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Abstract  This research studies the dynamics of intra- and intergroup conflicts and their 
contribution to the construction of the Molokan ethnic identity in the Ivanovka village within the 
Ismailly department of central Azerbaijan. The fieldwork conducted in İvanovka has 
demonstrated that the tensions and conflicts which play an important role in the construction of 
the Baptist, Kharismat, Lesgi and Azeri ethnic identities cohabiting in the village along with the 
Molokans, were triggered and deepened by religious and denominational differences. 
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Introduction

Ivanovka is a village with a population of 3,000, in the Ismailly Rayon. History of the village 
goes back to the settlement of Molokans exiled from Russia. With the Türkmençay 
Agreement signed on 10 February 1828, many Russian peasants, especially Molokans and 
Dukhobors, started to be settled in Azerbaijani lands (Süleymanlı 2006: 34-35). 

According to information that Molokans in the village gave, six years after the Türkmençay 
Agreement, Ivanovka was founded in 1834 with the settlement of eleven Molokan families. 
Later, the population of the village was increased with the settlement of Molokans exiled 
from the cities Tambov, Voronezh, Rostov and Stavropol in Russia. Afterward, Lezgis coming 
from Dagestan and Azerbaijanis were settled in the village in 1949 and 1950 respectively. 

It is stated that 2,500 persons having a Christian identity, mostly Molokan, and 500 persons 
with a Muslim identity live in the village. Even though different religions and sects live 
together in Ivanovka, it is known as a Molokan village from the outside. In addition to ethnic 
diversity of the village, another distinctive characteristic is currently the continuation of the 
kolkhoz (collective farm) system as established in the Soviet Union period. Ivanovka 
residents said they had distributed the kolkhoz system not only in Azerbaijan but also in all 
former Soviet countries.

My objective in this study is to show that conflicts and tensions between and within groups 
play a very important role in the construction of ethnic identity. However here, the dynamics 
of constructing ethnicity and providing continuity of existence of ethnic groups, rather than 
the quantity (size, power and influence) of each ethnicity, will be stressed. 

It will be examined to what extent religion and sect differences in particular affect, trigger or 
curtail intergroup and intra-group conflicts, which are considered crucial in the construction 
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of ethnicity and the formation of its limits. This paper is based on fieldwork I carried out in 
2006 in Ivanovka. Ivanovka village has been chosen for its distinctive feature of 
incorporating many ethno-religious communities.

Ethnicity According to the Constructivist Approach

Ethnicity is a flexible, broad term which is differently defined by using various criteria that 
may change according to time and space. The term, which was identical with tribes and 
clans before the nation states’ era, has provided the basis for different phenomena: thus 
nation states and political systems have been attributed to the term. The fact that the term is 
used as synonym to terms such as nation, race and ethnic minority, and that it has been 
politicized by being turned into a synonym for terms similar to ethnic identification, have 
caused it to carry a potential for leading to different types of disputes and conflicts (Eriksen 
2004: 15-16). 

However, etymologically the adjective “ethnic” and the term “ethnicity” derived from the root 
“ethnie” are all derived from the word “ethnos”, which means “the people” in Greek; with its 
original usage, it expresses a human communion rather than a political meaning (Aydın 
1998: 53). In this definition, the term “irreligious” has been used to define the groups other 
than Greeks, to give the meaning of “pagan” (Eriksen 2004: 15).

As underlined above, the ‘constructivist’ approach considers ethnic identities, which are 
established mostly through religious and cultural variables, not as substantial selves, which 
have historical continuity but as social categories. These are shaped by social processes such 
as the groups’ casting out ‘others’ or including each other during the value division and 
mutual interaction processes throughout history. 

According to Barth (2001: 18), “the elements determining the belonging of the ethnic group 
are not the differences considered objectively but the differences that are formed during 
social process”. Barth suggests that if the people feel themselves belonging to an “A” group 
rather than a “B” group which is relative or relatively close to them, no one can prevent this 
definition no matter how different or similar the people are in terms of behaviors (Barth 
2001: 18). 

