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Post-.Soviet Hagiography and the 
Reconstruction of the Naqshbandi 
Tradition in Contemporary Uzbekistanı 

VERNONJAMESSCHUBEL 

Since its independence from the formei Soviet Union in 1992, there has been a 
tremendous resurgence of interest in Sufism among the people of Uzbekistan. One 
element of this renewed interest has been the appearance of numerous books, 
pamphlets, newspaper articles and television and radio broadcasts on the lives and 
teachings of the great awliyii of Central Asia. These "post-Soviet hagiographies," 
presented almost entirely in the Uzbek language, rather than in Russian, are playing 
a crucial role in the process of the eeconstruction of the Sufi tradition-especially the 
Naqshbandiyya-in Uzbekistao. 

In pre-Soviet Central Asia, belief in the awliyii-i Allah as the spiritual successors 
to the Prophet was an essential element of Islami c piety. Central Asians, like 
Muslims elsewhere, believed that the awliyii were privy to seeret knowledge and pas­
sessed miraculous powers. Several of the great transnational tariqas, including the 
Naqshbandiyya, Kubrawiyya and Yasawiyya, originated in the region. 

The Naqshbandiyya tariqa, in particular, was a crucial religious and cultural insti­
tution, and living sheikhs of this tradition played iınportant roles in their society. 
Tombs of the most famous Naqshbandi awliyii were irnportant sites of pilgrimage 
not only for Central Asians, but for Muslims from throughout the lslamic world; sim­
ilarly, numerous less well-known local shrines served as regional centers of pilgrim­
age ziyariit. 

Along with ziyariit, oral and written narratives about the lives of the awliyii 
played a crucial role in Central Asian piety. Through stories of the awliyii, ordinary 
Muslirns become aware of their moral and spiritual teachings, as well as the general 
worldview of Sufism. Through these narratives, belief in the awliyii became part of 
the culture ata basic !eve!, providing individuals with what Victor Tumer has called 
the "root paradigms" of Islam, instilling beliefs and attitudes in an existential rather 
than purely cognitive and didactic manner.2 In Central Asia, this was true both at the 
!eve! of "high culture"-through the Chagatay poetry of Navai'i and Mashrab and 
the highly sophisticated Persian tazkirah (hagiography) tradition-and at the "popu­
lar !eve!" through countless oral narratives about the awliyii . 

During the Soviet period, much of the continuity of Central Asi an Islam with its 
pası, including the Sufi tradition, was irreparably disrupted. Under the official state 
doctrine of "scientific atheism," Islami c institutions w ere destroyed or deformed by 
the Soviet govemrnents. U nder Stalin, 'ıılamii and pirs were killed and madrasahs 

1 The research for this paper was conducted in U zbekistan from September 1995 through April 1996 
under the auspices of an !REX Advanced Research Fellowship. I wish to thank IREX for the generous 
support. 

2 Victor Tumer, D ra mas, Fie/ds, and Metaplıors: Symbo/ic Action in Human Society. Comeli Uni­
versity Press, lthaca, 1974, p. 64. 
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were closed.3 Contrary to the theories of cold war sovietologists like Alexandre 
Benningsen, it seems that the once tbriving Naqshbandiyya tariqa system was nearly 
completely rooted out. On arecent research sabbatical in Tashkent, I was told on more 
than one occasion that for all in ten ts and purposes the classical institution of pir-murid 
(the relationship between Sufı master and disciple) has been utterly destroyed. Thus, 
perhaps the most authentic and significant element of the Sufı tradirion, has been erad­
icated from Central Asia, and in the opinion of many Uzbeks, sympathetic to the Sufi 
tradition, there is little chance that it can be revived ina meaningful way. 

The tradition of hagiography also suffered during the Soviet period. Not only was 
the Russian language given precedence over Uzbek to the extent that many educated 
Uzbeks know it better than their mother tongue, but under Stalin the seripts of the 
Central Asian languages, including Uzbek, were changed to the slavic Cyrillic, 
which among other things rendered most Uzbeks illiterare in relation to books writ­
ten in the Arabic script.4 While the works of important medieval writers !ike Navai'i 
continued to be published in the new script during the Soviet period, they were 
greatly censored. Thus, literature which was steeped in the Islamic mystical tradi­
tion of Sufısm had all references to God or the Prophet Muhammad or the four 
Caliphs expunged. Uzbeks lost touch with their past and, as is the case with colo­
nized peoples everywhere, many people began to accept their colonizers' belief that 
their indigenous culture was parochial, backwards and inferior. 

Even at the oral level there was a disruption in the hagiographical tradition. Many 
parents purposely avoided teaching their children too much about Islam for fear of 
the repercussions it would have on their futures, if they were identified as believers. 

However, since independence there has been a resurgence of Sufi literature, 
including hagiographical materials. The period around independence saw the pub­
lication for the fırst time of unexpurgated versions of classical Chagatay literature in 
Cyrillic script. Sirnilarly, there has been a veritable flood of modem Sufı literature 
published in Uzbek. Bookstores throughout the country are well-stocked with books 
on Sufıs and Sufısm. For a variety of reasons the govemment has been supportive of 
the literary reconstrucrion of the Sufi tradition as ıı. fundamental aspect of the "altin 
meros" or "golden heritage" of the nation, and it has made the celebration of the lives 
of medieval Sufi awliya a centerpiece of its nation-building agenda.5 

The Re-creation of History in U zbekistan 
The eeconstruction of the Sufi tradition is part of a larger reconstruction of 

medieval history. For a variety of reasons, the Uzbek government has especially 
encouraged the examination of the "altin meros" and the great medieval cultural flo­
rescence of Ceı:ıtral Asia, while simultaneously discouraging scholarly inquiry into 
the Soviet period. While the Soviet period is often briefly deseribed in the intro­
duction to books dealing with the "altin meros" as a period of oppression in which 
culture and religion wer:e destroyed, there is little systematic histoncal study of the 
Soviet period. Instead, the officially encouraged history focuses on the glories of the 

