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ABSTRACT

This essay discusses the concept of kyrgyzchylyk (rather inade-
quately rendered in English as ‘Kyrgyzness’) as a way of tran-
scending different boundaries: the Soviet past, Koran-based
Islam, rational thinking. Several aspects of the concept and
its meaning in everyday life are discussed; in particular the
idea of kyrgyzchylyk as spirituality is examined. Moreover,
the concept can be seen as transcending the boundaries be-
tween traditional beliefs and Islam. Traditional practitioners
- healers, clairvoyants, epic storytellers, sacred sites custo-
dians and others - are seen as becoming powerful people
through their practices, and the role of kyrgyzchylyk in the
context of the traditional worldview is assessed. In conclu-
sion, some implications for ethno-anthropological research
are outlined.
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At the very beginning of my educational path I preferred to study epics and
literature — ‘an imaginable reality’ — rather than examining issues of real
contemporary life. My initial research interest was Kyrgyz small epics and
the Kyrgyz historical novel. I defended two dissertations, wrote a monograph
and taught a variety of folklore and literature courses. However, the time
came when [ started feeling that something essential was missing. Using the
words of Boris Pasternak, this ‘something’ could be described as a ‘warm
breath of life’.

This feeling and my search for a ‘warm life breath’ pushed me to start
a new life circle, which could be called ‘an anthropological exploration’. In
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1999, I created the Kyrgyz Ethnology Department at the American Univer-
sity in Kyrgyzstan, with the mission of developing a new social-science-based
anthropology. Three years later I took the initiative of transforming this de-
partment into the Department of Cultural Anthropology and Archaeology,
expanding its scope and mission.

When I started building the ethnology and then anthropology department
in the country, there were no academic standards and curricula in the Min-
istry of Education, no human resources and material sources to teach a new
social science; there were also no interested applicants and no shared vision
among the scholars invited to develop an initial curriculum. In the first year
my colleagues and I admitted only seven students. By 2005, when I left the
department, there were already alumni taking Masters-level and doctoral de-
grees in Europe and the USA, prospective students motivated to study an-
thropology, and qualified staff to teach it.

The time came to use anthropology to contribute to a revival of Kyrgyz
culture. In the spring of 2004, the Aigine Cultural Research Center (Aigine
RC) was founded with the mission of expanding research into lesser-known
aspects of the cultural and natural heritage of Kyrgyzstan, integrating local,
esoteric and scholarly epistemologies relating to cultural, biological and eth-
nic diversities. The Aigine RC seeks to achieve rapprochement and intercon-
nection between nature and culture, tradition and innovation, West and East,
and other experiences often felt to be in opposition.

At Aigine RC we have been conducting extensive research projects in-
volving local healers, ritual specialists, epic storytellers and other traditional
practitioners since late 2004. These projects have been innovative in many
ways, including fieldwork, conferences and workshops in which practitioners,
scholars and local universities students have all participated together. Par-
ticipatory Action Research (PAR) has been chosen as the main approach to
generate interest and give the culture practitioners a sense of empowerment.

Essentially Participatory Action Research (PAR) is research which in-
volves all relevant parties in actively examining together current action
(which they experience as problematic) in order to change and improve
it. They do this by critically reflecting on the historical, political, cul-
tural, economic, geographic and other contexts which make sense of it.
... Participatory action research is not just research which is hoped will
be followed by action. It is action which is researched, changed and re-
researched, within the research process by participants. Nor is it simply
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an exotic variant of consultation. Instead, it aims to be active co-research,
by and for those to be helped. Nor can it be used by one group of peo-
ple to get another group of people to do what is thought best for them
— whether that is to implement a central policy or an organisational
or service change. Instead it tries to be a genuinely democratic or non-
coercive process whereby those to be helped determine the purposes and
outcomes of their own inquiry. (Wadsworth 1998:12)

In this essay, I would like to draw attention to a key theme and concept my
colleagues and I regularly encounter when researching cultural heritage
in two provinces of Kyrgyzstan — Talas and Issyk-Kul. It is the concept of
Kyrgyzchylyk.

