Idolaters without images and images of idolatry: Orthodox and Intelligentsia discourses about the Georgian ‘pagan’ mountain peoples.
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In the 19th century the Orthodox church viewed Georgian mountain religion as at best a debased form of Orthodoxy, and at worst actual idolatry, leading to a drive to ‘Restore’ these ‘pagan’ peoples to orthodoxy. Intelligentsia discourse, based in emerging cultural discourses of the nation such as ethnography, instead found in the mountain dwellers’ religion a ‘museum’ of the practices that represented a truly ‘Georgian’ tradition.  Such a rhetorical position was characteristic of the official atheism of the Socialist period, allowing mountain religion to be transferred from ‘religion’ to the more legitimate cultural sphere of the ‘nation’.   While mountain-dwellers of the 19th century viewed the activities of the ‘Society for the Restoration of Orthodoxy’ as a nuisance or a menace, contemporary mountain-dwellers treat both Orthodox churches and traditional mountain shrines as complementary forms and locations for functionally similar religious practices. I will consider the various ways that intelligentsia and mountain-dwellers themselves have responded to the alterity of ‘mountaineer idolatry’, an ‘idolatry’ that, unlike Orthodoxy, paradoxically lacks any cult of images.  The rhetorical assimilation of this ‘internal other’ takes two parallel forms: one to emphasize the religious difference between Orthodoxy and mountain religion so as to foreground their cultural unity as distinct expressions of Georgianness, a secularizing solution that locates that unity in national tradition; the other to emphasize similarities between the two on the religious plane of lay practice, creating a religious unity of the nation in which ‘Georgian’ lay practice assume distinct forms united by a single religious function.

In 1878, at the end of the Russian-Ottoman war, the annexation of the region known as ‘Ottoman Georgia’ to the Russian empire presented the nascent Georgian intelligentsia with what seemed like a moral mission, a sacred mission to unite the estranged and alienated ‘Muslim Georgians’ of Ottoman Georgia with their long lost brothers, to create a ‘greater Georgia’ within the framework of imperial Russian society.  Despite the occasional use of terms like ‘sacred duty’, this was conceived at the outset as an explicitly secular mission, for the main difference that was felt to separate these Ottoman Georgians from Russian Georgians was religion, not language or culture.  In effect, Ottoman Georgia provided the Georgian intelligentsia with a program, a way of articulating Georgianess as a secular matter of language and culture, and to define and oppose themselves and their civilizing mission to that of the imperial Orthodox church.  Secular similarities of culture and language, it was hoped, would overcome religious differences between Orthodox and Muslim brothers.  But this program remained unrealized, within a year the great hopes excited by the conquest were dashed: the Muslim inhabitants of Ottoman Georgia, afraid of being conquered by a Christian power, Russia, began to flee in large numbers to Ottoman territory.  The Georgian intelligentsia were left with a melancholy image of a long lost land regained, but emptied of people: those very people who the Georgians felt would recognize their common Georgianness, the triumph of cultural and linguistic identity over religious difference, simply voted with their feet.   Within a few short years of the conquest, the Ottoman Georgians as a crucial kind of ‘internal other’ vanished in the Georgian press as well as from their erstwhile homes. In a few short years, the Georgian intelligentsia instead found in the mountains of Georgia a kind of internal other who illustrated in a sense their notion of Cultural and Linguistic Georgianess shorn of Religious orthodoxy.  The highland mountaineers of Georgia, remote regions like Pshavi and Khevsureti, became the favored object of a veritable ethnographic and folkloric craze of the Georgian press in the 1880s, and in a few short years moved from being somewhat peripheral savages to being central figures in the imagining of Georgianness in linguistic and cultural terms.  The fact that these mountaineers were not exactly Orthodox, made them ambiguous in religious terms.  Like the Ottoman Georgians, they dwelled in the vicinity of ancient Georgian orthodox churches, showing that their ancestors were Christians.  Unlike the Ottoman Georgians, even as they resisted Christian proselytization, they treated their Muslim neighbors as ‘unbelievers’ and enemies, so they were certainly not Muslims.  The Imperial Orthodox church sought to ‘restore’ these mountaineers to Christianity.   But this ‘highland paganism’ would have a very different meaning for the Georgian intelligentsia, as a historical and folkloric and ethnographic object, it was an object of fascination about truly Georgian national and ethnographic pasts, not merely an absence of religion in a negative sense, a set of superstitions, but in a positive sense, a secular resource for the construction of a secular history of the Georgian people.
