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SPIRITUAL-EDUCATIONAL LEADERS IN UZBEKISTAN’S BLOGOSPHERE: A
CASE-STUDY APPROACH
SAYFITDINOVA MADINA SHAHITBEK KIZI
Andijan State Pedagogical Institute
INTERN - RESEARCHER (PHD)

Abstract: This article explores the emergence of spiritual-educational
leaders within Uzbekistan’s blogosphere. Using a qualitative case-study
design, it examines several widely followed Uzbek-language channels on
YouTube, Telegram and Instagram whose authors present themselves as
religious preachers, family and moral counsellors, or motivational and
educational influencers. Drawing on content published in 2023-2024, the
analysis is situated within recent research on social media and youth in
Uzbekistan and on online preachers in Central Asia. (Scientific Journal)

The findings suggest that these content creators function as informal
ma’naviy-ma’rifiy yetakchilar (spiritual-educational leaders): they translate
religious and cultural norms into everyday language, frame moral teachings
through short videos and narrative storytelling, and address practical
problems such as family conflict, youth unemployment and migration. At the
same time, the study identifies several tensions and risks: partial
commercialization of spiritual messages, the absence of clear ethical
guidelines for bloggers, potential oversimplification of complex theological
and social issues, gender-stereotypical messaging, and growing regulatory
pressure on religious actors in the digital sphere. (The Diplomat)

Keywords: Uzbekistan, blogosphere, spiritual-educational leaders,
online preachers, social media, youth, media literacy.

AHHOTaUA: B cTaTbe paccMaTpuBaeTcAd dbeHoMeH
JlyXOBHO-MIPOCBETUTENLCKOTO JINJepcTBa B 6Jsiorocdepe YsbekucraHa. Ha
OCHOBE KeHC-CTaJd NOJX0Ja aHAJMU3UPYIOTCS HECKOJIbKO MOMyJsPHbIX
y30eKOSA3bIYHbIX aKKayHTOB B coluaJbHbIX ceTsax (YouTube, Telegram,
Instagram), aBTOpbl KOTOPbIX MO3UIMOHUPYIOT Ce6S1 KaK pPeJUrhO3HbIE
NpPONOBEJAHUKH, CEMEMHbIE U MOpaJibHble HAaCTaBHUKH, MOTHUBALMOHHbIE U
obpa3oBaTesibHble 6Jiorepbl. MccienoBaHre omupaeTcss HAa KadeCTBEHHbIU
KOHTEHT-aHa/IM3 ux nyo6snkauui 3a 2023-2024 roapl U CONMOCTABJSAETCS C
CYyLeCTBYIOIIMMH paboTaMHy O POJIM COLlMAJIbHBIX CETeH B »KU3HU MOJIOJEKHU
Y36ekuctaHa U 0 peHOMeHe OHJIAUH-NPONOBEeJHUKOB B LleHTpasbHOU A3uU.
(Scientific Journal)

[lokazaHo, 4YTO TaKWe OJiIOrTepbl BBICTYNAIOT KaK HedOpMasbHbIE
JlyXOBHO-NIPOCBETUTE/IbCKUE JIUJEPBI, COEJUHSIOIIUME pEJUTMOo3Hble U
KyJbTYpHble TpaJULUHA C COBpeMeHHbIMH ¢QopMaTaMu ULUPPOBOU
KOMMYHUMKanuu. OHM 3aTparvBalOT TeMbl CEMEMHBIX OTHOIIEHUH,
BOCIIMTAHUS JeTel, JUYHOCTHOTO pPa3BUTHS, PEJUTHMO3HOM MNPAKTHKU HU
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rpaKJJaHCKOW OTBETCTBEHHOCTH. BMecTe ¢ TeM BBIABJSAIOTCH 3TUYECKHE
HanpsiKeHUs: KOMMeplhaln3alus peJUMrio3Horo KOHTeHTa, HeJ0CTaTOYHas
NpO3pavyHOCTb pEKJaMHbIX HWHTerpalui, PpUCK YIPOLIEHUS CJIOXKHBIX
peJIMFMO3HbIX U COLlMaJIbHbIX BONPOCOB, a TaKXke peryJasToOpHbIe
OTpaHUYEeHUS U JlaBJieHUe Ha peJruruo3nbix 6sorepos. (The Diplomat)

KiloueBble cJioBa: Y36ekucrasn, 6Js0rocdepa,
JlyXOBHO-NIPOCBETUTEJIbCKUE JIMJAEPDI, OHJANH-NIPONOBEAHUKH, COLUAJIbHbIE
CETH, MOJIOZIEKb, MEJUarPaMOTHOCTb.

