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Abstract 
This dissertation presents a full-fledged portrait of the muftiate (spiritual 
administration of Muslims) in modern Russia. Designed initially for the 
purpose of controlling religious activity, over time the institution of the 
muftiate was appropriated by Muslims and became a key factor in preser-
ving national identity for different ethnic groups of Tatars. In modern Rus-
sia numerous muftiates play the controversial role of administrative bodies 
responsible for the enforcement of some aspects of domestic and foreign 
policy on behalf of the state. 

Bekkin’s research focuses on muftiates in the European part of Russia, 
examining both their historical development and their functioning in the 
modern context. The analysis draws on academic literature, written and 
oral texts produced by the ministers of the Islamic religion, and archival 
sources, as well as numerous interviews with current and former muftis 
and other Islamic bureaucrats. Following Douglass North’s theory of insti-
tutions, the author distinguishes between the muftiate as an institution and 
the muftiate as a religious organization. In the first case the muftiate en-
compasses a set of rules (restrictions) that are both formal (reflected in the 
laws, charters of spiritual administrations of Muslims) and informal (not 
reflected in the legislation). Individual Islamic religious organizations 
(muftiates in a narrow sense) function according to these rules. By ana-
lyzing both the formal and informal precepts which regulate the status and 
the activity of spiritual administrations of Muslims in the Russian Empire 
and the Soviet Union, and continue to do so in modern Russia, the author 
makes an attempt to explain the viability of the institution of the muftiate.  

Basing himself in the theory of the economics of religion, the author 
treats Russian muftiates as firms competing in the Islamic segment of the 
religious market. He applies economic principles in analyzing how the 
muftiates interact with each other, with other religious organizations in 
Russia, and with the Russian state. The author provides his own classifi-
cation of muftiates in Russia, depending on the role they play in the reli-
gious market. 

Keywords: Muftiate, spiritual administration of Muslims, mufti, the econo-
mics of religion, the institution of the muftiate, Islam in Russia, Islam in 
the USSR.  
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I did not expect to enter a doctoral program, either in Sweden or in any 
other Western country. 

In 2014, when I found out about a doctoral position at the Södertörn 
University, I was the head of the Department of Oriental and Islamic 
Studies at the Kazan Federal University. Kazan is a city in the center, or 
more precisely, almost in the center of Russia. It is unofficially regarded as 
the capital of Russian Islam. The distance between Kazan and Stockholm is 
almost the same as between Stockholm and Reykjavik. In fact, however, the 
path is much longer, because between these cities lie Moscow and St. Peters-
burg, where I had spent the happiest years of my life. Is it possible to go 
from Kazan to Stockholm and not stay at least briefly in one of these two 
cities, or even in both of them? 

Of course, the issue was not the distance. Back then, in 2014, I was res-
ponsible for an entire department. First, I was the initiator and an active 
participant in its creation in 2010. Second, I was working with friends: 
some had been friends of mine even before I invited them to work together, 
while others I grew close to later. Finally, it was the only Islamic studies 
department in Russia at a secular university. 

From the outside, this whole story looked like a successful academic 
project, implemented at a minimum cost for the university and with maxi-
mum enthusiasm among the staff of the new department. Very soon after 
its creation the department became an important center for the develop-
ment of Islamic studies. At that time, we already had students in the first, 
second and third year of our undergraduate program. We regularly held 
the largest annual international academic conference in Russia on Islamic 
studies, “Islam in a multicultural world.” It was at this conference that I 
learned from one of my foreign colleagues about an upcoming position in 
doctoral studies at the Södertörn University. 

This short conversation on the sidelines of the forum predetermined my 
fate. I decided to apply for that doctoral position. Why? I neither had an 
exact answer to this question then nor do I have it now. I can say one thing 
with confidence. Since I began to teach (that is, since 2000) I have been 
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keenly interested to find out how the training of academic staff in other 
countries is organized. I read books and articles on this topic. Yet it is one 
thing to read, and quite another one to make the whole journey on your 
own. Or, speaking in scientific terms, to use the participant observation 
method. And here a vacancy appeared, and, moreover, on a topic related to 
Islam. There was also one other circumstance which spoke in favor of 
Sweden: climate. I would never have gone to a country with a hot climate, 
and here in Sweden it is just right: neither warm nor cold. Ultimately, of 
course, my decision was a bit impulsive. 

I submitted my documents and passed the interview over the phone. A 
couple of months later, in May, I got a letter from my future supervisors, 
professors David Westerlund and Jenny Berglund, with the announcement 
that I had been accepted for doctoral studies. I won’t hide: at that moment I 
was conflicted. On the one hand, I could not help but be happy that my 
application was recognized as interesting. But there was another side to the 
coin. I would have to leave a world that was familiar to me, and turn the 
steering wheel of my life in a sharply different direction. 

When I shared the news that I was going to study in Sweden with 
friends and acquaintances, everyone asked me the same question: “Listen, 
why do you need another degree?” They had a point. By that time, I had 
defended two dissertations in Russia: one, for the degree of kandidat nauk 
(Ph.D.), was devoted to the institute of insurance in Islamic law. The se-
cond one, which brought me a doktor nauk degree in economics, was titled 
“Islamic financial institutions and instruments in Muslim and non-Muslim 
countries: features and development prospects.” But these were disserta-
tions defended in Russian scientific-educational institutions according to 
the rules that exist in Russia. Here, I would have to travel from start to 
finish along a path in an academic system that was radically different from 
most Russian universities.  

I went to Stockholm. As they say in bad novels: I went to meet the un-
known. Almost six years have passed since then. How do I rate the road 
traveled? It is too early to make an assessment and share impressions. But it is 
certainly the right time to express gratitude to all those who have helped me. 

During the six years I have spent in Sweden, I have met a number of 
researchers. One of the first was my initial supervisor, Professor David 
Westerlund. A representative of the older generation of Swedish aca-
demics, David is blessed with a wide erudition that goes beyond the scope 
of his immediate scientific interests as well as the ability to write texts of 
any complexity that are interesting to read from beginning to the end. 
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me to interesting people and for inviting me to participate in a book on the 
Tatars in the Baltic region. 
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Berglund, for providing me with a certain degree of freedom in planning 
the work schedule for the thesis, as well as the opportunity to change the 
subject of my research. 

I note that my doctoral studies program was not limited to work on my 
thesis. To go through various bureaucratic procedures related to both uni-
versity affairs and the issues of my stay in Sweden, I had to produce various 
documents. I am grateful to Jenny for her responsiveness and efficiency in 
matters related to the preparation of documents for the Swedish Migration 
Service. 

Despite the fact that Jenny changed her affiliation from Södertörn Uni-
versity to Stockholm University, she continued to be my supervisor and to 
provide valuable guidance on different aspects of the thesis.  

After David retired there arose the question about the second or, to be 
precise, the third supervisor. This place was filled by Professor Mark Bassin 
on the eve of my 90% seminar, and we really did not have time to work 
together. Mark was not verbose when discussing my dissertation, but I 
have always suspected that behind his smile he was hiding something more 
than just irony. 

The story of my collaboration with the editors of this thesis was not 
simple. I write “editors,” because there were two persons, not one. Accor-
ding to the rules existing in our university, only one person should be en-
gaged in the editorial work. But here, as in the case with supervisors, the 
usual rules were broken. I started editing my thesis with Charles Rougle, a 
retired professor at the University at Albany and a leading translator and 
editor from Russian and Swedish. Unfortunately, I had the opportunity to 
work with Charles for less than a month. In April, he was hospitalized. I 
really hoped that he would get better, but this did not occur: Charles passed 
away in May. I preserve bright memories of him as a professional of the 
highest level and a pleasant interlocutor.  

When Charles unexpectedly fell ill, he asked his colleague, Professor 
Henryk Baran, to finish editing the thesis. Thanks to Henryk, the editorial 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

14 

work was successfully continued and carried out at a high professional 
level. His excellent knowledge of Soviet and Russian realities greatly facili-
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ability to find the right words that most closely convey the author’s intent. I 
will warmly recall our many hours of discussion of the thesis on Skype.  

According to the rules established in Swedish educational institutions, 
all interested persons can participate in the discussion of a thesis. At our 
university, seminars that take place almost every week serve as the platform 
for such discussions. Some chapters from my thesis were discussed at such 
seminars, and a number of my colleagues in the School of Historical and 
Contemporary Studies became acquainted, if not with the entire text of the 
thesis, then with portions of it. I am grateful to fellow religious studies 
scholars at Södertörn for their advice and comments that they gave me 
during these sessions: Ann af Burén, Gunilla Gunner, Staffan Nilsson, Hen-
rik Ohlsson, Willy Pfändtner, Lena Roos, Göran Ståhle, Jörgen Straarup, 
David Thurfjell, Ingela Visuri and others. I recall with great warmth our 
collective faculty visiting seminars in Sarajevo and St. Petersburg. 

One of the first people I met at the faculty was Fredrik Jahnke, my 
roommate at the university. At whatever time of day I came to work, even 
on a day off, I could bet that I would meet Fredrik there, either engaged in 
work on his thesis, or preparing for lectures, or doing some other work 
about which I had none the slightest idea. Always busy, with a serious face 
– that’s how I will remember him.

Once Fredrik suggested that I take a trip on his boat for a couple of
weeks. But I was just about to go to Russia, and our joint trip did not take 
place. I very much wish I could have gone. 

The muftiates that stand at the heart of this thesis operate in many 
regions of Russia. I needed to travel a lot to conduct field research and 
gather material. In Tatarstan, a region that became a focus of my study, 
Azat Akhunov, an Islamic studies scholar from Kazan, provided invaluable 
help in collecting material and organizing meetings with knowledgeable 
informants. On the basis of Azat’s personal archive alone one could write 
more than one dissertation on the recent history of Tatarstan. 

It so happened that none of my supervisors was well acquainted with 
the confessional situation in Russia. The Russian religious scholar Ma-
rianna Shakhnovich, a reviewer first at a 50%, and then at a 90% seminar, 
gave me a prompt that helped me get out of the “theoretical impasse” in 
which I landed at the final stage of my thesis. Marianna drew my attention 
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to the theory of institutional changes of Douglass North, which I organical-
ly used to explain some of the phenomena in the thesis. 

I want to express my gratitude to Simon Sorgenfrei, Kateryna Zorya and 
Helene Carnbäck who at various times acted as reviewers of individual 
chapters of my dissertation.  

I would like to thank the religious studies scholar Oleg Yarosh, who was 
the greenlight reader of my thesis and made a number of valuable comments.  

I am very grateful to the religious studies scholar Galina Yemelianova 
for agreeing to be an impartial judge for my text. What makes me especially 
happy is the fact that Galina is one of the few specialists on my topic 
working in the West. 

The list of people to whom I am grateful would be incomplete if I forgot 
the names of those thanks to whom I literally had a roof over my head. The 
housing issue is one of those problems that can poison the life of anyone, 
even the most carefree person in Stockholm. I can say I was lucky: when-
ever I was in danger of having to stay on the street with my family, at the 
very last minute a kind person appeared who offered us accommodation. A 
week before coming to Stockholm, thanks to Inga Bartuseviciene-Lole I met 
with Urban Rosenqvist, I recall the fall and winter of 2014–2015 as a fairy tale 
spent in Urban’s old house on Prästgatan in Gamla Stan. The house consists 
of four floors, each is a century older than the previous one. Thus, climbing 
up or going down the serpentine ladder every day, I travelled from one 
century to another. My room was on the floor built in the 18th century. 

For six years, I lived in different areas of Stockholm, from Kungsholmen 
to Hagsätra. Thanks to Andreas Johansson, for the first time in my life I 
had the unforgettable experience of a long stay in a separate house in the 
city. It was a truly romantic place where words spontaneously grew into 
sentences, and sentences into paragraphs. When I was tired of working, I 
went to a nearby forest – for berries and mushrooms. Thanks to Matilda 
Lindgren, for almost two years my family and I had a comfortable apart-
ment in which I could not only live, but also work well.  

However, even an introvert from time to time needs to communicate 
with others. Fortunately, in Stockholm I managed to find new comrades 
and friends. Among these my colleague at the university, Irina Seyts, is 
owed special thanks. Her valuable advice made my life in a foreign country 
more comfortable. Communication with Ira, her husband Fedor and their 
children served as a source of good mood, which I lacked even more than 
black caviar, which is incredibly expensive in Sweden. 
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CHAPTER I  

Introduction 

The Muftiate as an Institution  
The term ‘muftiate’ is used in the present work in two meanings: as an 
institution and as a religious organization. By “muftiate as an institution” I 
understand the totality of written and unwritten prescriptions and restric-
tions governing both the past and present status and activities of the 
spiritual administrations of Muslims in Russia. At the same time, I use the 
word “muftiate” when speaking about individual religious organizations of 
Muslims (the spiritual administrations), operating at both the national 
(federal) and regional levels. In the first case, I will use the phrase the muf-
tiate as an institution, in the second – the muftiate (muftiates). The muftiate 
as a religious organization can be characterized as a collegial body acting as 
an official representative of Muslims in their relations with other faiths and 
the state and performing certain administrative functions (e.g. managing 
Muslim communities under their jurisdiction).  

The study of the muftiate as an institution is important in order to 
identify the general principles that underlie the functioning of the spiritual 
administration of Muslims. At the same time, analysis of the activities of 
the latter can contribute to a better understanding of the “rules of the 
game” established for such organizations. In other words, the experience of 
the specific spiritual administrations of Muslims considered in this thesis 
are cases that serve to confirm or correct the theoretical principles under-
lying the muftiate as an institution. 

As rightly pointed out by the American economist and 1993 Nobel 
laureate in economics Douglass North:  

Like institutions, organizations provide a structure to human interaction. 
Indeed, when we examine the costs that arise as a consequence of the insti-
tutional framework we see they are a result not only of that framework, but 
also of the organizations that have developed in consequence of that frame-
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work. Conceptually, what must be clearly differentiated are the rules from the 
players (italics mine. – R.B.). The purpose of the rules is to define the way 
the game is played. But the objective of the team within that set of rules is to 
win the game – by a combination of skills, strategy, and coordination; by 
fair means and sometimes by foul means. Modelling the strategies and the 
skills of the team as it develops is a separate process from modelling the 
creation, evolution, and consequences of the rules.1  

The term “muftiate” itself comes from the word “mufti,” well known in the 
history of Muslim civilization. At the same time, “mufti” in the Russian 
context has a meaning that differs from its understanding in classical Islam. 
In pre-modern times in the Islamic world the term denoted a person who 
performed the following functions: issued fatwas addressed to ordinary 
believers; consulted the court on Shariah issues; performed certain admin-
istrative functions; headed the ‘ulama,’ appointed local muftis, etc.2 Al-
though the mufti was an official in the service of the state, at the very least 
he nevertheless had to have a good religious education, and at best he was a 
mujtahid.3 In the history of the institution of the muftiate in Russia, there 
were periods when all sorts of non-religious people who neither were 
mujtahids nor even had any religious education became muftis. 

There is no unity among researchers on the question of whether the 
muftiate is exclusively a Russian institution or was borrowed from foreign 
countries. Some scholars declare that it was introduced from the Ottoman 
Empire.4 Others (for instance, the Russian historians Danil D. Azamatov 
— 
1 D. C. North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4-5.  
2 J. Skovgaard-Petersen, “Historical retrospective on muftiship: muftis, state muftis and 
official muftis,” in Islamic leadership in the European lands of the former Ottoman and 
Russian Empires: Legacy, Challenges and Change, ed. E. Racius and A. Zhelyazkova (Lei-
den-Boston: Brill, 2018), 16-18. 
3 Fatwa – a legal opinion of a qualified Islamic lawyer on practical issues of Islamic law.  
‘Ulama’ (plural from Arabic ‘alim – expert, scholar) – in a broad sense: Muslim theo-
logians. 
Mujtahid – Islamic scholar qualified to engage in Ijtihad. Ijtihad (Arab. – diligence) – 
the activity of a theologian or jurist aimed at deriving legal norms on questions for 
which there is neither direct answer in the Qur’an or Sunnah nor answer formulated by 
way of ijma’ (consensus). 
4 See, for example, Р. А. Набиев, “От «автономии» Оренбургского магометанского 
духовного собрания к духовным управлениям постсоветского периода” [From the 
“autonomy” of the Orenburg Mohammedan spiritual assembly to the spiritual admin-
istrations of the post-Soviet period], in Оренбургское магометанское духовное 
собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа в последней четверти XVIII – 
начале ХХ вв. [Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly and spiritual development 
of Tatar people in the last quarter of the eighteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
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and Ildus K. Zagidullin) take a more moderate position and argue that 
although the system of managing Muslim religious affairs was adopted in 
the Ottoman Empire, it was later creatively reworked and adapted to 
Russian realities: 

With respect to the stabilization of the “Muslim question,” on the one hand 
the Spiritual Assembly represented an adaption to Russian conditions of the 
system of state-church relations which existed in the Ottoman state, while 
on the other it was integrated into the autocratic governance model 
together along with the religious administration of other faiths found in 
Russia, including the Synod.5 

At the same time, some authors (for instance, the Japanese political scien-
tist Kimitaka Matsuzato) note that the Turks themselves took as a model 
the hierarchy accepted among the Orthodox clergy of Byzantium.6 Thus if 
we accept this hypothesis, it turns out that the model of relations between 
the state and the Orthodox Church, as well as that between the state and 
Islamic communities, came to Russia from Byzantium (in the case of 
Orthodoxy directly, and in the case of the muftiates indirectly, through 
Ottoman Turkey).  

No matter what the origin of the muftiate, one cannot help but 
acknowledge that in Russia this institution took root and seemed useful not 
only to the imperial administration, but also after a certain time to Mus-
lims themselves. As I will show further, the institution of the muftiate was 
created to control the life of Muslims and was initially perceived negatively 

centuries] (Казань: Институт истории им. Ш. Марджани АН РТ, 2011), 120; К. 
Мацузато, “Сравнительный анализ типологии управления мусульманами в 
неарабских перифериях: Турция, Россия, Индия, Китай” [Governing Muslims in 
non-Arabic peripheries: A comparative analysis of Turkey, Russia, India, and China], 
Сравнительная политика [Comparative Politics] 3, no. 4 (10) (2012), 68. The con-
fusion is created by the fact that the actual author of the draft of the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly, D.V. Mervago, did not indicate in his memoirs or 
elsewhere the sources with which he worked (Д. Д. Азаматов, Оренбургское 
магометанское духовное собрание в конце XVIII-XIX вв. [The Orenburg Moham-
medan Spiritual Assembly at the end of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries] (Уфа: 
Гилем, 1999), 37-38). 
5 И. К. Загидуллин, “Предисловие,” in Оренбургское магометанское духовное 
собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа в последней четверти XVIII – 
начале ХХ вв. [“Foreword” to the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly and the 
spiritual development of the Tatar people in the last quarter of the eighteenth and 
beginning of the twentieth centuries] (Казань: Институт истории им. Ш. Марджани 
АН РТ, 2011), 5.  
6 К. Мацузато, “Сравнительный анализ,” 63.  
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by a significant segment of believers. However, it was later appropriated by 
Muslims and became one of the elements of the national identity of Tatars, 
who formed the majority of the Muslim population on the territory under 
the jurisdiction of the muftiate in Ufa.7 In fact, the muftiate (at least, Ufa-
based Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly) started to act as an 
institution designed to stand up in defense of the Islamic religion in the 
Russian Empire. It is noteworthy that by the second half of the nineteenth 
century not only Muslims but also some officials of the Russian Empire 
began to perceive it as such. This view was shared at that time both by 
some governors who led regions with a significant Muslim population and 
by Synod officials such as the Chief Procurator [Ober-prokuror] of this 
governmental body Konstantin P. Pobedonostsev. They advocated the eli-
mination of the muftiate, arguing that it served to increase the influence of 
Islam.8 The fact that Tatars considered the muftiate as an institution that 
preserved not only their religion but also their national identity may 
explain why Muslims did not totally dissolve it but just modified it when 
they had an opportunity to do so after the February Revolution of 1917.  

In the Russian Empire (from the end of the eighteenth century to 1917) 
and the Soviet Union (1920s–1980s), the muftiates interacted closely with 
state authorities and were instrumental in implementing the state’s 
domestic and foreign policy.9 In post-Soviet Russia they continue to play a 
similar role.10 Moreover, the nature of the institution of the muftiate itself 
implies that it is primarily a managerial rather than a spiritual center – a 
feature that distinguishes it from the church in most branches of Chris-
tianity. Many of the people working at the muftiates whom I have inter-

— 
7 For more about this see Chapter II.  
8 Н. И. Ильминский, Письма Николая Ивановича Ильминского (к обер-прокурору 
Св. Синода К.Г. Победоносцеву) [Letters of Nikolay Ivanovich Il’minsky to the Chief 
Procurator of the Holy Synod K.G. Pobedonostsev] (Казань: Ред. “Православного 
Собеседника,” 1895), 65-66). In Chapter II of this thesis, I devote a separate paragraph 
to criticism of the institution of the muftiate by officials and representatives of the 
Synodal Church. 
9 Муфтият [Muftiate], in Большая Российская Энциклопедия [Great Russian Encyclo-
paedia], available at: https://bigenc.ru/religious_studies/text/2240031, accessed 9 May 
2020. A more detailed overview of the previous research on the muftiates in Soviet time 
is given further in this thesis. 
10 For more about this see a conversation with one of the oldest Muslim public figures of 
Russia: “Muhammad Salakhutdinov: Нужны ли мусульманам духовные управления?! 
За и против” [Do Muslims need spiritual administrations?! Pros and cons], Алиф ТВ 
[Alif Channel], 18.11.2018, https://alif.tv/nuzhny-li-musulmanam-duhovnye-
upravleniya-za-i-protiv/, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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viewed agree with this statement, including the muftis themselves.11 The 
Muslim blogger Rustam G. Batrov (Batyr), who worked at the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan in 2010–2017 
(including from 2013 to 2017 as the first deputy of the mufti), concisely yet 
quite comprehensively describes the role of the leader of the muftiate as 
follows:  

… the mufti… by definition, cannot help but be an official. By the way, there 
were two cases in the history of pre-revolutionary Islam in which the Muslims 
of Russia were led by thoroughly secular figures with no religious education, a 
fact that once again underlines the true nature of the muftiate: for us it is just 
an organizational structure rather than a sacred church institution.12 

This leads us to the conclusion that one cannot treat muftiates separately 
from the state and its confessional policy in the religious sphere. From this 
perspective, the present thesis covers one of the important aspects of 
domestic policy in modern Russia – the interaction of the state with reli-
gious organizations (on the example of the muftiates). The search for 
answers to the research questions not only allows us to understand the 
principles and mechanisms governing the implementation of policy regul-
ating religious activity in Russia, but also helps us comprehend the very 
essence of the political system of the Russian Federation under Vladimir V. 
Putin. Thus, policy in the religious sphere can be considered as a special 
case of the domestic policy of the Putin administration.  

I argue that the state in modern Russia seeks to regulate all spheres of 
public life. Religion is no exception. This is manifested, in particular, in the 
fact that state bodies exercise almost complete control over the funding of 
religious organizations and that the heads of these organizations are 
appointed only with the tacit consent of federal or regional authorities, as 
the case may be. 

It is no coincidence that a majority of my research questions in one way 
or another concern the role of the state acting in different capacities in its 

— 
11 Interviews with Muhammad Salakhutdinov, 26.04.2019; Ildar Bayazitov, 05.06. 2018 
and others; author’s fieldwork materials.  
12 Рустам Батыр. “Муфтий не может не быть чиновником” [A mufti cannot help 
being an official], Бизнес Online, https://www.business-gazeta.ru/blog/345697, accessed 
9 May 2020. Rustam Batyr (Batrov) is the former deputy mufti of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT). Now he is one of the most 
popular Islamic bloggers.  
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relations with the muftiates: from the founder of the institution of the 
muftiate to its main religious consumer.  

Research Questions 
When I embarked upon this research project, the topic of my thesis was 
broadly formulated as the relationship between the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC)13 and the spiritual administrations of Muslims (muftiates). 
However, as I was studying the literature on this topic, I came to under-
stand that I wanted to move my focus from relations between the insti-
tutions representing the two largest religions in Russia and especially to 
examine in greater complexity and detail the muftiate itself.  

The factors that may affect the setting and evolution of research ques-
tions were nicely summarized by the British sociologist Martyn Hammers-
ley as follows:  

What are viable research problems depends, of course, on the resources 
available to the researcher; … but also personal ones such as background 
knowledge, social characteristics and circumstances. Moreover, this can 
change during the course of research, perhaps forcing a refocusing of 
inquiry.14 

My goal here is to study the institution of the muftiate, to show its 
transformations during the historical periods under review, and to discuss 
its role in modern Russia.  

The following sub-questions will be explored in the course of the 
present research: 

1. How can we understand the nature of the muftiate as an institution in
Russia?

Within the scope of this question I will explore whether it is a purely 
governmental (administrative) agency, a national institution for a large 
segment of the Muslim population of Russia or a mix of the two. How has 
the nature of the institution changed over its centuries-long history? How 

— 
13 As a synonym, I will intermittently use another official name of the ROC: the Moscow 
Patriarchate. 
14 M. Hammersley, P. Atkinson, Ethnography: principles in practice (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2007), 25. 
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did state officials and Muslims understand the main functions of a muftiate 
in the past, and how do they perceive it today? 

I will argue that the institution of the muftiate was created by the state 
to control the activity of Muslims. However, in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries it was adopted by Muslims and became an important 
tool for the preservation of national identity for Tatars, who constituted the 
majority of the Muslim population of the Russian Empire. After the 
February Revolution, ‘ulama’ hoped that the muftiate would perform the 
functions of not only a pure religious, but also a secular body among the 
Muslim Turkic peoples of Russia. However, these plans were not destined 
to materialize. In the Soviet period, the jurisdiction of the muftiate in Ufa 
was significantly narrowed compared to pre-revolutionary times. As far as 
the most recent period of Russian history is concerned (1990–2019), I 
argue that the muftiates are assigned the role of quasi-state bodies whose 
functions include the implementation of state policy towards the Muslim 
world in relation to both the domestic and foreign policy of the state. 

2. How can we understand the written and unwritten rules and regul-
ations that governed the activity of this institution throughout its
history and in modern Russia?

Within the scope of this question I will explore how the institution of the 
muftiate interacts with the state and why the state favors one spiritual 
administration of Muslims over another. I argue that the activity of muf-
tiates is to a large extent regulated by unwritten rules.  

3. How can the theory of the economics of religion (W.S. Bainbridge, R.
Finke, L. Iannaccone and others) help us understand how muftiates
interact with one another, with the state and with other religious
organizations in the Russian religious market?

I argue that this theoretical model is useful, as there are numerous parallels 
between a traditional market for products and services and the confessional 
sphere. Using the method of analogy and this theoretical model, I propose 
to show the forms and ways in which muftiates interact with one another 
and the state, as well as with other religious organizations in the country 
(primarily the Russian Orthodox Church).  
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4. How can we understand and explain the type of muftiates that exist in
modern Russia and how can they be classified?

In chapter V of this thesis I propose my own classification of muftiates in 
modern Russia. I argue that the division of all-Russian level spiritual 
administrations of Muslims into two – federal and “parallel” categories is 
more relevant for understanding the nature and genesis of the muftiate as 
an institution in modern Russia.15 The regional muftiates are also divided 
into independent bodies and those representing subdivisions of the federal 
spiritual administrations of Muslims in a particular region.  

5. How can we understand the concept of “traditional religions” com-
monly used in religious discourse in Russia, there and how is it applied
in practice?