3 Nazif Shahrani, "Central Asia and lhe Challenge of the Soviet Legacy," Cemral Asia Survey. 12/2 
(1993), 123-135. 

4/bid., p. 131. 
5 For a general overview of this process, see Thierry Zarcone, "Sufı Movements: Search for Jdentity 

and Jslamic Resurgence," in K. Warikoo (ed.), Centrol Asia: Emerging New Order, Haranand, 1995, pp. 
63-75. 
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The mosque belonging ıo ıhe ıomb complex of Saha' al-Din Naqshband in Bukhara 
(E. özdalga, 1 999). 

medieval past, particularly the Timurid period.6 This reconstruction of medieval 
history, of course, involves the reconstruction of the Sufi Islamic tradition and more 
particularly the Naqshbandiyya.7 

The Sufi Islamic Past 
Perhaps no other aspect of Uzbekistan's past was so maligned under the Soviet 

system as Islam. Islam and Islamic institutions-including Sufisın-were constantly 
blamed for the "backwardness" of the Uzbeks, which, in turn, justified their colo­
nization by the Russians and Soviets. With independence, Uzbeks were probably 
more interested in gaining access to information about Islam than any other facet of 
their past. Despite its apparent support for the retum of Islam as a religion, the 
current regime is in many ways fearful of religious resurgence. Current govemment 
officials and academics were themselves schooled in the former system which made 
antipathy to religion a comerstone of its policy. Many offıcials fear the rise of re­
ligious political movements- like those in Algeria or Iran- which would challenge 
their authority. Nonetheless, it seems that the government sees the rehabilitation of 
Sufism as a way to feed its people's yearning for a connection with Islam ina way 
that does not threaten the state. 

6 For a detailed discussion of the new emphasis on Amir Timur and the Timurids, see Stephen 
Hegarty, "The Rehabilitation ofTemur: Reconsırucıing National History in Contemporary Uzbekistan," 
Cemral Asio Monitor, l (1995), 28-33. 

7 The Naqshbandiyya is so inıimately a part of the "altin meros" that it is impossible to preseni the 
history of Timurid Turkestan w ithout reference ı o it. Of course the govemıneni al so emphasizes the mo re 
obviously Turkic Iradition of the Yasawiyya toriqo. Buı the Naqshbandi Iradition is bonoredasa truly 
Turkic toriqa, even ıhough Bahauddin wroıe in Persian. Many wriıers , including Arif Usman spend a 
great dea! of time defending the Naqshbandiyya asa Turkic Sufi order-pointing outthat Navai'i was a 
Naqshbandi murid and he cenainly was a crucial ereatar of Uzbek Turkic identity. Because the 
Naqshbandi are an importanı phenomenon on the world stage there is a great dea! of national pride 
involved in maintaining iıs legacy. The Yasawi Iradition on the other harıd largely died outevenin 
Turkestan. lt is more localized, politically more relevant to Pan-Turkism than to global Islam. 
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The absence of actual Sufı orders allows the state to sponsor Sufısm as a complex 
of ideas and practices divorced from institutions that might challenge its authority. 
Although the Sufı tariqas as institutions were largely destroyed under Stalin, a variety 
of manifestations of Sufısm, including the patranage of mystical healers and pilgrimage 
to shrines, have become once more popular with the people and form a basis for a kind 
of Islamic practice which shows a continuity w ith pre-Communist Islami c piety. 

The practice of ziyariit (pilgrimage or visit to the tomb of a saint) is a particularly 
visible continuity with the past. Altbough ziyartit was discouraged in the Soviet peri­
od and roany tombs fell into disrepair, it never completely ceased. Some of the more 
im portant shrines w ere, in fact, well maintained as museums. Currently, pilgrimage to 
the tombs of im portant awliyii has re-emerged as a popular manifestation of Islamic 
piety. The tomb of Baha'al-Din Naqshband near Buk.hara isonce more thriving as a 
place of ziyarcit not only for Uzbeks and other Central Asians but also for Muslims 
from around the world. The tombs of other Khojagan awliyö. , such as Mir Kuıaı and 
Abdulkbaliq Ghijduwani, have also re-emerged as centers of ziyarö.t. In fact, the tomb 
of Baha'al-Din Naqshband's pir Mir Kulal, which had falten into ruin under the 
Soviets, has recently been completely rebuilt w ith the help of Pakistan i nıurids. 8 

Similarly, classical Sufi poetry survives ina variety of forrns, for example, in the 
lyrics of pop u lar son gs. The republication of the mystical poetry of Mashrab, Na va i 'i 
and Yasa w i in a complete and uncensored form not only provides new access to the 
Islamic heritage of the pre-Soviet past but also provides evidence that despite the 
political continuities with the Soviet past, society has, from the standpoint of re­
ligious freedom, indeed transformed for the better since the end of the Soviet Union. 

Post -Soviet Hagiography 
The post-Independence period has seen the ri se of a form of literary and scholar­

ly writing which is sometimes referred to as "post-Soviet hagiography," a kind of 
writing which now fills the bookstores and scholarly joumals.9 Not surprisingly 
much of these materials concems the Naqshbandi tradition and its role in the history 
and culture of U zbekistan and Central Asia. The year 1993 w as officially recognized 
as the 675th birth anniversary ofBaha' al-Din Naqshband (and the 900th anniversary 
of Ahrnad Yasawi); and that year saw a remarkable flurry of writings about 
Naqshbandi tradition. 