Kyrgyzchylyk as Transcending the Past

Kyrgyzstan was part of the Soviet Union until 1991. It is well known that the
USSR was a totalitarian system with no freedom of choice, particularly in
the religious and spiritual spheres. Following the disintegration of the Soviet
system, the new independent states have faced the search for new under-
standings of identity. The emerging Kyrgyz state was unable to offer a new
ideology which could unite and mobilise citizens during the post-Soviet iden-
tity crisis. In a time of powerlessness of the state, there appeared a unique
chance for each citizen to create an identity. Thousands of people began,
often in subconscious ways, to search and find such forms of existence and
survival as would help them to overcome the crisis.

Traditional practices, including spiritual and religious experiences, have
begun to re-emerge and be revived in Kyrgyzstan as well as in other Central
Asian countries. The revival of spiritual and religious consciousness, and the
shift from an officially atheist state to independence and religious freedom,
has brought a return to such widespread spiritual practices as pilgrimages to
sacred sites or mazars, worshipping of ancestors’ spirits, healing, and many
others.

At Aigine RC, our initial research has focused on pilgrimage to mazars,
and on the shaykhs, the caretakers and specialists connected to these mazars.

The word mazar comes from Arabic; originally, it means ‘place that is vis-
ited’. It refers to an object of pilgrimage, usually the grave of a Muslim Saint.
At some point in history, a more specific notion of mazar as ‘the place of sha-
hid’s burial” appeared. Over time, the word came to be used to designate any
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place with a sacred character. In Kyrgyz the term has been applied broadly to
sacred sites of all kinds including springs, trees and rock formations.

Because of the historical circumstances mentioned above, gathering infor-
mation on and describing mazars was impossible for quite a while. Until the
present time, stories about mazars have been preserved only in the oral tradi-
tion. The Aigine team collected, described and listed details of 157 sacred
sites in the Talas province. The number of sacred sites itself suggests that
mazar pilgrimage is a live and pervasive tradition.

Total for Rayon
Talas oblast g, o Buura Bakay-Ata Manas Talas

Population in

thousands 199.9 49.9 38.9 28.4 82.7
Total number
of mazars 157 40 46 34 37

At present, mythological or pre-historical, historical and modern sacred sites
might be distinguished, presumably, by a time of their creation and/or exis-
tence. For example, one of the biggest sacred sites in Talas is called Nyldy
Ata (Farther Nyldy). I have found no reference to a person called Nyldy in
Kyrgyz written sources relating to history, folklore, or ethnography. Oral sto-
ries, told by their custodians, contain the events that happened about three
thousands years ago. The names of the mazars like Ak Baka (White Frog), Ak
Tailak (White Bear Cub), Bugu Ene (Mother Deer), Kochkor Ata (Farther
Goat) reflect the time that might be defined as mythological. Historical sites
are connected to historical events or people, whose names, faces and sto-
ries have been fixed in books, films and other socially recognised media of
documentation, including a family’s photo albums or genealogy. Sometimes
mazars are also distinguished by their functions or specialisation. Another dis-
tinguishing feature is ownership status. There are mazars in state, private and
public ownership. Sacred sites are divided into two types according to origin
- natural sacred sites, such as springs, mountains, forests, stones, trees, lakes,
or caves; and mazars created by humans, such as mausoleums of great people,
ancient buildings, or graves of martyrs, including victims of political repres-
sion. However, the most sacred sites are combinations of natural phenomena
with recognised and sometimes designated graves as well as unnoticed and
unrecognised burials. Such mazars are places where death and life, culture
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and nature, humans and ‘other-than human-beings’ (Harvey, 2006: XI) are
seen as reconciled and equal.

In Talas, the Aigine team has worked with about 400 informants. The only
criterion to select informants was their more or less regular pilgrimage to
sacred sites. During a six-month period, the team visited the sites mostly on
Thursdays and Fridays and asked very simple questions, such as when and
why people started visiting mazars, where and how they usually went to wor-
ship, or what the expectations for and outcomes of their pilgrimages were.
At the sacred sites we met people of different age, sex and social status. As
for ethnicity, about ninety-nine percent of the informants were Kyrgyz. The
main reasons driving Kyrgyz people to go on pilgrimages are health, fertility,
well-being and spiritual need (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 124-135).

In the most general terms, all regular visitors to mazars can be divided into
two types: cultural practitioners and needy people. Cultural practitioners are
those for whom visiting mazars is part of a profession or vocation - healers,
clairvoyants, narrators of the Manas epic and other folk genres, and also psy-
chotherapists. Needy people are those for whom visiting mazars is related to
problem-solving. The pilgrims range from university graduates to those lack-
ing even a basic education. There are administrators and politicians, people
who run clinics, teach at schools and universities and housekeepers. Initially,
most of the cultural practitioners came to mazars as people in need of help
to restore their health, or to have certain life problems solved, and later such
practice became a part of their professional activities and life.

