, “we can
pray outside. At home we can pray only within the house”. Another woman
added that she was the only one in her family who prayed regularly: “My
husband claims to be an atheist. This has to do with his job — he used to
work for the Soviet army. My sons are teenagers and not really interested in
religion anyway. So I mostly have to pray alone. Here I can pray in the
company of my friends and other women. This is a new experience for me”.
Later I learned that the daily ritual prayer was not considered part of a ziyo-
rat. I was unable to find any information concerning women’s performance
of namoz outside the mosque or at their homes.'*

Station VI: Returning Home

Back at the rented room, the others had prepared dinner to honour the saint
and mark the end of the ziyorat."** Pilaf was served with side dishes of
salads, fruits, sweets, and cake. An otin-oyi who had been invited beforehand
joined us later for tea. She was asked to recite from the Qur’an and to bless
the group to ensure a successful journey and the fulfilment of everyone’s
wishes. At the end of a short sermon, she handed out packages of tea and

'3 At the Bahauddin Nagshband complex in Bukhara there is a separate mosque for women,

but only four women were praying there at the time of my visit, whereas the two mosques for
men were bursting at the seams at prayer times. I never observed women praying in the open
at other holy places in the Ferghana Valley or other regions of Uzbekistan. This observation
was confirmed by my colleague Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi, who conducted research on shrine
veneration in Khorezm between 2003 and 2005 [editor’s note: see Kehl-Bodrogi 2008].

124 Preparing a meal at the pilgrimage site is common in Muslim ziyorat and indeed in the
Christian tradition of pilgrimage. No specific reason need be given: the meal is to honour the
saint and further cement the bonds between the community of pilgrims and the saint (see
Tyson 1997).
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salt, for which the women gave her a 100-so‘m note, just as I had observed
earlier.

After she left, the women prepared everything for their departure. The
driver was waiting outside at the small bazaar at the agreed time of seven
o’clock. During the journey the women talked about everything they had
experienced during the day, including details of the party and how they had
danced and sung. They were all highly excited, and the wife of the driver
asked him to turn up the volume of the radio so that they could sing along,
gesticulate, and even get up from their seats to show how they had danced at
the party. Arriving at Massiv Navoiy, the women were greeted in the street
by neighbours and relatives passing by and questioned about the day. Some
of the husbands helped to unload the car. Before dispersing, the pilgrimage
club members discussed their next excursion, scheduled for June, but post-
poned the final decision until the following Saturday, when they would
gather again to celebrate Nargiza’s birthday.

Using Spaces: Interpretations and Analysis

Having outlined the main stations of the day as they unfolded, I want now to
look more carefully at the emic conceptions of the members of this pilgrim-
age group. During a conversation that took place during lunch at Bu Mozor,
the women tried to explain why they had come and what they expected.
Yulduz, the imam’s wife, explained that for her the most important aspects
were to relax and to have a day out with her friends: “I do not believe in such
things as healing and so on. I believe only in Allah. I only came to see”.
Sayyora, the oldest member of the group, commented, “Some of us come
here because they believe in the power of the saint, some believe in Allah
only. Each of us has her own idea about piety, but only those who have faith
in their hearts come here”. Umida agreed with Sayyora but stressed the
social aspect, which was her main motivation for coming to Bu Mozor: “We
come here just to have a rest, to sit at a table as a group of friends and have a
good time. Someone reads from the Qur’an for the soul of those buried here,
but I do not know very much about the history of this place. When I was a
kid, our mothers and grandmothers took us here and I watched what they
did. I come here every year just to relax”.

Despite having different opinions and diverging expectations, the
women of the pilgrimage club agreed that three elements were important for
a successful ziyorat: the experience of a day out with friends, the spiritual
aspect of proximity to God and to the saint, and the obtaining of a blessing
(baraka). Individually, they emphasized the elements differently, some
highlighting the religious and spiritual aspects, and others, the social and
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recreational. For some, such as Gulzoda, healing was the main motivation
for the trip. Here as elsewhere in the world, participation in a pilgrimage can
embrace a triple dimension: the spiritual, the social-recreational, and the
supplicatory (Umbelino 1999). The women experienced Bu Mozor as a place
where the sacred and the profane came together in a flexible and mutually
reinforcing reality. Fulfilling an obligatory Islamic ritual such as namoz in
no way contradicted the pleasure obtained through dancing and singing.
Both the sacred and the profane were perceived as inherent in the “package”
of the ziyorat.

The first dimension, the spiritual one, is that of belief. Although moti-
vations for conducting ziyorat vary, it is the physical and visual contact with
the saint that provides common ground. Touching and kissing the walls, the
tomb, and the objects related to the saint, a spiritual successor to the Prophet,
circling her or his tomb, and taking home consecrated objects allow people
to experience the divine and establish a reciprocal relationship with the saint
(Trimmingham 1971). Their localized activities create significant sites for
meaning and reflection (Louw 2006: 50). A visit to Bu Mozor presupposes
knowledge of the basic rites and belief in the myths and the spirituality
ascribed to the place. In this setting, the saint and God himself can be not
merely imagined but actually experienced more closely by the believer than
in the1 2rsnore abstract setting of a mosque (McChesney 1996; Privratsky 2001:
243).

Although practices such as touching the walls and stones of the
magbara, donating money, and consulting a healer, let alone participating in
a party, can hardly be reconciled with canonical Islam, the sacrality of the
site and its spiritual power are unquestioned by the women who come to Bu
Mozor. This is not to deny a certain ambivalence in their relationship with
shrines (cf. Louw 2006 on shrines in Bukhara). But even those who ac-
knowledge that ziyorat practices are out of line with the sunna (perhaps
qualifying as bid’at, a heretical innovation, or shirk, idolatry) consider
shrines to exude spirituality and to be the embodiment of the region’s Mus-
lim past and customs (Fathi 2004; Louw 2006; Kehl-Bodrogi 2006b). As
Christopher Taylor (1990: 80) showed in his study of Muslim saints in
medieval Egypt, such local practices establish direct access to the sacred past
in order to engage the holy in immediate time and space. Yulduz and the
other women who performed namoz might have been sceptical towards
many of the devotional practices surrounding the shrine and said that they
believed only in Allah, and not in the miraculous powers ascribed to stones,

125 Editor’s note: At this point Hilgers signalled her intention to insert a quotation from one of

the pilgrims in which she explained why women who adhered more strictly to “scriptural
Islam” would never take part in such a pilgrimage.
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trees, and the healers practising around the shrine, but they nevertheless
acknowledged the spiritual power of the place itself. In their understanding,
their visit conformed to their conception of musulmonchilik, which is orien-
tated towards canonical practices including the pre-eminence of the Qur’an
and the pilgrimage to Mecca.

The second dimension, the social and recreational, can be summed up
as “having fun”. Nancy Tapper (1990: 247) touched upon this in her work in
Turkey, noting that “when women speak of ziyorat visits, they usually refer
to the relaxed occasions when they visit a shrine with a group of kinswomen,
friends and neighbours”. Much the same can be said about the Pilgrimage
Group of Massiv Navoiy. Getting away from their families and domestic
duties and being together with friends, meeting other people, shopping for
souvenirs, and exchanging news, advice, and ideas about religion were
among the motivations the women gave for their visit to Bu Mozor. People
do not conduct ziyorat only when their individual situation is characterized
by transition and uncertainty (Louw 2006: 93). They also do so to enjoy
themselves, fusing profane motivations with religious ones.'** The monthly
excursions of this pilgrimage club are supported and encouraged by the
women’s husbands, as became clear after our ride home, when the men
welcomed their wives, and in the jokes and comments of the men who
attended Nargiza’s birthday celebration the following Saturday (see also
Wilcke 2001).