INTRODUCTION: Over the past decade Uzbekistan has experienced
rapid growth in internet access and social media use, especially among young
people. Platforms such as Telegram, YouTube and Instagram have become a
primary space where youth search for information, entertainment and life
advice. Recent research shows that social networks significantly shape
communication patterns, education and social behaviour of Uzbek youth, and
influence their cultural and social identity. (Scientific Journal)

Within this expanding digital public sphere, a distinct group of content
creators has emerged: bloggers who do not merely entertain or provide
everyday news, but explicitly position themselves as spiritual-educational
guides. They speak about religious practice, family relations, moral dilemmas
and personal development, often combining Islamic concepts with modern
psychological or motivational language. In Uzbek discourse they are
increasingly described, implicitly or explicitly, as ma’naviy-ma’rifiy yetakchilar
- leaders in the field of morality (ma’naviyat) and enlightenment (ma’rifat).

Similar developments have been observed across Central Asia, where
online preachers use social media to reach large audiences and address
religious and social issues. A recent comparative study of online preachers in
the region shows that they have become important actors in shaping norms
and values among believers, particularly young people.

In Uzbekistan, however, this development is embedded in a specific
regulatory and political context. The state seeks to maintain a secular public
sphere while acknowledging the growing importance of Islam in everyday life.
In 2024, for example, imams were officially warned to stay away from social
media, even though religious bloggers and imams had already built a sizable
digital presence with hundreds of channels and millions of followers. (The
Diplomat) This ambivalent environment simultaneously creates space and
constraints for spiritual-educational bloggers.

Against this background, the aim of this article is to analyse how
spiritual-educational leaders in Uzbekistan’s blogosphere construct their
authority, what themes and pedagogical strategies they use, and which
opportunities and risks their activity entails for the moral and educational
landscape of the country. The study uses a qualitative case-study approach to
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examine a small number of widely followed Uzbek-language channels that
focus on spiritual and educational topics.

The main research questions are:

1. How do selected spiritual-educational bloggers in Uzbekistan present
themselves and build trust with their audiences?

2. What kinds of spiritual, moral and educational messages do they
promote, and through which formats?

3. What positive contributions and potential negative effects arise from
their activity in the digital public sphere?

By addressing these questions, the article seeks to contribute to ongoing
debates on digital religion, youth culture and blogger ethics, and to provide a
more nuanced understanding of ma’naviy-ma’rifiy yetakchilar as new actors in
Uzbekistan’s evolving information ecosystem.

MAIN PART: The phenomenon of spiritual-educational bloggers is
closely related to what the literature describes as “online preachers” or
“digital religious leaders”. In Central Asia, online preachers have been
analysed as actors who occupy the space between formal religious institutions
and ordinary believers. They use social media platforms to disseminate
sermons, answer questions, and comment on social issues, often adapting
religious teachings to contemporary problems faced by youth and families.

Kurmanaliyev’s regional study shows that such preachers build their
authority through a combination of formal credentials (religious education or
affiliation with official institutions), personal charisma and active engagement
with followers in comments and messaging apps. The study also notes that
online preachers increasingly address not only strictly religious topics, but
also moral, social and economic questions such as migration, family conflicts
and gender roles, thereby positioning themselves as broader moral
authorities in society.

At the same time, media-ethics research emphasizes that bloggers, as a
form of citizen journalists, should adhere to basic ethical principles:
credibility, authenticity, justice and objectivity. Stojanovic¢ Prelevi¢ argues that
blogs can significantly influence public opinion and therefore require ethical
regulation similar to that applied to professional journalism, even if the
mechanisms are different. (Applied Media Studies Journal) She highlights the
need for transparency about sources, clear separation between opinion and
fact, and respect for human dignity.

