opposing tsarist armies, had not been patriots, but ‘reactionary feudals.' "
The tsarist conquest in turn was characterized as having brought to the
peoples_of Central Asia the benefits of the "more advanced Russian
culture.” Accompanying this about-face in Soviet history was a
reexamination of the folk epics of Central Asia. In the early 1950s a
number of national epics from Central Asia came to be condemned as
"pan—islamic’ and "feudal” In The Day Lasts More than a Hundred Years
the arrest of Kuttybaev is portrayed as representative of such a
chauvinistic approach to the history and culture of smaller nations. His
tragic death is stressed by the author to underpin the criminal nature of
such an attitude toward Soviet Central Asia. The GPU agents who arrest
and take Kuttybaev away are thus cast as modern zhuan-zhuany, who
seek to destroy the memory and culture of the region. Significantly, the
agents also confiscate Kuttybaev's diaries, in which he has been carefully
recording the folklore of the Kazakh steppes. Included in his diaries is
also the legend of the mankurt. Kuttybaev's death en route to the camps
reveals that he is not made to become a mankurt, but is destined to
share the fate of the prisoners in the legend who die from the torture:

Left alone in the steppe to face this dreadful torture, most
of the prisoners perished under the hot Sarozek sun. Of the
five or six prisoners, one or two would survive as mankurts.
(301

Aitmatov sets Kuttybaev's arrest in 1953 to make an unmistakable
literary allusion to Moscow's campaign against the oral epics of Central
Asia The attack provoked considerable opposition among Central Asian
intellectuals. The controversy centered around the subject matter of the
epics, which were purported to be narrowly nationalisticc. The Kazakh
epic Koblandy-Batyr was put on the Soviet index in October 139651' and
in 1952 the same thing happened to the Uzbek A/panysh. The
persecution of epics and Central Asian folklore was clearly due to short-
sighted political expediency. The fate of the Kirghiz epos Manas is
particularly interesting in this context At a time when the Soviet Union
was cementing the ties of Soviet—Chinese friendship, Manas, which has
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reminiscent of the conditions on the dying planet. In present—day Central
Asia wind-blown salt from the exposed bottom of the Aral Sea has led
to a process of devegetation, turning pastures and swamp areas into
deserts. In the opinion of experts this development might eventually alter
climaticmg:onditions in the region and catastrophically reduce the growing
season. The Sea is likewise tied to the legendary plot line of the novel
by the rich folk culture it evokes. Edigei's recollection of catching a
golden carp, and its importance as an expression of his wife's hope and
aspirations during her first pregnancy are cast in mythic form and written
in the same lyrical style as the legend of the mankurt. The child's death
during Edigei's absence at the front, the couple’'s inability to renew their
lives in their village on the Aral Sea after the war, and their decision to
abandon it forever are suggestive of the cheerless fate that awaits the
sea itself. The destruction of the Aral Sea is thus portrayed as an
irreversible catastrophe for the peoples of Central Asia and serves as a
warning for Soviet followers of the scientistic myths inherent in a
materialist approach to life and nature. Olzhas Suleimenov, a prominent
Kazakh poet and chairman of the Kazakh Writers' Union, very recently
decried the imminent loss of the sea and appealed to Soviet planners to
be more circumspect in their drive to harness nature:

The water of the rivers feeding into it [the Aral Sea] has
been diverted for agricultural and industrial needs, and the sea
has receded from its former shore line by 40 kilometers.
Abandoned fishing villages stand empty in the desert Fishing
boats are buried in the sand, having been turned into dunes. . .
It took millions of years to create this unique sea in the desert
—— within three decades the Aral Sea will disappear. ... Will
anyone feel sorry for it? | believe they will.

The Day Lasts More than a Hundred Years speaks out strongly
against the materialistic world view of technocrats. The rich spiritual
reserves of Edigei and Kazangap are derived from their youth and national
Muslim heritage. Part of that heritage includes a deep mistrust or even
fear of technology. As a rocket launch lights up the desert sky in the
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opening pages of the novel, Edigei's emotions reveal this fear:

Amazed by what he had seen, at the same time he was
aware that for him the rocket was something alien, causing
both wonder and fear. Suddenly he recalled the fox that had
come up to the railroad track. What did it feel when it was
surprised by the fiery storm in the sky? (216)

The death of Kazangap and his funeral serve to contrast the
materialists with men imbued with spiritual values. Here it is important to
point out that for Central Asian intellectuals, regardless of their
profession or lack of profession of religious faith, the word "unbelief”
(dinsiz/ik) has always had strong negative connotations. Alexandre
Bennigsen remarks that the word denotes "a kind of collective blemish
representing cruelty, dishonesty and lack of conscience”

It is in the fullest sense pejorative and it is therefore
difficult to imagine that a Muslim, Communist or otherwise,
would claim to be non-believing or, say, enter into an
association bearing this label [Soiuz Bezbozhnikov]. To the
Muslims a real atheist is not deemed to be a romantic rebel or
a superior philosophical free—thinker, but a subhuman of limited
intellect unable to grasp the conception of God and therefore
degraded to the level of bestiality (hayvanat), if not below.