Within the scope of this question I will explore how belonging to one of the 
traditional religions affects the status and activity of a religious association 
in modern Russia. I argue that the implementation of the concept of 
traditional religions in Russian confessional policy resulted in the 
formation of the so-called “lazy monopolies” (religious associations that 
would rather lose critical followers dissatisfied with the quality of their 
religious product than work on its improvement).16 

Research Framework 
Time frames. I focus primarily on the modern history of Russia (from 
1990 till 2019), but will also consider the following earlier periods.17 I will 

— 
15 By “parallel” muftiates I understand spiritual administrations of Muslims that were 
created as an alternative to the federal muftiates. This will be treated in more detail in 
Chapter VII.  
16 The term ‘religious association,’ which has been used in Russian legislation for almost 
a century, denotes both registered and unregistered religious organizations. The term 
“lazy monopoly” was introduced by the American economist Albert Hirschman in his 
book Exit, voice and loyalty: responses to decline in firms, organization and states (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970).  
17 I choose 1990 instead of 1991, when the USSR ceased to exist and Russia became an 
independent state, for the following reasons. In 1990 Russia adopted a series of legal 
acts that brought the confessional sphere out of all-Soviet jurisdiction. In particular, in 
October 1990, the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) law “On Free-
dom of Religion” was adopted, which regulated, among other things, relations between 
the state and religious associations on the territory of the RSFSR. For more on this, see 
Chapter IV.  
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pay special attention to the analysis of the second half of nineteenth to the 
beginning of the twentieth century. By mid-eighteenth century, the insti-
tution of the muftiate established in 1788 had become an organic part of 
Muslim religious life in Russia.  

In terms of status and powers, the muftiate in Ufa corresponded to a 
mid-level court in the system of administrative bodies of the Russian 
Empire.18 Completely different was the role which the Orenburg Moham-
medan Spiritual Assembly played in the life of the Muslims residing in the 
empire. As a number of authors note, in the absence of statehood among 
the Volga Tatars, the muftiate acted not only as a religious, but also as a 
secular authority for the Tatars and more broadly, for the Muslim Turkic 
population of European Russia, Ural region and Siberia.19 

The muftiate in Ufa survived the establishment of the communist 
regime in Russia. I will pay special attention to the Soviet period of Russian 
history. My research shows that it is not entirely correct to regard Soviet 
policy towards the muftiates as something static.20 Therefore, I break the 
history of spiritual administrations of Muslims during this into several 
periods: 1) “Tolerated Islam” (1917–1929), 2) “Policy of repressions. Dimi-
nution of TsDUM” (1929–1943), 3) “The New System of Muftiates. A Reli-
gious “Thaw” (1943–1954), 4) “Khrushchev’s Anti-Religious Campaign” 
(1954–1964), 5) “The Epoch of Real Socialism” (1965–1985), 6) “Pere-
stroika” (1985–1991). 

Personal frames. When considering the imperial and Soviet periods in 
chapters II and III respectively, I focus on the muftiate in Ufa (OMDS–
TsDUM–DUMES) because for most of its history this spiritual adminis-
tration has played a key role (with respect to both geographical distribution 
and the place assigned to it by the central government bodies) among the 
muftiates of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union.21 Other muftiates 

— 
18 At the same time, the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly was not part of the 
judicial system of the Russian Empire.  
19 For example: “the muftiate was the institution that was in demand by Muslims 
themselves, as it served as a protector of their interests and in the absence of Tatar state-
hood, acted as the only structure that united the Tatars of all regions in Russia” (Р. 
Батыр, “В исламе нет деления на светское и религиозное” [In Islam there is no 
division into secular and religious spheres], Бизнес Online, https://www.business-
gazeta.ru/article/337660, accessed 9 May 2020).  
20 More about this in Chapter III.  
21 The exception is the period from the second half of the 1940s – to the first half of the 
1980s, when the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Central Asia (SADUM) with 
headquarters in Tashkent was unofficially recognized by Soviet authorities as the muf-
tiate number one in the USSR. 
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that existed during the period under consideration are mentioned when 
required by the goals and objectives of the present thesis. 

Geographical frames. I will focus only on both historical and modern 
European Russia within its contemporary borders, as it is this geographical 
area that is most relevant to my research.  

Primary and Secondary Sources22 

Materials can be divided into the following categories: 

Official Materials 
The official materials include the following: 

– normative legal acts regulating the status of muftiates in Russia (the
Constitution of the Russian Federation, the RSFSR law “On Freedom of 
Religion” of 1990, the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on 
Religious Associations” of 1997, the 1999 law of the Republic of Tatarstan 
“On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” and others); 

– documents issued by muftiates, i.e. congress resolutions of different
spiritual administrations, collective and individual fatwas, official pro-
nouncements of muftiate representatives and certain other documents. To 
this category also belong numerous materials published by the mass media 
controlled by muftiates or their officials (e.g. magazines, newspapers, web-
sites, blogs etc.). 

To study the history of the muftiate in the Russian Empire and the 
Soviet Union, I used published collections of documents, including mate-
rials from Russian archives compiled by Russian historians Dmitry Yu. 
Arapov, Vyacheslav A. Akhmadullin and others.23 These publications in-
clude documents produced by governmental bodies and the muftiates 
themselves.  

I do not limit myself to published documents. The chapters dedicated to 
the history of the muftiates are also based on various materials from 
Russian archives (the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF), the 
Russian State Historical Archive (RGIA) and others). 

Analysis of the above-mentioned documents makes it possible to better 
understand the evolution of the institution of the muftiate in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, and, accordingly, to answer at least one of 

— 
22 For a full list of all source materials, see the List of References at the end of this book. 
23 More on this category in the Previous Research section below. 
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my research questions, thereby contributing to the historiography of Islam 
in the USSR.  

Informant Materials 
These include a total of thirty-one in-depth interviews, mainly with 
individuals. In turn, the interviews may be classified into several groups:  

1. Twelve interviews with current or former muftis, as well as other per-
sons working in the apparatus of different spiritual administrations of
Muslims. I also chose to interview people who are not officially affilia-
ted with muftiates but who at the same time play or have played a key
role in the activity of these spiritual administrations in Russia.

2. Three interviews with both current and retired officials responsible for
the development and implementation of confessional policies at the
federal level or in individual regions.

3. Four interviews with imams, leaders of local religious organizations of
Muslims (MROMs).

4. Three interviews with experts (historians, political scientists, etc.).
5. An interview with a Russian Orthodox cleric.24 

My selection of interview candidates was guided by the following main 
criteria: 

1. The direct involvement of respondents in the subject of my study.
Guided by this principle, I chose as the main interviewees primarily
muftis and/or their deputies, as well as persons who were directly
involved in the creation and activities of one or another muftiate (or
muftiates).

2. The extent to which I expected the respondents could provide satis-
factory answers to my questions or otherwise answer my queries.

3. Willingness to give detailed (as opposed to formal) answers to my
questions. I realized that I could not expect complete sincerity. But
even if the Muslim religious or public figures interviewed by me give a
different interpretation of events that is not quite consistent with the
widespread version, which cannot be confirmed or refuted by infor-
mation from other sources, I consider the significance of such an

— 
24 For a complete list of the names of the people I have interviewed and the dates of the 
interviews, see the List of References.  
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interview to be higher than answers consisting of platitudes. Thus in 
my negotiations about an interview with Mufti Tadzhuddin through 
his assistants, I realized that the most I could count on were bureau-
cratic commonplaces. Therefore, I did not insist on the interview when 
I saw that I was not going to get any satisfactory answers. A similar 
situation arose with the head of another federal muftiate – the Council 
of Muftis of Russia – Ravil Gaynutdin.25 

As can be seen from the above list, 16 out of 24 interviews (i.e. 66%) com-
prise interviews with muftis, their deputies or the heads of Muslim com-
munities within the jurisdiction of a muftiate. These interviews had several 
tasks, primarily the following: 1) to elucidate aspects related to recent 
historical or current aspects of muftiate activity which were unknown or 
poorly known to me;26 2) to confirm the hypotheses put forward in this 
thesis; 3) to confirm facts known to me (including those received from 
other interviewees).27 I also interviewed 3 Orthodox clerics but used only 
one of these sessions. 

Among representatives of state authorities, I conducted three interviews 
with people who were directly involved with the formation and implemen-
tation of Russian state confessional policy in the 1990s. Two out of three, 
Andrey E. Sebentsov and Vyacheslav S. Polosin, took an active part as 
authors or editors of legal acts regulating the legal status of religious associ-
ations in the USSR and the Russian Federation.28 The third interviewee 
from the group of officials, Konstantin M. Kharchev, in 1984–1989 headed 
the Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the 
USSR, the government body responsible for implementing state confes-
sional policies. 

— 
25 As my own experience shows, former muftis are for obvious reasons much more 
willing to answer questions than are those currently in service. 
26 Priority in choosing interviewees was given to direct participants in the events that 
interested me, as well as to those who had most information, even if they were outside 
observers. 
27 When receiving new data or information that allowed me to take a different look at 
the problem I address, I adhered to the following principles: 1) I sought confirmation of 
this information from at least one other source independent of the one from which I 
obtained information, 2) I included in my interviews with other persons questions that 
helped confirm or clarify information requiring verification. 
28 The RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion” of 1990. One of the authors of this law was 
Vyacheslav S. Polosin, then a former supernumerary Orthodox priest and currently 
Deputy Director of the Foundation for Support of the Islamic Culture, Science and 
Education, which distributes funds among muftiates in Russia. 
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As for another category – experts – interviews with them are usually of 
an introductory nature to the researcher. The interviewee of this kind 
typically acts as a gatekeeper to the subject of the research. In my case, this 
was not entirely true. Among the experts, two out of three are alarmist 
authors (Roman A. Silantyev and Rais R. Suleymanov) who have a repu-
tation of being Islamophobes and are known for their biased publications 
on the latest history of muftiates in Russia. The biography of the remaining 
expert (Muhammad Salakhutdinov) make him an important source of 
information relating to certain aspects of the activity of the muftiates, 
including their relationship with the state. 

Before each interview, I carried out preparatory work: I studied the 
necessary materials (including the biography of the interviewee, documents 
related to the activities of the organization or institution in which he wor-
ked or continues to work, etc.). I also got acquainted with previous inter-
views of my future interlocutor. In a number of cases, I turned for advice to 
friends and colleagues who knew the interviewees well and were able to 
characterize them. 

Each interview usually began with a request to the interviewee to tell me 
about himself. If it was a religious figure, then I asked him to talk about 
how he came to faith. Thus, some of the interviews I have conducted are 
inherently narrative in nature. 

All the persons that I have interviewed had some knowledge about me. 
Most of them knew me to be one of the leading researchers of Islamic 
economy and Islamic law in Russia. Many wondered what the interviews 
would be used for. I informed them that I was interviewing them as part of 
my doctoral research, results of which would be written up in the form of a 
thesis and published in English. 

The conflict between the leaders of various muftiates has become a 
common phenomenon in post-Soviet space. Therefore, when dealing with 
muftis and employees of the muftiates, it is important to maintain as 
neutral a position as possible. I tried not to take the side of any religious 
figure in his conflict with other muftis.  

Opinion Books and Articles 
In this category I include confessionally or politically engaged researchers. 
One of the problems confronting the scholar of Islam in Russia involves 
sources. No federal muftiate has an archive to which the researcher can 
have access. This leads to a situation in which some authors use documents 
related to muftiates from their personal archives. Often they do not provide 
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the full description of the cited documents and just mention in a footnote 
that it is taken from “the author’s personal archive” or from “a specific 
muftiate’s archive.”29  

Previous Research 
There are very few specialized works devoted to Russian muftiates. How-
ever, there is a large body of research concerning issues that are of interest 
to me and relevant here. The literature I drew upon can be divided into 
several groups: 1) works on past and present muftiates in Russia; 2) works 
on the history of Islam in the USSR; 3) works on Islam in the Russian 
Federation; 4) works on the legal regulation of religion in the Russian 
Federation; 5) works on the theory of economics of religion.  

Works on Past and Present Muftiates in Russia 
Before starting a conversation about previous research on the muftiate as 
an institution, it should be noted that some of the works on this topic 
cannot be regarded as fully impartial. Although positioning themselves as 
academics, these authors often make uncritical remarks on this or that 
mufti or muftiate. This can be partially explained by the fact that they 
actively collaborate with certain muftis and participate in their projects: 
they publish books, use the funds allocated by the spiritual administrations, 
publish articles in magazines edited by the muftis, take part in conferences 
sponsored by various spiritual administrations of Muslims, etc.). Never-
theless, I used such materials as a source of information about the activities 
of various muftiates, leaving out the author’s personal position unless it 
was supported by weighty arguments.  

Previous studies have only touched upon a few aspects of the problems 
discussed in this thesis. Most of the works dedicated to muftiates in Russia 
are historical in nature. General works on the history of muftiates in 
Russian and Soviet times include books and articles written by the Russian 
historian Aidar Yu. Khabutdinov.30 His books and articles often duplicate 
— 
29 See, for example, books and articles by the political writer Roman A. Silantyev, who is 
notorious for his rather subjective journalistic works on Russian muftiates. For more on 
his writings and method, see Chapter V. 
30 See, for example: А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Лидеры нации [Leaders of the nation] (Казань: 
Татарское книжное издательство, 2003); А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Российские муфтии: 
от екатерининских орлов до ядерной эпохи (1788–1950) [Russian muftis: from 
Catherine’s eagles to the nuclear era (1788–1950)] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 
2006); А. Ю. Хабутдинов, История Оренбургского магометанского духовного 
собрания (1788–1917): институты, идеи, люди [History of the Orenburg Moham-
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one another, and some of them are of a popular scientific nature rather 
than scholarly works. One of the main shortcomings of these publications 
is that many statements made therein lack references to sources. Khabut-
dinov’s research on the history of muftiates and other Islamic institutions 
(mostly covering the period up until 1917) is presented in his book 
Institutions of the Russian Muslim Community in the Volga-Ural Region.31  

Khabutdinov has for a long time been cooperating with certain Muslim 
religious figures (especially the deputy chairman of the of the Spiritual 
Administrations of Muslims of the Russian Federation (DUM RF) Damir 
V. Mukhetdinov) and is known in academic circles as a lobbyist for the
interests of this muftiate.32 His attitude is reflected in his books and articles,
some of which were written jointly with Mukhetdinov.33 Most of their
works were published by the Medina Publishing House, which is headed by
Mukhetdinov.34 The main idea that runs through their publications is that
religious figures (whom the authors regard as “the Russian Muslim elite”)
played a key role in the life of the Muslim peoples of Russia throughout the
entire period under consideration (from the end of the eighteenth century
to the present). Thus the authors are supporters of the muftiate as an
institution and stress the importance of the presence in imperial Russia of
the “Muslim clergy” as a separate class. Another idea, which is unequi-
vocally pursued in the their publications devoted to the modern period, is
that the Council of Muftis of Russia (SMR) and its sister organization
DUM RF are the muftiates that most closely meet the goals and objectives

medan Spiritual Assembly (1788–1917): institutions, ideas, people] (Нижний Новгород: 
Медина, 2010). 
31 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Институты российского мусульманского сообщества в 
Волго-Уральском регионе [Institutions of the Russian Muslim community in the 
Volga-Ural region] (Москва: Изд. дом Марджани, 2013).  
32 For more on this topic see: “Айдар Хабутдинов: ‘Жизнь историка – служение 
своему народу”’ [Aidar Khabutdinov: “The life of the historian is service of his 
people”], portal Islam.RF, http://www.islamrf.ru/news/russia/rusinterview/3466, acces-
sed 9 May 2020.  
33 Д. В. Мухетдинов, А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Мусульманские духовные лидеры России 
Нового времени [Muslim spiritual leaders of Russia in the Modern age] (Нижний 
Новгород: Медина, 2011); Д. В. Мухетдинов, А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Ислам в России в 
XVIII – начале XXI вв.: модернизация и традиции [Islam in Russia in the eighteenth 
and early twenty first centuries: modernization and traditions] (Нижний Новгород: 
Медина, 2011), and others.  
34 Currently, the Medina Publishing House is the main publisher under the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Russian Federation. 
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of the Islamic ummah in modern Russia.35 At the same time, neither 
Khabutdinov nor other authors have yet written a specialized work devoted 
to the Council of Muftis, or DUM RF. 

Unlike SMR, another federal muftiate, TsDUM, has been the subject of 
a number of specialized monographs. One of the first such studies was the 
thesis of the Russian historian Daniyal D. Azamatov The Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly in the Late Eighteenth and the Nineteenth 
Century.36 Later on, on the occasion of the 225th anniversary of TsDUM, 
two more specialized scientific and popular monographs appeared: 225 
Years of the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia: His-
torical Essays by Russian historians Ayslu B. Yunusova and Daniyal D. 
Azamatov and The Spiritual Assembly of Muslims: a Documentary Nar-
rative by the Russian writer Sergey G. Sinenko.37 

The manner in which these works treat TsDUM differs. While 
Azamatov’s thesis is written in a more neutral vein, his later book prepared 
together with Yunusova is openly apologetic and contains attacks on the 
muftiates competing with TsDUM: 

Despite the schismatic activities of imam-muhtasibs, Talgat Tadzhiddin 
took all possible measures to preserve the historical spiritual administration 
of the Muslims of Russia. He forgave pupils and students who went astray 
by embarking upon the path of betrayal, thus inflicting upon him a grave 
emotional wound. He bears them no malice but on the contrary, empa-
thizes with them and in his prayers he begs the Almighty not to punish 

— 
35 See for example: Д. В. Мухетдинов, РОССИЯ + УММА= нужны ли мы друг другу? 
Наблюдения над текущими процессами в российской мусульманской общине – 
итоги 2012 года [RUSSIA + UMMA = do we need each other? Observations of current 
processes in the Russian Muslim community – results of 2012]. Москва: Медина, 
2013), http://www.idmedina.ru/books/islamic/?5767, accessed 9 May 2020.  
36 Д. Д. Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в общественной 
и духовной жизни мусульманского населения Южного Урала в конце ХVIII–XIX вв.: 
диссертация кандидата исторических наук [The Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly in the public and spiritual life of the Muslim population of the Southern Urals 
at the end of the eighteenth – nineteenth centuries: the dissertation of a candidate of 
historical sciences] (Уфа, 1994). A few years later this dissertation was turned into a 
book: Д. Д. Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в конце 
XVIII–XIX вв. [The Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly at the end of the 
eighteenth – nineteenth centuries] (Уфа: Гилем, 1999).  
37 С. Г. Синенко, Мусульманское духовное собрание: художественно-документальное 
повествование [Muslim Spiritual Assembly: a documentary narrative] (Уфа: Баш-
кортостан, 2008).  
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them; when he meets with his former students he sincerely rejoices at their 
successes. After all, the trial of betrayal is the fate of all spiritual shepherds.38 

This section of the book, which is devoted to the present state of TsDUM, 
was written by Ayslu B. Yunusova, who in fact became the unofficial 
historian of this muftiate. Yunusova is also the author of Tadzhuddin’s 
official biography, which is written in the same complimentary manner. 
Tadzhuddin is the only head of a federal muftiate in modern Russia who 
has a published biography, although there are works that are devoted to 
individual muftis.39 

Among other studies that examine the history of the muftiate as an 
institution in Russia, a monograph by the German Islamic studies re-
searcher Michael Kemper Sufis and Scholars in Tatarstan and Bashkorto-
stan. Islamic Discourse under Russian Rule40 is worth mentioning. The book 
is actually noteworthy in that it provides a detailed picture of how Muslims 
of the Russian Empire perceived the muftiate in the late eighteenth and 
first half of the nineteenth century. This work allows us to see how difficult 
it was to implant the imperial bureaucratic institution in the Muslim 
environment, and what alternative projects for managing Islamic religious 
affairs existed in the era under consideration. The author uses a wide range 
of sources in the Turkic (Old Tatar) language, including texts written by 
the first Russian muftis and Muslim theologians of the Volga-Ural region.  

— 
38 А. Б. Юнусова, Д. Д. Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению 
мусульман России: исторические очерки [225 years of the Central Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Russia: historical essays] (Уфа: Уфимский полиграфкомбинат, 
2013), 343.  
39 О. Н. Сенюткина, Габдулвахид б. Сулейман б. Салюк: Габдулвахид Сулейманов к 
220-летию со дня рождения [Gabdulvakhid Suleymanov on the occasion of his 220th

birthday] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2004); М. Х. Юсупов, Галимджан Баруди
[Galimjan Barudi] (Казань: Татар. кн. изд-во, 2003); А. Б. Юнусова, 33 года служения
Истине и Отечеству. Верховный муфтий России [33 years in service to the Truth and
the Fatherland. Grand Mufti of Russia] (Уфа: ГУП УПК, 2013); А. Г. Утябаев, Г. А.
Хисамов. Муфти Нурмухамет хазрет Нигматуллин = Нурмөхәммәт хәзрәт Ниғ-
мәтуллин мөфти: документальная повесть [Mufti Nurmukhamet Khazret Nig-
matullin = Nurmөhәmmәt hәzrәt Nimmtullin mөfti: documentary story] (Уфа:
Профиздат, 2014).
40 М. Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане: исламский
дискурс под русским господством [Sufis and scholars in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan:
Islamic discourse under Russian rule] (Казань: Российский исламский университета,
2008). The German edition of the book is M. Kemper, Sufis und Gelehrte in Tatarien
und Baschkirien, 1789–1889: Der islamische Diskurs unter russischer Herrschaft (Islam-
kundliche Untersuchungen) (Berlin: Schwarz, 1998).



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

36 

The publications of the Russian historian Ildus K. Zagidullin chrono-
logically continue the theme of perception of muftiates in the Muslim 
community. In his books and articles, Zagidullin focuses on the period 
covering the second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 
twentieth centuries.41 In the latter half of the nineteenth century the 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly in Ufa was perceived by a sig-
nificant part of the Muslims of European Russia and Siberia as a national 
institution serving to protect the national identity of Muslims of the 
empire. Therefore, the reform initiatives of this institution came not only 
from government officials but also from Muslims themselves. These reform 
projects are analyzed in detail by Zagidullin in a number of publications.42 

Of interest to us are projects both to reform OMDS proposed by high-
ranking provincial officials and those emanating from Muslims. The 
former aimed to limit the influence and competence of the muftiate in Ufa, 
while the latter had the ultimate goal of consolidating the Muslim 
population of the empire around OMDS. Ultimately, the government took 
a centrist position and supported neither the restrictive proposals of 
officials nor the reformist aspirations of Muslims. However, the projects to 
reform the muftiate in Ufa discussed at the turn of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries were (after the fall of the monarchy in Russia) further 
elaborated upon in the decisions of the All-Russian Muslim congresses 
held in Moscow and Kazan in 1917.  

— 
41 И. К. Загидуллин, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание и духовное 
развитие татарского народа в последней четверти XVIII – начале ХХ вв. [The 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly and spiritual development of the Tatar 
people in the last quarter of the eighteenth to the beginning of the twentieth century] 
(Казань: Институт истории им. Ш. Марджани АН РТ, 2011); И. К. Загидуллин, 
Уфимский курултай 1905 года [Kurultay in Ufa in 1905] (Казань: Институт истории 
им. Ш. Марджани АН РТ, 2018); and others. 
42 И. К. Загидуллин, Татарское национальное движение в 1860–1905 гг. [The Tatar 
national movement in 1860–1905] (Казань: Татарское кн. изд-во, 2014); И.К. 
Загидуллин, “О проектах реформирования управления духовными делами 
крымских татар в 1865–1869 гг.” [Projects to reform the management of Crimean 
Tatar spiritual affairs, 1865–1869], Ислам в современном мире [Islam in the modern 
world] 14, no. 1 (2018), 25-44; И. К. Загидуллин, “Р. Фахретдин о роли религиозно-
культурных институтов в общественном развитии татар-мусульман (проект 1905 г.)” 
[R. Fakhretdin on the role of religious and cultural institutions in the social 
development of Muslim Tatars (project of 1905)], Из истории и культуры народов 
Среднего Поволжья [From the history and culture of the peoples of the Middle Volga] 
1, no. 8 (2018), 5-27, and other works.  
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Works on the History of Islam in the USSR 
In recent years the study of Islam in the Soviet period has become of great 
interest to researchers. It has been the subject of a number of publications, 
including: The Islamic Clergy and Community in the Soviet Union by the 
American political scientist Mark Saroyan43 and Islam in the Soviet Union 
from World War II to Gorbachev by the Israeli historian Yaacov Ro’i.44 

Saroyan’s studies, including his above-mentioned posthumously pub-
lished book, served as a real breakthrough in Western studies of Islam, 
which were theretofore dominated by approaches presented by French 
researchers such as Alexandre Bennigsen, Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay 
and Hélène Carrère d ‘Encausse, who viewed Islam in the Soviet Union as a 
static, anti-Soviet force. According to Saroyan, the relationship between 
Muslims and the Soviet regime was a more complex process, where Islamic 
religious figures skilfully balanced between the state and believers.45 
Saroyan attaches great importance to the role of Muslim religious figures 
(“clergy”) “in a creative process of constructing new forms of identity and 
religious organization in order to situate and establish itself and its com-
munity in a complex set of constantly changing power relations.”46 

Saroyan’s studies on Islam in the USSR were published in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. It is all the more surprising that after their appearance, 
which opened new horizons on the subject, came Yaacov Ro’i’s work, 
which reproduces the approaches of Bennigsen and other representatives of 
the school of Sovietological Islamology. Ro’i relied primarily on one source: 
the materials of the state officials – plenipotentiaries (upolnomochennye) of 
the Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of the Ministers of the 
USSR,47 dating back to the 1960s and 1980s and kept in federal and regional 
archives. At the same time, he did not use a large number of other relevant 
documents, in particular the anti-religious literature in the languages of 
Muslim peoples, ethnographic research, samizdat (“self-published litera-
ture”), etc. Consequently, as Dewin Deweese’s review essay on Ro’i’s book 
rightly notes, the author uncritically reproduced in his book many clichés 

— 
43 M. Saroyan, Minorities, mullahs and modernity: reshaping community in the former 
Soviet Union (Berkeley: International and Area Studies, University of California, 1997). 
44 Y. Ro’i, Islam in the Soviet Union: from the second World War to Gorbachev (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2000). 
45 M. Saroyan, Minorities, mullahs and modernity, 2-5. 
46 Ibid., 26-27. 
47 For more about the Council see Chapters III and IV.  
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and statements of Soviet official literature dedicated to Islam.48 As a result, 
Deweese concludes categorically that Ro’i’s book can only be suitable as 
raw material for further research on the topic.49  

There are also studies on the history of individual muftiates in Soviet 
times. These include the Russian historian Imanutdin H. Sulaev’s The State 
and Muslim Clergy in Dagestan: the History of Relationships (1917–1991) 
which examines in detail the history of the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the North Caucasus (Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man 
Severnogo Kavkaza, DUM SK), created in 1944, and the works of the Uzbek 
historians Amirsaidkhan Usmankhodzhaev and Bakhtiyar Babadzhanov 
devoted to the activities of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Central Asia (Sredneaziatskoe dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man, SADUM)50 
and individual muftis.51 In Soviet and Muslim. The Institutionalization of 
Islam in Central Asia, 1943–1991, a fundamental study by the American 
historian Eren Tasar, the complexity and diversity of confessional politics 
in the USSR is shown on the example of the interaction of SADUM with 
state and party bodies, on the one hand, and on the other, Muslim commu-
nities in the region, most of which were unregistered, that is, formally not 
subordinated to this muftiate.52  

Scholarly collections of documents published by the Russian historian 
Dmitry Yu. Arapov deserve special attention.53 Included in these collec-
— 
48 D. Deweese, “Islam and the legacy of Sovietology: a review essay on Yaacov Ro’i’s 
Islam in the Soviet Union,” Journal of Islamic Studies 13, no. 3 (2002), 302. 
49 Ibid., 303. 
50 Before 1962 it was called the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Central Asia and 
Kazakhstan (Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana). 
51 И. Х. Сулаев, Государство и мусульманское духовенство в Дагестане: история 
взаимоотношений (1917–1991 гг.) [The State and Muslim Clergy in Dagestan: A 
History of Relations (1917–1991)] (Махачкала, 2009); Б. М. Бабаджанов, “О фетвах 
САДУМ против «неисламских» обычаев” [On the fatwas of SADUM against ‘non-
Islamic’ rituals”] in Ислам в Центральной Азии. Взгляд изнутри. [Islam in Central 
Asia. An insider’s perspective], под ред А. Малашенко и М. Б. Олкотт (Москва: Арт-
Бизнес-Центр, 2001), 170-184; А. Усманходжаев, Жизнь муфтиев Бабахановых: 
служение возрождению ислама в Советском Союзе [The life of the muftis of the 
Babakhanov dynasty: serving the revival of Islam in the Soviet Union] (Москва; 
Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2008). 
52 E. Tasar, Soviet and Muslim. The Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia, 1943–
1991 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). For the sake of completeness it should 
be noted that other Soviet muftiates were in a similar situation. 
53 Д. Ю. Арапов, сост., коммент. прил., Ислам в Российской империи: (Законодат. 
акты, описания, статистика) [Islam in the Russian Empire: (Legal acts, descriptions, 
statistics)] (Москва: Академкнига, 2001); Д. Ю. Арапов, Императорская Россия и 
мусульманский мир: (конец XVIII–начало XX в.): сборник статей [Imperial Russia 
and the Muslim world: (late eighteenth-early twentieth century): collection of articles] 
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tions, among other things, are documents relating to the activities of muf-
tiates both in the Russian Empire and in the USSR. Thematic collections of 
documents relating to the activities of the muftiates in the Soviet state in 
the 1940s–1970s were prepared by the Russian historian Vyacheslav A. 
Akhmadullin.54 There are also collections of documents related to the 
history of individual spiritual administrations, for instance, Religious Direc-
torates of Transcaucasian Muslims in the Russian Empire from the Nine-
teenth to the Early Twentieth Century compiled by the Russian historian 
Anastasia A. Ganich.55 