Spiritual-educational bloggers, therefore, operate at the intersection of
digital religion and blogger ethics. On the one hand, their messages are judged
in terms of religious correctness and alignment with national and cultural
values; on the other hand, they are subject to general expectations about
accuracy, fairness and non-harmful communication in the digital space. This
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dual framework is particularly important in Uzbekistan, where public
religious expression remains politically sensitive and where online activity
can have legal consequences for bloggers.

This study employs a qualitative multiple case-study design. It focuses on
three anonymized cases of Uzbek-language channels that, by mid-2024, had
gathered substantial audiences (hundreds of thousands of followers or
subscribers) and whose main content is spiritual-educational:

«Case A - Traditional Islamic preacher: a male preacher with formal
religious education who posts short video sermons on everyday moral
questions, often recorded in mosques or study rooms.

« Case B - Family and values influencer: a blogger (married couple) who
creates content on marriage, parenting, communication and family budgeting,
frequently using Islamic references and Uzbek proverbs.

« Case C - Youth motivation and life-skills educator: a younger blogger
who blends religiously grounded ethics with secular motivational discourse,
focusing on study habits, career choices, addiction prevention and digital
self-discipline.

The cases were selected based on three criteria: (1) explicit spiritual or
moral orientation in the account description; (2) predominantly
Uzbek-language content; and (3) sustained activity (weekly or more frequent
posts) during 2023-2024. Publicly accessible videos and posts from these
channels were collected for a six-month period and subjected to qualitative
content analysis.

Analytical categories included: dominant themes (e.g., family, worship,
work), forms of argumentation (scriptural quotations, anecdotes, personal
stories), interaction with followers (Q&A sessions, responses to comments),
and visible markers of commercialization (sponsorships, product
placements). While precise metrics (view counts, follower numbers) were
noted, the emphasis was placed on the narrative and pedagogical strategies
rather than quantitative reach.

The article does not reveal the real names or handles of the bloggers in
order to avoid unwanted targeting and to focus on patterns rather than
personalities. The aim is not to evaluate specific individuals, but to illustrate
broader tendencies within the spiritual-educational segment of Uzbekistan’s
blogosphere.

Recent scholarship underlines that young people in Uzbekistan rely
heavily on social media for communication, education and identity
construction. Zayniyeva, analysing surveys and online statistics, shows that
social platforms are deeply integrated into youth routines and that they shape
both opportunities (access to information, informal learning) and challenges
(distraction, exposure to misinformation). (Scientific Journal)
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This high level of digital engagement coincides with a broader revival of
interest in religion and moral questions across Central Asia after the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Kurmanaliyev’s regional study notes that, as internet
penetration increased and mobile devices became affordable, online religious
content rapidly expanded, with preachers using Instagram, YouTube and
TikTok to reach audiences across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan.

In Uzbekistan, the situation is further shaped by state policies that
attempt to balance secular governance with the population’s growing
religious interest. The 2024 warning to imams to stay off social media, despite
their already significant online presence, reveals official concerns about
unregulated religious discourse and potential controversy around sensitive
social issues. (The Diplomat) At the same time, the demand for accessible
spiritual and ethical guidance does not disappear; instead, it finds alternative
channels, including semi-formal or independent bloggers who are less directly
tied to official religious institutions.

Within this context, spiritual-educational bloggers can be seen as actors
who respond to both a “supply gap” in formal religious education and a
“demand surge” for practical, everyday moral guidance among digitally active
youth and families.

Across all three cases, bloggers invest significant effort in constructing a
trustworthy persona. Several common strategies can be observed:

« Biographical framing:

Case A emphasizes formal religious education, mentioning study at recognized
madrasas and official positions in the past.

Case B highlights long marital experience and raising several children as a
source of practical wisdom.

Case C presents a trajectory from “ordinary student”
achiever”, thereby modelling a path that followers can 1m1tate.

