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Figure 14: Young students pose with the imam of the  

Bauerhus mosque (Brede 2009). 

 

the Turkish expert visits, and other life-cycle ceremonies including weddings are 

common events.  For the last several years, Kurban Ait and other celebrations have also 

become more extravagant, involving more community members.  During Kurban Ait in 

November 2008, the MIA and foreign donors donated over 100 sheep that were sacrificed 

and given to poor families to help them through a harsh winter. 

While many of the religious and social services provided in the Bauerhus mosque 

are unique to rural areas, Alibek’s personal and educational profile is not.  Like most 

imam informants, he graduated high school in the early 1990.  Knowing only that 

“Kazakhs should be Muslims,” he then began to study Arabic at the mosque in Khovd.  

After taking courses in Ulgii and Almaty, Kazakhstan, he became the assistant imam at 

another rural mosque.  In 1998, he received a scholarship to study in Turkey that allowed 

him to move up within the ranks of the MIA into the position of head imam and 

facilitated continued connections with Turkey and Turkish organizations (see figure 15). 
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Figure 15: The imam of the Bauerhus mosque reads the Qur’an at his desk. 

Note Turkish flag and books in Kazakh and Turkish (Brede 2009). 

 

Like other MIA-affiliated imams, he supports some traditional practices like shrine 

visitation, condemns others like fortunetelling, and encourages new ones such as wearing 

the hijab, temperance, and praying namaz. 

Alibek’s narrative raises important themes about religious life in rural areas—the 

recentness of the construction of rural mosques, the importance of social networks in 

recruiting new students, the role of the mosque as a networking center and service 

provider, and the common educational trajectories and discourses of imams.  This does 

not mean it represents all rural communities in Bayan-Ulgii and their corresponding 

religious institutions, however.  Rural communities vary in size, population composition, 

connectivity, location, and overall religious involvement.  For example, the slightly larger 

town of Sengur boasts two mosques, one of which was built in 1993 and has weekly 

zhuma namaz attendance of over 100 (Baltabek).  The small mosque of Bayanlog, on the 
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other hand, also established in the 1990s, still shuts down in the summer just as Finke 

noted a decade ago (Zhanibek; Finke 1999).  Despite their differences, however, all three 

mosques are very important to their communities and are staffed by imams with similar 

organizational affiliations, religious viewpoints, and educational histories. 

Independent Voices: Private Mosques in Ulgii 

Most rural mosques in Bayan-Ulgii are affiliated with the MIA—a situation that, 

despite unique local situations and services, promotes considerable homogeneity in 

religious discourse (Khalid 2007).  In Ulgii, however, this trend is reversed; the Central 

Mosque is the only MIA-affiliated mosque in the city, and the remaining five mosques 

are owned and funded by private individuals, operating with no direct MIA oversight.  In 

most cases, this independence does not imply disagreement with the central organization, 

though it does open the door for the expression of multiple normative points of view. The 

following short discussion examines two such unique authoritative voices in the city’s 

religious landscape—one deeply rooted in local Islamic traditions and culture, the other a 

vehement opponent of both. 

Khanibek, a 35-year old Saudi-educated imam and owner of the independent 

Hussein mosque, is one of Ulgii’s most contentious religious authorities.  He achieved 

this status in part because of a sermon broadcast on a local radio show in 2006 in which 

he exhorted listeners to stop visiting burial shrines and lighting candles for the dead.  In 

his interview, he expanded on this thesis, arguing, “our Islam here is too close to Kazakh 

customs—it does not matter what our ancestors did…we are not going the way the 

Qur’an says we should go.”  This “scripturalist” condemnation, echoed in other case 

studies from Central Asia, met with a frosty reception from other authorities 
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(Montgomery 2007, Geertz 1968). In the words of another Ulgii imam, Khanibek had 

“insulted the traditions of our Kazakh ancestors” and undermined the teachings of other 

imams (Arman).  In the face of criticism and accusations of “Wahhabism,” Khanibek 

now keeps his rhetoric inside his own private mosque. 

Despite this incident, Hussein mosque retains popularity in the local community.  

Established in 2002, it is a religious center for locals who would otherwise have to walk a 

quarter mile to the Central Mosque.  Around thirty people come each week for zhuma 

namaz, and up to seventy come for Tarawih namaz during Ramadan.  Interviews with 

informants who went to the mosque, however, revealed that they prayed and gave alms 

there more because of its convenient location than out of subscription to Khanibek’s 

rhetoric.  Most informants said that they felt equally comfortable giving alms or praying 

at any mosque, depending on which was closest. 

Khanibek’s thinking was likely more influential on his students, as demonstrated 

by the case of Kulpynai, whose experience of “double consciousness” was discussed in 

the last chapter.  She began studying at Hussein mosque after her brother encouraged her 

to take a short class there, and through her education she came to see the religious 

practices she had learned from her mother and grandmother as inferior versions of a “true 

Islam.” In particular, Khanibek’s condemnations of feminine “immodesty” led her to 

wonder, “Can I call myself a Muslim if I do not care to wear a headscarf?”  This 

statement is a testament to the influence of Khanibek’s ideas.  In a culture where most 

women do not wear headscarves and most religious professionals assume that all 

Kazakhs are Muslims by virtue of ethnicity, Kulpynai’s question is a significant 

departure from the status quo. 
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Nurlan, the imam of a mosque on the other side of both the Khovd River and the 

ideological spectrum, offered a very different narrative of life history and religious 

teachings from Khanibek.  At the age of 71, the avuncular imam of Khaji mosque was the 

only imam informant to claim a connection to the pre-socialist Ulama class, and—

significantly in terms of life-course theory—the only imam in Ulgii to have lived as an 

adult under both socialist and democratic governments.  His father, a molda who had 

made Hajj before Mongolia’s alliance with the Soviet Union, was killed in the purges of 

1938, the same year that Nurlan was born.  Raised on stories of his father and 

grandfather’s clerical past, Nurlan nevertheless thrived under the communist system and 

had a long career as a math and music teacher in the small community of Bayanlog. 

When governmental change led to the relaxation religious restrictions in 1990, 

Nurlan wanted to learn more about the religion for which his father had been killed.  