Our field research revealed that there is a strong folk concept that certain
people are chosen for a life mission, such as healing, reciting epics, guard-
ing sacred sites, mediating in different ways between this world and the oth-
erworld, and that their health and well being are directly affected by their
acceptance or rejection of this spiritual mission. The health of the people
selected for spiritual service strongly relates to whether they accept or reject
their ‘calling’. Only those who have accepted their spiritual mission can live
a fair and healthy life, with the social approval of others. Otherwise, they are
likely to suffer long-term illnesses and die early. The concept of the divine call
and the necessity to respond to it are well-known in divination and shaman-
istic study (Walsh 1996: 46; Eliade 1998: 23-29; Winkelma and Peek 2004).
In Talas, this concept applies to a diverse spectrum of spiritual practices,
which are unified by the general term kyrgyzchylyk (Kyrgyzness); sometimes it
also called aktyk (whiteness) or aruuluk (purity). During the period 2006-2008,
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when Aigine RC was working in the Yssuk-Kul province, we found the same
terms and similar concepts behind them.

The Concept of Kyrgyzchylyk

Kyrgyzchylyk is the key word and concept we regularly encountered when re-
searching sacred sites in Talas and later in Issuk-Kul. There is no easy trans-
lation of this term into the Russian or English languages, and not even a
generally recognised definition of it in the Kyrgyz language; it has many dif-
ferent meanings. The term does not appear in classic works of Kyrgyz ethnog-
raphy (Amanaliev 1963, 1970; Bayalieva 1981; Abramzon 1990; Karataev and
Eraliev 2005). But this word is regularly used by Kyrgyz speakers and is used
commonly in everyday life.

The word kyrgyzchylyk consists of two parts: kyrgyz and chylyk. Kyrgyz is the
name of an ethnic group. Chylyk (-chilik, -chuluk, chiliik) is a collective suffix
which means a totality of definite characteristics and qualities. For example,
musulmanchylyk is translated as ‘Muslim-ness’, tengirchilik as ‘Tengrian beliefs’
(Tengir is sky god), tuuganchylyk as kinship. There is no single positive or nega-
tive connotation assigned to this suffix: koshomatchylyk means groveling, and
mei’manchylyk means hospitality.

Kyrgyzchylyk can be translated as Kyrgyzness and defined as the totality of
definite characteristics and qualities inherent to Kyrgyz ethnicity. In the wid-
est sense kyrgyzchylyk is everything that is in any way connected with the tradi-
tional identification of Kyrgyz people.

A word with such polysemic potential depends for its different meanings
and uses on historical period and social context. During the period of So-
viet rule the term took on a very negative meaning because it was assumed
that the Kyrgyz were backwards, lower on the scale of social evolution, and
therefore the label referred to the assumed backwardness and ignorance of
the Kyrgyz. Nowadays many Russian and Kyrgyz people continue to use it
to refer to negative aspects of Kyrgyz life. When criticising the promotion
of relatives in the sphere of public administration or making presents to top
people, the term kyrgyzchylyk is broadly used.

Today the semantics of the term has radically changed, however, and has
become more closely associated with the philosophy of tengirchilik (Omiiraliev
1994) and such concepts as ‘a specific system of world perception’; ‘a par-
ticular way’, ‘a system of ideas and values inherent to Kyrgyz people only’

71



GULNARA AITPAEVA

(Ibragim and Tajiev 2006; Koshaliev 2007). Kadyr Koshaliev (2007: 3; my
transl.) expresses the ideas which are typical today for many Kyrgyz people
from various spheres: cinema, literature and folklore, ethnology, policy and
education: ‘For a person who can think deeply and carefully, kyrgyzchylyk is
a great philosophy and endless saga. The kyrgyzchylyk concept is defined as
a peculiarity of the Kyrgyz ethnic group. It was a root concept proclaiming
principles of generosity and fairness in military-nomadic life.” According to
the mediums Ibragim kyzy Zulfia and Mamyrasul Tajiev, which have been
receiving spiritual messages since 1998, ‘kyrgyzchylyk is a traditional, ethical,
eternal, endless super power that has developed under no control and without
boundaries, endured for centuries’ (Ibragim and Tajiev 2006: 43; my transl.).