Works on Islam in Russia 
The theme of Islam in modern Russia is also attracting the interest of 
researchers. Among such studies one cannot omit mentioning Islam in 
Russia: A Historical Perspective (eds. Hilary Pilkington and Galina 
Yemelianova), Shireen Hunter’s Islam in Russia: The Politics of Identity and 
Security, and Simona Merati’s Muslims in Putin’s Russia, to name but a 
few.56 In these books consideration is given, among other issues, to the 
muftiates, primarily TsDUM and the Council of Muftis of Russia. Thus 
Hunter attempts to comprehensively consider the role of the Islamic factor 
in Russia at the end of twentieth and the early twenty-first centuries. One 
of the sections in this work is devoted to a brief review of the muftiates that 

(Москва: Наталис, 2006); Д. Ю. Арапов, Ислам и советское государство: (по 
материалам Восточного отдела ОГПУ, 1926 г.) [Islam and the Soviet state 
(Materials from the Eastern Department of the OGPU, 1926)] (Москва: Изд. дом 
Марджани, 2010) and others. 
54 В. А. Ахмадуллин, Патриотическая деятельность духовных управлений 
мусульман в годы Великой Отечественной войны (1941–1945 гг.) [Patriotic activity 
of the spiritual administrations of Muslims during the Great Patriotic War (1941–
1945)] (Москва: Исламская книга, 2015); В. А. Ахмадуллин, Деятельность 
Советского государства и духовных управлений мусульман по организации 
паломничества (1944–1965 гг.): анализ исторического опыта и значение для 
современности [The activities of the Soviet state and spiritual administrations of 
Muslims on the organization of pilgrimage (1944–1965): an analysis of historical 
experience and significance for modernity] (Москва: Исламская книга, 2016).  
55 А. А. Ганич, Духовные правления мусульман Закавказья в Российской империи 
(XIX – начало XX в.) [Religious directorates of Transcaucasian Muslims in the Russian 
Empire from the nineteenth to the early twentieth century] (Москва: Изд. дом 
Марджани, 2013).  
56 H. Pilkington, G. Yemelianova, eds., Islam in post-Soviet Russia: public and private 
faces (London; New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003); Sh. T. Hunter, Islam in Russia: the 
politics of identity and security (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2004); S. E. Merati, Muslims 
in Putin’s Russia. Discourse on identity, politics, and security (Cham: Palgrave Mac-
millan, Springer, 2017). 
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existed in Russia at the time the book was being written. Considering the 
evolution of the muftiate as an institution in modern Russia, the author 
comes to the conclusion that “many of these changes may be initiated by 
the federal government.”57 At the same time, in Hunter’s analysis of the 
relationship between the leaders of the two key federal muftis, Ravil 
Gaynutdin and Talgat Tadzhuddin, she maintains that the conflict between 
TsDUM and Council of Muftis is ethnic in nature, an assertion that I find 
to be ungrounded.58 

The historian Galina Yemelianova, based in the UK, is one of the few 
authors who has touched upon the subject of Russian muftiates, which she 
primarily considers in two of her works: “Russia’s Umma and its Muftis” 
and “Islamic Leadership: the Russian and Soviet Legacy.”59 A feature of 
Yemelianova’s works is that they are based on interviews with muftis and 
other Muslim religious and public figures. I met and interviewed some of 
these people, though in different political and economic conditions, i.e., 
twenty years later. Concluding a brief overview of the recent history of 
Russian muftiates, she notes that “new muftis have been corrupt and 
theologically incompetent figures who were dependent on local semi-
criminal structures and on material and doctrinal ‘assistance’ from foreign 
Islamic institutions.”60 Since then the sources of financing of the muftiates 
have changed, and now, instead of semi-criminal structures and foreign 
donors, the state plays the role of the main sponsor of spiritual admin-
istrations of Muslims. However, the muftis mentioned in Yemelianova’s 
writings mostly continue to hold their positions in Russian muftiates.  

The American historian Simona Merati’s monograph Muslims in Putin’s 
Russia was written on the basis of her dissertation defended at Florida 
International University. Building her concept of the place of Islam in the 
history of Russia, Merati does not always pay attention to details, giving 
inaccurate dates, wrong titles and names. As a result, I find her book to be a 
vivid example of unqualified analysis based on randomly selected, not 
seriously filtered sources. The result is not only a large number of errors 

— 
57 Hunter, Islam in Russia, 64. 
58 Ibid., 47. Like Gaynutdin, Tadzhuddin is a representative of Kazan Tatars. All senior 
positions at TsDUM are occupied by Tatars. 
59 G. M. Yemelianova, “Russia’s Umma and its Muftis,” Religion, State and Society 31, 
no. 2 (2003), 139-150; G. M. Yemelianova, “Islamic Leadership: the Russian and Soviet 
Legacy,” in Islamic leadership: The Russian and former Ottoman and Russian Empires. 
Legacy, challenges and change, ed. Egdunas Racius, Antonina Zhelyazkova (Leiden: 
Brill, 2018), 219-259. 
60 G. M. Yemelianova, “Russia’s Umma and its Muftis,” 164. 



I. INTRODUCTION

41 

but what I would argue is a distorted representation of the processes that 
are taking place in modern Russian Islam.61 

One more group of studies are those devoted to Muslim religious 
figures in the Russian regions, for example, the works of Russian scholars 
Zilya R. Khabibullina, Alexey N. Starostin and others.62  

Bashkiria is of great interest to researchers of the muftiates in Russia, 
since the republic’s capital Ufa hosts the headquarters of three spiritual 
offices: TsDUM, the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic 
of Bashkortostan (DUM RB), which is part of the Council of Muftis of 
Russia, and the Regional Spiritual Board of Muslims of Bashkortostan 
(RDUM RB), which is a regional muftiate under the umbrella of TsDUM.  

However, Khabibullina set a different goal – to identify and describe the 
principal characteristics of the contemporary “Muslim clergy” of the Re-
public of Bashkortostan as an integral part of the Islamic ummah of the 
Russian Federation.63 Hence, she does not pay much attention to the 
activities of the spiritual administrations themselves. 

Thus the present thesis is the first comprehensive investigation of the 
muftiate as an institution in Russia rather than a study of only individual 
periods of its history. I do not confine myself to large all-Russian muftiates 
alone, but also take a close look at some regional spiritual administrations 
(primarily in one of the key regions with a significant Muslim population – 
Tatarstan). This enables me to identify not only the institutional nature of 
the muftiate in Russia, but also to understand what role spiritual adminis-
trations play in the implementation of state-confessional policies regarding 
Islam and Muslims. Detailed analysis of the activities of the muftiates not 
only provides insight into how the system of managing religious affairs 

— 
61 For more about S. Merati’s book see R. Bekkin, review of Muslims in Putin’s Russia. 
Discourse on identity, politics, and security, by Simona E. Merati, The Central European 
Journal of International and Security Studies 12, no. 2 (2017), 190-196. 
62 З. Р. Хабибуллина, Мусульманское духовенство в Республике Башкортостан на 
рубеже XX–XXI веков [Muslim clergy in the Republic of Bashkortostan at the turn of 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries] (Уфа: Мир печати, 2015). The author, using 
the term Muslim clergy which is a rather controversial term to be applied to clerics in 
Islam, does not comment on the ambiguity of the term. А. Н. Старостин, “Мусуль-
манские священнослужители Урала в современный период” [Imams’ social image 
in the early 21st century Urals], Известия Уральского государственного универ-
ситета. Сер. 2, Гуманитарные науки [Izvestia. Ural Federal University Journal. 
Series 2: Humanities and Arts], no. 4 (66) (2009), 101-109. For more about this see 
Chapter II. 
63 Хабибуллина, Мусульманское духовенство в Республике Башкортостан, 7.  
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functions in modern Russia, but also contributes to our understanding of 
how the system of control over society generally operates there. 

Works on the Theory of the Economics of Religion 
I turned to the theory of economics of religion when analyzing the 
functioning of the muftiates in Russia. I will discuss this theory in more 
detail later in this chapter. Here I will only list the main works that I used 
to address the theoretical aspects of the present thesis. They include Sacred 
Trust: The Medieval Church as an Economic Firm by the historian and 
sociologist Robert Ekelund et al.; “Religious Markets and the Economics of 
Religion” and “Introduction to the Economics of Religion” by Laurence 
Iannaccone and others.64 

For this theoretical part I also turned to the work on institutional eco-
nomics by the American economist Douglass North.65 His analysis of the 
rules (both formal (written) and informal (unwritten)) that underlie the 
activities of institutions allows a better understanding of the nature of the 
changes taking place within the muftiate as an institution. This approach 
can be applied to the study of both past and present spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims. 

The theory of economics of religion itself has not yet been actively 
applied by Russian religious scholars. One of the few publications on this 
topic is the sociologist Nikolai N. Emelyanov’s book “The Harvest Truly is 
Plentiful, but the Laborers are Few.” The Problem of Cooperation between 
Clergy and Laity in Contemporary Russia, which attempts to utilize the 
theory of rational choice when quantifying the religious supply in modern 
Russia (using the example of the Russian Orthodox Church).66 

The novelty of the present thesis stems from the fact that it is the first 
attempt to produce a comprehensive study of the muftiate as an institution 
in Russia. It covers both history and modern aspects of Russian spiritual 
— 
64 R. B. Ekelund et al., Sacred trust: The medieval church as an economic firm (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996); L. Iannaccone, “Religious markets and the economics 
of religion,” Social compass, no. 39 (1) (1992), 123-131; L.R. Iannaccone, (“Introduction to 
the economics of religion,” Journal of Economic Literature 36, no. 3 (1998), 1465–1496. 
65 D. North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press); Д. Норт, “Институты и экономический рост: 
историческое введение” [Institutions and economic growth: an historical introduc-
tion], THESIS 1, no. 2 (1993), 69-91.  
66 Н. Н. Емельянов, “Жатвы много, а делателей мало”: Проблема взаимодействия 
священников и мирян в современной России [“The harvest truly is plentiful, but 
laborers are few.” The problem of cooperation between clergy and laity in contem-
porary Russia] (Москва: Изд-во ПСТГУ, 2019). 
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administrations of Muslims. It is not a summary of already published 
works but an original full-fledged study of muftiates in the Russian Empire, 
the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation.  

Methodological Considerations 
Methods 

In the course of conducting and writing up my research I have employed 
the following reasoning methods: analysis, synthesis, abstraction, con-
cretization, deduction, induction, and analogy.67 

The method of analysis in religious studies involves “two interrelated 
processes: categorization and examination of the relation between cate-
gories.”68 First, I put forward a definition of the institution of the muftiate. 
Secondly, I categorize it into structural elements (spiritual administrations 
of Muslims on different levels: federal, regional, local) for the purpose of a 
more in-depth study of them both individually and in interaction with each 
other. At the end of this thesis I turn to synthesis in order to reconstruct 
the overall picture of the institution of the muftiate by comparing and 
putting together the individual aspects that have been examined and ana-
lyzed in the previous chapters.  

I use the method of abstraction when I consider the muftiate in the form 
in which the imperial authorities and Muslims imagined it. In the study of 
religion this method “brings together the material examined above and 
seeks to determine if there is a single structural equation that unites the 
material. It also seeks to determine the range of variation – how are dif-
ferent aspects of the equation privileged differently; what are the range of 

— 
67 The Oxford dictionary of philosophy, 2nd edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008) defines these terms as follows: 

• Analysis is “the process of breaking a concept down into more simple parts, so that
its logical structure is displayed.”

• Abstraction is a “supposed process of forming an idea by abstracting out what is
common to a variety of instances.”

• Deduction is “a process of reasoning in which a conclusion is drawn from a set of
premises. Usually confined to cases in which the conclusion is supposed to follow
from the premises, i.e. the inference is logically valid.”

• Induction is “any process of reasoning that takes us from empirical premises to em-
pirical conclusions supported by the premises, but not deductively entailed by them.
Inductive arguments are therefore kinds of ampliative argument, in which something 
beyond the content of the premises is inferred as probable or supported by them.”
Analogy is “a respect in which one thing is similar to another.” 

68 The Routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religion, ed. Michael 
Stausberg, Steven Engler (London; New York: Routledge), 376.  
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structural possibilities in the system?”69 Then I compare the ideal model 
using the method of concretization with the former and presently existing 
spiritual administrations. 

One of the key methods that I use in my work is analogy. I use it in cases 
when I compare the muftiates operating in Russia with firms. I also apply 
the analogy method when I compare the activities of individual muftiates 
on both the same and different (federal or regional) levels, as well as when 
comparing strategies and forms of interaction between spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims and the Russian Orthodox Church with state author-
ities in Russia. 

Notes on My Research Background and Position 
In the following section I will discuss my role as a researcher in the context 
of the present study and how it affected collection of material for my 
research. I have been interested in history since childhood,70 but as circum-
stances developed, I entered the International Law Faculty of the Moscow 
State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO-University) and defen-
ded a Candidate of Science (Russian analogue of the Ph.D.) thesis devoted 
to legal issues.71 My education and range of scientific interests at the 
beginning of my academic path, when I was being formed as a researcher, 
could not but affect the focus of my research related to other fields. I was 
particularly interested in the present case to discover points of view rele-
vant to the issues under investigation, especially the perspective of persons 
with the authority to speak on behalf of spiritual administrations of 
Muslims – the muftis, their deputies, the heads of key divisions in the 
structure of the muftiates – as well as their opponents and prominent Mus-
lim public and political figures.  

I consider this approach to be appropriate to my search for answers to 
my research questions. It would seem that in Russia the personal factor 
plays a key role. Since many institutions in the country are based on 
informal (unwritten) rules, the figure of the main person – the head of the 
organization (whether commercial or public) – and the nature of his rela-

— 
69 Ibid., 378.  
70 This interest was expressed not only in reading. In my final year at school, I prepared 
a collection of literary and historical works dedicated to Peter the Great’s son Alexey: 
Р. И. Беккин, сост., Непотребный сын: Дело царевича Алексея Петровича [Disso-
lute son: the case of Tsarevich Alexey Petrovich] (Санкт-Петербург: Лениздат, 1996). 
71 Р. И. Беккин, Страхование в мусульманском праве: теория и практика [In-
surance in Islamic law: theory and practice] (Москва: Анкил, 2001).  
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tionship with government officials are of great importance. There are many 
examples where businesses ceased operations following the death or removal 
of their owners or key managers. This statement is also valid in relation to 
the leaders of the muftiates, at least the federal ones. Therefore, I pay special 
attention to the personal strategies of the muftis in their relations with state 
authorities and other religious organizations in the country.  

My Insider-Outsider Perspective 
I am both an outside observer and an insider. I am an insider by virtue of 
professional activities in the course of which I had met and interacted with 
representatives of the Muslim clergy for about a decade prior to embarking 
upon this research project. Also, since the late 1990s I have participated in 
the social life of Muslims in Moscow, Kazan and, to a lesser extent, some 
other Russian cities. In reference books and the Islamic press, I am de-
scribed as a Muslim public figure.72 At the same time, I have never worked 
for any of the muftiates or structures connected with them. The latter 
circumstance allows me to maintain a certain distance from the object of 
observation while preserving the possibility of obtaining exclusive first-
hand information about Islamic religious organizations. 

The fact that I am rather well known in the Muslim community has 
proved to afford me certain obvious advantages. Firstly, from a metho-
dological point of view, I did not have to choose what field role to adopt.73 
Instead, I could limit myself to the identity for which I am known in the 
Muslim community: a public figure, a leading Russian scholar in the field 
of Islamic economy, finance and law. Secondly, my position facilitated the 
collection of material. The insider/outsider role that the researcher assumes 
inevitably affects his ability to getting access to informants and sourcing 
information from them. Thanks to my background, the threshold for 
entering the field that I was going to study was lower for me than for non-
Muslim researchers or for Muslim scholars who are not so well known 

— 
72 See, for instance, in the encyclopaedia Islam in Moscow published in 2005 by the 
Islamic publishing house “Medina” (Р. Мухаметов, “Беккин Ренат Ирикович,” in 
Ислам в Москве: энциклопедический словарь [Islam in Moscow: an encyclopaedic 
dictionary] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2005), 32-32). 
73 I.e., the “acceptable incompetent,” the “complete participant,” the “participant-as-
observer,” the “observer-as-participant,” and “complete observer” as distinguished by 
B. Junker (Field work: an introduction to the social sciences [Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1960]) and R. Gold (“Roles in sociological field observations,” Social Forces
36, no. 3 [1958], 217–223). See also: M. Hammersley, P. Atkinson, Ethnography: prin-
ciples in practice (New York: Routledge, 2007), 82.
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within the Islamic community of Russia. My insider role helped me to 
secure the trust of my informants, which, I believe, facilitated both their 
willingness to participate in interviews at all and my ability to get from 
them frank and substantive answers to my questions rather than short and 
simple formal responses which they could have provided given the posi-
tions they occupy.  

Speaking about disadvantages, as pointed out by Hammersley and 
Atkinson, “… a problem with settings in one’s own society is that it may 
not be possible to take on a novice role.”74 It is easy to become a hostage to 
your background knowledge. Indeed, it turned out to be quite a challenge 
to balance between scholarly stringency requiring all assertions to be sub-
stantiated by references to sources or otherwise proved, on the one hand, 
and on the other, my background insider knowledge of facts, circum-
stances and the culture of the object of my research, which cannot always 
be adequately proved. I have tried to overcome this weakness of my 
position by either spelling out such background knowledge assumptions 
or, where possible, verifying information which does not come from a 
credible source through at least two mutually independent sources.  

Theoretical Considerations 
The Theory of the Economics of Religion  

I use concepts such as the “religious market,” “competition,” “monopoly,” 
“strategy” and other economic terms, and I write about religious organiza-
tions as “competing firms.” These are not casual metaphors but the result 
of my conscious decision to use as one of my theoretical frameworks the 
theory broadly defined as the economics of religion. In other words, I 
choose to apply economic principles to the study of religious organizations 
in Russia when analyzing the place that muftiates occupy among them and 
how the muftiates interact with each other, other religious organizations 
and the state.  

The foundations of what is now known as the economics of religion 
were laid down as early as the eighteenth century by Adam Smith.75 He was 
the first to draw parallels between churches (embodying different deno-
minations) and firms competing with one another, ultimately concluding 
that religious markets operate according to the same principles as any other 

— 
74 Ethnography: principles in practice, 82. 
75 G. M. Anderson, “Mr. Smith and the preachers: the economics of religion in the 
Wealth of Nations,” Journal of Political Economy 96, no. 5 (1988), 1066-1088.  
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markets. Smith was a supporter of perfect (pure) competition. He adheres 
to the same approach when he writes about the religious market.  

Smith’s theoretical foundations were further developed in the 1980s and 
later in the works of William Bainbridge, Roger Finke, Robert Ekelund, 
Laurence Iannaccone, Rodney Stark, and Stephen Warner.76 They proposed 
a number of theories based upon the methodology of neo-classical eco-
nomic theory (among others, the religious mobilization theory of Stark and 
Iannaccone, the rational choice theory of Stark, Iannaccone, Bainbridge 
and Finke, the religious firms theory of Ekelund and others77) that have 
become an alternative (so-called “new paradigm for the sociological study 
of religion”) to the old paradigm (represented by the secularization theory 
or theories) which failed, in their opinion, to explain the religious situation 
in countries with a highly competitive religious landscape and weak state 
regulation (first and foremost the USA).78 For the sake of simplicity, I will 
refer to these theories as “the theory of the economics of religion.”  

One of the fundamental ideas underlying this economic approach is that 
religious behavior is mostly the product of a rational choice. The rational 
choice theory is based on the hypothesis that religion is a kind of com-
pensation for the negative phenomena of human existence. By choosing a 
religion, a person seeks to maximize benefits and minimize costs. In other 
words, the choice of religion, like any other human action, is a rational act. 
The choice of religion takes place in the religious market, where the laws of 
supply and demand familiar from economics apply.  

Followers of the theory of the economics of religion borrow from eco-
nomic science not only a methodology, but also a conceptual apparatus 
that allows a better understanding of the processes occurring in the context 
— 
76 R. Finke, A. M. Guest, R. Stark, “Mobilizing local religious markets: religious plural-
ism in the empire state, 1855 to 1865,” American Sociological Review 61, no. 2 (1996), 
203-218; R. Finke, R. Stark, The churching of America: winners and losers in our religious
economy (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992); R. B. Ekelund, Sacred
trust: the medieval church as an economic firm; L. Iannaccone, “Religious markets and
the economics of religion”; L. R. Iannaccone, “Introduction to the economics of reli-
gion”; R. Stark, W. S. Bainbridge, The future of religion: secularization, revival, and cult
formation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); R. S. Warner, “Work in
progress toward a New Paradigm for the sociology of religion in the United States,”
American Journal of Sociology 98, no. 5 (1993), 1044-1093.
77 See below in this chapter on the main theoretical approaches within the scholarly field
of the economics of religion.
78 Contrary to the decline in religious activity predicted by the proponents of the
secularization theory, the authors of these theories argue in favor of the continued
vitality of religion. Another issue where the old and new paradigms differ concerns how
pluralism effects religious vitality.
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of competition between various religious organizations. For instance, the 
American economists Stark and Iannaccone introduced the concepts of 
“religious firm” and “religious economy.” According to them, the latter 
consists of all the religious activity going on in any society and, similar to 
commercial markets, comprises “a market of current and potential cus-
tomers, a set of firms seeking to serve that market, and the religious 
‘product lines’ offered by the various firms.”79 They have analyzed religious 
markets “in a similar manner to markets for goods and services – either as 
monopolies (where political sponsorship provides the effective barrier to 
entry) or highly competitive (eschewing oligopolistic models, which rarely 
exist in religious markets).”80  

The theory of the economics of religion has proposed a radically new 
approach to the study of religion. As Laurence Iannaccone notes:  

Among the many innovations made possible by this approach is the capa-
city to focus on the behavior of religious firms rather than on the religious 
consumers. Past discussions of secularization usually postulate a decline in 
the demand for religion, claiming the potential consumers in the modern, 
enlightened age no longer find a need for faith in the supernatural. In con-
trast we propose to focus not so much on religious consumers as on 
religious suppliers. Under what conditions are religious firms able to create 
a demand? What happens when only a few lazy religious firms confront the 
potential religious consumer? More concretely, does the low level of reli-
gious mobilization in Scandinavia, for instance, reflect weak demand pri-
marily or an unattractive product, badly marketed, within a highly regu-
lated and distorted religious economy?81 

Economic Concepts and Theoretical Approaches Applied by  
the Economics of Religion to the Study of Religion 

The economics of religion has developed its own set of definitions, which, 
on the one hand, reflect the substance of the theoretical model and, on the 
other hand, correspond to the terms used in the sociology of religion. Thus, 
the religious participation of individuals (families) is characterized as the 
“consumption (demand)” or “production (supply)” of religious product by 

— 
79 R. Stark, L. R. Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the ‘secularization’ of 
Europe,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 33, no. 3 (1994), 232. 
80 L. R. Iannaccone, C. E. Haight, J. Rubin, “Lessons from Delphi: religious markets and 
spiritual capitals,” Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 77, no. 3 (2011), 326.  
81 Stark, Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the ‘secularization’ of Europe,” 
232.
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households. Religious obligations which people undertake when becoming 
or remaining a follower of a particular faith are regarded as “costs,” while 
transcendental promises, material support, friendship, etc that they gain 
are “benefits.” Accumulated religious knowledge, skills, mutual trust and 
friendship among adherents of religion constitute “religious capital.”82 A 
religious organization is referred to as a “religious firm,” which in turn is 
defined as a social enterprise whose primary purpose is to create maintain 
and supply religion to some set of individuals. An officially recognized reli-
gion is labeled as “monopolistic (or oligopolistic) market structure.” Multi-
confessionalism is treated as “monopolistic competition.” The level of reli-
gious pluralism is correlated with the “degree of monopolization of the re-
ligious market.” The activities of religious firms are equated with the func-
tioning of a representative firm whose strategy is determined by the 
variability of the objective function and the degree of competition in the 
religious market.83 

The main theoretical approaches developed within the economics of 
religion are summarized by Iannaccone in his article “Introduction to the 
Economics of Religion.” 

The first one is based on the American Nobel laureate in economics 
Gary S. Becker’s theory of religious goods as household commodities. 
According to this approach, religion is treated as one of the commodities 
that a household consumes, while forms of religion are classified according 
to the associated time and monetary costs.84 The second approach builds on 
the former and is connected with religious human capital. Here, the 
religious product is the accumulated knowledge about faith and social ties 
within a religious community (so-called “social capital”).85 The next two 
approaches explain religious behaviour by drawing parallels between 

— 
82 Iannaccone defines religious capital as “familiarity with a religion’s doctrines, rituals, 
traditions, and members – enhances the satisfaction one receives from participation in 
that religion and so increases the likelihood and probable level of one’s religious parti-
cipation.” (L. Iannaccone “Religious practice: a human capital approach,” Journal for 
the Scientific Study of Religion 29, no. 3 [1990], 299).  
83 С. А. Воробьев, С. А. Кристиневич, “Экономическая теория религии: контуры 
междисциплинарного взаимодействия” [Economics of religion: outlines of inter-
disciplinary interaction], Белорусский экономический журнал [Belarusian Economic 
Journal], no. 2 (75) (2016), 73; Stark, Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the 
‘secularization’ of Europe,” 232. 
84 See more in: C. Azzi, R. Ehrenberg, “Household allocation of time and church atten-
dance,” Journal of Political Economy 83, no. 1 (1975), 27-56. 
85 For more see: Iannaccone, “Religious practice: a human capital approach.” 
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churches and clubs or firms86 The last approach studies the problem at the 
level of a religious market made up of religious firms.87 

The approach that looks at religion as a club focuses on the joint pro-
duction of a “religious product.” It is emphasized that not only the clergy, 
but also each member of the religious community contributes to the 
“production” and “consumption” of this “product.” In contrast, the “reli-
gious firm” model emphasizes the distinction between clergy and laity. 

The third approach, that of the “religious market,” combines the two 
previous approaches and supplements them with the idea of mutually ex-
clusive competition between religious organizations and the “religious 
market,” which is a simple exchange between producers and consumers of 
religious product. In this model, there appears the concept of the produc-
tion of a “religious product,” understood as fundamental answers to the 
deep philosophical questions of life which essentially appeal some way to a 
supernatural power.88 At the same time, the emphasis is on the mechanism 
of interaction in the course of which this “product” is produced, and on 
competition in attracting “consumers” between various “religious firms.” 

To summarize, the first two approaches above consider social capital as 
a “religious product,” while the club model and the theories of firms and 
religious market treat as such “the production and diversification of 
meanings.” As a Russian sociologist of religion, Archpriest Nikolay Eme-
lyanov, rightly remarks in his book “The Harvest Truly is Plentiful, but the 
Laborers are Few,” the very word “product” here is used metaphorically 
and does not imply actual monetary relations between religious actors.89 

In the following section I will examine the religious market in Russia to 
determine to what extent the economics of religion can be applied to con-
fessional conditions there. 