The third dimension is that of blessing and healing. Pilgrimage is
based on the belief that certain places have special power, which can be
experienced in situ and then taken home in the form of blessed objects. This
power can generate a transformation of the individual’s social status as well
as feelings of spiritual renewal and the healing or alleviating of an illness
(Dubisch 1995; Kehl-Bodrogi 2006b). Doing ziyorat is believed to help one
to ward off evil spirits through the intercession of the saint with God, the
blessing of goods with baraka, or the help of healers who capitalize on the
spiritual powers of the sacred site to cure both physical and mental ill-
nesses.'”’ Gulzoda was not content with touching the sacred stone; she also
asked an otin-oyi to read an appropriate sura to cure her of her migraine.
Other women consulted a kinnachi. These healers, concentrated at the saint’s

126 Again, this observation has much wider validity. See Doumato (2000) on the Gulf States,

Dubisch and Michalowski (2001) and Turner and Turner (1978) on Christianity, and Taylor
(2004) on Buddhism in Vietnam.

27 In the doctrines of official Islam, saints are mediators who can intercede with Allah to
obtain grace for the supplicant. Uzbek women, however, imagine the role of saints and their
curative and blessing powers differently. Some believe the saint herself performs miracles and
address her directly; others take more care to respect canonical practice.
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mausoleum, used a range of techniques. One treated women with back
problems by giving them a massage, and another symbolically cut the body
of the sick person with a knife, murmuring prayers to exorcise evil spirits.
These healing practices are legitimated by the practitioners as being in the
service of God (see Rasanayagam 2006b).

Many women come to Bu Mozor for help in resolving fertility prob-
lems. Young women are under pressure to get pregnant in their first year of
marriage, and there is a strong preference for sons. Infertility or a lack of
male offspring can constitute grounds for man to divorce or to take a second
wife. Women deposit their written petitions with the shaykh, and if they are
successful, they return to the mozor and leave a curl of the baby’s hair
wrapped in a white cloth, representing the child’s bond with the saint. This
will be passed on by the shaykh to the next woman coming to ask for his
assistance with fertility (see Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich 1960).

Women’s motives for visiting sacred sites are not limited to their indi-
vidual well-being but reflect their domestic and social environments. One
example is the bringing of objects related to familial space to have them
blessed by the saint. Women often advance requests on behalf of a husband
or a son — for a cure, perhaps, or help in improving his material situation.
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Plate 15. A female healer, or kinnachi, performs curative services for women with

back problems and other physical ailments in front of the mausoleum of Bibi
Ubayda.
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New Meanings in Defined Spaces: Performing Namoz

Women in Uzbekistan are largely excluded from mosques and institutions of
higher Islamic education. The spaces regarded as legitimate for women to
conduct rituals in are to be found, according to local cultural conceptions, at
cemeteries and shrines and inside the household, where women may also
organize private lessons. As Sayyora explained to me: “It was always like
that. Although we know that it is different in other Muslim countries, women
in Uzbekistan never went to the mosque. Uzbeks think that women should
stay at home, and learn and pray there — this is how we learned it and this is
why women do not want to go to mosque. And even if we would like to go
to mosque, it never would be approved by men”.

When I asked whether they would like to go to mosque, the women 1|
talked to said they would not, and they referred to the general lack of space
there. Moreover, few mosques in Kokand have separate spaces for
women.'** To circumvent this problem, women sometimes gather in nearby
houses where they can listen through an open window to what is being said
inside.'” In Tashkent, my host Aziza belonged to a study circle that met
regularly at the home of an otin-oyi. The women went regularly as a group
during Ramadan to hear the sermons in the newly built Friday mosque close
to their mahalla. Although there was a section for women, Aziza said that
they never went there on Fridays, giving as a reason the strong presence of
men, coupled with the fact that men would be bound to disapprove. Her
husband added that the mere knowledge that women were present in the
mosque, even if they were not visible, would distract Uzbek men from
concentrating on their prayers. Although he said this jokingly, to provoke his
wife, his words actually represent a prevalent social norm. A mullah in
Kokand quoted a statement from the Hadith saying that it is three times more
rewarding for a woman to stay at home than to pray in a mosque, and I later
heard this often from women themselves.

One may conclude that it is cultural disapproval rather than any objec-
tive lack of space that inhibits women from attending mosque. Both men and
women in the Ferghana Valley have deeply internalized the norm that per-
forming namoz in the mosque falls in the male domain. Only rarely do
women express the wish to go to mosque. It is a male-dominated space

28 The exclusion of women from mosques because of the lack of separate space is by no

means limited to the Uzbek case; it can be observed also in Xinjiang, China (Ildiko Bellér-
Hann, personal communication; see also Doumato 2000).

' Harrison (1924) reported similar strategies by women in Wahhabi Islam in the Persian
Gulf at the beginning of the twentieth century.
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analogous to the tea house (choykhona) or the football stadium."*® The same
applies to religious education. The madrasa has (at any rate until very re-
cently) been regarded as an exclusively male establishment. The majority of
girls are taught at home by their parents, an otin-oyi, or some other relig-
iously educated person.

It was not always like this. In the early thirteenth century, women at-
tended Friday prayers in the mosques in Samarqand (Tokhtakhodjaeva
1995). At the turn of the twentieth century, women gathered on religious
holidays in some mosques in Bukhara, although segregated from men.
Special mosques for women operated in Tashkent until the Bolshevik revo-
lution. Marfua Tokhtakhodjaeva (1995: 23-24) interpreted women’s later
absence from the mosque as “the logical conclusion of women’s general
inequality within the family and in society”. Similarly, Habiba Fathi (2006)
has pointed out that nowadays the religious status of Muslim women is often
confused with or derived from their social status, although the Qur’an speci-
fies that women should fulfil the same basic religious duties as men. Prayer
performed exclusively at home does not fulfil the highest standard of ortho-
dox worship, “which requires regularity, a knowledge of correct prayers,
and, at least on Fridays, praying with a group in the mosque. These are
standards that can be wholly fulfilled only by men” (Doumato 2000: 94).

Except during qurbon hayiti, the Sacrifice Festival, and ramazon, or
ro za, hayiti, the festival marking the end of Ramadan, women’s presence in
the mosques is accepted. They can attend prayers sitting in the rows behind
the men or in separate rooms outside the main mosque enclosure. In practice
they seldom bother, and their accounts make it clear that the reasons lie in
cultural ideas about shame and morality rather than in the simple concern
over deprecation by men or an alleged lack of space. Women told me repeat-
edly that they did not feel comfortable praying in public, by which they
meant spaces associated with official Islam and the male sphere. One reason
for the feeling of shame was women’s uncertainty about how to perform
namoz correctly: many could only mimic the prostrations silently because
they did not know or could not pronounce the Arabic words.""

In rural Tajikistan, a similarly strong emic distinction is drawn be-
tween the public and the private spheres, between space where one can be
seen by anyone and the space that is bounded by the household (Tett 1995:

30 When I expressed interest in going to watch international football games during my stay in

Tashkent, I was told that women did not go to the stadium because it was considered too
dangerous. Apparently, in the 1970s a Russian woman had her dress torn when the local team
won a big game.

