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Abstract

A new wave of Muslim mixed martial artists originating out of the Northern Caucasus have
taken the MMA world by storm. In the last couple of years various athletes have managed to
gain global influence. Research on the rise of these prominent athletes remains rather
underdeveloped, partly because of the niche origin of the topic. This study attempts to research
the social media representation from prominent Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists to
discover to what extent they represent a new modest Muslim masculinity. To do so two
representatives of Dagestan and Chechnya are researched, Khabib Nurmagomedov and
Khamzat Chimaev.

After having established background information on different aspects of the Northern
Caucasus, the research showed that all of the researched aspects contain major issues, and that
furthermore all developments in the different aspects were closely tied to the importance of
Islam.

Such importance of Islam is not only recognizable in different aspect of Northern
Caucasian society but furthermore proved recognizable in different social media platforms from
the Muslim Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists. Both Nurmagomedov and Chimaev
utilized their social media to represent their personal importance of religion. However, what
proved more interesting is their creation of a new modest Muslim masculinity. By linking their
personal victories and accomplishments in mixed martial arts environments purely to a greater
plan of Allah, they removed themselves out of the equation. Thus, they presented a new sense
of Muslim masculinity, one which is heavily affiliated with martial environments, while at the

same time being modest.
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Introduction

The biggest Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) event in history took place on 6 October
2018, a mixed martial arts (MMA) competition which would feature the lightweight title fight
between former featherweight and lightweight champion Irish superstar Conor McGregor and
the current champion, the lesser-known Dagestani Muslim Khabib Nurmagomedov. A 6 month
build up to the fight, including previous altercations between the two would make for a great
rivalry for the American mixed martial arts promotion. In this buildup McGregor would even
make Islamophobic comments to mock the Dagestani, further fueling the rivalry between the
two. A grand total of around 2.4 million pay per view buyers would witness the Dagestani
Khabib Nurmagomedov submit McGregor in the fourth round after showing a wrestling
masterclass. What ensued however is what captured mainstreams media attention.
Nurmagomedov jumped into the crowd attempting to reach McGregor’s team, a brawl ensued
between both teams, with some of Nurmagomedov’s teammates entering the UFC octagon
attempting to start a conflict with the just beaten McGregor.2 What could have been a way for
Nurmagomedov to silence the numerous Islamophobic comments by McGregor instead turned
into a post-fight melee, capturing global media attention.

The fight between the two mixed martial artists signified more than just a mixed martial
contest, it formed a popular arena for a “clash of cultures”.® Furthermore, the contest and its
run-up highlighted the great influences which fighters like McGregor and Nurmagomedov have
through social media on their audiences. Nurmagomedov, however, is only the leading figure
in a wave of Northern Caucasian fighters making an entry into the global mixed martial arts
scene. Many natives from the Northern Caucasus, a mountainous region which is known for its
martial culture, have entered the UFC and other MMA promotion companies, creating a name
for themselves. All the while, fighters from the Northern Caucasus promoted themselves as
global Muslim role models in combat sports. These self-promotions vary from various social

media platforms such as personal Instagram accounts as well as personal YouTube accounts.

! The Associated Press, “Khabib Nurmagomedov Could Face Fine and Suspension After Brawl at UFC 229,”
The New York Times, October 7, 2018,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/sports/mcgregor-khabib-ufc-229.html.

2 Mike Coppinger, “Khabib Nurmagomedov Taps Out Conor McGregor Then Sparks Melee in Crowd,” The
Guardian, October 7, 2018,
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2018/oct/07/khabib-conor-mcgregor-fight-crowd-brawl-report.

3 Umer Hussain, “Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) 229: Orientalism vs Occidentalism in the Media,”
Journalism and Media 2, no. 2 (November 2021): 657-658.
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These self-promotions of on social media, however, contrasts the Western mainstream
media’s presentation of Northern Caucasian athletes, which often present the fighters in
different manner. For example, research on the fight between Nurmagomedov and McGregor
had highlighted that the western media attempts to use discriminatory, racist, and Islamophobic
motivations and vocabulary to describe Nurmagomedov.* Thus, Nurmagomedov and other
martial artists from the region are portrayed and perceived in a different light than fighters from
North America and Europe, which remains a problematic issue. Especially when one considers
the fact that MMA has become the fastest growing sport on the planet, with Northern Caucasian
athletes gaining importance. This problematic misrepresentation, however, is not just reserved
for the martial artists from the region, but instead the case for the representation of the region
in its entirety. The Western media continually has presented the Northern Caucasus incorrectly
by not considering various factors. Examples of such are the fact that western media often
portrays the region as a homogenous one, even though the region has great diversity. Another
example is the fact that western media tends to handpick stories which will promote and
highlight the otherness of the region, thus sketching a false image.® These distorted portrayals
and discriminatory depictions in Western media however remain very much problematic, also
in regard to academia. However, even though this misrepresentation exists, Northern Caucasian
mixed martial artists themselves have created their own way of representing themselves in the
media. The athletes themselves instead put an emphasis on their various ways of representing
modest Islam, whilst at the same time combining it with MMA, which is why this issue of
representation needs attention from an academic perspective.

The existing literature on the media representation of Northern Caucasian martial artists
however seems to be rather underdeveloped, or instead rather limited. There have been some
articles written on the topic, even though most of these do not originate out of an academic
environment, but instead originate out of journalism. There is a distinction however within these
journalism articles, with some of them being influenced by the Islamic nature of the outlet, and
others being secular in nature.

The first and most notable author who has written on the topic out of a non-Islamic
media outlet is sports journalist Karim Zidan. Zidan has written multiple journalism articles

which focus on the media influence and representation of martial artists from the region, such

4 Hussain, “Ultimate Fighting Championship,” 662-665.

5 Irina Kosterina, “The Media Still Misrepresents Russia’s Northern Caucasus. Here’s How to Stop,” Open
Demacracy, last modified April 28, 2021,
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/how-not-to-do-colonial-journalism-north-caucasus/.
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as Nurmagomedov. A first example of such an article which to a certain extent highlights this
social media influence is the article named “’Dagestan, Wake up’: Khabib Nurmagomedov and
the Role of Cultural Censorship in the North Caucasus”. The article highlights a play
performance which took place in Dagestan, where in which a woman was seducing a man as
part of their performance. Zidan highlights that as a result of a videoclip recording the play,
Nurmagomedov went to his social media to label the performance as “filth” as well as
“pornography”. As a result of these comments by Nurmagomedov locals from Dagestan
became outraged, even threatening the creative team which worked on the play. Furthermore,
Nurmagomedov’s comments even gained traction among other athletes, the mufti of Dagestan,
as well as government politicians from the republic. The article furthermore highlights other
cases in which Nurmagomedov also showed his discontent through social media with practices
taking place in Dagestan, as a result of his religious conservatism. These other cases also
highlight the support which Nurmagomedov has among the Dagestani people, which might
even offer him a political career.® Thus, in the article Zidan highlights the influence and content
from Nurmagomedov’s personal social media. However, what remains problematic is the fact
that the article solely focusses on mainly one example which shows the representation and
influence of religion on Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists social media.

Karim Zidan furthermore has written another article which to a degree also highlights
the importance of MMA as means of propaganda. The article with the title “How the Warlord
Who Controls Chechnya Uses Sports to Rule” delves deep into the political influence which
mixed martial arts has, specifically in the Chechen republic. In the article, Zidan focuses on the
leader of the Chechen republic Ramzan Kadyrov’s regime and how in the last decade it has
attempted to use mixed martial arts, as well as other sports such as soccer to present a specific
image of the Chechen republic to the outside world. As Zidan describes, Kadyrov attempts to
do so, by for example using social media accounts from prominent athletes, such as Khamzat
Chimaev to his advantage, letting the athletes promote a certain image, an image which in this
case promotes Chechenness. Through these social media platforms Kadyrov attempts to
promote a romanticized warrior spirit as well as a strongman image, according to Zidan,

Kadyrov has been largely successful in his attempts of promoting a specific image of the

6 Karim Zidan, “’Dagestan, Wake Up’: Khabib Nurmagomedov and the Role of Cultural Censorship in the North
Caucasus,” Bloody Elbow, last modified March 5, 2019,
https://www.bloodyelbow.com/2019/3/5/18251644/khabib-nurmagomedov-cultural-censorship-dagestan-
politics-putin-kadyrov-mma-crime.
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Chechen society.” However, as is the case with other journalism sources from journalists such
as Zidan, the research remains limited in the sense that it only offers a broad overview of the
issue, an overview which does not contain detailed research on the social media accounts from
Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists.

On the other spectrum of journalism on Islamic representation from MMA fighters out
of the Northern Caucasus are Islamic news outlets. These sources find their way of reasoning
on the topic mostly through Islam. An example of such a journalism article is called “The
Khabib Halal/Haraam Ratio: Good Character, Bad Sports, and the Conundrum of Muslim
Representation” written by Zainab bint Younus. This article offers a very different perspective
on the social media representation of Nurmagomedov. The article is written from the
perspective of a Muslim journalist and on an Islamic media outlet, which is why the article
differs in perspective, it instead criticizes Nurmagomedov’s media representation. At first the
article recognizes the fact that Nurmagomedov for many Muslim men serves as a role model,
also stating that Nurmagomedov’s social media representation is religion focused, which the
article sees as a positive. For example, his remembrance of Allah is mentioned in the article, as
an example of such Islamic representation. However, following these positive statements, the
article delves into the negative sides of Nurmagomedov’s great influence. The article mentions
that Nurmagomedov is indeed an influential figure, but that this should not be the case in the
first place, since his influence is based around a practice which is considered haraam in Islam.
Thus, such a social media representation is problematic in its core. According to the article,
such a Islamic representation in social media should not be celebrated, but instead the only thing
that should be celebrated is Nurmagomedov’s retirement. Furthermore, the article mentions that
whenever women attempt to represent Islam through platforms which are considered haraam
they receive negative backlash from the ummah. This, according to the article, leads to a
paradoxical issue in regard to Islamic representation through social media.® Due to the Islamic
fundamentals of the article however, such criticisms are indeed valid, but they do not originate
out of an unbiased position, which makes the source somewhat problematic.

“Khabib Nurmagomedov’s Global Appeal”, featured in the Crescent International is

another source which draws on the topic from an Islamic perspective. This article contrasts the

" Karim Zidan, “How The Warlord Who Controls Chechnya Uses Sports To Rule,” Deadspin, last modified July
19, 2017,

https://deadspin.com/how-the-warlord-who-controls-chechnya-uses-sports-to-ru-1797065629.

8 Zainab B. Younus, “The Khabib Halal/Haraam Ratio: Good Character, Bad Sports, And The Conundrum of
Muslim Representation,” Muslim Matters, last modified October 25, 2020,
https://muslimmatters.org/2020/10/25/the-khabib-halal-haraam-ratio-good-character-bad-sports-and-the-
conundrum-of-muslim-representation/.
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previous article written by Younus in the sense that it celebrates the Islamic social media
representation from Nurmagomedov. It notes that even though Nurmagomedov is not the first
prominent Muslim figure in sports, he is unique due to his background. Furthermore, putting
an emphasis on the fact that Nurmagomedov is situated in a time period where such a social
media representation is crucial, which puts a responsibility on the shoulders of Nurmagomedov.
The article also seems to notice that Nurmagomedov’s representation in social media to a
certain degree is split, arguing between the fact whether Nurmagomedov is a symbol for
Russian soft power, or instead Islamic soft power. After which the article concludes that
Nurmagomedov represents himself in the media as both a soft power for his Russianness, as
well as his Muslimness.®

Other than the literature written by journalists there is a small presence of literature on
the topic written in academia. One of such articles is an undergraduate dissertation on the
connection between politics and MMA in the Northern Caucasus, written by Luca Leonardo
Difato. The thesis contains extensive research on the topic, which leads to important discoveries
on the topic. For example, the article highlights how UFC fighters such as Magomed Ankalaev,
among others, have direct ties with Ramzan Kadyrov. This highlights what was previously
mentioned among the secular journalism literature, where Kadyrov attempts to use mixed
martial artists to his own personal advantage. He does so by making the athletes not only
promote Kadyrov himself, but furthermore making the athletes promote the Chechen republic,
as well as Kadyrov’s own mixed martial arts organization. The research then offers unique
insights into the goals which Kadyrov tries to achieve through his social media power, but
instead does not focus on the importance of religion. It focusses on how Kadyrov attempts to
showcase a warrior spirit, but not its direct connection with Islam.*°

Michael A. Reynolds, an associate professor in Princeton is another author who has
briefly mentioned the social media representation of Islam from North Caucasian fighters, such
as Nurmagomedov. In his article “The Brawl of Civilizations? A Tale of a Mixed Martial Arts
Fighter from Dagestan” Reynolds attempts to research the event between Nurmagomedov and
McGregor in a more detailed manner than previous attempts. In his research Reynolds delves

deep into the history of Dagestan as to find reasoning behind the warrior culture which exists.

9 “Khabib Nurmagomedov’s Global Appeal,” Crescent International, last modified October 27, 2020,
https://crescent.icit-digital.org/articles/khabib-nurmagomedov-s-global-appeal.

10 Luca L. Difato, “The Hidden Politics of Sport: The Chechen Mixed Martial Arts Experiment,” Luca Difato
WordPress, last modified May 10, 2021,
https://difato246.wordpress.com/2021/06/28/the-hidden-politics-of-sport-the-chechen-mixed-martial-arts-
experiment.
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While doing so Reynolds also mentions Nurmagomedov’s way of representing his faith.
Reynolds states that Nurmagomedov represents his faith as a central element in his life, and
that it is his faith which combines all of the different aspects of Nurmagomedov’s life, such as
being a family man, as well as being an athlete. This representation of faith as a central element,
according to Reynolds is thoroughly represented in Nurmagomedov’s social media, stating that
“He peppers his Instagram and Twitter accounts with notices of Islamic holidays, reminders of
God’s presence and power, and images of the devout.”*' This information provided by
Reynolds offers a small insight into the social media representation of religion by martial artists
from the Northern Caucasus, but it does not cover the topic in an in-depth manner. Instead, it is
a mere side component of Reynolds research, which thus means that the research could be
extended.