Idolatry (One page).  In the nineteenth century, Almost all observers, both priests and intelligentsia, agreed that the Khevsurs and Pshavs were shameless idolaters, and certainly not Christians.  The term ‘idolatrous’ is used with a special caveat, because mountain shrines, unlike Orthodox churches, contain nothing whatsoever that could be termed a representation in the mimetic sense.  In mountaineer parlance, the orthodox terms ‘icon’ and ‘cross’ are used in reference to shrines, shrine buildings, and the divinities believed to reside in them alike.  Given the general absence of images, and the peculiar fact that they used Orthodox terms for images, like ‘cross’ and ‘icon’ to refer to sacred piles of stones and old ruins, they were more properly engaged in ‘cairn worship’, as opposed to ‘idol-worship’.
  There was no question for most observers that these highland worshippers of piles of rocks were not Christian, although the ancient ruins of Christian churches bore silent witness that they had been Christian once.  In fact, it was precisely the presence of ruins of olden Christian churches throughout the region that led to the creation of the imperial Society for the Restoration of Orthodoxy, a special group of usually local missionaries trained by the Russian state to ‘restore’ these fallen people to Christianity.  The Society had also learned from the experience of Ottoman Georgia, mountaineer groups that had embraced Islam, ruined churches or no churches, were in the period after the Ottoman Georgia fiasco considered off limits.  As a result, a special quasi-religious object, ‘Highland pagans’, who were at once ‘fallen Christians’ and ‘not yet Muslims’ was recognized by the society as ‘fair game’ for the civilizing missions of the society.
   Ottoman Georgians, of course, were also fallen Christians, as attested by the ruined churches in their midst, but increasingly the fact that they had converted to another religion, Islam, as opposed to something not quite a religion, paganism, made them off limits.  For the society, then, Paganism was defined at the intersection of two absences, a laudable absence of Islam and an unfortunate lapse of erstwhile Orthodoxy.  Ethnographers and other intelligentsia observers, however, were amused or shocked to comment on the dismal failure of the society to restore orthodoxy or do anything else worthwhile.  In the meantime, they pursued their own project that turned paganism from a set of absences into a kind of presence, the presence of the authentic traditions of ancestors.  
Religion (one Page).  Contemporary highlanders, in the post-socialist period, have a very different relationship to the Orthodox church than their forebears.  Orthodox practices and the orthodox church, of course, under socialism, moved from being another expression of the Imperial state to being strongly sanctioned by the new Socialist state.  But mountaineers, whose religion was never seen as being as threatening as orthodoxy, still suffered from the new state in various ways.  Under post-socialism, the otherwise extremely aggressive Orthodox church maintains a complete silence on the very issue that used to vex it in the days of the Society, namely, bringing mountain pagans back into the Christian fold.  In this area of silence, alongside the restoration of ‘pagan’ beliefs, has allowed mountain dwellers to construct a narrative that their religion and orthodoxy are basically differing expressions of the same thing.
