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Chapter Four
Does Being Kyrgyz Mean
Being a Muslim?

Emergence of New Ethno-Religious
Identities in Kyrgyzstan

David Radford

The collapse of the Soviet Union that led to the emergence of newly indepen-
dent states engendered a host of challenges for their governments. In the
midst of rapid changes that took place in all areas of political and socio-
economic life of their societies, the leadership of these states was presemed
with a thorny issue of formation of the new national identities for the young
republics. Of particular interest t© this chapter is the developments related to
the revitalization of religion in the post-Soviet Central Asia. Sunni Islam has
been a major religion of the peoples of this region. Suppressed during the
Soviet time, Islam returned to the post-independence republics in a process
variously labeled as “Islamic revival,” «re-lslamization,” and “[slamic ren-
aissance.” The renewal of Muslim awareness and identity in Central Asia is
unsurprising. After all, both the Soviet and post-Soviet governments and
religious authorities in Central Asia have reinforced a strong association
between religion and ethnicity and many Central Asian Muslims continue t0
view their Muslimness as indispensible to and integral with their ethnic iden-
tity. What has been overlooked is the growth of Christianity, especially inits
Protestant form, among indigenous Muslim communities. This chapter ex-
amines the trend of religious conversion to Protestant Christianity in Kyrgyz-
stan and attempts to explain the change of faith that challenges core issues of
family, community, and national and religious identity in this newly indepen-
dent republic in Central Asia. It considers the intersections between religion
and ethnic identity within the national identity constructs highlighting how

53




34 David Radford

normative and historical igious i i

ind oo ond al constructs are challenged by religious innovation

o ci(;ﬁzersnon to Christianity lTas understandably brought with it a number
nges, one of the most important being that of identity. While chal-

Christians have discursivel
gyz Christian” religio-
actors have played in
promote and defend t
These changes haye
cess of giving new m,
also investigated,

The followj i ;

and "egmiat‘:;l?Ee?rlsvcvgism:oihg‘;w: "‘\0"’V.K¥rgyz Christians have navigated
marily usine i . Crisis in ethnic identity™ i-
stan gurisr:gga"::rriv(:gw ;iata collected through in-depth interale\:sx ipr:olée(: przl-
exploration is a sum0 el research between 2004-200s. lncludedyingtyhe
faced from the widernll(ary of the difficulties that Kyrgyz Christians have
the way Kyrgy, Christi)’rg}’z community in this “religious switching,” and
gyzness, that is, Kyravs 1y have responded to these by reconstructing Kyr-

» Kyrgyz identity, through a number of different * dis%ouglse

ethniyc ciznstxfucted, and then.lived out, this new “Kyr-
driving t}::intl;}.'. It also considers the role that various
his e iq S ¢ 1scourse a'nd the strategies employed to
not gone ‘T}?ty Mhovation in the Kyrgyz community.
caning { ”‘;: out opposition, and reactions to this pro-

2 1o the basis for religious identity for Kyrgyz are
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strategies.” Of interest is the way these discourse strategies reflect the pro-
cess of the instrumentalization of religion (Islam) and Kyrgyz culture, histo-
ry, language, and tradition by Central Asian government authorities and pub-
lic officials in Kyrgyzstan, as they seek to build a national identity of Kyr-
gyzstan through a state-led nation-building process. In the context of this
chapter, instrumentalization of religion (culture, history, etc.) refers to the
utilization of selected aspects of faith (cultural tradition, historical narrative,
and others) through its various discursive representations for accomplishing
distinctive political goals.

RELIGION, ETHNICITY, AND NATIONALISM
IN THE CENTRAL ASIAN CONTEXT

Religious conversion fundamentally addresses issues of identity and the case
of Kyrgyz conversion to Protestant Christianity touches on issues related to
the topic of religion, identity, and nationalism in post-Soviet Central Asian
states. [t is important that any interpretation of religious conversion and the
meaning associated with this process for the individuals and their identity
should be understood in light of the social, religious, and necessarily cultural
context, in which it takes place. One important aspect of identity in this
context is that of ethnicity and the role that religion plays in ethnic identity. !
The “converting choice” that Kyrgyz Christians have made strikes at the
heart of both individual and community identity and impinges on both eth-
nicity and religion, and the construction of identity. For most indigenous
Central Asians, to be Central Asian—be it Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Tajik, or Ka-
zakh—is to be Muslim.2 As one Uzbek put it, “Anyone who knows that he is
an Uzbek knows that he is a Muslim. The main basis for being an Uzbek is to
be a Muslim. There is no O’zbekchilik [Uzbekness] without Musutkmanchi-
lik [Muslimness].”? Muslim religion and ethnicity have been deeply en-
twined in Central Asian identity.# However, while there are differences
across the region, with Uzbekistan often considered to have a greater degree
of religiousness than other places in Central Asia, what it means “to be
Muslim” has been largely, though not entirely, understood to be a marker of
ethnicity and national traditions rather than a reflection of an individual
person’s adherence to Islamic religious belief and practice.’ It is not surpris-
ing, therefore, that during the Soviet period many Central Asians found‘litt]e
difficulty between simultaneously holding seemingly comradic.tory iden-
tities—being a Muslim, an atheist, or a communist, as well as being a Kyr-
gyz, Kazakh, or Uzbek. One Kazakh stated, “I am an atheist but also a
Muslim because all Kazakhs are Muslims and I cannot deny my fore-