All in all, the research which has been done on the representation of Islam by North
Caucasian mixed martial artists remains scarce. The amount of research which has been done
on the topic is low, partly because of the specificity of the topic. However, the journalism
articles which have been written on the topic, as well as the academic research which has been
done on the topic still shows gaps in the literature. In regard to non-Islamic journalism outlets,
the research remains limited in the sense that there is no room for extensive research on many
primary sources, which leads to either a broad overview on the topic, or instead focusses on a
specific example which shows the representation of Islam in social media. This however still
leaves a gap for improvement. Furthermore, some of the sources which originate from
journalism which operates out of an Islamic field also show gaps. These sources either heavily
criticize the way in which Islam is represented by the athletes, openly showing their
dissatisfaction, or the sources try to focus on the balance of Russianness and Muslimness in the
social media from the Northern Caucasian athletes. The small number of research done on the
topic by academia also leaves gaps which could be filled by new research. The academic
research often does not focus on the media representation, but instead merely mentions it as
something noteworthy, as was the case with Reynolds source. When there is however more
detailed research, it focusses on the political connection between mixed martial artists and
social media, thus not focusing on the religious aspects. All of these different gaps in the already

scarce literature leave a place for research which can instead focus on the actual representation

11 Michael A. Reynolds, “The Brawl of Civilizations: A Tale of a Mixed Martial Arts Fighter from Dagestan,”
Foreign Policy Research Institute, last modified January 2, 2019,
https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/01/the-brawl-of-civilizations-a-tale-of-a-mixed-martial-arts-fighter-from-
dagestan/.
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of Islam by Northern Caucasian on social media on a case-to-case basis. Thus, being able to
delve into specifics and details from different primary sources, which will sketch a more
detailed view on the issue, something which previously had been scarcely, if at all, researched.

To make this research possible the thesis will answer the following research question.

To what extent do prominent Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists represent a new Muslim

masculinity through their different social media platforms?

Although Islamic motives in the social media usage of prominent Northern Caucasian mixed
martial artists have been recognized both by journalists and scholars who are interested in this
relative niche topic, nevertheless, | argue that the way in which their social media platforms
represent Islam creates a new form of modest Muslim masculinity, because firstly the Northern
Caucasian mixed martial artists position themselves in a martial masculine environment, while
simultaneously putting a large importance on religion. This is a phenomenon which was
previously not present. And secondly because the mixed martial artists seem to credit almost
all of their achievements to a greater plan of Allah, thus portraying a sense of religious modesty.

To support the claim of the theory of creating such a new modest Muslim masculinity
the research is grounded in a theory of Muslim masculinity. Such a theory on Muslim
masculinity is a new phenomenon which originates out of the West. A notable book on the
subject, which further elaborates on the topic of Muslim masculinity is called the “Handbook
of Studies on Men and Masculinities”. A chapter in the book, written by Shahin Gerami,
focusses its attention on the diversity of Muslim masculinity. Part of the theory which the book
presents is that the phenomenon of Muslim masculinity is a new one, partly because of the fact
that academics have mostly focused on Muslim femininity, instead of masculinity.
Furthermore, the theory contains that the phenomenon has much more variety than what is
commonly believed. It argues that there is no simple homogenous Muslim masculinity, but that
instead it differs from time and place, which is why such variations as a potential Northern
Caucasian modest Islamic masculinity ceases to exist. Furthermore, according to the theory and
its claim for diversity there for example exists a more modest conservative Muslim masculinity,
as well as a liberal Muslim masculinity. Furthermore, what the theory also entails is that a
Muslim masculinity throughout time has been represented by a role model, which in history

often were political figures. These role models would entail a Muslim masculinity which
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primarily existed out of maleness, purity, and faith.*? This position of a role model could thus
potentially be filled my other prominent Islamic figures, such as mixed martial artists. Thus, all
in all these different aspects of the Muslim masculinity theory validate and support the research
on a new modest masculinity, partly because of the many common grounds between the two
which support each other.

To discover such representation the methodology of the research is essential. In order to
attain the right results a qualitative content analysis will take place which will analyze the social
media accounts from Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists. Such qualitative content
analysis functions as a way to analyze data within a particular context. This is particularly
helpful in the case of Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists since the data will be able to
provide the context in which the content from their social media falls. Other research on
celebrities their social media’s accounts, which also utilized content analysis has proven a
successful way of drawing an image on the representation of celebrities in social media. In the
case of the Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists Instagram and YouTube have proven to
be the best media which allows such a qualitative content analysis. These platforms provide a
visual way of posting content for the athletes, instead of a literate one, which is helpful in
representing aspects such as religion, hence why platforms such as twitter are not utilized.
Having selected these platforms, an individual, by hand, qualitative selection takes place which
selects the most relevant content in regard to the social media research. Once the selection of
relevant social media content is established all content will be researched and critically
analyzed. Thus, this research will be able to highlight particular tendencies in the social media
platforms from the Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists. After such a qualitative content
analysis the research question will be able to be answered.!®* However, since the research
operates in such detail it only allows for a limited view in regard to the amount of North
Caucasian mixed martial artists being researched. Hence why only a small number of fighters
are researched, two fighters specifically, Khabib Nurmagomedov and Khamzat Chimaev, since
these two are the most significant representatives for both the republic of Dagestan, as well as

the republic of Chechnya.

12 Shahin Gerami, “Islamist Masculinity and Muslim Masculinities,” in Handbook of Studies on Men and
Masculinities, ed. Michael Kimmel, Jeff Hearn, and R. W. Connell (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 448-457.
13 Klaus Krippendorff, “Content Analysis,” International Encyclopedia of Communication 1, no. 1 (1989): 403-
407; Janabeth Ward, “A Content Analysis of Celebrity Instagram Posts and Parasocial Interaction,” Elon Journal
of Undergraduate research in Communications 7, no. 1 (2016): 1-1; Chen Yang, “Research in the Instagram
Context: Approaches and Methods,” The Journal of Social Sciences Research 7, no.1 (January 2021): 15-21.
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After the necessary information on not only the background of the research, but
furthermore the relevance and significance of the research in this introduction, the research is
divided into two main parts. The first of the two parts, “The Society and Culture of the Northern
Caucasus” will give an overview of the Northern Caucasus after the fall of the Soviet Union
through four different aspects. These four different aspects being youth, crime, religion, and
sports. These different aspects will provide crucial information to put the last and final chapter
into context, furthermore it will provide the reader with the necessary background information
on the region. The following chapter “The representation of Islam by MMA fighters” will
contain the main body of research. This chapter uses Khabib Nurmagomedov as a representative
of Dagestan, and Khamzat Chimaev as a representative of Chechnya, to highlight their
representation of Islam in social media. Furthermore, the necessary background information on
both fighters will be provided, such as their childhood and their rise to fame. After which their
personal social media accounts will be researched which will enable a critical observation on

their representation of Islam to take place.
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1. The Society and Culture of the Northern Caucasus

The purpose of this chapter is to offer an overview of the culture and society of the Northern
Caucasus through different lenses, specifically Dagestan and Chechnya after the fall of the
Soviet Union. These lenses highlight important parts of the society and culture, such as youth,
crime, religion, and sports. These mentioned elements are all crucial for understanding the
eventual research in the last chapter. This part of the thesis will draw a map of the Northern
Caucasus and its society to see how it has developed in different areas since the fall of the Soviet
Union. Furthermore, the chapter will answer the following sub question, to what extent are there
correlations and similarities between the causes of developments in these different researched

aspects of society?
Societal issues of the North Caucasian Youth

Both within the youth in Dagestan and in Chechnya there seems to be somewhat of a divide
between two different trends, the first one being a very traditional society and the second one
being a growing influence of modern developments and social media. For both, it seems as
though there are many problems among the youth, ranging from education to identity.

The youth in Dagestan is currently in a space of crisis in regard to education, especially
after the fall of the Soviet Union. For the youth of Dagestan, their academic degrees are
important, which leads to a youth motivated to enter universities. However, a problematic
situation arises for the youth when there are not many follow-up options after university. The
available jobs for Dagestani youth remains limited, which leads to high numbers of
unemployment. Furthermore, the jobs which are available to the Dagestani youth are underpaid.
From the unemployed Dagestani population around, 50 percent is aged from 15-30, which
shows the problematic situation for the youth of Dagestan.’* Furthermore, another potential
problem arises in regard to education when one considers the number of religious schools and
academic institutions. That is particularly the case, because the secular schools do not get the
same attention as Islamic schools, which leads to an overall increase in Islamic education. This

seems to be another problem, or occurrence rather, in regard to education in Dagestan.

14 Elena Omelchenko, Sviatoslav Poliakov and Alina Mayboroda, “Peers/Strangers/Others? The Youth of
Dagestan in Search of Group Identities,” Cultural Studies 33, no. 5 (2019): 845.
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Especially because the public conscience on secular science has gained an overall negative
image.’®

Another important aspect of the Dagestani youth is related to its identity. For Dagestan
being a republic in the Russian Federation ensures that its Muslim majority population can
define their own relation to Islam. However, with the rise of new technologies there are also
waves of youth arising trying to go against societal norms. These youth instead attempt to focus
on more Western and contemporary issues, such as materialism. According to the researchers
themselves such an increase in “materialism” and decrease in “spirituality” is an urgent and
negative matter. Even going as far as to state that the implementation of Western values has
become a significant threat to inner values.'® However on the other side, when one takes these
individuals themselves into account, it seems as though they are satisfied with the arrival of
new Western values and concepts. They feel as though the old Dagestani traditions are limiting
them and their behavior. The reaction of the traditional Dagestani society, however, is to harass
the people who try to use Western values to their advantage.!’ This sole example however might
indicate that the Dagestani society might be undergoing a divide with both traditional and
Western values racing for support.

A last aspect of the issues for the Dagestani youth which will be discussed here is related
to the increase of Islamic influence for some of the Dagestani youth. As previously mentioned,
there is an increase in youth accepting Western values. However, it appears as though this is
also the case the other way around with a large number of Dagestanis showing an increase of
interest in Islam. This is especially the case for the more rural areas of Dagestan where Islamic,
as well as traditional values are appreciated to a higher degree.’® It is this increase in the
importance of Islam which led to other developments such as Dagestanis travelling to Syria in
order to join ISIS. It was estimated that between 2011 and 2014 around 5000 Dagestanis
travelled to Syria to join ISIS, even though the age of these people travelling to Syria is not

known. However, the fact remains that the popularity for ISIS was especially present among

15 Mustafa I. Bilalov, “Traditions and Tendencies of the Dagestan Education,” Open Journal of Social Sciences
3, no. 1 (February 2015): 166-167.

16 Madina Z. Kazieva, Alena G. Lukyashko, Ramazan |. Gazimagomedov, Guria I. Yusupova, Gadzhi S.
Maluchiev and Siyadat Y. Alibekova, “Inner Health of Dagestan Youth: State and Trends,” International Journal
of Early Childhood Speical Education 12, no. 1 (May 2020): 631.

17 Anastasiia Fedorova, “Dagestan’s Youth are Fighting for their Right to Self-Expression,” Young Russia, last
modified August 20, 2021,
https://www.calvertjournal.com/features/show/13029/youth-of-dagestan-fighting-for-their-right-to-self-
expression-russia-z.

18 Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska, “Religion, Migration and the Dreams of Dagestani youth,” New Eastern
Europe, last modified January 8, 2018,
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/01/02/religion-migration-dreams-dagestani-youth/.
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the youth of Dagestan. An example of such a support can be recognized by the fact that 47,6
percent of Dagestani youth would prefer a Sharia law, indicating that they would prefer to live
in an Islamic state.'® All in all, when it comes to Dagestan, education, identity, and religion all
show their problems and developments for the Dagestani youth.

For Chechnya there are both commonalities and differences when compared to Dagestan
on these aspects of the youth. When it comes to education Chechnya also shows the same
problems as present in Dagestan. There are only a few universities in Chechnya with a total
number of three. Because of this limitation of higher education and the lack of variety which is
actually available in the higher education different developments are taking place. For example,
it leads to migration for students from Chechnya to Moscow. It is there in the capitol that they
are to receive better education. However, since a return to Chechnya awaits after graduation,
Chechens are often confronted with the same realities as Dagestanis. The reality for Chechens
is the fact that there are not enough jobs available, and the for the available jobs there seems
the be an overall overqualification among the returning Chechens. Where in Dagestan from the
entire unemployed population a total of 50 percent was part of the youth, in Chechnya a total
of 70 percent of the youth remains unemployed. For the Chechen youth this high percentage of
unemployment creates a gateway into forms of gang violence and extremism as a result of poor
education and employment opportunities.?°

When it comes to identity, there seems to be a different development in the case of
Chechnya. The republic has a stricter regime when compared to Dagestan, which might explain
how such an identity aspect could differ. In the case of Dagestan, there is the presence of a
movement pushing the boundaries of tradition, which is separate from the aspect of religion. In
Chechnya, however, such identity movements are closely-knit with Islam. Such a quest for
identity for Chechen often leads to youth gangs, these gangs are affiliated with extremism as
well as terrorism. The participation into such a gang could be a result of overall dissatisfaction
for example with unemployment. These groups then offer the Chechen youth a way to show
their dissatisfaction with the traditional values in the Chechen republic by means of Islamic

extremism.?! For the Chechens participating in these extremist groups, around 30 percent is

1® Domitilla Sagramoso and Akhmet Yarlykapov, “What Drove Young Muslims to Join ISIS? A Study Based on
Social Movement Theory and Collective Farming,” Terrorism Research Initiative 14, no. 2 (April 2020): 47-49.
2 Evgeniya Goryushina, “Youth Initiatives in the Context of Extremism: the Chechnya Case,” Connections and
Disconnections 2, no.1 (December 2014): 78-79.
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under the age of 25.22 In some instances these extremists’ groups will eventually lead to actions
of violence in which the youth participate. For example, in 2018 a series of coordinated attacks
took place from young Chechens, who were affiliated with ISIS, the youngest person being
only eleven years old.?