Pshavians of today are aware of what has been said about their practices in the past, heirs to a literate tradition that has not only canonized their beliefs and practices in ethnographies but also native sons like the poet Vazha Pshavela.   One of our informants in Pankisi gorge, a Pshavian named Gabriel, seemed to anticipate the suggestion that Pshavian shrines practices were not Christian.  He took particular exception to the idea that Pshavian shrine practices were idolatrous: “I don’t know why they say ‘You are idolaters’ and how are they Idolaters?  I do know that an idol [is? Made out of?] something—of a calf or something made of bronze and they go, they pray to it.  Our people never did that, our people remembered, prayed to a child of god [xvtisshvili], for example Kopala.  They say, I was not saying this, that the ruins of houses in the mountains and in the forests, there, they say, evil spirits dwelled,[???]and Kopala killed them—that’s why they called Kopala a hero and why people pray to him.’   Gabriel, who is himself both a practicing Orthodox as well as practicer of mountain shrine related practices, is aware, seems to anticipate that plainsdwelling Georgians are likely to say that shrine practices are not Christian, that they are idolatrous.  Gabriel takes particular exception to the accusation of idolatry.  Idolaters raise up things, images of calves or bronze, and pray to them, while the beings worshipped by Pshavians are heroes like Kopala, children of God.   He might have added, too, that Pshavians have no images at all, let alone idols, more on that below.   
The Pshavian poet Vazha Pshavela, in a furious letter condemning a Georgian bishop Anton for calling Pshavians ‘Pagan Idolators’, who required immediate conversion to Christianity (through the Society) and refusing to allow his priests to participate in any Pshavian ritual, almost a century earlier had made some of the same points.   Rebutting the claim that Pshavians are pagans or idolaters, he compares each element of Pshavian practice, to lay practice in the plains: Pshavians worship ‘icons’, but what are these icons called, he asks, but after the names of Orthodox Saints?  Perhaps their paganism is demonstrates by the practice of animal sacrifice?  But does not sacrifice exist as a Lay practice all over Georgia?  Pshavian shrines, it is true, are all ruins, but Vazha insists that these ruins must be the ruins of old Christian churches.  Vazha’s retort seeks at each point to compare Pshavian religion to Orthodoxy, but the key is that Pshavian religion looks quite different when compares to lay practice than it does when compared to priestly practice.  And if the Pshavs are not Christians by those standards, then neither is anyone else in the entire empire.   
Other Pshavians I have interviewed sustain a somewhat ambiguous viewpoint.  It seems a topic that they would like to not talk about.  Eschewing complete identification of Shrine practices of Khevisberi with church practices, they nevertheless deny that Pshavian religion is anything other than a different expression of Christianity.  They also deny that there has ever been any opposition between them (which is clearly untrue up to the Socialist period).  Instead, they treat each religion as a different form of mediation, one involving priests and churches, the other involving shrine attendants and shrines, and not that the church allows that shrines are also ‘places of worship’ (samlocveli) equivalent to churches, so much so that the Patriarch Ilia II raised a cross (in this case an actual cross) at the ‘icon’ (the shrine) of Kopala, and noone raised any objections.  In the nineteenth ncnetury, orthodox churches and shrines were always far apart, and according to most ethnographers although shrines were called using christinia terminology ‘icons’ and ‘crossses’, you would never find a real icon or cross in them.  Nowadays, however, it is possible to find icons or crosses at shrines, although this is rare.  And indeed, contemporary practice appears to be, unlike the nineteenth century, for mountaineers to treat shrine practices as being equivalent to and complementary with orthodoxy, as opposed to being in a conflictual relationship, and this is something that the Church, too, appears to tolerate.  The only differences are that shrine attendants, since they have been elected by the Shrine divinity himself, are more respected than priests.  Hence the current state of affairs for mountaineers is an uneasy one, insisting on equivalence, but also irreducible difference, expressed by lay practices which utilize both forms 
Socialism: Fetishism and Mythology (one page)
