Transnational Religious Networks in Central Asia: Structure,
Travel, and Culture of Kyrgyz Tablighi Jama’at

Aksana Ismailbekova and Emil Nasritdinov

Abstract

This paper explores the transnational character of religious networlentraCAsia based
on the example dgblighi jama’at a movement for the revival of Islam that emerged in the
early 20" century in India and after the breag of the Soviet Uniondrame very popular

in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. The paper looks at the transnatiena¢rés of Kyrgyz
tablighi jama’at’'ssocial organization, crodsorder travel, and culture. Using ethnographic
materials, the authors portray Kyrgiablighi travelers not as passive recipients of outside
influence, but as committed transnational actors actively engaged irbomles exchange

of religious ideas and networking practices.
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1. Introduction

In August 2011, Ismailbekova (one of the authors) was observing activittemosque in
KaraSuu, a town in the Southern Kyrgyzstan, where a group of Muslims wasslisg an
opening ceremony for the new mosque and an upcoming holy pifghaylat alQadrk:
One by one, people arrived at the mosque. The meeting was initiated ayaldei imam

of the mosque, scholar, and teacher, who had studied foryears in Lahore, Pakistan.
Young men were bringing in new carpets, Pakistani clothes, and bodke floew mosque
from two big cars. Muraake had many followers and many of these young men were
greeting each other. Murake shared that he had returned to his birthplace to centin
spreading the message of Islam and to help his communityerhitd learn Arabic Ia
guage. Relatively young (he was born in 1972), he had a long beard, whathcismmon
at this age, and was wearing traditional Pakistani style dress wittban onhis head.
Many practicing Muslims in Kar&uu bazaar had their specific niche, said Make,
sellingIslamicbooks, CDs, DVDsjilbabs, hijabs and cosmeticdMurat-ake himself tras-
ported almostwo tons of books from Pakistan after completing his stutlivo years ago,
but he did not want to sell the books. Instead he planned to use them fatiehipu-
poses and send them to various mosques around3¢araHe also said that in January
2012 many of his friends from Kyrgyzstan, including himself, werarptey to go to Bag-
ladesh for the gatherin@jtimai) of thetablighi jama’at i.e., which is a movement for the
revival of Islam, which originated in India in the early"2fentury and by now has become

1 Because not all readers might be familiar with specific terntaliighi activities, which come from Urdu
and Arabic, we give additional information to central terms (incitati the glossargt the end of the paper.
2 Akeis a suffix added to the narteeidentify someone older
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global in its scale and geographic reach aadsnational in the number of membersureg
larly traveling across national borders.

This episode gives a brief glance at the member activities of the tramshagiligious
community oftablighi jama’atin Central Asia and it invites a discussion of how then-
bers are connected tablighi centers in the Indian Subcontinent. This article explores the
transnational nature of the Central Astablighi practice manifested in the regular travels
of its members from Central to South Asia and to the territories ofefoSoviet Union.
Our analysis sheds light on the complexitytaflighi jama’at patterns within their ao-
munities as well as in transnatiémaligious networks. We focus on what makablighi
jama’at a transnational religious community. First, we introduce the theoretamakfvork
and provide background information on the history of Islam in Central; Asén, we [o-
vide a short overview forecent patterns of international religious influences in Central
Asia, explaining whytablighi jama’at can be considered transnational. The ethnographic
central part of this article unpacks the transnational phenomentabligfhi religious né-
works by boking at three main dimensions of networking practices: strudranesl, and
culture.

2. Islam in Central Asia

Almost 70 years the Soviet rule controlled the religious affairs éncuntries of the
USSR, including Central Asian Republics. The mairppse was to create socialist citizens
and isolate religion from the public sphere. During the Soviet era, tie@bf§lamic insi-
tutions were destroyed, religious networks weakened, and the ffawbtgious knowledge
transmission from neighboringgens totally cut (Kramer, 2007). Religious networks and
rituals were replaced by ethnic traditions. In spite of all these effetigion as a whole
remained important, and so did Islam, and many people continued to identigethiesnas
committed Muslims. However, religion was preserved more like agbaultural heritage
than everyday practice (Shahrani, 1984). Despite the socialist propagdandadrdimin-

ish religiosity among people, religious sentiment and sourcesligfous knowledge did
not completely disappear rather they could survive (Saroyan, 1997). Offitteadks on
Islam weakened its institutional infrastructure, but a numbarnderground movements
survived, and citizens maintained a collective sense of Islamic idantityappreeition for
Islamic core doctrines (Privratsky, 2001; Shahrani, 1991).The neligiSoviet times was
domesticated, limited to the private life (Dragazde, 1993).

The collapse of the Soviet Union led to greater religious freedom. Manyassualll
this proess relslamization. Islam was valued as a source of nation building or feai®ed as
potentially destabilizing force by the secular authorities #§Ragagam, 2011). Thus “the
changing intersections between religion and politics in Muslim Centialigsheresult of
succeeding regimes meshed and clashed with Islam in their efforteto werldly power.
The resulting attempts to @pt, channel and control religious expression provide insights
into the nature of secular power” (Hann/Pelkmans, 2009: 1R#igious actors started to
protest against autocratic and corrupt governments, reflecting thengroale played by
religion in society (Rotar, 2004b).
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3. Transnational Religious Networks in Central Asia: Above
Unidirectionality

Today, international Islamic organizations, ideologies, and practicemdgd in various
Islamic traditions become increasingly visible and powerful anditifeyencethe Muslim
population across the glob@ternational Islam is not only about religion, it can alsoeepr
sent broader global debates about political and socioeconomic problems (Mandaville,
2009). Since the opening of its borders, Central Asia, once cut off friiaresuand red
gious influences outside of the USSR, is opening its doors to varioumuslitslamic
groups from Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Pakistan, India, and Iran (B20d2), but alsdo a
large number of new Evangelical Christian organizations (Borbieva, 2009; Pelkmans,
2006). The inflow of these international Islamic and Christian disesypeple, and ideas
affects the ways in which people in Kyrgyzstan think about their own fagsnind how
they question their religious authorities (Borbieva, 2009). Paiknf2006) argues that the
idea of ‘religious market’ emerged, interests in traditiomdilgions remained shaky, and
new religious movements gained importance. Traditionally there wereldminant ret
gions on the territory of Central Asia: Islam and OrthoddwisTianity. In the meantime
there is a variety of other religious orientatiofifieir current activities and missionary
works in the region contribute to religious diversity and give rise tmwarkinds of d-
bates (Borbieva, 2009; McBrien, 2006).

