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: 17" 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 VVolga 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 | 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 11, 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

| 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 | 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. | 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. | 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. | 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, | 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, | also thought of the archive as visual (Rose, 2001; Schein, 1997: 225). |
visited several key sites, like mosques, graveyards, and | 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 | tried to gather a wide variety of materials.
Discourse Analysis

After gathering together my interviews and archival materials, | 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).” |
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). |
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). | 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, | 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 | 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. (VIadimir
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, | first discuss Russia’s laws on the separation of state and religion as well as
presidential addresses on Orthodox holidays. | 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 1020 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 VVolga 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, | 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, | 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 1020" 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. | 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, | 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

59



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 how 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).
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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, | 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. |
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, | visited mosques to interview local members of the Astrakhan
community. | wanted to see how they viewed tolerance and state-mosque relationships. |
interviewed many prominent members of mosque communities, including six males and
one female.

From interviews, | found that many members of local Islamic communities also
desired strong state-mosque relations, and feel the local government promotes religious
tolerance. When | 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
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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 | 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. 1 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 | 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 | asked what he meant
by traditional Islam, my interviewee contrasted it against “Chechen” Islam. Traditional

Islam is associated with VVolga 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, | 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 | 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 450™
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 VVolga 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 450" 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 1000"
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 | 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.

s, 4

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

70



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 | discuss in the following section.

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

As | tried to track down mosques to visit for my research, | consulted guidebooks,
web sites, and local people in Astrakhan. There are over 30 mosques in the city, and so |
was very busy visiting these places. One day, while | was just leaving the central mosque,
a man came up to me, asked me about my research, and if | had seen the mosque by the
airport yet. | 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 | 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).
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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

76



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 mosgque 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, Mugaddas 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, | 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, | 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, | 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, | 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 | 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, | am not able to provide a detailed list of exactly worded questions.
Questions will be asked in English or Russian during interviews, and | will take written
notes of answers with the consent of interviewees.

Core questions (English):

1)
2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

When was your mosque built?

How many people attend religious services?

Have you ever traveled to an Islamic country? If so, what was the nature of your
travel? Have you ever made the hajj?

Who finances your mosque or spiritual center?

Does your mosque or religious center interact with a wider Islamic community?
What are the differences between Islam in Astrakhan and Islam in other parts of
Russia?

What do you think is the relationship between government and religion in
Astrakhan? And in Russia?

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

88



Core Questions (Russian):

1) Korna Bama meuets Obu1a moctpoeHa?

2) CKOJIBKO JIFOICH MOCEIAl0T PEITUTHO3HBIC CITYKOBI?

3) Bl korga-auOyap €311IM B UCIaMCKyto cTpany? Ecnu 1a, To KakoB XapakTep Baiiei
noe3ku? Bel Korma-HuOy b caenanu Xamk?

4) Kto ¢punancupyet Bairy meueTs 1 TyXOBHBIN LEHTP?

5) CymectByeT u B Bareil MeueT Uiau peuruo3HbIM LEHTPE B3aUMOJCHCTBHS ¢ OoJiee
LIMPOKOM HCIaMCKOM 0OIKHOM?

6) B yem 3akirouaroTcs pa3uuMs MEXAy UCIaMOM B ACTpaxaHe U UCJIaMOM B JIPYTHX
peruonax Poccun?

7) Kak Bbl nymaere, kakue OTHOILIEHUS CYIIECTBYIOT MEKY I'OCYAapCTBOM U PEUTHEN B

Actpaxane? A B Poccun?

8) Kax Brl nymaere, poccuiickoe mpaBUTeNIbCTBO NojaepkuBaeT uciaam? [louemy na win

novyemMy Het?

9) Uto Bbl cunTaeTe BaxKHBIM BOIIpOCAaM, CBSI3aHHBIM ¢ UciiaMoM B Actpaxane? Uto B

CUHUTACTC BAXKHBIM BOIIPpOCaM, CBA3aHHBLIM C UCJIaMOM B Poccun?

10) KakoBo Baiie MHeHue 0 penurno3Hoit ceodose B Actpaxane?

11) Ilo Bamemy MHeHUIO, BIUSIIOT pyCCKUE TOJUTUKHU HA UciaaM B AcTtpaxane? Kakum
obpazom?

12) Ectb 111 yT0-111160 ente Bol xoTenu Obl pacckazaTe MHE O CBOEH *KHM3HU B AcTpaxaHe?
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