Under socialism, mountaineer shrine practices for scholars had an important advantage over orthodox rites, which was that since they had been relegated officially to the official past tense of all ethnographic materials, they no longer existed and therefore could be studied more or less freely.  For socialism, the primary bete noire was Orthodox religion, not mountaineer shrine practices.  Partly this had to do with the fact that for the Intelligentsia, under Tsarism not only did the Orthodox church represent a competing group of intellectuals, less well educated than themselves, but also a group of State intellectuals.  But also because of a stadial understanding of historical and ethnic progress, in which orthodoxy represented the stage immediately preceding the scientific atheist present, similar to capitalism, while shrine practices represented more distant stages of primitive religion, similar to primitive communism.  Both, of course, were relicts or leftovers in the socialist present, but it seemed that orthodoxy because of its recent menace and because of its relative familiarity, never really could become the object of contemplative interest that shrine practices were for socialist period intellectuals.  Partially, I suspect that since shrine practices were ‘ethnographic’, one could participate in them more freely under socialism as objects of folk culture, rather than folk religion.   [add here]  The categorization of Pshavian religion under socialism, as in the nineteenth century, followed rigorously stadialist notions of progression.   For example, though not ‘idolatrous’ specifically, since it lacks any cult of images, socialist authors usually defined Pshavian religion as being defined in part by the debased materiality of fetishism (and sometimes, of course, both totemism and  animism).  Specifically, their habit of worshipping rocks and cairns, ‘groves declared untouchable over a period of centuries, ruins, cairns, signs of stone, decorated with the horns of deer and ibexes’ puts them into this category of religion (Esitashvili 1985: 34).   If the materiality of their objects of worship points to classifying them as fetishists, their attribution of social properties to objects makes them animists, by the same token.  The fact that they build social relationships or correspondences between elements of the social and natural universe, in turn, makes them totemists (Esitashvili 39).  Worshipping natural objects (fetishism), attributing social properties to them (animism), and establishing moral relationships between two different kinds of natural objects (totemism), both establishes this religion as being in some sense primitive, but, just alike primitive communism, primitive religion at least involves only natural components, there is no supernatural component, no worship of things that do not exist, no division of the universe into natural and supernatural.   Crucially, the absence of the supernatural component makes the study of primitive religion of the Pshavians more acceptable.  If this set of classifications establishes these religions as primitive at the practical, ritual or cultic level, at the ideational level, too, Pshavian practices also fail to be true religion, in a good way!  Again following a generally stadial program, socialist authors distinguish ‘myth’ from ‘religion’ along similar lines, where the crucial term to watch is ‘nature’.  Both myth and religion involve fantastic elements (as opposed to realistic or scientific ones) (p. 96).  However, religion also requires ‘the blind belief in real existence of something supernatural’, which is absent in myth, and also this belief must be expressed in an obligatory ritual component in religion.  This is why religion is bad, of course, because it is dualistic, while primitive religion, like scientific communism, is monistic, specifically, naturalistic and materialistic, ‘Religion divides reality into supernatural and natural, ideal and material universes.  As far as mythology is concerned, in mythology the fantastic and real, ideal and material, are of the same kind (igiveobrivi),  for it the belief in the real existence of the supernatural is not required, it does not oblige anyone to fulfil any cultic customs….Myth means the generalization (ganzogadebas) of this or that phenomenon of nature and society (96).   There is a sense, then, that although myth is further from the advanced secular atheism and monism of scientific communism, is is also more amenable to it, again, a primitive form, lacking all the defining properties that make religion retrograde, namely, dualism, refusal of naturalistic explanation for everything, and of course cultic expression.  
Mythology or Religion? (one page)
In some sense this ambivalence was nothing new.  The intelligentsia neven under Tsarism had never felt entirely comfortable talking about Orthodoxy, but they had always felt that superstitition and folklore were not only fair game, but in fact collecting folk beliefs was a defining activity for intelligentsia.  Just as their role as enlighteners required them to teach the peasants the benefits of scientific naturalism, their role as cultural workers required them to document the mistaken superstitious beliefs of the peasantry, which nevertheless were an important aspect of national culture.  Even in the nineteenth century, then, intelligentsia found in folklore and folk superstition a domain in which they could both define themselves in opposition to the unenelightened folk (who sought supernatural explanation where natural explanation was required) and also unify themselves to those same folk with a secular narrative sustained by the concept of a ‘national culture’, which folklore and mythology played an important role in.  