This highlights the fact that the quest for identity in Chechnya, unlike in Dagestan, is
not based on necessarily progressive ideas, but rather more conservative and religious ideas.
Furthermore, the link between youth identity and religion is present for the Chechen youth,
even though this was not the case for the Dagestani youth. All of these differences could be a
result of different factors. The first possible reason could be the fact that among the Dagestani
youth the old traditions are seen as a limitation. This leads to this youth trying to extent these
limitations by embracing core Western values. Furthermore, such difference can also be as a
result from the stricter regime in Chechnya. Under Kadyrov a strict regime has emerged which
might make the acceptance of Western values a more difficult task for the youth. Especially
since Kadyrov’s regime is known for human rights violations against practices which could be
seen as representing Western values, such as the presence of LGBTQ support groups.* Both of
these factors could explain the presence of a difference between the Northern Caucasian youths

in either embracing Western values or instead adhering to traditional values.

The different forms of crime in Dagestan and Chechnya and its development

The Northern Caucasus has an overall high rate of crime. However, one is able to distinguish
between different forms of crime, such as political crimes motivated by Islamism, which was
previously briefly discussed. Especially after the fall of the Soviet Union and with the newfound
importance of Islam crime rates started to rise. Statistics however do not suggest there is a direct
cause-effect relation between the two. Thus, offering the possibility that the Islamist renaissance
and rise in crime are two developments completely separated from each other.

For Dagestan, the crime rate rose particularly after the fall of the Soviet Union, it

brought a new wave of crime to the republic. This wave existed mostly out of the formation of
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groups from rural areas which would all operate out of their own village. These rural groups
would first mostly function as a way of self-defense for the people of the rural areas. However,
later developments would transform these groups into paramilitary organizations which were
battling amongst each other for higher positions of power. Hence why the crime rate rose from
the 1990’s and onwards, especially regarding assassinations. It is important to note however
that this wave of crime took place in a transitional phase for the republic. Therefore, one should
be careful to label this crime as a result of the Islamization. Later however, this struggle for
political power by these rebellious groups would decrease again.

Instead, what can be recognized as two important forms of crime in Dagestan are firstly
drug related crimes, and secondly seditious crimes by extremist groups. The former is a
development in the region which gained most attention after the fall of the Soviet Union,
especially with the introduction of a new capitalist economy. Partly due to its geographical
location Dagestan has become a good location for international drugs trade. The geographical
location also favors the actual production of drugs in the republic, which explains the large
number of found plantations. Furthermore, the presence of corrupt officials has made the illegal
drugs trade easier, which then in its place leads to higher rates of addiction in the republic. An
official figure out of 2003 suggested that a minimum of 23.000 people in the republic were
addicted to drugs, but that the actual figure could potentially be much higher.?® Even though
the figure is somewhat dated, the presence of drugs and its problems in the region still seem
present, as is noted by popular Dagestani figures who claim the government is responsible for
the causes of the issue.?®

The second important form of crime in Dagestan is largely related to Islamic extremism.
This form of crime is also a result of the concept which is called the “forest issue”. This concept
entails the fact that Dagestani men mostly, leave for the forests as a result of their continued
dissatisfaction with the government as well as other factors such as dominant ideologies in
society. The forest in this metaphor is the location where rural extremist groups are hiding like
bandits. This topic is often related to the Salafi-Sufi struggle in Dagestani society, hence why
these groups are often either Salafist or Sufi and use violence as a measure to establish

dominance. This wave of crime became more prevalent at the beginning of the 21% century and
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had a focus of crime on government officials, as well as the elite of society. This highlights that
this forest issue was mostly a way for rebellious groups to show their dissatisfaction.?’

For Chechnya there was also a high rate of crime after their struggle for independence
from the Soviet Union, especially with the occurrence of both the Chechen wars, which fueled
the crimes committed. Reports and statistics on the actual rate of crime in Chechnya are not
easily accessible, however, leaked reports out of 2003 give a small insight into the crime of the
republic. In these reports, the main crimes which took place were largely murder as well as
abductions. Because of the time period in which these crimes took place one can assume that
they are largely related to the guerilla warfare, which was present in Chechnya at the time,
therefore making the actual crime statistics less representable for actual crime rates.?®

However, what is then particularly interesting in the case of Chechnya are the
developments which took place in the following, more recent, years. Where previously
Chechnya was considered a region with a high rate of crime, an article out of 2017 suggested
otherwise. With the new statistics presented it was no longer the case that Chechnya was
necessarily filled with crime. The republic carried low rates of street crime, which then enabled
the republic as well as the other North Caucasian republic Ingushetia to enter the list of safest
regions in the entirety of Russia. According to the statistics the amount of street crime decreased
when compared to statistics from 2015. However, what is essential to note with these statistics
is the fact that street crime does not consider acts of terrorism and extremism. Hence why these
statistics could be sketching an image which does not represent the true crime in the region,
instead it could be a measure by Ramzan Kadyrov to ensure the view on Chechnya from the
outside world.?

In contrast to this decrease in crime from 2017, new evidence from 2021 shows that
crime in Chechnya was again increasing. These statistics instead show that in the first 7 months
of 2021 the crime in Chechnya increased by 28.8 percent. This then placed Chechnya as the
region in Russia with most crimes, in contrast to 2017 where it was placed as one of the safest
places in the country.®® The reason as to why such an increase has taken place is uncertain, but

different factors such as corruption among others could have an influence.
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As was the case with Dagestan, Chechnya also seems to have a crime related issue
regarding drug usage, however it seems as though the Chechen regime is more active in limiting
its usage. Already in 2003 there were reports of drug addiction in Chechnya, especially heroin
was a utilized drug among what could be thousands of drug-addicted Chechens. The estimate
back then was that at least 10.000 people were addicted to drugs, with the number possibly
being twice as high. Alongside this number of users is the number of crimes related to drugs,
which back then made up a total of 1000 drug related crimes each year.®! In a Muslim society
such as Chechnya the usage of drugs is frowned upon, which already in 2006 led to a reaction
from Kadyrov, stating that the usage of drugs is equal to acts of terrorism.®? As of 2017 Kadyrov
still stands strong against drugs and furthermore he has adopted a more direct approach to stop
the drug issues, as well as the drug related crimes. In an attempt to limit these activities
measurements have been taken against supposed drug users, who not only were jailed, but
furthermore had to endure practices such as torture. In 2017, the number of cases related to
drugs in Chechnya was a total of 507, which is significantly lower when compared to the 1000
cases from 2003.3® This might suggest that Kadyrov’s hard measures against drug usage have

to a certain extent rewarded him.

Religion in the northern Caucasus and the development of Wahabism

Dagestan and Chechnya republics with a majority Islamic population. The region saw a growing
influence of Islam after the fall of the Soviet Union. This increasing religious importance is to
be recognized in different statistics on the region, such as the numbers of mosques built, the
amount of people performing the hajj, the amount of people following Islamic education, and
other statistics. These statistics offer an insight into the growing importance of Islam in the
region after the fall of the Soviet Union.

For Dagestan approximately 90 percent of all inhabitants are Muslim, even though the

Islamic schools of jurisprudence might differ on an individual scale. This however is a
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significant number of people who affiliate themselves with Islam. As was stated, an increase in
the influence of Islam can be recognized by looking at statistics. An example of such is the
number of mosques in the region, which in a decennium increased from a total of 27 mosques
to more than 2000 mosques in the region. Not only the mosques attract a growing Islamic
interest, but furthermore the presence of Islamic universities, schools, and political parties all
highlight the people’s increasing need for religious presence in different spheres of life such as
politics and education.

However, this does not indicate the presence of a homogenous religious society in
Dagestan, instead there is some variety in regard to religion. First it is important to acknowledge
the presence of a small Christian minority. Secondly, Dagestan in a sense has a split in regard
to the Islamic community. On the one hand there are many Sufis in Dagestan, however in recent
years there has been an increase in popularity for a Saudi Islamic school known as Wahhabism,
a wave of Islam which is often labeled as fundamentalist. Both schools of Islam have an
audience in the region, however the fundamental beliefs of both schools differ from each other.
Wahhabism on the one hand is a form of Islam which solely focusses on the two main sources
of Islam, the Quran and the sunnah, thus not believing philosophy and theology which
originates from after the death of prophet Muhammad.3* And Sufism on the other hand being a
more mystical form of Islam which instead focusses on personal experiences with God, thus
focusing less on the two main sources of Islam.® In the past this fundamental difference
between the two schools has escalated into acts of violence.®® The emergence of Wahhabism
took place at the end of the 21% century, however the actual transformation of Wahhabism into
something which was more radical primarily took place from 1991 till 1999. This is also the
development which made the Wahabi movement transform from what was previously an
educational movement into a semi-militarized group, hence why military training became an
essential part of the Wahhabi movement in Dagestan, thus showing an increase in the
radicalization. The goals of the movement furthermore transformed such as establishing an
Islamic caliphate in the region. Furthermore, concepts such as jihadism were adopted by the

Dagestani Wahhabi movement.®” At the end of the 21% century in 1999 this even led to armed
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jihad from Wahhabis against who they thought to be non-believers.® The Wahhabi movement
has gained some traction in the region, especially among young men. There is however a
distinction to be made there between young men who believe in a peaceful re-Islamization and
others who support a more extreme approach. Even though this extreme approach has gained
more attention than the more measured peaceful re-islamization, it is not necessarily
representative for the entirety of Dagestani Wahhabi Muslims, with most Wahhabis opting not
to use violence.*®

Chechnya, like Dagestan, carries some religious variety, and for both regions there was
a rise in Islamic interest after the fall of the Soviet Union. This was the case partly due to the
repression which had previously taken place during Soviet time, but also due to the search for
a Chechen identity, an identity which came to be closely related to Islam. For Chechnya this
Islamic identity was also mostly based on Sufi schools. The Islamic renaissance after the Soviet
period eventually led to the emergence of Islam in Chechen politics, and Islam became an
essential factor for the Chechens in establishing their own state. Such an Islamic renaissance is
also visible in the statistics covering the percentage of the population which is Muslim. In 1989
a total of 68.3 percent of the population was Muslim, this number had increased to 94 percent
in 2002.4° Furthermore, this claim for increasing Islamic influence is also recognized when one
looks at the increase in Islamic institutions such as mosques.*!

Around the same time as Dagestan, Chechnya also saw an introduction of Wahhabism
in the region, which again produced an alternative to the previous Sufi traditions in the region.
For the Chechens, who affiliated with Wahhabism, it offered them a more personal relationship
with God, and furthermore it opposed the regime, which they did not accept. As was the case
in Dagestan, Wahhabis in Chechnya also attempted to use military means to gain influence in
for example politics. This did however not lead to great successes for the Wahhabis who
encountered mostly political opposition. The political regime instead opted for the traditional
Sufi form of Islam. The dividedness of Islam in Chechnya also gave way to clashes between
the Wahhabis and the traditional Sufis, furthermore, clashes between Islamic schools and the

state also arose, as was the case with Wahhabis.*? This seems to be a trend for Wahhabis in
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Chechnya who became known as militias notorious for challenging the regime.** However,
with the arrival of Ramzan Kadyrov as new president there also came new developments in
regard to Wahhabism. Kadyrov who follows the traditional Sufi school is opting for more anti-
Wahhabi measures, which he made public. He stated that he would “do everything to root out
“Wahhabism™”, which he sees as closely related to religious extremism. In order to do so he
has opted to promote the traditional Sufi practices instead, furthermore he tries to promote the
tradition by building new mosques as a symbol of the Sufi power.** Kadyrov also made other
comments considering Wahhabism by stating that it is a misguided sect.*®

Both Dagestan and Chechnya have an Islamic history which is rooted in traditional
Sufism. Furthermore, both republics saw the entrance of Wahhabism as a new phenomenon
which found its roots in Saudi-Arabia. The Saudi state among other states even funded the
Wahhabi movement in the Northern Caucasus, offering them considerable financial support.*®
The entrance of this Islamic school led to religious and political issues in both republics,
sometimes even leading to acts of violence between the old traditional Islam and the new
Wahhabi doctrine. The Wahhabis managed to take a place in society, but only to a small degree
which was underwhelming when compared to their initial goals, which involved forming an

Islamic state.

The importance of MMA and other sports in the Northern Caucasus

In the Northern Caucasus there exists a large emphasis on the practice of sports, and it has a
great importance in the male society of the region. From a young age, males especially, are
expected to perform in sports and they are more or less forced to do sports by their parents. For
some, their interest lies in volleyball or football, but these young males can also be introduced

into mixed martial arts by their parents. The emphasis on sports in the region can be seen from
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two different perspectives. First, for Dagestan, it can be seen as a result of the athletic
specialization of the region from the 60’s and 70’s, a period which supported and financed
different sports in the region. A development which has even continued after the fall of the
Soviet Union.*” Second, it can also be regarded as a result of the Chechen-Dagestani tensions
after the war at the end of the 20" century. These tensions in society were mostly religious of
origin, since because of the harsh societal conditions a path to extremism was paved The
Dagestani government opted to counter some of these, mostly religious, tensions in society after
the war by promoting different combat sports.*® This is what then led to the high participation
in sports, especially some of the martial arts such as wrestling, combat sambo, judo, and others.