Bl Editor’s note: At this point the author intended to insert a quotation from a woman ex-
plaining that to her it would “feel strange” to be observed by men when performing namoz.
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139). The relative absence of men at the Bu Mozor complex creates an
environment that women experience as semi-public. There they feel free to
profess their religiosity in ways that, in other settings, would cause them to
feel ashamed. For the four women of the Pilgrimage Club of Massiv Navoiy
who, unusually, performed namoz during their ziyorat, the absence of men at
the site enabled them to conduct a ritual normally confined to the domestic
sphere. It clearly helped that they were participating in a female community,
able to support and learn from each other. Bu Mozor became a kind of
protected area where women could appropriate existing spaces to fulfil their
ritual obligations, without having to worry about “getting it right”.

Conclusion

The use of space at Bu Mozor, with its spiritual and profane topography and
multi-layered meanings, depends to a great extent on the individual’s con-
ception of musulmonchilik and personal relations with the divine. The pil-
grimage group members presented in this chapter held certain assumptions
in common, but their practices and interpretations were diverse. The mozor
had something to offer for everyone. The women used the shrine in different
ways according to their individual understandings of what it meant to be a
religious person.

The conduct of ziyorat is more than just a pleasant day off. It gives in-
sight not only into the gendered use of space but more generally into the
dynamism of religious practices in “flexible Islam” (Eickelman and Piscatori
1996). Although many details of the practices of saint veneration have been
more or less standardized and remained relatively stable throughout Uzbek
history, this does not imply that their meanings have remained fixed or
frozen (Pfluger-Schindlbeck 2005; see also Louw 2006). This is consistent
with Mark Saroyan’s observation (1997c: 106) that religious practices have
regularly violated the categorical boundaries of Islam.

In Uzbekistan, women do not merely maintain but actively shape reli-
gious spaces on the basis of their conceptualizations of religious practices.
The evidence from Bu Mozor shows that religious practice in Uzbekistan
cannot be neatly divided into female religiosity, demarcating the sphere of
heterodoxy and superstition, and male religiosity, associated with scriptural
interpretations and the mosque. The spheres have long intersected. Yet for
women to perform namoz outside the domestic space, as I observed at Bu
Mozor, 1s a novelty of recent decades and a new element in the conduct of
ziyorat. This practice in the open air is an approximation of male religious
practice, but it does not transgress or challenge culturally determined gen-
dered spaces. It shows women’s growing interest in canonical Islam and
reflects their growing self-awareness as religious persons. They do not lay
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claim to male spaces per se, but they creatively appropriate the space avail-
able to them within moral norms. By adapting spaces historically associated
with female religiosity, the women carve out a more public niche for them-
selves according to their changing conceptions of musulmonchilik.

This does not mean that concepts of gendered religious spheres have
become obsolete. For one thing, the semi-public performance of namoz that I
observed remains exceptional — perhaps a pioneering trend, but not yet the
mainstream. Indeed, only a minority of the pilgrimage group performed
namoz at the magbara of Bibi Ubayda. For another, Bu Mozor is primarily
female space, and the women who visit it do not trespass the culturally and
religiously defined boundaries of male and female realms. The continued
exclusion of women from male religious spheres reflects cultural concep-
tions of female morality, tradition, and social norms; it shows the enduring
importance of gendered religious spaces in Uzbek society.

It is important to note, however, that the women I met in the course of
my fieldwork did not perceive gendered religious spaces as discriminatory.
Indeed, the opposite was the case: women attached importance to rituals
associated with the female sphere of religiosity and did not necessarily
devalue them as inferior to male practices at the mosque. Men seemed to

share this view, and sometimes they even tried to appropriate female ritu-
als."*?

132 For example, in the early 1990s the men of the Ferghana Valley began to conduct the

mavlud, a ritual associated primarily with women and domestic space, in the mosque (Kandi-
yoti and Azimova 2004).






Chapter 7
Uzbek Christians: A Question of Tolerance?'”

I showed in earlier chapters how Islam has been packaged as the national
religion of Uzbeks in the postsocialist national ideology. President Islam
Karimov sees Islam as the spiritual-religious foundation of the nation and as
the basis for moral consolidation and self-identification during nation-
building (Karimov 1997: 89). I also argued that it would be incorrect to see
this ideology as orchestrated entirely by the government, because the basic
idea that religion should be nationally (ethnically) determined is still domi-
nant in Uzbek society: Uzbeks are Muslims, and Russians are Christians.
Religions are seen as substantial parts of respective ethnic cultures. During
Soviet times, religious customs survived under the cover of “national tradi-
tion” (Critchlow 1991), and religion served as an important vehicle for the

133 Editor’s note: This chapter is based on a published article (Hilgers 2007). The author had

intended to write an entirely new paper on this subject for her dissertation, but this was not
accomplished. The file for this chapter opens with eight pages of notes and extracts from her
fieldwork diaries, which she had evidently planned to incorporate. I have done my best to
implement her intentions by incorporating a section on “Tolerance”, as highlighted in her
formulation of the title of the chapter; but it was unclear how she intended to proceed with
regard to a further planned subsection, “Moralities”. She summarized the key tasks in revising
the chapter as follows:

o show that Muslim criticism of the establishment (“anti-clericalism?”) is actually the
same as the Christian critique;

o show that people insist that there is only one God, and that the main thing is to be a

“good person’’;

e show in more detail what Muslims say about Christians, e.g. point out that most are not
even aware that there are new, non-traditional Christian communities in their city, and
find it absurd that Uzbeks are converting.

In her entire manuscript, Hilgers used the formal name “Church of Uzbek Christians™ for the

people she discusses here only once, in chapter 3. I have nonetheless retained this name in this

chapter as a convenient way to refer to the community she describes, which was unregistered
with the state and therefore had no official name. It is likely that the group referred to itself by
this name.
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preservation and transmission of ethnic identities, in opposition to the na-
tional policies of the Soviets (Bruce 2002: 96; Lankauskas 2002: 321).

Yet at the same time, with the 1992 Uzbekistan Constitution, the new
government created the legal basis for a new religious pluralism based on
freedom of conscience. In addition to a revival of the old, established relig-
ions, many new religious currents entered the country. In the Uzbekistan
example of global processes of religious mixing (Chambers 2004: 71), the
main “traditional” religions, tied to ethno-national identities, have been
particularly hostile to newcomers (Peyrouse 2004a). The expanding religious
marketplace offers people a wide range of products, from orthodox to char-
ismatic and transcendental. These may be attractive to Uzbeks who perceive
themselves as cultural Muslims, who do not necessarily have a strong emo-
tional identification with their inherited religious affiliation, and who have
unfulfilled spiritual needs. As they make use of the newly gained right to
choose their religion, they necessarily renegotiate their personal selves and
the concept of being Uzbek (Snow and Machalek 1983; Krech and Schlegel
1998). The government, however, remains wedded to the concept of a na-
tional religion and fears that tension and instability are bound to ensue if
national identity and traditions are threatened.

