CHAPTER 3

MUSLIMS IN THE SOVIET UNION

1. Introduction:

Islam in the Soviet Union had to endure one of the worst cases of
persecution in history since the October revolution of 1917. The communist
heirs of the Tsars, who came to power as a result of the revolution, saw
Islam as not only incompatible with the ideas of militant atheism
propagated by them, but also perceived in Islam a major threat to the very
consolidation of their rule in the Muslim lands of the disintegrating Empire.
As a result, the bolshevic leaders went back on their promises of
-self-determination for the Muslims of the Russian Empire given earlier when
they were not in power and resorted to physical extermination of Muslim
leaders. Consolidation of the Soviet rule in Muslim territories occupied
during and after the Civil War was accompanied by terror against Muslims,
the destruction or closure of mosques and the suppression of all Islamic

ac@i#ities by the regime.

This policy was reversed durfng the difficult years of World War II,
when Stalin found it expedient to harness even the religious feelings of
his subjects for the promulgation of victory over the foreign enemy. The
régime renewed its onslaught on{Is1am after the war was over, albeit with
less vigor and bloodshed. During the post-Stalin era, a new, more sophis-
ticated approach towards Islam has been gradually developed by the Soviet
leadership. The officially sanctioned administrative infrastructure of four
muftiats on the territory of the USSR created during the war years was allowed
to evoive into 3 so—called "official Islam" in the USSR, serving occasionaly

as a mouth-piece of the regime in its relations with Muslims abroad, and at



the same time, déspite 1ts submissiveness to the regime, providing

institutional framework for Islamic activities on a limited scale at home.

In terms of territorial distribution,47,330,000 Soviet Muslims
inhabited in 1982 vast territorial expanses of Central Asia, Siberia and
the Volga-Ural region, thus forming 17.8% of the total Soviet population.
Nine-tenth of these are Sunni Muslims belonging to the Hanafi school, and
speak a number of mutually intelligeable Turkic dialects. The most
prominent group among them prior to, and immediately after the October
revolution, were the Volga Tatars. It was among them that an unprecedented
Is1ém1c renaissance took place at the turn of the century gaining momentum
especially after the revolution of 1305. This Islamic renaissance was
spear-headed by the jadidist (new method) movement aimed at the modernisa-
tion of the Muslim schools, and the adaptation of a dynamic, flexible
approach to the changing economic and industrial environment of the time.
The main proponents of this movement were the Tatar Muslim scholars such
as Kursavi, Marjani, Kultasi, Gasparali and many others who understood the
importance of taking up the challenge of the approaching industrial era
and resorted to the inherent dynamism-of Islam in order to adapt to new
conditions. For instance, Marjani created an uproar among the conservative
Ulema of the time when he, instead of joining in the denunciations of newly
discovered photography as shaitan's (satan's) work, allowed himself to be
photographed, and declared that the Prophet (p.b.u.h) banned the depiction
of human images so as to keep his followers away from the folly of

paganism. And as no such danger exijteq any more, photography was not

forbidden.



Tatar leaders and intellectuals like Mirsaid Sultangali, Chelebi
Cihan, Veli Ibrahim, Ismail Gabit and many others who played prominent roles
in the revolutionary period before being killed by the Soviets, were the

typical products of jadidism.

As the most determined and articulate group to voice opposition to
the new-colonial policies of the Soviet regime, and to wage a determined
struggle for national independence, the Volga Tatars had to suffer the
heaviest blow of the Soviet terror machine. Not only their intelligentsia
were to a great degree exterminated during the years of the Civil War and
Stalin's purges, but also their fﬁture national development had been
handicapped by relegating them to a second degree status of an “autonomous
republic" within the Russian Federation in contrast to some of their far
less numerous co-religionists in Central Asia, such as the Tajiks or the
Turkmens who were granted the status of Union Republics. At present,
Tatars endure far less degree of autonomy within the Soviet system 1n
comparison to their Central Asian brethren despite the fact that numerically
they are the third Muslim peoples of the USSR after the Uzbeks and the

Kazakhs, and are known as the most advanced group socially and culturally.