All men without belief are portrayed in Aitmatov's fiction as
debased and insensitive. It is thus no coincidence that in the opening
pages of The Day Lasts More than a Hundred Years, Edigei calls the
station's duty officer a "haivan’ after the latter reveals his indifference to
the death of Kazangap and his lack of concern for the last rites
traditionally accorded the deceased. Yet more than anyone else in the
novel it is Kazangap's materialist son, Sabitzhan, who stands for the
"godless” attitude toward human beings and nature.  Significantly, the
author couples Sabitzhan's godlessness with a ludicrous absolute faith in
technology:

in the past people believed in gods . .. All that is nothing
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more than myths and fairy tales. But our gods —— they live
among us, right here, at the space center on our Sarozek soil
And we take great pride in this before the whole worlid. . . .
And the time will come when with the help of radio waves
they will control people just like they do those automated
machines. | mean people, everyone, from the lowest to the
highest. They already have the scientific data.  Science has
achieved that, in the name of higher interests. (230)

From Edigei's point of view Sabitzhan is an immoral scoundrel
because he has lost the faith and world view of his father.’ Edigei
must talk Sabitzhan into accompanying his father's body to its final resting
place at Ana-Beiit Sabitzhan sides with the guard—-mankurt who turns
back the funeral procession from the barbed wire fence surrounding the
cemetery. Edigei refers to Sabitzhan as a mankurt and wonders if the
years he spent in Soviet schools away from his parents are not
responsible for the youth's callousness. Sabitzhan has truly forgotten
who his father is, turning his back on his nation and paternity. His
absolute faith in technology is for him an ersatz—religion, springing from
the same materialistic world view which the novel portrays as responsible
for the senseless destruction of the Aral Sea, as well as for the
liquidation of thousands of Central Asians in ill-conceived and mismanaged
social experimentation.

As Edigei addresses the "godless” generation during his final words
at the graveside of Kazangap, he is deeply pained by their lack of faith:

They don't believe in God and know no prayers. But no
one knows and never will know if God exists. Some say he
does, others say he doesn't | want to believe that You exist
and that You are in my thoughts. . . . But they are young; they
don't think about this and despise prayers. But what will they
be able to say to themselves and others in the solemn hour of
death? | feel sorry for them. How will they come to know
their innermost human essence if they have no way to rise up
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in their thoughts as if each of them were suddenly to become
a god? Forgive me, Lord, my blasphemy. (480}

Although Aitmatov is careful not to depict Edigei as a traditional
believer, he stresses the negative sides of disbelief and emphasizes the
significance of religious values and customs.

In burying Kazangap, Edigei observes much of traditional Muslim
ritua. He wraps the body before departure to the cemetery, only men
depart with the body for the burial, they dig the grave with the
prescribed kazanak, a side niche required by Islam, and they lower the
body into the grave without a coffin, with the head of the deceased
facing the west Edigei washes himself before the final prayers, and the
assembled turn to face the Kaaba. His prayer, however, is unorthodox,
and expresses his free interpretation of the Supreme Being and creation:

And when | turn to You in prayer, | am really turning
through You to myself, and in that hour it is given to me to
think as if You yourself were thinking for me, Lord. If a man
is unable to secretly see himself as a god, fighting for the
good of the poeple, then You, Lord, will also cease to exist
And | wouldn't want You to disappear forever. (480)

Edigei's free personal interpretation of the nature of God reveals
the practical side of his faith —— far from the rigidity of Muslim
fundamentalism ——, expressed in his willingness to accommodate it to the
reality of his life. In many ways his belief is akin to the ideas of the late
nineteenth—century Jaddists =, whose legacy in "official” Soviet Islam is
very evident today. Thus, Edigei foregoes the requirement that Muslim
graves be completely hand-dug. He allows an excavator to do most of
the work in the sunbaked desert soil, yet starts and finishes the grave by
hand. In this manner not the letter —— tag/id, blind obedience to
authority —--, but the spirit —~ /jtihad, of the law is obeyed. Such a
position is consistent with that of today's young Soviet u/ema (Moslem
scholars), who are "endeavouring to reconcile Islam with scieg\ce and
progress, and to guarantee its survival in a socialist environment” Here
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it is important to note that exactly such a secularized form of Islam was
advocated by Muslim national communists in the 1920s, who argued that
Islam's "strong moral, social and political influence should be retained” in
Soviet Central Asia.

Recent studies of contemporary Central Asian life confirm the
lasting influence of these ideas. As 5:31 result, anti-religious propaganda
has been intensified in recent years. Most Central Asians observe
Muslim customs as a matter of respect for their national heritage.
Universally practiced are the Muslim rites of circumcision, marriage,
divorce, burial, and even some dietary prohibitions. One scholar has
noted that "the norms of the Shariat are part of accepted national usage,
especially in family matters.”

This mixture of observing Muslim traditions, sense of ethnic pride,
as well as the elements of Jaddism finds clear expression in The Day
Lasts More than a Hundred Years. The depiction of the funeral is a
powerful literary statement on tradition and belief in modern Central Asia.
The fact that Soviet critics in Moscow preferred to ignore the novel's
nationalist features in discussing Aitmatov's characterization of Edigei, is
an eloquent statement of the significance they perceived in it Instead
they chose to praise Edigei's Socialist work ethic —— something that _is
easily divorced from the more important national content of the novel.

Yet, while the creation of a believable hard-working "positive hero”
as well as the global dimensions of Aitmatov's novel are indeed elements
that have influenced Soviet literature in the 1980s, The Day Lasts More
than a Hundred Years promises to have its greatest impact on the
literature of Soviet Central Asia. Aitmatov's novel marks a significant step
toward the positive portrayal of the Central Asian heritage, and in
particular the Muslim national legacy. The inseparability of the religious
heritage and national pride among Central Asians has made Soviet attacks
on Islam in the region particularly ineffectual. Aitmatov's novel will, no
doubt, contribute to a strengthening of respect among Central Asians for
the faith and traditions of their fathers. The word mankurt, with all its
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negative connotations, has found a permanent place in the idiom of
today's Central Asian intellectuals.
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