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on churches in the Moscow Kremlin.  The cathedral symbolized the sanctity of Moscow’s 

troops in their quest to dominate the Islamic khanates of the Volga region (Rowland, 

2003: 38) and the Kremlin showed the strength of the Russian state. By sponsoring such 

projects, Godunov sought to show not only his own wealth, but the strength and piety of 

his clan (Rowland, 2003: 35).  In order to be comparable to the Rurikid clan (the clan of 

Ivan the Terrible), Godunov had to build quickly and he had to build strategically. He 

sought to establish his legitimacy to power through architecture, and it worked.  In 1598, 

when Ivan the Terrible’s handicapped son, Fyodor the Bellringer, proved incapable of 

ruling or producing an heir, Russia needed a new ruling dynasty.  Gudonov claimed the 

ruling position, and became tsar. And, the Dormition Cathedral and the Kremlin 

dominated and continue to dominate the Astrakhan skyline from their strategic location 

on top of a hill(Figure 3.4).

 

Figure 3.4: 17th Century Astrakhan. (Rambaud’s Russia, 1898.) 
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While the Kremlin and Dormition Cathedrals became the visual centers of 

Astrakhan’s religious and state landscape, Islam and other forms of faith continued to be 

practiced in the city. Despite using church architecture to proclaim the symbolic defeat of 

Islam, Godunov did not want to cripple the trade industry in Astrakhan. Godunov set up 

an infrastructure for trade in the city, building covered Persian and Bukhara markets on 

the outskirts of the kremlin, and later on establishing Indian, Tatar, and Armenian 

markets. Because of the desire to promote multinational trade, a multi-confessional 

infrastructure was also built. Mosques and Armenian churches were constructed near the 

markets and in the Tatar suburbs (Rowland, 2003: 38). While the kremlin and church 

were key political symbols, Godunov’s desire to link Russian trade to a wider region 

allowed a new Islamic landscape to be built. Even though the landscape of Moscow 

traveled to Astrakhan, Astrakhan’s situation on the Volga Delta ensured that the cultural 

and spiritual diversity of the region would continue. 

Islam in the Soviet Era 

Before the Bolshevik Revolution, Astrakhan was home to many different religions. 

However, the rise of the Communist Party and Stalinism greatly altered the religious 

communities and landscapes within the city and the Soviet Union as a whole. The 

Communist Party promoted atheism, and there was no official state religion.  In this 

section I am going to provide a broader overview of what happened to Islam in Russia as 

a whole and then Astrakhan in particular.  

Before the Soviet period, Orthodoxy and the Russian state were constitutive of each 

other.  The Russian state was seen as the protector of Orthodoxy and bore the political 

ideology of, “Autocracy, Orthodoxy, Nationality” (Johnson 2005, 3). In the Bolshevik 

revolution, all three parts of this slogan were under attack. The Orthodox Church was 
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targeted, as was the monarchy. The Government Decree of 1918 on the Separation of the 

Church from the State and the School from the Church sought to crush the monarchy 

through dissociating the Orthodox Church from the State (Yemelianova, 2002: 103). In 

the early Soviet period, Islam was not a target of the Communist Party. Politicians stated 

that they viewed there to be no conflict between Islam and Soviet rule, and the Soviet 

government returned mosque properties confiscated by the tsar back to their communities 

in Orenburg, the Caucuses, and Kazan (Yemelianova, 2002: 103). 

After World War II, some churches and mosques reopened, and holy texts could be 

printed (Johnson, 2005: 7).  Although the Soviet period of Russian history was not one 

where religions flourished, communities of faith still existed. However, many ethnic 

groups were deported to GULAG from 1943-45, such as Chechens, Ingush, and the 

Buddhist Kalmyks. Religious leaders not in tune with Soviet policies were deported 

(Johnson 2005).  

As in the rest of the USSR, the Soviet period was one of religious repression in 

Astrakhan. In the 1930s, most churches and mosques were shut down or re-purposed 

(Syzranov, 2007: 70).. St. Vladimir’s cathedral, located outside of the kremlin, served as 

a bus station, while the White Mosque became a suitcase factory and the Persian mosque 

a clothing factory (Syzranov, 2007: 71). The Green Mosque was shut down and turned 

over to the city under cultural and social needs (Syzranov, 2007: 71). The cross at the top 

of the kremlin was replaced with an antenna, symbolizing the end of state-Orthodox 

relations. Six mosques were still opened at the end of the 1930s, and only four mosques 

at the end of 1954 (Syzranov, 2007: 71).  According to an interviewee, an elderly Islamic 

scholar who worked at the Red mosque before the Soviet collapse, only old men came to 

services. 
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Islam in Astrakhan after the Soviet Collapse 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, many mosques have been returned to local 

communities of faith.  The four independent mosques that operated in the Soviet period 

united to form the Astrakhan Regional Spiritual Administration of Muslims (RDUM) in 

1991.   After 1990, there are 80 mosques in the Astrakhan region. Every city has one or 

two mosques, except the capital, which has over 30 mosques (interviews and various 

organizations state that there are from 32-39 mosques).  Six mosques dating from before 

the 1917 revolution have been returned to Islamic communities and restored. Many of 

these historic mosques were located in the historic Tatar suburb, located outside of the 

downtown and Kremlin.  In a tour of the Red Mosque, an Islamic scholar put emphasis 

on the wide age range of attendees at a madressah, stating that community members 

between 5-80 attend Arabic and Koran lessons on Sundays. And, a halal meat kiosk is 

located outside of the Red Mosque. The built landscape reflects a religious revival of 

Islam within Astrakhan. Visiting some of the mosques in-depth will reveal the dynamic 

nature of Astrakhan’s Islamic community. 

Red/Central Mosque: 

The central mosque (Figure 3.5) was built in 1898, funded by a Tatar mullah, Abd al-

Vakhlab Aliev, and a Tatar merchant, Shakir Kazakov. The mosques within Astrakhan 

have many names. This mosque has been called “Krasnaya” or red because of the color 

of the minaret, and also Kazanskaya. Kazankskaya refers to the city of Kazan, the Tatar 

home territory. This mosque was opened in 1950 during the Soviet period, and was a 

center of worship in the Soviet period. Today, it is the head mosque of the Astrakhan 

Regional Spiritual Board of Muslims. The mosque conducts services in Arabic, Russian, 

and Tatar languages, reflecting the multiethnic composition of attendees. Between 500-
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600 worshippers show up on Friday services. This mosque is also home to small 

madressehs which teach lessons on the Koran and Arabic. Importantly, a photograph of 

Putin shaking hands with the mufti is on display in both the front office of the mosque 

and also in the small Islamic shop located outside the mosque. A halal meat kiosk is 

located outside the mosque’s gates (Interviews, July 2009; Syzranov, 2007; Astrakhan 

Travel Guide, 2008). 

  

Figure 3.5: Red Mosque and Halal Meat Kiosk 

  

White Mosque: 

This mosque (Figure 3.6) is known the White Mosque because of the color of its 

minaret. Before the Soviet era, it was considered the main mosque of the Tatars 

(Syzranov, 2007: 55). This mosque served as a suitcase factory in the Soviet era, but was 

handed back to the community in the 1990s. Renovations began in 2001, and the mosque 

opened up in 2007. The mosque was partly funded through donations from Kazan, local 

businesses, as well as a half a million ruble contribution from the Astrakhan government. 
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It is located a block away from the Red Mosque in the historic Tatar neighborhood, and is 

considered a historical monument. (Interviews, July 2009; Syzranov, 2007; Astrakhan 

Travel Guide, 2008). 

 

Figure 3.6: White Mosque. (“Churches and Mosques in Astrakhan: White Mosque,” 
2008.) 
 

Mosque 34: 

This mosque (Figure 3.7) is located on a highway near the Astrakhan airport. The 

mosque was ordered to be demolished in 2006 by the mayor, but its community has 

refused to demolish the mosque. The city government believes the community has 

violated zoning laws and built the mosque illegally, while the community believes they 

are being discriminated against for building a mosque on a major gateway to the city 

(Interview, July 2009). They have sued the government at the local, regional, and 

national level for the right to build. Their case is waiting to be heard in the European 

Court of Human Rights (Interview, July 2009).  
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Figure 3.7: Mosque 34 

Section 3.2:  Research Methods 

I adopted several methods to answer my research questions on the role of the state 

and other entities in shaping the landscape of Islam in Astrakhan.  By approaching 

questions from multiple angles, validity is increased and different perspectives are given 

consideration (Winchester and Rof, 2005.)  Also, I can show how my local study, while 

not generalizable, is also not anecdotal, and has implications for understanding wider 

issues of how geopolitical motivations influence the Russian government's attempts at 

regulating Islam (Sharp, 2004: 96).  Mixing methods allowed me to move beyond 

traditional geopolitical methods of analyzing state documents and supports a 

democratization of geopolitics by giving voice and methodological consideration to non-
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structured for me to understand characteristics of mosques, the mobility and education of 

the interviewee, how Islam has developed in Astrakhan, and the interviewee’s opinion on 

the relationship between Islam and the state. 

Archival research 

Another method I used was archival research of relevant documents related to the 

relationship between Islam and the Russian state.  Relevant documents were tracked 

down through search engines, such as Lexis-Nexis.  I searched for key terms like Islam, 

Russia, Astrakhan, mosque, and more specific terms and sites as research went on. Also, 

I tracked down relevant sources by visiting the websites of several NGOs, news service 

providers, and the local and national government. My browsing research led me to many 

serendipitous finds (Rose, 2001: 143). 

Relevant information came from such disparate sources as Forum 18, a Norwegian-

Danish Christian News service, an open letter from the Islamic community of Russia to 

President Putin, and International Religious Freedom reports. I collected approximately 

15 news articles and 60 press releases from the Astrakhan.net, a local news site, and 

Astrobl.ru, the web site of the regional government. I read holiday greetings and 

transcripts of annual meetings between the Russian president and Islamic leaders from 

2000-2010, as well as over 30 articles from national newspapers, including Pravda and 

Izvestaya Gazeta. Besides articles from these sources, I also consulted Astrakhan travel 

guides, local history books, and scholarship from another geographer, Kimitaka 

Matsuzato.  Matsuzato also conducted research on Islam in Astrakhan. Besides these 

textual sources, I also thought of the archive as visual (Rose, 2001; Schein, 1997: 225). I 

visited several key sites, like mosques, graveyards, and I also looked for older 

photographs (Rose, 2001). Overall, my archival resources are eclectic. As Gillian Rose 
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writes, “eclecticism is demanded by the intertextuality of the discourse (2001: 143).” The 

discourse surrounding Islamic- Russian relations are articulated through a variety of texts 

and images, and so I tried to gather a wide variety of materials. 

Discourse Analysis 

After gathering together my interviews and archival materials, I tried to analyze the 

discourses surrounding the relationship of the state and other entities in shaping Islamic 

communities within Russia. Nicholas Green writes, “Discourse is a coherent pattern of 

statements across a range of archives and sights (quoted in Rose, 2001: 143).” I 

performed a narrative analysis of my interviews, looking at how the stories interviewees 

told me about how their community were constructed and content analysis, tracking key 

themes across interviews (Secor, 2010: 202) I tried to understand the official discourse on 

the relationship of Islam and the state by examining governmental sources, as well as 

investigate how these discourses were subverted or present in other materials.  Rather 

than searching for total explanations or fixed truths, I tried to see how my interview texts 

related to or challenged broader discourses found in archival research (Secor, 2010). I 

was especially interested with the discourses surrounding the built environment of Islam 

in Astrakhan. As Kong’s work shows, the politics of sacralization is a key site of 

intersection between secular governments and religious communities (2001). I treated the 

landscape of Islam in Astrakhan as “discourse materialized” (Schein 1997: 663). The 

Islamic landscape, characterized by mosques, halal meat kiosks, and shops, can be 

viewed as the material manifestation of the politics on the place of Islam within Russia. 