Todaythe primary channels for the crelssrder transmission of new Islamic ideas i
clude scholarly exchange and study abroad programs, labor migratiometia, pilgrm-
age, education programs, and new Islamic institutions such as Isldigiouse schools
(madrasasyand Islamic universities (Mandaville, 2009). Information comethénfam of
books translated from Arabic, Turkish, and Persian, leaflets, sjdetd websites (Bor
bieva, 2009; Reetz, 2007; Stephan, 2006). The ideas, actors, and instituttoasosha
Central Asian borders attract support in many localities, but causggcious attitudes from
the government. Following are some examples of these new interhdsiamaic influ-
ences.

On the mobility of ideas, discourses, and actors, McBrien (2006) egartfie conte-
porary discourse on Islamic extremisn southern Kyrgyzstarin heropinion, the exis
ence of religious pluralism has promoted religious debate. “Thensiqra of multiple
interpretations of Islam and the debate around the religious extrerasmffiected social
life more significantly. As a result, the local people experience régiaus multiplicities
and utilize the rhetoric of religious extremism to deal with the changingomment”
(McBrien, 2006: 48). Furthermore, Balci (2003) describes how since thenbegp of the
1990s, Central Asia has been the area wheré&élteullah Glilen movemehts been &
tively focusing its strategy of development as a transnational netwdik. was done
through missionary schools, media, and economic life. Its alleged purpose was to
spread Turkism and help Central Asiamsediscover Islam. Facing the deep rooted distrust
of Islam by the local powers, the movement had to act under the better acayetedfc
nationalism, and was obliged to disguise its identity (Balci, 2008).

In addition, Stephan (2006) portrays how with their independeajies have had p-
portunities to visit Islamic countries for the purpose of study. Skerithes the experiences
of the Islamic students who return from the Middle East to theingate, Tajikistan. At
home, many of them face the government’s ambivalent and suspictdudest At the
same time, “the students experience positive moments when people stneet and in the
mosque ask them for the religious advice and thank them for broadeningigfieusel
scope” (Stephan, 2006: 156). Beyond that, Balci (2005) describes the roladot 2heks
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anduyghursand of thehajj pilgrimage in the development of Islamism in Central Asia. His
multisided fieldwork, both in Central Asia as well astlire cities of Mecca and Medina,
allowed him to discover the existence of contacts between the Ballabismand Islan-

ic movements in Central Asia. Reetz (1999b) also examined timeidsiativism in Central
Asia and the Pakistan factor. He focuses an ttiree major movements functioning in
Central Asia, Afghanistan, and China, namtliiban, the Islamic Renaissance Party of
Tajikistan, and theuayghur opposition. Reetz argues that even though these three groups
have common conditions, concepts, and roots, and their activities andaypaeate been
facilitated or supported by the forces in Pakistan (many young membeie dhree
movements are enrolled as students in Islamic religious scimoBkkistan for training in
formal Islamic religious studies), nevertheless they still differ @amyrother issues. This
paper propose to study the transnational nature of another majiuglinfluence in such
Central Asian countries like Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstantahkghi jama’at In the next
section we provide a brief overview of its history and transnatiofiaknce

4. The Tablighi Jama’atand Its Activities Worldwide

Tablighi jama’a is a widely spread Islamic movement in the contemporarglikh world.
The termjama’at means group, therefore the grouptaflighi. It originated in 1926 in the
area of Mewat near Delhi, India, under the guidance of the Islamic scholaandal-
hammad llyas (188%2944). Within last centurytablighi jama’atbecame global in its scale
and transnational in its nature. Noablighi jama’athas estimated 125 million followers
throughout the Muslim world and Western countries. The global heaggsi are located in
Delhi, in the area called Nizamuddin (Reetz, 2009a). Since the 1980s, iena#llnas
grown significantly, and has extended beyond its original constituency wh Jsian
immigrants. In many countries in West Africa, North Africa, Seatit Asia, Central Asia,
and parts of Europe, the local supporteesome very famous and well respected (Reetz,
2009b). The success of ttablighi jama’atdepends on the missionary work of its members
and followers, and the way how they spread its message as wedliafate to face oo
tacts with the individual Mugins in their respected regions. Usuaigma’at members
invite people to join their ranks by going door to door (Reetz, 200&ir Pinogram -
cludes inviting Muslims to join the communal learning and wgiski. Moreover, when
jama’at members properly cauct Islamic workand missionary activities, they usually
leave their families, jobs, and home towns for a temporary periothef(RReetz, 2009b).

Khalid Masud (2000) contributes to the study of thiglighi phenomenon as a tramsn
tional movement. Theablighi movement has no formal structure or organization; nesrerth
less, it is considered the largest Muslim missionary group in thel waeith followers in
more than eighty countries. With millions of participants, its ahnanference has become
the secod largest Muslim congregation after thajj. Annual tablighi congregations in
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh attract large crowds of Muslims fromdatie&: world. In
many Muslim countries, thiblighi movement attracts everyone from hawkers to medical
students and businessmen to weekend gatherings held in mosques @izl delaters.
South Asians have played an important role in transforming it into a ttarsaiamoe-
ment, because they themselves travel on their spiritual jourtiegsrass the worldand
host large numbers aéblighi participants from distant corners of the world (Khalié-M
sud, 2000).
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There have not been many written accounts ontabéghi in Central Asia, even
though the fact that the movement is one of the largest in Centalshsuld warrant it
more attention (Balci, 2012). In his own work, Balci (2012) focused on #eeafi the
tablighi jama’atin Kyrgzystan as the sign of the revival of Islamic ties between the Indian
subcontinent and Central Asia. Talking about the nature diatiigghi jama’atin Central
Asia, Balci (2012: 74) argues that:

“[It does not differ from the one the organization has been disseminating around the world-for de
ades. [...] Although, it never expresses political ideas or shows any opposition to thecuday -
gimes, the latter are still extremely suspicious of the potential politobitians of the tablighis.
Authorities are less concerned by their religious and political ideology than by theircaleard
style, as they dress like Pakistahiislims, who are perceived by local regimes, like the Taliban and
Afghans in general, as radical and potentially dangerous opposition forces.”

