That visit in 2007 gave me my first look at the mausoleum of Eset-batyr, and I’ll never forget how it came into view from the window of the helicopter that took me there. It was late in the day outside Bestamak aul and already getting dark. Low clouds floated above our MI-8 like a freshly whitewashed ceiling; below, the frozen steppe looked desolate and lonely. As our pilot banked steeply to the right, there it was, a white mausoleum set against the even whiter snow, like a decorative pattern on the finest porcelain. We circled once, set down 200 meters away, and walking toward the cupola structure and paused before the life-size figure of the batyr at the entrance.
My colleagues and I were welcomed by the mullah, who prayed with us and then showed us around a bit while explaining the history of the site. He told us of all the people who still made pilgrimages there, not only from within the province but from points far and wide across Kazakhstan. The pilgrims had varied understandings, he said, of Eset-batyr and his place in the nation’s history. Many know Eset the warrior, but far fewer appreciate Eset the peacemaker. All who see the shrine leave with an appreciation for the greatness of the man, but a part of his legacy is too often overlooked.

I thought back to that conversation with the mullah when, in June of 2011, we had the killings in Shubarshi by young men deluded into thinking they were acting in the true spirit of Islam. In fact they had no concept of Islamic justice as we have long observed it in Central Asia, and were equally blind to the virtues of tolerance and moderation that define the Kazakh way. Ages of experience have built up a healthy resistance in our character to extremes of any kind. In the end, Kazakhs are by and large a Muslim people, welcoming to all faiths but proud of our own.

Missionaries from the Russian Empire discovered this for themselves, when more than a century ago they arrived on the Kazakh Steppe to convert its inhabitants to Orthodox Christianity. They assumed that a nomadic people with limited education would have only a loose attachment to their faith and therefore be easily won over to a new religion. In village after village, the Russians learned otherwise. Just because these people were nomads did not mean they were spiritual wanderers as well. And mostly the presence of Orthodox Christianity came about through the resettlement of Russians themselves in Kazakhstan. A quotation I came across while researching a book on Akhmet Baytursinuli captures the experience of those missionaries. In matters of religion, Baytursinuli concluded in 1913, “the dangerous time is already past for the Kazakhs; it is futile to try to incline them to a different faith–nothing but vain enterprise.”
In their turn, the Soviets with all their atheist propaganda fared no better, although being more ruthless in method they left far greater harm. That method was to undermine our native faith and culture as much as they could, and three generations gave them plenty of time to carry out that program. Kazakh history, language, poetry, tradition and spiritual wisdom–these, our people were told, were to be cast off or forgotten. So much survived, which is a testament to a durable belief system and way of life. Yet, inevitably, some things did fade from the national memory, leaving a void just as the secular propagandists had hoped. And in the 21 years of our independence, we have sought to recover them, piece by piece restoring the rich and unifying values of Kazakh culture.

These values will always be our best defense against extremist ideas that go against our deepest principles. When some radical group or militant mullah insists that Kazakh traditions contradict the Koran and the Sharia law, we’re not impressed. Before any of them were born, centuries ago, Islam was alive on the steppe, professed and practiced in keeping with the wisdom of holy men and sages here and beyond. It is the wisdom, for example, that requires an attitude of respect for the freedom and dignity of women, instead of treating them as mere possessions with no standing of their own. Elsewhere today, and even in Europe, it is a matter of heated contention whether Muslim women should wear the nikab and hijab, but not in Kazakhstan, where women have never been required to wear such garments–and never will be required to wear them in the future. It has lately become an issue here, too, but this controversy is a recent invention pressed by those who insist on a homogeneous brand of Islam that is foreign to this proudly Islamic country. Indeed if, as we are told, the issue is so very fundamental to Islam, then why, for centuries, did it never stir discord on the steppe?

Islam is not homogeneous, and there is no single authority to command all of Islam’s followers.  Those who seek to live by the faith will naturally do so in different ways, according to region, custom and national identity. The way Kazakhs see certain aspects of Islam differs markedly from the way they are seen, for instance, in Saudi Arabia. Yet we can deal with that nation or any other in the Islamic world in the spirit of respect and brotherhood. But then there are those who represent no nation and no people, presuming anyway to speak in the name of all Muslims in their violent, all-consuming vision of single caliphate. They can find no mass following, least of all in Kazakhstan, and so instead prey upon disaffected young men, offering first hijra (a retreat from society), and then jihad (the struggle against the infidels), as an escape from their troubles. In reality, that path is always a blind alley, and the supposed holy men who lure others in that direction are teachers of evil.
In a nation of people secure and confident in their faith, coercion and intimidation will have no place. Any group or sect that operates by such methods has nothing to teach us about piety or morality. And a successful, multiethnic democracy like ours, strong in its faith and at peace with its neighbors, has nothing to prove to those who can win converts only by fear. We in Kazakhstan have always followed our own course–the path of a faithful people who live in freedom–and we choose that course today.