With the help of his uncle, also trained before the purges, he began learning Arabic and 

studying the Qur’an, adding scriptural knowledge to his uncle’s traditional interpretations 

and his mother’s domestic religious practices.  After saving his money and studying for 

years, he opened Khaji mosque—so named in honor of his father’s accomplishment of 

making Hajj—in 1994 in a building connected to his own home.  Beginning with a 

handful of students from the neighborhood, his mosque and madrasa quickly gained 

popularity, requiring him to find volunteer teachers in order to accommodate the extra 

students.  In total, Nurlan claimed to have taught over five hundred students, creating a 

large social network.  The imam of Gumiz mosque, the only other mosque on the less-

developed north side of the Khovd River, was a former student of his. 
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Though Nurlan emphatically expressed his desire to remain independent, his 

ideological positions exemplified a flexible combination of traditional and new ideas, and 

he denied having any conflict with the MIA.  Unlike most other imams, Nurlan continued 

to advocate traditional practices such as amulet making and Islamic numerology (which 

he demonstrated during an interview).  His view on veiling, expressed in the statement, 

“Kazakh women should wear modest clothing, but they only need to wear a headscarf if 

they are praying or studying in a mosque” was also less strict than that of other imams.  

Nevertheless, he incorporated new elements into his teachings, condemning fortunetellers, 

alcohol, and cigarettes as “bad influences.”  International discourses also contributed to 

his thinking, and he had taken courses on religion in Turkey in 2004 and 2006. 

Nurlan stood out among imam informants not just because of his unique history, 

old age and staunch independence, but also because of his ability to integrate local 

traditional discourses of Islam with transnationally normative ideas; in almost every way, 

he was the counterpoint to Khanibek’s inflexible normative standards.  The disjuncture 

between the two men’s viewpoints was not a simple question of “local” versus 

“universal,” however.  Nurlan’s family roots connected him to over a century of local 

Islamic knowledge, yet he was also strongly influenced by Turkish Islamic discourse.  

Even his family history calls into question the conflation of locality and tradition: his 

father, who went on Hajj in the 1920s, had clearly been connected to international 

discourses of Islam.   

Moreover, while Khanibek aspired to universality, his views hardly represented 

the consensus of the worldwide Muslim community; the other imams of Ulgii, educated 

in many other countries, regarded his teachings as extremist.  The circumstances leading 
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to his hard-line resistance to local practices were also not purely “scripturalist,” and were 

rooted in family, local and historical traditions.  Khanibek’s grandfather, who inspired 

him to study in Saudi Arabia, secretly prayed namaz and Ayat until his recent death at the 

age of 96, and likely studied under moldas like Nurlan’s father and grandfather. 

Conclusions: Dynamic Networks of Authority  

The new form of religious authority represented by imams and mosques is highly 

influential at every level of religious life in Bayan-Ulgii, from intangible religious self-

conceptions to concrete ritual forms acted out on a daily basis.  In comparison to 

socialist-era religious authority, which was spread out among family elders, moldas, 

baqsis, and women in the domestic sphere, new religious discourses are also remarkably 

consistent and connected to broader discourses.  Particularly as a result of the oversight 

of the MIA, the picture of Islam presented in Bayan-Ulgii’s mosques—both urban and 

rural—is in many ways fairly uniform.  Moreover, given the commonality of educational 

trajectories, age, gender, and foreign education of most imams in the study, the 

individuals presenting said discourses appear to be similarly consistent.   

This vision of homogeneous authority, however, is too simplistic to adequately 

describe the many social roles of religious experts within their communities, and ignores 

the fact that political or ideological orientation is only one factor in the “lived Islam” of 

most Mongolian Kazakhs (Asad 2009; Khalid 2007). The community situations of 

mosques are distinct and vary between rural areas and even neighborhoods within the 

same city, as do the networks that frame the everyday religious experiences of most 

people.  In order to provide services, activities, and education, imams tap into local social 
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networks, acting at local and personal scales and tailoring actions to fit the needs of 

particular groups and social situations.   

While such work directly or indirectly brings the religious lives, practices, and 

self-conceptions of community members into alignment with transnational discourses, 

imams are hardly impartial agents for the delivery of a unitary transnational 

“scripturalism.”  Though relatively consistent within the province, the discourses that the 

MIA promotes integrate local and national ideas of religious life and identity.  Even 

within the circle of independent mosques, conservative clerics like Khanibek who 

condemn local religious forms are a minority, outpaced in terms of popularity by imams 

like Nurlan who integrate a variety of discourses while still appealing to students and the 

wider Islamic community.   

Finally, though almost all religious authorities in Ulgii are male and official 

religious discourse and practice is (and historically has been) highly gendered, Altingul 

demonstrates that women and men can both have influential voices in modern Mongolian 

Kazakh Islam. Altingul and other religious authority figures show that, for religious 

professionals as well as laypeople, “Islam is never a clear given; it is what Muslims make 

of it” (Khalid 2007, 202).  
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Chapter IX  

Individual Dimensions of Piety, Networks, and Life Course  

The preceding chapters have addressed many dynamics of everyday Islamic life 

in Bayan-Ulgii, outlining approaches to identity and learning, pious practice, and 

religious authority.  With the exception of the last chapter, these discussions were 

necessarily aggregative, utilizing the entire informant pool to focus on a larger 

community/regional scale with occasional reference to individual case studies.  One 

primary argument of this thesis, however, hinges on the idea that religious experience 

ultimately depends on the integrative “nexus” of the individual and the family/micro-

scale networks in which individuals take part (Kaiser 1991).  

With this in mind, this chapter provides a descriptive cross-section of the religious 

experiences of informants as expressed through narratives, opinions and thoughts 

collected during fieldwork.  These informants have been chosen as representatives of 

demographic and social categories that influence religious experience—specifically age, 

gender, and geographic (urban or rural) location—and the subsequent case studies are 

organized around these three categories.  The first section begins with the cases of two 

young people, a pious young man from Ulgii (Shokan), and a rural girl whose college 

education brought her into contact with new religious networks and ideas (Mairagul).  

Next, the “intermediary” demographic category of middle-aged people is considered 

through the eyes of a rural herder (Zhanik) and a secular urban professional woman 

(Gulzhan), followed by the narratives of Gulzhan’s elderly mother Alia and her rural age-

peer Serik.  Finally, many themes are brought together through an examination of the role 

of social networks in a case study spanning three generations in a single rural family.  
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Children of Post-Socialism: Shokan, Mairagul, and their Age-Peers 

Of the people interviewed in this study, those who grew up in the democratic 

period were the most likely to be religiously active, to receive formal Islamic education, 

and to be oriented toward new, official religious discourses. Groups who pray namaz in 

mosques are composed primarily of young men, and young men and women attend 

classes at madrasas with increasing frequency every year.  Moreover, although 

interviewing informants under that age of eighteen was not possible for legal reasons, 

observations of classes in rural and urban mosques, as well as conversations with imams, 

revealed that children are taking an increasingly active part in Islamic education. 