fathers.”®
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iy i:l::lzzt;it:ﬁim?n S,f Central Asian identities has a long history, particular-
Union authoriti:s oth © way it was employed by the Tsarist and later Soviet
lowed the colla S’ : ;merglyg co{]struction of national identity that fol-
staes.” Durin 5]:1? the Soviet Union, and the birth of newly independent
Contral Asia cgame : oszz'lst and Sf)wet periods the designation of “Muslim” in
hous communiies o et;ewgr.nzed as an ethnic identifier for those indige-
from o indinees m the reigl.on as much to distinguish these communities
o administratgion us communities (such as the Russian community) as it was
been instmmema“[;u;pzses. In the' Post-Soviet period Islam and ethnicity has
process to create see y the l:)Ollthal elites as part of the nation building
diverse populations. aer et and encourage harmony among ethnically
Islam and ethnicity ’ha et:tmg it by appeals to a common Islamic tradition.
macy and nationsl and‘llela so been ussed as a way to buttress political legiti-
majority ethnio pecn. slamic credentials of the ruling elites. 8 For the titular,
exerted into reiferalt)‘ es, such as the Kyrgyz in Kyrgyzstan, extra effort was
history, folk heroes :rlfi lethmmy’. religion (primarily as cultural heritage),

Thus, as the GXP,erien angufage in the formation of national identity.®
demonsirate, identity 1 Ces of post-Soviet Central Asian states convincingly
is frequently, contesnd ;1 ;ocnal construct in which the content and meaning
While, as it has already be open to change, adaptation, and interpretation, '°

N Y been mentioned, there is a strong connection between
are also other ways to define one’s iden-

emergence of newly independent st.
to construct national identities, it
non-governmental entities,

ates was not only an opportunity for elites
Wwas also an opportunity for individuals,

and political confines of th:ngoi?_:ﬁf that Operate outside of the religious
g regime to do likewise. It is in this

context that dominant
S Or normative religj ; :
fdent]ty may find themsefue | e religious sources of ethnic or national

RESIS%%(;QSQ;\IR%I; THE SOURCES OF IDENTITY:
ZNESS OUTSIDE OF T .
TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS LABELS e

The changes th

e ii s aé:; atm:)l; pla.cej around the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991

were suddenty ava)illab| reglglous Opportunities, some new and some old, that
e for all Kyrgyzstan citizens regardless of ethnici’ty or
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religion. The following years witnessed a flourishing religious market, 15
which has seen a rise in public religious observance and commitment to both
orthodox (Sunni) and “traditional,” or “popular,” forms of Islam.'® Along
with these largely peaceful and apolitical forms of Islamic revival, Central
Asia has experienced the growth of political and radical Islamic movements.
Still, other competing expressions of the Islamic faith have been promoted by
foreign Islamic groups including those coming from the Middle East, Tur-
key, and Pakistan.!” Increasingly Kyrgyzstan has also witnessed the growth
of numerous Protestant Christian and non-Christian denominations and sects.
These included groups as varied as the Baptists, Pentecostals, Jehovah’s
Witnesses, the Baha’is, and the Hare Krishnas'® largely arriving from the
United States, Western Europe, and South Korea. 19

One of the results of these increasing proselytizing activities, taking place
as they did in an environment of rapid change and a transforming market-
place of religious ideas, was that it opened up the possibility for Kyrgyz
conversion to Protestant Christianity. Exact numbers of Kyrgyz Christians
are not available. Estimates vary between ten thousand and one hundred
thousand? in less than two decades. This larger figure does appear exagger-
ated and estimates closer to twenty thousand, out of a total Kyrgyz (ethnic)
population of about 3.6 million, seem more realistic.2! Given the radical
nature of this event within the Kyrgyz community, it is not unexpected that
Kyrgyz Christians would seek to re-define, to find new meaning to what was
occurring both within their lives personally and for this new religious move-
ment within the Kyrgyz community. In particular, a resignification outside of
traditional religious labels has taken place concerning the sources and core
meaning of Kyrgyz identity.