There are tluee major types of Naqshbandi Literature being published in contempo­
rary Uzbekistan. The first is the publication of medieval Chagatay literature 
transliterated into Cyrillic. This category includes the republication of Alisher 
Navai'i's poetry, including his clearly mystical Sufı works such asLisan at-Tail·, his 
reteliing of Attar's Mantiq ut-Tair (The Conference of the Birds) in Chagatay Turki, 
and a variety of other Chagatay works connected to the Naqshbandi tradition. Often 

8 This resurgence of ziyarat is not limited to Naqshbandi sites. Just across the border from 
Uzbekistan in the city of Turkestan in the Republic of Kazakhstan, the tomb of Ahmad Yasawi­
curreotly under a major reconstruction effort by the Turkish govemment-isa center of pilgrimage for 
lhe entire region. Even in Tashkenr. sametimes referred to as "the capital of atheism," the tom b of the 
Yasawi sainl, Zangi Ota, is under renovation and has become a thriving center of ziyarat. Lesser 
known si tes such as the tomb of sheikh Antaur located in downtown Tashkent have al so been revived 
as local centers of ziyarat. Ziyarat activities, including the ritual slaughter of animals and the 
communal distribution of food, wEıich had been discouraged during the Soviet period, now have the 
tacit approval of the govemment. 

9 I w as fırst made aware of this term by Iliyar Karlmav a scholar at the Oriental Institute, who has 
also studied al Indiana University. 
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At the greveyard of Baha' al-Din Nakshband (d. 1389) in Kasr-i 'Arifan in the viciniıy of 
Bukhara (E. özdalga, 1999) 

these works include introductions which not only deseribe the circumstances of the 
author's life but juxtapose the suppression of Islam in the Soviet period, when such 
works could not be published, with the situation since independence. 

A second category includes translations of works from Persian and Arabic. A 
variety of classical biographies of Baha' al-Din Naqshband are available including a 
translation of Abul Muhsin Muhammad Bakir ibn Muham.mad Ali's Maqamat-i 
Klıoja Bahauddin NaqslıbandlO as Bahauddin Balogardan. Surprisingly, Ali Safı's 
Raslıahat-ı 'Ai n al-Hayat- probably the most im portant and frequently cited hagio­
graphical source for the Naqshbandiyya in Central Asia-has not been republished 
in a complete translation, although portions of it have appeared in a variety of 
journals, including Mııloqot, the official journal of the ruling party.ıı 

Anather category of this literature consists of contemporary hagiographies of 
medieval awliyti based on primary sources. These include books, pamphlets, and 
newspaper articles written both by journalists and academics. One such work is 
Sadridrlin Salim Bukhari's Dilda Yar, a popular work on Baha' al-Din Naqshband.ı2 
Professor Bukhari is a professor of literature at the University in Bukhara and was 
perhaps most famous in the Soviet period for translating Goethe into Uzbek. He has 
also translated medieval hagiographical literature from Persian into Uzbek. 

Di/da Yarisa curious and diverse work. Published in 1993. its contents include: 
a brief biography of Baha' al-Din Naqshband,l3 a chapter devoted to the nature of 
tariqa,l4 a discussion of Naqshbandi doctrine as presented in the Rashalıö.r,ıs a 
description of the rules and adab of the Naqshbandiyya tariqa as presented in a 
speech by a visiting Khalidi sheikh from Turkey in 1991,16 and selections of relevant 

10 Abu Muhsin Muhammad Bakr b. Muhammad Ali, Balıouddin Bologordon, Muhammadkhan 
Makhdum Hasankhan Makhdumoghli (trans.), Yazuvchi, Tashkent, 1993. 

1 1 See for example Muloqot, 7-8, 1995. pp. 57-61. 
12 Sadriddi n Salim Bukhari, Di/do Yar: Hazrat Bolıouddin Noqslıbond, Ghafur Ghulam Nomidagi 

Adabiyat va San'aı, Tashkent, 1993. 
13 lbid., pp. 3-20. 
14/bid., pp. 20-33. 
15 lbid., pp. 64-70. 
16/bid., pp. 71-75. 
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poetry by Mashrab, Alisher Navai'i, Sufi Allahyar, and Babur.l7 This book, which 
was readily available in bookstores throughout the country, was one of the sources 
that people would frequently recommend when I told them I was interested in Sufism. 

The book is clearly intended as an introduction to the Naqshbandiyya tradition. 
The autbor carefully explains concepts such as ilm la-dunni (knowledge directly 
from God) and phenomena !ike the Uwaysiyyah tarikat to an audience that is large­
ly ignorant of the basic elements of the Sufi worldview.ıs He also presents a variety 
of sources stressing the im portance of the fact that B aha' al-Din Naqsbband received 
training not only from living sheikhs but also from the g/ıayb-particularly from 
Abdulkhaliq Ghijduvani. Like most writers on the Naqshbandiyya, he emphasizes 
Bahii' al-Din Naqshband's teaching of silent zikr.ı9 A significant element of this 
book is the way in which it stresses the ancestry of Baba' al-Din Naqshband on his 
father's side back from Ja'far As-Sadiq through Husayn b. Ali to Ali b. Abu Talib, 
drawing ona work entitled Tulifatul Ansab. While he also mentions that Baba' al-Din 
isa descendant of Abu Bakr Siddiq on his mother's side, he seems to emphasize the 
'Alid silsila over the Bakri one.20 

Dil da Yar contains a variety of stories about B aha' al-Din Naqshband that 
emphasize his solidarity with the poor and the downtrodden. In one such story he 
refuses the food of a king explaining that kingship is not legitimate labor and thus 
the food offered by a king is not ha/a/.21 This not only emphasizes B aha' al-Din 's 
preference for ordinary working people over rulers, but also gives evidence of the 
importance the Naqshbandi sheikhs gave to the necessity of honest Iabor-an 
important theme in all of this literature. Anather anecdote notes that the saint's 
hands always smelled of earth because in the dark of night when no one was lock­
ing he would crawl along the roads and clear away thorns and stones so that blind 
or infırın persons would not step on them. He did this at night so that no one would 
see him performing his good deed.22 Throughout, Baha' al-Din is presented as a 
perfect exponent of devation and humility. In one story he is even shown kissing 
the footprints of a dog and crying, saying that Sufıs should learn purity of love for 
God from dogs, who are symbols of obedience and humility.23 