I would define this approach as a ‘romantic national movement’. It is char-
acterised by the ‘excellent’ and ‘perfect’ judgement of kyrgyzchylyk; the use of
mythological references, epic heritage and language as basic sources of mate-
rial and ideas; the idea of national oneness or exclusiveness of the Kyrgyz na-
tion; and a panegyrically-didactic style. This approach gives rise to interesting
hypotheses and suppositions; for example, the subtitle of one book translates
as ‘Kyrgyz people will lead world peoples to the goodness’ (Sariev 2004).

Systematic and scrupulous analysis of the proposed ideas is not typical for
this approach. If such analysis is insisted upon, this is met with opposition,
such as ‘analytical versus spiritual’ or ‘rational versus irrational’.

It is assumed that kyrgyzchylyk can rarely be applied to anyone or anything
that is ‘not Kyrgyz’. In this light, the dichotomy ‘rational versus irrational’ can
be transformed into the dichotomy ‘rational versus traditional’, or ‘rational
versus national’. Such predictable transformation can considerably increase
the level of positive assessment of the kyrgyzchylyk concept under conditions of
split identity as they exist among people living in countries of the post-Soviet
space. Moreover, it can lead to a more radical separation of ‘alien rationality’
from ‘native spirituality’ unless attempts are made by actors representing our
‘own rationality’ to describe and explain thoroughly our ‘own spirituality’.

Kyrgyzchylyk as Spirituality

Our field research confirms the importance and necessity of ‘distinguishing
spirituality from religiosity’ (Groff 2004b): 14). The concept of spirituality is
often perceived as a synonym for religiosity, realised in behaviour through
a complex set of established rituals. If individual beliefs do not correspond
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with officially recognised religion but are formed on the basis of native na-
tional traditions, the meaning of ‘spirituality’ is broader than that of ‘reli-
giosity’ and, moreover, may or may not include belief in God (Titone 1991,
Sullivan 1993).

As mentioned above, spiritual kyrgyzchylyk is today more actively used to
mean being selected for a particular spiritual mission, including the presence
of unusual and extraordinary abilities.

The spiritual spectrum of kyrgyzchylyk includes folk medicine in its most var-
ied forms (cf. Adylov 2007), such as tabypchylyk (herb and breath healing), kuu-
chuluk (conjuring), bubu (healing by women), or bakshylyk (healing and acting
with shamanistic techniques), as well as aitymchylyk (soothsaying), manaschylyk
(narration of the Manas® epic), dubanachylyk (dervish phenomenon), jaichylyk
(human influence on weather), Zish jooru (interpretation of dreams), tolgichiiliik
(divination), shai yktyk (caring for mazars) and others.

The term kyrgyzchylygy bar can be used to describe someone with kyrgyzchy-
lyk, and refers to a person with extraordinary gifts to cure, recite epics, sooth-
say and conduct other traditional practices without any special education
and training. These gifts have been received through inspiration from super-
natural forces. The idea of a supernatural gift and the possibility of a human
being possessing it suggest an interconnection of different worlds and times.
Kyrgyzchylygy barlar (bearers of kyrgyzchylyk) of any type and quality are united
by a capacity to mediate between visible and invisible worlds, the world of
people and the world of spirits, the world of owners of gifts and their ‘mas-
ters’ or patrons, the world of thinking and feeling creatures other than hu-
man - all this is consistent with and implied by kyrgyzchylyk. For kyrgyzchylyk
practitioners, past, present and future are links in the insoluble chain of time.
According to this meaning, kyrgyzchylygy barlar are people with an ability to
transcend any boundaries of body, brain, time and space.

There are two culturally defined factors that help recognise kyrgyzchylyk
and differentiate it from psychiatric disorders: inheritance, that is, when one
or several of the forefathers or other relatives in the paternal and/or maternal
line had, and practised, special abilities; and prolonged disease, the cause
of which cannot be diagnosed by experts in medicine or by other means
of modern equipment and analysis. These culturally recognised indicators
of kyrgyzchylyk coincide with the conclusions that Mircea Eliade drew in the
middle of the last century when researching shamanism in other regions (Eli-
ade 1998: 27).