The introduction of Protestant Christianity into the Kyrgyz community is
quite remarkable due to the fact that until the period around independence
there were few known Kyrgyz Christians and virtually no known Kyrgyz

Church.22 Those Kyrgyz who identified with Protestant Christianity risked

rejection from the Kyrgyz community. Kyrgyz Christians have had to re-
rgyz community, which high-

spond to a number of accusations from the Ky
light the differentness associated with conversion to Christianity. These ac-
cusations can be summed up in several re-occurring statements: “You have
‘betrayed,” your faith, your family, your community, and your ancestors”;
“You were born Muslim”; and, “You have become Russian.” These accusa-
tions highlight the perception that Christianity is alien to or in some way not
belonging to Kyrgyz identity. These various terms were used as synonyms to
describe a person who has committed treason, one who has violated Kyrgyz
identity and brought shame on the community. The label “Russian” for a
Kyrgyz Christian is not simply about being “Russified,” one who accepts
Russian ways of life and thinking. It is a term that implies one hasl forsaken
one’s core identity. In other words, Christianity is viewed as a foreign (Rus-
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21323 ;‘:I:E;ono?;:d }l‘esgs' as a foreign (Rl.Jssian) God. It is the case that it is
or threatenefi or Svh‘;:lsifr;: uizhaisct‘ly hzn lg ?n}it}’ and belonging is duestioned
; ! ) sed o joining or being the “other” that
;;?:?Si;éd;l:;gz come to the fore in personal reflection or group reaction.
who, in response ‘:2 Wltlh those Kyrgyz Christians interviewed by the author
close and distant rel;i?ve(;r f;;cle(;‘c,zld: PPOSitif)ﬂ—Which jargely came from
thoritiesutil s cal community, and Muslim religious au-
those :zcu:;:i)z:: il\ nurr}]ber of.dlfferent discourse strategies to c%)unteract
cluded afﬁrmatio;l cs.t».w 1 be dlsmfssed these discourse strategies have in-
chybyk.  critique, and reinterpretation of Kyrgyzness, or Kyrgyz-
The conversi

heart of o i‘;:::: :liet::; Kg'_rgyz to Protestant Christianity falls right into the
identity. It 1s fmoorts y discussed in relation to the construction of ethnic
their choice to cgnverlt]t lzotul:‘dersmnd pot ust why or how the Kyrgyz make
of Kyrayz identiy in l’i :1 ?w they thfn? construct or reconstruct their sense
the idea that “to be K ght of the prevaﬂ{mg understanding and promotion of
that in the Centre] A){rgyz isto .be Muslim.” While it may be a truism to say
Christians, in choos'Slan seenario, *1o be Kyrgyz is to be Muslim,” Kyrgyz
o, challe’n oo T ul:dg a rellslous lder.nity at odds with wider Kyrgyz soci-
tians, when a porson eantzindmg. For instance, in the case of Kyrgyz Chris-
identifies him- or herse(l)f Onger. consnd.ers him/herself to be Muslim, but
because they no longer id as being Christian do they cease being Kyrgyz
ot new—the accus agtio t]‘:“t"f}’ themselves as Muslim? These questions are
ion of the West” has bI;e at “Christianity is a foreign religion” or the “relig-
Societis that place s h hn made, from .Asm to Africa, over centuries. For
religions comercion hasg : va_lue on family, community, and their ancestors,
negotiating multiple ideni'ltg'mfz‘lsc ant repercussions that require navigating and
Kyrayz situation highi hl les* and adapting them to their local context. The
ther, the converting cl:ﬁi:: tfhese oy issue§ and, as will be discussed fur-
within their local conte or Ifyfgyz Christians has involved adaptation
structed their identity T);L In this way, the Kyrgyz Christians have con-
but still feel deeply “kyrg;zsf K()j’ rlg}’z consider themselves to be Christians

and look for ways to affirm that identity.

DISCOURSE STRATEG
IES UTILIZED BY KYRG
YZ
TO RECONSTRUCT ETHNIC TDENTIT%’HRISTIANS

Musli ..
uslim Religious Symbols and Kyrgyz Behavior

One way that K isti

way yrgyz Christia

Muslim identity dialectic is by reraasse
symbols and Kyrgyz behavio

biblical representations in th

X d the challenge of the Kyrgyz-
rb)sf mtferactmg directly with Muslim rel)i/gigc))/us
e.Qs:a’cn‘lcally. some Kyrgyz Christians build on

an. They claim to actually be “true Mus-
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lims,” and challenge the authentic Muslimness of the Kyrgyz. As a form of
apologetic, common prophets (pegambar) and stories within the Qur’an and
the Bible are utilized to build bridges of communication, to move a discus-
sion from the Qur’an to the Bible. By finding continuity with some religious
language and meaning, Kyrgyz Christians seek to reduce the distance created
by conversion and use terminology that has some resonance with the Kyrgyz
worldview. As one Kyrgyz Christian told the author, “[My grandmother] also
knew about Jesus. Her grandparents had told her about the prophets. . . .
Maybe she would have not received him if she heard something like Esus
Kristos in Russian but when she heard Jesus the prophet, Isa Pegambar [in
the Kyrgyz language], she was able to receive it because it was something
that she had heard before.”