Barth (2001: 13), who also suggested that the boundaries between the ethnic groups are not 
formed due to lack of communication but are resulting from social processes such as “casting 
out” and “inclusion”, considers ethnic identities as “social categories formed as a result of 
definitions that people make regarding the groups within which they live”. Barth also 
underlines that ethnic belonging is a flexible phenomenon depending on change rather than 
a given, stable and non-changing phenomenon.

Ethnicity is a device of “othering” which starts with the perception of differences (Eller 1999: 
9). The people or communities making a certain demand bring their own differences i.e. 
perceived distinctive characteristics to the foreground in most identity demands. Yet these 
same people or communities are forced to remain with their differences i.e. self-
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identifications in cases of discrimination. In the first case, the expression “I am/we are 
different than [from] you” prevails, whereas the expression “you are different than [from] us” 
prevails in the second case (Bilgin 2007: 33). However, these differences are variable, that is to 
say, each ethnic group may use any cultural element as a reference point in identity 
formation and identity maintenance. According to this point of view, ethnicity is the 
subjective identity formation among the groups whom are considered to share historical or 
cultural elements (Eller 1999: 9).

According to Tapper and Hann (cited by Aydın 1998: 116), the ethnicity is “not an objective 
phenomenon. It is a “subjective” situation starting at the point which is considered by a 
person or a group as discriminating for themselves or ‘others’. This subjective situation is 
determined by religion or affiliation to a ruler, family or dynasty, by lifestyle, the place of 
living, the place of arrival or by language sometimes”. According to Eriksen (2004: 15-16), the 
concept of ethnicity marks, characterizes, the relations between groups which define 
themselves as culturally different and also defined by others accordingly. 

Eriksen (2004: 27) suggests that for the ethnicity to emerge, the communities must have a 
minimum degree of contact with each other and it is also compelling for them to perceive 
each other’s ideas as different from others in cultural terms. That is to say, ethnicity is being 
shaped as a result of mutual relations and interactions; so at least two group needs to be in 
contact with each other for this to happen. 

Since the groups themselves and the relations between them change constantly, the 
identities can never be defined completely and remain static. Cultural identities are 
continuously being established as a ‘non-finishable subjectivity’ (Altuntaş 2002: 3). Cultural 
identity is constantly established and re-established in accordance with the approximate 
experiences, relations, current symbols and ideas.

The fact that the symbols and ideas used in defining a cultural identity repeat themselves, 
does not mean that their meanings will be the same all the time or that they will not change 
through new practices (Larrain 1995: 223). Just as culture is not a stable and unaltered 
phenomenon, neither is cultural identity (Somersan 2004: 38).

DeVos (cited by Eller 1999: 8) defines ethnicity as a subjective phenomenon that is formed by 
bringing to the foreground any element of their culture so as to symbolically differ 
themselves from other groups. Providing examples from Cyprus in terms of usage of ethnic 
symbols, Volkan (1999: 132) has observed that Greek men have been wearing blue sashes (one 
of the colors of Greece’s flag) and Turkish men have been wearing red sashes during the 
periods of increased ethnic tension on the island. 

While the usage of the mentioned symbolic colors is not important during normal times of 
relative peace and quiet, it has been stated that a Cypriot Turk would prefer to die instead of 
wearing a blue sash (Volkan 1999: 132). Similarly, Azerbaijanis, who used the accordion in all 
their feasts and events before the Karabağ War with local Armenians and the neighboring 
state of Armenia, have developed a negative attitude to the musical instrument. Now, 
Azerbaijanis consider the use of the accordion, which they have come to think of as an 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.2 No.2 Autumn 2014 

36



Armenian instrument, in Azerbaijani weddings and other festivities as high treason and they 
prefer the garmon instead of the accordion.1 

A large majority of the identities are thus established ‘constructively’. Human beings 
establish their identities under pressure, incentive or conditions of freedom i.e. free choice 
(Huntington 2004: 22). This identity formation and establishment uses materials from 
history, geography, biology, productive or production-oriented institutions, collective 
memory, personal fantasies, potency devices and religious revelations. 