In an obvious rejection of "scientific atheism" the author of Dilda Yar accepts the 
authenticity of miracles and presents several examples of them. In one such story 
Baha' al-Din, while stili under the tutelage of his pir, Mir Kulal, burned his winter 
cloak by throwing it in to the flames of an oven. Up on learning of this his pir respand­
ed by te ll ing him that he stili had need of it and he should retrieve it. B aha' al-Din 
noted that this was impossible, as the cloak had surely already purned away. But Mir 
Kuliii responded that the cloak had been upon his shoulders all these years while he 
was buming in the fire of love and it had not been harmed. Thus, if it had not been 
harmed by spiritual fıre, how could it be harmed by earthly flames? Baha' al-Din 
then miraculously removed the cloak. undarnaged from the fıre.24 

This story resonates with a number of stories told in Central Asian hagiographi­
cal literature about awliya who are able to enter in_to fire an~ not be burned.25 It also 

17 lbid., pp. 53-64. 
18 lbid., pp. 7-9. 
19/bid., pp. 3-19. 
20 lbid., p. 4. 
21 lbid., pp. 14-16. 
22/bid., p. 13. 
23 lbid., p. 13. 
24 lbid., p. 5. 
25 For a fascinating discussion of this metaphor in Yasawiyan hagiography see Devon DeWeese, 

Islamizatian and Native Religion in the Golden Horde: Baba Tul.:les and Com•ersion to Islam in 
Histarical and Epic Tradition, Pensylvania Staıe University, Universily Park, 1994, pp. 243-289. 
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provides a striking example of the necessity of obedience in the pir-nwrid relation­
ship and the ability of pirs to perform karamat or miraeles- all constant themes 
within the larger Naqshbandi tradition and the Sufi tradition in general. 

Like other authors, Sadriddin Salim Bukhari stresses the important role played by 
Baha' al-Din Naqshband and the Naqshbandiyya tradition on Uzbek literature and 
history- in particolar his influence on Navai'i.26 To this end he presents examples of 
poetry by important figures dealing with Baha' al-Din Naqshband. Thus, Dilda Yar 
not only functions to reconstruct the Sufi tradition, it also helps in the construction 
of a national Uzbek identity. 

Another major writer of Naqshbandi hagiographical literature is Arif Usman, 
formerly Arif Utmanov, a professor of history at the Al-Biruni Oriental Institute in 
Tashkent. Among his works is a sh ort booklet on the life and teachings of B aha' al- · 
Din Naqshband, Balıauddin Naqslıband va Uning Ta' linıati Haqida21 (On Baha' al­
Din Naqshband and his Teaching) and a ·similar booklet on the Yasawiyyan pir, 
Zangi Ota.28 He has also published numerous newspaper and journal articleş and 
appears regularly on television and radio discussing the lives of the awliyii. One of 
the key themes of Arif U sman 's works is the reconciliation of the apparent histerical 
contradictions between the various tariqas of Central Asia. He stresses the common 
source of the Naqshbandiyya and Yasawiyya tariqas in the person of Yusuf 
Hamdani, whose tomb lies not far from the Uzbek border near the city of Merv in 
neighboring Turkmenistan. As he frequently argues, Yusuf Hamdani's klıalifas 
included Ahmed Yasawi, the founder of the Yassawiyya tariqa - and a spiritiual 
ancestor of the B ek tashis- and Khoja Abdulkhaliq Ghijduvani, who is part of the sil­
si/o of Baha' al-Din Naqshband.29 Not only hashemade this argument in print on 
more than one occasion, but I have seen him on television presenting pictures of his 
trip to the tomb of Yusuf Hamdani, explaining this connection to the Uzbek-speak­
ing television audience. This argument not only reconciles apparently contradictory 
elements in Central Asian religious history but also presents to Uzbeks- who have 
long been taught that their culture was inferior to that of the Russians-a visian of 
their culture as one that played a central role in Islamic and, thus, world history. 

Despite his training in the Soviet academy, Prof. U sman has made a clear break 
with some of the most important themes of Soviet-era scholarship by thoroughly and 
explicitly rejecting the doctrine of "scientific atheism." For example, Prof. Usman's 
writings like those of Sadridrlin Salim Bukhari, accept the authenticity of the miracles 
of the Central Asian awliyii, ignoring the Soviet rejection of mirades as superstition. 

Like Dil da Yar, Arif Usman's Balıauddin Naqshband va Un ing Ta' limati Haqida is 
designed as an introductory text on Sufism for persons with little or no previous know­
ledge. He presents a brief biography of B aha' al-Din Naqshband,30 a brief description 
of the eleven rules of the Naqshbandiyya,3 t a lengthy discussion of the political and 
social activism of the Naqshbandis with a detailed discussion of the slogan Dil ha Yar, 
Dası ba Kar,32 ("the heart w ith the Friend, the han d at work") a discussion of the role 
of Naqshbandi sheikhs in rebellions against the Russians and other colonial 
powers,33 and the importance of "humanism" in the thought of Sufis (including a 

26 Bukhari, ibid., pp. 53-63. 
27 Arif Usman, Balıauddin Naqslıband ı•a Uning Ta'/imali Haqida, U niversite!, Tashkent, 1993. 
28 Turghun Faiziev and Arif Usmanov, Zangi Ota, Uzbekisıan Respublikasi Khalq Ta'Jimi 

Vazirligi T. H. Qari-Niyazi U zbekistan Pedagogika Fa nlar Ilmi-Tadqiqaı Insıiıuıi, Tashkenı, 1993. 
29 Usman, ibid., pp. 9-10, 25-27. 
30 lbid., pp. 9-14. 
31/bid .. pp. 14-17. 
32/bid., pp. 17-21. 
33 lbid., pp. 21 -23. 
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fascinating d iscussion of walıdat ul-wujud).34 He devates a significant portion of the 
book to showing the connections between the Yassawiyya and the Naqshbandiyya 
and the im portance of the Naqshbandi tarlqa as an order that united Turki and Ta jik 
speakers-an significant point to make in a country where ethnic and linguistic 
conflict is a real possibility.35 Thus, he covers a lot of ground in 32 brief pages. He 
closes his book with a call to the people to remember in a proper manner the life and 
works of B aha' al-Din Naqshband in the upcoming anniversary year of his birth (1993) 
and w ith a quotation from President Karimov about the need of the people to h on or the 
great persons of their past including Ahmad Yasawi and Baha' al-Din Naqshband.36 