Kyrgyz Christians react to the challenge that a Kyrgyz is supposed to be a
Muslim by also appealing to what they refer to as “the true meaning of
Muslim.” They suggest that those Kyrgyz who call themselves Muslim do
not know what the real meaning of a “Muslim” is. These Kyrgyz Christians
claim that if Kyrgyz Muslims knew what the real meaning of “Muslim” was
they would realize two things. First, they would understand that they are
really not Muslims, and therefore should not judge or accuse Kyrgyz Chris-
tians of betraying their community. And second, Kyrgyz Christians are in
fact “true Muslims™ and can more rightly be called Kyrgyz than most Kyr-
gyz, if indeed a Kyrgyz is supposed to be a Muslim. One Kyrgyz Christian

commented:

People don’t understand what the word Muslim means. . . . a Muslim means
one who is subject to God. And being subject to God means that you don’t
drink, you don’t smoke, and you don’t do bad things. When people say that
“you have betrayed your religion” . . . 1 respond by saying, “If you are a
Muslim, what are you doing? You are not subject to God. You are doing bad
things [drinking vodka, smoking, lying, etc.]. [ am a true Muslim because [ am
doing all the commandments of God and 1 am subject to God.”

re claim that if “Muslim[-]ness” is how a
y have more right to be called a Kyrgyz
than their Muslim Kyrgyz accusers. In this discourse strategy, rather than
rejecting outright the assumption that “to be Kyrgyz is to be Muslim” Kyrgyz
Christians appropriate the expression and redefine the meaning behind the
words. The Kyrgyz Christian quoted above believes that they are submitted
to God and that this is exemplified by their upright moral behavior. In that
sense Kyrgyz Christians understand that they have upheld the religious and/
or moral imperative implied in Kyrgyz identity, in Kyrgyzness.

Some Kyrgyz Christians therefo
Kyrgyz should be identified, then the
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History as Content and History as Discourse

Q;zt:\liesrt waylthatl Kyrgyz_ Christians have answered their critics has to do
b S;)gryniﬁz atIl::S caset hlsr(:iryhhas to do with continuity with the traditions.

X events, and the ancestors. The followi :
ments from two people interviewed: 18 represents com

L::f:;, came centuries ago but before Islam came we were Kyrgyz. We

namreu;ﬁzd the sun, we worshiped mountains, we worshiped some things from

Kyrens Wh:)veawere tI(l)(/llrg)llz. And then Islam came... But there are so many
re not Muslims and thi

Koo is does not .

I s
told the mullah, I wasn’t born as an Arab. I wasn’t born English. | was

b N
orn Kyrgyz. And [ was in Kyrgyzstan in the mountains. That’s why God is

fo
r me here. If God created me Kyrgyz then he understands Kyrgyz. It’s no use

for me to memorize w i i
" ords in Arabic. There is
can’t grow beard, that’s how God T o aremyy oo beard. |

Should sty Tike this created me. If God created me like that I

. . make them any less

) While there is acknowled,
history, the emphasis is on it
people. “Centuries ago”
8yz, but they were sham
worthy that the associati

geme.nt that Islam has had a place in Kyrgyz
s relatively recent engagement with the Kyrgyz
befor§ Kyrgyz were Muslims, they were still Kyr-
::si :vx::dse()?:t\:fﬁni;yl to Mongolia. It is also note-
b . S een Islam and Arab people, cult
ond ?;%I‘Jiz:iet:sa ta lp(lnnt of differentiation from Kyrgyz peoplg. ’l%e ’a‘s::ocuii
originally or een slam was a foreign intrusion into the Kyrgyz and not
malication & thaetnitflk]l(lly a part of who the Kyrgyz were as a people. The
Kyrgyz, then it s po sysjaz ;vere not always Muslims but were nevertheless
though they are mat 1e e for Kyrgyz Christians to still be Kyrgyz even
birth 10 the e (: hlm. The rfaferences made to the Kyrgyz Christians’
£y2 homelandy andis o e symbolic geographical representation of the Kyr-
& thorr Kyrgy£ ot e]fr lack f)f being able to grow a beard, are references
If God orea oo [Z he logic for these Kyrgyz Christians is as follows.
when they pray o K ryrgyz, then God should be able to understand them
English for o yrgyz. They.should not have to pray in Arabic (or in
S matter) or memorize a language that was not their own. The
n made is that Islam is deeply connected to ;Arab

[non-Kyr,
yrgyz] culture and ways, rather than to Kyrgyz culture and ways

tians find similarity by
find Biblical meaning
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words in the Kyrgyz language. One Kyrgyz Christian commented, *I actually
started to study the history of the Christian church [in Kyrgyzstan). And what
1 found out was that the first Christian missionaries . . . came here a lot earlier
than Islam came with the Arabs and | realized that being Muslim is not being
a part of . . . the original [Kyrgyz] history. . . . In fact Christianity was here
before Islam came, so it [Islam] cannot be a part of our heritage, it cannot be
a part of our identity as a Kyrgyz nation, as a Kyrgyz ethnicity.”