Rather than being simply a product of this discourse, the landscape of Islam is also part 

of the development, reproduction, and/or subversion of the discourse (Schein 1997: 663).   
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Chapter 4:  Contemporary Discourses on State-Islamic Relationships at the National and 
Local Level: Tolerance and Building; Intolerance and Demolition 

Almost twenty years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation 

struggles to balance its commitment to secularism with its historical ties to Orthodoxy 

(Warhola, 2007).  Meanwhile, state-Islamic relations have been an area of crisis for the 

nation since the first and second Chechen Wars, with the Chechen guerillas challenging 

the sovereignty of the federation (German, 2003: 12-13).  Since Putin’s presidency in 

2000, state discourses on Islam have been split into two main threads: the state’s 

disapproval of Islamic extremism at home and abroad, and the state’s protective role in 

fostering Islamic community-building in its multi-confessional borders (Hahn, 2007: 54; 

Konarovsky, 2000: 188).  Textual analysis of newspaper articles and transcripts from 

meetings between Islamic and Russian officials demonstrate these two overarching 

discourses on state-Islamic relations. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to examine these 

two threads of discourse in detail; my analysis here will focus on the relationship between 

the state and “official” Islam. “Official” refers to Islamic communities which participate 

in the three national-level Islamic structures within Russia: the Central Spiritual Board of 

(TsDUM), the Council of Muftis of Russia, and the Coordinating Council of the Muslims 

of the Northern Caucasus (Matsuzato, 2007). Before examining the national scale 

production of Islamic communities as friend of the Russian state, I will briefly address 

questions of secularism and the Russian state’s relationship to the Orthodox Church. 

Section 4.1:  Secularism and the Russian State 

In order to study state-Islamic relations within the Russian Federation, it is necessary 

to understand how secularism is produced in Russia.  Although secularism can be 
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uncritically understood as the separation of religion from the state, Asad’s genealogy of 

the secular shows that secularism is not a universal concept, but one that is situated in 

histories and places (2003). Secularism cannot be uncritically and evenly applied, and 

thus close attention must be played to how secularism is enacted.  In Russia, as I show 

below, the state is not able to exist in a separate space from faith, but is rather composed 

of individuals with beliefs and official documents reflecting religious histories and 

moralities.  Analyzing laws and presidential speeches and meetings illustrates how and 

what kind of secularism is institutionalized in Russia. My textual analysis shows that 

Orthodoxy influences national- level politics in Russia in a way other religions do not. 

 

Figure 4.1: Medvedev and Patriarchate Kirill, Christmas. (Vladimir 
Rodionov/Kremlin/RIA Novosti/Reuters, January 6, 2010.) 

  

In Figure 4.1, President Medvedev shakes hands with the leader of the Russian 

Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill on Orthodoxy Christmas Day at the Christ the Savior 

Church in Moscow. Christ the Savior is the largest Orthodox Church in Russia, and as 

Sidorov writes, “a powerful symbol of the presumed break with the Soviet past and the 

beginning of yet another epoch of Russian society (2001: 194).”  Presidents of secular 

nation-states often attend and hold religious celebrations. Images of state leaders 
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attending services remind one that the state is composed of individuals, whose religious 

beliefs may influence their politics.  Prime Minister Putin and President Medvedev both 

identify as Orthodox.  Putin was the first leader of Russia to publicly confess his belief in 

the Church since 1917, and Medvedev received publicly televised endorsement from the 

Russian Orthodox Church leader, Patriarch Alexy, on Christmas Eve after he had 

announced his candidacy (Osipovich, 2008). In order to show how faith affects secular 

politics, I first discuss Russia’s laws on the separation of state and religion as well as 

presidential addresses on Orthodox holidays. I then compare these to Putin’s presidential 

Ramadan greetings from 2000 and 2006. A comparison in language used towards the two 

groups highlights differences in how the state treats the religious groups.  

One of the most important state-Orthodox discourses is the special role of Orthodoxy 

in the history of forming the Russian state. Adopted in 1993, the Constitution of Russia 

declares the Russian state to be a secular and liberal multi-national federation, prohibiting 

discrimination based on ethnicity, race, or religion. Article 14 of the constitution reads: 

1. The Russian Federation shall be a secular state. No religion may be established 
as the State religion or as obligatory. 
2. Religious associations shall be separate from the State and shall be equal before 
the law. 

Although no religion is supposed to be state-sponsored, Orthodoxy receives special 

attention in federal laws.  The 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious 

Associations was introduced with this statement: 

  The Federation Assembly of the Russian Federation,  
affirming the right of each person to freedom of conscience and freedom of 
religious profession, as well as to equality before the law irrespective of religious 
affiliation and convictions;  
considering that the Russian federation is a secular state;  
recognizing the special contribution of Orthodoxy to the establishment of the state 
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system of Russia and to the development of its spirituality and culture;  
respecting Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, and other religions, 
constituting an integral part of the historical heritage of the peoples of Russia;  
striving to facilitate the strengthening of cooperation of the state with religious 
associations that exist in the Russian federation and enjoying public support;  
considering it important to cooperate in the achievement of mutual understanding, 
toleration, and respect in matters of freedom of conscience and freedom of 
religious profession;  
adopts the present federal law. (1997, Sept. 16 Rossijskaya Gazeta , Issue 179). 

 
The Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations was signed by 

Yeltsin, and regulates the formation and functions of religious associations, 

organizations, and groups within Russia. These two documents, the constitution and 

federal law, seemingly contradict each other. Orthodoxy is placed on another level of 

historical and spiritual status than other religions with the Russian government (Walker, 

2005: 253).  Although the law recognizes other religions within Russia, Orthodoxy is not 

placed in the same clause, making it seem as if it has a special place within the law rather 

than an equal status. Although Orthodoxy was practically synonymous with Russian 

dynasties before communism (Johnson, 2006; Rowland, 2003), Russian history is not 

merely that of the ruling family, but is multiethnic and includes histories of Islamic and 

animist peoples as well (Kappeler, 2001). 

This sentiment is repeated in Dmitri Medvedev’s address at Christ the Savior in 

Moscow on the occasion of the 1020th anniversary of the baptism of Rus. He stated:   

The conversion of Prince Vladimir and the whole of Rus to Orthodoxy were of 
truly historic significance and played a fundamental part in shaping our state’s 
development. The decision was motivated in large part by the need to unite the 
divided eastern Slavic tribes and a number of other ethnic groups. A desire for 
statehood based on a completely new spiritual foundation emerged among them. 
Finally, the adoption of Christianity did much to help our forefathers become part 
of the processes taking place in Europe and the world and amounted in essence to 
a choice of civilisation. It changed not only the rules of social conduct and family 
life but transformed state life in its entirety. The adoption of Christianity enabled 
the ancient Russian state to engage in dialogue with other countries as an equal, 
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and it enriched ancient Russian culture with the universal values of the Bible. 
Many of these values form the foundation of the humanistic ideals we share with 
Europe (June 29, 2008). 

 
Here, Medvedev affirms that Russia owes its moral values, as well as political values, 

to the Orthodox Church. He links Russia’s conversion to Orthodoxy as a starting point to 

statehood which culminates in the formation of the Federation. Orthodoxy and the Bible 

are depicted as proxies by which Russia gains its European character. This statement by 

the president of a seemingly secular country reveals how important past relationships 

between the church and state can be for contemporary national identities. 

Medvedev’s statements on the special role of Orthodoxy in Russian history have 

received little criticism in Russian media. However, when a Muslim leader tried to call 

attention to the role the Golden Horde played in forming the Russian state, he was 

heavily criticized in national media outlets by Russian historians. At the International 

Conference “Russia and the Islamic World: the Partnership for the Sake of Stability,” in 

September 2009, Gainutdin, leader of the Council of Muftis in Russia, repeated historian 

Karamzin’s quotation, “Moscow owes its greatness to the khans,” notably adding that, 

“This assessment also applies to Russia as a whole (Zaitseva, 2009).” He proposes that 

the modern, multi-ethnic state has its predecessor in Volga Bulgaria, the territorial 

formation of the Golden Horde and Turkic Tatars. His claims run counter to Medvedev’s 

assertions that Russian progress is tied with its Orthodox history, rather tying state 

development with Islamic-Orthodox relations under leadership of the khans.  

Also, in his speech, Gainutdin proposes that Moscow developed into the cultural, 

political, and spiritual capital of Russia due to the will of the khans in the horde. Tying 

Islamic history to the future of the Federation, Gainutdin also quotes Tatar philosopher 

Ismail-bey Gasprinsky, stating “In the future, perhaps, not far, Russia is destined to 
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become one of the major Muslim states,” adding “we all can testify how true this 

prophecy has turned out to be: present-day Russia, if one takes into consideration the 

dynamics of the development of its Muslim community is in fact a significant Muslim 

country (Zaitseva, 2009).” His audience was the international Islamic community, yet his 

words became scrutinized in the Russian press.  

Representatives from the Russian Orthodox Church, as well as the Mufti of Perm, 

stated in interviews with Blagovest and  Interfax-Religion, two  Russian non-

governmental news agencies, that the Golden Horde did not play a crucial role in 

contemporary Russian state formation (Zaitseva, Sept. 29 2009; Interfax, 2009). 

According to historian Igor Froyanov, the Russian state became strong in spite of the 

Golden Horde: 

Not because of the Golden Horde did Russia emerge as a powerful unified state, 
but against it, in the struggle with the Tatars a Russian single state was forged. 
The struggle against very dangerous foreign enemies raised, I believe the issue - 
to be or not to be the Russian ethnos. Therefore it was necessary to all of its 
resources, all its reserves, all of its resources to gather in one fist. The struggle  
implemented the principality of Moscow…And there is great historical role of 
Moscow. (Interfax Sept 25, 2009).   

 

By analyzing the negative response in newspapers to Gainutdin’s claims of the 

importance of the Golden Horde for the contemporary Russian state, as compared to the 

non-response to claims of Orthodoxy’s contributions in the constitution and presidential 

speeches, one sees that historical discourse is not neutral. Foucault writes, “War is waged 

throughout history, and through the history that tells the history of war” (Foucault 1997: 

173). There is never an impartial or objective historical knowledge.  In the Russian 

secular state, Orthodoxy is imagined as victor in the wars with the Golden Horde, and as 

a contributor to Russian progress. Meanwhile, similar claims about the contributions of 
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the Golden Horde are met with dissent.  Although a discourse highlighting the 

relationship between the church and state in Russian statehood is produced by the state, a 

negative discourse is produced in the media on the contributions of Tatar ancestors.  

The special role of Orthodoxy in Russia’s history is an important marker of state-

church relations. Also important is the discourse surrounding the morality that Orthodoxy 

affords the Russian state. In a Christmas greeting to Orthodox Church members during 

his first year as president, Putin stated: 

Orthodoxy has traditionally played a special role in the history of Russia. It has 
not only served as a moral compass for every believer, but also as an unbending 
spiritual pivot for the entire people and the state. Based on the idea of love for thy 
neighbour, and on the commandments of goodness, mercy and justice, Orthodoxy 
in many respects has determined the character of Russian civilization. Its eternal 
truths, which have turned into the indefeasible laws of life, have in all centuries 
supported people in sorrow and in joy, returned hope to them and helped them 
find their faith. The monumental values of Christianity formulated two thousand 
years ago have retained their deep meaning right up to the present day. 
As we enter the third millennium, I firmly believe that the ideals of Christianity 
will make it possible to strengthen understanding and accord in our society, and 
serve the spiritual and moral revival of our fatherland (2000a). 