This can be seen as a misconception, because in reality the strictly apotitioa of
tablighi jama’athashad a strong pacifying effect on the overall religious situation in the
region. Because of its growing influence in such countries like KyrgyzathiKazakhstan,
the movement does more for the stability in the region than secoritgsfin these cou
tries: it “steals” potential participants from more radically and politicatigrded Islamic
influences; and its ideology, which disapproves of any kind of politrmghgement, creates
powerful folk narratives reducing the popularity of Islarmpiolitical radicalism (Nasriie
nov, 2010). The remainder of this paper will explore the transnationartimfrastric-
ture” established and used by ttadblighi in the Central Asian region. We would like to
suggest that even such a small, and by many standards, remnotey like Kyrgyzstan,
can have a considerable impact on the formation of transnational religiousrhksetf
members of the religious community in this country are actively engagé#uke cross
border traveling.

5. Debate and Methodology

Such key auttrs on transnationalism as Portes, Glick Schiller, and Levitt (2008; Ri76)
defining a transnational lifestyle, stress the importance of active exahagylar contact,
“new modes of transacting, and the multiplication of activities that requvssborder
travel and contacts on a sustained basis.” Regular travel across national iscadesss-
sary component of transnational practices: “If individuals engagmdial relations and
practices that cross borders as a regular feature of everyddkdifiethey exhibit a tranan
tional way of being” (Levitt/Schiller, 2008: 287). However, the abosedgtions of tras-
national religious influences in Central Asia mostly portraydisectional flows of
religious ideas, from outside into Central Asia. lEhis no movement of people and ideas
in the opposite direction. Examplestefik students studying in the Middle East described
by Stephan (2006) are relatively rare and there is no regular movemiayt religious
participants, while pilgrimages to Mex described by Balci (2005) are only ofice-
lifetime experiences. Thus, even the transnational character of theseuseligiluences
can be challenged.

This paper proposes that we can learn much more about the transnatignals
networks in Cetral Asia by studying practices t#blighi jama’atmembers, as an example
of transnational religious community that incorporates a much srdig comparison to
some other influences mentioned above) clhmssler exchange. We propose that it is
transnabnal because it involves active, regular, and significant in size moveohets
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participants across borders in various directions: to Central Asia, bodia® subcontinent,
and to the countries of former Soviet Union and East Asia. The nemteofi p@ple is
accompanied by the creation and development of transnational social netwbtkangm-
tional religious narratives. Accordingly, studying this movetrean help us differentiate
between various new religious influences in Central Asia andgeoery important the-
retical insights for understanding the nature of transnational redigigstems. That is why
in this article we concentrate on studying the principles of organizali@ttions of travie
ing, and formation of transnational culture betCentral Asiartablighi jama’at Using
ethnographic evidence, we show how this movement has found a very foitfil Kyr-
gyzstan, where it was adopted under a different nadwevat

Clarification must be given in advance to the use of two tetabfighi and davatchi
Both of them carry the same meaning, but in the Indian subcontinent, i pleaes
around the world, and elsewhere in literature the walbtighi is used to identify the pacti
ipants oftablighi jama’at while in Kyrgyzstan the wordavatbecame popular to identify
the same activity and the terdavatchiis now used to identify a participant. For these
reasons, in this paper the wdablighi is used to describe the practice in its international
context and the wordavatchiis used @ describe participants from the Central Asian r
gion, particularly Kyrgyzstan.

Few words must also be said about the methodology of this researcHbémea
(one of the authors) started studytaglighi jama’atas a part of her lonrterm research. In
the summer of 2011 she conducted her field research arablighi members in Southern
Kyrgyzstan, where she interviewed 20 participants in the movei@katalso used partic
pant observation (Bernard, 2006) and focus group methods of datationll Moeover,
she travelled with one group to different sites of the southern regionrgfstan, and is
currently planning a trip to Pakistan. Nasritdinov (the other author) leesibeolved with
the movement as a participant and as a researcher since 2002qtiently participated in
threeday tablighi travels in Australia and Kyrgyzstan and in 2010 he spent 40 days on a
tablighi travel to India, where he attended the annual gathering in Bhopal. Hisdraftho
participant observation made it possible to get deeper insights into the gractiect
valuable stories and narratives, and position some major discolrsashis 46day jou-
ney he brought back almost 300 pages of notes, where he recorded talksri@sdhst
heard during the trip and his own erpaces, feelings and analytical thoughts. These notes
were later analyzed with a purpose of revealing broader themes unitingNasnitdinov,
2012). Some of that material made its way into the travel sectionsopdpier. However,
the main analysis watrawn from longitudinal observations taiblighi practice, particula
ly in Kyrgyzstan in the last five years.

6. The Tablighi Jama’atand Its Transnational Dimensions in
Kyrgyzstan

6.1 Transnational Social Structure

Tablighi jama’atin Kyrgyzstan is orgaized both vertically and horizontally is connected to
the transnationaiablighi movement in the same ways. On the one hand, there are vertical
connections leading to the centertablighi in Nizamuddin, Delhi, expressed in the hiera
chical mode of passing decisions down the vertical chain. On the othertharal is a
strong degree of flexibility and horizontal exchange on variouddefesocial interaction



Transnational Religious Networks in Central Asia 183

within thetablighi communities and with the Muslims outside of it. Tablighi claim that
there is no special organization and administration involved, howevésserdook at their
functioning reveals that this is far from true. Their internati@dhinistrations haveed

come very strong and robust (Reetz, 2008).