Other important sources of hagiography are newspaper and journal articles. In 
1994, a paperback was publisbed collecting representative newspaper and journal 
accounts of Sufism which had been published since independence. Entitled Glıaiblar 
Klıailidan Yangan Clıiraglı (The Lamp that Burns from the Hidden Ones), it was 
readily available in an inexpensive edilion throughout the country.37 lt collected a wide 
variety of materials, including scholarly anides and journalistic accounts of the Sufi 
tradition. Arif U sman provided materials for this work,38 as di d Najmuddin Kamilov­
a talented scholar who has hirnself written a remarkable hagiography of Najmuddin 
Kubra39_who wrote an excellent chapter on the basic ideas of tasawwuf. İslamic 
mysticism, anda histarical outline of the Sufi tradition.40 An important theme present 
in many of the articles was the people's tragic lack of knowledge about religion asa 
result of the Soviet experience and the need to correct the slanders against Islam that 
were a central part of the previous system. 

This is an important objective of post-Soviet writing on Sufism- to counter the 
ideas about the awliyii that were taught as part of the Soviet educational system. lt 
should be remembered that there was very little actually taught, even in the Uzbek 
language-medium schools, about the awliyii. What was taught was generally nega­
tive-although certain aspects of Naqshbandi teaching were seen as superior to 
other forms of Sufism. The slogan Dil ba Yar, Dası ba Kar (see above) was a 
notian which could be reconciled w ith a kind of proto-socialism as the Naqshbandis 
demanded that their murids work for a living rather than beg or receive public 
remuneration for religious practices. This was a Sufism that valued the Iabor of the 
working class.41 Sirnilarly, Arif Usman sees the early Naqshbandis as practicing 
hurfikrlik (free thought) and gumanism (humanism).42 

Stili, in the Soviet period the Naqshbandiyya-and Sufism in general-were pre­
sented as tools of the state u sed to control th.e lives of working peopJe. For example, 
the fifteenth-century Naqshbandi saint, Khoja Al)rar, was commonly portrayed as: 
(1) a large feudal land owner who used his religious status to oppress the peasantry, 
(2) a riva! and enemy of the poet Navai'i, and (3) a signatory to the unjust death 
warrant against Ulugh Beg.43 Despite his important role in Central Asian history 
there was little d iscussion of his life in school beyond this. Thus, one of the fırst tasks 

34 lbid., pp. 23-26. 
35 lbid., pp. 26-31. 
36 Jbid., p. 32. 
37 Shamuhiddin Mansurov (ed.), Glıaiblar Kitailidan Yangan Clıiraglı, Tashkenı, Uzbeldsıan, 1994. 
38 lbid., pp. 134-147. 
39 Najmiddin Kamilov, Najmiddin Kubra, Abdullah Qadiri Nomidagi Khalq Merosi, Tashkenı, 1995. 
40 Mansurov, ibid., pp. 13-58. 
41 M. A. Usmanov (ed.), ls/am: Spral'oclmik, Uzbek Sovet Encyclopediasi Bosh Redaksia, Tashkenı, 

1989, p. 67. 
42 U sman, ibid .• pp. 10-1 l. 
43 Arif U sman, "Hiıoyo Hindgacha Mashur Edi," Taslıkeni Okslıomi, Novemlıer 23, 1994. p. 3. See 

also, Usmanov, ibid., p. 275. 
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of this new hagiographical tradition is to make available new versions of the history, 
. which tend to recoqstruct the liVes of the awliyii in a more favorable light. 

An article written on the life of Khoja Abrar by Arif Usman in the journal 
Tashkent Okshomi, published on November 23, 1994 entitled, "Hitoyo Hindgacha 
Mashhur Edi" (He was Famous as Far Away as China and India) provides a good 
example of this. In the beginning of his article Professor U sman argues that Sufism 
is a part of the culture and values of the region which has influenced the whole 
world- a fact.which is affirmed by the number of European and American ori­
entalisrs interested in the tradition. He quotes the farned academic, Professor Wahid 
Zahidov, who told him in the 1970s that the people were looking forward to the time 
when they would have access Lo the "golden manuscripts" that have been stored in 
the institutes "as the mother's milk of the culture." Now that "blessed day" has come, 
he argues, and it is the task of scholars to bring out the true nature of that culture. In 
the rest of his article Arif Usman takes ori the Soviet version of Khoja Al)rar as 
a feudal landiord-a charge which he dismisses as slanderous and baseless. 
Usman stresses several themes. One is Khoja Al)rar's unbroken silsila to the 
Prophet, which is the source of the saint's authority. He also rıotes Khoja Al)rlir's 
familial connections on his mother's and father's sides with great awliyii. Professor 
Uthrnan also addresses the issue of miracles by narrating how during a childhood 
illness K.hoja AJ:ırar slept in the tomb of his ancestor Hazrati Kaffal al-Shashi in 
Tashkent. That night he was visited both by the aforementioned wali and Hazrat Isa 
in a dream. Not only was he healed of his illness, but Khoja AJ:ıd\r was also given 
the power to start the "dead hearts of corpses"-interpreted metaphorically by Prof. 
U sman as the ability to tum worldly selfish people into murids merely by easting his 
glance upon them.44 This is a common theme in Central Asian hagiography. 
Najmuddin Kamilov presents a similar story in his remarkable book on the life of 
Najmiddin Kubra where a merchant is turned into a murid by a mere glance during 
a sohbat (conversation).45 

Prof. Usman also counters the story of animosity between Khoja AJ:ırar _and 
Navai 'i by quoting the poet on the greatness of the saint, whose murids andfirmans 
(edicts) stretched throughout the Muslim world and were famous as faraway as 
China and İndia. The article ends with a cal! to scholars to serve the country by 
recovering for the youth the real history of the awliyii .46 This is certainly the case 
in Uzbekistan. People trained as orientalisrs in the last regime are now functioning 
as the cultural transmitters of a forgotten past. To this end, numerous newspaper 
articles of this kind have been written by scholars from the academic institutes 
pointing out what they see as the calumny of Soviet writing about the awliyii and 
presenting their own respanses to it. 