 

Christian values are seen as good for the Russian state, and key to strengthening 

Russia morally. This holiday greeting is very different from the one Putin issued for 

Ramadan in the same year: 

People of different faiths have lived side-by-side in Russia for centuries. The land 
we all share has always cherished peace and accord above anything else. Islam 
and Christianity both preach those supreme values. ‘Cooperate in good deeds’ and 
‘Do not assist evil,’ the Koran says. 
The outgoing century has taught us many lessons, the most important of which is 
that a strong and worthy 21st century state can be built only by joint efforts. We 
will never attain wellbeing and prosperity unless we respect and understand each 
other, however different we might appear. 
We highly value the traditions of civil and interdenominational accord, which the 
Russian Muslim community has always respected. We attach great importance to 
the efforts of the Muslim clergy and to its ample peacemaking experience. We 
count on its further contribution to the cause of interethnic peace and religious 
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tolerance in our country, and to the restoration of law, order and normal life in the 
North Caucasus (2000b) 

 

This statement alludes to the Second Chechen War, and shows that Putin views 

official Islamic communities as being on his side, rather than sympathetic to the 

separatists. He uses an excerpt from the Koran to code the Chechens as evil, thus splitting 

the Islamic community into two groups: those with the state, and the separatists. Yet, 

comparing these two holiday statements and the language used shows how Putin codes 

the state as Orthodox and even state-approved Islam as other.  Notable in the address is 

the absence of the special role of Islam in shaping Russia’s history or mentions of Islam 

in determining an essential Russian identity.  Peace is mentioned many times, but 

spiritual and moral revival is not. There is no reference to Islam in the Christmas address, 

yet a reference to Christianity in the Ramadan greeting and an emphasis on building a 

strong state through joint efforts.  Yet, Christian values are the key to building the strong 

Russian state in the Christmas address.  

Looking at state documents and state-issued holiday greetings shows that the Russian 

state, although claiming to be secular, treats Orthodoxy as having special historical and 

moral influence.  Importantly, in his speech on the 1020th year of Orthodoxy in Russia, 

Medvedev establishes a link between Russia’s political progress from ancient state to 

European state with Orthodoxy. The history of battles between Islamic tribes and 

Orthodox Russians are not mentioned directly; neither is the atheism of the Soviet period.  

In official public discourse, religious tensions from the past are silenced while Orthodoxy 

is celebrated as the bringer of culture and values. Meanwhile, in newspapers, a speech 

addressing the contributions of the Golden Horde to Russian culture brings up memories 

of war and violence. In order to examine state-Islamic relations, in Russia, first the 
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paradoxical secularism of the state must be highlighted:  Although the state claims that all 

religions are equal, one (Russian Orthodoxy) appears to be more equal than others.  

Section 4.2:  Islam and the Russian State 

In this section, I discuss discourses produced at the national scale relating to state-

Islamic relations in regards to moderate Islam. I show how prominent leaders and the 

president work to create a discourse of peace and Islam that they juxtapose with a 

rebellious Islam associated with the Chechen War.  Also, I examine how the state 

supports Islam within its borders in regards to funding Islamic education and creating a 

dialogue with Islamic communities. Doing so allows the state to play a role in fostering 

the growth of preferred, non-rebellious forms of Islam. 

Official Islam and Peace 

One of the strongest problems surrounding state-Islamic relations for the Kremlin is 

that Islamic rebels in Chechnya threaten the very fabric of the Russian Federation.  In 

reaction to this perceived threat, and in recognizing the varied nature of Russia’s Islamic 

communities, there is a strong emphasis at the national level of Islam’s alliance with the 

state and peaceful nature. The state repeatedly describes Islam as a peaceful religion, in 

order to contrast with images of terrorists. Putin opened a meeting with Muslim  

organization leaders with,  “I know that in your prayers, sermons and dialogues with 

people you always return to Islam's very fundamentals and Islam, like all peaceful 

religions, is based on kindness, on faith in kindness (January 10, 2006).” Using this 

particular language, the Russian government tries to show that it does not conflate Islam 

with terror. And in adopting this very language in turn, the official Islamic community 
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shows that they view the war in Chechnya as a battle of good and evil, with the state as 

good and rebels as evil. 

Separating Islam from the terrorist events is a key issue for the leaders of the official 

Islamic structures in Russia. After the Moscow Theater Hostage Crisis, where about 50 

Chechen guerillas took 850 prisoners hostage in 2002, the head of the Union of Muftis of 

Russia, Ravil Gainutdin, tried to distance Islam from the acts. He stated, “Mr President, 

we remember your statement that criminals have neither ethnicity nor religion. This is 

why we think that to contrast religions with each other is not the thing to do now. 

Religions are not guilty of this tragedy (Putin, Oct. 24, 2002).”  Mufti Akhmad-Khadzhi 

Shamayev, the pro-Moscow leader of Chechen Muslims, repeated this sentiment in the 

newspapers after the event, publicly stating “Terrorists have no nationality. If they are 

indeed Chechens and if they are Muslims, they must have at least something sacred in 

them... They are just giving their nation a bad name (“Rebels seize Moscow theatre” Oct. 

23, 2002).”  

Leaders of the moderate Islamic structures articulate their alliance and agreement 

with Putin, revealing that they pray for success in the war in the Caucasus.  In the 

meeting mentioned above, Ismael Berdiev, head of Coordinating Council of the Muslims 

of the Northern Caucasus, stated, “The situation in the Caucasus is now quieter, more 

stable. Thank you for having chosen the right policies. In mosques when people pray they 

already have started to ask, to pray for the President, to pray that everything works out for 

him. So that, by Allah, everything works out, everything is good (Putin, 2006).” Hearing 

these words come from an Islamic leader from the North Caucasus, after the height of 

Chechen insurgency, shows that leaders of official structures view the state as a means 

for the Islamic community there to achieve peace and stability.   
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Islam, Education, and the State 

Although the official Islamic leadership has requested Islamic banking systems and 

funding for mosque construction, education is the main area receiving government 

support (Medvedev, July 15, 2009). Proper education and leadership is seen as key to 

curbing extremism and is one area in which the Russian government has directly invested 

in Islam. In 2007, Putin approved the Fund for Supporting Islamic Culture, Science, and 

Education, which was worth about 60 million rubles (Putin, Nov. 8, 2007).  

 
Figure 4.2 Medvedev at the Cathedral Mosque in Moscow, with Islamic leader Ravil 
Gainutdin.(Russia Muftis Council, July 15, 2009.) 

In his visit to the Cathedral Mosque in Moscow in 2009 (Figure 4.2), the first visit of 

any Russian president to a mosque while in office, Medvedev also addressed the state’s 

interest in supporting Islamic education. He stated: 

Our world is still complicated, and there are various ethnic and religious conflicts. 
Unfortunately, we are also seeing an increase in extremism in many parts of the 
world, and sadly, extremist organisations are quite active in Russia. Clearly, 
extremists rely on many slogans: some religious ones, some related to Islam, 
some unrelated to Islam, and some that have nothing to do with religion. 
Nevertheless, this is a complicating factor that destabilises the situation in our 
country. We need to be aware of this and take all possible measures to mitigate it. 
In this context, our most important common challenge is to spread ideas of 
tolerance, religious and otherwise, and promote caring attitudes toward the 
religious values and traditions of different peoples in our multi-ethnic, culturally 
diverse nation. Here, the Muslim clergy plays an important role (2009). 
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In the Soviet era, only two institutes of higher learning for Islam were in operation. 

Since the collapse of the USSR, demand for religious training has risen, with over 22,000 

Muslims traveling abroad for education. Since 2007, eight government-sponsored higher-

education theological institutions in Russia have begun training for Islamic students.  

Goble reports that, “Because they (the students) were often supported by and thus 

attracted to more radical institutions in the Middle East and South Asia, these students 

often returned home with radical ideas (2009).” Aleksy, an official from the Presidential 

Administration, states that the government has adopted state standards for higher 

professional education in Islamic theology, and that over 320 students are enrolled in the 

classes (Hunter, 2004: 74; Goble, 2009). According to Islam News, an independent 

information source of Islam in Russia, “In previous years, most students went to Arab 

countries, where trained in lesser-known schools or preparatory courses. Lack of 

educational foundations contributed to the rapid spread of radical ideas among young 

people (“Russia Becomes the Center of Islamic Education,” 2009).” Adopting state 

standards and using state money to develop educational structures suggests that the 

Russian government is trying to moderate the spiritual and political ideas of the Islamic 

community. Simultaneously, distrust of Islamic education abroad is spread. 

The leaders of Russia’s official Islamic groups consider the funding of Islamic 

education within Russia as a form of state-building.  Domestic religious educational 

institutions try to separate themselves from extremism and stress how their curriculum 

creates feelings of patriotism in their students.  Education at religious institutions often 

combines religious training with other secular subjects, such as Russian language courses 

(Hunter, 2004: 71). In 2007, in response to government funding Gainutdin, stated: 
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And this (funding) will certainly help us train members of the clergy and help 
instill feelings of patriotism in them. It can also help the process of educating 
worthy members of the Islamic clergy in the Motherland, who can then resist the 
spread of alien ideologies and fight against extremism and radicalism (Putin, 
2007). 

 

The above quote shows that Islamic community leaders are interested in keeping 

radical ideas away from their communities in favor of building a cadre of future leaders 

that are Russian Islamic citizens. Russian policies seek to develop Islam within Russia so 

that influences from radical Islam abroad can be obviated, as evidenced in the discourse 

surrounding the Russian state’s support of Islamic education (Hunter, 2004: 74). 

       Textual analysis of state documents and transcripts of meetings at the national level 

suggests that the government and the leaders of official Islamic structures have similar 

opinions on many issues, such as a disapproval of the Chechen War and the role state-

funded education can have in nurturing Islamic citizens. Above all, discourses 

surrounding official Islam at the national level paint Islam as a peaceful faith, and one 

that has aims of protecting the nation from radicalism that are harmonious with the 

government. Official Islam is imagined as a strength of the state and even a subtle 

mechanism of state power in its production of good citizens, rather than a threat. 

In the following section, I turn to the multicultural Russian city of Astrakhan. Doing 

so will investigate if and how the dominant discourses surrounding state-Islamic 

relationships produced at the national level play out in the everyday lives in Astrakhan.  I 

will focus on the politics of mosque-building locally, and see what this analysis might 

reveal about macro-scale state-Islamic relations. 
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Section 4.3:  Contemporary Discourses on Islam in Astrakhan, Russia   

Astrakhan is characterized by its ethnic and religious diversity, as evidenced in the 

travel writings of Ibn Battuta, a Berber explorer, and also in its restored religious 

landscape. At the 1999 International forum “For a Culture of Peace and Dialogue Among 

Civilizations in the Third Millenium, held in Moscow and sponsored by UNESCO, the 

mayor of Astrakhan Igor Bezrukavnikov gave a talk called “Peace to the Coming One”  

on the role of mayors and the mass media on violence prevention. He stated: 

Astrakhan has become the Southern outpost of Russia, when its frontiers lie close 
to the troubled area of Chechnya, multi-lingual Dagestan, mysterious Kalmykia, 
this issue (violence prevention) is of special importance. Throughout its history 
Astrakhan has never experienced national wars or religious rebellions - here 
people have always traded, fished, built cathedrals and brought up children 
together. What we need is not to lose, to break the "uniting threads of centuries" 
(Bezrukavnikov 1999). 

Astrakhan is imagined as a place with a heritage of peaceful coexistence of very 

different peoples. Notably, the destruction of the city by Tamerlane and again by Ivan the 

Terrible is not mentioned.  Bezrukavnikov believes that this imagined history of harmony 

must be preserved by civil, spiritual, and state intuitions to pass on to future generations 

of citizens (1999).   