In this context, Shokan, an eighteen-year old recent high school graduate from 

Ulgii, stood as an exemplar of broader trends.  Like many families in Bayan-Ulgii, his 

was at once close-knit and transnationally divided; his older brother, sister, aunts and 

uncles lived in Kazakhstan but stayed in contact with him and his parents in Ulgii.  This 

fact was integral to the formation of Shokan's religious ideas and orientations.  As a boy, 

Shokan recalled going to rural family shrines with his parents and grandparents, who he 

said had prayed there regularly during socialism.  With his family, he also participated in 

other traditions including sacrificing a sheep on Kurban Ait, getting amulets from moldas 

for good luck, and going to baqsis.  No member of Shokan’s family received formal 

Islamic education, however, until his older brother and sister moved to Kazakhstan in 

2005 and studied in an Almaty madrasa. 

Through their calls, letters, and visits, the teachings and ideas that Shokan’s 

siblings brought to the family network set off a process of religious change that was 

quintessentially transnational and intergenerational.  At their behest, his parents stopped 
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going to the “sinful” baqsi and started to give alms at the mosque.  Shokan became even 

more involved with “the true religion of Kazakhs,” taking classes at the Central Mosque 

and beginning to pray namaz five times daily in 2006.  Though the family members with 

whom he shared this newfound piety were thousands of miles away, many of his same-

age friends also started praying at the same time, influencing each other’s pious practice 

through peer networks that crosscut family lines and contributed to the rapid increase in 

young men praying namaz that imam informants observed. 

Shokan’s religious experience, rooted in local traditions and also steeped in 

national and transnational rhetoric, reflected many scales.  On the national scale, he 

wanted to study Islam because “Islam is our Kazakh religion; our ancestors were Muslim, 

and you have to be Muslim to be a Kazakh.”  Despite his attachment to universalizable 

ideas of Islamic morality—he expressed distaste for the “indecency” of European 

women’s dress—he said that his Kazakh identity was primary.  Shokan even asserted that 

it was the duty of all Kazakhs to move to Kazakhstan, their national and religious 

homeland—an indication of the continued strength of discourse that posits Islam as a 

subset of nationality (Montgomery 2007).  His other religious ideas aligned closely with 

those of his teachers at the Central Mosque, emphasizing performance of the five pillars, 

abstinence from alcohol, and wearing a headscarf for women.  He also remained engaged 

with the religious ideas of his parents’ generation, asserting that the most important 

aspects of Islam “for Kazakhs” were “staying clean/pure [taza], being honest, good, and 

reliable, and helping the poor.”  Moreover, he was committed to the continuation and 

augmentation of family practices of shrine visitation, teaching his parents to read Ayat 

and praying for his ancestors every Friday. 
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Shokan’s experiences and opinions are not representative of all young men in 

Ulgii, however. Baluan, a college-educated informant from Ulgii in his mid-twenties who 

worked as a taxi driver, demonstrated that personal preference is a key factor in religious 

life.  Baluan’s family was very involved in local religious traditions; his grandfather, who 

prayed namaz during communism, sent him to study at the Central Mosque in 1993 when 

he was in elementary school.  Though he was knowledgeable about “official Islam” and 

the five pillars as a result of this education, Baluan was very secular in most aspects of 

his life, criticizing the idea that all Kazakhs should be Muslims, and saying that only 

“religious people” had any obligation to perform religious practices, wear the hijab, give 

alms, or abstain from alcohol.  Nevertheless, he did self-identify as a Muslim because of 

“family history,” and made time to visit family shrines, of which he was very proud. 

Family history was also important for the religious understandings of Mairagul, a 

twenty-one year old translator and English teacher from the Khalkh Mongol-majority 

town of Bulgant.  In that ethnically mixed context, the fact that her grandmother and 

parents maintained practices such as shrine visitation during socialism was a matter of 

great family and ethnic pride, and her parents taught her what they knew about “the 

religion of Kazakh people” from a very young age.  They also encouraged her and her 

brother to seek formal Islamic education as soon as Bulgant’s mosque was built in 1998.  

Such education was especially important for her brother, who later lived as a boarder at 

Khanibek’s Hussein mosque for two years when their parents sent him to high school in 

Ulgii.  During this time, he internalized many of the imam’s ideas, beginning to pray 

namaz five times a day and (unsuccessfully) trying to convince his parents and sister to 

stop visiting shrines. 
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Mairagul stayed in Bulgant for high school and fulfilled a more traditional female 

gender role by staying with her parents—a decision that informed her religious 

perspective.  She and her parents took short classes and gave alms at the mosque but most 

of the religious practices they engaged in were traditional, like sacrificing a sheep on 

Kurban Ait, staying awake on the 27th night of Ramadan, and visiting family shrines.  Her 

family also continued to visit baqsis despite her brother’s advocacy, using rhetoric of 

locality and tradition to defend a practice handed down from “our Kazakh ancestors.” At 

home, her grandmother taught her “to pray for ancestors [at shrines] and ask them to give 

you good luck and forgive your sins” and instructed her on domestic rituals like lighting 

candles for the dead—traditional feminine religious knowledge that factored into her 

perspective on religion. Though Mairagul did not wear a headscarf except while praying 

or entering a mosque, she valued “purity” and “modesty” in dress as markers of Kazakh 

ethnic and religious identity with which she differentiated herself from Khalkh 

Mongolian friends.  One of those friends, she recalled, had recently converted to 

Christianity—something that she considered acceptable for Mongolians but beyond the 

pale for Kazakhs. 

Ethno-religious identity remained important to Mairagul when she attended 

Khovd University to study English.  While at college, her involvement with a Kazakh 

student organization brought her in closer contact with official Islamic discourse as she 

and her Kazakh friends explored an aspect of their “national culture”—another example, 

like Shokan’s, of extra-familial peer networks influencing religious activity.  With this 

group of Kazakh students, Mairagul began to fast during Ramadan, pray zhuma namaz, 

and give alms more frequently.  In the words of Kunsuslu, a former classmate of 



Chapter IX: Individuals and Networks 

  135

Mairagul’s, “we became more religious [in order] to learn what made us different from 

Mongolians.”  Both young women continued to engage with these new practices after 

graduating and moving to Ulgii, and both also continued praying for assistance from 

ancestors and visiting fortunetellers.  Like all the young informants interviewed for this 

project, Mairagul and Kunsuslu found unique ways to balance traditional and family 

perspectives with rapidly changing discourses of religion. 