In this chapter I explore these tangled issues with reference to a case
study, that of a young Christian community in Kokand, the Church of Uzbek
Christians. I show how “Uzbekness” and “Muslimness” as sine qua nons of
Uzbek identity are being negotiated by individual converts and how the
discourse of a national Uzbek identity is integrated into the doctrine of this
community. I also demonstrate the significance of the new local religious
organizations, which are highly dependent on the personal relationships and
social, cultural, and economic networks maintained by their members out-
side of their religious community (Davie 1994: 18; Chambers 2004: 71). At
the same time, these religious communities are subject to trans-local con-
straints, which prescribe doctrines and organizational structures to which the
local congregations must adhere. Those predominantly foreign religious
denominations are “deterritorialized” (Appadurai 1998: 37). With postsocial-
ist liberalization of the religious sphere, individual religious affiliation was
de facto privatized and de jure protected. But in practice the Uzbek who
turns away from Islam and converts to a non-Islamic religion faces a di-
lemma in reconciling his new faith, which public opinion regards as not
“ours” (i.e. Uzbek), with tradition and national identity. First-generation
Uzbek Christians perform a precarious balancing act between their local
identities and integration into a universal Christianity."**

3% Editor’s note: At this point in her draft, Hilgers inserted the phrase “trauma and conver-

sion”, followed by this quotation: “The emotional trauma of breaking with one’s neighbours
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Uzbek Musulmonchilik and the Christian Encounter

In the first years after Uzbek independence, the strength of radical Islamic
movements in the Ferghana Valley confirmed the region’s long-standing
reputation for religious conservatism (Babadjanov and Kamilov 2001). Apart
from small Russian Orthodox congregations and a few Baptists and Arme-
nian Orthodox Christians, Islam was absolutely dominant, and this was
reflected in the large number of mosques and madrasas. The first charismatic
Christian communities were established in the Ferghana Valley by mission-
aries from South Korea and the United States only in the 1990s, whereas in
Samarqand, Bukhara, and Tashkent the first such groups dated from the
early years of perestroika. The missionaries at first confined their activities
to the Russian-speaking population, but later they attracted increasing num-
bers of ethnic Uzbeks.

Alisher, age forty-two when I got to know him, was the founder and
pastor of a congregation of Uzbek Christians in Kokand. His first contact
with Christianity had come in 1997, during his military service in Russia.'*’
A year later he and his wife, Mohira (thirty-six), were baptized. Alisher had
hitherto considered himself a Muslim, performed namoz, and attended
Friday prayers at the mosque. Like so many other Uzbeks, he perceived
himself to be a Muslim for cultural reasons, rather than a devout Muslim
whose belief stemmed from conviction, or “from the heart”:

By that time I did not know what it meant to be a Muslim. We were
born in a Muslim country and family; our ancestors were Muslims;
we did not possess the knowledge and understanding and thought
that everyone else apart from Uzbeks and Arabs were kofir [Arab.,
“unbeliever”] — for example, Russians or Koreans or Americans. The
word kofir was used often then, and we thought our nation superior
to others. ... They [the Uzbeks] don’t understand the meaning of the
word Muslim. It means one who believes in and submits to God, a
person who fulfils his orders. Islam also means to obey what God
has prescribed. But those who consider themselves Muslims are
drinking alcohol, smoking, offending people, divorcing whenever

and publicly professing a new faith, moreover, forced the youths to take their own actions
seriously. Before going public with the news of their conversion, most reflected long and hard
on the purpose and likely consequences of their commitment” (Hefner 1993: 117).

135 Alisher had met a Russian soldier who openly confessed his Christian belief. Alisher was
impressed by the soldier’s strict compliance with Christian doctrine in everyday life. He
remembered the soldier and his belief when Christian missionaries came to his village in
1997, spreading the gospel and distributing religious literature. Following these encounters
with Christians, Alisher bought a Bible, though he started to read it only a year later.
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they want to; they also do not look after their children, leaving them
on their own, yet they always affirm that they are Muslims.

Mohira added, “They say this because our ancestors were Muslims. ...
For the majority of Uzbeks, Islam is primarily a signifier of ethnic or na-
tional commitment and inseparable from Uzbek ethnic identity. Therefore
those who turn away from Islam face many obstacles and risk social exclu-
sion”. Alisher amplified her point by explaining: “People in the village as
well as our own families perceived our acceptance of Jesus as a sin and
betrayal of our culture. Because of our decision to leave Islam, we faced a
lot of difficulties. The connection between being Uzbek and Islam is very
strong, and for Uzbeks it is unimaginable that someone can leave Islam and
turn to another faith”.

After accepting Jesus and openly confessing their new faith, the fam-
ily had to move several times to other villages. As soon as people got to
know about their Christianity, they were met with hostility and were accused
of betraying their culture and ancestors: Uzbeks had to be Muslims; they
could not adhere to a religion often referred to as “the religion of the Rus-

Sians” 136

Christianity: The Religion of the Russians?

In 1999 Alisher and Mohira, harassed in the countryside, moved into the
relatively anonymous nearby city of Kokand, where some new Protestant
churches had already been established. They joined the Evangelical church
but soon began organizing Uzbek-only gatherings in private houses. Eventu-
ally they split from the Evangelical church to found their own Christian
community, the Church of Uzbek Christians. Alisher was chosen to be the
cho ‘pon (Uzb., “shepherd”) of the congregation, because of his good reputa-
tion and engagement on behalf the community. He had no formal theological
education. Membership was open only to ethnic Uzbeks, and Uzbek was the
community’s lingua franca, mainly because many converts to Christianity, in
the city as well as the villages, were not fluent in Russian. Alisher said that
the widely accepted idea that Christianity was the national religion of the
Russians, the equivalent of Islam for the Uzbeks, was the main reason for
excluding other ethnicities:

3¢ Editor’s note: At this point the author inserted a note concerning a similar situation among

the Baha’is with whom she spent some time in Tashkent. The parents of a convert had gone
with him to the Baha’i Centre to discuss the problem with “those responsible”. The Baha’is
tried to mediate between the convert and his parents, but they were unsuccessful, and he was
obliged to move out of his family home and mahalla. See the discussion in the later section
“Tolerance”.
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Some were saying that they did not hear about Jesus; they say that
they knew that Jesus was a prophet, that he came to Russians. There
1s such a dominant idea among Uzbeks that every nation has its own
prophet. David for the Jews, Jesus for Russians, and Mohammed for
Uzbeks. ... We wanted to show that Jesus came not only to Ameri-
cans or Russians, but that he came for all, for Russians, but also for
Uzbeks. We wanted to prove it, so we started gathering separately
with our relatives and neighbours, and we wanted to show that we
are not just converting to some religion, because Jesus did not come
to establish a religion, he came for all. It is written in the revelation
that many nations, in many languages, will be reciting his name, and
so we also wanted to recite his name in Uzbek and praise his name.
For this reason we gathered an Uzbek national community to profess
in Uzbek.

The community was also exclusionary in the way it conducted its
meetings and services, in o zbekona — Uzbek style. When they met as small
groups of believers in private houses, they wore “national” Uzbek clothes
and played “national” Uzbek instruments. At the time of my fieldwork, the
movement had about 100 members, subdivided into several house groups in
the city itself and in four villages. To participate in their meetings it was
necessary to receive an invitation from one of the members, and this could
be issued only if everyone in the group agreed. Members were obliged to
recruit in this way because they were unregistered with the Ministry of
Justice (see chapter 2). They were not allowed to conduct religious teaching
or celebrate divine services, but thanks to their good relations with the local
authorities, their prayer meetings were tolerated. The personalized recruit-
ment procedure also helped to secure the anonymity of members, an impor-
tant consideration for those who feared repression from Uzbek Muslims or
simply ostracism by their relatives if their conversion to Christianity become
public knowledge.

I asked Alisher how his family and friends in Tashkent had reacted
when they learned of his conversion.