Peace, Tolerance, Respect: Mosque-State Relations in Astrakhan 

The historic role of Astrakhan’s Islamic community in preserving peace is evidenced 

in an address to Astrakhan’s Islamic community on the holiday Kurban Bairam by the 

chairman of the State Duma, Alexander Klykanov. He states: 

The great authority, Astrakhan Spiritual Administration of Muslims (ARDUM), 
and all Muslims of the Astrakhan region will continue to promote the preservation 
of international peace in the region. Only by following the traditions of the 
strengthening of civil harmony, interfaith dialogue, understanding and good 
relations between people we can count on the future  and further welfare and 
prosperity of the Astrakhan region (Office of Press Service, Nov. 27 2009). 
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The regional authority of Islam, ARDUM, is depicted as an asset to bringing and 

assuring peace in the city region. This sentiment is expressed repeatedly in the annual 

holiday addresses. 

During a meeting with the Astrakhan governor, Talgat Tajuddin, the chairman of the 

Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia (TsDUM), stated that Astrakhan 

was a good example of religious tolerance within Russia. He stated, “You managed to 

find the golden rod of the fraternal relations (“Supreme Mufti of Russia Talgat Tajuddin 

visited the Astrakhan Region,” 2006).” At the national level, official Islam is depicted as 

a peaceful religion which gives its members values beneficial for Russian society.  This 

characterization of Islam is reproduced at the local-level governmental discourse in 

Astrakhan, and plays a role in giving Astrakhan a reputation as a peaceful, tolerant, 

multi-confessional city.   

Claims of a tolerant past and present by the media or official figures, however, do not 

map exactly onto minority groups experiences (Mills, 2006).  Thus, beyond looking at 

official reports, I visited mosques to interview local members of the Astrakhan 

community. I wanted to see how they viewed tolerance and state-mosque relationships. I 

interviewed many prominent members of mosque communities, including six males and 

one female.   

From interviews, I found that many members of local Islamic communities also 

desired strong state-mosque relations, and feel the local government promotes religious 

tolerance.  When I visited the central mosque in Astrakhan, the location of the offices 

ARDUM, my interviewee pointed out a photograph on the wall: an image of Putin 

shaking hands with Nazymbek Ilyasov, the mufti of ARDUM.  This photograph was also 

hanging in the Islamic goods shop in the mosque’s courtyard. This photograph displays 



 
66 

good relations between the nation-state and the local Islamic communities affiliated with 

ARDUM.  It suggests that the nation-state approves of ARDUM and the Islamic 

communities in Astrakhan, and its prominent positioning suggests that the official Islamic 

community is proud of their relationship with the state. 

When I interviewed a leader of the Islamic community at the central mosque, he told 

me that Putin and Medvedev both worked to further the development of traditional Islam 

in Russia’s borders. He voiced that he did not see a difference in Putin and Medvedev’s 

policies towards Islam, stating that they both try to promote the good reputation of 

traditional Islam.  I also asked interviewees how they viewed the relationship between the 

local government and local Islamic communities.  The three respondents from the Central 

mosque reported that the local government supports Islamic communities through 

establishing laws on religious tolerance. One respondent said, “We tolerate and respect 

all confessions recognized by the government (Interview transcript, July 2009).” In the 

space of the mosque, the state at the national and local levels is seen as the promoter of 

religious tolerance, which allows for communities to grow. However, tolerance applied 

only to communities of faith recognized by the government.  

Section 4.4:  Islam and Others: Tatars and Caucasian Islamic Communities in 
Astrakhan 

In my interviews, the phrase traditional Islam was repeated several times. For 

instance, when I asked one interviewee, a scholar who had been educated in Cairo during 

the Soviet period, if he felt free to practice his faith, he responded, “we are free to 

practice traditional Islam (Interview transcript, July 2009).” When I asked what he meant 

by traditional Islam, my interviewee contrasted it against “Chechen” Islam. Traditional 

Islam is associated with Volga Bulgaria, and the history of the Tatars (Interview 
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transcript, July 2009). At the local level, the nationwide split between official and 

unofficial Islam appears to be coded as a split between traditional Tatar Islam, and 

Chechen Islam. In this section, I first examine the role of “tradition” in Islamic 

community-building in Astrakhan. Then, I discuss discourses of integration and 

interruption surrounding Caucasian immigrant Islamic communities in Astrakhan.  Doing 

so will display the multi-faceted landscape of Islam in Astrakhan, and reveal how official 

and non-official Islamic communities interact at the everyday level. 

Preservation and restoration of traditional spaces of worship are two important 

discourses in Islamic-community building in post-Soviet Astrakhan.  On a tour of the 

central mosque, the Islamic scholar I was interviewing was very proud of renovations. He 

pointed to the decorated posts, stating, “Ancient, old architecture is very important 

(Interview, July 2009).” These posts (Figure 4.3) are modeled after their originals, built 

in 1898 and ruined due to lack of funds for upkeep in the Soviet period. 

One of the ways that the local government has supported Islamic community 

development politically is through returning mosques confiscated and repurposed in 

Soviet times to communities of faith.  

The restoration of the White Mosque, the main mosque of Tatars before the Soviet 

era (Syzranov, 2007: 55), is an example of how the state supports the development of 

traditional Islam. Renovations began in 2001, but the Islamic community had difficulty 

raising the 15 million rubles necessary for the project. The mosque was partly funded 

through donations from Kazan, local businesses, as well as a half a million  

ruble contribution from the Astrakhan government (Interviews, July 2009). Members of 
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Figure 4.3 Historical design in the central mosque. 

the local government were involved in fundraising efforts- for example, the mayor of 

Astrakhan Sergei Bozhenov performed at a charity concert for the mosque (Gadelshina, 

2008). In 2008, the White mosque officials re-opened as part of Astrakhan’s 450th 

anniversary celebrations (Figure 4.4).  Striving to complete the White Mosque in time for 

the celebration shows that the local government takes an interest in preserving Tatar 

Islamic history. Restorations to the Kremlin and Volga promenade were also completed 

for the occasion.  

The White Mosque is in a historical Tatar neighborhood, located near the Astrakhan 

Kremlin (Figure 4.6). During the 450th anniversary, the street that the White Mosque and 

other mosques are located was renamed to Kazanskaya. In 1920, the street name was 
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changed to Spartakovskaya Street, in honor of Spartacus, a slave who led a revolt against 

aristocracy in Rome. The name change was proposed by the Tatar national center in 

Astrakhan, and agreed on by the region’s governor, Alexander Zhilkin. Kazanskaya is the 

adjective form of Kazan, the capital of Tatarstan and a large city in the Golden Horde 

(Gadelshina, 2008). Kazan is the only city in Russia with a mosque in its kremlin, and the 

center of Tatar Islamic culture. This street name change shows how the local government 

politically supports Tatar culture. 

The street name change is both in honor of Tatar culture in Astrakhan, and in 

recognition of the historical importance of Kazan. In 2006, Kazan celebrated its 1000th 

anniversary. By changing a street name to honor the city, the local government 

acknowledges historical ties to the Tatar homeland. At the national level, the role of the 

Golden Horde and history of the Tatars to the development of the nation state is heavily 

criticized, while at the local-level such historical connections are valorized.  

 

Figure 4.4: White Mosque after renovations. 
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Although at the national level, Islamic and intellectual communities debate about the 

role of the Golden Horde in establishing the Russian state, Tatar history is important to 

local Islamic communities in Astrakhan.  At an interview in the central mosque, 

when I asked how Islam helps the government, a respondent answered, “Traditionally, 

Islam is important in the historic founding of our people (Interview, July 2009).”  This 

answer shows that locals view their religion as playing a positive role in the formation of 

the political state. Religion and Islam in particular is seen as a positive and historical 

factor working with the state to create Astrakhan’s identity, rather than as working in a 

separate sphere from the government. 

  

Figure 4.5: Kazanskaya Street, Astrakhan.  

One way Astrakhan Islamic communities maintain their ties to Tatar Islamic history 

is through annual pilgrimages to Bolghar. Bolghar is located near Kazan, and is 
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considered to be its predecessor. Importantly, it is the site of the conversion of the ancient 

Tatar people to Islam in 922. One respondent stated “Bolghar is where the Grand 

Mothers and Fathers taught Islam a thousand years ago (Interview, July 2009).” Every 

year, the central mosque organizes two buses to take about 100 people on a pilgrimage to 

this holy site (Interview, July 2009).  Maintaining historical connections to Kazan and to 

the historic homeland of Tatar Islam is an important element of tradition in Islamic 

community-building in Astrakhan. 

While state and local officials generally view connections with Kazan in a positive 

light, relationships with Caucasian elements of the Islamic community are more 

complicated.  At the central mosque, disapproval of non-traditional forms of Islam is 

articulated which mirrors the disapproval of Chechen rebels produced by official Islamic 

groups at the national level. Due to its proximity to the Caucuses, Astrakhan is home to 

many migrant communities from the war-torn region. There are many immigrant 

communities within Astrakhan, including sizeable Chechen and Dagestani communities 

(Matsuzato, 2007).  These groups, often affiliated with non-official Islamic communities, 

use a variety of strategies to adapt into Astrakhan’s wider Islamic community. 

After perestroika, many North Caucasian peoples started selling products in the 

traditionally Tatar Bazaar. In the 1990, the regional and city government turned over a 

mosque located in the bazaar to the local community. This mosque became known as the 

Caucasian Mosque (Figure 4.6) because it has members from Caucasian immigrants, like 

Avar, Dargin, and Laks, besides Kazakhs and Tatars (Matsuzato, 2007).  The mosque is 

popular, with 300-400 Muslims attending daily prayers and 1,300-1,500 attending Friday 

prayers (Matsuzato, 2007).  Traditionally, Tatars and Kazakhs only attend mosque 
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prayers on Fridays, and there has been some fights and conflict in the market over the 

large crowds showing up to pray and interrupting business (Matsuzato, 2007).  

 The difference in prayer cultures highlights differences amongst Islamic 

communities in Astrakhan. Although the prayer practices of those at the Caucasian 

mosque disturb business, the skirmishes over praying reflect tensions existing between  

wanted and unwanted forms of Islam in Astrakhan and also in Russia. Going to 

mosque on Friday is a hallmark of moderate, traditional Islam, while going to mosque 

daily is associated with Caucasian influences and the threat of introducing Wahhabism in 

the city. Wahhabism is associated with the teachings of Muhammed Ibn Abdul Wahhab, 

and is the main form of Islam in Saudi Arabia. In Russia, Wahhabism is practiced 

principally in Dagestan and Chechnya (Hunter, 2004: 87). Yet, Wahhabism has a double 

meaning within Russia. Authorities have used Wahhabism to refer both to strict adherents 

of Islamic faith or to Islamic people who engage in violence, especially in the Caucasus 

(Hunter, 2004: 81).  The new Caucasian presence in the city and the popularity of the 

Caucasian mosque indicate the arrival of a new form of Islam in Astrakhan. 

 

Figure 4.6: Caucasian Mosque. (“Churches and Mosques in Astrakhan: Caucasian 
Mosque,” 2008.) 
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Many young activists worship at this mosque and support it because they do not like 

being part of ARDUM (Matsuzato, 2007). This mosque is not officially a member of 

ARDUM, but has connections with ARDUM.. The mosque’s imam is Abukhasan 

Musaev, a famous Avar from Chechnya. His appointment was confirmed by the head 

mufti of ARDUM, and he is considered to be a moderating influence on the parish.  For 

instance, Musaev was educated within the former Soviet Union, he conducts services in 

Russian, and refers to both Dagestani and other  madhhabs, Islamic schools of law, in his 

teachings to appeal to the broader multiethnic Islamic community (Matsuzato, 2007: 

794).  And, the Dagestani mosque’s madrassah exchanges lecturers with the ARDUM’s 

Khajji-Tarkhan institute (Matsuzato, 2007: 795).  These steps show that the leadership of 

the Caucasian mosque makes efforts to separate their Islamic community in Astrakhan 

from the types of communities that exist in their homelands.  State-approved and official 

Islamic education plays an important role in making the Caucasian mosque seem more 

moderate as opposed to “radical”.  Their imam was selected because he was educated in 

one of the two centers of Islamic training open in the Soviet period, and ARDUM –

approved educators visit the Caucasian madrassah.  Through creating links with 

ARDUM, the Caucasian mosque tries to maintain the tradition of interfaith dialogue and 

peace on which Astrakhan prides itself. While it is not part of the official structure of 

Islam, the Caucasian mosque acts as part of the wider community, partly in order to in 

avoid suspicions of extremism. 