— 
86 See, for instance, D. H. Sullivan, “Simultaneous determination of church contri-
butions and church attendance,” Economic Inquiry 23, no. 2 (1985), 309-320; L. R. Ian-
nacconne, “Sacrifice and stigma: reducing free-riding in cults, communes and other 
collectives,” Journal of Political Economy100, no. 2 (1992), 271-291; R. B. Ekelund et al., 
Sacred trust: the medieval church as an economic firm.  
87 See Stark, Bainbridge, The future of religion, 171-188.  
88 A. Gill, The Political origins of religious liberty (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 231. 
89 Емельянов, “Жатвы много, а делателей мало”: Проблема взаимодействия свя-
щенников и мирян, 104. 
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The Religious Market in Russia 
Here, drawing upon the concepts of “religious market” and “religious 
firms” formulated by R. Stark and L. Iannaccone, I will consider the organ-
izations which make up the religious section of Russian society as a reli-
gious marketplace.90 In particular, I will analyze them as neoclassical firms 
which sell their product (i.e. religious and non-religious goods and ser-
vices) to consumers and compete with each other for consumers.  

There is one important note which I would like to make regarding the 
analysis of the Islamic segment of the religious market (which I have as my 
main focus). While the theorists of the economics of religion analyze the 
situation in which various religious institutions (churches and the like) act 
as sellers of a religious product and believers act as consumers,91 I consider 
consumers of the religious product offered by the muftiates to be not only 
and not so much the believers, but also the state (i.e., federal, regional and 
local authorities). From my perspective, the concept of churches as 
competing firms may facilitate an understanding of the various processes 
that take place within the religious sector of Russia and the muftiate as an 
institution, in particular. 

Four main types (models) of the market structure are known in the 
economic theory: 1) perfect competition, 2) monopolistic competition, 3) 
oligopoly, and 4) monopoly.92 As is the case in commodity and money mar-
kets, all of these models are now rarely seen in their pure form in the 
religious market. There can also be different types of market structure in 
various sub-markets of the Russian religious market (e.g., oligopolistic in 
the case of Islam and monopolistic in the case of Orthodoxy). 

There are not many scientific works in which the religious situation in a 
particular country is considered through the lens of the economics of 
religion.93 Of these studies, two articles are worth mentioning: “The Red, 
— 
90 See, for example, Stark, Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the ‘secular-
ization’ of Europe.”  
91 See, for example, Iannaccone, “Religious markets and the economics of religion.”  
92 P. A. Samuelson, W. D. Nordhaus, Economics, 19th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill / 
Irwin, 2009), 170-173. The difference between monopolistic competition and monopoly 
is as follows. A monopolist is “the only firm producing in its industry, and there is no 
industry producing a close substitute” (ibid., 171). At the same time, in the case of 
monopolistic competition, “a large number of sellers produce differentiated products. 
This market structure resembles perfect competition in that there are many sellers, 
none of whom has a large share of the market. It differs from perfect competition in 
that the products sold by different firms are not identical” (ibid). 
93 An exception is the USA which have served as an example and source of inspiration 
for the theorists of the economics of religion.  
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Black, and Gray Markets of Religion in China”94 and “Oligopoly Dynamics 
and the Triple Religious Markets in China”95 by the American sociologist 
Fenggang Yang. Yang develops a “triple religious market” theory which can 
be described not as an independent theory, but rather as one direction in 
the economics of religion developed to analyze religious markets outside 
the Western world. His views were justifiably criticized for ignoring the 
characteristics of the confessional situation in China and for his mechan-
ical application of the provisions of the economics of religion to that 
country. However, his attempt to consider the structure of the religious 
market in China as a multi-confessional state is noteworthy.  

Yang divides this religious market into three categories, depending on 
the official status of a particular religion: 1) the red market (legal or 
officially permitted religions), 2) the black market (illegal or officially ban-
ned religions), and 3) the gray market (religions with an ambiguous legal/ 
illegal status). The last category “includes two types of practices: (1) illegal 
religious activities of legally existing religious groups, and (2) religious or 
spiritual practices that manifest in culture or science instead of religion.96 
Yang then describes the situation in the red segment of the Chinese reli-
gious market as oligopolistic.97 Moreover, “Empirical evidences show that 
oligopoly is the predominant pattern of Church–State relations in the 
world today.”98  

The religious market in modern Russia as a whole also has an oligo-
polistic market structure. There are several large sellers (i.e., religious 
associations which represent so-called “traditional religions”) and a few 
small ones (i.e., religious associations which represent other faiths), but the 
Russian Orthodox Church is by far the strongest market power due to its 
special position in modern Russia as the dominant religious organization. 
Thus the main beneficiary of normative legal acts regulating the issue of 
restitution of church property is precisely the ROC.99 As a result, the Mos-
— 
94 F. Yang, “The red, black, and gray markets of religion in China,” The Sociological 
Quarterly 47, no. 1 (2006), 93-122.  
95 F. Yang, “Oligopoly dynamics and the triple religious markets in China,” Social Com-
pass. 57, no. 2 (2010), 194-205.  
96 Yang writes about “officially permitted religious organizations, believers, and reli-
gious activities” (“The red, black, and gray markets of religion in China,” 97). 
97 Yang, “Oligopoly dynamics and the triple religious markets in China,” 199.  
98 Ibid., 195.  
99 In accordance with the federal law adopted in 2010, “On the Transfer to Religious 
Organizations of State-owned or Municipal-owned Religious Property,” which defines 
“the procedure for the transfer of property of religious purpose located in federal 
property, property of the constituent entities of the Russian Federation or municipal 
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cow Patriarchate has received buildings and other property, a significant 
part of which until 1917 was not owned but only used by the state orthodox 
church.100 In addition, when transferring property to the Russian Orthodox 
Church, the state does not take into account the fact that before the revo-
lution the Synodal Church did not have the status of a legal entity. Neither 
does the legislation acknowledge that the Russian Orthodox Church is not 
the only legal successor to the Synodal Church of the Russian Empire.101  

The special position of the Russian Orthodox Church is manifested in 
the predominance of its representatives in social institutions such as 
schools, the army, etc.102 The state provides support to them in situations 

property.” The Russian Orthodox Church received the majority of religious objects: 
10643 or (96.7% of the total) (Т. В. Растимешина, “Возвращение церкви объектов 
культурного наследия в контексте внутриполитических тенденций в России” 
[Return of cultural heritage sites to the church in the context of domestic political 
trends in Russia], Экономические и социально-гуманитарные исследования [Econo-
mic and socio-humanitarian studies], no. 1 (1) (2014), 143).  
100 In particular, the Russian Orthodox Church actively lobbied for the return of one of 
the architectural monuments of St. Petersburg – St. Isaac’s Cathedral, which has been 
hosting a museum since 1948. By decision of the city authorities, St. Isaac’s Cathedral 
was supposed to be transferred to the ROC in 2017. However, due to popular oppos-
ition, the city authorities and the Moscow Patriarchate removed the issue from the 
agenda. The Russian Orthodox Church also insists on transferring to it not only the 
preserved church objects, but also buildings built already in Soviet times on the sites 
where temples and monasteries once were located. One of the most striking examples 
here is the story of a claim to the territory occupied by the All-Russian Research 
Institute of Fisheries and Oceanography (VNIRO) in Moscow. (“ВНИРО никогда не 
сдавал помещения в аренду, даже в 90-е годы” [VNIRO have never leased premises, 
even in the 90s], Новая газета [New Gazette], 10.03.2017, https://novayagazeta.ru/artic 
les/2017/03/10/71739-vniro-nikogda-ne-sdaval-pomescheniya-v-arendu-dazhe-v-90-e-
gody, accessed 9 May 2020).  
101 The name “Russian (Russkaya) Orthodox Church” was not formalized until 1943. In 
the laws of the Russian Empire the name “Orthodox Russian (Rossiyskaya) Church” was 
used. In the theological and secular literature, the following names were also wide-
spread: Russian (Rossiyskaya) Orthodox Church, All-Russian (Vserossiyskaya) Ortho-
dox Church, Orthodox Catholic Greek-Russian Church, Orthodox Greek-Russian 
Church and Russian (Russkaya) Orthodox Church. According to some authors, the 
identification of the modern ROC with the pre-1917 Russian Orthodox Church seems 
at least debatable (see also: М. А. Бабкин, “Устав Русской православной церкви: 
допустимо ли отождествление РПЦ и ПРЦ?” [The charter of the Russian Orthodox 
Church: is the identification of the RPC and PRC permissible?], Общественные науки 
и современность [Social sciences and the contemporary world], no. 1 (2015), 108-114). 
Below I will use the terms Russian Orthodox Church and Moscow Patriarchate when 
discussing developments in the period since 1943 and up to today. When I discuss the 
pre-1917 state church I will use the term Synodal Church.  
102 Orthodox chaplains (military priests) prevail over representatives of other faiths in 
the Russian Army. In addition, it is Orthodoxy that plays a key role in the ideological 
and political education of military personnel, regardless of their religion. 
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when there is a conflict of interest between the ROC and other religious 
organizations and atheists. The influence of the Church is also manifested 
in attempts (often successful) to influence state confessional policy regar-
ding religious minorities. Thus in particular, there are cases in which the 
Church has influenced decisions on the construction of prayer rooms for 
religious associations representing both religious minorities and the so-
called “traditional religions.”103 

The market is also geographically distributed among its participants. In 
many parts of Russia the ROC has a monopolistic position, but in some re-
gions with compact Muslim and Buddhist populations, Islam and Buddhism, 
represented by certain religious organizations, respectively, enjoy equal 
opportunities.104 

In the Orthodox segment of the Russian religious market the Moscow 
Patriarchate exercises a monopoly. Other Orthodox churches in the country 
may have parishes, but they cannot enter the market of religious services as 
full participants enjoying the same rights as the ROC. This applies to both 
reformed (“Nikonian”) Orthodox churches and Old Believers.  

Some researchers are discussing the question of whether or not the ROC 
is de facto a state church in Russia, but the thesis that it is a national church is 
not doubted among either the church itself or in the expert community.105  

As the history of the twentieth century has shown, state authorities can, 
by a single decree, deprive one church (the former Synodal Church) of a 
privileged position and give its rights to another church, even one created 

— 
103 А. Верховский, сост., Пределы светскости: обществ. дискуссия о принципе 
светскости государства и о путях реализации свободы совести [The limits of 
secularism: a discussion of the principle of secularism of the state and on ways to imple-
ment freedom of conscience] (Москва: «Сова», 2003), 15.  
104 One of the most striking examples is the position of the Russian Orthodox Church in 
Tatarstan, where the ROC and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic 
of Tatarstan enjoy equal rights. (Религия [Religion], Официальный Татарстан 
[Official Tatarstan], http://tatarstan.ru/about/religion.htm, accessed 9 May 2020).  
105 See, for example: К. Крылов, “Государственная религия” будущего [“State reli-
gion” of the future], Отечественные записки [Annals of the Fatherland], no. 1 (1) 
(2001), http://www.strana-oz.ru/2001/1/gosudarstvennaya-religiya-budushchego, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. In the document entitled “Declaration of Russian Identity” adopted at 
the XVIII World Russian People’s Assembly under the chairmanship of the patriarch it 
is stated that: “A Russian is a person who considers himself Russian; not having other 
ethnic preferences; speaking and thinking in Russian; recognizing Orthodox Chris-
tianity as the basis of national spiritual culture; feeling solidarity with the destiny of the 
Russian people” (Декларация русской идентичности [Declaration of Russian iden-
tity], 12.11.2014, Official Website of the Moscow Patriarchate, http://www.patriarchia. 
ru/db/text/508347.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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from scratch, as was the case with the Renovationists in 1922. In the 1920s 
and 1930s no single Orthodox church existed. In documents relating to 
that era, the three most influential groups (or even groupings) of the 
Orthodox clergy were the Tikhonovites (tikhonovtsy), the Renovationists 
(obnovlentsy) and the Josephites (iosifliane). Later on, a monopolistic role 
in Orthodoxy was assigned to the Russian Orthodox Church created by 
Stalin in 1943.106 

In this context, one can also consider the initiative launched by the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church in September 2017. Representatives of the Moscow 
Patriarchate have proposed amendments to the law “On Freedom of Con-
science and on Religious Associations,” the essence of which was to prohibit 
organizations outside the structure of the Moscow Patriarchate from using 
the words “Orthodoxy,” “Orthodox” and verbal derivatives in their names.107 
This initiative was not supported by the authorities, but it is understandable 
in the context of the theory of the economics of religion. The monopolist, 
which has a large share of the religious market, seeks to consolidate its 
position not only as the largest, but also as the only supplier of religious 
product in the Orthodox segment by securing the trademark for itself. 

The Islamic segment of the religious market in Russia has an oligo-
polistic structure. I distinguish three levels within this market: federal, 
regional, and local. The sellers at the federal level are three major muftiates 
(the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia, the Council of 
Muftis of Russia and the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia). At the 
regional level are the regional spiritual administrations of Muslims and at 
the local level, individual Muslim religious communities.  

The religious product offered by the muftiates is not homogenous and 
depends on the category of consumers. Muftiates not only sell religious 
goods and services but also provide certain non-religious services. Con-
sumers of religious goods and services are primarily believers. Non-reli-
gious services are mostly offered to the state (i.e., federal, regional and local 
authorities).  

By religious services I mean first of all services related to providing con-
ditions for believers to perform prescribed ritual actions (prayer, mar-

— 
106 For more about this, see: Бабкин, “Устав Русской православной церкви: допустимо 
ли отождествление РПЦ и ПРЦ?”  
107 Н. Демченко, “РПЦ предложила ввести монополию на слово «православный» в 
названиях” [ROC proposed to impose a monopoly on the use of the word “Orthodox” 
in names], portal РБК [RBC], 15.09.2017, https://www.rbc.ru/politics/15/09/2017/59bbc 
fce9a794724b8445bb1, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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riages, funeral commemoration, etc.), as well as educational activities. The 
latter comprises both religious instruction (formal and informal), religious 
education and training of ministers of the Islamic religion. It should be 
noted, however, that ordinary believers mainly purchase religious goods 
and services not from the muftiates, but from individual imams, the leaders 
of local Muslim religious communities.108 In other words, believers satisfy 
their day-to-day religious needs by turning to imams at local mosques 
whom they do not necessarily associate with any of the existing muftiates.  

If the state is the consumer, then the federal muftiates and regional 
spiritual administrations of Muslims are the sellers, and they offer to the 
state a certain ideological concept, a version of Islam which may corres-
pond to the goals of state religious policy. In addition, muftiates offer to the 
state non-religious services such as support for the foreign and domestic 
policy of the state and ensuring the loyalty of adherents of Islam to the 
current political regime. These are not religious services, but services of a 
political nature sold on a market where only one consumer is present (the 
state). Thus on the part of the consumer, the market of political services 
sold by the muftiates can be characterized as monopsony, i.e. a market 
structure where only one buyer exists.109 

On the part of the seller, there are several “firms” selling a product that 
is similar in character but with certain differences. For example, the Coun-
cil of Muftis of Russia has traditionally adhered to a policy of cooperation 
with Turkey, including when there was a crisis in the bilateral relations of 
these countries. At the same time, the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of 
Russia (DSMR) favors supporting all initiatives of the country’s leadership, 
even if they contradict earlier statements by state officials.110 In varying 

— 
108 The thesis about the state as a buyer of services from religious organizations is 
controversial. As a counterargument, it can be maintained that the state acts as a regul-
ator of the market. However, in its capacity as regulator, the state may also act as a 
buyer to whom various religious institutions sell their services. 
109 Until the mid-1990s, the role of the partner of the country’s leadership in the imple-
mentation of foreign policy tasks in the Muslim world was performed by TsDUM. 
Subsequently, the Council of Muftis of Russia, formed in 1996, became the most suc-
cessful seller in this category of services. Finally, in 2016, the foreign policy direction of 
Muslim diplomacy largely passed on to the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia, 
which was formed in 2016. 
110 The conflict between the Russian authorities and the Turkish government in 2015 is 
one example.  
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degrees, however, all muftiates endorse and support the policy of the Rus-
sian government in Syria.111  

Payment for these services is expressed in the amount of state support 
(financial, administrative) provided to the muftiates. Considering the im-
portance of the Syrian direction of Russia’s foreign policy, the cost of ser-
vices provided by the muftiates in this regard has increased significantly. 
The higher the level of a muftiate (from regional to federal), the smaller the 
share of goods and services of a religious nature in the package of goods it 
provides. 

It should be noted that compared to non-religious services offered by 
the federal muftiates and regional spiritual administrations, the religious 
services are homogeneous. This is because in Russia Hanafi madhab and 
Maturidite aqidah prevail among the Muslim population. The exception 
are the muftiates in the North-East Caucasus, where the Shafi‘i madhab 
dominates. Any other “non-standard” services that do not fit into the exis-
ting assortment called “traditional Islam” (like different kinds of Salafism, 
the teachings of the Faizrakhmanists, etc.) are squeezed out of the market 
by the oligopolistic structures themselves or with the help of the state.112 

One of the characteristics of oligopolistic market structure is the inter-
dependence of market participants. The activity of one oligopoly influences 
the activity of other oligopolies. That is, since there are a small number of 
firms on the market, sellers need to develop strategies for their firm so that 
competitors do not drive them out. One of the key aspects of a market 
strategy for the muftiates concerns relations with the Russian Orthodox 
Church. In a situation where all the muftiates in Russia offer the same set 
of services, it is their strategy relative to the ROC and the state that 
ultimately determines their position in the religious market.113 In turn, the 
ROC bases its relations with the muftiates on their strategy vis à vis itself.  

— 
111 This is manifested both in public statements by the muftis, which contain support for 
the policy of the Russian government in Syria, as well as visits of the muftis themselves 
and their representatives to the territories of the country controlled by the Assad 
government (see, for example: “В Совете муфтиев России назвали перемирие в 
Сирии историческим шансом” [The Council of Muftis of Russia called the truce in 
Syria a historic chance], news agency РИА Новости [RIA Novosti], 30.12. 2016, 
https://ria.ru/20161230/1484978125.html, accessed 9 May 2020).  
112 For more about traditional Islam in Russia see The concept of traditional Islam in 
modern Islamic discourse in Russia, ed. R. Bekkin (Sarajevo: Center for Advanced 
Studies, 2020). 
113 See more on this in Chapter V. 
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Barriers to entering the market are also quite high. In order to create a 
new muftiate and “launch” it at the federal level, consent from the regulator 
(the state) is required.114  

Furthermore, the state creates conditions, as a result of which Muslims 
cannot obtain any religious product other than from the muftiates. The 
state’s interference is expressed in numerous legal restrictions aimed at 
suppressing the functioning of independent Islamic religious groups. One 
such measure was the adoption in 2016 of the so-called “Yarovaya set of 
amendments,” which restricts religious activity outside registered religious 
organizations.115 If previously the existence of independent religious com-
munities was theoretically feasible, now it has become almost impossible. 
In order to avoid problems with state control bodies, all Muslim com-
munities are forced to join one of the regional muftiates. In other words, 
the state artificially creates demand for the services of the muftiates. 
Believers united in groups or religious organizations are forced to interact 
with the muftiates, joining them in one form or another and receiving in 
exchange protection from government interference in their religious life. 

As regards the regional level at which regional spiritual administrations 
operate, the latter also act as oligopolist firms. In this case, the role of 
consumers is performed by the regional authorities of the territorial entities 
of the federation (represented by governors and other heads of adminis-
trations), the federal muftiates and the believers themselves united in 
communities. Each of these customers is offered a particular product: the 
governors – assistance in the implementation of religious policy, and the 
federal muftiates – strengthening of their positions at the federal level.116 
Finally, Muslim communities are “offered” assistance (including material 
aid) and patronage on the part of the authorities in defending believers’ 
interests in exchange for accepting the jurisdiction of the respective 
regional muftiate over them.  

— 
114 More on this topic below. 
115 The amendments to the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious 
Associations” were called the anti-missionary law. For more detail, see the Federal Law 
“On Amending the Federal Law on Countering Terrorism and Certain Legislative Acts 
of the Russian Federation Regarding the Establishment of Additional Measures to 
Counter Terrorism and Ensure Public Safety,” КонсультантПлюс, http://www.consul 
tant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_201078/, accessed 9 May 2020.  
116 One of the most striking examples is the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
Nizhny Novgorod region (DUM NO), which from time to time passed to the juris-
diction of TsDUM, then to that of the Council of Muftis of Russia. 
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Some regional spiritual administrations may even enter the federal 
market with their services and thus compete with the three all-Russian 
muftiates. However, this requires that they achieve success in their region. 
One of the markers of this success is the monopolistic position of the 
regional muftiate in the market of religious services. Such muftiates in 
modern Russia are the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic 
of Tatarstan (DUM RT) and the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan.117 
These muftiates are absolute monopolists in the market of religious ser-
vices in Tatarstan and Dagestan, respectively. 

As for the other regional spiritual administrations of Muslims, their fate 
is to be absorbed by one of the federal muftiates, which may grant them 
broad autonomy.118 Thus the federal muftiates act as holding companies 
which incorporate several levels of subsidiary muftiates into their framework. 

For any federal muftiate, two quantitative indicators are of great impor-
tance: 1) the number of its constituent communities and 2) the number of 
regional spiritual administrations included in it. Therefore, some regional 
muftiates comprising a significant number of communities receive special 
attention on part of the state, and sometimes act at the federal level as full 
participants in various state events along with representatives of the federal 
muftiates.119 

— 
117 The existence of a few separate Muslim communities not fully controlled by the muf-
tiates – monopolists in their regions – does not change the picture. They are ignored or 
suppressed by the state. 
118 The competition between the regional DUMs can take two main forms: the struggle 
to join one of the existing federal muftiates or to create alternative spiritual adminis-
trations in strategically important regions. An example is the existence of two muftiates 
in the Republic of Tatarstan until 1998: the independent Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT) and the Spiritual Admin-
istration of Tatarstan (DUM T), which was under the jurisdiction of TsDUM.  
119 Thus in 2016 DUM RT was included as a member in the Interreligious Council of 
Russia – the main platform for the discussion of various topical issues by leaders of the 
leading “traditional” religions of Russia: Orthodoxy, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism.  
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Table 1. Muftiates in the Religious Market 

Marker players Macro-level Meso-level Micro-level 
State Provides financial 

and administrative 
support to federal 
muftiates. 

Provides financial 
and administrative 
support to regional 
muftiates through 
regional authorities 
(directly) or through 
federal muftiates 
(indirectly). 

Provides financial 
and administrative 
support to the 
MROMs through 
local authorities or 
through regional 
muftiates. 

Federal muftitates Provide political 
support to govern-
ment actions. Fe-
deral muftiates per-
form diplomatic 
missions in Islamic 
countries (for 
example, in Syria). 

The goal of federal 
muftiates is to in-
clude in their juris-
diction the max-
imum number of 
regional muftiates. 
Cooperate with re-
gional authorities 
on issues related to 
the functioning of 
regional muftiates 
under their 
umbrella. 

The federal muf-
tiate may stimulate 
MROMs to create 
regional muftiates 
under its umbrella. 

Regional indepen-
dent muftiates 

Provide support to 
governmental 
actions. Regional 
independent muf-
tiates perform a 
diplomatic mission 
in Islamic coun-
tries (for example, 
in Syria). 

Strive to act in an 
independent capa-
city in relations 
with state author-
ities (at the regio-
nal level and in 
some cases at the 
federal level). 
Cooperate with 
federal muftiates as 
an equal partner. 

Try to consolidate 
all MROMs in the 
individual region 
under their juris-
diction (in some 
cases with the help 
of the regional 
authorities). May 
also contribute to 
the formation of a 
regional muftiate 
on the basis of 
three MROMs. 

Regional muftiates Provide support to 
the actions of state 
bodies. 

Come under the 
jurisdiction of the 
federal muftiate 
offering the most 
comfortable con-
ditions. Provide 

Strive to include in 
their structure the 
maximum number 
of MROMs (in 
some cases with the 
help of the regional 
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support to regional 
authorities. 

authorities). 

Local Religious 
Organizations of 
Muslims 
(MROMs) 

No direct 
interaction with 
the federal 
authorities. 

Come under the 
jurisdiction of the 
regional indepen-
dent or the regional 
muftiate offering 
the most comfor-
table conditions. 
Usually no direct 
interactions with 
the regional 
authorities.  

Provide support to 
the local authorities 
and interact on 
current issues 
affecting the Mus-
lim religious com-
munity. May inter-
act with other 
MROMs to estab-
lish a regional 
muftiate. 

Compiled by the author.  

The table above shows that the state plays a significant role in the market at 
all three levels of interaction with religious associations (macro, meso and 
micro levels). The theoretical aspects of state participation in the religious 
market will be discussed in the next section.  

The Issue of State Intervention in the Religious Market 
As mentioned earlier, the foundations of the economic approach to 
analyzing the functioning of the religious sphere of society were laid by 
Adam Smith. The principal ideas relevant to the present study were set 
forth in Chapter V of his main work, The Wealth of Nations, according to 
which the most acceptable situation is when there are many different small 
and freely competing congregations operating in the country: 

[T]hat zeal must be altogether innocent where the society is divided into
two or three hundred, or perhaps into as many thousand small sects, of
which no one could be considerable enough to disturb the public tran-
quillity. The teachers of each sect, seeing themselves surrounded on all sides
with more adversaries than friends, would be obliged to learn that candour
and moderation which is so seldom to be found among the teachers of
those great sects whose tenets, being supported by the civil magistrate, are
held in veneration by almost all the inhabitants of extensive kingdoms and
empires, and who therefore see nothing round them but followers, discip-
les, and humble admirers.120

— 
120 A. Smith, An inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations, ed. S. M. Soares 
(MetaLibri Digital Library, 2007), 611-612. 
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By “small sects” Smith understands voluntary associations like clubs that 
require their members to follow strict rules.121 Further, he regards churches 
as competing firms trying to sell their products to the customer. According 
to him, the presence on the market of a large number of participants with 
equal rights is beneficial both to the state and to society. For the state, this 
means that the church will not interfere in worldly affairs. The competition 
between different churches is also beneficial for society, as it helps avoid 
the extremism of religious intolerance and fanaticism.122 As for believers, 
they have the opportunity to choose the sect or the church which best 
meets their needs. The competition between different religious organiza-
tions will make them strive to offer high-level religious services. 

According to Smith, a monopoly in the religious marketplace inevitably 
leads to a decline in the quality of these services. Speaking of a church that 
plays the role of a state church, he uses the term “established or state reli-
gion.”123 Although he was against state interference in religious affairs, be-
lieving that this creates conditions for corruption, it is difficult to unequi-
vocally conclude from his text whether or not he completely excluded go-
vernment intervention in regulating the activities of religious organizations.  

Some of Smith’s other contemporaries also concerned themselves with 
state regulation. For example, David Hume was a supporter of a state 
church that enjoyed privileges from the state.124 Also of interest are the 
views of the American statesman James Madison, one of the Founding 
Fathers of the United States. Madison, like Smith, advocated religious free-
dom, which should be expressed in non-interference of the state in the reli-
gious sphere. One of the main forms of such intrusion is the creation of a 
state church. According to Madison, the experience of creating state 
churches suggests that such institutions create “pride and indolence in the 

— 
121 Anderson, “Mr. Smith and the preachers,” 1071-1072. Later on, the concept of reli-
gious organizations as competing firms was elaborated in the works of Laurence Ian-
naccone, according to whom religious organizations act as clubs which prescribe to 
their members a certain code of conduct. In return for obeying the rules of the club, its 
members can benefit from a set of privileges that are only provided to club members. 
For more on this see: L. R. Iannaccone, “Sacrifice and stigma: reducing free-riding in 
cults, communes, and other collectives.”  
122 Anderson, “Mr. Smith and the preachers,”1073. 
123 For more on this, see: E. Berman, L. R. Iannaccone, “Religious extremism: the good, 
the bad, and the deadly,” Public Choice 128, no. (1-2) (2006), 109-129. 
124 Anderson, “Mr. Smith and the preachers,” 1073. 
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Clergy; ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, supervision, bigotry, 
and persecution.”125  

Churches to which the state provides various kinds of support – from 
giving them the status of a state church to granting economic and other 
benefits – are called in the literature on the economics of religion “sub-
sidized churches.” Russian muftiates fully fall into this category, the only 
difference being that the term “church” here should be replaced by the 
more general “religious organizations.” 