There is documentary evidence that a strong Nestorian Christian church
existed within the present geographical area of Kyrgyzstan (up to about the
fourteenth century), as well as in other regions of Central Asia.?* Local
historical ruins and sites that have Christian origins are held as proof of the
pre-Islamic Christian history in the region. A discovery of an ancient Chris-
tian monastery in the northern Issyk-Kol region of Kyrgyzstan, which some
claim to be the burial place of the Apostle St. Matthew, is further seen as
evidence of those historical roots.2 For some Kyrgyz Christians this shows
continuity not discontinuity with the ancestors. Christianity is not seen as a
new faith but the faith of the ancestors re-birthed, as it were, in the Kyrgyz

community.

Kyrgyz Cultural Traditions, Language, and Symbols

Another way in which Kyrgyz Christians address the issue of the supposedly
Muslim identity of the Kyrgyz is by pointing to Kyrgyz cultural traditions,
language, and symbols that show that the Kyrgyz are actually culturally close
to the Christian faith. Old Testament traditions found in Kyrgyz cultural
values and traditions are cited as examples of the historic connection between
the Kyrgyz and Christianity. Phrases and terms in the Kyrgyz language are
directly appropriated and interpreted through a new Christian framework.
These expressions show for Kyrgyz Christians that there must have been
Christian origins among their forbears for these phrases to be embedded in
the Kyrgyz language. One Kyrgyz Christian found similarity between Old

Testament traditions and Kyrgyz traditions:

acob wrestled with God, God touched his hip and he
n of Israel don’t eat the tendon of
ed off the tendon of
Kyrgyz knew about

For example, when J
became lame. And it’s written that the childrei
the hip [of a sheep]. And for a long time Kyrgyz also pull
the hip . . . I think that Christianity belongs to Kyrgyz . ..

Christ a long time ago.
[Also] [w]hen I was little when my mother scolded me and she used to say,

“Why are you sitting in a respected place? Are you Mashaiak? [Th&?n] si} ina
different [less prominent] place.” And Kyrgyz when they love their Fhlldren
they say in Kyrgyz “ailanain, kagilain,” which means. “may 1 be crucified for
you.” . .. Mashaiak means Christ, Saviour. Mashaiak means the most power-
ful and highest one. That means God, Christ. ...
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Kyrgyz cultural symbols are also reinterpreted as having biblical origins
or at least as having strong biblical meaning and association. One example of
this re-interpretation concerns the boz ui (yurt), which is the traditional no-
madic home for the Kyrgyz. It is made up of large numbers of sheep skins
sprea_d over a wooden frame with an opening at the top to let smoke from
cooking escape, and to allow sunlight to come in. The wooden lattice (fun-
duk), v&thich comes together over the top of the boz ui, is also represented as
the main symbol on the Kyrgyz flag. One Kyrgyz Christian explained the

similarity between Christianity and Kyrgyz traditions by citing the example
of the boz ui:

Even if we take the boz ui, God commanded to put the sign of the blood at the
entrsz:e of the [Israelite] homes to protect the people from His judgment. . . .
We still keep this [tradition] because the wood of the entrance of the boz ui is
supp?sed 1o be painted with red. The funduk had three woods [criss-crossed in
a lattice design] and symbolizes the cross. And also it symbolizes the Trinity—
God [t-he Father], Son and the Holy Spirit. It symbolizes the three in one God.
And light comes through the Trinity. Our women are supposed to wake up
early to open the roof in the morning to receive blessing.

\ Not only does thjs Kyrgyz Christian find parallels between the boz ui and
'tr e tevems of the Bible, he. a.lso then goes on to interpret and explain New

estament 1heolqg?', the Trinity, using those very same symbols. New Testa-
fnenth l(!eas are ut!llzed as interpretative instruments in explaining and justify-
:;lfyt Ke;r ;;):\g};s;:tl.\, as : Kyrgyz., to the ?hristian faith. This emphasizes the
o T 1ans have utilized the introduced “conversion artefacts”?
dentiy The il'.d.enszlas.to make sense (?f their conversion in light of ethnic
ot .tak 1genizing process and in turn, the re-construction of ethnic
ducedy f:sdplace when. members of the existing community take intro-
e “f;?:-tlhne i:genot’l’s artifacts and fuse them into an identity construction
i fath ?}:Nn and rpakes exp]ane_ltory sense. By locating their Chris-
Kyreyz Cro e SymbOh.c repres.entatlons of their culture and community,

yreyz Christians are finding their new religious identity rooted in their

Kyrgyzness. As one K: isti i
s, yrgyz Christian put it, « ith;
our old faith came back to us.” Pt 7 domorcome o new fi