The Reconstruction of the Naqshbandi Tradition in 
U zbekistan 
There are a variety of writings on the Naqshbandi tradition available in modern 

Uzbek. Everything from the translation of classical materials to tri-lingual abridge­
ments of the writings of Idries Shah in English, Russian and Uzbek. 47 S ome empha-

44 Usman, "Hitoyo Hindgacha," p. 3. 
45 Kamilov, ibid., p. 25. 
46 Usman, "Hitoyo Hindgacha," p. 3. 
47 ldries Sh ah, Order of Nakslıbandi, Tashkent, U zbekistan, 1993. 
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size the s/ıari'a-mindedness of the Naqshbandi path and some the lımfikrlik and 
humanism of the awliya. Most emphasize the importance of obedience to one' s pir, 
the existence of the ghayb and the efficacy of belief in the awliya for obtaining 
spiritual and material ends-all comman themes w i thin the Sufi tradition throughout 
the Islamic world. 

At fırst glance, there is little different in these post-Soviet writings from what one 
might encounter, for example, in modern South Asian hagiographies. But the intel­
leetual and religious co n text of post-Soviet U zbekistan means that readers are us ing 
these materials in a very different way from their co-religionists in South Asia. 
While British colonialism in South Asia attempted to control religion within limits, 
it never attempted to destroy it at its roots. South Asian hagiographies are written 
for an audience that has maintained connections with its religious past. It is unlike­
ly that a person reading a spiritual biography in Urdu in Karachi or Delhi would 
have no familiarity w ith the basic concepts of the Sufi tradition. On the other hand, 
the Soviet system attempted to destroy religion as part of its official position of 
"scientific atheism." In many ways it was extremely successfui.48 Many people in 
U zbekistan have only a cursory idea about the nature of the Sufi tradition. The work 
of a writer !ike Arif U sman is based on class i cal sources. Thus, it emphasizes major 
themes comman throughout the tradition-the authority of the awliyii , the necessity 
of obedience to one's pir, the ability of awliyii to work miracles, the danger 
involved in showing disrespect to the awliya , the need to seek humility and not 
judge people by outward station or state. But Professor Usman is not reminding his 
audience of something they have known since childhood; he is teaching persons 
who have been raised with an ignorance of and antipathy to the basic ideas of the 
Sufi tradition. 

The themes in these works have in many ways been forgotten by the current gen­
eration, which has been cut off from the Sufi tradition for decades. Clearly Arif 
Usman is trying to re-educate a new generation. And as the government has no objec­
tion to this emerging literary Sufism, he and others !ike him are more than free to 
publish such works. There is very little here that challenges the state's nation-build­
ing agenda. In fact, these works aid in that agenda. 

Despite its resonance with the larger Sufi tradition, the literary reconstruction of 
the Naqshbandi tradition in Uzbekistan does, however, distinguish irself from 
Naqshbandi Sufism in other places in several significant ways. The first and most 
obvious is the lack of a thriving pir-murid tradition. Thus, perhaps the most impor­
tant theme in Sufi hagiography is the one that is hardest to articulate in the current 
Uzbek environment. 

The awliyii are both objects of devation and paradigms of devotional allegiance­
achievingfanafi-slıeiklı (spiritual annhilation in one's sheikh) through their devation 
to their pirs, a devation which the rest of us should imitate. This is a major theme in 
the hagiography being published in contemporary Uzbekistan. Devation to one's pir 
is a major virtue, the highest evidence of one's sainthood. Contemporary hagio­
graphical writings emphasize this virtue, and yet in Uzbekistan, this is in many ways 
an impossible virtue to articulate, as living pirs are fe w and far between. 

One of the most interesting characteristics of writing about the Naqshbandi tra­
dition in Uzbekistan is the lack of attention given to Ahmad Sirbindi and the 
Mujaddidi tradition and its offshoots. Given the fact that the Mujaddidi tradition has 
become so dominant within the Naqshbandi tariqa that it is treated by some scholars 

48 I am grateful to Prof, Na·zif Shahrani of Indiana University for his insight into this fundn­
mental difference between Soviet and British colonialism. 

82 Vernon James Schubel 



as synonynious w ith the larger Naqshbandi tradition,49 it is unusual that among all of 
. the books and pamphlets written in modern Uzbek about the Naqshbandi tradition 

there is almost nothing written about Ahmad Sirhindi and the Mujaddidis. The emphasis 
is clearly on the Khojagan tradition and, to a lesser extent, the later silsila running 
through Khoja Al)rar to Makhdum-i A'zam. ArifUthman mentions Ahmad Sirhindi 
briefly in Balıauddin Naqshband va Un ing Ta' limati Haqida, but gives no details 
about him except that he played a major role in spreading Naqshbandi teaching in 
lndia.50 In Dilcia Yar Sadridrlin Salim Bukhari presents the discussion of proper ada b 
(rules of good manners) by a Turkish Khalidi pir, but does not discuss the specific 
beliefs or practices of the Khalidis as a branch of the Mujaddidis.5ı The discussion 
of miraele stories in hagiography in general is focused on the Khojagan tradition and 
draw-s heavily on the Raslıalıat for its material. The Mujaddidis are conspicuous by 
their absence. When I asked an imam in Bukhara about Ahmad Sirhindi, he respand­
ed that the Mujaddidi was not a popular figure in the region and instead argued that 
people in Bukhara tended to follow the teachings of Makhdum-i A 'zam. 