But the individuals, social groups, and entire societies process all these materials according 
to the social structures around themselves, i.e. the social conditions resulting from the space/
time framework and cultural projects, and re-establish i.e. continuously shape and alter the 
meanings of all these materials (Castells 2006: 14). Especially, economical professions and 
political interests feed on the abovementioned materials and play a leading role in the 
increase of ethnic consciousness (Fawcett 2000: 7).

Religion-Centred Identity and Belonging in Ivanovka Village

At first sight, two identities grab one’s attention in Ivanovka village: Molokan and Muslim 
identities. These two identities also take their references from religion. Muslims describe 
Christian sects (Molokan, Baptist and Kharizmat) as belonging under the Molokan identity 
as a whole, sometimes as “people of the crucifix” to insult them. They also place themselves 
under the overall identity of “Mohammed” followers, eliminating or marginalizing all ethnic, 
linguistic and religious differences in their Azerbaijani (Shiite) and Lezgis (Sunni) identities 
when contrasting it to the Christian identity. 

It is seen that Molokans also describe Muslims collectively, ignoring or downplaying the 
latter’s internal differences accordingly. Molokans define Lezgis and Azerbaijanis under the 
Muslim identity, or as a “black nation” to insult them, in spite of their different ethnic 
belongings (and particular religious doctrines). However, it has been found that these 
different belongings between and within the groups in question are paid attention to by 
these groups on closer analysis, when one spends more time in the village, even if no 
Muslim-Christian tensions and conflicts occur between them.

In the first days passed in Ivanovka, the residents with whom conversation was made drew 
problem-free and compatible village images, with stereotyped remarks such as “we are all 
brothers”, “we have no difference”, “no problem exists among us”, as if all inter-group 
relations and perceptions were harmonious. 

The conversations that the researcher carried out on the second day in the village, such as 
with an Ivanovka resident around seventy years old, were enlightening: thus the latter said 
he was a Baptist, while pulling out potatoes in the garden of his house; this typifies the 
aforementioned situation. But the stereotypes used to express integrity of elements forming 
the Baptist community, in fact constructed “us” against “other” on closer analysis, so 
partnerships established between us and the other made clear the limits of us and the other: 
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“We have no difference with Molokans. Just as Muslims are divided among themselves, we 
are the same, we believe in the same God. All of us are Christian. Muslims, Jewish, Molokans 
and Baptists come from the same boiler. Some eat pork, some eat sheep, some also eat cattle 
but from the same boiler.”

In the conversation made with the Molokan-rooted school director, when he was asked 
about the differences between Baptists and Molokans, he responded as follows:

“There is not much difference between us; only Baptists are baptized, Molokans are not. 
However, baptism is not necessary to enter the path to God. Jesus is the son of God for [all 
of] us. We also do not eat pig, drink alcohol, and do not smoke cigarettes either. The one 
married with a Baptist becomes a Baptist, irrespective of being a woman or man. Because, 
Baptists do not marry with any person not of their belief. They stipulate how to be a Baptist 
for persons whom they marry from the outside. Therefore, Molokans decrease gradually [by 
such intermarriages].”

The school director repeats the word “us” frequently in his discourse, and the expression of 
“not necessary” in the sentence of “only Baptists are baptized, Molokans are not. However, 
baptism is not necessary to enter the path to God” in fact reveals clearly a major Molokan-
Baptist contrast. Again, his expressions on marriage point out another significant contrast 
between the two sects.

A similar discourse idealized in the manner of “all of us are brothers” is also seen in the 
execution of religious practices. For instance, both Muslim and Christian Ivanovka residents 
who were interviewed in the first days of the field trip, said pork, meat and alcoholic 
beverages prohibited by religion are not consumed in their villages. During the first day of 
staying in the village, a Molokan family also said Molokans do not drink or even smoke 
cigarettes. Furthermore, their discourses were so strong; they seemed quite persuasive to 
those not being Ivanovka residents or even from neighbouring villages. 