Vertical Structure

Every yeargatherings ofablighisfrom all over the world take place in India, Pakistan, and
Bangladesh. These bring together groups up to three million peopled Batherings are
attended by representatives of almost all countries in the world wéiglighi is active.
Kyrgyz davatchisalso travel to these countries and attend such gatheringsigDihgse
gatherings all internationgdma’atshave consultations with the leaders and veterans of the
tablighi from the Indian subcontinent, including the elders from Nizamudin, DeHich is
considered as the global centertatflighi. Kyrgyz jama’atsreport the successes and idiff
culties of their practice in Kyrgyzstan: the range of issues reported daddrtbe number

of 3-day, 40day and 4monthjama’ats,which travelled inside Kyrgyzstan and abroad, the
quality of everyday local efforts, the main patterns anddsén comparison to previous
years, etc. They also receive instructions and recommendations fromténans of the
movement, which are then brought back to Kyrgyzstan. Accounts of trgugdion return
are often made in the form of proper sermon, while more specific infomriatreported to
the local national and ciigvel councils.

In Kyrgyzstan, all major countrwide decisions fodavatchisfrom its different regions
are made by the national councils. These decisions are passed down toathal,reidy,
and local levels. On the city and regional levels, these councils are held oeek and
have more focus on organizational matters. In th@iageof the same day the reports from
the regional and city councils are made in the local councils at the level ofdunalivi
mosques. The chain depicted here shows the very organized natlpbgbfi and its veiit
cal structure beginning in the globanters oftablighi movement on the Indian subcbnt
nent and going all the way to the level of local mosques in remotegbdtisgyzstan. The
verticality of this connection is also expressed in the slow shift frore conceptual ma
ters discussed on thdobal scale towards more organizational matters at the local levels,
which help to materialize the transnational ideas on the ground. &ttisal organization
allows for a wellcoordinated and controlled activity of tteblighi jama’at which reduces
the risk of deviation from its mainstream apolitical approach and doedlowtraembers
of other, more politically oriented groups, to enter the movement amdihfiuence on its
members.

However, there is also a strong movement of people and ideas @thtredirection,
from local mosques in Kyrgyzstan to India. First of all, the numbealdfghi from India
coming to Kyrgyzstan is relatively insignificant: only two to thjama’'atscome from the
subcontinent every year, while the number of Kyrdgzachistraveling to India, Pakistan
and Bangladesh can be 10 to 20 times higher. Kyrgyz travelers are néy pewsgive
learners, listeners, and observers: during their trips they alsoadjgeint the mosques and
speak to local population during theiurals in the streets and inside the mosques. In their
talks they share their Central Asian experiences and often contextalipgi narratives
and discourses in their regional particularities. Usually, talks aderm Russian, Kyrgyz,
or Kazakh and tn translated into Urdu or Bengali. Sometimes, double translation & mad
first into English, and then into Urdu or Bengali.

We can see that this vertical system exchanges information in lagthamd that it is
not rigid; it allows flexibility and freedm for local decisiommaking that helps to adjust
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tablighi ideas to the peculiarities of each local context. This happens mostly dioe to t
significant horizontal links structuringgblighi communities at various levels of their fun
tionality.

Horizontal Linkages

The horizontality of theablighi social organization is manifested in several ways. First of
all it can be found in the democratic nature of decision making. At all levelsa{gcoun-

try, city, regional, local) decisions are made by one person, the leader of eacii coun
(amir), in consultation with everybody else in the group. There is a certain éttiscos-
sion, whereby one is encouraged to give his/her opinion but not to defemdaigue
strorgly for it. Councils bring together representatives from differeaaliies depending

on their levels: the global councils bring together people from differemtecs of the
world, country councils bring together people from distant parts of the gpantit so on.

As a result, there is a regular and significant horizontal interactidinwttie levels, and
also across the levels because of the vertical organization. Finally, theré &f hddzan-

tal interaction oftablighis with memiers of their local communities and the communities
they visit during their regular travel$ablighis are encouraged to be active members of
their own mosques and to establish good and friendly relations vatlvisitors to the
mosque and with other locedsidents. In their weekly or daily rounds in their own locality
they visit local residents and invite them to the mosque. When they tiwasther localities
they continue the same practice of visitations and if they travel to otheriesuhty also
actively interact with the locals in using the help of interpreters oingelgn common
tablighi terminology.

The intensity and regularity of these horizontal interactions contributiee strendt-
ening and densification dablighi networks. This structural analysis shows hawlighi
ideas emerging in the Indian subcontinent are appropriated by treamsthatavelers and
then brought and widely distributed within national borders, hay #re passed down to
the local levels and spread quickly viagbéhorizontal channels of interaction. The role of
transnational, and also regional and local travel, is therefore crucidlef@utcess of the
tablighi effort. This is described in the next section.