Middle-Aged People: Straddling Two Eras 

In Bayan-Ulgii, nowhere is the importance of life-course and age in religious 

preference more evident than in the divide between young adults and their parents’ 

generation.   While men and women who grew up in the increasingly religious decades of 

the 1990s and 2000s are the most well-represented demographic in nearly every aspect of 

Islamic piety, those who grew up during communism, but whose adult and professional 

lives coincided with the post-socialist period, are the least well-represented.  With the 

notable exception of imams, few middle-aged informants performed more than one or 

two religious activities.  Though almost all recognized value in the piety of older and 

younger family members, most had not formally studied Islam, and many stated that they 

would make time to learn about and perform religious acts when they got older.  This 

response evoked the age-dependent religious roles discussed by many informants as well 

as other scholars (Privatsky 2001; Abramson & Karimov 2007; Kertzer 1991).   

Zhanik, a forty-year old herder from the rural town of Noorbayan, exemplified 

many of the tendencies of this “intermediary generation.”  Looking to his elderly father 

and young relatives as religious role models, he remained personally uninterested in 

religious practice.  His family engaged in few religious activities other than shrine 
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visitation when he was growing up, and he only began to sacrifice sheep on Kurban Ait 

and give livestock alms in the early 1990s.  Since then, his level of involvement in 

religious practice changed little, though his father, a retired 75-year old herder, studied at 

the mosque in the late 1990s and had been deeply involved in new discourses of Islam 

ever since.   

Zhanik respected his father’s piety, saying that he would also pray when he got 

older, and would send his children to the mosque in the meantime.  Nevertheless, he saw 

his current religious obligations in general, traditional, and moral terms—being “pure and 

correct,” not drinking, and being “honest.”   Several of his nieces and nephews in Ulgii 

also studied at a mosque, and he saw their activities as positive but not obligatory.  

Studying Islam, in his view, was a generationally specific activity for young and old 

people; at his age, he was too busy working to be involved with religion. 

Togzhan, another rural herder in her late thirties, also found herself disconnected 

from the religious activities and discourses of older and younger family members—a 

divide enhanced by her social position.  She had several children and was preoccupied 

with domestic tasks that left little time, in her estimation, for the type of official, 

consciously pious acts that her younger relatives learned about in mosques.  Still, she 

looked to her grandmother, who had “carried the family with her prayer” during 

communism, to learn about shrine visitation and traditional domestic rituals.   

This more traditional approach was evident in the religious activities in which 

Togzhan mentioned participating—organizing circumcision celebrations (sundet toi) for 

her sons, marriage (neke toi), and giving her sons their first haircuts—which were 

entirely domestic and highly gendered.  Her “traditional” piety, however, did not imply 
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disconnection from new discourse and authority.  She had her sons circumcised at the 

local mosque (where she later sent them to study), and she and her husband had given 

alms during the Kurban Ait feast for at least ten years—acts that tied her and her family 

materially and financially to wider religious discourses. 

While religious life differs considerably in urban and rural areas, a generational 

divide between middle-aged people and other age groups was observed both in Ulgii and 

in the countryside.  Gulzhan, a 45-year-old English and Russian teacher from Ulgii, 

confirmed this point.  Raised in a large family in Ulgii, she did well in the Communist 

education system, studying Russian in Ulaanbaatar, St. Petersburg, and Irkutsk before the 

breakup of the Soviet Union.  Even though her mother Alia secretly prayed namaz 

throughout her childhood, Gulzhan did not recall learning about religion or engaging in 

religious practices before 1990.  Only when restrictions on religious life were eased did 

Alia teach her children about her views on religion, taking them to the fortuneteller and 

praying at shrines “to give thanks and get good luck.”  Apart from her mother, Gulzhan’s 

family network was unique in that no relatives, even of the younger generation, had 

studied at a mosque.  For her extended family—unlike, for example, Shokan’s—

transnational orientation did not inform adoption of new religious norms. 

Also unlike other middle-aged informants, Gulzhan expressed no interest in 

becoming more pious in her old age, seeing her mother’s religiosity in terms of personal 

preference rather than generational obligation.  She appreciated her mother’s prayer and 

took her advice on religion—beginning to celebrate Kurban Ait and give alms starting in 

2006—but did not feel the need to do more.  Though she considered Islam an essential 

part of being Kazakh, in her view religion was mostly a question of tradition, identity, 



Chapter IX: Individuals and Networks 

138 

and family practices; it was good for “religious people” to wear headscarves or avoid 

alcohol, but for her it was enough to give alms, pray at shrines, and make sure her son 

wore an amulet when went to study in the United States.  Though her situation and life 

experiences differed from many other middle-aged people like Zhanik and Togzhan, her 

priorities did not: “we have a lot of work, and don’t have time [to pray].”   

Gulzhan’s mother, on the other hand, had just the opposite problem.  After 

spending her whole professional career as a pharmacist in Ulgii, she now found herself 

living with her husband, children, and grandchildren on a farm in northern Kazakhstan—

a situation that afforded her ample time to integrate her traditional religious 

understandings with new teachings. 

The Elderly Generation: Dynamic Role Models 

Scholars have long considered the older generation integral to the continuation of 

both religious and secular social structures (Durkheim 1995; Geertz 1968).  On account 

of the social upheaval and break in continuity of religious knowledge represented by 

communist religious repression, and the rapid societal changes of the last two decades, 

the idea of straightforward transmission of religious knowledge from old to young is only 

partially tenable in modern Bayan-Ulgii.  In the pre-socialist period, considerable 

evidence suggests that elderly (primarily male) experts were extremely influential in 

religious discourse; even under socialism, older men and women were responsible for the 

continuation of religious life in whatever restricted or secret forms it took.  Currently, 

however, young people are the dominant group in public, official religion.  Many of the 

area’s most influential religious figures are under forty years old, and teach Islamic ideas 

to people decades their seniors.  Despite this change, the following cases offer 
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compelling evidence that the older generation retains an important and active role in 

religious life in both urban and rural areas. 

Gulzhan’s mother Alia, whose story was discussed in the last section, maintained 

one of the few direct connections with pre-socialist official Islamic knowledge in Bayan-

Ulgii, and her influence on her children represents a relatively direct transmission of 

knowledge from old to young.  She was born into a family of religious experts, and her 

maternal uncle, an imam, was killed in the purges shortly after her birth in 1937.  Luckily, 

her other family members and parents were able to escape persecution and became 

successful herders under the negdel system, allowing them to teach their daughter about 

Islam in a textbook case of rural, pastoral life “facilitat[ing] the retention of cultural 

knowledge” (Finke 1999, 118).  She retained this knowledge when she went to school in 

Ulaanbaatar to study pharmacology, and continued praying namaz daily and performing 

domestic rituals in secret for decades.  With the fall of communism, as previously 

described, she began to impart this knowledge on her children. 