Among contemporary scholars of the economics of religion, there is no 
consensus as to the proper degree of state regulation of and overall inter-
vention in the religious market. Some researchers acknowledge the neces-
sity of moderate state intrusion, primarily for the establishment of certain 
rules and subsequent control over their observance. For example, accor-
ding to the American religious studies scholar Ph. E. Hammond,  

It seems reasonable to think that a certain amount of regulation is required 
if there is to be free competition in the religious market. A competitive 
religious marketplace would require prohibitions on the use of coercion to 
compel adherence, for example. It would require laws protecting religious 
belief and practice against suppression and discrimination.126  

On the other hand, he warns against excessive government intervention: 
“When the state, through active sponsorship or preferential treatment, 
allows one or a few religious “firms” to monopolize the market, they be-
come lazy and unresponsive to the demands of consumers, causing atrophy 
in the religious sector.”127 

At the same time, the founders of the theory of the economics of reli-
gion, including first and foremost Iannaccone, advocate free competition 
between various religious organizations.128 In their seminal article “A Sup-
ply-Side Reinterpretation of the ‘Secularization’ of Europe” Stark and Ian-
naccone set forth seven theoretical propositions describing the correlation 
between the degree of state intervention in religious affairs and religious 

— 
125 Cited by K. N. Hylton, Y. Rodionova, and F. Deng. “Church and state: an economic 
analysis,” American Law and Economics Review 13, no. 2 (2011), 405. 
126 Ph. E. Hammond, D. W. Machacek, “Religion and the state,” in The Oxford hand-
book of the sociology of religion, ed. P. B. Clarke (Oxford-New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 401.  
127 Ibid., 400-401.  
128 L. Iannaccone, “The consequences of religious market structure,” Rationality and 
Society 3, no. 2 (1991), 162. 
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diversity in the market, and they also put forward a thesis on how this 
ultimately affects the level of religiosity of society.129 They argue as follows: 

1. Risk of monopolization of the religious market is directly correlated
with the degree to which the state regulates the religious economy: the 
higher the degree of state interference, the higher the capacity of a single 
religious firm to become a monopoly. 

2. An unregulated religious economy will tend to be very pluralistic.
3. Religious participation (pluralism) is at its highest when the religious

market is not regulated. By pluralistic religious economy Stark and Iannac-
cone mean the number of firms active in the economy: the more firms with 
a significant market share, the greater the degree of pluralism. 

4. Where religious economy is pluralistic, religious firms will specialize.
By specialization Stark and Iannaccone mean catering by religious firms to 
the special needs and tastes of specific market segments. 

5. In a competitive and pluralistic religious economy overall levels of
religious participation will tend to be high. On the contrary, where a reli-
gious economy is monopolized by one or two firms favored by the state, 
these levels will tend to be low. In other words, support by the Russian state 
of the muftiate creates a “lazy monopoly” and in this way restrains the level 
of Muslim religiosity. It is a major proposition of economics that state-
supported monopoly firms tend to be inefficient.130 

6. A monopolist religious firm will seek to penetrate all spheres and
institutions of the society, thus causing its sacralization. In the words of 
Stark and Iannaccone: “... the primary aspects of life from family to politics 
will be suffused with religious symbols, rhetoric, and ritual.”131 

7. Finally, if a previously tightly regulated religious market becomes
deregulated, then the society will be desacralized. 

Stark’s and Iannaccone’s theory is intended to help understand the con-
ditions under which the church is most effective in mobilizing its members. 
They claim that it is most efficient under the conditions of religious 

— 
129 Stark, Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the ‘secularization’ of Europe.”  
130 See also Edward Tiryakian, who notes in his work on “American exceptionalism” 
that “there is a consensus that religion is usually better off, in terms of its vitality, in 
societies where it is not a state-regulated monopoly.” E. A. Tiryakian, “American reli-
gious exceptionalism: a reconsideration,” The Annals 527, no. 1 (1993), 45. 
131 R. Stark, R. Finke, Acts of faith: explaining the human side of religion (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press), 2000.  
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pluralism and conversely less so where the market is highly regulated and 
monopolized.132 

The state takes an active role in regulating the religious market in 
modern Russia and otherwise actively intervenes in religious affairs. The 
regulatory framework is far from the ideal situation in which no market 
participants are discriminated against and are given equal opportunities. 
On the contrary, de jure and de facto it provides for discrimination of some 
religious organizations and a privileged position for others. The concept of 
“traditional religions” allows organizations with a long history of existence 
in Russia to enjoy certain privileges and a wider range of rights than do 
“non-traditional religions.” While this situation has both political and cul-
tural justifications, the very fact that some religious associations are vested 
with a larger set of rights at the expense of others has resulted in a 
gradation within the “traditional religions” themselves to more privileged 
(the ROC) and less privileged institutions (muftiates, Buddhist and Jewish 
religious organizations).133 

Quantifying Religious Regulation 
In 1992 Mark Chaves and David E. Cann quantified the regulation of reli-
gious economies in eighteen nations on the basis of a six-item scale: “whether 
or not (1) there is a single, officially designated state church; (2) there is 
official state recognition of some denominations but not others; (3) the state 
appoints or approves the appointment of church leaders; (4) the state directly 
pays church personnel salaries; (5) there is a system of Ecclesiastical tax 
collection; (6) the state directly subsidizes, beyond mere tax breaks, the 

— 
132 A number of scholars have criticized the above propositions. One of the most fre-
quently raised objections against the theory of economics of religion is that its basic 
provisions are based mainly on the experience of one country – the USA – and cannot 
be automatically applied to situations in the “religious market” of other countries. See, 
for example, M. Chaves, P. Gorsky, “Religious pluralism and religious participation,” 
Annual Review of Sociology 27 (2001), 261-281. According to Chaves and Gorsky, it is 
incorrect to mix the American and European types of religious competition, since they 
are based on the different nature of relations between believers and religious organiz-
ations. They conclude in their article that the available empirical evidence does not 
support the claim that religious pluralism is generally and positively correlated with 
religious participation. Among other studies by opponents of the theory of positive 
influence of religious pluralism see, J. R. Blau, K. C. Land, & K. Redding, “The expan-
sion of religious affiliation: an explanation of the growth of church participation in the 
United States, 1850–1930,” Social Science Research 21 (1992), 329-352; K. D. Breault, 
“Reply to Finke and Stark,” American Sociological Review 54 (1989), 1056-1059.  
133 For a more detailed discussion of the concept of traditional religions and the 
regulatory framework in the religious sphere in modern Russia, see Chapter IV. 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

66 

operating, maintenance, or capital expenses for churches.”134 Nations re-
ceived one point for each criterion of regulation they met. The more scores 
a country has, the more stringently regulated its religious market.135 

Another instrument to measure the pluralism of the religious market is 
an index of market concentration (the so-called Herfindahl index): the 
higher the score, the less pluralism.136

The high importance of the state in the Russian religious market is thus 
a significant factor that must be taken into account when analyzing issues 
of interaction among religious associations. However, this does not exhaust 
the features of the market. In the legal space of Russia, including in the 
sphere of regulation of confessional relations, it is not so much written as 
informal rules that are of great importance in regulating the activities of 
social institutions, including religious associations. Such rules are not con-
tained in regulatory legal acts, but they are well known to participants in 
the religious market. Ignorance of these rules can create serious obstacles to 
the functioning of religious organizations. In this regard, it seems to me 
important to turn to Douglass North’s theory of institutions to comple-
ment the theory of the economics of religion. 

Douglass North’s Theory of Institutions 
In addition to the theory of the economics of religion, in my research I 
have also drawn upon some points of Douglass North’s theory of institu-
tions, which in turn is largely based on the views of another American 

— 
134 Stark, Iannaccone, “A supply-side reinterpretation of the ‘secularization’ of Europe,” 
239. 
135 For a discussion of the position of Russia in this index, see Chapter IV. Russia should 
score 3 on this index because it meets criteria (2), (3) and (6). In my analysis I 
considered the phrase “there is official state recognition of some denominations but not 
others” as corresponding to the term “traditional religions” in Russia. 
136 The Herfindahl-Hirschman index (HHI) – an index used in economic research to 
measure the degree of monopolization of a particular industry (share of firms in the 
industry). It was proposed American economists Orris C. Herfindahl and Albert O. 
Hirschman. In religious studies, HHI acts as an indicator of the degree of competition 
in the religious market. It is calculated as the proportion of adherents of various reli-
gious groups in the market (Iannaccone, “The Consequences of Religious Market Struc-
ture,” 164, 166). I propose as a criterion for assessing competition in the Russian reli-
gious market to take not the number of believers (as there are no exact or approxi-
mately accurate data on this issue), but the number of religious associations acting on 
behalf of a particular religion. Thus in Russia the Herfindahl-Hirschman index can be 
most effectively used to measure the degree of monopolization not in the religious 
market as a whole, but in its individual segments (Orthodoxy, Islam, etc.).  
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economist and Nobel laureate, Ronald Coase, regarding the impact of insti-
tutions on economic development. 

According to North, institutions are made up of formal rules, informal 
constraints, and rules for enforcing those constraints:  

Institutional constraints include both what individuals are prohibited from 
doing and, sometimes, under what conditions some individuals are per-
mitted to undertake certain activities. As defined here, they therefore are 
the framework within which human interaction takes place. They are per-
fectly analogous to the rules of the game in a competitive team sport. That 
is, they consist of formal written rules as well as typically unwritten codes of 
conduct that underlie and supplement formal rules, such as not deliberately 
injuring a key player on the opposing team.137  

In other words, unwritten conventions and customs can play a significant 
role in the formation and functioning of institutions. A vivid example here 
is the clan system, which operates mainly on the basis of informal con-
straints. 

North distinguishes between institutions and organizations. The latter 
include, among others, churches, which he considers as belonging to that 
category. Thus as far as our subject matter here is concerned, the muftiate 
is an institution, which implies a set of rules (restrictions) that are both 
formal (reflected in the laws, charters of spiritual administrations of Mus-
lims) and informal (not reflected in the legislation). As I will show, based 
on these rules, one can draw a portrait of the muftiate: it is a state body that 
can be either incorporated or not incorporated into the system of public 
authorities. But the functional purpose of the institution of the muftiate re-
mains unchanged: to serve as a conductor of state policy among Muslims.  

A Question of Language 
Notes on Transliteration and Translation 

Russian terms are transliterated following the Oxford Russian-English 
Dictionary. Russian titles of people and organizations are given in English 
translation; where they are used for the first time, the Russian original is 
provided in transliteration.  

I would like to specifically note the difference in meaning ascribed in the 
Russian language to two adjectives, both of which are commonly translated 

— 
137 North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance, 4. 
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into English as “Russian”: “Russkiy” (the word denoting nationality) and 
“Rossiyskiy” (the word stemming from the word “Russia” (the name of the 
country). English does not take into account the differences between the 
two paronyms and conveys them in one word: Russian. Meanwhile, in Rus-
sia, the use of each of these adjectives carries a certain semantic meaning. 
Thus for representatives of non-Russian nationalities it is very important to 
be called Rossiyane rather than Russkie. The same word is of fundamental 
importance in determining the name of the Orthodox Church in Russia. 
One of its most common names before the Revolution was the Rossiyskaya 
Orthodox Church (Pravoslavnaya Rossiyskaya Tserkov’), and the head of 
the church, elected in late 1917, was called the Patriarch of Moscow and 
All-Rossiya. In Soviet times, the church was given the name Russkaya 
Orthodox Church. I will use the word Russian as the equivalent of the 
adjective “Russkiy’.” Where ‘Rossiyskiy’ is meant, I will use the word ‘Ros-
siyskiy’ in brackets after the word Russian. 

I use numerous Islamic terms of Arabic, Persian or Turkic origin. 
Islamic terms are given in the transliteration adopted in classical Islamic 
studies in accordance with the Encyclopaedia of Islam but without special 
diacritics. The exception are the words that exist in English (jihad, muezzin 
and others). In a number of cases, a term takes into account the peculi-
arities of the Turkic or Persian transliteration, but the Arabic equivalent is 
indicated in parentheses. Words that have entered the English language are 
written in their generally accepted spelling. 

For the reader’s convenience, in both the References and footnotes, the 
titles of books, articles, etc. in Russian are given in English translation in 
brackets. Full bibliographical information of all sources will be found in the 
List of References and the first time a source is cited in the footnotes in a 
chapter. Further citations in the footnotes are given in abbreviated form. 
All translations of Russian texts are mine unless otherwise stated. In both 
the List of References section and the footnotes I follow the Chicago 
Manual of Style, with minor modifications. 

A Glossary of special terms is included at the end of the thesis. 

Christianisms 
One of the specific features of the sociolect used by Islamic religious figures 
in Russia, both in their public appearances and in written texts signed by 
their names, is the presence of a significant number of Christianisms and 
borrowings from the lexicon of Orthodoxy. For example, from the lips of 
Muslim religious figures one can often hear such words as “the temple” (in 
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the meaning of the mosque) “rector of the mosque” (meaning imam-
khatib), “cleric” (meaning any minister of the Islamic religion), “hierarch” 
(when referring to the heads of the muftiates), etc.138 This lexicon has also 
been adopted by some researchers studying various forms of existence of 
Islam in modern Russia.139 

I tried to avoid the use of words which, while not directly related to the 
Orthodox problematic, can arouse associations with certain events and 
phenomena in the history of Orthodoxy. Thus, for example, in a large 
number( the overwhelming majority) of works the process of disinte-
gration of the Soviet muftiates and confrontation between the leaders of 
various spiritual departments is characterized as a “schism” (raskol).140 
Meanwhile, in the history of Russian Orthodoxy this term has a very 
definite meaning and is used to refer to the dramatic period when, as a re-
sult of reforms in liturgical practice in the mid-seventeenth century, Rus-
sian Church split into Orthodoxy (Niconianism) and the Old Belief. Thus 
speaking of the “schism” in the system of Muslim spiritual administrations 
in recent Russian history, the authors unreasonably transfer this concept 
from one historical context to another. I consider it more appropriate to 
use the authentic terminology inherent in Islam and Muslim culture rather 
than terms borrowed from the lexicon of other religions.  
— 
138 According to the historians Michael Kemper and Alfrid Bustanov at the University 
of Amsterdam, use of this Islamic sociolect (they call one of its varieties “muftis’ style”) 
is the result of a deliberate strategy on the part of Muslim religious figures who are trying 
to present their thoughts in a language understandable to non-Muslims (М. Кемпер, А. 
Бустанов, “Ислам и русский язык: социолингвистические аспекты становления 
общероссийского исламского дискурса” [Islam and the Russian language: socio-
linguistic aspects of the formation of the all-Russian Islamic discourse], Казанское 
исламоведение [Kazan Islamic Review], no. 1 (2015), 215). The use of terminology bor-
rowed from Orthodoxy can also stem from its unconscious perception as a result of 
acquaintance with the texts of Russian-speaking authors (publicists, journalists, etc., 
writing about Islam). 
139 One of the most striking examples is Zilya R. Khabibullina’s book Мусульманское 
духовенство в Республике Башкортостан на рубеже XX–XXI веков [Muslim clergy 
in the Republic of Bashkortostan at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries] 
(Уфа: Мир печати, 2015). She uses terms such as “clergy” to designate imams (for 
example, pp. 36, 54, 67, 78, 79) etc.) and “temple” to refer to a mosque (p. 72). 
140 See for example: Р. А. Силантьев, Совет муфтиев России: история одной фитны 
[The Council of Muftis of Russia: history of a fitna] (Москва: РИСИ, 2015), 14, 21, 23 
and elsewhere; М. Тульский, “Раскол в руководстве российских мусульман: 1994–
2004 годы” [The schism in the leadership of Russian Muslims: 1994–2004], 
Центральная Азия и Кавказ [Central Asia and the Caucasus], no. 5 (2004), 119-130. 
The word “schism” referring to disintegrative processes in the Islamic ummah of Russia 
is also widely used by Muslim religious figures such as Ravil Gaynutdin and Talgat 
Tadzhuddin themselves.  
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CHAPTER I I

The Muftiate as an Institution in the Russian Empire 
(1788–1917)  

Introduction 
In this chapter I will discuss in more detail the historical background to the 
creation of the first muftiate in Russia, later called the Orenburg Moham-
medan Spiritual Assembly (Orenburgskoe Magometanskoe Dukhovnoe 
Sobranie, OMDS) and its place in the system of state power from its estab-
lishment until the collapse of the Russian Empire. Named after the title of 
its head (mufti), the muftiate was established in 1788, started to operate in 
1789 and had its headquarters in the provincial city of Ufa.1 It eventually 
became an administrative body in which the head mufti acted as a state 
official responsible for ensuring the loyalty of Muslim subjects of the em-
pire and was accountable to the imperial Ministry of Internal Affairs.2 

Because I find the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly to be the 
most interesting case for my purposes, I focus on OMDS and touch only 
briefly on the history of the muftiates: the Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual 
Directorate (Tavricheskoe Magometanskoe Dukhovnoe Pravlenie, TMDP) 
(established in 1794) and the Transcaucasian Mohammedan Spiritual 
Directorates of Sunni and Shia Teachings (Zakavkazskie Magometanskie 
Dukhovnye Pravleniya Sunnitskogo i Shiitskogo Ucheniy, ZMDP) (establish-
hed in 1872).  

Firstly, OMDS was the largest and leading muftiate in the Russian 
Empire. Its jurisdiction extended to the vast territory of European Russia 
— 
1 The muftiate began in Ufa as the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan Law Assembly. In 1796 
it was transferred to the city of Orenburg and renamed the Orenburg Mohammedan 
Law Spiritual Assembly (and then in 1846 it became known as the Orenburg Moham-
medan Spiritual Assembly (OMDS)). Already in 1802 OMDS was moved to Ufa again, 
but the former name was not changed. 
2 For most of its history, OMDS was directly subordinated to the Department for 
Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Rus-
sian Empire. See below for more details.  
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(so-called Inner Russia, excluding Crimea and the western provinces of the 
Vilna, Volyn, Grodno, Kovno, Courland and Minsk governorates) and the 
Asian part of the country (excluding Transcaucasia and Central Asia).3 In 
other words, it was the only all-Russian muftiate operating across the 
major part of the territory of the state.  

Secondly, OMDS was the main (leading) partner of the state among the 
muftiates. Despite discussions about the necessity for the Orenburg Moham-
medan Spiritual Assembly among officials – representatives of various 
departments – the state maintained the muftiate as its main partner in rela-
tions with Muslim subjects of the empire. As noted by Michael Kemper,  

The muftiate … was primarily a Russian agency rather than a spiritual re-
presentative body of Muslims. The mufti functioned as a liaison element, a 
mediator between the Russian government or regional authorities and the 
scientific world … This predominantly “secular” political allegiance and 
character of the muftiate made it the target of constant attacks.4  

Thirdly, modern Russian muftiates acting on the federal (all-Russian) level 
trace their origin from OMDS or at least define their identity by reference 
to the history of the Spiritual Assembly in Ufa. Thus one of Russian federal 
muftiates, the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia 
(TsDUM), bases its identity on historical continuity, positioning itself as a 
legal successor of OMDS. According to the charter of TsDUM, “TsDUM as 
the successor of the traditions of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly has been legally operating in Russia since 1789 and incorporates 
the local religious organizations” (charter of TsDUM, 3.2).  

One of the key arguments put forward by TsDUM in its debates with 
other muftiates is that it is more entitled historically to represent the Mus-
lims of Russia.5 This succession is expressed in its complete subordination 
— 
3 Formally the Northern Caucasus fell under the jurisdiction of OMDS. However de 
facto the area was outside the sphere of influence of both OMDS and the Trans-
caucasian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorates of Sunni and Shia Teachings, created in 
1872. See also A. A. Ганич, Духовные правления мусульман Закавказья в Российской 
империи (XIX – начало XX в.) [Religious directorates of Transcaucasian Muslims in 
the Russian Empire from the nineteenth to the early twentieth century] (Москва: Изд. 
дом Марджани, 2013). 
4 М. Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане: исламский дискурс 
под русским господством [Sufis and scholars in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan: Islamic 
discourse under Russian rule] (Казань: Российский исламский университет, 2008), 127.  
5 А. Б. Юнусова, Д. Д. Азаматов, Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному 
духовному управлению мусульман России, 359. Its historical continuity from OMDS is 
part of the official TsDUM’s doctrine (see, for instance, the general information about 
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to the interests of the state: “It [TsDUM. – R.B.] is the successor to the 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly created by Catherine the 
Great. TsDUM and its affiliated organizations (RDUMs) are the bulwark of 
traditional Islam – non-political, moderate, tolerant and peaceful, expres-
sing full loyalty to the state and its laws.”6  

Thus considering the history of the creation of OMDS and the forms of 
its interaction with state authorities, one can trace the evolution of the 
institution of the muftiate first in the context of the Orthodox monarchy, 
then in the Soviet era, and, finally, with respect to the role it plays in the 
system of state-confessional relations these days. 

In this chapter I pay particular attention to how the perception of the 
institution of the muftiate among Muslims themselves changed during the 
imperial period: from a wary and negative attitude to appropriating it as a 
national institution for Tatars living not only on the territory within the 
jurisdiction of OMDS, but also in other regions of the Russian Empire. 

Muslim Clergy: The Term and Its Interpretations 
One of my key concepts here is the “Muslim clergy” (musul’manskoe 
dukhovenstvo), a term one often comes across in studies on Islam and Mus-
lims in Russia. It is used (usually without quotation marks) by historians, 
ethnographers and representatives of other disciplines.7 For example, in her 

this muftiate at http://www.cdum.ru/about/). This position is not disputed by 
representatives of the rival muftiates. However, for example, the leadership of one of 
TsDUM’s main competitors – the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Russian 
Federation (DUM RF) – regards themselves as the spiritual, if not the legal successors to 
the muftis of the Russian Empire. This is especially manifested in a large number of 
events (conferences, seminars, etc.) named after the muftis of the Russian Empire and 
the early Soviet period who had formed as theologians before the October Revolution. 
In some of his interviews, Damir Mukhetdinov, the main ideologue of DUM RF, 
characterized Soviet muftis in a negative way: “Дамир Мухетдинов: Муллы советского 
образца – пережиток прошлого” [Damir Mukhetdinov: Soviet-style mullahs are a 
vestige of the past], IslamNews, 06.09.2016, https://islamnews.ru/news-damir-muxetdi 
nov-mully-sovetskogo-obrazca-perezhitok-proshlogo/, accessed 9 May 2020). Thus, 
TsDUM and its leader Talgat Tadzhuddin are considered by the ideologists of DUM RF 
to be successors to the Soviet style muftis, while Mukhetdinov and his colleagues see 
themselves as successors to the pre-revolutionary ones. 
6 Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению мусульман, 359.  
7 See, for instance: З. Р. Хабибуллина, Мусульманское духовенство в Республике 
Башкортостан на рубеже XX–XXI веков [Muslim clergy in the Republic of Bash-
kortostan at the turn of the 20th–21st centuries] (Уфа: Мир печати, 2015); И. Х. Сулаев, 
Государство и мусульманское духовенство в Дагестане: история взаимоотношений 
(1917–1991 гг.) [The state and Muslim clergy in Dagestan: A history of relations (1917–
1991] (Махачкала, 2009).  
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monograph Muslim Clergy in the Republic of Bashkortostan at the turn of 
the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries Russian ethnographer Zilya R. 
Khabibullina makes extensive use of the expression “Muslim clergy” but 
omits to define the concept. She employs other similar (sadly, likewise un-
defined) terms as well: for example, “Muslim ecclesiastics” (musul’manskie 
svyashchennosluzhiteli) (p. 176), “ministers of Islam” (sluzhiteli islama) (p. 
174), “ministers of religion” (sluzhiteli kul’ta) etc., which, judging by the 
context, are synonymous with “Muslim clergy.”8  

Most works in which the Muslim clergy is presented as a separate social 
group or even a special class are concerned with events and phenomena 
that happened sometime in the course of the eighteenth to the twenty-first 
century. A few authors, however, hypothesize that the Muslim clergy 
existed in an earlier period in the history of Islam in Russia. For instance, 
Russian researcher Rashid I. Malikov claims that “a hierarchical structure 
of the Muslim clergy had formed” already by the time of the reign of the 
Golden Horde khan Uzbek (1312–1342).9 He refers to the testimony of the 
Arab geographer Ibn Battuta (1304–1368 or 1369), who mentions various 
types of Muslim religious figures. Malikov proceeds from the assumption 
that the presence of various types of ministers of the Islamic religion who 
performed certain functions among Muslims is sufficient basis for speaking 
of the clergy as a special group. Further in his work, this time speaking 
about an earlier period of the history of Volga Bulgaria, he writes that there 
probably was a “special social stratum – the clergy.”10 

A similar incorrect attitude to terminology on the part of some re-
searchers who study issues related to the forms of Islam and Muslim reli-
gious practices but are not specialists in Islamic studies actually introduces 
terminological confusion into scholarly discourse. As a result, certain key 
concepts are conveyed using Christian terminology: for example, imams 
are called “ecclesiastics” (svyashchennosluzhiteli), imam-khatibs – “rectors 

— 
8 For example, by “ministers of the Islamic religion” the author understands “persons 
who are professionally engaged in the practice of Islamic worship, religious education, 
the management of Muslim religious organizations, who have the qualification of 
‘imam,’ are members of religious associations and are recognized by other clergy and 
believers” (Хабибуллина, Мусульманское духовенство, 174). 
9 Р. И. Маликов, Социальное положение мусульманского духовенства Казанской 
губернии в конце XIX – начале XX вв. [The social status of the Muslim clergy of the 
Kazan province in the late XIX–early XX centuries] (Казань: Российский исламский 
университет, 2013), 30-31. 
10 Ibid., 29. 
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of mosques” (nastoyateli mechetei), etc.11 That said, I consider it approp-
riate to make a number of important reservations regarding the use of the 
expression “Muslim clergy.” To begin with, it is not identical with the con-
cept of ‘ulama’ used in Islamic scholarship. According to the Encyclopaedia 
of Islam, ‘ulama’  

… refers more specifically to the scholars of religious science (faqih, 
mufassir, mufti, muhaddith, mutakallim, qari’), considered here exclusively 
in the context of Sunnism, where they are regarded as the guardians, trans-
mitters and interpreters of religious knowledge, Islamic doctrine and law; 
the term also embraces those who fulfill religious functions in the com-
munity that require a certain level of expertise in religious and judicial 
issues, such as judges and preachers (qadi, khatib), imams of mosques, etc.12 

At first glance, the significance of the ministers of the Islamic religion men-
tioned here as “guardians, transmitters and interpreters of religious know-
ledge of Islamic doctrine and law” may indicate that we are dealing with a 
certain separate social group. However, the existence of such a group 
should be recognized either at the level of law or of legal custom. In other 
words, if it is to be valid, the hierarchy and isolation of the Muslim clergy 
from other believers should be recognized legally. If we talk about Sunni 
Islam, the main sources of fiqh – the Qur’an and the Sunnah – do not men-
tion the very concept of Muslim clergy as a special group that performs cer-
tain functions and is endowed with a set of privileges. The assignment of the 
status of clergy to certain categories of Muslims was and is contained in the 
legislation of a number of states. It is no accident that the state played a key 
role in the formation of the Muslim clergy as a certain social layer or class.13 

In the light of the above, the unqualified use of the concepts of ‘ulama’ 
and “Muslim clergy” as absolute synonyms and functional analogues seems 
as inappropriate and inaccurate as using Christian concepts when talking 
about Islam (e.g., “Islamic (or Muslim) ecclesiastic (svyashchennosluzhitel’))” 

— 
11 For more information on the use of the Orthodox sociolect by Muslims, see: A. K. 
Bustanov, M. Kemper, “The Russian Orthodox and Islamic languages in the Russian 
Federation,” Slavica Tergestina 15 (2013), 258-277. 
12 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. X (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 801. 
13 To quote what Russian philosopher Yuri F. Samarin said about Peter the Great’s 
attitude to the Orthodox clergy: “…. since the clergy had as its purpose to work for the 
state and no one else, then, consequently, its structure, management, activities should 
be agreed upon by the state...” (cited in: А. В. Карташев, Очерки по истории Русской 
Церкви [Essays on the history of the Russian church], Т. 2 [Москва: Терра, 1992], 
375). These remarks are also entirely justified with respect to the Muslim clergy. 
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or the “rector of a mosque” (nastoyatel’ mecheti)). Another less common 
synonym for “Muslim clergy” is rijal al-din (literally translated from Arabic 
– people of religion). For example, Muslim clergy is characterized by
Russian Islamic studies scholar Marsil N. Farkhshatov as:

… professional ministers of the Islamic religion, legal proceedings, admin-
istrative and spiritual management and education, experts and figures of 
religious sciences and Sufism, who constitute a separate and influential 
layer in the structure of Muslim societies (mosque attendants, preachers, 
teachers at Islamic primary (maktab) and secondary (madrasah) schools, 
scholars, judges, leaders of Muslim communities and fraternities (tariqah) 
and other “people of religion”).14  

Thus Farkhshatov tries to include in the concept of “Muslim clergy” 
various categories of Muslim religious leaders from Shariah judges (qadi) 
to Sufi sheikhs. 