Muslims suffered the worst form of persecution during the
Stalinist era. Things reached such a point that their present situa-
tion 1in the‘ Soviet Union, despite the extremely harsh attitude of the
Government toward them appears' to be an improvement. Muslim institu-

f;tmns have been eliminated progresswe]y of .the 26 000 Mosques in

1917 all but 1000 had been done away with by 1978 Out of the hund-
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reds of Muslim schools which functioned in 1917 only two were in exis-
tence 1n 1982. The Communist regime carries on a thorough campaign
against Islamic culture and religion. It cut the €hagatai Turkic language,
the Tingua franca of the Muslim population,into pieces by converting
every local dialect into a full-fledged language. It waged and still wages

a ruthless war against the teaching of the Arabic language and the usage

of the Arabic script by the Muslims.

" The Muslim religious organization is kept under close surveil-
lance. This organization is subdivided into 4 directorates: Russia,
Caucasus, Transcaucasus, and Central Asia; The Muslim Ulama were, however,
able to organize some international Islamic activities such as the com=

memoration of the 1200th anniversary of Imam A1-Bukhari in 1974.

The Tsarist regime used to hold census which required the indi*-
cation of the religious énd ethnic affiliations of the citizens. Thus .
in 1897, there were 16 million Muslims in the Russian Empire. The Com-
munist regime does not take into account the re1igiqn of the citizens

for the census, pretending it to be irrelevant. The nationality of the

citizens, however, is recorded. Thus, the number of Muslims could

be deduced from the Muslim nationalities, and was estimated to be

35,943,000 in 1970 and about 44,600,000 Muslims (or about 17.0% of the
population of the USSR) in 1979 (about 47,330,000 Muslims and 17.8% of -

" the population in 1982).



2. Historical Background

Islam reached Central Asia and won a large number of converts in
the very first century of Hijrah (7th century AD). Central Asia became
an important centre of intellectual activity of the Muslim world in the

14th century.

The Muslim Ummah in these areas has been represented by the Turkic
peoples the majority of whom gradually embraced Islam between the Ist and
the 6th centuries of Hijrah. Among the earliest to become Muslims were
the Bulgars of Idel (Volga), who formed in the middle ages a succession
of most advanced Muslim states. The first of them was the Khanate of
Bulgar. The capital city of thig state, Bilar, impressed foreign visitors
by the architectural sophistication of its main stone and brick buildings

which were in sharp contrast to other wooden structures, and had under-

ground central heating systems.

Acéording to Ibn Rushd, mosques and schools existed in the cities
and villages of the kingdom at the beginning of the 4th century Hijrah
(10th CE ). By then Arabic script was already displacing ancient runic

scriptures of the Bulgars and other Turkic peoples.

Ahmed Irbn Faf:ﬂ'a'n,one of the énvoys of the Abbasid .C_alifT Ja'far Al-
Mugtadir, visited the Bulgars 1in 922 CE, witnessing the embracing of
Islam by their King Almush (Almas), who tooklthe name of Ja'far after
| Khalif al-Mugtadir. This remarkable event occurred on the 16th of
Muharram 310 Hijrah (Thursday, 15 May 922 CE), and must be viewed a; the

culmination of the gradual process of'yo1untany IsTamization of the

region.



In 986 CE, the Bulgars despatched Muslim scholars to Grand Prince

Vliadimir of Kievan Russia in an effort to persuade him to accept Islam

rather than Orthodox Christianity.

In 1236 CE, Tatar armies of Batu Khan invaded the Kingdom of Bulgar
and conquered it after a series of hard-fought battles. Subsequently, the
seat of the new Empire of Golden Horde was established in Sarai. The
superior Islamic civilization of the Bulgars, however, was to absorb the
invading pagan Tatars in the following decades. Islam flourished again
under the great-grandson of Batu, Uzbek, who was instrumental 1in
convincing the pagan elements of his Kingdom to embrace Islam. By then
the conquering Tatars were undergoing the process of cultural and lingu-
istic assimilation by the Bulgars, although their name was being uniformly

applied to the subjects of the Golden Horde.