The contextual changes of the post-socialist period profoundly shaped Alia’s piety 

and that of her family members (Kertzer 1991).  In the late 1990s she began giving alms 

after taking a class at the Central Mosque, and also convinced her children to do so.  An 

even more important element of her encounter with new, official Islam, however, was her 

acquaintance with Altingul and the Muslim women’s publication Inabat.  An inveterate 

amateur poet, Alia had poems on religious and social issues published in the magazine 

even after she moved with her family to Kazakhstan.  Her perspective in these pieces 

highlights the interconnections and contradictions of religious life in modern Bayan-Ulgii: 

A Kazakh elder and transnational migrant, she contributes local traditional knowledge to 
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public discourse on religion and women’s issues through the means of a magazine 

published by an authoritative religious organization run by foreign-educated imams. 

While Alia’s story highlights important themes in the generational dynamics of 

religious knowledge, as well as the importance of life experience in integrating religious 

discourses at the personal level, it is in many ways a deviant case.  The experiences of 

Muratkhan, a retired rural herder from Bauerhus soum, are likely more typical.  Like Alia, 

his rural childhood brought him in contact with many religious rituals; though his parents 

did not teach him to pray in Arabic, the whole family engaged in various shrine practices, 

sacrificed sheep on Kurban Ait, and hosted feasts on religious occasions for as long as he 

could remember.  Unlike Alia, however, he was less involved in new religious discourses.  

He prided himself on maintaining Muslim traditions, and considered Islam an absolutely 

essential element of Kazakh identity, but his interaction with the mosque consisted 

entirely of giving livestock alms during Ramadan with his friends.  When prompted, he 

could not identify even one of the five pillars, though his almsgiving meant that he had 

completed at least one. 

Despite this apparent apathy with respect to newer and official teachings, 

Muratkhan remained an important figure in the religious life of his family.  He taught his 

children and grandchildren what he perceived as the moral attributes of good 

Kazakh/Muslim life, stating, “Kazakhs are Muslims…they must be pure, clean, reliable, 

and trustworthy.”  Like most elderly respondents, he was not protective of his role as a 

religious teacher, and encouraged younger family members to study at the mosque.  

While his adult sons and daughters did not take that advice, they did send their young 

children to the Bauerhus mosque. 
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Figure 16: A photo showing the size and generational diversity of a  

rural Mongolian Kazakh household (Werner 2009). 

 

Three Generations in Bauerhus: A Concluding Case Study 

The case studies in the previous three sections vary greatly along the lines of age, 

gender, and location.  The contextualization that was required to describe each case, 

however, shows that a picture of individual religious experience is incomplete without 

understanding the interpersonal relationships and local-scale networks in which the 

individual plays a part (Kertzer 1991, see figure 16).  This observation supports a primary 

argument of this thesis: social phenomena operating at different scales are inherent in the 

local-scale dynamics of religious life.  Given that the identification and exploration of 

interpersonal networks are strengths of the stratified snowball-sampling method, the 

following case study considers the implications of interconnectedness, tracing multi-
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scalar, multinational, and multidirectional flows of knowledge, influence and experience 

in the narratives of three men of different generations in a Bauerhus family. 

The first of these informants was Saparzhan, a horse breeder and herder in his late 

sixties who had lived his whole life in Bauerhus soum.  He had killed a sheep on Kurban 

Ait each year for as long as he could remember, and had hired moldas to pray Ayat for his 

ancestors, but, like Alia, he avoided teaching his children about religion during 

communism.  Unlike Alia, however, the influence of a younger family member, not the 

remembered practices of his elders, encouraged him to become more involved in religion.  

Though he had wanted to learn more about religion as he got older, he did not do so until 

2003 when his grandson, who studied at a madrasa while pursuing an economics degree 

in Turkey, brought him a copy of the Qur’an with both Kazakh and Arabic text and told 

him that in order to be a “good Muslim” he should begin praying namaz and fasting 

during Ramadan. Saparzhan quickly took his grandson’s advice to heart. 

Though most of Saparzhan’s religious knowledge was new and transnational 

rather than local, learned from the Turkish-educated Bauerhus imam and his own 

Turkish-educated grandson, he integrated his new piety with the traditional roles of an 

elder.  Though unsuccessful in getting any of his adult children to pray namaz, he 

nevertheless used his authority as the head of the household to get his whole family to 

give alms at the mosque and participate in mosque-based Kurban Ait rituals.  He also 

encouraged his grandchildren to study at the mosque and taught them the moral 

principles “not to steal or lie, drink alcohol, or disrespect older people.”  Remarkably, his 

siblings—most of whom lived in Kazakhstan—had begun to study Islam after he told 

them about his grandson’s advice.  This case is particularly interesting because it 
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highlights the transnational and intergenerational flow of religious ideas within one 

family network—from grandson in Turkey to grandfather in Mongolia, and thence from 

grandfather to grandchildren in Mongolia and to elderly siblings in Kazakhstan. 

Saparzhan’s Turkish-educated grandson remained in Turkey and was thus 

unavailable for interviewing.  A conversation with his 20-year old brother Khanmurat, 

however, revealed more layers of complexity within this religious family network.  A 

first-year geography student at Khovd University, Khanmurat had first begun to study 

religion at the Bauerhus mosque in 2008 when his brother convinced his parents—who 

themselves remained uninterested in studying religion—to send him there.  At college, he 

became involved in the same Kazakh student organization as Mairagul and Kunsuslu, and 

ended up boarding at the Khovd mosque.  Upon returning home for the summer, he 

joined forces with Saparzhan to convince his father Sultan, the director of the local 

boarding school, to begin giving alms at the Bauerhus mosque. 

The final informant in this study was the 31-year old herder Muratbai, Sultan’s 

brother and Saparzhan’s youngest son.  Like the youngest sons of many traditional 

Mongolian Kazakh families, he was kept at home to help his father and mother after 

finishing grade school, and now works as a herder and part-time maintenance worker at 

Sultan’s boarding school.  Living with his wife and two young children in a ger just 

outside Bauerhus, Muratbai demonstrated that strong connections with pious family 

members do not necessarily translate to large changes in religious practices or attitudes. 