Thus a taxi driver taking the researcher from Baku to Ivanovka was from an Azerbaijani 
village bordering Ivanovka. He said he drunk much before, but stopped drinking alcoholic 
beverages because his beliefs had a strong influence later. The taxi driver expressed that he 
performed prayer every day, and stated he did not eat salami and hot dog as he was 
concerned that these could contain pork meat. While regretting his sinful past, he also 
complained about Muslims in Azerbaijan being not as faithful to their own religions as the 
Molokans were. He said Molokans were more Muslim than ordinary Muslims because 
Molokans in neighbouring Ivanovka were very religious people who did not drink, or eat 
pork meat. 

This idealized image that Molokan and Muslim ‘Ivanovkans’ tell about themselves, matched 
to a high degree with the opinions on Ivanovka residents of those living in neighbouring 
villages. In both expressions, the profile of Molokans and Muslims in Ivanovka is one of strict 
adherence to their religions, like not eating pork meat and drinking alcoholic beverages. 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.2 No.2 Autumn 2014 

38



However, it was quickly understood after the first days that the researcher came to Ivanovka, 
that the real situation is or can be quite different from these discourses. 

For example, it soon became evident that alcohol drink was sold in each shop and dining 
room of the village. In evening hours, most of the peasants consumed alcohol very easily in 
every environment they were found. When an Azerbaijani operating shop in the village was 
asked that as Muslims and Molokans said they do not drink, then whom he sold drinks to, 
the grocer gave an answer suggestively, in the manner of “who says that”, instead of asking 
me “who doesn’t drink alcoholic beverage”.

The same attitude was observed among Molokans as well. Thus, expressions of the Molokan-
rooted Ivan was also inconsistent with the idealized discourse of “religious” Molokan 
identity:  

-Researcher: “Do you go to church?”

-Ivan: “No, I do not. Possibly I went there five times during my life.” 

-Researcher: “Why do you not go?”

-Ivan: “Forget it, what they do when they go there, what do they say there, it’s all useless.”—
he thinks some more, and continues while laughing—“I would go there after getting older, 
sometime.” 

-Researcher: “Do you eat pork meat?”

-Ivan: “I did not eat it before but eat it since I became 25 years old. I was a technician. We had 
gone to Tiflis, worked hard there and got hungry. Friends cooked pig. I did not eat it at first. 
But as I was hungry, I ate it, it tasted very nice, so I started to eat pork meat since then. I also 
began to drink Vodka with beer. While I was working in Baku, my friends drank it. Water in 
Baku was not good.”—he laughs and adds—“I got hungry and ate pig, I got thirsty and drunk 
beer.”

In the interview with Presvitery Matiyev [Presbyter of Molokans Vasily Terent'evich 
Prokofiev, according to website Ivanovka.net. Ed.] when the subject came to consuming 
alcoholic drinks by Molokans in spite of its prohibition by their religion, Matiyev complained 
about the subject but stressed that members complying with prohibitions still exist among 
them:

“Now the youngsters do not follow their fathers’ advice, by drinking beer. But there are 
youngsters present, who do obey to their fathers. However, there also are such adults who 
drink and smoke cigarettes. But smoking cigarette is sin for us.”

The Molokan couple Tatyana and Grigor also said that they were Molokan while describing 
their identities, but also added that they did not carry out the requirements of their religion. 
While Tatyana said that she did not go to Church, she at the same time complained that 
Molokan conventions were being forgotten slowly.
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One church apiece was found in the village belonging to Molokans, Baptists and Kharizmats. 
Those going to the church hardly used it except for religious ceremonies, and arranged 
Sundays generally attended by old people only. However, the existence of one Church for 
each Christian community in the village, creates a feeling of confidence in protecting the 
identity of their members and projecting a message of “we are here” on a spatial dimension 
to others. This is a strong indicator that they maintain their religions, although the number 
of those participating in religious ceremonies is limited. On the other hand, although the 
population of Muslims in the village is (or was) 500, they have had no mosque to worship in. 