Alisher: They did not respect me any more. They had a bad opinion
of me, saying that [ had become Russian and so on. And once I was
reading a part of the Bible where it is said that we should be very pa-
tient. I was insulted. People laughed at me, and I even left my house,
because I was kicked out from home, but I did not pay much atten-
tion to that and was strong in my belief. The time came and now
everyone in my family respects me. ...

Hilgers: Why did your father say that it was wrong?

Alisher: He would say that it is the God of the Russians. ...
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Hilgers: What is your opinion of the idea that Uzbeks should belong
to Islam?

Alisher: This 1s a false concept. God is one for everyone. Saying Uz-
beks are Muslims and Christianity is for Russians is not true and it is
incorrect. God has given everyone the right of choice, and to choose
is in everyone’s hands. Russians can be Muslims, and Uzbeks can be
Christians.

Alisher’s mother and sister followed him in converting to Christianity.
His father remained a devout Muslim who attended mosque regularly and
performed namoz, but he, too, began reading the Bible. Although rejecting
Christian belief for himself, he acknowledged that Jesus was a “perfect
person” and accepted his son’s new belief. Alisher described himself as a
believing Muslim before his conversion. He performed namoz only once a
day (for his sins to be forgiven, as he put it), but he went to mosque every
Friday and observed all the Islamic holidays. He had learned about Islam
from his parents since early childhood. A private teacher he visited later had
to flee the country because of accusations of being an Islamist.

It is important to see the limitations of the “choosing” to which Al-
isher refers in the preceding transcript. Talal Asad (2006: 239-240) has
recently argued:

Thus it is that the human in modern secular society comes to be en-
dowed with particular capacities for self-awareness, autonomy, and
responsibility that make her capable of acting (an agent). These ca-
pacities do not necessarily depend on one another — they are contin-
gent — but the human individual defined by them lies ideologically at
the center of capitalist political economy — as worker, consumer, and
citizen. And as the follower of various modern liberal religions. Be-
cause religion’s ultimate justification is now widely believed to re-
side in the individual’s experience of “the sacred” and his/her desire
to connect with “transcendence”, he/she now assumes an absolute
right to choose in such matters. The agent is ultimately responsible
for himself or herself because he or she is now presumed to have a
self that can be inspected, evaluated, and guided autonomously. In
previous epochs, the individual was often an integral part of family
and institutions and his substance derived from particular places and
kin.

My fieldwork data provide no support for this position. That the indi-
vidual can make choices does not render him or her autonomous. On the
contrary, the Uzbek individual remains “an integral part of family and insti-
tutions”, which is why the sanctions applied to converts are often extended
to their families. This in turn helps us to understand why many families,
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unlike Alisher’s, show little tolerance of the individual member’s “absolute
right to choose”.

Tolerance

If Uzbek converts to charismatic Christianity tend to be objects of intoler-
ance from the Muslim majority, they themselves vacillate between inclu-
sionary and exclusionary orientations. I discussed this with Iroda, the Chris-
tian convert whom I introduced in chapter 4. She emphasized that people of
many nationalities attended her prayer house and that Jesus did not discrimi-
nate. Jesus “accepts everyone, whether he is Russian, Uzbek, Kazakh, Ger-
man, Japanese, or Korean. There are many Koreans, by the way. Everyone
will be my children. But if a Russian goes to a mosque, he will not be ac-
cepted there; they think that Islam is only for Uzbeks. It is people’s illiter-
acy. The level of their minds is low”.

Iroda’s contention is valid in the sense that new currents asserting a
universal Islam, freed from all local, ethnic bonds and privileging the
choices made by individuals, are not yet accepted by most Uzbeks. In the
same conversation she told me that there were basically two kinds of Mus-
lims: those who persecuted converts and those who paid no attention to
them. She evidently felt that the former were still a substantial majority.
Perhaps for this reason, she was adamant that born-again Christians should
marry within their community. It was relatively easy for her to live as a
Christian in Tashkent, said Iroda, but at home in the Ferghana Valley, in an
almost completely Muslim environment, it was difficult to deal with the
pressures from one’s family.

Iroda illustrated these pressures by telling me the story of her brother
Rustam’s failed marriage plans. He had fallen in love in Tashkent with a
fellow student from Kokand, who had no problem with his Christianity. It
seems that the girl’s mother, too, was prepared to agree to their marriage, but
her father was resolutely opposed. Rustam’s mother intervened to point out
that her son had become a “better person” since his conversion, having given
up smoking and drinking alcohol. Was it really better, she asked, to give
one’s daughter to a man who performed namoz but who might not be such a
good person?

Her arguments were to no avail. The father insisted that he had noth-
ing against Rustam personally, or against Christians; but a Christian son-in-
law was unacceptable in his family — and then there was the question of what
the neighbours would say. Iroda had the impression that the latter considera-
tion was uppermost in the father’s mind. He was afraid that allowing his
daughter to marry a Christian would reflect badly on him as a Muslim, for
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others would comment that he obviously had not raised her properly.””’ A
nominal tolerance towards Christians ceased at once when one’s own family
and status were at stake.

I found similar attitudes towards Uzbeks who had converted to relig-
ions other than Christianity. Bobur told me the story of his elder brother,
Sardor, who had converted to the Hare Krishna movement after a trip to
India. Since then he had lost interest in a career (for which he had good
educational qualifications) and in material goods, given away much of his
property, and maintained that only spiritual values mattered to him. Bobur
said that his brother was “living for the moment”. Sardor’s wife, too, had
converted, and the couple were raising their young daughter in accordance
with the ideals of the Hare Krishna community.

The family had worried about their son, especially when he began to
dispose of his property. They saw themselves as to blame for his abandoning
Islam. According to Bobur, their parents had never spoken much about
religion or insisted on regular performance of namoz or reading the Qur’an,
and now they reproached themselves for this neglect. They also experienced
the reproaches of others in the family and the mahalla that they were no
longer “decent” and had failed as parents. The conversion clearly affected
the entire family. Bobur himself remained a devout Muslim and prayed daily
that his brother would return to the “right path”. When I asked if I might
contact his brother, Bobur hesitated and said he was afraid that explaining
himself to me might only work to strengthen his brother’s self-justification.
Bobur had not given up hope that his brother would see the error of his ways
and accept the truth of the Prophet. (It was his duty, he told me, to draw my
attention to the ultimate truth of the Qur’an — but only once, for Islam was
not an aggressive, missionizing religion.) As for the rest of the family, they
tended to view the elder son’s conversion as a form of mental aberration and
hoped he would sooner or later recover.

Some time after this I got to know Sardor himself at the Krishna
community centre. The problems in the mahalla had intensified, and he had
moved outside the city and no longer had much contact with his parents.
Bobur told me that his brother would be able to live much more comfortably
if he would only accept the opportunities offered to him by their parents, but
Sardor was uncompromising. Almost a year later I met both brothers at a
family celebration. Sardor and his wife and daughter performed the prayer
gestures along with everyone else. As vegetarians, they were not offered the

57 A Muslim religious teacher (domla) whom I interviewed in Kokand laid much stress on

this parental responsibility.
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specially prepared food that included meat."** There was no discussion of the

couple’s commitment to the Krishnas, but they were treated cordially, and
there was a great deal of interest in what he had to say about India. He
explained that, although an engineer by training, he preferred to make his
living by making sweets (I had tasted some of his products at the Krishna
meetings, and they were delicious). He said he didn’t mind baking and could
cook for up to 200 people. His young daughter was included in a group
photograph along with her many Muslim cousins, a sign that the parents had
just about come to terms with their son’s apostasy.