There are several possible reasons for the absence of the Mujaddidi in published 
works about the Naqshbandiyya. One is largely nationalistic. The Khojagan awliyii 
spent most of their lives in Central Asia and their tombs are all located in or near 
Uzbekistan. As the literary reconstruction of the Naqshbandiyya tradition is linked to 
an agenda of nation-building, it is not surprising that the hagiographical tradition 
focuses on those awliyô who can be presented as national heroes in ways that the 
South Asian Ahmad Sirhindi canriot. Secondly, there is the possibility that the govern­
ment fears the kind of political resurgence sametimes associated with the 
Mujaddidis. 

A crucial idea associated with Ahmad Sirhindi is the attack on walıdat ul-wujud 
(the unity of being)-a concept dominant in much of Shi'a and Sunni esotericism. 
Walıdat ul-wujud is an important theme in much of the poetry of Mashrab, who saw 
no contradiction between venerating Baha' al-Din Naqshband in his poetry and hold­
ing to a radical notian of mystical taıvlıid (unity).52 I have not found this attack on 

walıdat ul-wujud to be a comman feature of contemporary Uzbek writing about the 
Naqshbandiyya. In fact, Arif U sman presents a remarkable story canceming walıdat 
ul-wujud in Balıauddin Naqshband va Uning Ta' limati Haqida. 

One day a court official cam e u po n a dervish sitting in the middle of the road. The 
dervish refused to get up or even ack.nowledge the presence of the courtier. The 
courtier asked him, "Who are you and why haven't you stood up upon seeing me?" 
The dervish asked the courtier who he was and he replied proudly that he was a 
person of high stature. The dervis h asked him if there w as anyone higher than he and 
the courtier replied thal certainly the king was higher. The dervish then asked if there 
was anyone higher than the king and the courtier replied that of course God was 
higher than the king. The dervish then asked if anyone was higher than God and the 
courtier replied that no one was higher than God. At this point the dervish replied, 
"That 'No one' that you say-that's me! Leave and don't remain on this road!" Arif 
U sman uses this story to demonstrate the meaning of walıdat ul-wujud, which he sees 
as a source of the humanism in the Sufi tradition.53 

49 See for example, Hamid Algar, "Naqshbandiyah," O.ıford Encyclopedia of the Modem l.flomic 
World, vol. 3, Oxford Universily Press, 1995, p. 226. 

50 Usman, Balwddin, p. 12. 
51 Bukhari, ibid., pp. 71-74. 
52 lbid., p. 63. 
53 Usman, Balıauddin, pp. 23-25. 
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perspective it is perhaps useful to begin with the opposite question why have the 
Mujaddidis become so dominant in the larger Sunni world that they have become 
synonymous with the tenn "Naqshbandi"? There was a time when Sufism seemed to 
treat the borders between the ımımalı (community of Muslim believers) and potential 
converts in the non-Muslim world as fluidly as possible in order to facilitate con­
version to Islam. To this end many tariqas emphasized vemacular poetry and the 
Islamization of indigenous practice. The Mujaddidis, bom in India where the ımımalı 
was surrounded by Hindus and where Shi'a minorities were playing a major role 
within Islamic culture, attempted to draw the boundaries of Sunni Islam more rigid­
ly, treating the border between the ımımalı and the non-Muslim world as a wall to 
protect the "true Islam" from extemal and internal pollution. The Mujaddidiyya pre­
sented a fonn of Sufism which can easily exclude Shi'a Muslims by emphasizing 
Baha' al-Din Naqshband's silsi/o through Abu Bakr, rather than through Ali. Its 
primary goal w as not the spread of Islam to non-Muslims but the protection of Islam 
from "heretical" influences. Thus it is not surprising that with the rise of the Shi' a 
Saffawid empire the explicitly pro-Sunni Mujaddidi tariqa would grow in populari­
ty, particularly with rulers who sought toprevent Sh i 'a influences from destabilizing 
their rule. Similarly in the contemporary world, the Mujaddidis remain popular with 
those persons interested in protecting Islam from the palluting bid' a, innovation, of 
modernity and westernization. This tendeney of the modern Mujaddidi­
Naqshbandiyya to divide the world into "Us" and "Them" is likely seen by the govern­
ment of U zbekistan as potentially de-stabilizing. Perhaps ev en more importantly, the 
fact that the majority position of the Naqshbandi tradition is Mujaddidi raises the 
possibility that a living N aqshbandi tradition could on ce again emerge focused 
around mıtrids trained by Pakistani and Turkish sheikhs. As I have already stated the 
government is supportive of Sufısm as a worldview- not as an altemative political 
institution capable of civil disobedience. 

Conclusion 
Post-Soviet hagiography is playing an iınportant role in the reconstruction of Islam 

in Central Asia. There were occasions where I would be sharing food with people at 
a shrine or in a home and I would ask soıneone if they knew any riı •ayar, narratives, 
about the awliyii, and when they told me one I would ask where they had leamed it. I 
expected to hear that they had leamed these things from their parents or grandparents, 
un til they would mention the recent issue of some journal which they had read. 

In many other parts of the Muslim world people know their Islamic identity in 
hundreds of subtle and organic ways. They may see themselves as "secular Mus­
lims," they may not pray or fast with any regularity. But they know the poetry of Ha­
fiz or Rumi or Yunus Emre or Ghalib or the stories and songs of their grandparents. 
These living cultural artifacts-steeped in the language and worldview of Islam and 
tassawuf- are the places they look to when their lives are in crisis, their hearts are 
broken, or the anomie of modem existence stands threatening like a wolf at the door. 
In Uzbekistan, this organicquality has been largely disrupted. The recreation of Is­
lam is in some ways !ike the reconstruction of the memory of an amnesiac who has 
been told he was a Muslim and tries to regain his Islam through reading books about 
Islam or questioning other Muslims. If this sounds harsh it is not far off from the 
metaphor of the mankurt used in Chingiz Aitmatov's remarkable novel. The Day 
Lasts More Than A Hwıdred Years. Mankurts were unfortunate soulı:, kidnapped and 
tortured by having a leather band placed around their heads until they forgot who 
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they were and became the willing slaves of their captors.54 (One wonders how Ait­
. matov ever got this_metaphor past the Soviet censors.) 