Therefore, the Muslims of the village are deprived not only of a concrete symbol for their 
religious identity, but also of a tight community solidarity that the symbol in question 
provides—contrary to the Christian communities in the village. Only a few old men went to 
nearby villages or Ismayilli city for Friday prayer. It was noted in the conversations made 
with the village’s Muslims, however, that for some reason they had no wish to construct a 
mosque in Ivanovka.

As can be seen from the examples given above, belonging descriptions of Ivanovka residents 
are based on religious/denominational references, although they do not perform religious 
practices and comply with its prohibitions all that often; even a mosque belonging to 
Muslims is not found. In other words, Ivan who drinks alcoholic beverage, does not go to 
Church, and even evaluates things said and done there as “useless things”, still describes 
himself as Molokan; so do Tatyana and Grigor.  

The Ivanovkan pulling out potatoes, explaining that “we have no differences with Molokans”, 
also states that he is a Baptist. Or the shop market-stall holder i.e. shop owner with the 
alcohol found on his table and pork in his stable, making the separation of “us” and “other”, 
using religious references again, saying to the researcher that “we are Muslims” and that 
they”—meaning Molokans—are “People of the Crucifix”. 

Furthermore, the us-them separation in question becomes more distinct in constructing 
ethnic identity by indicators such as collective names, marriage, collective memory, and 
other signifiers of group solidarity—contrary to those of religious practices. Even so, the 
expression of “we are not religious but religion is always on our minds” by Vitali working as a 
servant in the school’s village, shows how strong religion still is for creating a sense of 
belonging. 

Although people do not frequently or strictly carry out their religious/denominational 
practices as being the source for their identity in their daily lives, it is considered important 
through remembering in possible marriage situations that the religion/sect itself can be vital 
in face with the other, independently of religious practices. Thus by the use of such collective 
names to describe and distinguish oneself from the other—which is especially salient in 
moments of tension and conflict—whereby group solidarity needs to be strengthened.
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Role of Conflict in the Construction of Ethnic and Religious Identities in Ivanovka

Tension and conflict resulting from the very ethnic structure of Ivanovka can be seen in 
every area of daily life. Even though a restful and problem-free village image is presented to 
outsiders, tension and conflict are seen in all social units—such as intergenerational, within 
families, between families, within ethnic groups and between ethnic groups, within each 
religion/sect and between religions/sects during the field research. 

But the most prevalent tensions and conflicts are seen between religions/sects. As also stated 
by Fawcett (2000: 1-2) and Pye (2003: 45), religious differences plays mostly a driving role in 
the aggravation of conflicts, because, while religions and sects play an important role in the 
production of identities and the dependence to produced identity, these also function as 
important motivations in inter-group conflicts  at the same time. 

As violence and use of the gun is a widely acknowledged sin in Molokan belief, Molokans are 
generally defined as peaceful people avoiding all kinds of violence. Molokans themselves 
also state in their discourses that violence is prohibited in their religion, therefore they stay 
out of fights and warfare. Matiyev from the Presbyterians [V. T. Prokofiev, according to 
website Ivanovka.net. Ed.], with whom a conversation was made in Ivanovka, attributed the 
prohibition of violence in their religion to an event which happened to Jesus:

“[The] Drop of the sword in the hand of Pierre [Petrus/Peter] in the moment our master 
Jesus was caught, was the wish of God and in the message that God gave with this event, it 
prohibited the gun [the use of any weapon] to everyone.”