This participation went accompanied with large degrees of success for the region in
sports events. If one takes wrestling as an example, figures show that in the entirety of Russia,
70 percent of skilled wrestlers are either natives or residents from the Northern Caucasus.*® The
increasing popularity of wrestling and other sports are accompanied by the large infrastructural
and financial investments by the Dagestani government to promote these sports and to make
them their trademark. The infrastructural investments range from wrestling schools to private
gyms and also highlight the politics behind sports in the Northern Caucasus, in this case
Dagestan.>°

For Chechnya this is not different. Political developments on Chechen mixed martial
arts have arisen in the last decades, especially after the appointment of president Ramzan
Akhmadovich Kadyrov in 2007. He is a significant figure when it comes to the relationship
between sports and politics in the region. Furthermore, he is well-known for his support of
mixed martial arts and his affiliation with Chechen as well as Dagestani athletes. As a result of
his rule, the Chechen government has exerted extra control on national sports, doing so to gain
more power. This increase in political control over sports can be recognized in an event which
took place in 2015 where Kadyrov placed two persons from his close circle to have command
over the two most important Chechen sports, the first one being mixed martial arts and the
second one being soccer.®* Furthermore, Kadyrov himself is the main sponsor of the Akhmat
MMA Fight Club, perhaps the most notable MMA promotion in Chechnya. Through this

47 Sviatoslav I. Poliakov, “Wrestler Masculinity in Dagestan as a Local Hegemony,” Sociology of Youth 11, no.
10 (2021): 214-215.

48 Karim Zidan, “Dagestani Dynasty: How Fighting Became the Nurmagomedov Family Business,” last modified
March 19, 2015,
https://karimzidan.com/dagestani-dynasty-how-fighting-became-the-nurmagomedov-family-business/.

49 Poliakov, “Wrestler masculinity,” 214.

%0 Poliakov, “Wrestler Masculinity,” 214-216.

51 Zidan, “How the Warlord.”

Kaya B. Kalag, 2394154, 23



gateway he is able to keep close relationships with fighters and benefit them when necessary.
This is however not exclusive to Chechen martial artists, since Western martial artists have also
made visits to the leader’s residency. Even on Kadyrov’s own social media are many hints at
his close ties with influential mixed martial artists, who he uses as a way of promoting
Chechnya, not only as a location, but as a place of warriors.>?

However, it is not solely the ongoing politics behind the sports which pushes its
presence, it is also a result of the Northern Caucasian consensus on societal mobility. For many
North Caucasians wrestling and other martial arts are seen as one of the only ways to climb the
social ladder and gain for example political influence. This has been the case since Soviet times,
where it was already present that successful athletes would gain positions of power in politics,
as well as in other structures.>

Lastly, for the Northern Caucasus it is also noticeable that sports have become more
intertwined with religion. The gaining of importance of religion in this instance is the
Islamization of sports. And furthermore, the public image of Caucasian athletes has become
more tied to their religiosity. Many Chechen and Dagestani fighters firstly portray themselves

on their social media as pious Muslims primarily, the portrayal of the fighter comes later.>*

All in all, the Northern Caucasus has been through large developments after the fall of the
Soviet Union. All the different aspects which have been discussed show their own related
issues. For the youth in the Northern Caucasus there appear to be many issues, mostly relating
to education, identity, and religion. It appears that religion plays a big part in both the education
as well as the identity among the youth, often leading to cases of extremism due to large
dissatisfaction among the youth. Furthermore, the different forms of crime have also undergone
development after the fall of the Soviet Union. At first this crime seemed to be centered around
extremism, even though the statistics do not make a distinction between religious and non-
religious crimes, and later issues regarding drug related crimes also became present in both
republics. In regard to the religion in the republics it seems as though they both endured similar
experiences. Both the republics have a Muslim majority population, which for the majority
adheres to Sufism. However, a rise of a new Saudi doctrine took place with the emergence of

Wahhabism, a Muslim revivalist movement. As a result, both republics saw an increase of
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Islamic violence due to the emergence and struggle for power by Northern Caucasian
Wahhabis. This quest for power however reduced, which led to a small presence of Wahhabism
in both republics. Furthermore, regarding sports there are also interesting developments which
have taken place. Sports contain a crucial part in life for North Caucasian males, who already
from a young age perform. Political interests also seem prevalent in the sports circuit, especially
in Chechnya under leadership of Ramzan Kadyrov. Furthermore, the practice of different sports
in the region have become more closely tied to Islam, for example by notable sportsmen who
intertwine their public image with religion. All of the researched areas seem to have one mutual
cause for development, which is the importance of religion. In all of the different fields, the
importance of religion has urged new developments to arise, whether that be the emergence of
Wahhabism in the religious scene, the connection between Islam and sports, or the crime issues

related to extremism.
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2. The representation of Islam by prominent MMA
fighters

The purpose of this chapter is to examine how different North Caucasian mixed martial artists
have represented themselves, and how they have represented their religion in social media. To
do so two fighters, one out of each republic, which will serve as an example on the
representation of Islam. For Dagestan, the most notable figure is Khabib Nurmagomedov, one
of, if not the most successful Dagestani martial artist. For Chechnya, Khamzat Chimaev will be
researched, an up-and-coming mixed martial artist. Both fighters have gained their popularity
mostly in the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC). In this chapter there will be a focus on
a biography on both fighters, their rise to fame, and lastly their representation of Islam. The
chapter will also highlight how these prominent mixed martial artists have been able to
showcase a new Muslim masculinity. To highlight and answer these questions there will be
usage of their own personal social media accounts, as well as some primary sources highlighting

their representation and importance of religion.

The upbringing of Khabib Nurmagomedov and his youth

The first prominent figure which will be discussed is Khabib Nurmagomedov, an Avar
Dagestani mixed martial artist. Khabib Abdulmanapovich Nurmagomedov was born on
September 20, 1988, in a village in Dagestan called Sildi, where he would follow a traditional
Muslim upbringing. As mentioned in the first chapter, it is only natural for Dagestani youth to
easily become involved in martial arts such as wrestling and sambo. This was also the case for
Nurmagomedov, especially when considering his family history. His father, as well as his
uncles, had great successes regarding martial arts, achieving championships in freestyle
wrestling and sambo, one of his uncles even became sambo world champion in 1992. Therefore,
it was only natural that Nurmagomedov would also enter a sphere where martial arts were
central, for him this entry took place at the age of 5 when he started to train.>®

At the age of twelve however this process of training and its importance increased when
Nurmagomedov moved to the capital of Dagestan, Makhachkala. It was there that his father

took him and according to Nurmagomedov fifteen other kids, some of which were his cousins,

%5 Mary Myers, “Dagestani Eagle: Biography of Khabib Nurmagomedov,” Hardcord, last modified November
13, 2020,
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Kaya B. Kalag, 2394154, 26



to live in a house where they would focus on training and school. Nurmagomedov tells in an
interview that for almost 8 years he and his piers lived in a house in the capitol, training every
morning, afterwards going to school, and training again in the evening under the rule of his
father. Even being engaged in street fights on a regular base. Furthermore, there was no female
presence in the Makhachkala household, which according to Nurmagomedov led to greater
discipline since he and his piers now had to cook and wash for themselves, next to their other
daily activities.>® He himself even called the life in the house a military lifestyle in an interview
describing his upbringing and the start of his MMA career.>” Up until this point, most of the
sports focusses were still pointed at freestyle wrestling and later on judo, however when he
turned 17 he made a switch to combat sambo, a sport which in a way resembles mixed martial
arts, the sport which he would eventually practice. All in the meanwhile Nurmagomedov’s
education also showed promises when he graduated from the Makhachkala Finance and
Economics college.>®

After having had some experience in combat sambo and even becoming world champion
two times, a transition to MMA became more likely and a prolific choice. This transition into
the sport took place for Nurmagomedov at the age of 19, after a final decision was made whether
his professional life would indeed revolve around combat sports. The first professional fight of
Nurmagomedov’s career took place in a Ukrainian promotion where he would claim the first
victory of his career. His domestic fighting career would continue for another total of 15 MMA
bouts, in which Nurmagomedov would go unbeaten, partly because of the low-level
competition which he faced. These total 16 fights would be spread over different MMA
promotions, most of which have a Russian association.”® The early fights in his career all
happened quite quickly one after the other, which highlights the intensity of his young MMA
career. Eventually in 2011 his qualities were recognized by international organizations, which

led to the president of the Ultimate Fighting Championship, Dana White to offer a 6-fight

% Mike Swick, “Khabib Nurmagomedov Details Growing Up in Dagestan and His Combat Upbringing | Mike
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contract to the Dagestani mixed martial artist which he accepted.®® This is what
internationalized his career and what eventually led to him gaining global importance and a
bigger platform.

Nurmagomedov’s entry into the UFC and his rise to fame

Upon his entry in the UFC, Nurmagomedov achieved a debut match up against Kamal Shalorus
in 2012. It was in this fight that Nurmagomedov showed himself to the American audience as
a promising newcomer using a variety of skillsets, primarily his dominance in fighting thanks
to his background in combat sambo. After this matchup he quickly returned to the UFC octagon
to fight again, all the while extending his winning streak. From here on it was a smooth sailing
for the Dagestani mixed martial artist, apart from an almost career-ending knee injury which he
endured in training. Nurmagomedov seemed to gain some traction in the UFC, after racking up
numerous wins in dominant fashion one after the other.®* In the process he also set some records
to his name, such as the record which still stands today for most takedowns achieved in a three-
round contest in his bout against Abel Trujilo in 2013. This record gave a boost to his name for
the international audience.5?

Afterwards Nurmagomedov continued his UFC career in successful fashion and one of
the first most notable events which took place was after his bout with UFC lightweight
contender Michael Johnson. In his post-fight interview after another dominant win
Nurmagomedov put his own name into relevancy by calling out the world famous Irish world
champion Conor McGregor.®® McGregor is one of the most well-known mixed martial artists
of all time who has 45.5 million followers on Instagram.® He challenged McGregor by making
several statements, such as when he stated that “Irish only 6 million, Russia 150 million,” with
which he aimed at highlighting the size and power of Russia. Furthermore, he named Conor

McGregor a chicken multiple times, all the while he was present in an audience full of Irish
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fans, which naturally led to discontent from the audience.®® This event increased his popularity
and gave more importance to his name.

This claim by Nurmagomedov to not only fight with Conor McGregor, but also to fight
for the UFC lightweight title became reality in April of 2018 after adding another victory to his
record. On April 7, 2018, Nurmagomedov fought against Al laquinta for the UFC lightweight
title which he won, which solidified his name in the UFC as well as in MMA history.%
Furthermore, establishing himself as the first Muslim UFC champion in history.5’

His popularity was now at an all-time high, as well as the successes in his career. As a
result of his post-fight interview with Michael Johnson there was now an established rivalry
between Nurmagomedov and McGregor. After different events taking place, such as a brawl
between Nurmagomedov and a teammate from McGregor, Artem Lobov, the interest in a fight
between the two only increased, gaining further international attention.®® This international
attention on the McGregor-Nurmagomedov saga was furthermore increased by an
Islamophobic tweet from McGregor. The Irish star took to twitter to insult Nurmagomedov’s
wife. In one of his tweets McGregor posted a picture from Nurmagomedov’s wedding day
showcasing Nurmagomedov’s wife presented in modest clothing, namely a burka, after which
McGregor would state that Nurmagomedov’s wife looked like a towel. Thus, mocking the
Islamic wedding attire from Nurmagomedov’s wife. Nurmagomedov replied by stating that
McGregor was a rapist, and that justice would find him, with which Nurmagomedov aimed at
a potential sexual assault case from McGregor.%® This twitter feud between the two not only
fueled the rivalry, but furthermore highlights Nurmagomedov’s intentions of protecting his
religious beliefs. It also highlights Nurmagomedov’s Muslim modesty, considering
Nurmagomedov’s wife’s modest Islamic clothing.

The fight between Nurmagomedov and McGregor eventually took place later in 2018,

where Nurmagomedov won in a dominant fashion, even engaging in a riot after the fight had
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been stopped by the referee. Such a mega fight meant great popularity for the Dagestani mixed
martial artist, especially due to the popularity of Conor McGregor. The fight sold 2.4 million
pay-per-view buys which is a record for the UFC, and it made it the most viewed UFC event in
history.”® Some academics argued that the fight and the antics around it represented it as a clash
between Orientalism and Occidentalism, highlighting some of the biases in the media regarding
both fighters.”! It was also the fight between Nurmagomedov and McGregor which gave
Nurmagomedov the opportunity to meet multiple heads of states such as Russian president
Vladimir Putin, Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and Chechen president Ramzan
Kadyrov that tried to capitalize on his multiple identities as a Russian citizen, a Muslim fighter,
and a Dagestani national. This once again shows the extent to which Nurmagomedov had
gained popularity and how he had become an international superstar.”

Following this event Nurmagomedov would return to the octagon on two different
occasions facing Dustin Poirier, and in his next fight facing Justin Gaethje after which he would
retire. What is notable about these two fights however is not the backlash which followed or
the number of viewers, but rather the location of both fights. Both fights took place in Abu
Dhabi, an Islamic emirate background, like Nurmagomedov. This has also led to a great
following for Nurmagomedov in Abu Dhabi and other emirates. It appears the following for
Nurmagomedov is particularly high among Muslim peoples. Nurmagomedov himself has often
praised the United Arab Emirates, among other Muslim majority countries, for example stating
the following ahead of his fight against Dustin Poirier, “Because this part of the world, this is
different: Dagestan, Russia, Arabic countries — this is my part.””® This shows that
Nurmagomedov himself also feels as though Arabic, or perhaps Muslim countries, feel like a
home soil for the mixed martial artist, which can also be recognized in his social media presence

where he highlights some of these aspects.

Nurmagomedov’s social media presence, a devout Muslim
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To gain a good perspective on how Khabib Nurmagomedov represents himself in his digital
presence there has been made a choice to use the following platforms, which are his personal
YouTube channel, his Instagram account, his post-fight interviews, and other small
documentaries uploaded on YouTube. On each of the platforms there has been made a selection
on content and posts from Nurmagomedov which best highlight his religious worldview and
lifestyle and their representation. Furthermore, in regard to his own YouTube channel the
decision has been made to cover content which was released after the announcement of his fight
with Conor McGregor, since at that point he had gained the most importance.