Like his eight siblings, Muratbai did not pray namaz, but he considered “Muslimness” an 

important part of his identity and hoped to send his children to study at the mosque.  He 

also recently began to sacrifice sheep on Kurban Ait at the behest of his father and 
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nephew.  His understanding of Islamic norms was also heavily influenced by ideas 

presented by Saparzhan and Khanmurat, and he said that his nephews and father were 

“better Muslims” than him.  According to Muratbai, his older brother Sultan also 

recognized the piety of older and younger family members as superior to his own; when 

Khanmurat and his brother came home from their studies, Sultan hid all the alcohol in the 

house and stopped drinking with his friends as he usually did. 

The cases of Muratbai, Sultan, Saparzhan, Khanmurat, and Khanmurat’s brother 

exemplify the transnational, interconnected quality of familial religious dynamics—even 

when considering only the perspectives of the male half of one family.  While the details 

in this example are particular, broader trends in results suggest that the multi-scalar 

connections it makes are not; the vast majority of informants, irrespective of gender, age, 

and geographic location—had at least one religiously educated family member who had 

brought them into contact with new religious ideas in the last few years.  Even as 

individuals performed different personal, familial, and social religious roles, connectivity 

and dynamism were universally prevalent in the narratives of informants.
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Chapter X 

 Conclusions: Special Cases and General Truths 

Constructing a coherent and descriptive view of Mongolian Kazakh religious life 

is a difficult task fraught with practical and theoretical challenges, but the observations 

produced from the endeavor can be valuable and insightful.  As this is the first study to 

focus specifically on the religious situations and experiences of Mongolian Kazakhs—

and one of only a few academic investigations to consider this understudied population—

it has been necessary to balance ethnographic descriptiveness with analytical rigor.  

Moreover, this project is necessarily interdisciplinary; though rooted in the geographic 

idea of scale, it has drawn on theoretical constructs from social theory, anthropology, 

sociology, and religious studies.  Bringing together these perspectives in a single detailed 

case study, this project seeks to document the intersection of local experiences and 

complex multi-scalar processes, endeavoring, “[by] painting on Lilliputian canvasses 

with what we hope to be delicate strokes…to stumble upon general truths while sorting 

through special cases” (Geertz 1968, 4).   

To structure this investigation, three guiding questions were asked.  The first 

question was broadly descriptive, asking about the characteristics of religious practices, 

discourses, and authorities in Bayan-Ulgii and how they have changed in recent years.  

The second was analytical, and focused on a smaller scale, considering the effects of 

these changing situations on the religious identities, practices, and experiences of 

individual Mongolian Kazakhs.  Finally, the third question was comparative, asking how 

the tendencies represented in the ethnographic data compared to those of other Central 

Asian countries.  Having examined the “special cases” with which these questions were 
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addressed, this chapter concludes with a reflection on “general truths” reflected in the 

“delicate strokes” of the ethnographic data. 

These “truths” are, of course, anything but concrete or absolute.  The broadly 

generalizable conclusions of this investigation have more to do with process than fixity, 

and connectivity, dynamism, and complexity occupy the theoretical center stage.  Indeed, 

given the demonstrable importance of processes at every spatial scale across many years, 

the canvas upon which religious life in Bayan-Ulgii is painted seems far from 

“Lilliputian.”  While some scholars see the “resurgence” of a single unified Islam in post-

socialist Central Asia or a dichotomous split between “high” and “low” Islam, the 

experiences of informants support a far more complex reality in which competing voices 

and discourses operate in a tangled web of interconnections and influences (Huntington 

1996, Gellner 1992, Foucault 1978).  

Scale and Social Change in Local Religious Life 

In analyzing changing religious practices and identities, a few general trends can 

be seen both in the narratives of informants and the observations of researchers.  First, 

almost all informants took for granted the unitary nature of Muslim and Kazakh identity, 

a national-scale conceptualization of religious ascription that had great currency at the 

community and individual levels (Asad 2009; Privatsky 2001).  In part because of the 

idea that ethnicity and religion were linked (a hugely important part of life and identity 

for this minority community, and a concept actively promoted during socialism), 

Mongolian Kazakhs tended to be amenable to increased involvement with new, “official” 

religious discourses, activities, and ideas.  This tendency, echoed in the rapid (re)adoption 

of public religious practice by much of the population, militates against the idea that 



Chapter X: Conclusions 

  147

“transnational” and “local” Islam are conflicting interests (Gellner 1992; Montgomery 

2007).  New foreign-educated religious elites are, however, unquestionably the most 

important influence in the social fabric of Mongolian Kazakh religion.  While many 

Mongolian Kazakhs, particularly in rural areas, maintain practices frowned upon by such 

elites, even “traditional” Kazakhs have integrated new nationally and transnationally 

oriented practices and ideas into private, public, and family religious life. 

 With respect to religious practice itself, private, public, mosque-based, and 

shrine-based activities were the primary practical modes by which informants interpreted 

the idea of piety.  While some groups, such as young men, exhibited a preference for 

what Geertz might call “scripturalist” Islam, (upon which previous scholars of Islam in 

Bayan-Ulgii have exclusively focused) most people were primarily interested in 

community or interactive activities like Kurban Ait and family shrine visitation (Geertz 

1968).  Judging from the testimony of lay and imam informants, practices like namaz 

have grown rapidly in popularity in most areas, but for most individuals the most 

important religious practice in mosques is almsgiving.  Nevertheless, even the 

“traditional” or local practices that were passed down through socialism, like shrine 

veneration and circumcision, have gone through processes of change and alignment with 

the agendas and influences of transnational religious authorities similar to those seen in 

other countries (Alonso & Kalanov 2008, Khalid 2007). 

Moreover, individuals influenced by authoritative discourses who refrain from 

drinking, pray namaz daily, and complete the five pillars are widely recognized as “good 

Muslims” and “religious people,” indicating that their vision of orthopraxy carries a great 

deal of popular currency.  Even middle-aged people who live out a vision of 
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“Muslimness” rooted in the “low-key” moral ideals of taza jol send their children to 

mosques in order to provide them with knowledge of their “national heritage”—ironically 

imparted by imams educated in Turkey and other foreign countries (Baluan, Privatsky 

2001).  This tendency indicates a shift in Islamic education, as in pious practice, away 

from the family sphere and toward mosques—a change that has radically altered the roles 

of older people and women as sources of religious and cultural knowledge (Finke 1999).  