Most of the communities of faith in Astrakhan maintain positive ties with the local 

and nation-state government, as evidenced by the presence of Putin in the Central 

Mosque, and in assistance with the rebuilding of historical mosques. The Tatar Islamic 

community seems to have a favored relationship with the state, as seen in the renaming of 
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the street, assistance with the White Mosque, and the large number of Tatar officials in 

ARDUM (Matsuzato, 2007).  In this sense, state preference for Tatar forms of Islam by 

the Russian state echoes the state preference of Russian Orthodoxy. The Caucasian 

community, partly due to the leadership’s moderation, has its own building and 

educational school. Many of the discourses produced on the national level about how the 

state supports official Islam and sees Islam as a peaceful religion which instills good 

values to its members are reproduced in Astrakhan.  In fact, the city has been upheld as a 

prime example of healthy state-mosque relationships by the leader of TsDUM. 

Astrakhan’s growing Islamic landscape seems to be the result of positive state-Islamic 

relations.  In addition to this visible presence of Islam in Astrakhan, however, there are 

also important absences and silences that I discuss in the following section. 

Section 4.5:  Demolition of Mosque 34: Islamic Communities and State Conflict 

As I tried to track down mosques to visit for my research, I consulted guidebooks, 

web sites, and local people in Astrakhan.  There are over 30 mosques in the city, and so I 

was very busy visiting these places. One day, while I was just leaving the central mosque, 

a man came up to me, asked me about my research, and if I had seen the mosque by the 

airport yet. I did not know that there was a mosque by the airport, because no one had 

mentioned it to me and it simply did not show up on any type of map.  He told me that 

this mosque was well-known, and that I absolutely must visit it.   

A day later, I visited the mosque, Mosque 34 (Figure 4.5) and learned about its 

dilemma.  Although the mosque received building permits in 2003, they were revoked 

after a visit by president Putin in 2005 and a regime change in Astrakhan’s local 

government.  The community was ordered by the local government to demolish what 

they had already built. Yet, according to the mosque’s imam, 20-25 Muslims live in the 
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area, and there is an Islamic graveyard nearby. Despite this, the mosque was said to be 

improperly located on an access road in a neighborhood by the airport. The situation 

facing Mosque 34 reflects differing interests of the pragmatic state and the spiritual 

community in the construction of urban spaces (Kong 1993). It also reveals how the 

construction of everyday spaces of worship can contribute to an understanding of larger-

scale issues (Kong 2010). The Islamic community has sued the local, regional, and 

national government for the right to build. Although they have ceased construction, they 

have not demolished the structure completely. The community still worships in an old 

silage tower located on the property (Interviews, July 2009).  The discourses surrounding 

the demolition and lawsuits of Mosque 34 provide important insights into the ways that 

local Islamic communities and governments converse with each other in instances of 

conflict as I show below. 

Sacred Spaces and Secular Concerns 

The local government framed its argument for demolition in functionalist terms, 

reflecting what Kong refers to as a “material concern in its treatment of religious 

buildings (1993: 346).” The building was halted by an order from the regional branch of 

the Federal Service for Ecological, Technological, and Nuclear Monitoring, which 

claimed that the mosque was located within a dangerous distance of 110-kV transmission 

lines. The minaret is said to be located seven meters from the outer cable, when safety 

standards call for a distance of twenty meters.  According to the manager of 

Astrakhanenergo, the Astrakhan power company: 

It is impossible to guarantee people’s safety when the power grid safety rules are 
being breached in this way. Astrakhanenergo has warned all parties involved of 
the adverse consequences which could ensue. We set our point of view in court 
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that the mosque in its current form is placing people’s lives in danger (“Muslims 
resist order to demolish new mosque in Southern Russia”, April 11, 2006). 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Proposed Plans for Mosque 34 

The mayor and local government paint orders for demolition as a pragmatic decision, 

based on a violation of safety protocols and concern for citizens. 

In addition to safety concerns, the local government also cites that the mosque should 

be demolished because of zoning issues. Oleg Popov, the head of Astrakhan regional 

government’s department for work with religious organizations, stated the decision to 

demolish the mosque was reached because, ‘the local Muslim community violated the 

law when it occupied a land plot intended for an apartment building (“Astrakhan 

Muslims protest against knocking down of an unfinished mosque”, April 11, 2006).” The 

local authorities have requested that the Islamic community pay for the demolition, but 
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have also offered the community four alternative plots of land on which to build their 

new mosque (“Muslims resist order to demolish new mosque in Southern Russia,” April 

11, 2006).  The regional court cited failure to pay rent, inappropriate land use, deviations 

from the proposed architectural plan, and failure to obtain consent from the power 

company for building near an electric grid as reasons for demolition (Determination of 

the Judicial Collegium for Civil cases of the Astrakhan Regional Court, April 10, 2006).   

The state’s appeal to such values of pragmatism, planning, and safety makes the orders to 

demolish the mosque seem rational and based in secular concerns (Kong, 1993).  The 

Islamic community is made to look irrational because they ignore these pragmatic 

concerns and refuse to move to alternative, appropriate spaces. 

Questioning Secular Concerns of the State 

However, the mosque’s community questions the secular arguments made against 

them, claiming that their building permits are legal and that underlying Islamophobia 

informs the local government’s decision. Rather than viewing the state as taking a 

functionalist, pragmatic stance in their orders to demolish the mosque (Kong 1993), the 

Islamic community feels the state is violating their rights to religious freedom. The 

community states that the plot of land was purchased from the Astrakhan City Hall in 

1998, and that appropriate documents relating to ownership and design were filed with 

the Department of Real Estate and Architectural Administration of Astrakhan (“Protest 

action against tearing down mosque in Astrakhan,” April 12, 2006). The head of Mosque 

34’s parish council stated, “Today our building is the result of joint activities with our 

former authorities: the late governor and former mayor (“The district court ruled the 

demolition of a mosque,” February 10, 2006).” So, the mosque community does not 
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accept the rational basis of the secular claims made against them, and challenges them 

with received permits and official approval.  

According to the mosque community, the opposition to the mosque began after 

regime change in local offices and Putin’s visit to the city in 2005.  They claim that in 

August 2005, President Putin remarked to the regional governor and mayor that they had 

not chosen a good place for a mosque (Russia Country International Religious Freedom 

Report, 2006).  Mosque leader Asya Mahmudova stated, “The current mayor of the city 

of Astrakhan Sergei Bazhenov and Governor of Astrakhan Region Alexander Zhilikin do 

not like the fact that a mosque and not a church is located at the entrance to the town 

(“The district court ruled the demolition of a mosque,” February 10, 2006).” One 

interviewee, a charitable donor of mosque 34, said that authorities were upset with the 

location of the mosque because they did not want people arriving to Astrakhan via airport 

to think they were in Saudi Arabia (Interview, July 2009).  Importantly, the mosque is 

located near an Islamic graveyard and near about 20-25 Islamic families (Interview, July 

2009).  In an interview, the mosque imam stated that locals want to visit the graveyard 

and then come pray at the mosque. The imam felt that it is very comforting for the 

community to have a mosque near this graveyard. (Interview, July 2009).  Because of 

these factors, as well as the money and time spent investing in the site, the local 

community did not want to move their mosque (Russia Country International Religious 

Freedom Report, 2006).  The local community believed that national identity politics 

rather than welfare and safety concerns motivated the orders to demolish the mosque.  
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Islamophobic Discourses in Astrakhan and Moscow 

Because the local community believed that have official approval as well as sacred 

obligation to build near a graveyard and provide services for local families, they framed 

their protests against the local, regional, and state court decisions in terms of political 

persecution and Islamophobia. After unsuccessfully appealing to district and regional-

level courts to stop the removal of their mosque, ten people from Astrakhan and the 

Moscow activist group “For Human Rights” picketed the decision in Moscow.  The 

protestors carried signs saying, “Russia is a multi-national state. Muslims are full-fledged 

citizens,” “Shame on Islamaphobes in Astrakhan”, “We respect authority and demand 

that they respect us!” and “Places of worship are protected! (“Protest action against 

tearing down mosque in Astrakhan,” April 12, 2006).” These signs portray that the 

demolition as Islamophobia and a violation of Islamic citizens’ rights, thereby 

challenging the image of Astrakhan as an exemplar of multiconfessional tolerance within 

Russia. 

In response to accusations of Islamophobia, the Astrakhan government reaffirmed 

their stance on protecting citizens and commitment to religious tolerance in Astrakhan. 

Alexander Belov, the head of department on work with public and religious accusations 

in Astrakhan, stated, “The rumors of the mayor’s anti-Muslim positions are unfounded. 

In the city, due to participation of the administration, there are 17 Muslim and 18 

Orthodox churches that have never faced harassment (Tyukaeva, April 10, 2006).” City 

administrator Andrei Semonov stated, “We want to prevent any interpretation regarding 

the incitement of ethnic hatred and religious background (Tyukaeva, April 10, 2006).”  

To combat accusations of Islamophobia in regards to mosque construction near the 

airport, the city brings up its support of Islamic mosque-building in other areas of the 
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city. However, Mahmudova believes that the Islamic community in Astrakhan supports 

Mosque 34, claiming that eleven parish leaders have appealed to the governor asking to 

halt demolition, and that thousands of people have signed petitions against the decision 

(“The district court ruled the demolition of a mosque,” February 10, 2006). 

In order to correct what they felt was violations of their rights at the local level, 

Mosque 34’s Islamic community placed hopes for correction at the federal level. Asya 

Mahmudova, the mosque’s imam, stated, “The courts are blindly supporting the 

administration. We can’t even get local newspapers to print our views so we have been 

obligated to come here to Moscow. We believe we will be listened to and the federal 

government will help us, that is our hope (“Russian Muslims and rights activists rallied in 

Moscow on Monday,” April 12, 2006).” The community sent appeals to Putin, but 

claimed that their letters never reached his office (“The district court ruled the demolition 

of a mosque,” February 10, 2006).  By placing hope in the federal government, 

Mahmudova shows that she believes that the national-level courts and president will view 

that the decisions made by the state at the local level are not informed by pragmatic 

concerns, but are unlawful violations of the rights of Islamic citizens.   

The federal court sided with the Astrakhan courts’ decisions in the Supreme Court 

case on June 10, 2006.  In response to this decision, members of Russia’s Islamic 

community from Astrakhan and other regions banded together to protest again. A letter 

from Islamic leaders to Putin state that they view the demolition as akin to political 

persecution. They wrote: 

Speaking at the opening ceremony of the Parliament of Chechen Republic, you 
claimed that Russia had always been and still remained a most reliable defender 
of Islam. We believe in the sincerity of these words and value the fact they came 
from the mouth of the head of a great country and the warrantor of Russian 
constitution. 
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Yet, regrettably, it frequently occurs in our country that middle and lower levels 
of state power distort the policies of their superiors and turn them into something 
opposite to what they were intended to be. 

The new city authorities in Astrakhan are planning to demolish the mosque, 
which construction was approved by the previous mayor, thus trying to discredit 
both the head of our state and the state in general without having any solid ground 
for such decision. 
 
The court of law, including the Supreme Court of Russian Federation, has ruled in 
favour of Astrakhanian authorities. All complaints and appeals in defense of the 
mosque, including those sent to the General Prosecutor's office and the Human 
Rights Commissioner (ombudsman) of the Russian Federation, didn't lead to any 
positive results. We consider this to be a case of political persecution (March 7, 
2007). 