Firstly, Khabib Nurmagomedov’s own personal YouTube channel covers some videos
which cover his religiosity and how he represents it towards other people, as well as his
audience. The channel itself was created in 2017,”* however one of the first most significant
and relevant video uploads was done on September 29, 2018. In a video series covering his
preparation for his bout against Conor McGregor, Nurmagomedov was swarmed in his gym by
a group of fans all wearing shirts which stated “Allahu Akbar”,” which translates as God is the
greatest.”® The aim of the fans being to show their support ahead of his then biggest fight. In
doing so the group of fans used several examples of Islamic vocabulary such as “Allahu Akbar™
and “Mashallah”, the second term translating to that which God wanted.”” The most interesting
part about the video, however, is when the fan group demanded a speech by the Dagestani
fighter. He talked about the importance of God for him and the fans. In the beginning of his
speech Nurmagomedov talked about his victory on Al laquinta, which granted him the UFC
title, Nurmagomedov stated: “I say if Allah want I am going to become UFC champion, now
we here, we UFC champions [sic].” Thus, Nurmagomedov claims that it was Allah’s will which
helped him win the UFC title, and that without God it possibly would not have been possible.
Later in the speech, he also made a reference to his upcoming fight against McGregor stating
that “One week before the biggest fight in UFC history, and you know if Allah want, we are
going to win this fight.” Once again highlighting the determinism of Allah for Nurmagomedov

and his eventual victory over McGregor. This particular example does a great job of
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highlighting the Muslim modesty which Nurmagomedov carries. Since he credits this potential
victory completely to Allah, taking his own dedication out of the achievement. Afterwards he
continued his speech by stating that “When Allah with you, nobody can stop you” which was
happily cheered by the fan group. Another notable statement he made during his speech was
when he spoke for himself and his fans stating that “Number one important, most important for
us, stay connect with God [sic],” following this he furthermore stated that “You always have to
pray, you always have to stay humble and stay focus and stay connect with God, this is very
important for us.” Afterwards he also noted that this is the case for everybody and not just for
him as a fighter, which once again the fans agreed upon.’® The fact that Nurmagomedov talks
about the importance of God not only for him, but also for the others present in the gym room,
shows that he is aware of the influence which he has on them, and it shows that he is aware of
his platform. It is then interesting to see that he in this instance directly uses his platform to
incentivize his fans to focus on their relationship with God. Perhaps it furthermore shows that
he has consciously decided to take his ability to be a role model and used it to show the
importance of religion.

In another video on his YouTube channel Nurmagomedov shares one of his trainings in
Dagestan during the Ramadan. In this fashion, he can share his Ramadan and fasting experience
with his audience, which in this video was more than 900 thousand people. Furthermore, in the
video he shows how he tries to combine both training and the fasting. For example,
Nurmagomedov mentions that “I train twice a day: before the iftar and before the Suhur.” In
the process of explaining his experiences, he also mentions some of the struggles he experiences
such as the fact he and his teammates must train slowly, since they cannot eat and drink until
sunset. Lastly in the short video Nurmagomedov also mentions that he does not spar during the
holy month and that it is better not to hit each other in the face during such a period.” Such a
video like this does an even better job at highlighting his religiosity than the previous one, since
in this one the sole focus of the video lies on Nurmagomedov’s Ramadan experience. It offers
his fans and viewers a way to see how the athlete experiences the Ramadan, and furthermore it
potentially offers his viewers some tips which they could use during the holy month. This video
is then a prime example of how Nurmagomedov tries to represent himself as a modest Muslim

role model who is openly devout but also at the same time portrays himself as a dedicated and
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professional athlete. However, what is also a result of such a video in which he represents his
Muslim modesty is the potential shame which Nurmagomedov puts on Muslims who do not
fast. Such a shame is even exaggerated by the fact that Nurmagomedov is enduring the fast,
whilst being in the midst of harsh training sessions, thus further delegitimizing Muslims who
are not fasting. Thus, Nurmagomedov’s representation of Muslim modesty also has an effect
on the Muslim viewers.

Such a dual representation of being a devout Muslim while at the same time being a
fulltime athlete can also be recognized in other videos on Nurmagomedov’s YouTube channel.
Most athletes in the UFC and other MMA organizations undergo a process known as weight-
cutting, a process where the point is to lose as much water weight as possible, so that they are
able to fight in lower weight classes. This process can be dangerous and even life-threatening
for the athlete attempting to lose weight.& Nurmagomedov and his teammates are also involved
in such a process, as is shown in some of his videos. One of such a video shows Nurmagomedov
himself cutting weight for his contest against Justin Gaethje. While cutting weight and being
extremely dehydrated, however, Nurmagomedov does not forget his Islamic background and
representation. While looking fatigued the Dagestani mixed martial artist talks about his weight
cutting process while in the meantime, he uses Islamic vocabulary such as “Alhamdulillah’ and
“Subhan "Allah” ! the first term translating to All praise is due to Allah®? and the second term
translating to Glory be to Allah, even though multiple interpretations exist.23 These terms
however stress the Muslim modesty by Nurmagomedov. Even though Nurmagomedov is
enduring his own physical pain to lose weight, he credits the fact that he has lost the weight to
Allah, thus seeing it as part of Allah’s greater plan. He does not see the weight-cut as a result
of his own actions, but instead as a result of the actions of Allah, thus representing his Muslim
modesty. Furthermore, later in the video after realizing that the goal weight has been achieved
Nurmagomedov performs a quick prayer.®* In another video during another weight cutting
session some teammates of Nurmagomedov also perform some similar acts. This time

Nurmagomedov even reminds his teammate Zubaira Tukhugov of the fact whether he has
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performed his prayer or not. This time Nurmagomedov himself does not cut weight, but this
video highlights that for the entirety of his team and friend group religion is very important.
What these weight cutting examples do best is once again showing a sense of modest Muslim
masculinity. It shows a process which could potentially be deadly taking place, but
Nurmagomedov and his teammates still fulfill their Islamic duties such as prayer, regardless of
the dangerous situation. Furthermore, all the while enduring this process, they remain thankful
of Allah and that if it is the will of Allah’s they can be able to cut the right amount of weight.
Thus, they see their results as the will of Allah, while not taking any personal credits for the
results in the process, this again highlights the sense of modest Muslim masculinity. Overall,
the documentation of this process delivers a combination of extreme toughness by the athletes
and still their desire to complete their religious duties, thus creating an image of modest Muslim
masculinity.

A second source which highlight Nurmagomedov’s active representation of Islam takes
place after each of his fights. After mostly dominant performances Nurmagomedov after the
fight gets interviewed in front of full crowds, and naturally on live television. Once again as
with the earlier mentioned weight cutting process Nurmagomedov seems to combine the
physical toughness of an athlete which represents modest masculinity with his personal
religious beliefs. In all his post-fight interviews the first thing Nurmagomedov does is thank
God by saying Alhamdulillah. After his dominant performance against Michael Johnson, he did
so in combination by stating that everything he had was given to him by God. Furthermore,
Nurmagomedov also made a movement symbolizing, or perhaps actually performing a prayer
to Allah after his performance.®® Once again after his performance against Edson Barboza,
Nurmagomedov repeated the same process my making a praying motion, as well as thanking
God multiple times. This time he also stated that God was number one and that everything else
meant nothing, once again showing his submission to Allah.®” The same went after
Nurmagomedov’s title winning performance against laquinta, where he repeated the same
process, this time perhaps accidentally aiming at the importance of monotheism by stating that

“Number one, believe only in one God.”® Finally in his lasts two performances against Dustin
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Poirier and Justin Gaethje, Nurmagomedov also praised God multiple times on the big stage,
this time the big stage being in Abu Dhabi in front of a Muslim majority crowd.®® As was the
case with the weight cutting process what the result of these post-fight interviews references to
Islam is, is the fact that in front of a huge amount of people Nurmagomedov still reminds the
people of his Muslim modesty, after showcasing his athletic capabilities. He does so especially
by once thanking Allah after each of his performances, thus not taking any credit for the
performance, but instead crediting his creator. This is a key example of how Nurmagomedov
highlights a new sense of modest Muslim masculinity. This then leads to the creation of a new
kind of masculinity, one which was not present beforehand.

What is however interesting to see is that in MMA affiliated situations outside of his
personal social media Nurmagomedov also represents a less modest masculinity. This
especially takes place around the time of his fights when the concept of trash talk becomes very
prominent. It is in these situations that Nurmagomedov threatens and intimidates his opponents
in a less modest fashion. In these instances, Nurmagomedov often talks about how he will
“smash everybody in the division” or that he will “eat” his opponents in a street fight.
Furthermore, he also makes remarks towards his opponents by calling them “stupid” or a
“chicken”. Other than dragging his opponents down in his trash talk he also every now and then
praises himself by stating that he has never lost a street fight, and that he will “smash” his
opponents with ease.® These moments of trash talk showcase aspects of Nurmagomedov which
goes against this concept of a modest Muslim masculinity, since in these instances he not only
profiles himself as the best, but also talks down on his opponents, thus not portraying himself
as a modest Muslim.

A third source however which once again highlights the importance of religion is on
Nurmagomedov’s personal Instagram. Nurmagomedov carries great influence on his Instagram
which can be recognized from the fact that his account has more than 33 million followers.%!
Upon researching his Instagram a distinction can be made between different kinds of posts
which the Dagestani shares. Some of these posts highlight what would be described as his
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personal life, which in this case means pictures of him with friends and teammates. What is
however interesting is that these posts never highlight any presence of females, no matter their
relation to Nurmagomedov. This is a result of the religious modesty which Nurmagomedov
represents through his social media, by not representing himself with females. These posts with
his friends and teammates however highlight how Nurmagomedov lives his life outside of his
work regarding the octagon, such as dinners and other leisure activities.®

Another category of posts which can be discovered however are posts regarding his life
revolving around MMA. With these posts he sometimes shares some footage from training with
his colleagues. Other times it is simply a picture of Nurmagomedov after a training session. The
frequency of these mixed martial arts related posts seems to be rather high with Nurmagomedov
posting such a picture every other, if not every week. It also appears that these posts are a way
for Nurmagomedov to share his appreciation and love for his teammates, often appreciating and
promoting them in the posts.®® Furthermore, the mixed martial arts content is centered around
actual fights of his or his teammates, as of lately mostly the latter since Nurmagomedov
retired.®* Lastly, Nurmagomedov in regard to mixed martial arts posts a significant amount of
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https://www.instagram.com/p/CZsBd80P2n9/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Tloiiném
Jla TOBOPHUT IOTyJIsieM, a cam# ....,” Instagram Photo, March 18, 2022,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CbPVO0XMxr8/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “®,”
Instagram Photo, May 4, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/p/CdlaHbMseQ5/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “IIpopok MyxamMas- a 61arocioBuT ero Ajuiax ¥ IPUBETCTBYET, CKa3all:
«YesioBEK UCTIOBEIYET TY JK€ PEIIUTHIO, UYTO U €T0 OJMKAUIIUI IPYT, TaK MyCTh K€ KXl U3 Bac oOparaer
BHMMaHHE Ha TO, C KeM OH BOJHMT Apyx0y».,” Instagram Photo, May 10, 2022,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CdYqYN3sFZS Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “No Way,”
Instagram Photo, May 30, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/p/CeKMz9bvax5/.

9 Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “OcTaBb na MeHs, 3anapuics s cerofus )))),” Instagram
Photo, July 1, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CQxcWgHMCvs/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “3T0 ObLTO HEYBaXHUTEIEHO C TBOCH

cropousl @islam_makhachev ))))Bexs @gadzhi_rabadanov Toxe rotosurcs k 6oio ( 31 urons ) A dHo B
KOHIIE, 51 BCé-Taku cenan macauar &, Instagram Photo, July 6, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CQ_2KcIMUwr/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Otu
JIFOAU BHECIIN OFpOMHBIﬁ BKJIaJ B MOM ycnex, u Tenepb, KOoraa UM HYXKHBI . TIOJIOKUTEbHAsL OHEPICTUKA,OIIBIT U
MOH COBETBI,KOHEUHO K€, sl Oy PSAIOM H CIEJa0 BCe BO3MOXHOE [UTS, TOTO YTOOBI OHH JOCTHIIIH PE3ybTaTa.
My team.My Family,” Instagram Photo, July 8, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CRDt6SPszrZ/; Khabib
Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Bce uaér ceoum uepemom (Y /list Hameid KOMaHAbI 3TO HEACIS
oueHb BakHa. @islam_makhachev npuaércs nokaspiBaTh U OTCTaUBATh MHOTOE B Cy00OTY BEYEpOM, a MBI
6ynem psmom. Everything on the track,”Instagram Photo, July 13, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CRPmrsBscs1/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov),
“@islam__mamedov rorosurcs Beictynut Ha #Bellator263 31 urosist. Tonbko Brepén, TONbKO mobeaa
@,”Instagram Photo, July 14, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CRSnH3ns8Jw/.

% Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Our connection will forever be fixed in my heart coach,
you was a great inspiration for me always, since the first days | came to AKA.
Love you coach @akajav Q,”Instagram Photo, October 28, 2020,
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content on Eagle FC.% An MMA promotion which according to the website from Eagle FC is
a continuation of Nurmagomedov’s’ MMA legacy.

In regard to Nurmagomedov’s Instagram however there is another category of posts
which is mostly centered around religion, which on its own has three subdivisions. The religion
related posts on Nurmagomedov’s Instagram page can be organized as follows, posts around
his personal experiences with Islam and Islamic practices, posts which highlight Quran verses
and recitations, and lastly posts on Islamic scholars and other authorities shedding light on
certain topics with religious importance.