73



GULNARA AITPAEVA

Some ninety-nine percent of our informants recognise the fact of in-
heritance and know about ancestors who carried kyrgyzchylyk. As Davletova
Chynar explains:

In 1920 my grandfather visited Azimbai’ Ajy and died a year later. My
grandfather would wear only white clothes and always carry rosary. I
started having serious problems with my health; then in 1980 my child
died. My relatives said to me: You must practice kyrgyzchylyk; you have
inherited kyrgyzchylyk from our family’s ancestors. I found out that kyr-
gyzchylyk is inherited from generation to generation. Now I fully follow the
rules of kyrgyzchylyk and try to practise it appropriately. I also visit mazars
on a regular basis. (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 238)

Different manifestations or different practices of kyrgyzchylyk occur among dif-
ferent generations of the same family. Ulan, whose case we will encounter
later on, is a Manas epic teller. There were no epic tellers in his genealogy
(seven generations); however, there was a traditional mullah with the gift to
heal.

There is also a certain algorithm typical for all representatives of Kyrgyz
traditional culture. Everything is started with the aforementioned prolonged
disease. Treatment in institutions of formal medicine, as a rule, does not
have positive results and people have to search for alternative ways of curing
themselves. According to a healer from Talas, Burul Kojobekova, people hav-
ing kyrgyzchylyk will never recover with the help of medicine. This reflects the
belief of all spiritual practitioners of Talas and Issyk-Kul with whom Aigine
RC has worked (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 226-251).

Toktosh Umotbaea, a seventy-eight-year-old biibii, is sure: the worst illness
is kyrgyzchylyk. She says, as a result of this illness, ‘when I was a girl I had
not lived and experienced things that girls usually experience; when I was
a young married woman I had not lived and experienced things that young
women usually experience’. Another practitioner used the expression: ‘Kyr-
yzchylyk tortured me’ (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 226).

These diseases can be revealed at any age. They often coincide with a
twelve-year cycle in a person’s life (Mukambetova 2001; Aitpaeva 2006: 8).
Bearers of kyrgyzchylyk frequently fall sick in childhood, but diseases can be
acutely developed at any other age. Diseases are accompanied by strange and
terrible dreams or visions, on the one hand, and a series of accidents around
the ‘chosen’ person, on the other hand. Moreover, in most cases, the person’s
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diagnosis (kyrgyzchylyk karmady) is made that he/she has caught, or been caught
by, kyrgyzchylyk. The literal meaning of the expression indicates that kyrgyzchy-
lyk was initially an animated power entering a person from outside.

Diseases, failures and visions force people to start searching for ways of
implementing their mission if they accept it. Denial and misunderstanding
of the mission have serious consequences, which might even lead to death, as
Kumarbiibii’s story illustrates:

Kyrgyzchylyk caught me when I was 29 years old, but I did not accept it un-
til I was 49 years old. I could not move. I have suffered terribly from this.
I tried everything to heal my illness. One day I was brought to a famous
moldo [mullah]. He said: “You have been carrying your father’s (spiritual)
burden; you must realise and accept that.” I said: ‘I will not accept it; how
may I live with that?’ I was against it. Finally I could not resist it because
I wanted the pain to go away. I have accepted it. It is a very difficult task;
one should execute all the rules. If one does not follow its rules prop-
erly one may be sick. This is sent by Allah. We do not notice when this
is sent and keep visiting doctors to understand what is happening with
our health. If one chooses this way, this does not mean that everything
becomes good, because once one has chosen this way, one must follow all
the rules and if not, then something bad may happen. This is a difficult
task. (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 233)

Searching for a way includes searching for a mentor who can explain what is
happening, or for communication with supernatural forces to realise what is
happening.

As with gifted people of other cultures (Eliade 1998: 93-112; Walsh 1996:
38t.), the overwhelming majority of people chosen by kyrgyzchylyk have a men-
tor. Sometimes a pair ‘mentor-follower’ may not work well together, as in the
case of Sonunbubu S., and a needy follower has to start another search. Some
practitioners say that they do not have a mentor, or rather, that they have
mentors who are not people but supernatural forces. Thus, the healer Burul
Kojobekova from Talas and the Manas teller Ulan Ismailov from Kara-Kol
did not have human mentors, but they perceived fundamentals of their gifts
with the help of supernatural tutors and teachers. This way is also experi-
enced in other parts of the world (Walsh 1996: 38f.; Vitebsky 2001: 59-63).