6.2 Transnational Travel

Regular spiritual travel ithe main component dahblighi practice. It is recommended to
travel for lengths of time of at least 3 days every month, 40 days a yeat,raadths at
least once in a lifetime. During such travablighi stay in different mosques, study and
socializewithin the jama’at and with local residents. Travel has several importaninmea
ings fortablighis (Nasritdinov, 2012): (1) they temporarily cut the links with daityldly
matters and spend more time in the religious environment; (2) thainatew knowldge
from daily study circlest@alimg; (3) they get the chance to build new perspectives on
worldly matters(4) they can go through significant personal tramsftions (Nasritdinov,
2012). Travel also expands social networks, since it is an opggrtarépend more time
alone, but at the same time a chance to meet a large number of new people. Thege are th
ways of socializing during th&ablighi journey: meeting people from the locality where
people travel to, spending time withblighi within the trareling group, and meeting
tablighi from other regions during different kinds of gatherings. When these trenasls
borders, such socializations and social networks become transnational.
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Transnational travels for Kyrgydavatchiscan be of two kinds. The first are to the
countries of the Indian subcontinent; these are open to people wsttexesrience in
tablighi practice and have more of a learning character. The second are to the countries of
former Soviet Union and to Turke$outh Korea, and Mongolia; these trips are taken by
more experiencedavatchis In order to go to the Indian subcontineddyvatchisin Kyr-
gyzstan have to pass through three councils: first in their own motbgureregional, and
finally Bishkek city counil. Usually, it is expected thatdavatchiwould spend at least one
40-day trip in Kyrgyzstan, so that the person is familiar with the peculiaritidsedonger
journeys and prepared to various difficulties associated with it. The thain destinatits
are Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. The next three seutibbresxamine the history of
international travel to the subcontinent ftavatchisfrom Kyrgyzstan and connect it with
their interpretations of its dynamics.

Pakistan: Motivation and Sacrifices

In the late 1990s wherblighi practice was just introduced in Central Asia, the majority of
such journeys were made to Pakistan. It was the closest place anda@tehistraveled
there by cars. This early period in the historydatatin Kyrgyzstanis often portrayed by
those who were a part of the effort as a period of major sacrifices mditst lalavatchis

This was the time when people were not familiar with and were ofistiléhtowardsla-
vatchis including imams of some mosques. There were many stories ofcgadetcribing

how people had to sleep in the open on the snow because they were kickedheut of t
mosque or hoyjama’athad to eat grass because they ran out of food and money. There is a
strong heroic motif in such stories: odavathi saved a little boy who fell into a tunnel
with water by jumping after him and risking his own life.n8p stories are given with a
sense of humor. Ongavatchidescribed how he was taken out from his house by other
davatchison the mattress while he wsleeping, to start the 4day trip.

In this period of difficulties and sacrifices, learning from the Pakistgnémance was
important. In Pakistan the majority of population is Muslim, but theeenaany Islamic
movements and more secular versionsstdrh. For these reasons Pakistani motivational
talk (targib) is not soft; it often builds on the stories of sacrifices of the Prog#at/) and
his companiong¢sahabahs)their suffering at the hands of unbelievers, and difficulties they
experienced in their journeys. Stories of sacrifices of women and chideeoften used,
too. This kind of motivational talk was necessary for Kyrggwatchisin the early period
of introducingtablighi practice in Kyrgyzstan, because at that time very few people knew
about it and there was a lot misunderstanding and even resistancanit.Kyrgyz da-
vatchiswent to study in Pakistani Islamic religious schools for as long as years to
complete the full Islamic scholar course and then spend one full yeae tabtighi jour-
ney. Many of these scholars today are the leadetabtifjhi practice in Kyrgyzstan. The
knowledge that they have helps them to legitimizet#idighi practice in the region and
ground its ideas in the broader framework of Islamic theology.

As years went bydavatbecame more and more popular, especially in the Norteern r
gions of Kyrgyzstan and in the capital Bishkek. It became institutiedhiin some ways;
more and more people learned wliavatis about and there were fewer and fewer mosques
that would not acceptavatchis The early 2000s were the years of great motivation when
davatreached its peak point in regards to its popularity and number of people thvak/e
the movement became massivt started generating some resistance from the move sec
larly oriented population and it started attracting the attention of the govetainsecurity



186 Aksana Ismailbekova/Emil Nasritdinov

services. This period coincided with the 9/11 attacks in New York, akidt®a stopped
issuing visago Central Asians. Kyrgydavatchisurned their eyes towards India.

India: Wisdom and Hospitality

The uniqueness of Indian context fablighi jama’atlies in the minority status of Muslim
population and the history of conflict with the Hindu majorityIndia, tablighi often have

to live in a hostile environment and that significantly affectsdin@ice of strategies and
methods they use in their everyday activities. One could summaripeath&eeping a low
profile, using a lot of wisdom, and beingryegentle in their talks. The other quality that
Indian tablighis are famous for is their legendary hospitality. There are many stbaes
describe how locahblighi bring their last food to share with the visitifggna’atsand go
into debt not to misthe opportunity to prepare food for visitors. During Nasritdinov’s (one
of the authors) 4@ay journey to India, himma’at hardly had a chance to prepare food; in
all mosques the local residents prepared breakfasts, lunches, and dimhénought €-
setts and drinks in between. During mé¢aking locals always stand behind, serving famous
Indian milk tea or water. They take notice of what some visitorsaliicebring more of that
kind of food for them. One can see elderly Indian men in their 70s sdeantp the 20
year old travelers, something one can never see in Central Asiag 3kis extremely
gentle, humble, and hospitable conduct of behavior is a learning expdoetice Kyrgyz
davatchiswho journey to India. When they come back home to ¥gstan, they try to
introduce similar attitudes in their own practices wlgmna’atsfrom other localities visit
their mosques and they also tell stories about such hospitalithéo dztvatchis In this
way the local qualities of India@ablighishospitdity become transnational.

Spending time in a foreign country is a great transformational exgeri®r Kyrgyz
davatchis Nasritdinov (2012) describes how longablighi travels affect traveler's pe
sonality: travelers have more time alone and away fna@ridly matters to rethink their
values and priorities, establish a more distant and more abstract visiwirdife, learn to
live without such “products of civilization” as daily showers, T\¢s cell phones, and
become physically fitter because g in more extreme conditions, sleeping on the floor
and walking long distances. These kinds of personal transformaté common for all
longertablighi trips, including those within the country. However, transnational émer
es have more impact because travelers find themselves in a cultuige vkeay different
from their own and are exposed to larger amounts of new informataticiarly, there is
a lot of interaction in the Nizamudin center in Delhi. This is the placeeyhera’atsfrom
all over the world come when they first land in India. Tama’'ats spend their first few
days in a simple foustory building before they are sent to other places in India. The- buil
ing is divided into two parts: one for local Indigama’atsand one for intenational ja-
ma’ats In the international half, one can see a great ethnic and national diversiay, Mal
Turkish, and Araljama’atssleep on the same floor and eat together with Americane; Eur
peans, Australians, Russians, and Central Asians. Eatingeogetttributes to the sense of
unity and creates the opportunity fablighi from different corners of the world feel the
global and transformative nature of Islam and reality of such conceipe agobal Muslim
community. The most frequently asked qigstwhen people sit across each other at the
table cloth is: “Brother, where are you from?”