When the Moroccan traveller Ibn Battutah crossed the lands which
form today the Soviet Union in the 14th century, he noted that the people
lived in Muslim states, had Turkish as main language and belonged to the |
Hanaf? school of law. The largest of these states was the State of Sultan
Uzbek whose capital As-Sara {Sarai, now ruined) was on the River Idel
(Volga). As for the Russians, they were weak and primitive tribes about

whomIIbn Battutah says: " they were Christians with blond hair, blue

eyes, ugly faces, and great deceit”.

During the reign of Toktamysh Khan at the end of the fourteenth

century, the Golden Horde suffered a devastating blow from the armies

£ of Timur the Lame. Its main cities, including the capital city, Sarai,
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were destroyed and the population substantially reduced in numbers as a
result of indiscriminate mass-slaughters by the victorious armies of

Timur.

In the autumn of 1395 CE, Timur started his advance on Muscovy and
actually devastated the region of Riazan, but decided not to proceed

with the sacking of Muscovy, and returned to Central Asia.

The fact, that Timur the Lame turned his armies back after the
destruction of the Golden Horde resulited in the emergence of Muscovy as
the major military power in the region ripe for imperial expansion. The
remnants of the Golden Horde gradually evolved into four khanates;

those of Kazan, Astrakhan (Nogay), Siberia and the Crimea.

Under Ulu Muhammed Khan, the khanate of Kazan emerged as one of
the most advanced Muslim states of the time. The artisans of Kazan were
the first in Europe to produce cast iron, long before it was done 1in
Britain. Their jewelry, leather goods and ceramics were famous far beyond
the borders of the Kingdom. The architects of Kazan erected magnificent |
mosques and palaces. International trade fairs were held annually in

Kazan, attracting thousands of merchants from Russia and distant lands of

the orient.

The Russian conquest of Kazan in 1552 after a number of eariier
successful attempts ended economic prosperity of the_Khanate. Marauding
armies of Ivan the Terrible massacred the survivors;bf the siege of
Kazan and floated their bodies down the Volga River to frighten into

submission the population of the Khanate of Al-HEj Turkhan (Astrakhan).



Ivan the Terrible initiated forcible convertion of the Volga
| Muslims into christianity by methods similar to those employed by the
Spanish Inquisition against the Muslims of Spain. Aftef the fall of Kazan
1n 1552, the Khanate of Astrakhan suffered the same fate in 1556,
followed by the conquest of the Khanate of Siberia in 1598, and the

Khanate of the Crimea in 1783.

All these conquests were consolidated through the expulsion of
surviving Muslims frbm their cities, confiscation of all thejr belong-
ings and above all forced mass-scale conversion to christianity. But the
Tatars resisted , and like their Morisco brethren in Spain were ab]é to
maintain their faith for generations in secrecy until they declared it
openly in their great majority during the reign of Catherine the Second,
when Muslims were persecuted less vigorously. By the end of the 19th
century Muslims managed to restore and re-build their mosques and schools.

For instance, in the region of OQufa alone there were 1555 mosques and

6220 Muslim schools by 189/.

After the Khanate of Kazan, the second major Muslim State

to fall to Russian expaﬁsionism was the Giray Khanate of Cfimea (Crimea
“Tatars). Its capita]lwas Baghche Saray, apd it enc]o%gd

much of the southern part of the Ukraine and the lower Don-Kuban region.
It had borders with Russia, Poland and the Ottoman State; In its struggle
against Russian encroachment; the Crimean State was supported by the
Ottoman Empire. But when the Ottoman State jtself weakened, the Crimean
State could not resist a1one; It was defeated by Russia and invaded

in 1783. Then followed the fall to Russia of one Muslim State after

another in quick succession in Central Asia and the Caucasus (see Figure