The Uzbeks are trying to recreate their religious past out of the murky amnesia of 
the Soviet period. It floods back in fıts and starts from numerous directions producing 
a weird jumbling effect. Islam is mixed-in with The Weekly World News, flying 
saucers, aliens, ninjas and a variety of su pernatural phenomena generally referred to 
as "extra-sense."55 Faith healers who channel Islamic spirits, including famous 
awliyii have become commonplace-in fact they are forced to register with the 
govemment. People are in the process of sarting it all out. 

Of course the govemment has its own reason for making sense out of all this 
jumble. The state is trying to construct a univocal Islam-one voice, one interpretation 
of history. To my mind there is an insoluble dileroma inherent in the top down version 
of Sufism being currently constructed by the governrnent. lt is akin to creating a 
religious Esperanto, a Sufı tradition stripped of its organic wholeness, and thus, to 
my rnind, doomed to artifıciality. The Sufi tradition as it grew naturally in the region 
is deeply multivocal. It is both the sober (at least in some accounts) Sufism of Bahii' 
al-Din Naqshband and his companions and the drunken spiritual madness of the 
liminal poet saint of the Fargana Valley, Mashrab--the I71h-century advocate of 
wahdat ul-wujud who was executed by the king of Balkh after defecating on his 
throne, one of history's ultimate anti-authoritarian gestures. The government clearly 
prefers the former to the latter. 

Of course, some people want to avoid the Turko-Iranian past entirely. These are 
voices that say that we don't need any "little books," only Qur'an and lıaditlı; voices 
like that of the young man in Tashkent who told me that the Naqshbandis are wrong 
because they are S hi' a and gave as ev idence of this as sertion that his local imam told 
him that this was the case and he should know because he knows Arabic. When I 
asked the young man if B aha· al-Din Naqshband knew Arabic, he backtracked 
and said that Baha' al-Din was stili a proper Muslim but the problem emerged later 
in the tradition. He gave the same answer when I asked about Khoja Al)rar and 
Makhdum-i Azam. In any event, for some the solution is to avoid "the poison of 
Sufısm" entirely. 

This attitude is certainly not unique to Uzbekistan. It can be argued that criticism 
of devotional allegiance to holy persons is one of the major characteristics of religion 
in modernity. The centrality of devotion to living saints-once a crucial feature of 
Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity and Islam- has been one of the first targets of 
moder.nizing reformers in all of these traditions. Even in traditions where it still 
thrives, many people educated in the culture of the modem world system view de­
votion to sa in ts asa relic, a superstitious anachronism. This is especially true of many 
of the group s that are of ten label!ed as "fundamentalists" or "Islamists." 

There is an ironic situation in U zbekistan. In other parts of Muslim Asia the Sufı 
tradition is largely oral, relying on the direct transmission of knowledge from master 
to disciple. On the other hand so-called "fundamentalism" accomplishes much of its 
clawa through pamphlets and books. In Uzbekistan-where Wahabism is illegal (and 
any Islam the govemment disagrees with is labeled "Wahabism")-the situation is 
reversed. "Fundamentalism" has gone underground where it is passed orally from 
teaeber to student, whereas Sufısm-divorced form the institution of pir-murid has 
taken on a new life as a largely literary, intellectual tradition. Of course from the 

54 Chingiz Aiımaıov, Tlıe Day Los/s More Tlıon o Tlıousond Yeors, John French (trans.), Indiana 
University, Bloomington, 1988. 

55 One need only Iook aL the ran ge of arıicles in the journal Sir/i Ala m, which covers a variety of 
mystical and supematural themes-including Sufısm. 
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standpoint of the government's security interesrs a Sufi tradition free of the pesky 
problem of actual charismatic religious leaders is much preferred to the alternative. 

It is against this backdrop that the current phenomenon of "post-Soviet hagiogra­
phy" should be understood. On the one hand it serves the needs of the state which is 
reconstructing a particular vision of history and Islam. And yet the people who par­
ticipate in the production of these hagiographies have their own agendas, which, 
although they sametimes coincide with the state's agenda, are less cynically attempt­
ing to the best of their ability to recreate an authentic Sufi tradition. Intellectuals in 
the former Soviet Union are quite used to writing within the narrow limits of state 
sanctioned opinion. From my conversations w ith some of these authors it is clear to 

me that they believe in and value the Sufı tradition. While some of their writings may 
seem at times !ike cynical attempts to create a new "politically correct" Islam-writ­
ers !ike Kamilov and Usman strike me as people who believe in the Sufi tradition and 
wish to see it revived. The fact that the state has reasons of its own for reconstruct­
ing it is no mere coincidence, but it is co-incidental. 

There isa Naqshbandl saying that a live cat is greater rhan a 1,000 dead lions­
meaning one li ve sheikh is greater than 1000 dead ones.56 From the stand po int of the 
state, however, it is quite clear that they would ınuch prefer a dead lion to a live cat. 
And in some sense the point is moot. There are few live cats to be found. Prof. 

Usman told me once that the old pir-murid system may no langer be possible any­
where in the modem world, Jet alone Uzbekistan. Only time will teli if the !iv ing ıra­
dition will re-emerge in Uzbekistan as Turkish and Pakİstani murids and pirs re­
establish connections with the !and of their spiritual origins and what remains of the 
indigenous tradition slowly re-emerges. Perhaps this new hagiographical tradition 
will pave the way for its rebirth. 
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