The program inside the center is quite intensive. Almost after eveygrpithere is a
talk by one of the visiting or Nizamuddin elders. These are usually giverdu and then
translated into other languages. Microphones anglaames are installed in corners, where
an interpreter would sit and listen and translate the talk for the fgesigaiats As a result,
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one can see how groups w@hblighi speaking the same language are gathering together
around their interpreters in different places in the center. During tee dalvatchislisten

to theoretical conceptualizations, inspirational stories, and specificatistrsl on how to
combine religious life with ewgday work. They are advised to listen carefully, take notes,
and share all that they hear when they go back home.

One of the biggegama’atsin the center is from the former Soviet Union. The people
in this group are called “Russiafeima’ats because thecan speak Russian, and include
mostly davatchisfrom Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan, and some smaller groups fr
other parts of the former Soviet Union. Frequently, faisa’at splits into two parts: one
speaking Russian and one speaking KyrgyKawmakh, which are very similar. Traditidna
ly, Kyrgyz jama’atwas the biggest “Russiaj@ima’atin India. But in the last few years the
situation has changed. In the late 2000s, the ambassador from the Indiassk in A
maty, Kazakhstan, who was saidot particularly strict in issuing visas, was transferred to
the Indian Embassy in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. His place was taken liiesrebmbassador
and suddenly it became very easy for Kazakh and very difficulkyogyz davatchisto
obtain visas to India. dlv the biggest group idavatchisfrom Kazakhstan. Kyrgyzla-
vatchis for whom it became difficult to come to India, turned their interest iat@gother
direction, this time to Bangladesh.

Bangladesh: Stability and Quality

Bangladesh is another majornter for tablighi jama’at that hosts transnational visitors
from all over the world. The country has a predominantly Muslim ptipalavith a large
number oftablighi participants, and a government, that is tolerant of both local androreig
tablighi. Thebiggest gatherings in the world bringing togethe @iillion people and take
place in Dhaka. The large size of local population involved intabghi practice has
affected the waytablighi is performed in Bangladesh: there is no need for extra ensphasi
on sacrifices to motivate less active Muslim population, like it is indeaki or on extra
care and softness, as it is in India. Instead, the focus is on conima stability of the
effort since it has been established and the critical mass reached

Kyrgyzstan has not reached such large involvemenaldfghi jama’atlike Bangh-
desh, but there are noticeable trends of stability of the movement. fibe pehigh moi
vation and massive engagement has passed. At the same time, the gravatalis with
experience, including Indian experience, has grown and there is nhow mohasésnpn
regularity, stability, and quality of the effoRavathas been more or less recognized by the
government and institutionalized via the central council of Islatimlarsmuftiyat) The
Kyrgyz narrative, which we were following in this section, camticd making sense of these
changes; it can be generalized in the following statement dfablighi: “Allah has sore-
what closed the doors to India and opened dooBatwladesh, so that Kyrgytavatchis
could learn how to keep the effort steady and improve its quality.”

Former Soviet Union and Other Countries: More Sacrifices

The descriptions of travels to the three countries of the Indian sif@oinshow that thei
main purpose is to obtain different kinds of knowledge tadighi experience. Oncda-
vatchisobtain the transnational experience and ground it in several lon¢stiasiele Ky-
gyzstan, they can get permission to travel to some coumtfite formerSoviet Union,
which include Russia, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Azerbaijan, and ngdHa, South K-
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rea, and Turkey. This is the list of countries where Kyrdszatchishave a permission
from the center in Nizamuddin, Delhi to go and whatdighi effort is mostly illegal and
people can be very hostile; that is why only experiemtatchiscan join suchama’ats
Because of the complexity of local situations, these trips are performedffarard way.

In the Indian subcontinemablighis performed aawrding to the Madinah rulgsartip), i.e.
openly, similar to the ways Islam was practiced in Madinah in thestiof the Prophet
(SAW). The practice dfablighi in the countries where it is not welcomed is called Mekkah
tartip, analogous with how Islam waracticed in Mekkah when it was hostile to Muslims.
Jama’atsdo not stay in the mosques and do not make open public talks. Instead, yhey sta
in the houses of localavatchisand give talks and socialize mostly with local residents who
are invited to thge houses. They go to the mosque only for prayers. The links and contacts
davatchisestablished when they traveled to the Indian subcontinentreeeery useful.

Such trips are quite risky and often said to require significant sasiifagama’ats had

been arrested, beaten, and frequently deported.

During such trips transnational linkages of various strength and duragi@stablished
between travelingama’atsand local hostingama’ats In thetablighi narratives, analogies
are often made between Blims who migrated from Mekkah to Madinah durihijra
(muhajirin) and — local residents of Madinatansari) who supported the migrants from
Mekkah and shared with them everything that they had. It is frequentlyomedtthat the
success of Islam camelgrwhen migrants and locals joined their efforts. In a similar way,
Kyrgyz davatchisare portrayed as migrants who left their homelands for spirituabpesp
while communities in the countries they visit are perceived as locals, esddbess of the
tablighi effort lies in the strength of this transnational cooperation.