Notwithstanding the above remarks, the term “Muslim clergy” is quite 
acceptable in the scholarly literature. I argue that it may well be used, but 
only in cases where it suits the context. At the same time, I will show that 
Muslim clergy can arise and exist only where the state creates legal and 
other conditions for the formation of this social group. Thus with reference 
to the realities of the Russian Empire (beginning in the 1780s), the term 
“Muslim clergy” can be used if it is not just about the totality of religious 
leaders (or ministers of the Islamic religion), but refers to a specific group 
endowed with privileges and performing established functions in accor-
dance with applicable law.15 In this context it seems pertinent to cite the 
remark of Russian historians Dilyara M. Usmanova and Andrey Yu. 
Mikhailov, who argue that “some of the above terms – parish, community, 
clergy, confessionalization – are also applicable in describing the Muslim 
world of the Russian Empire… Islamic scholars are wondering how correct 
their use in purely Islamic studies will be. Should the term parish be re-
placed with the more correct word mahallah, and the Muslim community 
(i.e., the community in the broad sense) with the term ummah, etc.? As 

— 
14 М. Н. Фархшатов, “Мусульманское духовенство” [Muslim clergy], Ислам на 
территории бывшей Российской империи. Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in 
the territories of the former Russian Empire: Encyclopaedic dictionary], Т. I (Москва: 
Восточная литература, 2006), 286. 
15 See below for more details. 
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valid as such remarks may be, it should be recognized that in historical 
works it is impossible to get by with only your own terms and concepts.”16  

For example, if the word “parish” was part of the official name of the 
Muslim mahallah (religious community) in the Russian Empire, then the 
term can be acceptable. It is, however, still necessary to make a reservation 
regarding the reasons for using this word instead of “mahallah.” The same 
goes for the “Muslim clergy.” It would be incorrect to use this term in rela-
tion to all persons empowered to conduct Islamic religious rites or to all per-
sons working in the muftiates.17 However, it is perfectly acceptable to speak 
of the Muslim clergy as a certain group whose position is regulated by legis-
lation. In this case, we can talk about the existence of Muslim clergy in the 
Ottoman and Russian Empires, Austria-Hungary and several other states. 

From the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century the Muslim cler-
gy in the Russian Empire represented a certain group of religious bureau-
cracy: educated Muslims, empowered by the state to conduct the confes-
sional policy of the empire in relation to Muslim subjects. Not all author-
itative ‘ulama’ fell into the category of Muslim clergy. Firstly, the number of 
posts in the system of religious bureaucracy was limited, and secondly, not 
every region with a Muslim population was under the jurisdiction of one of 
the existing muftiates that allowed them to give special status to those 
‘ulama’ who interacted with the imperial authorities.18 

One of the important principles in the formation of religious bureau-
cracy concerned appointment. As noted by Weber:  

Bureaucratic rule prevails in its purest form where the principle of nomi-
nation of officials is adhered to. There is no such thing as a hierarchy of 
elected officials in the same way as there is one of nominated officials; the 
former approach makes it very difficult to approach even very approxi-
mately the disciplinary rigour of the latter. In that case, the subordinate can 

— 
16 Д. М. Усманова, А. Ю. Михайлов, Ислам и православие в позднеимперской 
России: институты и социально-правовой статус (на примере Волго-Уральского 
региона) [Islam and Orthodoxy in late imperial Russia: institutions and socio-legal 
status (case study of the Volga-Ural Region)] (Казань: Яз, 2014), 16. 
17 For example, a certain part of the staff of the muftiate in Ufa (technical workers) – 
especially in the early stages of its existence – were non-Muslims.  
18 Thus, if in Transcaucasia the imperial authorities purposefully created a privileged 
class from among the ministers of the Islamic religion, in the North Caucasus, where 
Islam was not institutionalized, only a small part of the Muslim elites enjoyed the rights 
and privileges of the Muslim clergy.  
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insist on selection just as much as the superior, and his Chancen do not 
depend on a superior’s judgement.19 

It was quite natural, therefore, for the imperial authorities to consolidate 
the rules for appointing rather than electing the mufti. The system of 
appointment could be established either directly (in law) or implemented 
de facto, despite the possibility of electing a religious bureaucrat provided 
for in legislation.20 Thus the imams elected by the Muslim community 
could not be fully considered as representatives of the religious bureau-
cracy. They were no less dependent on the will of the parishioners who 
elected them than they were on the will of the higher authorities in the 
person of the mufti and the provincial government, without whose ap-
proval it was impossible to be appointed to the post. 

The formation of the Muslim clergy in the Russian Empire was facili-
tated by several factors. Firstly, the authorities were interested in creating 
an organized group of Muslim elites who would act as agents of imperial 
policy among their coreligionists. Catherine the Great, during whose reign 
the institutionalization of Muslim elites as a religious bureaucracy (Muslim 
clergy) received a legislative basis, was a supporter of cameralism. Spreading 
in Germany in the middle and in the second half of the seventeenth 
century, cameralism was a science of administration whose ideal was a 
police state in which all spheres of public life, including religion, were 
tightly controlled by the authorities.21 

It was Peter the Great who first took as a model the foundations of 
relations between the state and the church in the Protestant countries of 

— 
19 M. Weber, Economy and society. A new translation, ed., transl. Keith Tribe (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2019), 348.  
20 Thus, for example, according to the 1817 decree on the formation of the Ministry of 
Spiritual Affairs, the mufti in Ufa was to be elected by Muslim society. The same pro-
vision was subsequently included in the charter of the Department for Spiritual Affairs 
of Foreign Confessions of 1836. However, the muftis continued to be appointed by the 
emperor on the proposal of the minister of Internal Affairs. Not until 1889, a hundred 
years after the formation of the muftiate, was such a practice legalized. (Д.Д. Азаматов, 
“Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание” [Orenburg Mohammedan 
Spiritual Assembly], Ислам на территории бывшей Российской империи. Энцик-
лопедический словарь [Islam in the territories of the former Russian Empire: Encyclo-
paedic dictionary], Т. I (Москва: Восточная литература, 2006), 319-320). 
21 See for example: J. M. Schröckh, H. G. Tzschirner, Christliche Kirchengeschichte seit 
der Reformation, Band 10 (Leipzig: Schwickert, 1812), 76; C. B. Hundeshagen, Der 
deutsche Protestantismus, seine Vergangenheit und seine heutigen Lebensfragen im 
Zusammenhang der gesammten Nationalentwicklung beleuchtet (Frankfurt a/M: Brön-
ner, 1847), 157. 
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Europe and applied them in a slightly modified form when reforming the 
system of governance of the Orthodox Church in Russia. Catherine the 
Great believed that the state should support institutions and social groups 
whose activities could serve its interests.22 During her reign, Peter’s system, 
which had been tested for fifty years in the Synodal Church, was extended 
to manage the religious affairs of Muslim subjects: “In its understanding of 
the “clergy,” the empire was guided by the experience gained through 
interaction with the Orthodox priesthood and mechanically transferred to 
non-Orthodox priests class privileges of the Orthodox clergy. Thus rabbis 
and ‘ulama’, and priests and lamas were freed from corporal punishment 
and the death penalty.”23 The mullahs were also obliged to carry out mili-
tary service and pay taxes as representatives of the estates to which they 
belonged (mainly peasant, less often bourgeois (meshchane)). 

Secondly, the Russian Empire was a state in which in order to enjoy 
certain rights and obligations, an individual had to belong to a certain 
estate or social group (soslovie). In the Synodal period, the spiritual estate 
(dukhovnoe soslovie), the clergy, in Russian Orthodoxy included clergymen 
(kliriki), the so-called clerks (prichetniki) (i.e., persons who performed the 
church services of psalmists (psalmovshchiki) and sextons (ponomari) with-
out initiation into readers (chtetsy) or subdeacons (ipodyakony), otherwise 
called dyachki).24 The black (monastic) clergy also comprised monks who 
had not been ordained, nuns and novices of both sexes.25 

Not all ministers of the Islamic religion possessed the rights and pri-
vileges inherent in the clergy. Only the highest group, which included 
muftis (ef(f)endis), qadis and akhuns did so. As the Russian historian Denis 
N. Denisov rightly notes, the ministers of the Islamic religion (whom he
calls “clergymen”) did not form a separate estate.26 However, certain Mus-

— 
22 Н. В. Цыремпилов, Буддизм и империя. Бурятская буддийская община в России 
(XVIII – нач. XX в.) [Buddhism and empire. Buryat Buddhist community in Russia 
(18th–early 20th centuries)] (Улан-Удэ: ИМБТ СО РАН, 2013), 73. 
23 Ibid., 37. This did not happen right away. Orthodox priests were not exempted from 
corporal punishment until 1801. As for mullahs, they were exempted by the law of 20 
February 1850.  
24 В. Цыпин, Духовенство [Clergy], Православная энциклопедия [The Orthodox 
encyclopaedia], http://www.pravenc.ru/text/180638.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Д. Н. Денисов, “Мусульманское духовенство как привилегированная группа в 
социальной структуре Российской империи XIX века” [Muslim clergy as a pri-
vileged group in the social structure of the Russian Empire of the nineteenth century], 
Вестник Челябинского Государственного Университета [Bulletin of Chelyabinsk 
State University], no. 12 (227) (2011), 117. 
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lim religious figures were included in the clergy as an all-Russian class and 
therefore enjoyed privileges such as the right to transfer their title by in-
heritance, exemption from corporal punishment, tax benefits, etc.27 

At the same time, an ordinary mullah belonged, as a rule, to the peasant 
class. It is no accident that, like Orthodox priests, the mullahs combined 
religious service with peasant labor.28 The mullah was chosen by the com-
munity and then approved by OMDS. Prior to receiving a licence (ukaz) on 
appointment from the Spiritual Assembly, however, this candidate had to 
be approved by the secular authorities. First his compliance with the 
position was checked at the local police department. If no circumstances 
were found that impeded the occupation of the post of imam or khatip 
(khatib), he had to secure the approval of the provincial government. Only 
then was the candidate for the post of mullah supposed to arrive in Ufa and 
pass the exams in order to receive a personal decree appointing him. Thus 
Russian authorities played an equally important role in the appointment of 
mullahs. A completely worthy candidate enjoying authority among be-
lievers could for one reason or another be disapproved by the provincial 
government.29  

Some imams had only directly interacted with OMDS once – when they 
received an appointment. After that they usually could not have any con-
tacts with the muftiate, since interaction between the parishes (mahallahs) 
and OMDS was carried out through the local administrations.30 In other 
words, the imam’s immediate superior was not the mufti but the officer 
from the provincial government.  

I argue that it is incorrect to say that the mullahs belonged to the Mus-
lim clergy as a social group. Both their legal status and their sphere of 
competence distinguished them from the privileged ranks of the Muslim 
religious bureaucracy. In connection with the foregoing, the division of the 
Muslim clergy proposed by M. Farkhshatov into higher (muftis, qadis 
— 
27 It should also be noted that as a result of Catherine the Great’s reforms, class 
privileges were granted to the Muslim nobility and merchants. 
28 Фархшатов, “Мусульманское духовенство” [Muslim clergy], 287.  
29 An example is the story of Muhammed-Gabdulkhay Kurbangaliev. Despite the fact 
that Kurbangaliyev was actively supported by Mufti Bayazitov, who had contacts in the 
government circles of St. Petersburg, the case in favor of Kurbangaliyev was only 
possible after a few years. More about it see Р. И. Беккин, “Переписка Б.В. Николь-
ского с лидерами партии ‘Сират аль-мустаким’” [Correspondence of B. V. Nikolsky 
with the leaders of the Sirat al-Mustaqim party], Восточный архив [Oriental Archive], 
no. 2 (40) (2019), 33-44. 
30 И. К. Загидуллин, Татарское национальное движение в 1860–1905 гг. [The Tatar 
national movement in 1860–1905] (Казань: Татарское кн. изд-во, 2014), 42. 
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(qazis), akhuns) and lower (khatibs, imams, muezzins, etc.) does not seem 
indisputable. This is more a tracing from the division within the Orthodox 
clergy in the Russian Empire than a definition that really reflects the then 
existing state of affairs. 

Although the imam (mullah) was approved by state officials (members 
of OMDS) and, on their instructions, carried out certain actions prescribed 
by law (e.g., keeping metric (“parish”) books, performing religious cere-
monies, etc.), he was not himself a purely state official. In fact, the average 
imam’s sphere of activity was broader than that of the bureaucrat:  

He served simultaneously as a spiritual shepherd (imam-khatib), judge 
(qadi), notary (ma’zun), teacher (mudarris or mu‘allims) and a public ser-
vant. In addition, locally the head of the Muslim community could be a fol-
lower (murid), and sometimes a leader (sheikh, or ishan) of a Sufi brother-
hood and therefore systematically engage in religious and moral cultivation 
to “draw closer” to God.31 

As Farkhshatov himself notes, “on the whole, tsarism did not manage to 
reduce the mullahs to the position of government officials. Election and 
lack of state pay made the lower Muslim clergy more dependent on 
parishioners.”32 

The disproportionate position of the so-called higher and lower clergy 
was noted by Friedrich Engels. The higher clergy was the collective reli-
gious leader and enjoyed a wide range of privileges. At the same time, the 
lower clergy, to which the majority of class privileges did not apply, was an 
expression of the interests of the broad masses of the laity. It was among 
the lower clergy that religious reformers arose.33 

The formation of the Muslim clergy as a separate social group was also 
influenced by historical circumstances. After the Kazan Khanate and other 
Islamic countries in Eurasia lost political independence, religious figures 
gained great importance in Muslim society. As noted by the Soviet researcher 
Rafael A. Shaikhiev, “with the abolition of the statehood of the Tatars of the 
Volga region, as well as with the abolition of the secular feudal elite, the 

— 
31 Фархшатов, “Мусульманское духовенство” [Muslim clergy], 290.  
32 Ibid.  
33 Ф. Энгельс, Крестьянская война в Германии [The peasant war in Germany] 
(Москва: Политиздат, 1952), 25-26. This position can be challenged if we turn to the 
history of reformist movements in the Islamic world in the eighteenth–twentieth cen-
turies. There are ample examples of in which the leaders of the reformist movements in 
Islam included the high and middle strata of religious professionals.  
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clergy turned out to be the most united feudal group in society. Ministers of 
the Islamic religion gradually began to control the entire spiritual life of 
society.”34 In addition, Muslim religious figures acted as not only as reli-
gious but also political leaders (Batyrsha, Murad mullah and others).35 

The position of ministers of the Islamic religion as leaders of the nation 
predetermined the fate of the muftiate, which was created on the initiative 
of the imperial authorities as a controlling and supervising body but soon 
became a national institution for the Tatars of the empire. The muftiate not 
only became the institution that allowed the Muslim clergy to survive as a 
separate social group, it also played a key role in the life of Muslims of the 
empire both as religious and secular leaders. Noteworthy in this regard is 
the remark of the Islamic blogger and former deputy mufti of the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan Rustam Batrov 
(Batyr) that for Russian Muslims the muftiate is a caliphate:  

If this institution were against Muslims, with the fall of the allegedly hated 
regime [i.e. Russian monarchy. – R.B.] they would first and foremost reject 
its legacy. But this does not happen, and Muslims keep the institution of the 
muftiate. The reason for this is that Muslims saw in it the embodiment of 
the same principles of the Qur’an that medieval thinkers find in the 
caliphate. And in our country, the ideas of the self-organization of Muslims 
were embodied in the institution of the muftiate, which is why there are a 
lot of similarities between the caliphate and the muftiate.36  

Thus with respect to the imperial period we can say that the Muslim clergy 
was a separate social group in the structure of the clerical estate. In the 
context of a class and police state, the allocation of Muslim religious figures 
to a special group with a specific status established by law was predeter-
mined. The category of Muslim clergy included not all ministers of the 

— 
34 Р. А. Шайхиев, “Роль мусульманского духовенства в жизни татарского общества 
в XVII–XIX вв.” [The role of Muslim clergy in the life of Tatar society in the seven-
teenth-nineteenth centuries], Духовенство и политическая жизнь на Ближнем и 
Среднем Востоке [Clergy and political life in the Near and Middle East] (Москва: 
Мысль, 1985), 187. According to Shaikhiev, the foundations of the formation of the 
Muslim clergy as an estate among the Tatars of the Volga-Ural region were laid in the 
second half of the sixteenth century (after the fall of the Kazan and Astrakhan 
Khanates) in the early eighteenth century. 
35 See below for more details. 
36 Р. Батыр, “Есть ислам, понятый арабами, понятый татарами, понятый 
турками...” [There is Islam understood by the Arabs, understood by the Tatars, under-
stood by the Turks ...], Бизнес Online, 24.12.2016, https://www.business-gazeta.ru/artic 
le/332877, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Islamic religion but only the upper stratum of administrators, the religious 
bureaucracy.37 At the same time, part of this religious bureaucracy could 
conduct religious rites, but this was not the main area of their activity.38 
The ground for the formation of the Muslim clergy was prepared among 
the Muslim population of the empire – at least among the Tatars.  

With the loss of statehood by the Tatars in the middle of the sixteenth 
century the ‘ulama’ were not only religious but political leaders of the 
nation. Thus, the intentions of the imperial authorities, which sought to 
bring the religious life of its minority populations under control, coincided 
with the processes that took place from the middle of the sixteenth century 
among Muslims of the Volga-Ural region. These were opposite trajectories 
which led to the formation of the Muslim clergy as a special social group 
within the spiritual estate of the Russian Empire. On the other hand, in the 
period under review (late eighteenth–early twentieth century), the opposite 
trend can also be observed. Representatives of the two ideologically op-
posed camps – missionaries and hierarchs of the Orthodox Church on the 
one hand, and unofficial Islamic religious leaders on the other – criticized 
the institutionalization of the Muslim clergy. In the eyes of the former, the 
muftiate acted as a tool for consolidating Muslims and strengthening the 
position of Islam in the empire. For the latter, the Spiritual Assembly was 
an instrument for the state for controlling the religious life of the followers 
of Islam. The paradox is that these two critical views on the muftiate did 
not contradict but complemented each other. The muftiate was indeed 
conceived and implemented as an instrument of control over Muslims, and 
it continued to fulfill this function until the fall of the monarchy. At the 
same time, however, it acted as a consolidating center for Tatars living in 
the European part of the country and Siberia. This will be discussed in 
more detail in the next chapter. 

— 
37 The Russian historian Svetlana I. Alexeeva uses the term “clerical bureaucracy” (С. И. 
Алексеева, Святейший Синод в системе высших и центральных государственных 
учреждений пореформенной России: 1856-1904 гг. [The Holy Synod in the system of 
higher and central state institutions of post-reform Russia: 1856-1904] [Санкт-
Петербург: Наука, 2003], 10). However, a more acceptable term seems to be “religious 
bureaucracy.” Both Alexeeva’s research and the present study deal with religious insti-
tutions, not spiritual ones. The latter are not bureaucratic institutions but structures 
related to the acquisition and maintenance of spirituality (for example, Sufi brother-
hoods, etc.). 
38 For example, a mufti could hold a solemn (festive) service and deliver a sermon on 
religious and state holidays. 
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Peter the Great’s Religious Reforms  
Large-scale reforms in the sphere of religious policy in Russia which 
changed the system of relations between the state and the church started 
during the reign of Peter the Great (1672–1725). The church affairs mana-
gement reform was consistent with the notions of state-church relations 
borrowed by Peter the Great from Protestant countries.39 These trans-
formations concerned primarily the Orthodox Church, but they led to 
further reforms which affected the activities of other religions and were 
carried out by the successors of the emperor. In 1721, the Spiritual (Ecclesi-
astical) regulation (Dukhovny Reglament) was adopted. This document was 
drafted on the instructions of Peter the Great by Feofan Prokopovich.40 In 
preparing the reform in the field of managing spiritual affairs, Peter was 
guided by the theory of a “regular police state.”41 According to this theory, 
in order to achieve the public good, any sphere of public relations should 
be strictly regulated by laws. Under the conditions of an absolutist state, 
this meant that everything on the territory of the state was subject to the 
will of a single monarch. These theories (“regular police state” and abso-
lutism) were connected with “territorialism,” a model of relations between 
the church and the state which became widespread in Europe during the 
Enlightenment. Its essence was that the absolute monarch in the territory 
subordinate to him is not only an unlimited secular ruler but also the head 
of the church.42  

However, the fundamental difference between Russia and most Euro-
pean states was the presence on the Russian territory of numerous subjects 

— 
39 “The Spiritual Collegium, which from now on was supposed to manage the Russian 
Church, was conceived and organized in the form of a board, i.e., an institution equi-
valent to a modern ministry; thus a new “conciliar government” became just one of the 
spokes in the wheel of the absolutist state. The new legislation was drafted without the 
participation of the Church because although the draft regulation was prepared by 
Bishop of Pskov Feofan Prokopovich, he only fulfilled the task assigned by Peter, which 
was to establish a board for the management of the Russian Church on the model of the 
Protestant spiritual consistories” (Н. М. Никольский, История русской церкви [His-
tory of the Russian church] [Москва: Политиздат, 1988], 192).  
40 Feofan Prokopovich (1681–1736) – a Russian political and religious leader, writer and 
philosopher, associate of Peter I. Archbishop of Novgorod (1725–1736), he was the 
ideologist of the many reforms undertaken by Peter I, including in the religious sphere. 
41 One of the most famous representatives of this theory was the German philosopher 
Christian Wolff (1679–1754). Peter the Great invited him to head the Saint Petersburg 
Academy of Sciences. 
42 Карташев, Очерки по истории Русской Церкви, 344-345. This model was succinctly 
formulated in the well-known principle: cujus regio, ejus religio (“whose realm, his 
religion”). 
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professing various religions. In such a situation, the emperor was the head 
of the state church (Orthodox). As for other religions, policy towards them 
was determined by the extent to which the emperor saw them as useful for 
the interests of the state.43 This policy can be characterized as “confessional 
pragmatism.” According to the Russian-German religious studies scholar 
Mark A. Batunsky, the confessional policy of the imperial authorities 
towards Muslims can be described as “… a combination of unconditionally 
secular political pragmatism with the ideal of total Christianization and 
Russification of Muslim subjects of the empire. This attitude has existed 
since pre-Petrine times and has been received with greater or lesser 
variations by the subsequent nineteenth century.”44 

According to the Spiritual Regulation, the institution of the patriarchate, 
which had existed in Russia from 1589, was abolished. A new body called 
the Spiritual (Ecclesiastical) Board (Dukhovnaya kollegiya) was established 
to administer the affairs of the Orthodox Church. It was soon renamed the 
Most Holy Governing Synod (Svyateyshiy Pravitel’stvuyushchiy Sinod, “the 
Synod”).45 The Synod became a body of ecclesiastical administrative power 
that functioned in general church-wide matters, and external relations were 
reminiscent of those of the Patriarch.46 The actual head of the church was 
the emperor, who acted in the Synod through his representative, the Chief 
Procurator (ober-prokuror).47 Initially, this figure was nominal, but in the 
nineteenth century he became one of the most influential officials in the 
state. A candidate to this post was to be a layperson of Orthodox faith.  
— 
43 I will quote again the words of the Russian philosopher Yuri F. Samarin: “Un-
fortunately, Peter the Great understood religion only from its moral side, to the extent it 
was needed for the state. And this demonstrated his Protestant one-sidedness. From his 
perspective, he did not understand what the church was for, that its mission went 
beyond the practical one, and he therefore acted as if there was no such other, higher 
mission, denied it not maliciously, but rather out of ignorance…” (Карташев, Очерки 
по истории Русской Церкви, 374). 
44 М. Батунский, М. “Ислам и русская культура XVIII века (Опыт историко-
эпистемологического исследования)” [“Islam and Russian culture of the eighteenth 
century (Experience of historical and epistemological research)], Cahiers du monde 
russe et soviétique 27, no. 1 (1986), 60.  
45 Hereafter we will use the abbreviated name of this institution – the Synod. 
46 In 1723 the patriarchs of Constantinople and Antioch issued special charters in which 
they recognized the Holy Synod as equal in rank to the patriarch. 
47 For over one hundred and twenty years of the patriarchate in Russia patriarchs have 
often influenced important state decisions taken by the tsar. For more on this see: Б. А. 
Успенский, Царь и патриарх: харизма власти в России (Византийская модель и ее 
русское переосмысление) [The tsar and the patriarch: charisma of power in Russia (the 
Byzantine model and its Russian reinterpretation)] (Москва: Языки русской культуры, 
1998).  
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Thus as a result of Peter the Great’s reform, the Orthodox Church be-
came completely subordinate to the state and was integrated into the sys-
tem of government bodies. During the era of the patriarchate, the church 
was an independent institution, and with the exception of two episodes, 
there was no conflict between the monarch and the church.48 In church 
historiography, the format of relations between the state and the church that 
existed in Muscovite Rus’ before the reforms of Peter the Great was called a 
symphony.49 The symphony (from the Greek Συμφωνία – harmony, consent) 
was an ideal model of relations between secular authorities and the church in 
which they acted as equal partners, co-workers (sorabotniki). The idea was 
developed in the Byzantine Empire and was subsequently borrowed by 
Muscovite Rus’. The essence of the concept was as follows:  

The symphony of powers presupposes mutual support on the part of the 
Church and the state in their activities with no intrusion into the sphere of 
competence of the other party: the Church blesses the activity of the state, 
receiving in turn assistance in preaching and the spiritual nourishment of 
believers; the heads of state and the ecclesiastical authorities are doubly 
sanctioned – by both the state and the Church. 50  

After the publication of the Spiritual Regulation and the abolition of the 
patriarchate in Russia, a different model took the place of the symphony. It 
implied not only the subordinate role of the church in relation to the state 
but also the inclusion of the church in the system of state bureaucratic 
institutions. As the celebrated theologian and historian Alexander D. 
Schmeman notes: “Through the establishment of the Synod, the Church 
becomes one of the state departments.”51 

The Synodal period in the history of the Russian Orthodox Church is 
ambiguously perceived by church historians: on the one hand, it was an era 
of dependence of the church on the state; on the other hand, an alliance 
with the state helped the church become stronger and take a leading 

— 
48 This refers to the conflict between Patriarch Philip (1507–1569) and Tsar Ivan the 
Terrible (1530–1584) and the conflict between Patriarch Nikon (1605–1681) and Tsar 
Alexey Mikhailovich (1629–1676).  
49 Карташев, Очерки по истории Русской Церкви, 311. 
50 В. Цыпин, “Симфония властей” [A symphony of powers], Большая российская 
энциклопедия [Great Russian encyclopaedia], https://bigenc.ru/religious_studies/text/ 
3663449, accessed 9 May 2020.  
51 М. Мищенко, “Церковная реформа 1721 года: обзор исторических оценок” [The 
church reform of 1721: a review of historical assessments], http://acathist.ru/en/bogoslo 
vie/russkaya-tserkov/item/tserkovnaya-reforma-1721-goda, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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position in society.52 Similar characteristics can be found in the evaluation 
of the muftiate. On the one hand, the Spiritual Assembly was an institution 
dependent on the state and served as an instrument for state confessional 
policy towards Muslims; on the other, it acquired in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries influence on Muslims on an all-Russian scale 
which was not enjoyed by even the most authoritative religious figures in 
the sixteenth–eighteenth centuries.53 

As far as the regulation of the status of other religions is concerned, this 
issue was historically addressed in a different way. Peter the Great’s initial 
intention was to subordinate to the Synod all three branches of Chris-
tianity: Orthodoxy, Catholicism and Protestantism. There were no plans to 
do so with other (non-Christian) religions. In contrast to the dominant 
Orthodox Church, in the eighteenth century heterodox (inovercheskie) 
religions enjoyed a certain autonomy and were not subject to direct gover-
nment regulation.54 Because of the lack of appropriate historical docu-
ments, it is not possible to tell how Peter the Great saw the future manage-
ment of Muslim religious affairs.55 However, the basic principles that 
governed the emperor in conducting reforms in the confessional sphere are 
known. Firstly, the church and other religious organizations were to serve 
the interests of the state, and all their activities were to be directed pri-
marily to the realization of the will of the monarch and only thereafter to 
satisfy the spiritual needs of the people. Secondly, and this principle follows 
from the previous one, any religious organization’s right to existence and 
recognition by the state depended on how useful it was to the state.56 

— 
52 For example, in his fundamental study, Essays on the history of the Russian Church, 
Anton V. Kartashev considers “the Synodal period of the Russian Church to be the 
period of its ascension to a much greater height in almost all aspects of its life in com-
parison with its ancient theocratic period.” (Карташев, Очерки по истории Русской 
Церкви, 316). 
53 See below for more details. 
54 From the beginning of the nineteenth century the activities of all non-Orthodox and 
heterodox confessions were subjected to the jurisdiction of the special Department for 
Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions (DDDII) at the Ministry of Internal Affairs of 
the Russian Empire. 
55 To the best of my knowledge, Russian historian Dmitri Yu. Arapov has written only 
two short overlapping articles which cite only a few examples indicating Peter the 
Great’s policy towards Islam and Muslims: Д. Ю. Арапов, “Мусульмане в России при 
Петре I” [Muslims in Russia during the reign of Peter I], Pax Islamica, no. 1-2 (2012); 
Д. Ю. Арапов, “Ислам в петровской России” [Islam in Russia of Peter I], Вест. Моск. 
Ун-та, Сер. 8, История [Bulletin of Moscow University. History], № 4 (2012), 3-10.  
56 Арапов, “Ислам в петровской России,” 4.  
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Empress Catherine the Great fully followed the above principles. The 
recognition of Islam as a tolerated religion and the creation of a specialized 
organization for the management of religious affairs of Muslims resulted 
from the policy of “confessional pragmatism” pursued before Peter the 
Great and continued by Catherine.57 The empress came to the conclusion 
that it was better for the state to legalize the status of Islam and, accor-
dingly, the status of its followers in the imperial space.58 

In accordance with my theoretical perspective (see Chapter I), including 
its economic terminology, Peter the Great believed that the state would incur 
fewer costs if it did not recognize Islam as one of the religions in the country 
than it would if it gave official status to this religion. By the end of the 
eighteenth century, however, the role of the Islamic factor in the domestic 
and foreign policies of the empire had increased, which changed accordingly 
the assessment of costs directly related to the legal status of Islam. 