Religion Is a Matter of Choice Not Birth

Ot}.\er. Kyrgyz Christians have also res
claiming that religious identity should
of choice occurring after birth. One K
never say that Kyrgyz should be Mus]
that people have to choose. . . . |
believers, it’s because they h

ponded to those who accuse them by
be viewed as fundamentally a matter
yrgyz Christian commented, “I would
Aushim. . .. Because religion is something
think that is why many Kyrgyz have become
ad a choice. They had a choice to believe in
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Christ or to be a Muslim. And that is a big difference.” This view suggests
that religious identity is a response people make in life and to their environ-
ment, not as something constituted or dependent on one’s national commu-
nity or ethnicity. Islamic religion, according to this view, is something that
people have created and constructed. People choose to believe in religion,
and at some point in history Kyrgyz ancestors chose to accept Islam as a
religion and incorporated it into Kyrgyz identity. Kyrgyz Christians now
claim the same right to choose a different religious identity challenging any
essentialist claims that Kyrgyz are born Muslims. Challenging tradition and
normative ideas of the inherent (primordial) nature of religious identity in
assumed ethnic identity, Kyrgyz Christians claim the right to choose, and to
choose something different from what most of their community hold. Akin to
Peyrouse’s argument?’ that in post-Soviet Central Asia there has been an
“individualization of Islam” or of religion generally, and of the prevalence of
“subjective identities,”?® Kyrgyz Christians seek alternative “non-Muslim”
identities, albeit constructed from both indigenous and external “artifacts.”
Other Kyrgyz have taken this further and insist on a pre-Islamic, pre-Chris-
tian identity associated with the more ancient Kyrgyz shamanistic/animistic
beliefs and practices of Tangrism.?

One Is Born a Kyrgyz

Kyrgyz Christians, in another discourse strategy, claim that Kyrgyzness is
mainly related to one’s birth. One’s primary ethnic identity is that which
links a person by blood to the people who have the same biological origins as
oneself. These can be summed up in key phrases from those who were
interviewed: “Certainly, | am a Kyrgyz . . . because I am born a Kyrgyz. |
cannot be different,” *. . . and I will die a Kyrgyz,” “Some people say as long
as you are born as Kyrgyz you are Muslim. But I do not agree with this. I say,
1 was not born as a Muslim I was born as a Kyrgyz.” To be idem'iﬁed as
being in the “in-Kyrgyz” group is to be born into a K?/rgyz family. The
inference is that once you are born into a Kyrgyz family you cannot .be
unborn out of it. There is some sense here in which identity has to do with
essentialist qualities—one does not choose one’s parents gnd one’s ancestry.
What a blood or birth connection means depends on a social context but that
one was born is not constructed, it is a fact.

Divine Election—*“God Created Me Kyrgyz”

Some Kyrgyz Christians claim divine election to jufstify their ‘Kyrgyz status,
“God created me Kyrgyz.” Soviet education and ideology did much to re-
move religious capital in Kyrgyz society. Religious mst:tutlons..rfehglou;
authority, and religious rites were severely weakened through political an
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so'cx'al con.trol.s. Many Kyrgyz assumed a communist-secular outlook—a Dar-
winian scnenuﬁc expl.anation for the evolution of life, and a religiously dis-
;r;:je;?tted pred}:sposmop. Whi!e .this apparent lack of interest in the religion
thinkingme’:;ttsat gl]l.thxng§ r.ehgxous. were c.ompletely removed from Kyrgyz
- divi;l 5 o (t)cm ist religious revitalization has re-introduced the sense of
ace i them ;an.scendental frqm the peripheral into a more prominent
e o fer C;/]l?w' for a growing number of Kyrgyz. This is certainly the
s for y- gyz Christians. A .twe.nty-.ﬁve-year—old married man, who works
a non-government organization in the south of Kyrgyzstan, had some
clear ideas about what it means for him to be Kyrgyz ’ "

The first important thing i
g is God created me as a K
, yrgyz.
;yeiglzf a:d 1 wa.s c.reatcd as aKyrgyz. . .. Every natioiywas given by God a
Ky,-gyzc aralctcnsuc, and there are special characteristics given by God to
- - - | am proud because Kyrgyz is a nation created by God and | am

among them. And Kyrgyz aj i
2 lome i YIgyz are ancient people. I am proud because Kyrgyz have

... My being is

by CV’\’OI?:(;S;;"E;?&H; f:lr t:ls respondent is that he believes that he is created
1015 not just shay tﬁ.y . He has dwme. sanction as an individual to be Kyrgyz.
an individual, fot 1 hsa:ehspondent believes that he has been created by God as
by God as a K:Ommunit ls“peop.le, t,l’le Kyrgyz people, have also been created
Christanity has reinfoz’ da nation,” of whl?h he is a member. Conversion to
in tum Strangthoned h.ce a sense of thg divine, of personal religiosity, and
factor implies that Is sense of p.nde in his ethnic identity. The religious
nomenon made « (')fe?m)’ 1S not simply a “secular” or “this-worldly” phe-
tions, and Hen t}:m a]e::t'r%n'es such as race, blood, language, customs, tradi-
divine, ofaGod, h Iso involves supra-natural “artifacts”—the idea of the
» Who is personally and actively involved.