The first subcategory from the religion related posts are Nurmagomedov’s personal
experiences with his religion. These posts are not necessarily centered around every day Muslim
practices such as praying and others, but instead are focused on important Islamic events. Hence
why it appears that most of the posts surrounding Nurmagomedov’s personal religious
experiences are connected to for example the Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, or the Hajj. There
are multiple posts on Nurmagomedov’s account showing his trip to Mecca and visiting religious
sites, such as the Kaaba. The captions of these posts often show Nurmagomedov’s praise to

God by using Islamic vocabulary such as “Alhamdullilah”. Other times these posts are

https://www.instagram.com/p/CG5CNHpMboU/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “V stux
BpaTLeB s YUHJICA BCHO CBOIO KU3Hb, KaK APAThCA TaK U JKUTh. IPOPOK MyxaMMaz(- Ja 0JIarOCIOBUT €ro AJlax u
IIPUBCTCTBYCT, TOBOPUIIL: «HYH.II/I HO,I[O6HLI BouHaM. Eciu oHn HaxogAT 4TO-TO 061].[66 — OHH 06L€,IlI/IH$[}OTC$I, a
€CIM He HaXoAT 0011ero — oHu pacxostes». (Anb-byxapu 3336, Mycnum 2638),” Instagram Photo, October 29,
2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CG5CNHpMboU/;

Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “It was 2020.,” Instagram Photo, December 21, 2020,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CJeWOGPqV8v/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Guys, it
was just our night. Alhamdulillah for everything @ ITpocto 310 6bLT Hamn Beuep, pebsTa caenan cBow paboTy
Kak oHU 1 ymeroT. [lo3apasisiro bpates: @islam__mamedov @usman_nurmagomedov
@khasan_magomedsharipov @gadzhi_rabadanov #no6enaronsxoorBceessimaero,” Instagram Photo, August 1,
2020, Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “It was great job brother @islam_makhachev
Alhamdulillah uaém naneiie, emé oauH 60 B 3TOM roy U OyJaeT MPOCTO KOCMOC 00CTaHOBKA.

- Ha sToit (bOTKe MHOTI'MX HE€ XBaTacT, BCA KOMaH/a BBIITIOJIHHUIIA q)eHOMGHaJILHyIO pa60Ty 1 KOHCYHO K€ HYXKXHO
otMetuTh camoro @islam_makhachev koTopblii BBIMOTHSIT BCe MHCTPYKIHK KaK BHYTPH KJIETKH, TAK U CHAPYKH
BO BpeMsi moarotoBk.,” Instagram Photo, July 18, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CRdI-fsMpac/.

% Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Today is FIGHT NIGHT! We are LIVE with our first us
US show at 6:30pmET on @flx | Sign up at EagleFC.com Russia audience have to go to goFLX.com.,” Instagram
Photo, January 29, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/p/CZSpr_2ubdh/;  Khabib  Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “We are here and we are ready for EagleFC 46 tomorrow. Mbl Ha MecTe U 4yTh
noobmanuch npo  3aBTpamuune Oou  Ha #EagleFC46.”  Instagram  Photo, March 10, 2022,
https://www.instagram.com/p/Ca79YCLOgD-/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “MAIN
CARD! #EagleFC46 LIVE and FREE at EagleFC.com or the FLXcast App (g @eagle.fightclub @eaglefcmma,”
Instagram Photo, March 12, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/p/Ca_GTc5sCkZ/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), ““Cigano’ Junior Dos Santos makes his @eagle.fightclub debut against Cape Verde’s
own Yorgan De Castro in a heavyweight blockbuster. Hector Lombard faces Thiago Silva in the co-main event
alongside a STACKED fight card featuring some of the best talent in the world of combat sports. I can’t wait for
this one! &3 #EagleFC47: Dos Santos vs. De Castro | Friday May 20 | Watch Eagle FC LIVE and FREE. Sign up
today at EagleFC.com @eaglefcmma,” Instagram Photo, May 10, 2022,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CdY5Z2Ksj-k/.
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accompanied by Quranic verses to accompany the post. Lastly, since these posts are often
connected to Islamic practices such as the Hajj, the caption often reads a message to his fans
stating that they should celebrate the end of the Ramadan.® All in all, this subcategory amongst
the religious content on Nurmagomedov’s page does show his importance on showing these
personal religious experiences with his millions of followers, since he does so on a frequent
base. Furthermore, it highlights his Muslim modesty by constantly thanking Allah for the
opportunities which he provided, such as the ability to travel to Mecca. However, as was the
case with one of the videos which covered the Ramadan on the YouTube channel of
Nurmagomedov, his Instagram posts also imply a message which could potentially make
Muslim followers feel pressured. By constantly highlighting his trips to Mecca he implies
Muslim followers to act the same way, as was the case with the practice of fasting during
training, which potentially pressures Muslim followers.

Another subcategory in regard to religion is based on Quranic verses and recitations. On
his personal Instagram Nurmagomedov often posts entire videos of Quranic verses including
their recitations in the background. Most of these videos have both an Arabic transcript of the
verse, as well as a Russian transcript, which highlights the fact that Nurmagomedov’s target

audience of sharing these posts are either Arabs, Russian Muslims, or Muslims familiar with

% Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “& &, Instagram Photo, June 1, 2019,
https://www.instagram.com/p/ByKoiXwiv-e/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Orer
TOBOPUT, 4YTO CBOCTO OTLIa 10 HACTOAIIEMY Ha4aJl HECHUTb, KOTJa €ro HE CTaJlo. Bceespimanii ckazan. « TBou
Tocnonp mpenucan BaM He MOKIOHATHCS HUKOMY, KpoMe Hero, u genate 1o6po poaurensm. Ecinu onus u3
ponutesne win 06a JOCTUTHYT CTAPOCTH, TO He TOBOpH MM: «Thy!» — He Kpruu Ha HUX U oOpamaics K HIM
IIOYTHUTCIIBHO. HpeKJ’IOHS[fI npea HUMU KPbLJIO CMUPCHUSA 110 MUJIOCECPAUIO CBOEMY U FOBOpI/I: «FOCHOI[I/I!
[Momunyii ux, Beib OHH PACTUIIN MEHs pebeHKoM» (cypa «Anb-Hcpay, ast 23-24) #Ramadan2019 #Oreun,”
Instagram Photo, June 2, 2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/ByNJCtrCULe/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Bmecte ¢ bparesimu miapy JieT Ha3a | OJHUMATUCh Ha Topy CaBp, pacioioKeHHas
10kHee MeKkH, B 5 KMJIOMETpax OT Topo/ia, B KOTOPOH CKpBIBAJICS MOCIaHHUK AJtaxa Myxamman (canamiaxy
asnelixu Ba cayuisiM) BMecTe ¢ A0y BakpoM - .J8 8ae &l gis Uaeaa a3 AY) ) dis )55 63 oy (& s (621 5648 2my (00
A8 Ll dilie 0 4 geaS Laa) ol oo dl 4ile 438 55 ol S Gaaall ) 4 42 Instagram Photo, June 13, 2020,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBY sl6PIxBz/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Eid
Mubarak my Brothers and Sisters around the World ®& IMosapasisio Bcex MycynbMaH co CBAIEHHBIM
Hpa3gHUKOM Ypa3za-baiipam.

HyCTB Anmax IMPUMET BCE BAIIM IMOCTHI, 3aKaT, MOJIMTBBI U Omarue J€Jia, KOTOPBIE BBl COBEPUIATIN B 3TOM
mecsiel #Ramadan2021 #EidMubarak,” Instagram Photo, May 12, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/COx9tu8sSyt/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Assalam
Aleikum Wa rahmatulLahi wa barakatuhu. | want to congratulate all Muslims with blessings of Eid Al-Adha.
May Allah forgive all our sins and guide us on the right path, and lead to the heaven by his mercy. -
Io3npasisto Bcex Mycynbman ¢ npa3aHukoM. ITycTs Amiars DpOCTUT BCE HAILIM TPEXU U BEAET NPSIMBIM ITyTEM,
M BBEJET BCEX HAC B paii Mo MujIocTu cBoei,” Instagram Photo, July 20, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CRh975RMG-C/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “My
vacation was in Mecca E3m,” Instagram Photo, November 15, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CWS4hcfsmkg/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov),
“Alhamdulillah ) E,” Instagram Photo, December 5, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CXGnkqOMPLg/;
Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Alhamdulillah for everything B2 #Ramadan2022,”
Instagram Photo, April 28, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/p/Cc5qCVUslZr/.
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Quranic Arabic. As far as the captions goes Nurmagomedov normally does not add any personal
words, instead he often uses emojis which are aimed at showing religious symbols. However,
if there is any text added to the post it is generally another transcription of the Quranic verses.
Nurmagomedov posts these types of videos on a rather consistent base and the reasoning behind
it might be to highlight his personal importance of religion to his followers, since other than
that there are not many motivations for Nurmagomedov to upload such type of content post.®’

Lastly, a third subcategory can be recognized in Nurmagomedov’s religion related posts.
This last category is mostly based around different posts on Nurmagomedov’s account which
sometimes highlight information, as well as opinion, on different Islamic practices and
traditions. Some of these posts explain for example how one should encounter some of the
practices surrounding the Hajj. Other posts will share discussions from Muslim scholars,
including Russian subtitles, on different debates in Islam. One post even gets accompanied by
a caption which states “What could be better than being a person who guides people to the
Almighty.” This perhaps indicates that Nurmagomedov is aware of his role and function as a
popular figure who is also seen as an Islamic role model. Furthermore, as was the case with the
previous subcategories Nurmagomedov often adds Quranic verses in his captions which

accompany the video, which often talks about a similar topic as the verse.®® The combination

97 Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “&],” Instagram Photo, August 17, 2020,

https://www. mstagram com/p/CD MImSKMsp/ Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khablb nurmagomedov) “Holy
Quran 9:24 8 o) OIS a0 28315 ai154) eSA‘JJ‘J es-u-“:) 015415 U 54885381 5 5la35 () 5535 ALK (Sliuas g 3im Ll
r,sj\wm\u}u”;@}@d&,.\wﬂ@;@uw o s 411\5\15-\@@)55\ Giinsldll - Ciaskn: «Ecim Bawm oTwpl, Bawm
CBIHOBBbs, Ballln 6paTL$[ Balllk CyNnpyru, Balllkd CEMbH, HpI/IO6peTeHHOG BaMH UMYIICCTBO, TOPTOBJIA, 3aCTOSA B
KOTOPO#1 BBI OMMacaeTech, M XKUWINIIA, KOTOpbIe Bbl 00I1000Bany, Muiiee BaM, yeM Ainax, Ero [TocianHuk u
60oprba Ha Ero myTH, TO XauTe, moka Amnax He npuaeT co CBouM BeleHneM. AllaX He HACTaBIIseT Ha MPSAMOit
MyTh HEYECTUBEIX JII0Jei». ,” Instagram Photo, October 30, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CG-
gX9VKcevT/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “& J [,” Instagram Photo, December 30,
2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CIbEnTrKY SG/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov),
“IIpocto BIymalTeCch B 3TH CJIOBa, Kak BeeBIIHIMNA Aniax ImpefocTeperaeT Hac CBhIIIEe ceMu Hebec [,
Instagram Photo, February 18, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CLcqfzNKpZ2/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “¢],” Instagram Photo, April 21, 2021,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CN8DT8Lqgrl/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “E3@,”
Instagram Photo, June 30, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CQvjgkSKChU/.

% Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Ouens no3naBatensuo, mpo geas APADA. ¢a,”
Instagram Photo, July 30, 2020, https://www.instagram. com/p/CDPquNqneS/ Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “Akryansro. Holy Quran 85:8 - s 1 sa&i adie ¥ o 1 sia3i dily 3 52l apead) - Onmt
BBIMEIIAJIM UM TOJIBKO 32 TO, UTO T€ YBEpoBaJIM B Astaxa MoryiectBeHHoro, JloctoxBansHoro,,” Instagram
Photo, October 29, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CG7rTIWKLO_/; Khabib Nurmagomedov
(@khabib_nurmagomedov), “ITpopox Myxamman ¥ - nyumie co3nanue Beebininero. Hamr [Tpopok % -
[IpU3HaBal [paBa NpeICTaBUTENICH PA3IIMYHBIX pennrm‘zi paspeuain um CBO6011HO COBepH_IaTB MOKJIOHEHHE U
MCTIOBE10BAT CBOIO PEITUTHIO. Annax TOBOPHT: phadl Gas Sl a5l - Y5 158 Gl G52 (e o0 U T 153 38
ale G G5 (K M‘ FATESHA|PUETEE POL WL vic AP PH L) sl «He 0CKOpOIiiTe TEX, K KOMY OHH B3bIBAIOT
ITOMHUMO AJTaxa, a He TO OHHM CTaHYT OCKOPOIATh Altaxa U3 BpaKIpl U IO HEBEXKECTBY. TakuM o6pazom, Ml
MIPUYKPACHIIN JJIS K&KIO0T0 Hapoa ux JIestHus. IloToM MM IpeacTouT BepHyThesa K cBoeMy ['ocnony, n OH
MOBEaeT UM O TOM, 4T0 OoHH coBepmiaim». (Cypa «An am», ast 108),” Instagram Photo, November 3, 2020,
https://www.instagram.com/p/CHIxsOPgPUd/; Khabib Nurmagomedov (@khabib_nurmagomedov), “O4eHb
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of all these different kinds of categories of Instagram posts adds to a finalized image where
religion, or rather Islam, takes a huge part of his Instagram account. This shows the modest
Muslim masculinity which Nurmagomedov represents, since he utilizes such a platform with
millions of followers to honor Allah. He honors him by not only representing his personal
experiences with Islam, but furthermore by sharing a vast amount of information on the religion,

among many other Islamic references which are present on his Instagram.