I also spent some time with members of the Baha’i community. There,
too, some members reported problems of acceptance in their families. These
problems were attributed to a lack of information and a herd-like mentality
formed in the Soviet era, when faith was limited largely to the established
religions and tied to ethnicity. The Baha’is were still thought of by some as a
radical Islamic sect and were confused with Wahhabis. Conversion was
stigmatized as a betrayal of one’s family and traditions. For Muslim families,
beyond the theological implications, it brought a loss of social prestige and
the risk of exclusion from important social and economic networks. This led
people to keep their conversions secret.'”

We Are Christians, Not a Religion!

When I asked Alisher which direction of Christianity he and his community
were following, he answered, “We don’t pay much attention to that, we only
follow what is written in the Bible. ... People think that Christianity is a
religion, but it is not a mere religion. Christianity is the divine way, Jesus
was sent by God the saviour”.

In its definition of religion, this community resembled other charis-
matic Protestant congregations in its emphatic anti-ritualism. The Russian
Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church were designated as relig-
ions because they were highly ritualized, stressed their traditions, venerated
icons, and displayed a strongly hierarchical order in their clergy. Islam, too,
was a religion, which for them was too dogmatic, lacking soul and spirit.
Alisher once told the priest of Kokand’s Russian Orthodox church that he
should pay less attention to vestments, icons, and rituals and more to the
words of the Bible. Those affiliated with religions were perceived to conduct

%% The mother of two female converts to the Hare Krishnas commented that one purely

practical complication arising from their new faith was the difficulty she now experienced in
cooking for them.

1% Students had a further reason for maintaining secrecy. It was reported during my fieldwork
that several Hare Krishnas had been expelled from their courses for no reason other than their
new faith.
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prescribed rituals at fixed times, but without any strong emotional commit-
ment.

This critique was usually put forward by Uzbek Christians as one rea-
son for leaving Islam. Whereas in a traditional religion, one entered the
community by being born into it, membership in a new religious community
had to be achieved by the individual by displaying the proper beliefs, senti-
ments, and actions (Bruce 2002: 107). Uzbek Christians responded to what
they perceived to be contradictions between religious moral standards and
everyday life. Too many people called themselves pious Muslims but did not
live by their doctrines. Uzbek Christians saw the proof of their superiority in
the commitment a person had to show in everyday life, both to improving
the spiritual self and in relation to others. They followed the general evan-
gelical understanding of Christianity as “religion of the heart”, a state in
which the believer has a continuous sense of the saving presence of Jesus
Christ and of the enthusing power of the Holy Spirit. Converts might be
intellectually convinced of the scheme of salvation, but the real touchstone
of its worth was the “warm” or “lively” inward emotional state, which came
from having accepted Christ as one’s saviour (Peel 2000: 250). This, they
claimed, was what mere “religions” were lacking.'*’

At the time of my fieldwork in Kokand, the Evangelical church, the
Neo-Baptists,'*' and the Pentecostals were attracted to the idea of uniting the
new Christian congregations of the city. Christianity was, after all, they
argued, a universal religion whose believers were unified by a sacred fictive
kinship (Toulis 1997: 123). The topic was frequently discussed at their
meetings and addressed by pastors in their sermons. Alisher’s Uzbek Chris-
tians, however, preferred to remain separate and did not participate in the
discussions about uniting. They rarely took part in joint activities with other
churches; for example, they did not attend the screening of the movie 7The
Passion of Christ that 1 mentioned in chapter 3, although some Russian
Orthodox Christians and even Muslims did so. Alisher justified this anti-
ecumenical stance on the grounds that Christianity was originally supposed

0 Editor’s note: At this point Hilgers inserted a note pointing out that there were “commit-

ted” and “conscious” Muslims who deployed the same critique of the contradictions and
compromises made by the majority. This is an appropriate place to mention another caveat of
the author’s, in the raw notes she left in the file for this chapter. She wrote that it would be
“too easy” to classify converts as “social misfits” merely because some of them had experi-
enced a personal or financial crisis; unfortunately, this was the way they tended to be per-
ceived by members of the established religions and by certain scholars (e.g. Hefner 1993).

4! The Neo-Baptists were a small group of young believers who split off from the Baptist
church in the city following a disagreement over the conduct of the service (see chapter 3).
They were closer to the Pentecostals in the way they expressed themselves during the divine
service.
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to be a religion reserved for “others”, notably Russians and Koreans, and not
for “us”, Uzbeks. “For example”, he said, “if we go to the prayer house,
where it is mostly Koreans and Russians who gather, the majority [Uzbek
Muslims, but Christians as well] might think that we [the Uzbek Christians]
had converted to another religion, which is not true. And because of this, we
prefer to gather ourselves in [our members’] homes”.

Alisher did not mean to reject the other congregations, with whom in
fact he was on friendly terms, but he wanted to avoid giving the impression
to the Muslim majority that the Uzbek Christians had become members of a
“Russian” church. This would imply a loss of authenticity. Alisher valued
the status of being shepherd to an independent Christian community with
predominantly Uzbek traits. A fusion and confusion between “Russian
Christians” and “Uzbek Christians” had to be avoided.

Alternative Identities

The Uzbek Christians of Alisher’s congregation generally attached impor-
tance to maintaining their social networks and to remaining in close contact
with their kin. Their social obligations and moral code left little space for
individuality. People were dependent on their kin, and social control by the
extended family and neighbourhood affected everything they did. Inappro-
priate behaviour was sanctioned by gossip.

These Uzbek Christians always stressed in interviews that they wished
to respect the norms and values of Uzbek society. Their decision to leave
Islam was not meant as an expression of protest against Uzbek society and
tradition itself, but rather was the result of a search for spirituality and the
enhancement of the self. Members of the Church of Uzbek Christians were
careful to appear modest in public, not to provoke conflicts with Muslims,
and not to stand out through dress or behaviour. Dressing in the “Uzbek
style” was not compulsory, but it was a way of showing their commitment to
their culture. Women tended to wear long dresses and the headscarf called
ro ‘mol, which was usually hung loosely over the head. Men wore the black
and white Uzbek skullcap (do ‘ppi) and on special occasions the chopon, a
long quilted coat. At their meetings and divine services, the Uzbek Chris-
tians integrated Uzbek symbols, as in the way they held their hands and
made omin at the end of a prayer or intercession. This was the same gesture
that Muslims made, but, like women’s wearing of the headscarf, it was
perceived not as being Islamic but as being part of Uzbek tradition and
culture. Muslims would not have disagreed.

The Christians of Alisher’s congregation did not perceive their belief
as being contrary to Uzbek traditions. They acknowledged that Uzbek iden-
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tity was closely connected to Muslimness, but they saw no contradiction
between their Christian belief and their fulfilling of social obligations. For
them, too, o zbekchilik incorporated a set of customs and rules that had been
historically constituted and transferred over the generations. The teachings
of Islam had been integrated. Alisher explained that he and his family were
still invited to Uzbek celebrations, and they participated in them even if they
were Islamic. It was their social and Christian obligation to attend such
gatherings. As Mohira explained: “If we know the people, or if we are
invited, we will go there. Otherwise, people could feel insulted by our be-
haviour, and we don’t want that”.