It is here t isti
of Kyrays ide‘:;ft;fyl:rgzzwi};;elszans part ways with traditional constructions
the divine in Kyreyz idc:,ntity, Yrgyz Muslims would recognize the idea of

© be Muap T8z identi 1t is restricted to the view that “to be K i
ot ;I;:r‘r:l(.)mrTnh(;rs] implies that one is born Muslim as well as Ky};rgi);z ;SI
L o 0;' t?‘lcc}elpted unders‘tanding of the community. Kyrgyz
nity. but then e, ge the aimd of God in I.(yrgyz nationhood, as a commu-
y enge the idea that religion as represented by particular

llul]lall[ladltIOIlS, nstitutions, reli 1ou: e N >
utl N
gious ldentmes, eliefs, or practices, or that

The Metaphysi i
» ysical, Internationalj i
the “De-ethnicization” of (;o:i‘ @ik or Global Identity

A final di
el L([i(:tsicr::;uirj:n;ttrat;gy reve:als how Kyrgyz Christians have looked at
y by focusing on the global nature of Christian identity.
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This perspective plays down the distinctiveness of Kyrgyz ethnicity in rela-
tion to the commonality of all peoples, all ethnicities, and all “nations.”
Christ is not an ethnic God or a foreign God. He does not belong to Kyrgyz
alone, or to Russians, but to all peoples. Here, the refrain is not about the
“Russian God” or the “Kyrgyz God,” common in many of the narratives, but
about a form of the “de-ethnicized of God.” “For me it doesn’t matter if a
person is Kyrgyz or American because we are all God’s children.” Religious
conversion provides a re-orientation of identity that transcends issues of
ethnic identity. Yes, they are Kyrgyz in the flesh, as one respondent put it,
but their essential identity goes beyond ethnicity. Religious conversion ap-
peals to a higher authority as the basis for constructing identity. The authority
for this “transcendent identity” is said to come from the Bible, which has
become the new source or reference point for interpreting identity. “There is
no difference for me. . . . The Word of God says . . . God created everyone
[all ethnicities] . . . God is the God of all peoples . . . we all come from one
Father . . . Jesus should be the faith of all mankind.” In this construct, the
sense of divine calling is now taken a step further. They are Kyrgyz, but
more than Kyrgyz, they are God’s children. Further, it is not only the Kyr-
gyz, but all humanity, all ethnicities who “are one nation in God.” While this
apparent “de-ethnicization” seems in contradiction to the previous dis-
courses, which seem to emphasize commonality or affinity with Kyrgyz
culture/ethnicity, it is important to recognize that though some effort has
been made to reduce direct association between Kyrgyz Christian faith and
Russian ethnicity, this does not preclude an identity construct that finds a
level of affinity with a global religious identity such as “world Christianity.”

Kyrgyz Christian identity becomes simultaneously both a local and global
construct. While one cannot discount the potential genuine reflexiveness on
the part of Kyrgyz Christians who make this “globalist or de-ethnicization”
identity shift, | suggest that it is also a reflection of the globalization process
associated with the causes and effects of the sudden independence of new
Central Asian states such as Kyrgyzstan, and the openness to new and
“foreign” ideas, ways, and influence—political, economic, technological,
and religious. In the spiritual and societal vacuum there is a felt need to
belong to and identify with something far bigger than Kyrgyzstan and C.en-
tral Asia. It may also be a reflection of the role and influence that foreign
missionaries have had on the Kyrgyz Christian movement. 30

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

National identities fostered by the Soviet Union were transforn.led into re-
modeled “post-Soviet™ national identity formations in the newly independent
states, such as Kyrgyzstan. A major difference was that religion as a category
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?iif?l?ﬁ;;?;ﬂngly played a greater role in this national identity forma-
stan during and :‘l:n;and promotion o.f Kyrgyz ethnic identity in Kyrgyz-
has played in thipso r(:n lependence has directly affected the role that religion
frameworks have ll:eece-s s. In the case of Kyrgyz Christianity, new religious
but with the attem ttg Inc;)rgorated into a heightened sense of nationalism,
an essentialist elen}-)lent ?xchu e, change, or reconstruct the religious factor as
ple of Kyrgyz Christianl‘rt1 td? sense of ethnic or national identity. The exam-
research that included | I z 'SCl}SSed in this chapter is the result of extensive
Based on a thenmatic n-I ePth mterwe.ws with forty-nine Kyrgyz Christians.
strategies were ident'?‘na ysis of these interviews a number of key discourse
Christians have utili ; fd’ which reveal the different ways in which Kyreyz
their new religious ;'Z?th Cultu’ral and social material to interpret and express
tity. These disc ours:l trand in so doing attempt to re-construct ethnic iden-
These have includeg ths at.e.gles' involved a number of different elements.
behavior; the applicat : utl}lz:«:ltlon of Muslim religious symbols and Kyrgyz
re-imagination of Kyrayp history as content and history as discourse; the
viewing of religion a;‘/ agyz cultural traditions, language, and symbols; the
that one s bore a k matter of persc?nal choice not birth; an understanding