 

The letter was signed by more than 3,000 Russian Muslims, including Nafigulla 

Ashirov,Co-chairman of Russia's Mufti Council, Muqaddas Bibarsov, Co-chairman of 

Russia's Mufti Council, Shamil Sultanov,State Duma member, Marat Saifutdinov, Chief-

editor of Islam.ru, and Denga Khalidov, Advisor to the President and corresponding 

member of the Academy for Geopolitical Issues and chairman of Center for the Issues of 

Ethnopolitics and Islam. It appeared in Izvestiya Gazeta, a national newspaper. This letter 

shows that many prominent Russian Muslims feel that lower levels of state power do not 

support Islamic community-building. This letter is an appeal to the president, as 

guarantor of the Russian Constitution, to protect Islamic citizens’ from abuses from 

regional and city governments.  

However, the president did not reply directly to the letter. Rather, Ostrovsky, a 

member of the Presidential Administration released a statement online. In the statement 

Ostrovsky told the signees that the Russian courts are subject to the Constitution, and that 

if they had problems with the judicial branch that they needed to communicate with the 

judicial branch. In regards to Mosque 34, he wrote: 
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The said building is not built. Construction of the mosque had been suspended at 
the very outset, as was held in violation of applicable laws. The decision of the 
local authorities to postpone the construction of a mosque and move to another 
location were approved with the Supreme Mufti of TSDUM T. Tajuddin.  
 
Please inform on the outcome of your treatment of all signatories to its citizens 
(2007). 

By telling the signees that they needed to pursue formal channels to challenge the 

demolition, the official dismissed the President’s role in the case. He also reiterated that 

the findings of the court were approved by the leader of one of Russia’s official Islamic 

structures.  This is also evidenced by the lack of response directly from Putin himself. 

Although Islamic communities relied on the state and official structures within Russia as 

a means of obtaining justice, the state issued support of the findings of the court and in 

the integrity of state power at all levels.  The Islamic community used discourses of 

Islamic rights, and the state at all levels responded with pragmatic discourses of their 

responsibilities for citizen’s safety.  

Yet, Mosque 34’s Islamic community has not stopped appealing the decision. They 

have turned to international court systems, and their case is scheduled to appear in the 

European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in Strasbourg (Interview, July 2009). The 

controversy over this mosque has been mentioned in reports on religious freedom and 

property rights by Forum 18, a religious news service based in Oslo (Fagan, 2006), as 

well as in the 2006 Russian Country International Religious Freedom Report (Bureau of 

Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor). The demolition is cited in international reports 

as an example of the violation of religious freedom in Russia. Astrakhan, a city 

associated with a long history of religious tolerance, has started to develop a reputation as 

a case study of religious intolerance at an international level.  
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Section 4.6:  Summary 

Many of the Islamic communities within Astrakhan perceive that they are supported 

by the local government, and emphasize the roles of tolerance, respect, and preservation 

of tradition which help Islamic community-building.  Even though members of 

Astrakhan’s communities are immigrants from the Caucasus, they still have their own 

mosque, and are integrated to Astrakhan’s Islamic community.  Local communities and 

governments dialectically produce a discourse of peaceful Islamic-state relations which is 

similar to ones produced at the national level. But, Mosque 34’s community believes that 

political motivations and exclusion underpin the built environment of Islam in Astrakhan. 

Despite its reputation as a tolerant multiconfessional city, they believe that the secular 

government at the local, regional, and national levels does not feel that the airport 

highway is a place where Astrakhan’s Islamic identity can be on display. Rather, Islamic 

mosque construction is focused on revitalizing historic mosques in their appropriate 

historical neighborhood contexts.   

Mosque 34’s lawsuit is used by international institutions monitoring religious 

freedom to categorize Russia as a place of tense state-mosque relations, undermining 

Astrakhan’s reputation as a peaceful, multi-cultural city.  The demolition issue disrupts 

the narrative official Islamic groups and state leaders create on state support of Islam. 

Also, the demolition order also challenges the notion that the state supports or 

disapproves of Islamic groups based on their degree of radicalism or ethnic make-up. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion 

In order to explore the complexities of what cultural landscapes of religion reveal 

about geopolitical relationships of Islam and the state in Russia, I performed a discourse 

analysis on the self-presentation of tolerance at both the national and local scales. Besides 

looking at the words spoken by governmental officials in Astrakhan, the Russian 

government, and leaders of ARDUM, I also traveled to the city and interviewed local 

leaders. My approach was informed by the fields of critical geopolitics and critical 

geographies of religion. These fields influenced my decision to do a local study 

(O’Tuathail, forthcoming; Kong 1993; Ehrkamp, 2007).  From feminist critical 

geopolitics, I borrowed the element of focusing on what everyday religious landscapes 

could reveal about state-Islamic relationships (Pain, 2009).  

In this project, I first explored how secularism is enacted in Russia.  At the national 

level, the Russian government has pledged a separation of state and religion in the 

constitution, with all religious groups being seen as equal before the law.  However, an 

analysis of official language used in governmental addresses to Orthodox and Islamic 

communities showed that the state feels Orthodoxy has played a special role in 

influencing Russia’s history and culture that other groups have not. At the national level 

and within Astrakhan, this differential treatment of a religious group is reproduced in the 

preference of Tatar or “traditional” Islam over forms from Islamic separatists. The state’s 

involvement in fostering moderate Islam at the national level is seen through the funding 

of Islamic education.  In Astrakhan, this preference for Islam associated with Tatar 

culture is echoed through renaming a street after Kazan, the historic center of Tatar Islam. 
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Also, I examined how the state views itself as supportive of Islam at the national 

level, and how this discourse of tolerance is reproduced at the local scale by both Islamic 

communities and Astrakhan’s regional and city government. Photographs of Putin and 

Astrakhan’s mufti shaking hands are displayed in the Central Mosque, symbolizing the 

state’s interest in promoting Islamic growth. The state paints itself as a friend of Islam 

through its preferential treatment of moderate Islam, and the official Islamic 

organizations align themselves with the state in the move to eliminate the rebellious 

forms of Islam in the Caucasus.  

I used the production of the Astrakhan mosque landscape as an analytical lens to 

understand state-Islam relations at multiple scales. Although the state does not provide 

financial support for mosque construction at the national scale, local governments support 

Islam politically through returning mosques confiscated in the Soviet period to their 

religious communities. And, in the case of Astrakhan’s White Mosque, some government 

funding was used to aid construction. Visiting the historical core of Astrakhan shows that 

the local Islamic communities have experienced growth and have been able to preserve 

many historic mosques- the White Mosque looks new, and the historical Black Mosque is 

under renovation. 

Next, I discussed how a proposed mosque demolition in Astrakhan disturbs 

discourses of tolerance and respect of the state towards Islam produced at the local and 

national level.  Although the local government used a pragmatic concern over safety to 

justify the demolition of mosque 34, the mosque community challenged these concerns, 

protesting that the local government is Islamophobic. My local-level research revealed 

many contradictions which exist within the Russian state. Rather than a seamless 

structure, from the local perspective the state appears as a messy assemblage of 
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contradicting individuals, institutions and discourses. Although Mosque 34 felt they had 

received the appropriate permits from the local government, after regime change in the 

mayoral office the local government argued that they had not.  The presence of national 

leaders has affected Islamic landscapes in Astrakhan in two opposing ways.  Photographs 

of Putin and Astrakhan’s mufti shaking hands are displayed in the Central Mosque, 

symbolizing the state’s interest in promoting Islamic growth. Yet, interviewees and the 

Russian Country International Religious Freedom Report (2006) claim that the 

demolition was ordered after Putin remarked to the Astrakhan regional governor and city 

mayor that they had not chosen a good location for a mosque.  The Astrakhan Kremlin 

and Dormition Cathedral are the markers of the gateway to the city from the Volga, and 

opponents to the demolition believe that Putin and local leaders did not want a mosque to 

be the first image visitors see when coming from the airport, a modern gateway to the 

city (Interview, July 2009).  The partially-built mosque now sits off of the airport 

highway, half-way between construction and demolition and a visible symbol of tensions 

existing between the state at the local, regional, and national level and the local 

community of Mosque 34. 

My research explored how local religious communities can become international 

actors.  Mosque 34’s community has challenged court orders for demolition at the 

international scale through bringing their case to the European Court of Human Rights. 

Minorities use such transnational institutions to make political claims and put pressure on 

the nation-state (Ehrkamp and Leitner, 2003).  The court case has attracted some 

attention from NGOs, who use it to question religious freedom in Russia.  Besides 

challenging Russia’s commitment to religious freedom, the court case also undermines 

the strength of “power vertical” within Russia.  Although the nation-state provided a 
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court system for Mosque 34’s community to navigate, by turning to transnational legal 

spaces the community questions the authority and fairness of the Russian court system. 

Finally, my study shows that there is a need for further in-depth, local studies of 

religious communities, and of Islam especially, in contemporary Russia. Out of the seven 

interviews I conducted, I only had one with a woman leader. More work needs to be 

conducted exploring how gender impacts perceptions of state-Islamic relations, and also 

more work needs to be done to see how those other than scholars or leaders in Islamic 

communities view these relations.  

 In a similar vein, the issue of generational differences came up in my research. 

Matsuzato notes that the Caucasian mosque is popular with youth activists (2007: 794). 

More work needs to be done exploring issues of youth culture and religion in Astrakhan 

or other regions, as well as how generational differences impact perceptions of mosque-

state relations.  
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

The following themes will be addressed in interviews. Due to the open-ended nature of 
in-depth interviews, I am not able to provide a detailed list of exactly worded questions. 
Questions will be asked in English or Russian during interviews, and I will take written 
notes of answers with the consent of interviewees. 
 
Core questions (English): 
 

1) When was your mosque built?  

2) How many people attend religious services? 

3) Have you ever traveled to an Islamic country? If so, what was the nature of your 

travel? Have you ever made the hajj? 

4) Who finances your mosque or spiritual center? 

5) Does your mosque or religious center interact with a wider Islamic community? 

6) What are the differences between Islam in Astrakhan and Islam in other parts of 

Russia?   

7) What do you think is the relationship between government and religion in 

Astrakhan? And in Russia? 

8) Do you think that the Russian government supports Islam? Why or why not? 

9) What do you think are important subjects related to Islam in Astrakhan? What do 

 you think are important issues related to Islam in Russia? 

10) What is your opinion of religious freedom in Astrakhan? 

11)  In your opinion, do Russian politics influence Islam in Astrakhan? If yes, how? 

12) Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your life in Astrakhan? 
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Core Questions (Russian): 

 

1) Когда Bаша мечеть была построена? 

2) Сколько людей посещают религиозные службы?  

3) Вы когда-нибудь ездили в исламскую страну? Если да, то каков характер вашей 

поездки? Вы когда-нибудь сделали хадж?  

4) Кто финансирует Вашу мечеть и духовный центр?  

5) Существует ли в Вашей мечети или религиозным центре взаимодействия с более 

широкой исламской общиной?  

6) В чем заключаются различия между исламом в Астрахане и исламом в других 

регионах России?  

7) Как Вы думаете, какие отношения существуют между государством и религией в 

Астрахане? А в России?  

8) Как Вы думаете, российское правительство поддерживает ислам? Почему да или 

почему нет?  

9) Что Вы считаете важным вопросам, связанным с исламом в Астрахане? Что Вы 

считаете важным вопросам, связанным с исламом в России?  

10) Каково Bаше мнение о религиозной свободе в Астрахане?  

11) По Вашему мнению, влияют русские политики на ислам в Астрахане? Каким 

образом?  

12) Есть ли что-либо еще Вы хотели бы рассказать мне о своей жизни в Астрахане? 



 
90 

References 

Agnew, John. 2003. Geopolitics: revisioning world politics. Routledge, NY, NY.  
 
Anderson, Benedict. 1993. Imagined Communities. New York, NY: Verso. 
 
Asad, Talal. 2003. Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Stanford 
University Press. 
 