In the same way, it is recorded that Molokans subjected to exile and violence by the forces of 
the Russian Czar, due to their unwillingness to go into the army and their religion being 
evaluated as perverse by the Orthodox Church, did not show any resistance at the time. To 
the question of the researcher to Matiyev [Prokofiev] why the sect members did not resist 
the exiles and massacres, the (his) answer was: “the demon [Devil] cannot be resisted, so one 
must stay away from it; leaving this field to the Devil will take, and has taken, our people in 
the right direction”—i.e. by going away into exile. 

By looking at the aforementioned features of the Molokans, one might conclude they have 
never experienced tension and conflict both among themselves and with other groups. But 
many discourses and practices falsifying this conclusion have been encountered—even in 
the short time of the field research, which took as much as one month. 

The most important indicator of tensions and conflicts among Molokans is the existence and 
arrival of new sects, such as former Baptists and Kharizmat separated from their own sects. 
Although segregations seems to be based on theological discussions, it actually has emerged 
from social tensions in reality. 

On the other hand, tension and conflict are experienced more extensively and intensely 
between Christian and Muslim identities, rather than among sects within each religious 
identity. So, the tension between members of both religions softens the tensions between 
different sects within each religion; even alliances between sects are formed against 
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representatives of a religion perceived as truly, fundamentally different from one’s own. The 
tension in Ivanovka between representatives of both religions comes to light in the use of 
kolkhoz land, the distribution of the labour force and the managerial elite in the kolkhoz, and 
the construction of new houses or shops in the village. 

With the researcher entering a small shop located in the street near the village centre, he 
took the first step of a long conversation from which the aforementioned tensions and 
conflicts have been quoted. The shop owner was named  Lezgi.

When the researcher entered the shop, the conversation was initiated with the grocer about 
his tasks. But  Lezgi (the grocer) showed a certain reaction to the researcher, saying that “you 
did not talk with the right persons, no way; talk with the right persons, and they say the truth 
to you.” 

-Grocer: “Come, I will tell you the truth. Look over there, there’s a newspaper. There a 
complaint written in 1995 is shown: What is the Complaint of the Black Village? These 
Molokans did not allow us here at the time. When our child married, they said again that the 
land of our village is found 20-30 km below, go and construct a house there. However when 
their child married, they constructed their house in the village. While I bought this shop they 
wanted and tried to hinder me.”   

“They used to say that the “black nation” should not enter into the centre of the village. 
When I established the grocery store, having persisted, they were afraid of interfering 
themselves and they therefore brought in officials. “What you have done is not legal, 
demolish the store!” said the officials who arrived.” 

After that, he continues to talk about the Molokans:

-Grocer: “They also eat pork.” 

-Researcher: “Don't Muslims eat that?”

-Grocer: “There are also some among us, but very few.” 

While talking, customers are entering in and out continuously. When customers are present, 
the talk is being interrupted for a while, then it continues again from where it has been left 
off. Lezgi does not neglect to respect and welcome the Molokan customers entering the 
store. Even though this conflicts with what he talks about, he explains this as “a requirement 
of being a merchant”.  

-Grocer: “If they break up the kolkhoz and give out to everyone the land he deserves, one 
would do whatever he likes. They do not break up the kolkhoz either. Our Muslim 
government also helps them. We are not honest either. There are also betrayers among us. 
There he is, the director of the sheep department. He gets along well with Sedir. They scoop 
the money together.”

Afterwards, he invites the researcher to his home for a meal. Leaving the store to his son, we 
are going to his house together. In the house, we meet the elder brother of the grocer as well. 
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During the meal, we again start talking about the Molokans. The elder brother begins to 
speak:

-“Look, during the Karabağ War [of 1988-1994 between Armenia and Azerbaijan about the 
Armenian enclave residing within the territory of the latter], none of the Molokans fought at 
our side.” 

When the researcher reminds them of the tomb of the Molokan soldier who died in Karabağ 
that he saw in the village cemetery, the younger brother responds as follows:

-“Yes, there is one, he did not go from here, he did go from Bakü; his  birthplace is here. You 
see, now there are no Azeri, Turk, or Lezgi among us. We all follow Mohammed. I am also 
against the segregation between Shiite and Sunni. Just as the Molokan supports the Russians, 
the Armenians—why? Because all of them are the people of crucifix.”