Nasiba, twenty-six, who had become a born-again Christian ten years
earlier, told me that some members of the Church of Uzbek Christians
observed the Ramadan fast:

Of course I also love doing ro za. Because if I am praying and they
are doing ro za it is even better ... it is good! Yes, of course I also
will be doing this. All of us believers are doing this, because we all
love our Muslims very much. We love our Uzbek people and we
never will be fighting with them just because we are Christians. No,
because it is our duty to show them our love, our respect, because
Jesus loves them too ... It will not be good if I live with my family
and say, “I’m sorry — I’'m a Christian, you are Muslims”. That’s not
good — no, that’s not possible!

According to these converts’ understanding of Christianity, fasting at
Ramadan does not contradict their belief, because it is written in the Bible
that Jesus himself fasted. Even among the Muslims of the Ferghana Valley,
fasting tends to be viewed not as a religious obligation but as a decision for
the individual. I observed in many Muslim families that some kept the fast
while others did not. It is much the same among the Uzbek Christians, and
by aligning their fasting period to that of the Muslims, they symbolize their
unity with Muslim Uzbek society.

Members of the Church of Uzbek Christians engaged actively in so-
cial and public life. If a mullah or otin-oyi recited from the Qur’an at a
celebration, these Christians did not withdraw but sat and prayed silently,
addressing their intercession to Jesus instead of Allah. But although they
participated in most rituals and customs, they drew the line if they them-
selves were made the subject of an Islamic ritual by their Muslim kin. Al-
isher explained:

For example, there is a custom that when a woman is in the seventh
month of her pregnancy a kalla [Uzb., head of a sheep] should be
cooked, and one has to give headscarves and the like as presents. But
we, for example when we had our second child, did not do any of
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those customs; we did not call a mullah, nor did we whisper the azon
[the call for prayer] into the ear of the baby.'** People say if this is
not done he will not be a Muslim, but he is quite healthy and all
right, has not been in hospital so far. Now our child is five years old
and we don’t need such traditions. These traditions and customs are
mostly unnecessary.

Some of these rituals, unnecessary to Alisher, are perceived as impor-
tant religious life-cycle rituals by Christians’ Muslim kin. Alisher reported
cases in his community in which not only the convert but also his or her
Muslim relatives suffered from gossip in the mahalla. Mixed confessional
families could reckon with a decline in social prestige, just as the parents of
converts could count on accusations of not having fulfilled their religious
and moral educational duties.

Beyond gossip, more fundamental problems emerge for these families.
An Uzbek Christian, for example, cannot be buried in a Muslim graveyard,
together with his or her ancestors. Marriage poses further challenges. In
Uzbekistan, most marriages are arranged by the parents, female elders, or
both, and people older than twenty-six are usually said to be too old to get
married (Tabyshalieva 1997: 52; Werner 1997: 606). The reputation of the
family is an important factor in the acceptability of a potential spouse, along-
side education and employment, and few Muslim families are willing to give
their child to a non-believer. Christians ideally marry other Uzbek Christians
or Muslims whose families accept their faith. Mohira described the situation
this way:

We had a girl in our community who waited and worshipped a long
time, and finally a believing [i.e. Christian] man from Samarqand
married her. In that case, the sisters and neighbours, together with
the parents of the girl, were all insisting that she should get married,
and after a long time even her mother, who was a believer, started to
worry for her, as time was passing and she was getting older, and in-
sisted that she should get married, even if [the husband] was a non-
believer [i.e. Muslim]. The girl had younger sisters and they also
wanted to get married, but according to Uzbek tradition, they
couldn’t get married until their elder sister was married. But we
talked with the family and insisted that the girl should marry only a
believer. She married a believer from Samarqand. This boy came
here for an internship. They found each other, prayed together, and
now they are getting married.

142 .. . .
This is a widespread Muslim custom.
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Alisher added, “Now we are trying to organize and gather money for a
festival in the valley, in order to gather the youth, to give speeches to the
families, and also to give young people the possibility to meet each other.
All the Uzbek communities will be invited”.

Alisher’s congregation regularly organized meetings at which mem-
bers shared experiences and discussed questions of the right behaviour for
Christians in everyday life situations in a society shaped by Islam. Often, as
in the case of matchmaking, but also in questions of the moral education of
children, Uzbek Christians have no clear reference points in situations where
cultural ideas collide with Christian ethics. Expert assistance was sometimes
brought in from the capital. Alisher said, “We have teachers in Tashkent
who can lecture or teach on the true believing family, show how a believing
husband and wife should behave, basing their attitude towards each other on
the Bible”.

According to Nicole Toulis (1997: 127), the person is a culturally con-
structed, moral entity, and there always exists “a cultural idea of morality or
ethics, which decrees what are the correct interests, motivations, choices and
actions that the person must posses”. Uzbek Christians want and need to
comply with the moral responsibilities prescribed by their Uzbek culture, for
two reasons. First, they wish to avoid the social stigma of being perceived as
“bad” people, which has negative effects not only for the individual but for
the family as a whole, Muslim members included. For example, the family
may be regarded as unsuitable for marriage alliances, which affects all the
unmarried siblings of the convert. Second, it is in the interest of Uzbek
Christians to convince non-believers of the rightness of their Christian belief,
to legitimate their choice, and to set an example of good behaviour, in order
to convince other people to accept Jesus. Because there is widespread an-
tagonism towards “two-faced” Muslims, and because many people, both
Muslims and Christians, harbour doubts about the credibility of Muslim
authorities, the strategy has brought results. Alisher told me:

Many of our relatives who heard about Jesus and saw that our lives
changed for the better after accepting him got convinced and fol-
lowed our example. My father was one of them. Before, he was a
devout Muslim who prayed namoz, read the Qur’an, and went to
mosque. At first when he heard about my decision, he shouted and
insulted me. But when he saw that Jesus had helped me to live a bet-
ter life and to become a better person, he started reading the Bible
too.

This response is typical. Many of my Christian informants in the
Ferghana Valley told me that they had decided to accept Jesus after seeing
that the life of a Christian relative or friend had changed for the better.
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Uzbek Christians stand precariously between rejection and acceptance in
Uzbek society. Rejection is an ever-present threat, given the government’s
manipulative equation of national unity and social stability through playing
on tradition and the congruence of ethnicity and religion. Yet Christians such
as Alisher also experience acceptance and admiration from some Uzbek
Muslims for the authenticity of their faith, which they demonstrate in their
daily lives and behaviour.

Conclusion

Conversion from Islam to other religions is still a marginal phenomenon
among Uzbeks, and ethnic churches like the one described in this chapter are
exceptional among converts. Nonetheless, the Church of Uzbek Christians
gives valuable insights into more general negotiations of national and self-
identity, of tradition and modernity, in this postsocialist society in transition.

Conversion involves a radical questioning of subjects previously taken
for granted. After the suppression of religiosity during the Soviet period, the
new possibility of religious pluralism offered people an alternative basis for
constructing identities and for distancing themselves from their traditional
settings. A new religious affiliation, however, does not necessarily involve a
radical change of the social and cultural matrix, including symbols, customs,
worldviews, and institutions. The contents of customs and rituals perceived
as Islamic can be rejected or simply exchanged for Christian contents while
the forms of traditional Uzbek rituals are preserved.