YT8YZ not a Muslim; a belief in divine election—*God

made me Kyrgyz”; .
; and the inc i foal
or global identity, orporation of a metaphysical, internationalist,

Recognizing their im
stability, the questions
been the subject of live]
cal perspectives. As dj
volume, the two prim
debates are primordial

(‘)’;’ff‘:g; ;)ile in nation building and quest for national
y academi:?l (lD’f national and ethnic identities have
scuseed ebates 1nfq@ed by competing theoreti-
ary theori greater detail in the introduction to this

cories that form the basis for much of these

L ism . .
ethnic i dentity is orimart and cons?ructmsm. Primordialism suggests that
1y rooted in factors such as “biological descent,

kinship, language . .

such as famigly?%aéelo::clilz’orilhsgnlon. and other ‘immutable” cultural traits”
and have an uﬂChm;in ' od.” !t is these factors that drive ethnic identity
em approach. It Sugges%; tlfserxtlah.st guality. Constructivism is a more mod-
tity, is constructed by indiv';lt e identity, like most other forms of iden-
“building materials > et iduals and groups in a social context using various
: >~ social conditions, and social context.32 The fonstruc—

build; -
uilding materials from history, geography, biology.

While I would
a .
multiple “building i:‘;:i‘:lglﬁc‘astells that individuals and social groups use
with Smith who in constructing their identit
S es
speaks of national identity as “a product of llnoz:lhs?nc‘t):::lt
a
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continuity and conscious manipulation.”3* The same process can be found in
the ways that Kyrgyz Christians have re-constructed their understanding of
Kyrgyz ethnic identity. The case of Kyrgyz Christianity highlights the pro-
cess of ethnic identity construction as an example of an ongoing dynamic
process that includes primordial elements together with the conscious and
unconscious “manipulation” of cultural and social artifacts.

This chapter also argues that the end product of a new identity construc-
tion is often a form of hybridity—a combination in various identity formula-
tions that incorporates and blends, and at times rejects, various aspects of the
identity building blocks. In the case of Kyrgyz Christians, these building
blocks incorporate traditional Kyrgyz artifacts as well as those introduced
through Protestant Christianity and/or directly or indirectly by foreign mis-
sionaries. Therefore, any national and ethnic identity that is constructed by
individuals and groups can be re-constructed at any given time when the
circumstances are “ripe” with “materials” that may be old, may be new. As
Parekh states, “. . . if identities are the products of history, they can [also] be
remade by history.”

Whatever form(s) the hybridity of Kyrgyz identity has taken, it neverthe-
less is experienced and understood to reflect Kyrgyzness (kyrgyzchylych) for
Kyrgyz Christians. This emphasizes the point that both ethnic and nationalist
identity discourses have an important subjective element that Smith termed
the “social psychological dimension.” Just because an identity is con-
structed or instrumentalized does not mean that it will find salience among
the people who are the subject of the process. It finds salience when there is a
sense in which the new identity construct invokes some feeling of personal
and communal continuity—in the context under consideration it must also
“feel” Kyrgyz to the person/communities concerned. While it appears that
this is increasingly true for many Kyrgyz Christians, it is not necessarily felt
the same way within the wider Muslim Kyrgyz community where there are
varying, but increasing, levels of opposition and animosity towards Kyrgyz
Christians.?” In the communities of Muslim Kyrgyz, the utilization of Kyr-

gyz heritage in Kyrgyz Christianity is increasingly seen as being “even worse
than becoming Russian [i.e., becoming an Orthodox Christian].” 3

It is worth noting that the identity project, if one can call it that, of this
cultural sub-group of Kyrgyz Christians, runs to some degree in parallel with
that of developing Kyrgyz national identity especially as it relates to the
instrumentalization of Kyrgyz culture, language, history, and traditions by
governing elites. The appropriation and affirmation of particular aspects of
ethnic identity in its various forms are utilized as a means to legitimize k?oth
sub-group and national group identities. In doing so these Kyrgyz Christians
affirm the nation-building exercise and the tools by which this is done but
appropriate them differently by re-interpreting and reconstructing thesuj tools,
holding as it were, contestation and affirmation in paradox. It also reminds us
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hat in the worl hat we (] ay
ve in tod T le formations
orld that live i there is scope for multlp

) d inte; i :

ent actors P . rpreted in mult Wi iffe

i ﬁe];\'::dthe realization that identity “is always CO;SP::.U tags by differ-
amid a flow of contending cultural discoursescagg and situat-

Many Kyr, iots
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area anymore and which will be able to become a native Christianity, as
already the case in many Asian countries?*!

Only time will tell.
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