The thoughts of the Lezgi grocer regarding the Molokans are striking, as these display the 
conflicting structure of the relations between the Muslims and Christians living in the 
village. The intensity of the tension has shown itself clearly in the interviews by the 
researcher, in the statements such as who is or can be “an honest man” and “a dishonest man” 
made by the persons interviewed. Such statements expressed to the researcher indicated to 
the latter who should be the ones to be contacted and interviewed by him, indicating 
therefore the boundary between the major religious groups in the village.

In Ivanovka, at the place called “discotheque” in which the village youngsters come together 
to entertain for weekends, is where the tensions between the groups turns into physical 
violence from time to time. Though frequent fights in general appear to be a sign of “a matter 
about girls”, the inference of the researcher in line with the information narrated to him 
indicates that these fights are one of the reflections of the conflict between the groups. It 
may be easily said that the tensions about the sharing of resources and job opportunities in 
the village are being brought into the discotheque, through the youngsters, whereby the 
parties often escalate into fights. 

The entertainments at the discotheque could be interpreted as the modern version of the 
entertainments called “pragolga” by the Molokans. Pragolga are the entertainments 
organised at picnics, in order for youngsters, including unmarried girls and boys, to get to 
know each other with the knowledge (and scrutiny) of their parents. This tradition is open to 
the public, though it is specifically intended for the Molokans. 

The Molokan youngsters come into the discotheque in mixed groups of boys and girls, 
whereas the exact opposite situation is true for Muslim youngsters. Unlike the Molokan girls, 
the Muslim girls mostly do not participate in such entertainments; very few Muslim girl 
participants are welcomed by their co-religionists. 

Therefore, continuous tension is encountered between the Muslim boys coming to the 
discotheque single, and the Molokan boys coming in often accompanied by (their) girls; this 
situation also has been observed by the researcher. It has been expressed to the researcher by 
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the youngsters of both religions that this tension occasionally leads to and turns into 
physical violence. Due to these fights, the village administration has banned the use of 
alcohol at the discotheque2; a small group consisting of Muslim and Christian youngsters has 
also been assigned to maintain security and keep the peace at the discotheque. 

Victor, the administrator who is responsible for the village youngsters, can easily tell when 
the feelings of the Molokan youngsters that are uncomfortable because the Muslim 
youngsters come to the discotheque single, through the following question that he asked the 
researcher: “Is it fair in your opinion?”. Mişa, who is one of the Molokan youngsters of the 
village, feels also uncomfortable about the same situation, and in response to the question of 
the researcher “Do fights take place at the discotheque?”, says: “Ooh, sometimes very big 
fights take place; sometimes the outsiders look at the girls and this is not a big problem, 
however, we fight when they verbally attack”, he replies.   

While talking to a youngster who said he is Azeri, he replies to the question of the researcher 
“Do you have any Molokan friends?”, as follows:

“No, well, they do not become friends [with us]. They are all alcoholic, there is no such a 
miserable nation as them. I do have Lezgi friends. Lezgis are also Muslims like us. They are 
not those of the crucifix like the Molokans. The Molokans make a crucifix from wood and 
pray to it. The Molokans are only afraid of the Lezgis in this village. Lezgis sometimes beat 
them up totally. Before you came, some Lezgis had beaten up some of the Molokans at the 
discotheque. The discotheque was kept closed for two weeks.”

As Barth (2001: 21) states, “Each social group has its own set of standards and values. The 
bigger the difference between these value judgements, the easier the formation of different 
ethnic groups.” The “value judgements” expressed above by Barth mostly revolve around 
religion and religious sects, such as those found in Ivanovka. While defining “we” and “other”, 
the concepts selected from different religions and sects within those religions, of which some 
examples are given above, are used. In essence, the value judgements are formed according 
to the “ethics” based on a particular religion or sect within a religion. 