Catherine the Great’s Religious Reforms  
In 1764, at the very beginning of the reign of Catherine the Great, an 
important event occurred: the Office for the Newly Baptized (Novo-
kreshchenskaya kontora) was abolished.59 Accountable to the Most Holy 
Governing Synod since its inception in 1731, it actually acted as the body 
regulating issues related to Islam in the Volga-Kama region, an area den-
sely populated by Muslims which had come under the rule of Moscow in 
the second half of the sixteenth century. By the time it was closed, the 
Office for the Newly Baptized had fulfilled its task. Its closure marked the 
end of an epoch in the history of the Orthodox mission. The government 
refused to force the mass Christianization of Muslims and adherents of 
other religions. The focus in missionary work was shifted to educational 
methods for spreading Orthodox ideas and promoting religiosity among 
the “newly baptized” (novokreshcheniy), as well economic incentives.60 

— 
57 For more on the classification of religions in the Russian Empire see below.  
58 Ф. Г. Ислаев, Ислам и православие в Поволжье XVIII столетия: от конфронтации 
к терпимости [Islam and Orthodoxy in the Volga Region of the eighteenth century: 
From confrontation to tolerance] ([Казань]: Изд-во Казан. ун-та, 2001), 210. 
59 R. P. Geraci, Window on the East: national and imperial identities in late tsarist Russia 
(New York: Cornell University Press, 2001), 21. The Office for the Newly Baptized (Novo-
kreshchenskaya kontora) –government agency for coordinating missionary activity in the 
Volga-Kama region. Established in 1731 as a special commission for the administration 
of affairs of newly baptized people in Sviyazhsk (Kazan province). It was closed in 1764.  
60 Р. Р. Исхаков “‘Противомусульманская’ миссия и религиозные движения среди 
крещеных татар Среднего Поволжья в последней трети XVIII в.” [“Anti-Muslim” 
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After the dissolution of Novokreshchenskaya kontora and the prohibi-
tion of forcibly converting Muslims to Orthodoxy, a mass “falling away” 
from the Orthodox Church started to appear. Pointing to the forced nature 
of their conversion, some of the newly baptized demanded that the go-
vernment grant them the right to return to Islam.61  

During the Pugachev Rebellion (1773–1775) the ranks of the rebels in-
cluded not only Muslims but also newly baptized persons.62 Pugachev’s 
promise to grant to his supporters the right to practice their “natural” faith 
was one reason they actively supported his troops.63 The rebellion was 
preceded by an uprising headed by Batyrsha (1754–1755).64 Although the 
factors behind the earlier event are still open to debate, viable arguments 
are presented by authors who hold that the main cause of the revolt was 
forced Christianization in the Volga-Ural region.65 The uprising was led by 

mission and religious movements among the baptized Tatars of the Middle Volga in the 
last third of the eighteenth century”], Оренбургское магометанское духовное 
собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа в последней четверти XVIII – 
начале ХХ вв. [Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly and spiritual development 
of Tatar people in the last quarter of the eighteenth- beginning of the twentieth century] 
(Казань: Институт истории им. Ш.Марджани АН РТ, 2011), 77-78.  
61 Ibid., 81-82.  
62 The Pugachev Rebellion (1773–1775), also known as “the Peasant War under the 
leadership of Emelyan Pugachev,” and “the Pugachev Revolt” – the largest popular up-
rising in the history of Russia, which sparked a full-scale peasant war against govern-
ment forces. The leader of the revolt was the Yaik Cossack Emelyan Pugachev who 
claimed to be the surviving Emperor Peter III. Representatives of different ethnic groups – 
Russian Cossacks, Bashkirs, Kalmyks, etc. – took part in these events, which extended over 
a significant part of the Volga-Ural region. It was suppressed with great brutality by the 
government. Pugachev was extradited by the Cossacks and executed in Moscow. 
63 Already in his manifesto of October 1773 Pugachev addressed, among other peoples, 
Kalmyks and Tatars. In late September-early November he also issued so-called decrees 
of “Peter III” (Pugachev disguised himself as the surviving Emperor Peter III), appealed 
to different peoples of the empire, including Bashkirs. The decree addressed to the 
Bashkir population said: “And I will grant you land, and water, salt, the freedom to 
worship and pray [my emphasis – R.B.] your accumulated property and monetary 
wages, for which you must serve me to the last death.” (Избранные произведения 
русских мыслителей второй половины XVIII века: (в 2-х тт.) [Selected works of Rus-
sian thinkers of the second half of the eighteenth century (in 2 vol.)], ред. И. Я. Щипанов, 
Т. 2 [Москва: Госполитиздат, 1952], 93).  
64 Batyrsha (also known as Bahadur Shah, Gabdulla Galiev) (1709 or 1717–1762). In the 
period from 1746 to 1755 he served as the imam in the Urals. In March 1755 he became 
the organizer and inspirer of the armed uprising of the Muslim peoples. In 1756 he was 
arrested and taken under guard to Moscow and then to St. Petersburg. In November 
1756, while imprisoned in Moscow, Batyrsha wrote his famous “Letter” addressed to 
Empress Elizabeth, which explained the reasons for the “rebellious incidents.”  
65 This view is held by the author of Batyrsha’s biography, the historian from Tatarstan 
Faizulhaq G. Islaev (Ислаев, Ислам и православие в Поволжье XVIII столетия, 153-
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Batyrsha Galiev, a minister of the Islamic religion who not only served as 
imam of the mosque in the village of Karyshbash in the Ufa province 
(guberniya) but also taught in the madrasahs which shakirds (students) 
from both nearby and remote Muslim villages of the Volga-Ural region 
strove to attend.66 

Batyrsha’s program included the following items: “not to deal with infidel 
Russians,” “not to ruin households of faithful Muslims, not to shed their 
blood, not to loot their estates and not to make them prisoners or servants,” 
“not to build cities for infidels,” “to protect devout people from countless 
offenses and taxes,” “not to allow blasphemy of the Islamic faith,” etc.67  

As can be seen from the above program, along with slogans concerning 
the protection of religious rights, the rebels also put forward certain eco-
nomic demands. This gave grounds to some researchers to argue that the 
reasons behind the revolt were primarily economic.68 There is no contra-
diction here. Batyrsha put forward both economic demands and slogans of 
freedom of religion for his fellow believers. It should not be forgotten that 
the economic discrimination of Muslims was largely a consequence of dis-
crimination on the basis of religion.69 Furthermore, as can be seen from 
Batyrsha’s “Letter” to Empress Elizabeth, the ideologist of the uprising 
himself closely linked the economic policy of the empire with its religious 
policy: “On the whole, the goal of the Russians, if they had the opportunity 
to do so, was to impose exorbitant taxes on all Muslims living in the Rus-

155). The famous nineteenth-century Russian historian Sergey M. Solovyov also 
believed that the background of the Batyrsha Uprising was of a religious nature, noting: 
“adherents of Islam could not tolerate subordination to the Christian government. The 
culprit was a revolt headed by the Mohammedan cleric Batyrsha” (С. М. Соловьев, 
Сочинения в 18 кн. [Works in 18 vol.], Т. 23 [Москва: Мысль, 1998], 226-227). How-
ever, some pre-revolutionary and Soviet historians insist on the economic causes of the 
Batyrsha Uprising. See, for example, Н. А. Фирсов, Инородческое население прежнего 
Казанского царства в новой России до 1762 года и колонизация закамских земель 
[The foreign population of the former Kazan tsardom in new Russia until 1762 and the 
colonization of Zakamye lands] (Казань, 1870), 45-46. 
66 Ислаев, Ислам и православие в Поволжье XVIII столетия, 152. 
67 Ibid., 154. 
68 For example, Russian historian Nikolai A. Firsov wrote that “The Batyrsha Uprising 
concerned less a struggle between Christianity and Islam than revenge for former Rus-
sian economic plundering” (Фирсов, Инородческое население прежнего Казанского 
царства в новой России до 1762 года, 45-46). 
69 For further details see, for example: И. Г. Акманов, Башкирские восстания XVII-
начала XVIII вв. [Bashkir uprisings of the 17–early 18 centuries], (Уфа: Китап, 1998).  



II. THE MUFTIATE AS AN INSTITUTION IN THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE

91 

sians’ country, and thus having completely exhausted them, to force them 
to accept their false faith.”70  

The participation of non-Orthodox and “newly baptized” people in the 
Batyrsha Uprising of 1755 and the peasant war led by Pugachev in 1773–
1775, coupled with important foreign policy circumstances (e.g., annexa-
tion of the Crimean Khanate in 1783, the Russian-Turkish war and the 
activity of Turkish agents on the borders of the Russian Empire), was 
among the key reasons behind the tolerance policy that began to be imple-
mented during the reign of Catherine the Great.71 

On 17 June 177372 the Synod issued a decree proclaiming tolerance of all 
religions, prohibiting bishops from interfering in cases relating to hetero-
dox confessions and the construction of their houses of worship in accor-
dance with their beliefs, and subjecting such matters to the jurisdiction of 
secular administrations.73 The decree declared the government to be a 
mediator in disputes between the Orthodox Church and representatives of 
other religions (including Muslims).74 

On 28 January 1783 Catherine the Great issued an edict authorizing 
Muslim subjects of the empire to elect akhuns on their own and from 
among themselves.75 The immediate reason for the decree was the desire of 

— 
70 Г. Б. Хусаинов, “Письмо Батырши императрице Елизавете Петровне как 
историко-литературный источник” [Batyrsha’s letter to Empress Elizaveta Petrovna 
as a historical and literary source], Южноуральский археографический сборник [South 
Ural Archeographic Collection], Вып. 1 (1973), http://www.vostlit.info/Texts/Dokumen 
ty/Russ/XVIII/1740-1760/Batyrsa/pred.htm, accessed 9 May 2020. 
71 The first concessions in the state religious policy towards Islam were made soon after 
the Batyrsha Uprising. Thus Bishops Luka Kanashevich and Silvester Glovatsky, the 
main conductors of the policy of forced Christianization in the Volga-Ural region and 
Siberia, were transferred as early as the autumn of 1755 to other dioceses where there 
was no Muslim population (Ислаев, Ислам и православие в Поволжье XVIII 
столетия, 164). The Decree of 3 September 1755 was cancelled. Such a reaction of the 
Russian authorities, as Islaev rightly points out, reconfirms the idea that the Batyrsha 
Uprising was primarily religious in nature. 
72 Hereinafter, dates from the 18th–early 20th century (before the introduction of the 
Gregorian calendar in Soviet Russia in January 1918), with the rare exception are given 
in the old style (according to the Julian calendar). 
73 Д. Ю. Арапов, сост., коммент., Ислам в Российской империи: (Законодат. акты, 
описания, статистика) [Islam in the Russian Empire: (Legal acts, descriptions, statis-
tics)] (Москва: Академкнига-Интерпериодика, 2001), 45-46. 
74 The decree read as follows: “Reverend Bishops shall not interfere in cases concerning 
other confessions and building houses of worship in accordance with their rules but shall 
refer those to the secular authorities.” (Арапов, Ислам в Российской империи, 46). 
75 Akhun (from Persian word akhund or hawand – mentor) – a title adopted among 
Muslim clergy in Muscovite Rus’ and the Russian Empire. From the end of the 16th cen-
tury to the end of the 18th century akhuns were elected. After the creation of the muf-



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

92 

the authorities to limit the influence of mullahs from Central Asia. (Ever 
since the state of Volga Bulgaria, the Muslims of the Volga region had close 
cultural, economic and political ties with their co-believers in Mawaran-
nahr.76 Many Muslim religious leaders were trained in Bukhara and con-
tinued to keep in touch with their teachers and pupils in Central Asia77). 

In April of the same year the Crimean Khanate became part of the 
Russian Empire, in which connection the empress issued a Manifesto “On 
Annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, Taman Island and the Entire Kuban 
Side under Russian Rule.”78 The Manifesto proclaimed, among other 
things, that “the Empress is committed to “preserve and protect the temp-
les and natural faith, which free exercise with all legitimate rites shall be 
inviolable.”79 In December 1783 a local authority called the Taurian Re-
gional Board was formed under the Russian administration in the Crimea. 
It included representatives of the beys and the murzas in Crimea. In 1784 
the decree “On Permission for Tatar Princes and Murzas to Enjoy all 
Advantages of the Russian Nobility” was adopted stipulating that these 
Tatar nobles could take advantage of all liberties, benefits and advantages 
enjoyed by their Russian counterparts, except for the right to purchase or 
keep Christians as serfs.80 A decade later, in January 1794, the empress 
established the Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorate (TMDP), an 
institution designed to control the Muslim clergy of the Crimean peninsula 
loyal to Russia. 

The tolerant policy of Catherine the Great did not mean that the state 
policy of conversion of Muslims and other non-Christians to Orthodoxy 
was abandoned. All that had changed was that violence had ceased, because 
as experience had shown, it did more harm than good (that is, the costs 
were too high). During Catherine the Great’s “tolerant” reign the govern-

 
tiate in Ufa in 1788, the title of akhun started to be awarded to individual imams for 
their merits. Akhuns interpreted issues of Islamic law and supervised performance by 
the imams and other ministers of the Islamic religion of their duties. 
76 Mawarannahr (Mā warāʾ an-nahr, what is beyond the river) – the Arabic name for 
the area located between the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers. Also known as Trans-
oxiana. 
77 For more details see, for instance: Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и 
Башкортостане; A. J. Frank, Bukhara and the Muslims of Russia. Sufism, education, 
and the paradox of Islamic prestige (Leiden: Brill, 2012). 
78 The full text of the manifesto can be found at http://www.runivers.ru/bookreader/book 
9829/#page/891/mode/1up, accessed 9 May 2020. 
79 Арапов, Ислам в Российской империи, 47.  
80 Ibid., 48-49. Murza or mirza – an aristocratic title in the Turkish-speaking Eurasian 
states. 
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ment not only continued to motivate Muslims to adopt Orthodoxy by 
providing a variety of benefits, but also expanded the range of such advan-
tages. For instance, after the adoption of the 1773 decree the earlier decree 
of 20 April 1770, which provided that Turk and Tatar prisoners of war who 
converted to Orthodoxy were to be released and had the right “to choose a 
kind of life, a lust for oneself,” remained in force. In addition, the Treasury 
provided the newly baptized with subsidies and a crucifix.81 

Establishment of the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan  
Law Assembly 

The intention to limit the influence of foreign Muslims among Russian 
subjects was the basis of another important religious reform, namely the 
creation of the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan Law Assembly (Ufimskoe 
dukhovnoe magometanskogo zakona sobranie), subsequently renamed the 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly (OMDS), an institution that 
united under its supervision the ministers of the Islamic religion in the 
Russian Empire. 

On 22 September 1788 Catherine the Great signed a rescript on the 
organization of the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan Assembly. As is rightly 
pointed out by the authors of a collective monograph about this muftiate:  

The creation of the Spiritual Assembly was not an end in itself, but rather a 
tool to form a group of clerics from among Russian citizens loyal to the 
foundations of the empire. It was contemplated that these loyal clergymen 
would resist penetration of anti-government Islamic ideology from the 
Ottoman State and the Central Asian khanates.82  

The fears of the Russian authorities were well founded. During the Rus-
sian-Turkish war of 1787–1791 the Ottoman government tried to engage 
the Central Asian khanates and Kazakh Hordes (zhuzes) in the struggle 
with Russia. Specifically, the cross-border administration intercepted a let-
ter from Turkey to Bukhara which reported that the Turkish pasha was 
going to depart for Bukhara with great gifts.83 

— 
81 Исхаков, “‘Противомусульманская’ миссия и религиозные движения среди 
крещеных татар,” 76.  
82 Загидуллин, Предисловие [Introduction], Оренбургское магометанское духовное 
собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа, 5. 
83 Ibid., 4; Д. Б. Мертваго, Записки (1760–1824) [Diary (1760–1824)] (Санкт-Петербург: 
Русская симфония, 2006), 44.  
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There is no agreement among historians on the identity of the author of 
the OMDS project. Danil D. Azamatov, Michael Kemper and Aislu B. 
Yunusova, for example, believe that it was Baron Iosif Igelström, governor-
general of the Ufa and Simbirsk governor-generalship or viceroyalty 
(namestnichestvo). It was he who in 1783 also initiated the creation of the 
Taurian Regional Board in Crimea.84 However, others suppose that the idea 
of the project was proposed by Dmitri B. Mertvago (1760–1824), who 
served as advisor to the Ufa provincial administration.85  

Also debatable is the question of which institutions served as a proto-
type for creating the muftiate in Ufa and the system for administering 
Muslim affairs.86 Some researchers cite the Ottoman empire as an example, 
while others point to Bukhara.87  

In May 1788 Iosif Igelström turned to Catherine the Great with a 
proposal to establish a specialized body which would hold examinations for 
anyone wishing to occupy Muslim religious positions and select from 
among them “people of reliable loyalty.”88 The main idea contained in the 
original draft of the project of the muftiate in Ufa, the author of which was 
Dmitri Mertvago, was that only a person appointed with a license could be 

— 
84 See, for instance, Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане. 
According to Kemper, “The structure and objectives of the Assembly … are defined in 
the text of the decree, but these were later revised and supplemented by Baron Igelström 
in the regulations on the competence of the Orenburg Spiritual Assembly” (Ibid., 71) 
He also holds that future Mufti Khusainov also participated in drafting of the paper on 
the opening of the Spiritual Assembly (Ibid., 92). 
85 For example, Ildus Zagidullin writes: “Dmitri Mertvago … suggested creating a spe-
cial government agency for control over the clergy so that mullahs loyal to the empire 
could resist the penetration of anti-government sermons’ into the community of 
Russian subjects” (Загидуллин, “Предисловие”, 4). During 1803–1807 Mertvago held 
the office of Taurian civil governor. In this position he helped to streamline the 
activities of the ministers of the Islamic religion in the Crimean Peninsula. In particular, 
he prepared a project called “Spiritual administrative staff under the Mohammedan law 
and the rules for the production [of paperwork – R.B.] and spiritual responsibilities,” 
which, however was not adopted (А.С. Кравчук, “Из истории государственного 
строительства в Крыму: Таврическая губерния в свои первые десятилетия” [From 
the history of state building in the Crimea: Tauride province in its first decades], 
Пространство и время [Space and time], no. 3 (17) (2014), 195). 
86 For more information on Turkish influence during the creation of the institution of 
the muftiate in Russia, see А. Д. Васильев, Османо-турецкие параллели российским 
муфтиятам [Ottoman-Turkish parallels to Russian muftiates], Pax Islamica, no. 2 (7) 
(2011), 126-134.  
87 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 74.  
88 Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению мусульман, 
15.
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an imam and teacher in secular and religious schools.89 Igelström suggested 
to the empress that jurisdiction of the muftiate should be limited to the Ufa 
governor-generalship (namestnichestvo). However, in all Russian provinces 
except for the Taurian area the above-mentioned decree of the empress 
subordinated religious issues to the Spiritual Assembly.90  

As a result of the creation of the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan Law 
Assembly, Islam received an official status. It became a so-called “tolerated 
religion.”  

According to the legislation which was at that time in force in the 
Russian Empire, all religions were divided into: state religion (Orthodoxy 
according to the Synodal Church’s version), “tolerated,” and “unrecognized 
and intolerable.” Tolerated religions, in turn, were further divided into 
“recognized and tolerated” (priznannye terpimye) and “tolerated and unre-
cognized” (terpimye nepriznannye). The “recognized and tolerated” religions 
were Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, Buddhism, and Judaism. Followers 
of these religions were free to practice religious rites (albeit with certain 
restrictions), but were prohibited from disseminating their teachings (i.e., 
missionary activity).91 The category “tolerated and unrecognized” religions 
encompassed the Old Believers. Belonging to this category implied great 
restrictions for followers of the religion in such matters as the construction 
of religious buildings, the occupation of public posts, etc. Such severity in 
relation to the Old Believers can be explained by the fact that various 
currents within the movement were serious competitors of the official 
Synodal Church, since a large portion of the Russian Orthodox population 
were secretly Old Believers. 

Among the non-recognized intolerable religions were various “sects” 
such as the Khlystst (Khlysty), Skoptsy, Molokans, Dukhobors, etc.92 Their 

— 
89 This is the origin of the term ‘licensed mullahs’ (ukaznye mully). 
90 Д. Д. Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в конце XVIII-
XIX вв. [Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly at the end of the eighteenth-
nineteenth centuries] (Уфа: Гилем, 1999), с. 56. Thus it turned out that the territory of 
the North Caucasus was also included within the jurisdiction of OMDS. However, in 
practice the OMDS did not interfere in the management of religious affairs in the North 
Caucasus (Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению 
мусульман, 18-19). 
91 For example, regarding the application of criminal law based on Shariah rules among 
Muslims.  
92 See for instance: А. Д. Градовский, Начала русского государственного права [The 
foundations of Russian state law] (Санкт-Петербург: Тип. M. M. Стасюлевича, 1875), 
Т. I, 373-376.  
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adherents were subject to criminal prosecution, which restricted not only 
their freedom of confession but also their freedom per se. 

Thus the state as the regulator of the religious market put the parti-
cipants in a deliberately unequal position. The Orthodox Church was given 
the status of a monopoly while other participants were significantly limited 
as far as the distribution of a religious product was concerned. Orthodoxy 
as the state religion had a privileged status and as such was protected by the 
law (e.g., conversion from Orthodoxy to another religion was forbidden 
and led to a criminal penalty). At the same time, the state encouraged 
transition from other confessions to Orthodoxy.  

The creation of OMDS was a radical step that changed the whole system 
of hierarchy in the Muslim community of Russia. The state was building a 
fundamentally different system of relations with Islam than that which had 
existed since the second half of the sixteenth century. After the fall of 
Kazan in 1552 and before the muftiate in Ufa was established there was no 
centralized countrywide system of hierarchy among the Muslim religious 
figures in Russia. As noted by Russian historian Denis N. Denisov, the 
hierarchical structure of the Muslim clergy in the Russian Empire was 
limited to the boundaries of a particular community, and “submission to 
the decisions of a particular ulem – a connoisseur of theology, Islamic 
traditions and ethical and legal rules (Shariah) – depended solely on his 
personal authority, level of knowledge and way of life.”93 

Starting in the late sixteenth century, religious centers headed by akhuns 
began to be formed in some Muslim regions. Akhuns performed the fol-
lowing functions: controlled the activities of the lower ministers of the 
Islamic religion (e.g., ensured that religious rites were executed correctly), 
interpreted Shariah, resolved disputes on matrimonial property and heard 
various cases between Muslims and others.94 Akhuns also acted as inter-
mediaries between the authorities and the believers.95 According to Michael 
Kemper,  

— 
93 Д. Н. Денисов, Очерки по истории мусульманских общин Челябинского края 
(XVIII – начало XX в.) [Essays on the history of Muslim communities in the 
Chelyabinsk Region (XVIII – the beginning of the XX century)] (Москва: Изд. дом 
Марджани, 2011), 43.  
94 Ibid., 46.  
95 Ibid., 43.  
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Starting in around the 1880s, akhuns ceased to be elected by the community 
and were directly appointed by OMDS and the authorities … Kazembek,96 
who advised the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs regarding the policy 
towards Muslims, identified the rank of akhun, which is absent in the 
Shariah, with the rank of qazi. Appointment of qazis by OMDS was to be 
subsequently approved by the Russian administration.97 

Religious life in the Volga-Ural region from the second half of the sixteenth 
to the end of the eighteenth century was difficult to imagine without so-
called abyzes. The word “abyz” (a corruption of the Arabic word “hafiz’ – a 
man who knows the Qur’an by heart) was used in the eighteenth century to 
refer to any educated Muslim.98 Abyzes were local intellectuals and worked 
in various capacities, from secretaries and translators to religious figures. In 
the latter case the abyz was elected by the Muslim community itself. After the 
fall of the Kazan Khanate in 1552–1557, abyzes, many of whom were Sufis, 
served as a kind of custodians of Islamic traditions and a consolidating 
element in the closed rural communities. They came from among the minis-
ters of the Islamic religion at mosques and were subordinated to akhuns.  