This identity and alterity are perhaps central to the definition of mythology.  Mythology, of course, whatever else it may mean, is very unlike religion in its most basic use.  Religion implies potential identification, one’s own beliefs, mythology is never used this way, mythology, like folklore, inscribed a relationship of alterity between the logos (an act of description) and the belief describes, which belongs to someone else.  Myth is something one appropriates, of course, as Talal Asad notes, for Baroque period Europeans, and also modern day Geeks, mythology, Greek, Norse, Egyptian, is knowledge that is always under the sign of secularism, secular culture.  No one worries that exposing Geeky minors to Greek myths will produce a recrudescence of animal sacrifice at Delphi.  These are the beliefs of people who lived a long time ago, and they are meant to be appropriated for various artistic, cognitive, or other functions.  Knowing them is a sign of a certain kind of culturedness.  Attempting to believe in them or be inspired in them is simply a sign of a kind of eccentricity that belongs to people with poetic dispositions, like Robert Graves.  
What then of ‘Georgian mythology’.  Georgians, like everyone else, are part of a universe in which mythology defines a universe of other people’s long distant, long dead, beliefs, hence Greek mythology books are appropriate to Georgians and West Europeans alike.  But going into a Georgian bookstore, I also noted the existence of new books on ‘Georgian mythology’, glossy volumes which family trees of deities and pictures that reminded me of the Greek, Norse, Egyptian mythology books I had doted on as a child.   If one harbored any doubt that mythology is a purely secular, in fact, definingly secular discourse, the fact that such books are funded by western Civil Society NGOs should dispel any doubt that mythology is a central discourse of the secular.  And what are ‘Georgian myths’ composed of, in a land that has been Orthodox in religion for such a long time?   For the most part they are exactly the same belief systems that Pshavians might want to call ‘religion’, for they are the stories of demon-slaying heroes like Kopala that Pshavians gloss under the category of ‘religion’.   

Why is ‘Georgian mythology’, then, a central kind of secular discourse, if it involves talking about religion?   Well, of course, first of all, there is the alterity of myth, as opposed to religion.  Appropriating Greek myths is fine, but ‘mythologizing’ appropriations of Bible stories is not something one does in mixed company.   So these beliefs have been reassigned in the manner of all mythology, of all folklore, from the category of the religious to the category of the secular, specifically, they now belong to the category of culture.  But what kind of culture?  If Greek mythology expresses a certain kind of secular discourse of culturedness, it does so as a kind of expression of an international cosmopolitan secular culture, it’s for Geeks all over the world.   But Georgian mythology is a secular discourse of the nation.  In fact, Georgian mythology not only opposes Georgian orthodoxy in that the former is a secular discourse (based on religious discourse) and the latter is a religious one, but also, the former is a NATIONAL discourse, and the latter belongs to Christianity, and is therefore expressive of a kind of otherness, it is not ‘ours’ the way ‘our mythology’ is.  
� “Soon, when the churches themselves came to an end, some from the actions of enemies, others from the force of nature, then did superstition itself begin building new churches for them and bearing new icons; aside from those saints, which at some point the Holy Church had taught, they found other icons as well!... In the ruins of every house, in which at some point had lived some hero, they found new icons, ….So as not to go into minutiae, this custom is going on even now as it has up to this point.  Even today the Khevsur  is more drawn [mil;tolvilia] to the worship of cairns and the veneration of [kucesi and dekanozi], than to go to church or listen to the preaching of a priest, which is infrequent among them and if there is any then it is of short duration, composed of two or three words “That’s no good, it is bad, child!””


� “Altogether, the new objectives of the society [1863-1881] were to uphold and strengthen Orthodox Christianity where it already existed in the Caucasus, and to develop plans for missionary activity among the Muslims.  By the late 1880s, the Caucasian administration had impliciutly recognized the impracticality of attempting to proselytlize among the Muslim highlanders, especially in view of the massive exodus of  Caucasian Muslims to the Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-8.  Under the administration of the grad duke’s successor… (1882-1890) the principal aim of the society remained defensive, it was to preserve Christianity in those areas of the Caucasus where it was already dominant(Mostashari 2001: 238)
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