Conclusion

When the researcher examined the case of Ivanovka, it has been determined that the 
conflicts and tensions among the villagers are very important factors in the formation and 
maintenance of Molokan, Baptist, Kharizmat, Azeri and Lezgi identities. The mentioned 
conflicts could be observed in all fields of daily life. Conflicts rise to the surface during the 
contested use and (re)distribution of kolkhoz lands, the distribution of labour and managers 
in the kolkhoz, and the construction of new houses or stores in the village. 

The only discernible place that the researcher has been able to determine where conflicts 
turn into violence, is the discotheque where entertainments are organised at weekends. The 
fights that frequently break out here, are, in their own statements, in general due to “the 
matter about girls”. 
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However, the inference of the researcher in the direction of his observations and the 
information that was passed to him, confirms that this is just one of many expressions and 
manifestations of the tension and conflict between the ethnic and religious groups. It could 
be easily said that the tensions about sharing the resources and work fields in the village are 
being brought into the discotheque through the youngsters, whereby the parties escalate 
into fights. Therefore, the fights at the discotheque essentially take place not between the 
individuals, but between the groups. For example, fights mostly take place between the 
Molokan and Lezgi youngsters or more generally between the Christian and Muslim 
youngsters.

In the fights taking place between the groups in Ivanovka, it was seen that religious 
differences trigger the conflicts and cover up the real causes of conflicts, in other words form 
a type of cover for conflicts. For example, the Muslims who demand the (re)distribution of a 
kolkhoz or want to open a new grocery store in the village, see the Molokans as a blocking 
factor in realising these demands and undertakings. Because in view of the Muslims, the 
Molokans do not love the followers of Mohammed since they are “the people of crucifix”—
and they do not want Muslims to get rich anyway. The Molokans in turn consider Muslims as 
“violence oriented” and “lazy people”.

Molokanism, historically embedded in the Russian peasantry, has given rise to an ethno-
religious community known by the name Molokan in Azerbaijan and Ivanovka village in 
particular, throughout its periods of conflict with the Orthodox Church. It may be asserted 
that differentiating and opposing religious and denominational propensities serve as an 
ideological vehicle in the process of identity-formation within a class or ethnic group. 
Religious differences that played an important role in the formation of a Molokan identity as 
opposed to the Russian Orthodox one, are continuing to serve as an important ideological 
tool in face of the Muslim “others”, who are relative newcomers in Ivanovka.

Dr. Çakır Ceyhan Suvari is Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, Faculty of 
Literature, Yüzüncü Yıl University, Van, Turkey.  ceyhansuvari@yyu.edu.tr 

Endnotes

1. However, the garmon instrument, which creation is still inspired on the accordion and derived from 
the word “garmonia” which means harmony, has been brought to Azerbaijan by the Russian people 
(see http://nedir.antoloji.com/garmon/, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garmon). Azerbaijanis in Kars 
consider the accordion as their “national” instrument, contrary to the situation in Azerbaijan.

2. However, the youngsters used to violate this ban by having alcoholic beverages that they hide out of 
the entertainment place.
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The Ethno-Cultural "Mosaic" of Ivanovka village in Azerbaijan

(First Critical Response to Çakır Ceyhan Suvari’s “Conflict and the Construction of 
Ethnic Identities: The Case of Ivanovka Village in Azerbaijan”)

Ivanovka, a village in the Ismayili district of Azerbaijan, is arguably the last remaining  
Soviet-era collective farm (Kolkhoz) in the country.  Ivanovka has preserved not only the 
ancient lifestyle of the Russian Molokans living there, but probably has preserved the only 
“relict” kolkhoz in the former Soviet space as well, which continues to operate in a scheme at 
least resembling collective farming. Actually, the study of Ivanovka—or any such village or 
locality at this time—is quite challenging, given the conditions of growing intensity of 
international communications, media development, and migrations, all of which makes 
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