The Individual as Integrative Nexus: Identity, Positionality, and Networks 

This discussion of the changing orientation of religious practice and discourse 

leads to the second question about the integration of influences at the individual level—

the answers to which significantly complicate the (nevertheless broadly significant) idea 

of a shift from local Islamic discourses to more transnational ones.  Perhaps the most 

important conclusion of this discussion is that, no matter what broad tendencies of 

authority and discourse exist, religious experience is ultimately lived and contextualized 

at the individual level, and is dependent on individual factors.  Even foreign-educated 

imams who promote transnational ideologies and opinions are almost all originally from 

Bayan-Ulgii, grew up in a specific late-socialist milieu, and maintain religious ideas 

firmly rooted in ethno-nationalist and local associations.  Moreover, the situations and 

discourses of new religious authorities, even within the MIA, differ subtly but 

significantly from each other, creating a patchwork of widely recognized religious ideas 

rather than a single monumental “scripturalist” discourse (Geertz 1968). 

Age, gender, and life-course are influential factors in the way individual 

Mongolian Kazakhs approach these ideas.  The historical milieux of formative individual 

life experiences, as Kertzer asserts, are significant, as are gender and age-specific roles 
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and expectations passed on through the generations (1991).  Generational roles, however, 

are rapidly changing in modern Bayan-Ulgii, where political freedom, transnational 

migration, Internet connections, cell phones, trade, and access to international religious 

and social discourse have radically altered the fabric of society.  Nevertheless, this new 

context highlights the continued importance of gender and life-course; people who grew 

up after socialism inhabit very different religious worlds from their parents.  The 

differences between urban and rural places in terms of religion also speak to the 

importance of context; consider, for example, the differences between the religious life of 

Bauerhus before its mosque was built in 2004 and that of Ulgii, where Hajj groups were 

being organized as early as 1991. 

Geographic context, age, gender, and other factors are also mediated through the 

omnipresent lenses of individual agency and social networks.  At a time when 

transnational migration is increasingly common, social and familial networks can span 

vast distances, bringing even rural herders like Saparzhan into contact with Turkish and 

Kazakhstani discourses (Barcus & Werner 2007).  In such networks, knowledge and 

influence flow in every direction as older people learn from younger family members and 

vice-versa.  Through networks, Mongolian Kazakhs routinely come into contact with new 

religious and social understandings, epitomizing the concept of multi-scalar connectivity 

and bringing broader trends directly to bear on the details of everyday life. 

Dynamics of Religious Life in Comparative Perspective 

After considering the multifaceted, shifting, and connected qualities of Islam in 

Bayan-Ulgii, a final question can be asked: “how does everyday religious life here 

compare to rest of Central Asia?”  While acknowledging that religion everywhere is 
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contextualized and lived in at least subtly different ways, the answer to this question 

appears to be “surprisingly closely.”  To begin with, most Mongolian Kazakhs have 

regular contact with at least one family member in Kazakhstan, and are involved, like 

most Turkic Central Asians, with religio-national discourses that conflate the ideas of 

nationality and Islam (Barcus & Werner 2007).  As noted in chapter three, the religious 

history of Kazakhs in the Altai region differs from that of other groups because of their 

historical isolation from urban Islam in the pre-socialist period, but it shares many 

common threads, such as the importance of shrine veneration and the popularity of 

domestic religion and festivals.  Though Mongolia was not part of the Soviet Union, the 

policies pursued by its communist government were also remarkably similar with respect 

to religion; public expressions of Islam were limited, circumscribed, and nationalized, 

making religion a domestic phenomenon that fell under the purview of older people and 

women (Finke 1999). 

In the modern era, the adoption of new Islamic practices and ideas has also 

followed a similar pattern to the rest of Central Asia.  There as elsewhere, the fall of 

socialism witnessed the immediate introduction of Turkish, Saudi, and other foreign 

funding for training local young men in (often disparate) international religious 

discourses (Alonso & Kalanov 2008, Montgomery 2007, Khalid 2007).  Like elsewhere, 

transnational ideas have met a generally warm, though locally contextualized, reception 

among people for whom “Muslimness” in some form is an integral part of national 

identity.  Additionally, dynamics like the problematically termed “re-Islamization” of 

shrines have been prevalent in Mongolia, with more involved orthopraxis such as 
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completion of the five pillars and adoption of the hijab gaining priority only slowly and 

among select, mainly younger, sub-sections of the population (Montgomery 2007). 

Islam in Bayan-Ulgii, however, differs from other Central Asian countries with 

respect to national-level policies and their ramifications.  In contrast to states like 

Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and even Kazakhstan, the Mongolian government allows almost 

complete religious freedom, requiring the registration of religious institutions but 

imposing few limits on their actions (Khalid 2007, U.S. State Department 2007).  While 

anecdotal evidence from some informants suggests that at least one prominent Mongolian 

Kazakh politician has provided financial support for the MIA, even that central 

organization has nowhere near the hegemonic control of Uzbekistan’s state-sponsored 

Muftiate, for example (Khalid 2007).  Interestingly, while some states justify control over 

religious expression with rhetoric of “anti-terrorism,” there is no evidence of militant 

activities utilizing religious rhetoric in Mongolia—casting further doubt on the fears of 

writers like Rashid and Huntington who warned of “Islamic militancy” in “uncontrolled” 

Central Asian religious environments (Rashid 1994; Huntington 1996). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

In the final estimate, this investigation has been successful at describing the 

manifestations of multifaceted, interpersonal and multi-scalar religious phenomena at a 

local scale and applying these descriptive findings within a contemporary, highly relevant 

theoretical framework.  Even before analysis, this study’s data were ethnographically 

valuable, being the first systematic documentation of post-socialist religio-cultural 

changes in Bayan-Ulgii.  Interpreting these findings in a deliberately anti-essentialist 

theoretical structure that accounted for the importance of complexity, connectivity, and 
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dynamism made them more broadly applicable to scholarly conversations about religious 

life as a socio-cultural phenomenon.  From this standpoint, several recommendations can 

be made with respect to future ethnographic work in Bayan-Ulgii and social scientific 

approaches to religion in general. 

This project’s uniqueness is in many ways its downside; future investigations of 

Islam in Bayan-Ulgii will be able to make better comparisons and more directed analyses 

by building off existing work and allowing the consideration of change over time 

between studies.  The study was also limited in terms of time and ethnographic technique.  

Ideally, any future treatments of this subject should involve more time in the field and 

familiarity with the Kazakh language in order to minimize misunderstandings related to 

translation and better accommodate insider perspectives and narratives.   