However, there is another kind of transnational connection which istbrolugh the
various kinds of international travel. These are the connections bidé itteejama’at in
India, which are formed on the basis of language: Rugaiaa’'atsare often formed from
the mix of representatives of the former Soviet Union, most of wbemspeak Russian.
Kyrgyz and Kazakllama’'atsare often joined because they can understand each other very
well. People in ongama’at can travel together for as long as 40 days, after which they have
to return to Nizamuddin, rest there for few days and then joinjaena’ats During those
40 days, people from different countries spend a lot of time together. Theunajram of
atablighijama’atis very intensive and it is mostly based on different kinds of groupi-activ
ty. Davatchishave some free time to spend on rest, the remembrance ofztBgd and
reading of Quran and prayer, but very often eventthis is used for informal talks and
sharing of stories and jokes between membelamé’at Because of such intensive and
interactive schedules, strong bonds and friendships are often estabbsivedriglavatchis
from different countries. The shared transnational experiences aldddgeiheidavatchis
from different mosques in the same country, which becdmpsertant when they return
home.

In this section we followed the transnational paths of Kyidgazatchis In the next se-
tion we will look at the tansnational culture dgblighi travelers including their clothing,
language, and trajectories tdblighi narratives: ideas, stories, and allegories used by
tablighi in their talks and conversations, which help them to reconstructdHd and the
placeof a human being in a new vision.
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6.3 Transnational Tablighi Culture

In this last section of the ethnographic analysis of our article we want¢us bn the tras:
national aspects dhblighi culture in Kyrgyzstan. The most vivid and interesting discu
sions of the culture adavatchisare related to their clothing, language, and narrative.

While Islamic dress for women in Kyrgyzstan does not cause mutdicmliscussion,
thedavatchisclothing style for men is often the most controversial of the @ésladout the
growing influence of Islam in Kyrgyzstan. Because of the Indiaruémite, it became
popular amongdavatchisto wear Indian styl&urtasand sometimes Arabjalabeas In the
narration of davatchis these are traditional Islamic clothing, which they aalhnah
clothes. Such clothing is said to be modest and to properlr coan’s private parts. In
pre-Soviet Central Asia, the clothing style was similar, but during the Speigod it had
almost dsappeared from the larger cities and was replaced by Western style pants and
shirts for men and shorter skirts and blouses for women. For thesmsegtavatchisare
easily noticeable in the streets because of their “strange” outfit, wfigh toiggersnega-
tive reaction of people and comments like: “Why do they put on these Ifférisomen?”
or “These are Pakistani clothes, these are not Kyrgyz clothes.*&pdland long beards,
which are also not so common, add to the controv&ayatchisreply: “Is the business
suit you are wearing, or are the mgkirts modern girls are wearing, traditional Kyrgyz
clothes?” Their position, founded on the fairly revolutionary valuéheflslamic message
they bring into the secular society, has already plabecthtsomewhat in opposition to
mainstream culture and this kind of transnational clothing becomesstie manifestation
of this position and of their connection with a global community oklels. What makes
these clothes transnational is that manthete dresses are not simply imported by traders,
but purchased by participants themselves in their journeys to tha Butigontinent.

The growing demand for more Islamic clothing also generated a hybdakifashion,
where principles of Islamic até are combined with traditional Kyrgyz materials such as
felt and with traditional Kyrgyz ornaments. Such traditional Kyrgyz efegmén a way
legitimize this transnational style of clothing by making it more Kyrd@yansidering the
general trends towardsuilding national identity and growing national politics, this a
proach makes such hybrid Islamic clothes less controversial. Whegzdagatchistravel
to other countries, they contribute to the diversity by showing thesédhgbalized et-
ments of slamic fashion.

Similarly, strong Indian influence is felt in the jargon usedlayatchisin Kyrgyzstan.
Most of the terms related tablighi activity come from Urdu and Arabic, as also shown by
some of the terms used in this article. Being familiahwliem and being able to use them
easily makes a person “one of us” ftavatchisbecause the fluency in such jargon comes
only with experience in the community. However, recently the nationalcdomade a
decision that Kyrgyz translations should be usetiead of Urdu and Arabic words when
referring to the activities oflavatchis This was done to make the complex terminology
more understandable for beginners and forparicipants, in a conscious attempt to leca
ize the transnational language.

The tablighi narrative is perhaps the most important element inghkghi practice.
The main way in which knowledge and stories are exchanged is otablighi makes
sense of the world as he talks about it and mothdighi activities are constructedamd
different kinds of talks: proper sermd@bayan) report(karguzari) announcemenilon),
motivational talk(targib), instructional talk(muzakira) encouragement to joittashkil)
instructions for travelinghidayat) and so on. There are very fewitten references; two
books are most commonly used: Fazeaihal (Virtues of Deeds) and Selected Hadiths,
both written by Maulyana Muhammad Yusuf. Oral tradition, on the dtaed, is extrem:
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ly rich and, because of the grassroot nature of the movemeits darmhsnational character,
it continually expands and diversifies. Structurally it varies frary strict references to
Quran and sayings of the Prophet Muhamrtiaadtlith) to extensive use of stories and all
kinds of allegories and metaphors thgvatchs to simplify and make complex blocks of
Islamic teaching more accessible to common folks, the majority ofmado not have rel
gious education. Narratives differ: some have a more complex line of argame are
difficult to grasp, essentialize, or retell; others are quite straighdfonand easy to reme
ber. It is the latter ones which become widely spread, shared, and transféhaeglis no
complete freedom of interpretation, however. The verses from the Quyrahs) hadiths
of the Prophet (SAW),ral stories of his companions are usually told with great respect
towards their authenticity. The knowledge of these sources is mdfdhrough daily
study circles in the local mosques, and during journeys through the reatifFagaitAmal
and Collectd Hadiths.