Khamzat Chimaev his upbringing and his introduction into combat sports

To cover both sides of the spectrum it is essential to both cover a Dagestani fighter, as well as
a Chechen fighter. Which is why the following mixed martial artist, Khamzat Chimaev, will be
discussed in the same manner as Khabib Nurmagomedov. First his upbringing and youth will
be covered, next his rise to fame and prominence, and lastly his religious footprint in social
media.

Khamzat Chimaev, born on the first of May of 1994 is a Chechen mixed martial artist
who has only in the last couple of years rose to prominence in mixed martial arts.®® Like
Nurmagomedov, Chimaev grew up in the Northern Caucasus in a traditional Muslim household.
Furthermore, like Nurmagomedov he grew up in an environment where it is only natural for
young males to enter combat sports such as combat sambo and wrestling. As Chimaev himself
describes, if one did not compete in such a sport they would not be seen as tough. The village
where Chimaev grew up, as he himself describes, was a small environment where it felt as
though everybody around him was his family. It was in this environment that Chimaev started
to love wrestling, even entering competitions to win prizes for his family. These competitions
also varied in sports such as sambo and judo as a result of his brother making the choice to enter
him in these competitions. These choices are what paved the way for Chimaev into combat
sports. 20

A big change occurred however when his brother, who previously supported his combat

career, had to travel to Sweden for medical reasons. After receiving his surgery, he insisted that

HHTEPECHOE paccync;leHHeuI{To MOJKET OBITH JIydIlle, YeM OBITh YEJIOBEKOM, KOTOPBIN HANIPaBIISET JIFOACH K
Bceessimnemy B,” Instagram Photo, November 10, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CHZ81hoqIB1/.

9 Mukhar Ghosh, “All You Need to Know About Khamzat Chimaev’s Family and Childhood,” SportsManor,
last modified April 7, 2022,
https://www.sportsmanor.com/ufc-news-all-you-need-to-know-about-khamzat-chimaevs-family-and-childhood/.
100 ESPN MMA,, “Khamzat Chimaev Talks Fight vs. Li Jinliang and Opens Up About his Childhood | UFC 267 |
ESPN MMA,” October 17, 2021, YouTube video, 16:56,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hBRFqWd-Zvo.
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Chimaev and his mother and sister would move to Sweden to follow a different path. Thus, at
the age of 19, Chimaev moved to Sweden with the intentions of starting a new life which would
benefit his family. Initially he would live in a two-room apartment with his mother, brother,
and sister, which highlights the need for financial measures, even though Chimaev himself used
these needs as motivation for his mixed martial arts career. After having arrived in Sweden for
a couple of years Chimaev’s brother granted him permission to compete in combat sports, 1%t
which led to Chimaev entering Swedish wrestling tournaments. It was there that Chimaev won
the Swedish national competition three times, which landed him an undefeated wrestling record
of 23 wins and zero losses.

After having succeeded to such a degree in wrestling Chimaev decided that it would be
favorable to invest his time in mixed martial arts competitions, in which he would get three
immediate victories in his amateur fighting streak.'? This motivation to compete in mixed
martial arts was not only fueled by the potential financial benefits, but also by Conor McGregor.
This is the case since Chimaev witnessed McGregor’s bout which made him the lightweight
champion of the UFC, which led Chimaev to believe that he could achieve the same since he
thought himself to be mentally, as well as physically stronger.%® After having succeeded in his
first three amateur fights Chimaev decided it was time to make his professional debut in MMA.
On the May 26, 2018, Chimaev made his pro debut in a Swedish MMA promotion, where
Chimaev would win by technical knockout. After this debut win Chimaev would switch from
MMA promotions two more times before in total achieving a mixed martial arts record of 6
wins and zero losses.X%* After achieving this 6-0 record Chimaev received an offer which made
him sign a contract with the UFC, which would start the internationalization of his mixed

martial arts career.10°

The rapid rise to international prominence, and political recognition

01 ESPN MMA, “Khamzat Chimaev Convo: Why he got into Fighting, Living at the Gym in Sweden & More |
ESPN MMA,” April 4, 2022, YouTube video, 11:36,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tZnJbcVaFMc.

102 Braeden Arbour, “Khamzat Chimaev: The Anomaly Explained,” The Body Lock, last modified October 29,
2021,

https://thebodylockmma.com/ufc/khamzat-chimaev-the-anomaly-explained/.

108 ESPN MMA, “Khamzat Chimaev.”

104 «“Khamzat “Borz” Chimaev,” Sherdog, last modified, May 26, 2022,
https://www.sherdog.com/fighter/Khamzat-Chimaev-280021.

105 «“Khamzat Chimaev Signs with UFC, Booked for Fight Island,” MMA Viking, last modified July 9, 2020,
https://www.mmaviking.com/khamzat-chimaev-signs-with-ufc-booked-for-fight-island/.
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Chimaev’s first performance in the UFC octagon came against John Phillips on July 15, 2020.
The Chechen would make easy work of his first fight, finishing his opponent in dominant
fashion in the second round using his wrestling-heavy approach.1% The performance itself was
impressive and would lead Chimaev to gain some fans, however a significant boost in hype
would follow a week later.

Unlike Nurmagomedov, Chimaev’s hype would very quickly take off after the
following took place. In the week after his UFC debut, Chimaev would return to the octagon to
fight against Rhys McKee on 25 July, showcasing a quick turnaround for Chimaev.'%” At the
time, this made Chimaev set the record for the quickest turnaround in UFC history, which
resulted in Chimaev beating his opponent once again in dominant fashion, this time in a
different weight class.'®® These two consecutive wins handed the Chechen some star power and
gave his career a huge boost, as was shown by UFC president Dana White who in an interview
said that he believed Chimaev was the “real deal”, thus recognizing the Chechen’s potential
star power, furthermore saying he believed the Chechen would get close to a title shot. Where
Nurmagomedov would get political recognition only after his performance with Irish Conor
McGregor, Chimaev would already get it after his second performance in the octagon. Chimaev
would get praised by previously mentioned leader of the Chechen republic Ramzan Kadyrov
who went to social media to congratulate the UFC prospect, even referring to him as what he
would call a “true Chechen”. The fact that Khamzat had moved to Sweden and trained there
seemed not be of importance to Kadyrov.*%®

Thus, it is visible that Chimaev in his very early MMA career had already gained
significant influence, attracting political attention. Two months later Chimaev would once again
return to the octagon to fight Gerald Meerschaert, which would be his toughest challenge to
date. This time Chimaev had secured himself a co-main event place on the card, which means
that he would normally be the second most important fight of the night. This fight, as was the
case with his debut would be in the middleweight division, which means it is one weight class
higher than where he normally fights, thus highlighting the huge challenge in front of
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Chimaev.t*® Upon fight night Chimaev would have one of the best outcomes possible by
knocking Meerschaert out after less than twenty seconds in the first rounds. Which resulted in
Chimaev once again earning a performance of the night bonus,** which he had also received
in his first two fights granting him a 100.000 USD bonus.'? Thus Chimaev once again enlarged
the significance of his name in the organization.

However, a disturbance in the rise of Chimaev’s career occurred when the athlete got
diagnosed with covid-19. The disease took the athlete by surprise in a negative fashion, even
going as far as to prevent the athlete from being able to train. Pictures on the web of him
coughing up blood even led some to believe that the young fighter had cancer.''® The disease
which threatened to end his professional career was treated multiple times. First under the
supervision of Kadyrov who urged the fighter to fly to Chechnya in a private jet where he would
undergo a surgery. And secondly under the supervision of Dana White who instead urged
Chimaev to fly to the United States where he would be treated for his sickness.!'* In the
meantime Chimaev went to social media where he would hint at his potential retirement, which
immediately led to a reaction by Ramzan Kadyrov. The Chechen leader let social media know
that in a conversation between the two Kadyrov convinced Chimaev to continue fighting for
the Chechen people and all other Russian fans.'°

Eventually Chimaev recovered from covid-19 which led to hints for a return to the
octagon in the summer of 2021. Such a fight was eventually realized, even though a delay took
place. Chimaev would return to the octagon to face the biggest challenge in his career which

was rising Chinese prospect Li Jinliang. Chimaev stating that he felt stronger than ever would
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make this return in Abu Dhabi, this time in front of a full crowd. Once again Chimaev rose to
the occasion and defeated Jinliang by choking him unconscious without the Chinese landing a
single strike on him. Thus, in front of a pro-Chimaev crowd he once again uttered a win in
dominant fashion, further solidifying his star power.*

After having secured this victory common believe was that Chimaev was ready to face
the highest competition in the UFC welterweight division. This led to his most recent outing
against a veteran in the sport in Gilbert Burns. Chimaev faced Burns who at the time was the
number 3 ranked welterweight in the world on April 9, 2022.1*" When compared to his earlier
four contests in the UFC, Chimaev’s outing against Burns proved more difficult than before.
Burns at times even made the Chechen look venerable in the three-round contest. Chimaev in
the end by a less dominant performance than previously walked away with a decision victory,
which became the first time the Chechen did not win by way of stoppage in the UFC.1*® At this
point Chimaev had achieved his most significant moment in his career by winning his bout
against Burns. Furthermore, the Chechen had gotten his deserved credibility for his mixed
martial arts skills. As a result, Chimaev’s popularity and prominence has increased in a rapid
fashion, for example when compared to Nurmagomedov. His Instagram followers highlight
such an increase in popularity with the fighter already having near 4 million followers on the

platform after only 5 performances inside the octagon.®

Chimaev’s social media footprint and the representation of Islam

One could state that perhaps Khamzat Chimaev is not capable of playing the role of a
counterpart against Khabib Nurmagomedov, since unlike Nurmagomedov, Chimaev moved out
of Chechnya at the age of 19. However, as Chimaev’s Instagram shows he makes regular visits
to his home country and still portrays himself as a Chechen fighter, or even citizen. As a result,
| have chosen Khamzat Chimaev to function as a Chechen counterpart to Nurmagomedov,
especially since the Chechen has also received great social media influence. Chimaev has an
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Instagram as well as a YouTube account which often highlights his religious beliefs and shares
his religious thoughts. For example, the general appearance of Chimaev, like Nurmagomedov
already highlights some of his religious beliefs, since both athletes have a beard which often
characterizes conservative Muslims. Furthermore, both fighters do not have any tattoos since
such practices are forbidden in Islam. However, the representation of religion is not solely
limited to appearance and instead is more extensive. As was the case with Nurmagomedov, to
research the more extensive part of Chimaev’s religious social media footprint there will be a
close inspection of his personal YouTube channel, his post-fight interviews, and lastly his
personal Instagram.

The first source which can highlight Chimaev’s religious beliefs and how he decides to
share his religion with his audience is his personal YouTube channel. The YouTube channel
has only been created on January 16, 2022, and already has over 200 thousand subscribers with
some of his videos reaching over half a million viewers. This highlights that in such a short
amount of time Chimaev has already assumed a large following on the platform where he
uploads regularly on different topics.?°

In almost every single one of Chimaev’s videos there is usage of Islamic vocabulary
with words such as Inshallah and Allahu Akbar, as was the case with Khabib Nurmagomedov’s
personal YouTube channel. The first video however where he actively mentions his religious
thoughts is in a training video uploaded at the end of January. In the video Chimaev is greeted
by one of his teammates from whom his religious affiliation is unknown, who greets Chimaev
by saying “Hello”, which to a certain degree leads to some irritation from Chimaev. Chimaev
seems to be surprised by the fact that he is greeted in this non-Muslim manner, which eventually
leads to him saying “Why you say hello? Say as-salamu alaykum, Allahu Akbar, takbir,
mashallah!”. After stating this in a somewhat cynical manner Chimaev did not get a reaction
by his teammate who simply continued the conversation. In the same video in a conversation
between Chimaev and his Georgian teammate Guram Kutateladze another reference to religious
beliefs can be recognized. Kutateladze, like Chimaev has a long distinct beard, with the
difference between the two being the presence of a moustache. In the conversation between the
two Kutateladze in a laughing manner talks about wanting to grow his moustache so he can

grow more “Georgian power”. Chimaev as a reaction urges Kutateladze to shave his moustache,
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except for the beard, since that would be preferable.'?* Both men seem to laugh about it
however, as was described in the first chapter most of Chechnya follows the Hanafi school of
jurisprudence. And it is this school of jurisprudence that according to the practices of prophet
Muhammad urges Muslim men to trim, or preferably, shave the moustache while keeping the
beard. This comment by Chimaev shows a reference to his religious beliefs, in this case showing
that he follows the Hanafi school of law, which urges him to shave his moustache.!?? This
speculation however is potentially justified when one looks at another video posted on
Chimaev’s channel on the 20" of February. In this video another interaction takes place between
Chimaev and Kutateladze, where once again the moustache of Kutateladze seems to be the topic
of discussion. Chimaev urges the Georgian fighter to shave his moustache after which
Kutateladze replies cynically by saying “Allahu Akbar”. Following these words Chimaev states
that he has Muslim power and all the while pointing at the sky with his index fingers, which is
a symbol which resembles pointing at God.*?® This footage once again indicates the religious
importance regarding facial hair for Khamzat Chimaev. Furthermore, the footage puts pressure
onto Muslim viewers, since Chimaev shows a discontent with Kutateladze’s facial hair. Thus,
implying that all Muslims, also the ones watching, should apply the same type of facial hair.
Apart from these two videos there is one more video on Chimaev’s YouTube channel
which hints at some religious importance, and which also might combine religion with a new
form of masculinity, as was the case with Nurmagomedov. This takes place in a video which is
made at the time of Chimaev’s fight with Gilbert Burns. The hour-long video highlights
Chimaev’s preparations for the fight, including his weight cut and his post-fight recovery. It is
after having succeeded this weight cut that the teammates of Chimaev use Islamic vocabulary
like Alhamdullilah as a way of thanking God for ensuring a successful weight cut. Furthermore,
after having defeated Gilbert Burns there is once again the same usage of Islamic vocabulary

to praise God for ensuring the eventual victory.*?* What the result of this footage then is, is that
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it takes credit away from Chimaev in not only his weight-cut, but also his performance, since
all the thanks should be aimed towards Allah. It is in this fashion that once again a modest
Muslim masculinity is promoted.