More specifically, several questions about Mongolian Kazakh religious life 

remain unanswered and would benefit from future work.  In particular, informants 

repeatedly identified the importance of rural shrines and sacred places, yet a detailed 

study of such places, which have received much attention in literature on Central Asian 

Islam, was impossible (Abramson & Karimov 2007).  Future projects might also benefit 

from more thorough participant observation of popular religious events like Kurban Ait, 

and perhaps investigations of domestic or affective piety such as those conducted by 

Privatsky (2001).  With respect to religious authority, which seems only likely to increase 

in importance, future work could productively focus on the specific ideological and 

organizational tendencies of the MIA and its interaction with independent imams in Ulgii.  

These are only a few suggestions; the possibilities for further research, in the event that 

funding should become available, are practically endless.  
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This project’s approach and findings are not necessarily limited to Bayan-Ulgii, 

and have the potential to be applied more broadly within the social scientific study of 

religion.  At first glance, geography and religion seem like unlikely bedfellows.  This 

project has shown, however, that the theoretical constructs, spatial and scalar focus, and 

interdisciplinary breadth of geography can be productively applied to investigations that 

might otherwise fall under the domain of anthropology of religion.  Moreover, by 

utilizing a framework that takes into account the complexity of social dynamics in terms 

of scale and connectivity, a theoretical understanding of religious life has been achieved 

that is considerably more complex and descriptive than previous investigations of 

religion in Central Asia.  Many other ethnographic or even theoretical treatments of 

religious change in post-socialist contexts have tended to essentialize “great” and “little” 

traditions, thus constructing a dichotomy between the local and the global that does not 

exist, and “fixing” interaction between the two to little descriptive effect (Alonso & 

Kalanov 2007, Abazov 2007, Gellner 1992, Geertz 1968).   

This paper has attempted to synergize discourse in religious ethnography with 

other discussions in the social sciences through a single thorough case study.  In a 

postmodern world, dichotomies and essentialist ideologies tend to be difficult to support 

in the face of detailed data (Privatsky 2001).  This investigation has found flaws in 

discourses that overemphasize the unity of Islam as a cultural category, and also in those 

that seek to portray different “local Islams” as totally distinct (Huntington 1996, Asad 

2009).  People in Bayan-Ulgii are intimately connected to transnational religious 

discourses, yet their religious experiences are also locally and individually contextualized, 

and are always seen through the lens of national identity.  Within some disciplines, this 
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assertion is hardly novel; nevertheless, given the frequently-voiced fears, even in 

academic circles, that “pan-Islamic extremism” will unite all Central Asians irrespective 

of local culture or nationality, such sophisticated thinking seems far from prevalent 

(Rashid 1994, Khalid 2007).  With this problem in mind, it is hoped that this thesis may 

encourage future scholars of religion to consider the potential of interdisciplinary 

collaboration with geography and the other social sciences. 
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Appendix A 

Schedule of Lay Interview Questions 

(1)  Do you consider yourself to be a Muslim? 

 A.  If not, do you belong to another religion, or are you a non-believer? 

 

(2)  What do you think are the primary obligations that all Muslims have?  

 

 (3) What Islamic practices, rituals, or celebrations do you take part in? 

A. Do you recite namaz? If so, when did you start to do this? 

B. Do you give alms? If so, when did you start to do this? 

C. Do you fast during Ramadan? If so, when did you start to do this? 

D. Do you slaughter a sheep during Kurban Ait? If so, when did you start? 

E. Do you circumcise your sons? If so, when were they circumcised? 

 

(4)  Are you affiliated with a mosque? 

 A. What mosque do you go to, and how did you pick that mosque? 

 

(5)  Do you visit local shrines?   

A. Where are they? How far away? 

B. When do you go? What do you do when you are there? 

C. What does it mean to pray “Ayat”? 

D. Do you think it is necessary to go to your ancestor’s grave after seeing 
them in a dream? 

E. Tell me about the last dream you had about an ancestor. What was the 
dream about? Did you visit the shrine/grave afterwards? 

F. If it is important for a person to visit a grave after seeing an ancestor in a 
dream, what do people do when they migrate to Kazakhstan? 

  

(6) For Kazakhs, what is the proper way to bury somebody who has died? 

A. Do you think it is important to be buried in your birthplace? 

B. Are women usually buried with their own ancestors or with their 
husband’s ancestors? 
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C. If somebody from Mongolia dies in Kazakhstan, how does the family 
choose a place to bury the body? 
 

(7) Have you ever visited a traditional healer in order to get an amulet or for any 
other reason? 

A. If so, when? Why? 

 

 (8) Have you ever visited a fortune-teller (baqsi)? 

A. If so, when? What happened? 

 

 (9)  How has the way people practice Islam in Bayan-Ulgii changed in your lifetime? 
How is the situation better now? 

 

(10) Do you do more Islamic practices than your family members? 

 

(11) How have you learned about Islam? 

 

(12) Have you or any of your close relatives studied Islam? 

A. Where and when? 

 

 (13) In your opinion, how do you think that Muslim girls and women need to dress?  
What kind of clothing do you think is appropriate? What kind of clothing is 
inappropriate? 

 

(14) Does being Muslim affect your decision to drink alcohol? 

 

(15) In your opinion, is it necessary to be a Muslim in order to be a Kazakh?  Why? 

 

(16) Do you consider yourself first to be a Muslim or first to be a Kazakh? 

 

(17) Would you feel more comfortable being a Muslim in Kazakhstan? 

 

(18) Do you think it would be easier to practice Islam in Kazakhstan? 
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Appendix B 

Schedule of Imam Interview Questions 

1.  Can you tell me about your mosque? 

A.  What is its name? 

B.  How many imams are there? 

C.  When was it built? 

D.  How was it financed? 

 
2.  Can you tell me about the people who come to your mosque?  

A.  How many people come to zhuma namaz and regular namaz? 

B. What age and sex of people come most frequently? 
 
C.  How has the group of people that come to your mosque changed in the last 
few years? 

D.  Why do people come to your mosque and not another mosque?  

E.  Do people in your congregation go to multiple mosques? 

  
3.  Tell me how you decided to become an imam. 

A.  Where did you study? 

B.  How did you pay for your studies? 

C.  Were your relatives supportive of your decision to be an imam? 

D. (OLDER PEOPLE) did you want to be an imam during socialism? 

 
4.  How do you think the way Islam is practiced in Bayan-Ulgii is different from how it is 
practiced in other Muslim places? 

 
5.  What Islamic practices should Muslims in Bayan-Ulgii do that they currently do not? 

 

NOTE: In most imam interviews, supplementary contextual questions were asked in 
addition to those listed above. 
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