However, there is another kind of narrative that has more flexibilityspade forn-
terpretation. This includes stories from everyday life, stories frxperéences of traveling
tablighi, personal ramifications on certain topics, and varlonds of allegories and neet
phors. Because these stories are extensively shared, they are eptdtedly and often
become significantly transformed in the process. Usually, the essenoeisivered, while
details are forgotten. The story often keepss ittain idea, but has new details and makes
use of different examples from the local context to illustrate the e and that makes
the story more understandable for people from the same locality. Sohe tefminology
is lost on the way, while sommew concepts enter the story. With every transmission there
are modifications introduced into it, and one could trace how the stanghes out as it is
shared across the space. Once, Nasritdinov (one of the authors) heard tbé lstoself:
the difficulties and life journeys he experienced before he started practicing isthhoe
his Islamic practice and engagement wiiblighi affected his life. He heard this story
about a year after he shared it with his friends. He recognized himsledf storybecause it
had a very specific story line, but the details and geographic conttia sfory were tota
ly transformed. At another time he heard a story he had brought from &ndiaimilarly,
the essence remained, but details were transformed ificagmiways. This is howablighi
narrative can be said almost to have a life of its own, which is embeddedacative inte-
action and regular oral exchange.

In fact, these stories, which could be called the elements ofdlalin, are nothing new
or specific only to theaablighi practice. They existed for centuries both in India and in
Central Asia. They were not a part of the traditional teachingbeoinoreconservative
Islamic scholarship, but were extensively used by participafnt@rioussufi orders and
brotherhoods. Theufisput less stress on proper Islamic knowledge and more onanedit
tion and travel, as manifested in a figure of a wondedienyish Suchdervishescould not
carry libraries of books with them, but instead were mgléxtensive use of stories and
metaphors when explaining Islamic concepts. In Kyrgyzstan,tetling has even more
importance than in many other cultures around the world. The Kyrgyzamavef the most
outstanding oral history traditions (Hewitt, 2012). The legendary Kyrggic Manas
(Kuchemkulkyzy, 2005) is the longest epic in the world. Kyrgyz people alapgy=eciated
interesting stories and skillful storytellefakyns)and themselves were very attentive li
teners. Islamic concepts were weaved into these stories with othgyzKnaditions,
worldviews, and histories.

What changed today, and what is of the main interest to this paper, is tfiede
transnationbcharacter and exchange of these narratives. With such large number of Kyrgyz
davatchistraveling to the Indian subcontinent and to countries of the former Sdnieh
and beyond, and with few but regular foreigima’ats coming to Kyrgyzstan, a large
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transnational geographic space is spreading from South Korea, the Fan&aébngolia,

to the Western borders of Russian Federation and the Southern tips radigmedubcorit

nent that serves as a platform for the exchange, spreading, and mpwetatimns of these
narrativesTablighi narratives become transnational. On the one hand, the narratives inco
porate a variety of cultural interpretations and ground these intdipnstén diverse social,
historical, and economic contexts. On the other hareket stories often become deseri
tions of something distant and exotic, which makes them even more finigries the
people from many localities.

Therefore, what makeblighi narrative unique is this translocal, transnational, and
transformative character embedded in the intensity of interactionssatsogertical and
horizontal structural elements discussed earlier in this article. Thisnistisimg that is not
common for many other, more conservative, religious practicemamdtives. This gives
us a final piece of evidence to use in our argumentiafaighi jama’atbeing a transnatie
al religious network.

7. Conclusion

This paper described how multidirectiomablighi religious networks become transnational
because they are not based on passive acceptance or rejection of ideas from outside, but
active engagement with these ideas in the places of their origin, madelg@bssiause of
regular and significant traveling across national borders. We trieartiay the mechanism

of how this is done through the example of tlaevatchis or tablighi jama’atmembers in
Kyrgyzstan. We did so by looking at the structures of religmcttvities of Kyrgyzda-
vatchisand their travels abroad in order to understand the nature and influeratigiofis
crossborder relationships and transnational networking. We analyzed tramnslocal
narratives from the Soutliast Asian homeland ¢&blighi are “translated” into lode&Kyr-

gyz narratives and then “exported” to the countries of the former Sdmieh and to T

key, South Korea, and Mongolia. We followed these discourse trajectarigbei
ethnographies oflavatchiswho travel across borders and in the tremsl narraives,
styles of life, clothes, mutual support, and religious actor n&svdre study highlighted

the specific forms of Muslim networking emerging from crbesder and crossulture
activities in the name of Islam. We emphasized both the fluidities ianarthies of social
relations among thdavatchisand analyzed the interconnectedness of networks that cross
nationstate boundaries. Findings from this study allow us to have beiderstanding of
transnational religious networks. While we could retuas for the Kyrgyztablighi ja-
ma’at the more than one directed transnational nature of the network, it reopa@nsow
other religious movements are exercised in Central Asia and howdtiamsh they are.

Glossary of Terms

davat local Central Asiatierm for the preaching of Islam.
davatchi local Central Asian term for someone who is engaged intethkghi
practice.

dervishs persons, who are known for their extreme poverty and aysthr this
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respect, dervishes are most similar to mendicansfria

Fethullah Gilen

movement

hajj
hijabs

hijjra
jama’at

jilbabs

Laylat atQadr

sunnah

is a transnational civic society movement inspired by the teachings of
Turkish Islamic scholar Fethullah Gulen. His teachings have attfeact
large number of supporters in Turkey, Central Asia and incregsingl
other partof the World.

is the Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia.

Islamic head cover for women, which covers the hair and neck and leaves
the face open.

the migration of the Prophet Muhammad (SAW) and his companions
from Mecca to Media

group; in this paper it has two meanings: 1) in referenabedablighi
jama’at as a movement, and 2) to the specific small groupslighi
travelers.

traditional Arabic women dresses, which are long and loose; theyr cov
the enire body leaving open only the head and hands.

Night of Power; a special night in the wholly month of Ramadannwhe
different kinds of worship are particularly recommended

practice of the Prophet Muhammad (SAW).
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sufi a practitioner of the tradition @ufism a special Islamic sub stgvoup,
which puts stress on meditation practices.

tablighi movement for the revival of Islam, which originated in India in theyearl
20th century.

tajik is a general designation for a wide range of Peisgaking people of
Iranic origin.

taliban is an Islamic fundamentalist militant movement. It gained diplomatic
recognition from three states: Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the Uxited
ab Emirates.

uyghur a Turkic ethnic group livingn Eastern and Central Asia.

wahhabism is a conservative branch 8tinnilslam.
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