Apart from these videos in particular most videos cover vast amounts of training footage
from Chimaev accompanied with footage of the fighter outside of the gym, for example doing
charity or buying furniture among other goods for his personal life. Some of these activities
outside of the gym, such as charity do promote a modest image of the fighter. There are however
no further clues to his religious beliefs, since there is no footage of him either fasting, praying
or any other Islamic rituals. Most of the videos do however contain Islamic vocabulary which
is heavily used by Chimaev and some teammates. Especially when compared to
Nurmagomedov’s personal YouTube channel it seems as though Chimaev does not put the
same weight on the importance of the representation of religion in his videos. This could
however be the result of different factors. It could be the case that Chimaev sees religion as
something private, which would result in him not promoting a new sense of Islamic masculinity.
One could instead assume that instead Chimaev promotes more of a Chechen masculine identity
which is still connected to religion.

A second source of information which gives a little insight into Chimaev’s public spread
of religion are his post-fight interviews. Some of these interviews received up to almost three
million views on YouTube, excluding the actual live viewers. In Nurmagomedov’s post fight
interviews it seemed as though it became a tradition for the Dagestani to emulate a movement
which would resemble an Islamic prayer, as well as to thank and praise God. For Chimaev the
latter is also the case, in the sense that he has also praised and thanked God in his post-fight
interviews. However, it appears as though the Chechen fighter does so in a less consistent
manner. It is mostly in his pre-UFC fights that the volume in Islamic influences in his post-fight
interviews increases. He did so for example in India in a fight in December 2018 when he
defeated his opponent in the first round. After grabbing the microphone from the interviewer
Chimaev spoke two simple phrases stating “Alhamdullilah, Allahu Akbar”.1?® On another
occasion in October of 2019 after defeating his opponent Chimaev once again ceased the
microphone from the interviewer. This time however to greet the fans in attendance by simply

stating “As-salamu alaykum”, a common phrase among Muslims to greet each other.1% Lastly,
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there was one time inside of the UFC where Chimaev also used his post-fight interview as a
way of spreading his religious beliefs, which was the case after his victory over Li Jinliang. A
pumped Chimaev once again grasped the microphone from the interviewer. This time
exclaiming numerous times that he will come for everybody and that he would kill everybody,
aiming to threaten the rest of the UFC fighters. Furthermore, Chimaev yelled Allahu Akbar
numerous times in the interview, thus spreading his religious beliefs with all people in the
audience, as well as with the people watching at home.'?’ When comparing his post-fight
interviews with Nurmagomedov’s it seems as though Chimaev only occasionally refers to his
religion, even though for Nurmagomedov this takes place after every single fight. This might
suggest that Nurmagomedov simply values the public display of religion towards an audience
more than Chimaev. However, in the instances where Chimaev did indeed credit his
performances towards Allah, he, like Nurmagomedov, promoted his image of modest Muslim
masculinity by implying that his victories were part of Allah’s greater plan, instead of a result
of his own hard work.

What is however interesting to see is that, as was the case with Nurmagomedov,
Chimaev also attributes less importance to Islamic modesty in MMA affiliated situations. When
trash talking his opponents Chimaev often uses the terms ‘“smash his face” and “smash
everybody” to indicate what he plans to do to his opponents. Like Nurmagomedov, Chimaev
also uses the term “chicken” a lot to refer to his opponents. Furthermore, Chimaev also states
every now and then that he plans on killing his opponents and that it does not matter who the
opponent is, and that he will kill them regardless.*? It is in these moments where he talks down
and threatens his opponents that a less modest masculinity shines through. By using these terms
which have become iconic Chimaev presents himself as a dominant fighter, even though a less
modest image of himself is presented in the media.

Lastly Khamzat Chimaev’s personal Instagram will be examined to discover how he
publicly shows his religion on the platform. As was the case with Nurmagomedov a distinction
can be made regarding religious posts on his personal Instagram. In the case of Chimaev this
distinction is a little different, however. In regard to religion there is one category of posts which

highlights personal experiences with Islam and the second category is connected to quotes and
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recitations from the Quran. There is however another category of posts which can be
recognized, these however are not connected to religion.

The first subcategory in regard to religion are Chimaev’s personal experiences with
Islam which he shares with his followers. The number of posts which actually fit this
categorization is limited and only limited to a short time span. The dates of the posts range from
October of 2019 until April of 2020, after this date there are no more posts which fulfill the
same purpose. Two of these posts highlight Chimaev’s visit to Abu Dhabi, more particularly
his visit to the Sheikh Zayed Grand Masjid. Both posts are accompanied by a caption which
uses Islamic vocabulary by stating “Mashallah” as well as “Alhamdullilah”.*?® The last of these
posts which fall in this category is a post which dates back to April of 2020 where Chimaev
posted a picture of himself performing prayer together with his teammate. This post also went
accompanied by a caption which once again read “Alhamdullilah”.** He thus praises Allah by
posting these images, even though in these instances there is no direct correlation between this
presented modesty and a form of masculinity.

The second subcategory are his posts which feature Islamic verses or recitations. Once
again as was the case with his personal experiences, these posts are limited to a certain time
frame. This time these posts exist from April of 2022 till May of 2022, thus operating in a small
timeframe, hence why the volume of these posts is low. Only two of these posts can be found
on Chimaev’s Instagram. The first of these posts showcases an Arabic recitation, which is
accompanied by both Russian and Arabic subtitles. The second of these posts is a post which
features a text in Arabic script, accompanied by an English text which states “Eid Al Fitr
Mubarak to all of you, May Allah swt accept from you and us.” Which thus shows that the post
is related to the holy month of the Ramadan for Muslims. !

What is interesting on Chimaev’s Instagram however is a different subcategory, one
which cannot be recognized on Nurmagomedov’s Instagram. This category, even though not
largely related to religion, is very prominent among his posts. This category is one of political
nature, more specifically a category which focusses on Chimaev’s appreciation of Ramzan

Kadyrov and his father. Ever since January of 2021 Chimaev has posted pictures with the leader
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of Chechnya. The posts highlight Chimaev’s trips to his country of birth and his visits to
Ramzan Kadyrov. All posts, except for one, showcase both men smiling, while the caption
reads Chimaev’s praise for Chechnya and Ramzan Kadyrov.!®? The posts thus highlight
Chimaev’s support for the Chechen leader, even though it is a well-known fact that Kadyrov is
linked to human right abuses as well as linked to crimes against people of the L.G.B.T.Q.
community. It appears as though Khamzat Chimaev is only part of a bigger scheme in which
Kadyrov attempts to use mixed martial artists to his advantage by attempting to portray himself
as a leader involved in sports, instead of a leader known for cruelties against humanity.** Even
though these posts are not heavily associated with Islam, they do still show an interesting
development and category in Chimaev’s posts.

All in all, there appear to be some minor differences between Nurmagomedov and
Chimaev their representation of Islam towards their audience. Both fighters have had different
childhoods growing up, even though both were what some would consider difficult. And
furthermore, both fighters would eventually make it to the biggest mixed martial arts promotion
in the world and eventually gain significant popularity by promoting their fighting style, culture,
and religion.

What is however interesting to see is the way in which both fighters represent this
religion, if they do it at all. For Nurmagomedov such a representation of religion is present in
all three of the platforms which were chosen to research. Nurmagomedov’s personal YouTube
account is filled with references to his Islamic faith. Not only his vocabulary highlights his
religion, but also practices such as prayer are highlighted. The representation of such practices
was not necessarily the case for Chimaev’s YouTube channel, however it did make deliberate

references to Islam in specific instances. Furthermore, on their YouTube channels both fighters
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deliberately portray themselves in both positions of victory, as well as positions of pain, all the
while crediting Allah for their hard work.

As far as their post-fight interviews go there exist some minor differences between the
two North Caucasian super stars. Nurmagomedov after all of his fights started his interview by
thanking God, even though for Chimaev such a practice remained somewhat more inconsistent.
Furthermore, Nurmagomedov would reenact a movement which symbolizes prayer which can
also not be recognized in Chimaev’s post fight interviews. However, both fighters continually
credited their performances towards Allah, thus representing their Muslim modesty. What is
however interesting to see that in the buildup to the fights this Muslim modesty would
somewhat decrease, especially when trash talking their opponents.

Lastly, both fighters their personal Instagram offer an insight into their public
representation of Islam. In the case of Nurmagomedov all different types of Islamic posts are
high in numbers and posted regularly, such as his personal visits to Mecca or some recitations
of the Quran. This was however not the case for Chimaev where such posts were extremely low
in numbers. Furthermore, these posts on Chimaev’s account were only limited to a certain
amount of time, even though for Nurmagomedov these types of posts seize to continue.
However, both fighters in their Instagram do continually praise Allah, which once again takes
credit away from the fighters themselves, and instead gives credit to Allah. A notable difference
however in regard to Chimaev’s Instagram is the existence of an entirely different subcategory,
a subcategory which is highly connected to Chechnya and Ramzan Kadyrov, which is not the

case with Nurmagomedov.
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Conclusion

This study has researched the role which Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists serve by
means of their social media, this research went accompanied by the following research question:
To what extent do prominent Northern Caucasian mixed martial artists represent a new Muslim
masculinity through their different social media platforms? To answer this question the research
was divided into two main parts, the first of which provided background information on the
topic through secondary sources, and the second of which contained the actual primary
research.

As was stated, the first chapter focused on providing background information of the
topic, which in this case meant an overview on the Northern Caucasus, namely Dagestan and
Chechnya, after the fall of the Soviet Union. This overview on the two republics was divided
into four different areas of research, youth, crime, religion, and sports. Furthermore, the chapter
attempted to answer a sub question which was focused on the possible similarities in the
developments of these four areas of research. It appeared as though all four aspects of Northern
Caucasian society which were researched contained issues after the fall of the Soviet Union.
The youth in both Dagestan and Chechnya have and continue to face issues in regard to their
identity, education, as well as religion. Furthermore, the crime in the region has also gone
through several developments, with crime initially being focused on extremism, and later on
being focused on drug related issues. Religion also seemed to be an area in which significant
developments took place for the Northern Caucasus. Both Dagestan and Chechnya are regions
with a majority Sufi Muslim population, however both republics also saw a rise of a new Saudi
Islamic doctrine, Wahhabism. The rise of Wahhabism in both republics led to a power struggle,
which eventually slowed down. The last aspect of both republics which was researched focused
on sports in the region. Both for Dagestan and Chechnya sports is of great importance, with
almost all young males competing in sports, mostly combat sports. Sports in the region also
seemed to become more closely knit with Islamic influences. All in all, what is interesting is
that all of the developments in these aspects which were researched to a certain degree all
seemed to be influenced by religion. Thus, it highlights the importance of religion, or rather
Islam, in the region with it being connected to these various aspects of society.

The second chapter contained the body of research focused on primary sources. By ways
of qualitative content analysis different social media platforms of both Khabib Nurmagomedov

and Khamzat Chimaev would be researched. In the chapter Nurmagomedov and Chimaev
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served as representatives of both Dagestan and Chechnya, as a result of their childhoods in the
republics, as well as their affiliation with the republics. Both athletes grew up in the Northern
Caucasus and at an early age came into contact with combat sports, namely wrestling and
combat sambo. As per usual in the Northern Caucasus both fighters were raised according to
Islamic traditions and values. Eventually having both made their way into MMA, they would
gain relevance in the MMA scene following their dominant performances and unbeaten records.
Eventually both would furthermore gain international importance and relevance through the
American MMA promotion, the Ultimate Fighting Championship. Having both become global
super stars they would gain not only social media followers, but naturally social media
influence. Through various platforms such as Instagram and personal YouTube accounts, both
Nurmagomedov and Chimaev would be able to represent their importance of religion in their
lives. Both frequently post content which is affiliated with Islam on these social media
platforms, often using Islamic vocabulary in the process. However, even though this mere
representation of Islam is certainly interesting, what is even more notable is the role which both
athletes fulfill. Nurmagomedov and Chimaev both became Muslim role models, which would
feature a new form of masculinity. This new form of Muslim masculinity is both affiliated with
their martial aspects, as well as their importance on Islamic modesty. By positioning themselves
in martial settings, such as the UFC octagon and training rooms, while at the same time showing
their importance of Islam, they have created a new Muslim masculinity. A more modest
masculinity, this modesty can be recognized in their social media through different ways, but
great examples are the post-fight interviews of both fighters. After training for several weeks,
enduring a dangerous weight cut, and lastly fighting in the octagon, both fighters would
continually praise and thank Allah, as if Allah had done the work for them, thus representing
Muslim modesty in a moment of victory. It is in these crucial moments which are situated in
martial environments that both fighters continually put the emphasis on Allah and his greater
plan, thus taking themselves out of the equation and representing modesty.

However, it is important to realize the limits of this research. Due to the timeframe,
among other factors, the thesis was only capable of focusing on these two representatives of
both republics. However, both Nurmagomedov and Chimaev were only a mere part in a wave
of not only Caucasian, but also Muslim mixed martial artists who have entered international
relevancy. This highlights the possibilities of further studies in regard to their social media
influence and the concept of a new modest Muslim masculinity. Further research could
furthermore entail this new concept in different sports outside of martial arts. Furthermore,

North Caucasian prominent athletes and their connection to political figures and dynamics also
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remains a topic which is understudied. As was highlighted in the last chapter Chimaev appeared
to have close ties with Ramzan Kadyrov, however due to the limits of the research these ties
were not capable of being researched. All in all, the Northern Caucasian wave of prominent
Islamic figures in regard to MMA, as well as other areas, proves to be an understudied area of

research which leaves opportunities for further research.
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