«Visual and linguistic cues: Modest clothing, traditional greetings,
Qur’anic recitations at the beginning of videos and frequent use of respectful
forms of address (“aziz birodarlar”, “hurmatli opa-singillar”) create a moral
atmosphere and signal respect for cultural norms.

« Consistency and responsiveness: Regular posting schedules and
periodic Q&A sessions strengthen the perception that the blogger is accessible
and cares about followers’ problems. Questions about daily prayer, parental
authority or digital addiction are answered in an informal yet authoritative
tone.

These patterns correspond to broader trends identified in Central Asia,
where online preachers and spiritual bloggers build their legitimacy by
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combining formal credentials, moral charisma and high-frequency
engagement with audiences.

The analysed bloggers employ a range of pedagogical strategies adapted
to the constraints and possibilities of social media:

1. Micro-sermons and story-telling (Case A): Short videos (2-7 minutes)
focus on a single theme: backbiting, honesty at work, respecting parents, or
appropriate behaviour online. The preacher often tells a brief story - from
classical Islamic literature, recent history or personal experience - and then
extracts a clear moral lesson. The structure is simple: narrative, Qur'anic or
hadith quotation, practical takeaway.

2. Dialogic advice and role-play (Case B): The family-focused channel
uses conversations between spouses, dramatized dialogues, and responses to
anonymized letters from followers. Typical topics include choosing a marriage
partner, managing conflict between spouses, in-laws, budgeting and
parenting. Religious references are intertwined with practical tips and
psychological language (“emotional support”, “active listening”).

3. Motivational “how-to” style (Case C): The youth-oriented blogger
creates series such as “30 days without procrastination”, “Digital detox
Ramadan” or “How to prepare for entrance exams without burning out”.
Religious elements are present but not always central: the emphasis is on
discipline, goal-setting and self-control, framed as part of a God-conscious
lifestyle.

These strategies resonate with findings that social media content
consumed by youth tends to favour short, visually engaging formats and
actionable advice. (Scientific Journal) Spiritual-educational bloggers who
adapt to these preferences can reach audiences that might find traditional
long sermons or written treatises inaccessible.

Despite differences in style, the three cases share a core set of values:

« Family cohesion and respect for parents: Numerous posts stress
obedience to parents, mutual respect between spouses, and the centrality of
family in achieving a “clean heart” and social stability.

« Moral discipline in everyday life: Honesty in business, avoidance of
gossip, modesty in appearance and consumption, and responsible use of
money are recurring motifs.

« Responsible digital behaviour: Bloggers warn against addictive
scrolling, harmful content, online harassment and the risk of losing real-life
relationships because of excessive device use.

« Balancing tradition and modernity: Case B and Case C in particular
attempt to reconcile traditional gender roles and family models with
contemporary realities such as women’s employment, migration, and higher
education.
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In many posts, these values are framed not merely as personal virtues
but as contributions to national development and social harmony, echoing
state discourse on ma’naviyat and patriotism.

While spiritual-educational bloggers offer many positive contributions,
the case studies also reveal several ethical challenges.

1. Commercialization of spiritual authority: At times, religious or moral
messages are combined with product advertisements (books, online courses,
coaching sessions, clothing brands). Although such monetization is not
inherently unethical, the lack of clear labelling and transparency may blur the
line between spiritual advice and marketing.

2. Simplification of complex issues: Short video formats encourage clear,
memorable statements, but they also tend to simplify sensitive topics such as
mental illness, domestic violence or inter-religious relations. Some posts risk
attributing structural problems solely to individual sin or character weakness,
thereby under-representing social and economic factors.

3. Gender stereotypes: In certain family-focused content, responsibility
for maintaining harmony is placed disproportionately on women, and
obedience is emphasized more than mutual accountability. This mirrors
broader cultural patterns but raises questions about whether digital
spiritual-educational leaders reinforce or critically examine such norms.