For the individual, a period of realising his/her ‘specific’ way and carrying
out his/her obligations is accompanied by a considerable improvement in
health and also the gaining of stability in life and internal peace. Generally,
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ways of accepting and carrying out different practices of spiritual kyrgyzchylyk
might be considered as one of the manifestations of a universal model, certain
types of which have been described by Eliade (1998: 39-119), Walsh (1996:
31-104), Vitebsky (2001: 52-94) and Virlana Tkacz et al. (2002: 12-14).

Usually different rituals are practised at the sacred places in the presence
of a mentor and close relatives. They symbolise certain steps of the imple-
mentation of a spiritual mission. At many mazars of Kyrgyzstan, especially
on a Thursday night, one can run into people who are undergoing a test
(Aitpaeva 2006: 122-123).

One of the Aigine informants, dubana (dervish) Atamkul, started his mis-
sion in 1985, a year before the time when Gorbachev’s perestroika was intro-
duced in what was then the Soviet Union. According to the dervish:

One of my ancestors was Baabedin® I did not know about it. I even did
not know that I had dubana qualities and skills. Later I became suddenly
sick and had mental problems. I could not understand why this was hap-
pening. I went to many doctors; none of them could help me. One day I
met one famous dubana from Issyk-Kul region. He said that one of my
ancestors was a great dubana and if I do not accept dubanachylyk I will
not get healed. I wanted to live further and I accepted this. There are
only two ways to get away from dubanachylyk: first is death and second
is acceptance of it. I decided to continue my ancestor’s way. (Aitpaevaet
al. 2007: 258, 259)

Over a period of almost twenty years, Atamkul became a well-known dervish
not only in Talas, but around the country. His biggest regret is that there is no
follower who will continue his way. In this context it is necessary to narrate a
dramatic story, confirming dervish Atamkul’s belief in ‘the only two ways to
get away from dubanachylyk’

Sixty-five-year-old Jumadil Mamekov is currently the shai’yk of Chypy
Mazar in Talas. He has four years of secondary school education, and won-
derfully combines academic strictness and logical thought with mythical per-
ception of the world. Originally Jumadil comes from a family where seven
fathers have been shai’yks of the mazar Manas Kiimbozii (Manas Mausoleum).
Among his kin there were manaschy, komuzchy (the komuz is a folk musical
instrument) and dubanas known throughout the Talas valley. According to
the traditional Kyrgyz understanding, the family is chosen to bear kyrgyzchy-
lyk. However, one of Jumadil’s six children, the eighteen-year-old son, does
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not want to take up this spiritual burden, and he is now being treated at the
Chym Korgon hospital for mentally ill people.

Since he was 8 months old he has had seizures. Now, from time to time
he may be very sick. I took him everywhere to be healed. We visited doc-
tors, different tabyps [a type of healer], we even visited mazars. Because
of no results, we had to hospitalise him for some time. There is a great
moldo called Kojo Bii’ who can cure such diseases. If three of them read
the Quran over him he would be healed. Such moldo are said to be only in
Tashkent and Bukhara. To find 3 such moldo is impossible now.

Jumadin has a very clear explanation for his son’s disease:

There is one more way of being healed - this is to become a dubana like
Atamkul. But my son says: ‘It is better to die than to become a dubana’.
Now he has been so depressed saying: ‘As far as I do not serve in the
Army or do not study or cannot make friends with girls, how can I call
my life a life?” You see he desires a life of mere people. He is, by the way,
a very clever boy. (Aitpaeva et al. 2007: 197)

Jumadin believes that if his son had accepted kyrgyzchylyk, everything would
have been another way, but he is unable to persuade the son.

Numerous interviews conducted with people chosen for spiritual services
with a predictable constancy demonstrate the identical milestones of their
own stories. In this case, the freedom of choice amounts to choosing between
a life following one’s predestination, or suffering and death in the case of its
denial.

Kyrgyzchylyk: Transcending Islamic Boundary Lines

Islam is the main religion in Kyrgyzstan. There is an academic tradition to
consider Islam in Kyrgyzstan as a mixture of traditional and Islamic beliefs
(Poliakov 1992; Montgomery 2007; Toktogulova 2007). However, as Nathan
Light (2007: 492) points out: ‘In the case of Kyrgyz religion, throughout the
20th century both Soviet scholars and clerical officials have attempted to dis-
tinguish Islamic and native practices, while popular practitioners have gener-
ally been less concerned with these divisions.’