Astrakhan Guidebook. 2008. New Line Typography: Astrakhan, Russia. 
 
“Astrakhan Muslims protest against knocking down of an unfinished mosque.” 2006, 
April 10. Russia and CIS Newswire, Interfax News Agency.  
 
Battuta, Ibn. 2005. Travels in Asia and Africa 1325-1354. Translated by H Gibb. Asian 
Educational Service, New Delhi, India. 
 
Bezrukavnikov, Igor. 1999. “Peace to the Coming One...” Presented at International 
Forum: For a Culture of Peace and Dialogue Among Civilizations in the Third 
Millennium, Moscow. http://www.unesco.org/cpp/uk/news/bezrukavnikov.htm 
 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. 2006. “Russian Country International 
Religious Freedom Report.” http://moscow.usembassy.gov/policy/reports-on-
russia/russia-country-international-religious-freedom-report-2006.html 
 
“Churches and Mosques in Astrakhan: Caucasian Mosque.” 2008. Astr.info. 
http://astr.info/page.php?al=kavkazskaja_mechet_ul_kr 
 
“Churches and Mosques in Astrakhan: White Mosque.” 2008. Astr.info 
http://astr.info/page.php?al=belaja_mechet_ul_zoi_kos 
  
Constitution of the Russian Federation. http://www.constitution.ru 
 
“Determination of the Judicial Collegium for Civil cases of the Astrakhan Regional 
Court.” 2006, April 10. Astrakhan Region News. http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11542 
 
Dodds, K. 2001. “Political Geography III: Critical geography after 10 years.” Progress in 
Human Geography. Vol. 25(3): 469-484. 
 
Dowler, Lorraine, and Joanne Sharp.2001.  “A Feminist Geopolitics?”  Space and Polity 
Vol 5(3) 165-176.  
 
Duncan, James. 1990. The City as Text: The Politics of Landscape Interpretation in the 
Kanyan Kingdom. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge UK. 
 

http://www.unesco.org/cpp/uk/news/bezrukavnikov.htm�
http://moscow.usembassy.gov/policy/reports-on-russia/russia-country-international-religious-freedom-report-2006.html�
http://moscow.usembassy.gov/policy/reports-on-russia/russia-country-international-religious-freedom-report-2006.html�
http://astr.info/page.php?al=kavkazskaja_mechet_ul_kr�
http://astr.info/page.php?al=belaja_mechet_ul_zoi_kos�
http://www.constitution.ru/�
http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11542�


 
91 

Dwyer, and Meyer. 1995. The institutionalization of Islam in the Netherlands and in the 
UK: the case of Islamic schools. New Community 21, 37-54.  
 
Ehrkamp, Patricia and Helga Leitner. 2003. “Beyond national citizenship: Turkish 
immigrants and the (re)construction of citizenship in Germany. Urban Geography 24(2), 
127-146. 
 
Ehrkamp, Patricia. 2007. “Beyond the Mosque: Turkish Immigrants and the Practice and 
Politics of Islam in Duisburg-Marxloh, Germany.” In Geographies of Muslim Identities. 
Edited by Cara Aitchison, Peter Hoskins, and Mei-Po Kwan.  Ashgate. Burlington, VT: 
11- 28. 
 
“Eid al-Adha celebrated in the Astrakhan region.” 2009, Nov.27 Office of Press Service 
and Information Administration of the Governor of Astrakhan. 
http://www.astrobl.ru/Default.aspx?id=2&item=14036 
 
Everett-Heath, John. 2005. “Astrakhan.” Concise Dictionary of World Place-Names. 
Oxford University Press, USA.  
 
Fagan, Geraldine. 2006, March 20. “Russia: Blocks to acquiring places of worship.” 
Forum 18 News Service. Oslo,Noway. 
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=746 
 
Federal State Statistics Service of Russia. 2009. “Natural Population Growth Rates (Per 
1,000 Population).”  
 
Ferber, Michael. 2006. Critical realism and religion: Objectivity and the insider/outsider 
problem. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 96(1): 176-181. 
 
Flint, Colin. 2002. “Political geography: globalization, metapolitical geographies, and 
everyday life.” Progress in Human Geography 26 (3): 391-400. 
 
Forest, Benjamin and Juliet Johnson. 2002. “Unraveling the Threads of History: Soviet-
Era Monuments and Post-Soviet National Identity in Moscow.” Annals of the Association 
of American Geographers, 92,3: 524-547. 
 
Foucault, Michel.1997. Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College de France.  
Edited by Armold Davidson. New York, NY: Picador.  
 
Gadelshina, Lilia. 2008, July 6. White Mosque in Astrakhan Opens for the City’s 
Anniversary.”Interstat.ru: Electronic Newspaper of Tatarstan Republic. 
http://www.intertat.ru/ru/clauses/272/2322/ 
 
German, Tracy. 2003. Russia’s Chechen War. Routledge NY: NY. 
 

http://www.astrobl.ru/Default.aspx?id=2&item=14036�
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=746�
http://www.intertat.ru/ru/clauses/272/2322/�


 
92 

Gilmartin, Mary and Eleonore Kofman. 2004. “Critically Feminist Geopolitics.” In 
Mapping Women, Making Politics: Feminist Perspectives on Political Geography. Edited 
by Staeheli, Lynn, Eleonore Kofman, and Linda J. Peake. Routledge, NY, NY: 113-126. 
 
Goble, Paul. 2004. “Russia as a Failed State: Domestic Difficulties and Foreign 
Challenges.” Baltic Defense Review, 12(2): 76-83. 
 
2009, Nov. 3. “Islam’s Lack of Clerical Hierarchy has Given Extremists Opportunities to 
Expand.” Window on Eurasia.  http://www.mk.ru/social/interview/2009/11/02/378699-
ekstremizm-v-rossii-delo-molodoe.html 
2009, Dec, 29. “Russia’s Muslims No Longer Need to Study Abroad, Medvedev Aide 
Says.” Georgian Daily.  
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16267&Itemid
=72 
 
Goblet, Y.M. 1955. Political Geography and the World Map. London, G. Phillip 
 
Goldman, Marshall I. 2004. “Putin and the Oligarchs”. Foreign Affairs. 83(6): 33-44.  
 
Goskomstat Rossii. 2002. “The 2002 All-Russia Population Census Main Results.” 
http://www.perepis2002.ru/index.html?id=11 
 
Hahn, Gordon M. 2007. Russia’s Islamic Threat. Yale University Press. 
 
Hallencreutz, Carl and David Westerlund, 1996. “Anti-Secularist Politics of Religion.” In 
Questioning the Secular State: The Worldwide Resurgence of Religion in Politics. Edited 
by David Westerlund. London: Hurt and Company: 1-23.  
 
Harvey, David (1979).  “Monument and Myth”, Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, 69, 3: 362-381. 
 
Heleniak, Timothy. 2006. “Regional Distribution of the Muslim Population of Russia.” 
Eurasian Geography and Economics,47, 4: 426-448. 
 
Hobsbawm, Eric and Terence Ranger .1983.  The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  
 
Holloway, Julian. 2006. Enchanted spaces: The séance, affect, and geographies of 
religion. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 96(1): 182-187. 
 
Hunter, Shireen. 2004. Islam in Russia: The Politics of Identity and Security. ME Sharp 
Inc., Armonk, NY.  
 
Hyndman, Jennifer, 2001. “Towards a feminist geopolitics.” The Canadian Geographer. 
45, 2: 210-222. 
 
Isaac, E. 1959. “Religion, landscape and place.” Landscape, 9, 2:14-18. 

http://www.mk.ru/social/interview/2009/11/02/378699-ekstremizm-v-rossii-delo-molodoe.html�
http://www.mk.ru/social/interview/2009/11/02/378699-ekstremizm-v-rossii-delo-molodoe.html�
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16267&Itemid=72�
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16267&Itemid=72�
http://www.perepis2002.ru/index.html?id=11�


 
93 

 
Islam, Ishrat, and Allen Noble. 1998. “Mosque Architecture in Bangladesh: The 
Archetype and Its Changing Morphology.” Journal of Cultural Geography, 
Spring/Summer1998, Vol. 17, 2: 5-26. 
 
Interfax. 2009, September 25. “Statement by the Mufti Gainutdin the role of the Golden 
Horde did not correspond to historical truth, says the head of the Perm Mufti.” 
http://www.interfax-religion.ru/islam/?act=news&div=32217. 
 
Ivakhiv, Adrian. 2006. “Toward a geography of ‘religion”: Mapping the distribution of 
an unstable signifier. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 96(1): 169-
175 
 
Johnson, Juliet, Stepaniants, Marietta, and Benjamim Forest. 2005. Religion and Identity 
in Modern Russia: The Revival of Orthodoxy and Islam. Ashgate, Burlington VT. 
 
Kappeler, Andreas. 2001. The Russian Empire: A Multiethnic History. Pearson Education 
Limited, Essex, England.  
 
Konarovsky, Mikhail. 2000. “Russia and Islam: Mutual Adjustment in the New World.” 
In Russian-American Relations: Islamic and Turkic Dimensions in the Volga-Ural Basin, 
edited by Hafeez Malik. York: St. Martin’s Press: 113-138. 
 
Kong, Lily. 1990. Geography and religion: trends and prospects. Progress in Human 
Geography. 14:355-371. 
 
Kong, Lily. 1993. “Negotiating conceptions of sacred space: a case study of religious 
buildings in Singapore.” Transactions, Institute of British Geographers 18, 342-58.  
 
Kong, Lily. 2001. “Mapping ‘new’ geographies of religion: politics and poetics in 
modernity.” Progress in Human Geography. 25 (2): 211-233. 
 
Kong, Lily. 2010. “Global shifts, theoretical shifts: Changing geographies of religion.” 
Progress in Human Geography.  
 
Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations. 1997, Sept. 16. Rossiskaya 
Gazeta , Issue 179. 
 
Lewandowski, S.J. 1984. “The built environment and cultural symbolism in post-colonial 
Madras. In The City in Cultural Context, edited by John Agnew. Boston, Allen and 
Unwin: 237-254.  
 
Livingstone, D. 1993. The Geographical Tradition. Oxford, UK, Blackwell. 
 
Mackinder, Halford J. 1904. The Geographical Pivot of History. Geographical Journal 
23:421-437.  
 

http://www.interfax-religion.ru/islam/?act=news&div=32217�


 
94 

Martinez-Vazquez, Jorge and Jameson Boex. 2001. Russia’s Transition to a New 
Federalism. World Bank Institute, Washington D.C. 
 
Matsuzato, Kimitaka. 2007. “Muslim Leaders in Russia’s Volga-Urals: Self-Perceptions 
and Relationship with Regional Authorities,” Europe-Asia Studies, 59 (5): 777-803  
 
Medvedev, Dmitri. 2008, June 29. “Speech at Christ the Saviour Cathedral marking the 
start of Celebrations of the 1020th Anniversary of the Baptism of Rus.”  Moscow. 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/speeches/2008/06/29/1037_type127286_203278.shtml 

2009, July 15. “Opening Remarks at Meeting with Muslim Spiritual Leaders of Russia.” 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/speeches/2009/07/15/1219_type84779_219684.shtml 

Megoran, Nick, 2009. “From Presidential Podiums to Pop Music: Everyday Discourses 
of Geopolitical Danger in Uzbekistan,” in Fear: Critical geopolitics and Everyday Life. 
Edited by Rachel Pain and Susan Smith. Ashgate, Burlington Vermont. 25-37. 
 
Mills, Amy, 2006. “Boundaries of the nation in the space of the urban: landscape and 
social memory in Istanbul.” Cultural Geographies, 12: 367-394. 
 
Mitchell, W.J.T. 2002. “Imperial Landscape” in Landscape and Power. Edited by W.J.T. 
Mitchell. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL. 5-35.  
 
Murphy, Alexander, et al, 2004. “Is there a politics to geopolitics?” Progress in Human 
Geography. 28:5 619-640. 
 