But despite the Uzbek Christians’ attempts to remain integrated in so-
ciety, perceptions of tradition are inevitably challenged by the new religious
pluralism. These challenges for society are expressed not only in the change
of faith but also in the questioning of established social forms and the com-
munality of Uzbek society. The first reaction of the society is to reject alter-
native identities such as “Christian Uzbek” as subversively modern and a
threat to stability. Yet for the congregation of Uzbek Christians, their relig-
ion guarantees their ethnic identity, even if it is a modified form of
o zbekchilik that places them at the margins of Uzbek society. With their
exclusionary stance towards other ethnicities, they seek to legitimate their
ethnic interests (Bruce 2002: 107) and demonstrate that Christianity can
reach across national borders. Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to describe
this phenomenon as a new form of myth-making. The “myth of the chosen
people” has often been crucial in ensuring long-term ethnic survival in the
course of nation-building (Smith 1996: 189). The same idea can be applied
to smaller social entities, such as the Uzbek Christian community I have
focused on here. Their belief that Jesus came to all people, including Uz-
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beks, enables them to create their niche in the religious landscape of Uzbeki-
stan and to earn public recognition as Uzbek Christians.

The very notion of an exclusively Uzbek Christian identity appears to
contradict the common unifying experience of shared Christian beliefs,
where religious symbolism is supposed to transcend ethnic, racial, and
cultural differences. The Uzbek Christians of Alisher’s congregation ac-
knowledge this inclusive dimension, but they cannot afford to assimilate to a
universal Christian identity and lose their selfhood. They see themselves as
living in a transitional period, in which their first task is to overcome, by the
example of their lived faith, the prejudice of nationally determined religions
and to prove to society that Christianity is not a Russian religion. In affirm-
ing their marginal position as Uzbek Christians in Uzbek society, they have
raised their collective consciousness and welded members together to form a
new moral community. A new, “modern” self-definition and identification
have been constructed, without the church members’ becoming detached
from national and traditional forms.'**

3 Editor’s note: In her preliminary notes for revising this chapter, Hilgers included the

following quotation from John Bowen’s analysis of Muslims in Indonesia. She did not
indicate exactly where she wished to introduce the comparison, but it seems directly relevant
to her concluding observations: “And yet, the detachment of Gayo modernists from village
life, though broad, has always been partial. Modernists have not conjured images of a new
mode of life, free of village constraints, as James Siegel (1969) describes for Aceh reformists.
Instead, they have carved out a distinct religious sphere of activity which would also allow for
the continuation of nonreligious activities and ties (largely in the villages)” (Bowen 1998: 37).



Chapter 8
Conclusion

Editor’s note: This chapter was planned to be a relatively short conclusion
in which the author would summarize the main arguments of her book and
perhaps point the way forward to new research questions. Unlike the intro-
duction, the drafting of which was assuming its definitive shape, the conclu-
sion had barely been begun. The chapter file opened with the following
outline:

1. On history, ideology, and religion
2. The making of the religious self
3. Negotiating religiosities

None of these sections was written, even in part. There followed seven pages
of notes on various authors, most of whom had already been incorporated
into the discussions of preceding chapters (Hilgers had to endure her super-
visor’s pedantic insistence that she should not introduce new materials in the
conclusion). Some of these authors are Central Asia specialists. It is clear
that Hilgers intended to focus one last time on the close relationship in this
region between religious and secular identities, as encapsulated in her
dissertation title, and on the Soviet legacy. She also meant to suggest that the
initial postsocialist efflorescence of religion was over, and religion was now
retreating from the public sphere. In other words, it was again becoming
“domesticated” or “privatized”. There could be no question of a “tabula
rasa” after the demise of the Soviet Union, or of a simple return to pre-
Soviet “roots”. Rather, she urged recognition of complex layers of historical
determination, including the impact of Soviet modernization. On this point
she quoted her colleague Mathijs Pelkmans (2006) and also from Paul
Werth’s study of the Krdshens (2000), although she was not quite sure she
wanted to endorse the implications of the latter’s proposition that “religion,
especially in the colonial context, can serve as a vehicle for inducting sub-
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Jjects into modernity” (Werth 2000: 514). General theories of colonialism
might also have some limited comparative usefulness in this context.

The most substantial passages in Hilgers’s notes again take off from
Bruce Privratsky’s study (2001) of Islam as it is actually lived in Kazakh-
stan, from which she quoted extensively in her introduction to the book. This
time she is slightly critical, or rather, she suggests that the Uzbek case might
be different in the sense that orthodox Islam is there more thoroughly inte-
grated into the mainstream “lived religion” than Privratsky found among
the Kazakhs, who historically have been more oriented towards pastoralism:

I argue that exactly what Privratsky calls the familiar way of “Mus-
limness” is called into question by one part of the population in the
course of the objectification of belief and the re-thinking and defin-
ing of the concept of Muslimness in contemporary Uzbekistan. Oth-
ers, however, reassert this concept and try to hold onto it and defend
it against attempts to amend it — for instance, by purifying it or by
breaking the imagined synthesis of ethno-religious affiliations, as
happens through religious conversion or through the adoption of a
universalist interpretation of belief according to which the umma
[Arab., universal community of Islam] is not defined nationally.

I do not agree [with Privratsky] that orthodox Islam is confined to
the mosques and so on. As the examples given in this dissertation
show, these ideals find their way into believers’ minds and their eve-
ryday conceptions. People become more conscious about the ortho-
dox form of Islam by learning more about it in study groups, from
missionaries, and from booklets. ... While some people do not con-
sider it to be the predominant expression of their belief, others orien-
tate themselves towards it and give it a more dominant position in
their religious life. Maybe it is accurate for Kazakhstan to say that it
is not the predominant expression of religious life, but one has to dif-
ferentiate and look deeper: although for many Uzbeks, local Islamic
practices that are seen as connected to the cultural and the ethnic are
considered the spiritual homeland, that does not mean that these Uz-
beks completely deny the orthodox side of faith.

In addition to this engagement with literature pertaining to the region,
it is equally evident that Hilgers intended in her closing pages to open up a
wide-ranging comparative discussion, with reference to recent work on
identification (she preferred this term to identity) among Muslim migrants in
the West (Barbara Metcalf, Sophie Gilliat-Ray) and the Muslim world in
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general. She quoted approvingly the argument of Dale Eickelman and Ar-

mando Salvatori (2006: 104):
In short, there is no singular public Islam, but rather a multiplicity of
overlapping forms of practice and discourse that represent the varied
historical and political trajectories of Muslim communities and their
links and influences with society elsewhere. The debates in the pub-
lic sphere about the common good encompass both words and ac-
tions. They are also profoundly shaped by new practices, new forms
of publication and communication, and new ways of thinking about
religious and political authority.

Hilgers proceeds in these final notes to highlight the sociological
value of the concept of spirituality in an increasingly “individualist” and
democratic world. Here she follows an argument put forward recently by
Giuseppe Giordan (2007). She expands the discussion to include classical
studies in the sociology of religion, past and contemporary, among them
those of Max Weber, José Casanova, and Daniele Hervieu-Léger. At one
stage of her planning, Casanova’s concept of the ‘“de-privatization” of
religion stood in the title of this conclusion. Whereas he had focused primar-
ily on the return of religion to the public sphere, she was more interested in
explaining why, in the case of Uzbekistan, individual religious choices were
not purely private but matters of burning concern for people’s families and
for society. She indicated support for John Bowen's application of Weber's
ideas of ‘“‘rationalization” in his analysis of a new Islamic public sphere in
highland Indonesia (Bowen 1998).

In the middle of this bricolage of notes, Hilgers gives the following
lapidary summary of her position:

Religion in Uzbekistan is not reducible to ideas and practices that are
either modern or traditional. There is a complex and even contradic-
tory consciousness involved.
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