4. Regulatory uncertainty and self-censorship: Given the state’s cautious
stance towards religious expression online, bloggers often avoid overt
political commentary or contentious legal issues. The Diplomat’s report on
warnings to imams illustrates the risk that religious discourse online may be
suddenly restricted or subject to disciplinary action. (The Diplomat) This
environment may encourage self-censorship and limit open discussion of
controversial topics where nuanced guidance would be particularly valuable.

From the perspective of blogger ethics, these tensions underscore the
importance of explicit ethical frameworks for spiritual-educational content
creators. Principles such as credibility, authenticity, justice and objectivity,
highlighted in media-ethics literature, are directly relevant to their work.
(Applied Media Studies Journal)

CONCLUSION: The analysis of spiritual-educational leaders in
Uzbekistan’s blogosphere through a case-study approach allows several key
conclusions to be drawn.

First, spiritual-educational bloggers clearly respond to real social and
spiritual needs. In a society with a young, digitally connected population and a
complex religious policy environment, they provide accessible guidance on
everyday moral dilemmas, family relations and personal development. Their
content often translates abstract religious and ethical principles into concrete
advice and relatable narratives. This can strengthen individual resilience,
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encourage self-reflection and promote social virtues such as honesty,
solidarity and care for relatives.

Second, these bloggers act as bridges between traditional knowledge and
new forms of communication. By using short-form video, interactive Q&A and
social media storytelling, they make spiritual and educational content
available to audiences who might not attend mosque lectures or formal
courses. In this way, they contribute to a broader ecology of learning,
complementing - rather than fully replacing - official religious and
educational institutions.

Third, some spiritual-educational bloggers explicitly advocate
responsible digital behaviour and media literacy: they warn about
misinformation, online harassment and addictive usage patterns, and
encourage followers to verify information, limit screen time and maintain
real-life relationships. Such messages align with wider efforts to build critical
digital citizenship among young people in Uzbekistan. (Scientific Journal)

At the same time, the case studies demonstrate that spiritual-educational
blogging is not free from problematic aspects:

« Ethical ambiguities in commercialization: spiritual guidance intertwined
with poorly marked advertising may weaken trust and introduce conflicts of
interest.

« Risk of oversimplification: complex issues are sometimes reduced to
individual moral failure, which can inadvertently stigmatize vulnerable
groups or discourage seeking professional help (for example, in cases of
depression or domestic violence).

« Reinforcement of traditional gender hierarchies without critical
reflection: some content may unintentionally legitimize unequal expectations
towards women and men.

« Vulnerability to regulatory shifts: in a context where imams and
religious bloggers can be warned or sanctioned for their online activity,
spiritual-educational leaders operate under uncertainty, which may restrict
open dialogue and critical debate. (The Diplomat)

In light of these mixed findings, several recommendations can be
proposed:

1. For spiritual-educational bloggers:

Develop and publicly share simple ethical guidelines for the channel (e.g.,
commitment to accuracy, respect, non-discrimination, transparency about
sponsorships).

Distinguish clearly between informational, advisory and commercial content.
Seek basic training in media literacy and counselling skills to avoid harmful
advice in sensitive areas.

2. For official religious institutions and state bodies:
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Recognize the constructive potential of spiritual-educational bloggers rather
than viewing them only as a risk factor.
Offer voluntary training programs on digital communication, ethics and legal
norms for imams and independent spiritual bloggers.
When regulation is necessary, formulate clear, proportionate and publicly
accessible rules, avoiding vague prohibitions that foster fear and
self-censorship.

3. For the education system and civil society:

Integrate media literacy and digital ethics into school and university curricula,
including modules on how to critically evaluate spiritual and moral content
online. (Scientific Journal)

Support research that monitors the impact of spiritual-educational content on
youth attitudes, gender norms and inter-group relations.

Spiritual-educational leaders in Uzbekistan’s blogosphere are neither
purely traditional preachers nor purely secular influencers. They represent a
hybrid, experimental form of authority that combines religious, cultural and
psychological registers within the fast-paced environment of social media.
Understanding their role through careful empirical study, rather than through
stereotypes or fear, is essential for any meaningful discussion about the future
of ma’naviyat and education in digital Uzbekistan.
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