The overwhelming majority of traditional practitioners or kyrgyzchylyk bear-
ers consider themselves Muslims and combine without conflict the ancient
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values with Islamic norms. And the Islamic norms are as traditional to them
as the pre-Islamic ones. The differentiation between Islamic and pre-Islamic
is effectively erased for them. Aigine research in 2004-2006 has shown that
exactly this type of Muslim is typical and widespread, but not voicing their
position. One of the reasons why they are silent is ‘because many people per-
ceive Islam as a shared, scripturally-based international religion, and they do
not hear about the diversity of Islamic practices throughout the world, they
often accept as authoritative pronouncements about what all Muslims should
do’ (Light 2007: 492).

Current Islamic authorities in the country do consider this type of Mus-
lim as ‘impure’ and ‘incorrect’. The ‘Pure’ or ‘Mosque Muslims’ consider
kyrgyzchylyk to be of historical importance, not as currently valuable phenom-
ena. The main reason why they have a negative attitude towards kyrgyzchylyk
practices is because of their fear of shirk. Shirk means equating material things
or human beings with Allah and it is the unforgivable sin in Islam. It should
be recognised that there is a problem of control and power between followers
of popular Islam and clerical Islam (Toktogulova 2007: 511-517). Moreover,
the potential conflict between ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’, ‘pure’ and ‘impure’
Muslims has its roots in the old contradiction of polytheism and monothe-
ism. Those who are visibly monotheistic become ‘pure’ and ‘correct’, since a
long time ago the modern world has rejected polytheism.

The ‘incorrect’ or popular Islam of the Kyrgyz practitioners has an ‘extra’
focus on rootedness in nature and ancient spiritual practices. In this connec-
tion, kyrgyzchylyk might be compared with new religiosities, which, ‘as they
emerge both inside and outside of traditional world religions, are character-
ised by a strong sense of a holistic emphasis on nature, and they experiment
frankly with imaginations and traditions of sacred space’ (Bergmann 2007: 372;
orig. emphasis)

Kyrgyz practitioners acting within Islamic boundaries usually argue that
worship of Allah takes diverse forms, and these forms exist only by Allah’s
will and creativity. If we look for scientific paradigms to explain this notion of
traditional thinking, Niels Henrik Gregersen’s theology of nature would be
one such paradigm: ‘Gregersen’s theology of nature builds on the notion of
God as “the Creator of creativity
ing of life forms as an expression of God’s creativity’ (Melin 2007).

9

and ‘we should see the natural self-enfold-

The majority of traditional practitioners who are Muslims have bypassed
orthodox restrictions not by virtue of intelligence or belief in a ‘special’ re-
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ligion: they simply needed to survive and remain in this life. Even during
seventy years of Soviet governance, when atheism was deeply rooted in the
society, the spiritual custodians practiced in spite of the persecution. In order
to hide from the militia they went to sacred sites in the dark and would spend
nights under bushes; they never gave up their beliefs. Actually, traditional
practitioners played a significant role in preserving Islam during Soviet time
(Toktogulova 2007: 517).

Along with Islam-oriented practitioners, there are several communities
and practitioners who deliberately distinguish themselves from Islam. They
are healers, clairvoyants, oral historians, ritual keepers and other Kyrgyz wis-
dom carriers. They signify the great changes happening to the earth, human-
ity and the role of indigenous people in that change. Aigine RC is currently
working with two such communities. These communities predominantly
work based on their transcendental experience, being free of Islamic religious
influence. As a rule this experience includes three main components: receiv-
ing messages from the divine (spirits, ‘other-than-human beings’; cf. Harvey
2006: xv), interpreting divine messages and following up these interpreta-
tions of divine messages, which may involve writing books, creating pictures,
visiting sacred sites, carrying out rituals, creating spiritual communities and
other activities.