“Muslims resist order to demolish new mosque in southern Russia.” 2006, April 11. BBC 
Monitoring Former Soviet Union. Interfax  News Agency.  
 
Nye, M. 1993. “Temple congregations and communities: Hindu constructions in 
Edinburgh.” New Community. 19: 201-215. 
 
“Old Astrakhan: White Mosque.” 2006. Astrakhan.ws. 
http://foto.astrakhan.ws/details.php?image_id=177&sessionid=4aa7ad4d4e71af09a8d252
e05c7c5e3d 
 
”Open letter of Muslim community to president V.V. Putin.” 2007, March 7. 
http://www.worldbulletin.net/news_detail.php?id=2658 
 
Osipovich, Alexander. 2008, February 12. “Piety’s Comeback as a Kremlin Virtue” 
Moscow Times.  http://www.themoscowtimes.com/sitemap/paid/2008/02/article/pietys-
comeback-as-a-kremlin-virtue/302244.html 
 
Ostrovski, M. 2007, April 5. “A member of the presidential administration responds to 
the Open Letter of the Muslim community.” Islam.ru. 
http://www.islam.ru/pressclub/islamofobia/otdaper/ 
 

http://eng.kremlin.ru/speeches/2008/06/29/1037_type127286_203278.shtml�
http://eng.kremlin.ru/speeches/2009/07/15/1219_type84779_219684.shtml�
http://foto.astrakhan.ws/details.php?image_id=177&sessionid=4aa7ad4d4e71af09a8d252e05c7c5e3d�
http://foto.astrakhan.ws/details.php?image_id=177&sessionid=4aa7ad4d4e71af09a8d252e05c7c5e3d�
http://www.worldbulletin.net/news_detail.php?id=2658�
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/sitemap/paid/2008/02/article/pietys-comeback-as-a-kremlin-virtue/302244.html�
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/sitemap/paid/2008/02/article/pietys-comeback-as-a-kremlin-virtue/302244.html�
http://www.islam.ru/pressclub/islamofobia/otdaper/�


 
95 

O’Tuathail, Gearoid and John Agnew. 1992. “Geopolitics and discourse: Practical 
geopolitical reasoning and American foreign policy.” Political Geography 11: 190-204. 
 
O’Tuathail, Geaoroid. 1996. Critical Geopolitics: The Politics of Writing Global Space. 
University of Minnesota Press, MN.  
 
O’Tuathail, Geaoroid. Forthcoming. “Disaggregating and Localizing Geopolitics: 
Reflecetions on the Dynamics of Ethnic Cleansing and Population Returns in Bosnia-
Herzegovina.” Political Geography.  
 
Ozturkler. “Region of Astrakhan.” Retrieved May 2010. 
http://www.ozturkler.com/icerikler.php?id=4504&lng=1 
 
Pain, Rachel and Susan Smith. 2009. Fear: Critical geopolitics and Everyday Life. 
Ashgate, Burlington Vermont. 
 
Parker, Geoffrey. 2000. “Ratzel, the French School, and the Birth of Alternative 
Geopolitics.”  Political Geography 19:957-969.  
 
“Protest action against tearing down mosque in Astrakhan.” 2006, April 12. 
KavkazCenter.com. Prima www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2006/04/12/4954.shtml 
 
Putin. Vladmir. 2000a., January 6. “Acting President Vladimir Putin sent Christmas 
greetings to Orthodox Christians in Russia.” 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/news/2000/01/122266.shtml 

2000b, January 8. “Acting President Vladimir Putin congratulated Russian Muslims on 
Uraza Bairam.” http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/news/2000/01/122280.shtml 

2002, October 24. “The Start of Meeting with Ravil Gainutdin, Head of the Council of 
Muftis at the Religious Directorate of the Muslims of European Russia, and Mufti 
Magomed Albogachiyev, Head of the Muslim Coordinating Centre for the North 
Caucasus and of the Religious Directorate of the Muslims of Ingushetia.” 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/speeches/2002/10/24/0300_type84779_152322.shtml 

2006. “Vladimir Putin sent greetings to all Russian Muslims as they celebrate the holiday 
Kurban Bairam (Eid al-Adha).” 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/themes/2006/01/102149_100130.shtml 

2007, November 8. “Beginning of the Meeting with Leaders of Muslim Organisations.” 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/speeches/2007/11/08/0900_type82912type84779_150778.shtml 

Proctor, James. 2006. “Religion as trust in authority: Theocracy and ecology in the 
United States.”  Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 96(1): 188-196. 

http://www.ozturkler.com/icerikler.php?id=4504&lng=1�
http://www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2006/04/12/4954.shtml�
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/news/2000/01/122280.shtml�
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/speeches/2002/10/24/0300_type84779_152322.shtml�
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/themes/2006/01/102149_100130.shtml�
http://eng.kremlin.ru/text/speeches/2007/11/08/0900_type82912type84779_150778.shtml�


 
96 

Rambaud’s Russia. 1898. Wikipedia.org 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Astrakhan_Russia-v2-p168.jpg 

“Rebels seize Moscow theatre.”2002, October 23. BBC News. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2354753.stm 

Religare. 2006, December. “For information on religious organizations registered in the 
Russian Federation, according to the Federal Registration Service.” 
http://www.religare.ru/2_36302.html 

Riasanovsky, Nicholas and Mark Steinberg. 2005. A History of Russia: Seventh Edition. 
Oxford University Press, Oxford.  

Rodianov, Vladimir. 2010. “Russia's President Dmitry Medvedev, left, shakes hands with 
Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia Kirill during an Orthodox Christmas Mass at the 
Christ the Saviour Cathedral in Moscow, Jan. 6, 2010.” 
http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/russia/100209/russian-orthodox-church 

Rose, Gillian. 2001. Visual Methodologies. SAGE Publications, London. 

Rowland, Daniel.2003. Architecture and Dynasty: Boris Gudanov’s Uses of Architecture, 
1584-1606. In  Architectures of Russian Identity: 1500 to the Present. Edited by James 
Cracraft and Daniel Rowland. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY:34-47.  
 
“Russia Becomes the Center of Islamic Education.” 2009, Dec. 29. Islam News. 
http://www.islamnews.ru/news-21943.html 
 
Russia Muftis Council. 2009, July 15. Photograph. www.muslim.ru/pics/31/82/838b.jpg 
 
“Russian Muslims and rights activists rallied in Moscow on Monday against the 
government’s plans to destroy a mosque under construction in the southern city of 
Astrakhan.” 2006, April 11. Haaretz Daily.  
 
Schein, Rich. 1997. “The Place of Landscape: A Conceptual Framework for Interpreting 
an American Scene.” Annals of the Association of American Geographers.87(4): 660-
680. 
 
Secor, Anna. 2001. “Towards a Feminist Counter-geopolitics: Gender, Space, and 
Islamist Politics in Istanbul.” Space and Polity, Vol 5(3): 191-211.  
 
Secor, Anna. 2010. “Social Surveys, Interviews, and Focus Groups.” In Research 
Methods in geography: A Critical Introduction. Edited by Basil Gomez and John Paul 
Jones II. Blackwell Publishing, Malden, MA: 194-205. 
 
Semple, Ellen. 1911. Influences of geographic environment: on the basis of Ratzel’s 
system of anthropo-geography. New York: Henry Holt and Co.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Astrakhan_Russia-v2-p168.jpg�
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2354753.stm�
http://www.religare.ru/2_36302.html�
http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/russia/100209/russian-orthodox-church�
http://www.islamnews.ru/news-21943.html�
http://www.muslim.ru/pics/31/82/838b.jpg�


 
97 

Sharp, Joanne. 2004. Doing Feminist Political Geographies. In Mapping Women, Making 
Politics: Feminist Perspectives on Political Geography. Edited by Staeheli, Lynn, 
Eleonore Kofman, and Linda J. Peake. Routledge, NY, NY: 87-98. 
 
Shmeliov, Ivan. 2005, December 14. “Vladimir Putin Claims Russia is the Major Support 
for the Islamic Countries.” Pravda. http://english.pravda.ru/world/asia/9386-0/ 
 
Sidorov, Dmitri. 2001. Orthodoxy and Difference: Essays on the Geography of Russian 
Orthodox Church(es) in the 20th Century. Pickwick Publications, San Jose, CA. 
 
Sidorov, Dmitri. 2000. “National Monumentalization and the Politics of Scale: The 
Resurrection of the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow.” Annals of the Association 
of American Geographers. 90(3):548-572  
 
Staeheli, Lynn. 2001. Of Possibilities, Probabilities, and Political Geography. Space and 
Polity, Vol 5(3): 177-189.  
 
Sukhov, Ivan. 2008, June 15. “The Power Vertical and Nation’s Self-Conscious.” Russia 
in Global Affairs. 2. http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/numbers/23/1200.html 
 
“Supreme Mufti of Russia Talgat Tajuddin visited the Astrakhan Region.” 2006, April 
24. Office of Press Service and Information Administration of the Governor of 
Astrakhan. http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11656 
 
Syzranov A. V. 2007. Islam in Astrakhan Region: History and Present Days. Astrakhan: 
Astrakhansky Universitet Publishing House. 
 
Tyukaeva, Natalia. 2006, April 10. “The decision to remove is based on non-compliance 
with technical standards and has no religious motivation.” Astrakhan Region News. 
http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11538 
 
Vertovec, S. 1992. “Community and congregation in London Hindu temples: divergent 
trends.” New Community. 18: 251-64.  
 
Walker, Edward. 2005. “Islam, Territory, and Contested Space in Post-Soviet Russia.” 
Eurasian Geography and Economics.46:247-271 
 
Warhola, James. 2007. “The Kremlin’s Religious Temptation.” In Current History: A 
Journal of Contemporary World Affairs. 106(72): 340-345. 
http://www.umaine.edu/polisci/files/2010/04/Currenthistory-article.pdf 
 
West, W. Jefferson. 2006. “Religion as Dissident geopolitics? Geopolitical Discussions 
within the Recent Publications of Fethullah Gulen.” Geopolitics 11: 280-299. 
 
Winchester, Hilary P.M.2005.  Qualitative Research and its Place in Human Geography. 
In Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography. Edited by Iain Hay. Oxford 
University Press, NY:NY. 1-21. 

http://english.pravda.ru/world/asia/9386-0/�
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/numbers/23/1200.html�
http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11656�
http://astrakhan.net/index.php?ai=11538�


 
98 

 
Yemelianova, Galina M. 2002. Russia and Islam: A Historical Survey. Palgrave, NY:NY 
 
Zaitseva, Julia. 2009, September  29. “Russia and the Islamic world:” the Partnership for 
the Sake of Stability” shows the unity of the Russian Ummah, according to the organizers 
forum.” Blagovest. http://www.blagovest-info.ru/index.php?ss=2&s=3&id=29888. 

 

 

 

  

http://www.blagovest-info.ru/index.php?ss=2&s=3&id=29888�


 
99 

Vita 

Date of Birth:  April 19, 1985 

Place of Birth:  Jackson, Tennessee  

Educational Institutions Attended and Degrees Awarded: 
 

University of Kentucky  
 
Bachelor of Arts with honors, May 2007 
Major: Geography Minor: Russian Studies 
 
University of Tartu, Tartu, Estonia.   
Prometheus Program on Transition Studies in Eastern Europe and Russia, Spring 2006 
 

Professional Experience: 

University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY: August 2008-May 2010, Teaching Assistant     

Kentucky World Trade Center, Lexington, KY: September- December, 2006, Intern 

 

Scholastic Honors: 

Critical Language Scholarship for Russian language, Department of State, 2009             
Foreign Language Area Studies Fellowship for Estonian language, 2007 
Graduated Summa Cum Laude 
Presidential Scholarship for academic achievement, University of Kentucky 
 
Meagan Lucinda Todd 

     

 