Messages usually come to a person who is in a raised state of conscious-
ness. Traditionally this is called maalymat aluu (receiving information) or aiyan
aluu (receiving prophetic dreams and visions (Aitpaeva 2006: 119). A message
receiver may interpret a message alone or with a community/group of like-
minded people. It should be noted that there is a significant gender differ-
ence between traditional spirituality and Islam. Since Islam prefers not to
have women in public, some women who search for the satisfaction of their
spiritual needs and public service turn to diverse types of traditional activi-
ties, such as sacred sites pilgrimage and healing. For example, at the moment
there are four published books that have ‘come from the divine’, and three of
these were written by women (one of these books is actually a series of eight
published volumes so far, presenting a new version of the Manas epic). From
a gender point of view, kyrgyzchylyk currently is a way to trans-evaluate and
transcend gender boundaries characteristic of both Kyrgyz traditional pa-
triarchy and Islam.Vitebsky (2001: 11) noted that ‘[tJhere can be no shaman
without a surrounding society and culture’. No religiosity exists in a ‘pure’,
isolated space. It might be different with spirituality. However, modern Kyr-
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gyz spirituality is grounded in the surrounding social context and exists
alongside culture, politics, economics, legislation and education, to a certain
extent reflecting their qualities and level. In the light of the fact that Kyrgyz-
stan is a developing country with extremely limited access to resources in any
social field, spirituality is used as one of the sources of securing welfare and
social recognition. Omurbubu Begalieva was one of the first practitioners to
publish ‘divine’ books: OcogHbie 3axonvl passumus yerosecmén [Main Laws
of Human Development, 2003] and Aaramdan keazert kammap [Messages
Came from the Universe, 2004]. She also ran for Parliament in 2000. Al-
though she did not succeed, she highlighted the connection between spiritual
and political power. Traditional practitioners - healers, clairvoyants, epic
storytellers, sacred site custodians, and others — become powerful persons
only when their practices are publicly recognised (at the level of community,
village, region, country).

Kyrgyzchylyk in the Context of the Traditional Worldview

In order to study the spiritual kyrgyzchylyk in a broader social and cultural
context, the Aigine Research Centre conducted a field research project on
‘Communication with the Spirits’ in 2006 and 2007. A complex set of rigidly
structured interviews with 200 randomly selected respondents from Talas
oblast allowed verification of the presence of powerful cultural roots in rela-
tion to the supernatural abilities that kyrgyzchylyk practitioners must possess.
For example, more than seventy-seven percent of respondents do not doubt
that people who can communicate with ancestoral spirits really exist, and
almost forty-five percent of respondents are sure that ancestoral spirits are
capable of communicating with the living (however, only with chosen ones).
Similar results are found in many other direct statements from the inter-
views, describing the mediums’ abilities, their responsibilities and meaning
for the community as a whole.

The belief in the supernatural power, that is a core of spiritual Kyrgyzchylyk,
is directly related to the idea of interconnection of people and nature:

¢ ahuman being is an integral part of nature, and when this natural connec-
tion is broken it results in life difficulties, sometimes illnesses;

e the souls of our ancestors (arbaks) are not only the object of worship, but
also a source of information about the past and future, knowledgeable
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advisors and invaluable helpers in finding solutions to life’s problems, in-
cluding cures for illnesses;

e a gifted person cannot realise his or her talent individually and must not
credit the gift to his or her self. However, the role of a medium in com-
munication between the souls of the ancestors, the keepers of the ‘old’
traditions on the one hand and the material ‘new’ world on the other hand
is an extremely large responsibility.

There is a powerful mechanism that might be called the traditional world-
view, which supports modern spiritual Kyrgyzchylyk. The ideas of holism and
reciprocity lie at the foundation of this traditional worldview.

¢

Gulnara Aitpaeva is Director of the Aigine Cultural Re-
search Center, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. In 1999, she created the
Kyrgyz Ethnology Department at the American University
in Kyrgyzstan. In 2004 she founded, together with two col-
leagues, the Aigine Cultural Research Center, which con-
ducts research into lesser-known aspects of the cultural and
natural heritage of Kyrgyzstan, integrating local, esoteric
and scholarly epistemologies relating to cultural, biological
and ethnic diversities.

Notes

1. This is a revised version of a plenary lecture at the 9th SIEF Congress, delivered at the
University of Ulster on 17 June 2008.

2. The great Kyrgyz epic Manas has roughly half a million lines. Manas telling and tellers
played an exclusive role in traditional Kyrgyz society and it held a special place among Kyrgyz
folk works.

3. Baabedin Bahhaudin is the name of the Buhara protector; usually the heroes of Central
Asian epics call on his help.
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