The government tried to build a relationship with individual akhuns 
and abyzes. The understanding that the structure of the Muslim religious 
figures in the country needed to be streamlined came to the authorities in 
the middle of the eighteenth century. Despite the fact that by that time 
certain changes aimed at strengthening control over the ministers of the 
Islamic religion had been introduced in the Volga-Ural region, the existing 
system could not fully satisfy the government.99 The main problem was that 
even when they were controlled by the authorities, akhuns and other 
— 
96 Kazembek Alexander Kasimovich (1802–1870) – Russian Orientalist, first dean of the 
Faculty of Oriental Languages at St. Petersburg University. 
97 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 77.  
98 А. В. Беляков, “Абызы (хафизы) в Московском государстве XVI–XVII веков” 
[Abyz (Hafiz) in the Moscow state of the sixteenth–seventeenth сenturies], Средневе-
ковые тюрко-татарские государства [Medieval Turkic-Tatar states], no. 7 (2015), 40. 
99 In 1736, during one of the Bashkir revolts, Empress Anna Ioannovna issued a decree 
to reduce the number of akhuns in the province to four, one in each of the four existing 
administrative units. They continued to be elected by believers, but their candidacy had 
to be approved by the governor in Ufa with and an oath of allegiance to the monarch 
(Д. Д. Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в общественной и 
духовной жизни мусульманского населения Урала в конце XVIII–XIX вв.: автореферат 
диссертации … кандидата исторических наук [The Orenburg Mohammedan Spiri-
tual Assembly in the public and spiritual life of the Muslim population of the Urals at 
the end of the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries: abstract of thesis for the candidate of 
historical sciences] [Уфа, 1994], 10). This was the first step towards the establishment of 
state control over the Muslims.  
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Muslim religious figures continued to rely not on the authority of the 
government but on their own authority as Shariah experts in the eyes of 
Muslims. First, this diminished the control of the state, and, second, it 
posed a threat, in that in the event of unrest charismatic leaders could lead 
the uprising. This happened, for example, in 1755, with the uprising of 
Bashkirs and Meshcheryaks led by Batyrsha, who had the title of akhun.100 
In such circumstances, it was in the interest of the state to create a bureau-
cratic structure in which its head, the mufti, would be above all an indus-
trious government official pursuing state interests among the Muslims of 
Russia and neighboring countries and only secondly an authoritative theo-
logian and spiritual leader.101 

The muftiate as an institution based on both formal (written) and infor-
mal (unwritten rules) rejected grassroots spiritual leaders who enjoyed 
authority among believers (even if they had an official document of ap-
pointment, or license (ukaz), regardless of their place in the Muslim clergy 
hierarchy.102 One striking example is the story of the Sufi ishan Zainulla 
Rasulev (1833–1917), who enjoyed of what Max Weber terms “charismatic 
authority.” In the second half of the nineteenth century Rasulev was one of 
— 
100 Another less known but even more typical example is the case of ‘Abdallah b. Muslim 
b. ‘Ali (died in 1794 or 1795). He performed the functions of akhun and taught at
madrasahs between Troitsk and Verhneuralsk in the Ural region. It would seem that
‘Abdallah was well integrated into Russian society. While maintaining the possibility to
be independent from the authorities he had received from the state certain privileges,
such as an allotment and other awards). However, during the Pugachev Rebellion of
1773–1775 ‘Abdallah urged Muslims to join Pugachev. Similar calls were made by
Abdallah’s teacher Sheikh Muhammad bin ‘Ali al-Dagistani (died in 1795 or 1796). As
rightly pointed out by Kemper, “This experience has shown to the Russian government
that the support of Islamic influence through the mediation of Tatar scholars without
strict control over their activities and tying them to the Russian government did not
exclude the risk of non-compliance with certain subordination” (Кемпер, Суфии и
ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 69-70).
101 Russian historian Nail K. Garipov characterizes the mufti as a scholar, “whose
decisions determine religious practices in the future for all citizens of the country” (Н.
К. Гарипов, Политика Российского государства в этноконфессиональной сфере в
конце XVIII – начале XX вв.: Опыт духовного управления мусульман: автореферат
диссертации ... кандидата исторических наук [The policy of the Russian state in the
ethno-confessional sphere in the late eighteenth-early twentieth centuries: The experi-
ence of the spiritual administration of Muslims: abstract of thesis for the candidate of
historical sciences] [Казань, 2003], 11).
102 The Islamic scholar, Mufti Rizaetdin Fakhretdin, felt that one of the main objectives
of the government in establishing OMDS was to “leave without power the ‘ulama’ who
did not have official status but were trapped under the scepter of Russia” (А. Ю.
Хабутдинов, “Риза Фахретдин и идея реформ мусульманского мира России” [“Riza
Fakhretdin and the idea of reforming the Muslim world of Russia”], 15.04.2009,
http://www.idmedina.ru/books/materials/?1212, accessed 9 May 2020).
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the most influential religious figures in the Russian Empire. He had tens of 
thousands of followers not only in the Volga-Ural region but also in 
Siberia, Kazakhstan and southern Russia.103 Despite the fact that he was a 
mudarris104 and a member of the official Muslim clergy, his authority 
among the believers was based on both formal relationships (with murids) 
and informal connections (with non-members of tariqah) which he had 
developed as a Sufi sheikh of the Naqshbandiyyah-Mujaddidiyyah tariqah. 
In 1872 Rasulev was charged with “spreading among the Muslim popul-
ation teachings not corresponding to the views of the government” and, 
together with his student G. Abdulkhalikov, was exiled to Vologda under 
police surveillance.105 At the same time, under pressure from the provincial 
authorities the chairman of OMDS, Salimgirey Tevkelev (1805–1885), was 
forced to assist in the prosecution of Rasulev.106 If we apply here the 
Weberian typology of religious leaders, then Rasulev acts as a holder of 
“charismatic authority,” and mufti Tevkelev as a holder of “legal authority” 
(also known as “rational-legal authority”).107 

The state struggled with any manifestations of informal, non-institu-
tionalized religious leadership; it took upon itself the function of deter-
mining who was or was not an Islamic scholar. Igelström clearly expressed 
this idea, believing that as a result of the creation of the muftiate and the 
formation of a system of appointment to religious positions, Muslims 
should “destroy worthless spiritual ranks, those scholars who are known to 
call themselves ‘ulama’.108 In other words, the state had actually approp-
riated the function of supreme religious authority. 

It is no accident that as soon as such an intention became obvious, it 
was perceived by some Muslim religious figures extremely negatively. The 
first Mufti Mukhametjan Khusainov (1756–1824) faced active opposition 

— 
103 Е. Н. Хамидов, “О неизвестной рукописи шейха Зайнуллы Расулева” [About an 
unknown manuscript of Sheikh Zaynulla Rasulev], Kazan Islamic Review, no. 1 (2015), 
106.  
104 Mudarris – the titles applied to some of the ministers of the Islamic religion in the 
Russian Empire. One of the main functions of a mudarris was teaching at madrasahs. 
105 М. Н. Фархшатов, “Дело” шейха Зайнуллы Расулева (1872–1917): Власть и 
суфизм в пореформенной Башкирии: Сборник документов [The “case” of Sheikh 
Zaynulla Rasulev (1872–1917): Power and Sufism in Bashkiria after the reform. Col-
lection of documents] (Уфа: ИИЯЛ УНЦ РАН, 2009), 143. 
106 Ibid., 13.  
107 M. Weber, “Politics as vocation,” in Weber’s Weber’s Rationalism and Modern 
Society: New Translations on Politics, Bureaucracy, and Social Stratification, ed., transl. 
Tony Waters and Dagmar Waters (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 129–198. 
108 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 72. 
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from abyzes, most of whom refused to recognize the authority of the muf-
tiate and accept the appointed mullahs.109 This opposition to OMDS was 
called “the abyzes movement.”110 It came to naught only in the early nine-
teenth century, as the position of the official clergy strengthened. In the 
Volga-Ural region the movement was partly transformed into ishanism.111 If 
Weber’s approach is applied to the abyzes movement opposing the 
appointed mullahs, then we are faced with a clash of two opposite types of 
legitimate domination: charismatic and bureaucratic. The first was represen-
ted by abyzes, and later by ishans, the second by the mufti and the OMDS 
assessors and appointed mullahs. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 
especially during the reign of Nicholas I, Muslim religious figures who 
possessed a personal type of charisma were gradually replaced by religious 
bureaucrats. Friedrich Engels wrote about this phenomenon in his famous 
work The Peasant War in Germany, characterizing the confrontation of 
this type of religious leadership as a conflict between prophets and priests.  

Loyalty to the government meant not only following the established 
hierarchy in the system of civil service positions but also implementing the 
sometimes very delicate orders of the authorities. For example, the mufti of 
OMDS Gabdessalyam Gabdrakhimov (1765–1840) carried out espionage 
assignments when he served as akhun. Governor-General Volkonsky peti-
tioned the authorities in St. Petersburg to decorate the akhun for his work 
as a “secret informer.”112 Gabdrakhimov gathered intelligence during his 
business trips to the Junior zhuz (Mladshiy zhuz).113 Similar functions 
among the Kazakhs were carried out by Gabdrakhimov’s predecessor as 
mufti, Mukhametjan Khusainov.114 Thus from the first days of their exis-
tence, muftis provided non-religious services to the state. 
— 
109 See more about it in the next paragraph.  
110 For more on “the abyzes movement” see: А. Хабутдинов, М. Хабутдинова, “Абызы” 
[“Abyzy”], Ислам на европейском Востоке. Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in the 
European east. An encyclopaedic dictionary] (Казань: Магариф, 2004), 6-7. 
111 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, История Оренбургского магометанского духовного собрания 
(1788–1917): институты, идеи, люди [History of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiri-
tual Assembly (1788–1917): institutions, ideas, people] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 
2010), 13.  
112 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 367.  
113 Ibid. Zhuz (Kazakh жүз – “Hundred”) – the tribal association of Kazakhs. There 
were three hordes: Senior, Middle and Junior. 
114 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 90. It is no accident 
that the empress favored the religious activities of Tatar mullahs in the Kazakh steppe. 
Her attitude was justified, for she thereby achieved recognition of the “spiritual author-
ity” of the Russian mufti among the Kazakh elite. The authority of the mufti had both 
religious and political dimensions. In 1797, during the reign of Emperor Paul I, with the 
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OMDS was a collegial institution and had a three-tier structure. The 
supreme unit (the muftiate) consisted of a mufti and assessors – qazis 
(zasedateli).115 The second unit (muhtasibats) was made up of muhtasibs. 
The middle unit originally included akhuns. However, the akhun later 
ceased to be a post and became an honorary title. The lower unit of OMDS 
comprised “parish” clergy (mutavalliat).116 All members of OMDS, inclu-
ding the mufti himself, were state officials. All decisions were taken by a 
majority vote of the members of the board of the muftiate, consisting of the 
mufti and three qazis (qadis). The mufti could take part in meetings and 
had one vote. Any resolution of OMDS was valid only if at least three out 
of four members were present at the meeting. The mufti’s personal deci-
sions did not have the force of a court decision and were not considered for 
execution.117  

The charter of OMDS was not adopted until 1857, i.e., almost seventy 
years after its establishment. Before that, the legal status of the muftiate was 
regulated in accordance with ad hoc acts proclaimed by the authorities. 
The mufti himself was appointed for life by the government and then 
approved by the emperor’s decree.  

In the manifesto on the establishment of the Ministry of Spiritual Affairs 
and Public Education of 1817 (a governmental agency which from 1817 to 
1824 supervised the activity of the muftiate in Ufa) there was a provision 
stating that muftis were to be elected by Muslim communities.118 However, 
this provision was never followed in practice. This is a vivid example of 
how informal rules override the formal rules which underlie the institution 
of the muftiate. Muslims repeatedly referred to this provision whenever 
election of a mufti appeared on the agenda, but always in vain. It was not 

assistance of the Mufti of OMDS Mukhametjan Khusainov, a council was established to 
manage the Junior zhuz. The mufti was de facto the head of this structure. On his 
recommendation, Aychuvak, who was loyal to Russia, was chosen as khan (А. Ю. 
Хабутдинов, Российские муфтии: от екатерининских орлов до ядерной эпохи 
(1788–1950) [Russian muftis: from Catherine’s eagles to the nuclear era (1788–1950)] 
[Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2006], http://www.idmedina.ru/books/encyclopedia/?1404, 
 accessed 9 May 2020). 
115 As indicated in “Asar” by R. Fakhretdin, the title of mufti was common among the 
Volga-Ural Muslims before the creation of OMDS and was awarded to major con-
noisseurs of Shariah (Р. Фахретдин, Асар [Asar], Т. 1 [Казань, 2006], 238). 
116 As of 1800, there were 1147 mosques and 1793 Muslim spiritual leaders in the 
Orenburg province (Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в 
общественной и духовной жизни мусульманского населения Урала, 15. 
117 Загидуллин, Татарское национальное движение, 44. 
118 Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в общественной и 
духовной жизни мусульманского населения Урала, 12.  
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until 1889 that the contentious provision was amended. According to the 
amendments, the mufti was to be appointed by the highest authority (i.e. 
the emperor) on the proposal of the Ministry of Internal Affairs.119 

In turn, assessors (qazis) were to be appointed by the Minister of Inter-
nal Affairs on the proposal of the mufti. Only the lower unit of the minis-
ters of the Islamic religion were to be elected by the believers. For example, 
a mullah was elected by a simple majority of votes of the male population 
of the village. His task was to perform spiritual rites such as prayers, the 
division of property, resolving matters of marriage and divorce, and other 
tasks. However, as already noted above, the state character of the muftiate 
as an institution was manifested here too, since the candidacy of the mullah 
was to be approved by the provincial government (gubernskoe pravlenie). 

Gradually the powers of the muftiate in Ufa relating to the adminis-
tration of Islamic institutions expanded. After 1801 it was to be consulted 
and had to prepare a report for the provincial government when Muslims 
requested the construction of a new mosque and the organization of public 
services there. 

For a short period (from 1803 to 1810) OMDS was subordinate to the 
Chief Procurator of the Most Holy Governing Synod, i.e., it reported di-
rectly to the same department as the Russian Orthodox Church. As early as 
1810, however, the General Directorate for Spiritual Affairs of Various 
(Foreign) Confessions (Glavnoe upravlenie dukhovnykh del raznykh verois-
povedaniy) was created, to which jurisdiction the activities of the muftiate 
in Ufa were assigned. In 1817 an imperial manifesto merged the Synod and 
the Ministry of Education into the newly created Ministry of Spiritual 
Affairs and Public Education. As part of the new ministry, the Department 
for Spiritual Affairs was established. From 1817 to 1824, the muftiate was 
subordinated to one of the sub-divisions (otdely) of this department. From 
1824 to 1832 it was subordinated to the General Directorate for Spiritual 
Affairs of Foreign Confessions. Finally, in February 1832, the Department 
for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions (“DDDII”) became part of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs. Henceforth and up until 1917, with the 
exception of a short period from 1880 to 1881, OMDS was directly subor-
dinated to the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions.120  

— 
119 Ibid., 13-14. 
120 Д. Ю. Арапов, В. П. Пономарев. “Департамент духовных дел иностранных 
исповеданий” [Directorate for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions], Православная 
энциклопедия [The Orthodox encyclopaedia], 2012, http://www.pravenc.ru/text/1717 
21.html, accessed 9 May 2020.
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However, local administration also remained important. Until the 
second half of the nineteenth century the Orenburg governor-general also 
influenced the choice of the candidate to the post of mufti. After 1880, 
however, the decision was made exclusively in St. Petersburg (i.e., by the 
emperor). That said, the provincial government continued to oversee 
OMDS’ activities. 

Somewhat different from the structure of OMDS was the structure of 
the Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorate set up by Catherine the 
Great in January 1794. When establishing the muftiate in the Crimea, the 
Russian government tried to preserve some features of the structure of the 
Muslim ministers of religion in the region. For instance, the position of 
qazi-asker, which existed even before the conquest of the Crimea, re-
mained.121 Altogether, TMDP consisted of a mufti who was selected by the 
“supreme Mohammedan clergy and senior officials of the parish” and 
approved by the Minister of Internal Affairs, the qazi-asker and five qazis. 

Since the mechanism by which TMDP operated was not clearly spelled 
out in the decree of 1794, the muftiate did not acquire a legal basis for its 
activities until 1832, after the publication of the “Regulations on the 
Taurine Mohammedan Clergy and the Affairs Subject to its Jurisdiction.” 
The official opening of TMDP was held a year later in November 1832.122 
During the period from 1794 to 1831 TMDP was not completely inactive. 
Muftis and other members of the muftiate considered current issues in 
accordance with Shariah rules.123 

By that time the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly had al-
ready firmly established itself as an institution, which on the one hand 
allowed the state to control the activities of the Muslims and on the other 
represented the Muslim population of the empire vis-a-vis the author-
ities.124 The opposition to the official clergy on part of the movement of 

— 
121 З. З. Хайрединова, “Роль первых Таврических муфтиев и проблемы интеграции 
мусульманского населения Крыма в состав России (1783–1830 гг.)” [The role of the 
first Tauride muftis and problems of integrating the Muslim population of Crimea into 
Russia (1783–1830)], Вестник Кемеровского государственного университета [Bul-
letin of Kemerovo State University], no. 1 (65) (2016), 67. 
122 Ibid., 70.  
123 Ibid. 
124 According to Russian researchers Gavrilov and Shevchenko, OMDS was “an optimal 
form of organization. It allowed the country’s Muslim community to institutionalize as 
an important subject of the Russian civilizational creation” (Ю. А. Гаврилов, А. Г. 
Шевченко, Ислам и православно-мусульманские отношения в России в зеркале 
истории и социологии [Islam and Orthodox-Muslim relations in Russia in the mirror 
of history and sociology] [Москва: Культурная революция, 2010], 37). 
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abyzes, who did not accept the idea of licensed (ukaznye) mullahs had been 
largely overcome by 1820, and most Muslims found the existence of such 
an institution as OMDS useful.125 However, Muslims had many questions 
about specific individuals who held the post of mufti. The emperor’s choice 
did not always coincide with the expectations of the believers. When Mufti 
Suleymanov died in 1862, Muslims had an opportunity to express their 
vision of the future head of OMDS. However, voices on the part of not only 
Muslims but also government officials and Orthodox clergy who were 
opposed to the very institution of the muftiate became louder and louder. 

Criticism of OMDSs by Synodal Bureaucrats,  
Orthodox Clergy and Missionaries 

As Michael Kemper rightly notes, “Christian and Muslim culture [in Russia 
of the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries – R.B.] existed in the immediate 
neighbourhood, but separately. The lack of interest, however, was mutual: 
the Russian public also did not define any place for Muslims or at best paid 
limited attention to them.”126 Other scholars of the history of Islam in the 
Russian Empire (Robert Crews, Robert Geraci and others) also draw atten-
tion to this circumstance. During the period under review, interest in the life 
of Muslims was manifested mostly by researchers, Orthodox missionnaries 
or government officials, who, due to their service duties, had to deal with 
Muslim subjects of the empire. It was the representatives of the last two 
groups – missionaries and officials – who sometimes expressed an opinion 
about the need to limit the powers of the muftiate or even completely 
eliminate it as an institution threatening the interests of the Russian state.127  

The creation of OMDS was met from the very beginning with suspicion 
by representatives of the Orthodox Church. To some Orthodox authors, 
the appearance of the institution of a muftiate was seen as a measure that 
would help strengthen Islam in Russia. In the following section below, 
criticism of the OMDS will be considered on the part of both the Orthodox 
clergy and the officials responsible for carrying out confessional policy. 

The expansion of OMDS’ powers in the nineteenth century raised 
serious concerns within the Synodal Church. Its creation was perceived by 
Orthodox clergy as a necessary measure but the attitude to it was generally 

— 
125 See below on how Muslims perceived the muftiate. 
126 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 27.  
127 It was about OMDS. Other muftiates operating on the outskirts of the empire were 
not taken into account. 
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negative. Some authors strongly criticized this decision. According to 
them, this measure contributed to consolidation of Muslims. For instance, 
the author of a late nineteenth-century publication eloquently entitled Do 
we Need Muftis in Russia? (Nuzhny li dlya Rossii muftii?) wrote: 

Prior to the establishment of muftis in Russia Mohammedans were not yet 
solid, united, did not represent a separate state within the state, as is the 
case now; there was no organic unity between individual Mohammedan 
parishes and communities, and each parish and each community constitu-
ted a separate little world whose connection with other parishes and 
Mohammedan societies was based only on the abstract principles of religious 
unanimity. Instead of attracting the sympathy of Mohammedans to the Rus-
sian state and promoting closer relations with the state and its population, in 
fact, the establishment of such an order only strengthened Mohammedans’ 
consciousness of power and autonomy and gave them energy for the pro-
pagation of their teachings among local Russian natives…128  

Some Orthodox writers recognized that the creation of OMDS in the late 
eighteenth century was an important step, but they did not see the need for 
this institution a century later. For instance, one of the most outstanding 
Orthodox missionaries, Nikolai I. Il’minsky,129 wrote to Chief Procurator of 
the Synod Konstantin P. Pobedonostsev:  

It has no justification either in Alquran or in Shariah; the Russian insti-
tution of the muftiate (muftiystvo) and the Mohammedan Assembly were 
invented by Catherine the Great for political reasons, and at that time it 
was, no doubt, a thorough and useful measure which took Orthodox 
bishops and consistories as its model. But the power of the eparch is limited 
by eparchy, and the mufti of Ufa is a kind of patriarch… 

Do you know what has occurred to me? To destroy the Ufa center, i.e., to 
abolish the existence of the Mohammedan Assembly and the mufti, granting, 
however, the current mufti, haji Tevkelev, the right to live out his life in the 
dignity of a mufti. At the same time, we should transfer all affairs related to 

— 
128 Е. Н. Воронец, Нужны ли для России муфтии? [Do we need muftis in Russia?] 
(Москва: Тип. А.И. Снегиревой, 1891), 4.  
129 Il’minsky Nikolay Ivanovich (1822–1892) – Russian missionary, educator and Orien-
talist. Developer of the missionary and educational system known as “Il’minsky’s 
system.” The main principles of this system were 1) use of the native language of 
inorodtsy when teaching them religious subjects, 2) use of the Cyrillic alphabet instead 
of Arabic script for the transmission of religious texts in the Tatar language, and 3) 
engaging representatives of Kryashens, Chuvash, Udmurt et al in the ranks of mis-
sionaries.  
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the examination of mullahs, divorce issues, etc. to the competence of local 
provincial governments under the supervision of the department of con-
fessions.130 Mullahs will participate in the provincial governments as Shariah 
experts. The appropriate guidance on this issue can be prepared…131 

The comment that the mufti is a kind of patriarch occurred quite often in 
the texts of Orthodox authors as an argument against the existence of the 
muftiate. Such writers considered it unfair that in an Orthodox country the 
Orthodox Church was deprived of unity of command, while the Muslims 
had their “patriarch” – the mufti. However, this judgment was not entirely 
correct. The head of the muftiate was indeed the mufti, but as noted above, 
OMDS was a collective body. The mufti was just the primus inter pares 
(first among equals) within the highest level of Muslim clergy in the Rus-
sian Empire. Thus, to call the mufti the one-man leader of Muslims is not 
entirely correct from a purely legal and theological point of view. 

Meanwhile, both Il’minsky and Pobedonostsev were embarrassed by the 
very existence of the muftiate. Il’minsky voiced to his correspondent his 
fears that the plans for destruction of the muftiate could be spoiled if certain 
adversaries learned of them, “I don’t inform anyone here about my thoughts, 
otherwise I will perish. We all print and make speeches loudly; our adver-
saries overhear us and reread and spoil our plans in advance.”132 One can 
only speculate whom Il’minsky meant by “adversaries.” Perhaps they were 
not Muslims but government officials who opposed the system he proposed. 
In fact, there were plenty of them in Kazan itself and other places.133  

Il’minsky recommended that the Chief Procurator of the Most Holy 
Governing Synod act with extreme caution: “The question of canceling the 
muftiate should be initiated ex motu proprio,134 and it would, in my opin-
ion, be very useful and even necessary.”135 Thus Il’minsky suggested that 
Pobedonostsev himself should initiate the liquidation of the muftiate as an 

— 
130 This refers to the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions (DDDII) 
at the Ministry of Internal Affairs. 
131 Н. И. Ильминский, Письма Николая Ивановича Ильминского (к обер-прокурору 
Святейшего синода К. П. Победоносцеву) [Letters from Nikolai Ivanovich Il’minsky 
to the Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod, K. P. Pobedonostsev)] (Казань: Ред. 
Православ. собеседника, 1895), 65-66.  
132 Ibid., 205. 
133 This topic is treated more fully by Geraci, Window on the East, 223-263. 
134 On their own initiative (lat.). 
135 Ильминский, Письма Николая Ивановича Ильминского, 205.  
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institution.136 Soon, however, he softened his view. On 18 February 1885 he 
wrote a letter to Pobedonostsev:  

But to really destroy the muftiate (muftiystvo) – and with it we will also 
need to dissolve (pokherit’) the Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly – would 
be perhaps a dramatic measure and might perhaps arouse anxiety among 
the Tatars. In my opinion, it is more appropriate to take moderate measures 
(medio tutissimus ibis137) by temporarily appointing to this position, for 
example, Maksyutov.138 He has long served as a judge (i.e., member) of the 
spiritual assembly and is completely occupied with commercial affairs (it is 
his right as a mufti). He will never do anything extraordinary.139 And there 
is a mullah appointed to the spiritual assembly in his third (1883) year upon 
selection by the Kazan congregation (Avkhadi or Yagudi??), he is rumored 
to be an extreme fanatic. But at worst, an extreme fanatic without a Russian 
education and language is relatively better than a Tatar with a Russian edu-
cational background, and even worse an aristocrat, and even worse a man 
with a university education.140  

The last sentence in the above quotation reflects the credo of Il’minsky and 
his school. One of the tasks of the school was to isolate inorodtsy141 from 
receiving a secular education:  

He [Il’minsky. – R.B.] regarded earlier instances of non-Russians attending 
gymnasium or university as detracting from the ultimate goal of Russifying 

— 
136 Although the correspondence between Il’minsky and Pobedonostsev referred to the 
OMDS, in fact it dealt with the liquidation of the muftiate as an institution, since the 
Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorate had no general imperial significance and 
did not look like a threat to the Orthodox Church and the state in the eyes of both 
correspondents. 
137 The safest (lat.). 
138 Presumably Il’minsky is referring to Senior Assessor of OMDS Tazhutdin Maksyutov. 
139 In the original, literally: “He apparently won’t invent gunpowder.”  
140 Ильминский, Письма Николая Ивановича Ильминского, 174-175. Subsequently 
Il’minsky noted that the choice of the mufti was correct: Mufti Sultanov was here, but 
he was not introduced to the emperor. Comments about him from the D[epartment] 
are such that he himself is not a fanatic and speaks in favor of reducing the number of 
mosques, finding that there are too many of them. (Материалы по истории 
образования и просвещения народов Волго-Уралья в рукописных фондах Н.И. 
Ильминского. Сборник документов и материалов [Materials on the history of edu-
cation and enlightenment of the peoples of the Volga-Ural region in the manuscript 
funds of N. I. Il’minsky. Collection of documents and materials] (Казань: Институт 
истории им. Ш.Марджани АН РТ; Изд-во «ЯЗ», 2015), 248). 
141 Inorodtsy – in a broad sense: all non-Slavic population of the Russian Empire. The 
term “inorodtsy” in its narrow sense did not include the Tatars and other peoples of the 
Volga region.  
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the entire mass of inorodtsy. Such educated individuals, he thought, became 
alienated from their native milieux and instead of pursuing the education of 
their own people, selfishly become government bureaucrats.142  

Under the influence of and with moral support from Il’minsky, 
Pobedonostsev did in fact raise the issue of eliminating the muftiate in Ufa 
in 1886. He appealed to the Minister of Internal Affairs, to which OMDS 
was subordinated, and referring to the opinion of the hierarchs of the 
Synodal Church in Ufa and Orenburg, he required the dissolution of the 
muftiate and the transfer of all issues related to its competence to the 
jurisdiction of governors. However, in response Pobedonostsev was ad-
vised to keep such thoughts to himself, so as not to cause anxiety within the 
Muslim community.143 

In the context of the theory of the economics of religion, the situation is 
as follows: one firm requested the regulator to liquidate another firm. 
These actions were aimed at facilitating the transition of clients of the firm 
being liquidated (OMDS) to its competitor (represented by the Synodal 
Church). However, the regulator considered that the costs associated with 
the liquidation of one enterprise and the strengthening of another would be 
too high, and therefore did not take such a step. 

The idea of dissolving the muftiate was also expressed by Il’minsky’s 
pupil Nikolay A. Bobrovnikov.144 He thought that the muftiate had to be 
destroyed because it “now serves only to raise the prestige of Islam.”145 In a 
memorandum which he prepared in 1896 Bobrovnikov proposed to re-
place OMDS with temporary commissions attached to provincial govern-
ments which would hold qualification exams and award the title of 
mullah.146 According to Bobrovnikov, “this title [mufti of OMDS – R.B.] 

— 
142 Geraci, Window on the East, 129.  
143 Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в конце XVIII–XIX 
вв., 35. 
144 Bobrovnikov Nikolai (1854–1921) – Russian teacher and missionary, son of an 
Orthodox missionary A. A. Bobrovnikov. Disciple and stepson of N. I. Il’minsky. Like 
his teacher, he advocated teaching in schools for inorodtsy in their native languages and 
attracting the indigenous population into the ranks of the Orthodox clergy. 
145 Geraci, Window on the East, 153. 
146 Усманова, Михайлов, Ислам и православие в позднеимперской России, 104. By 
that time there was a precedent: in 1868 the spiritual affairs of Kazakhs (Kyrgyzes in the 
terminology of that time) were removed from the scope of the jurisdiction of OMDS. 
These questions were referred to the competence of local mullahs who in turn were sub-
ordinate to the civil administration and the Ministry of Internal Affairs. See Д. Ю. Арапов, 
Императорская Россия и мусульманский мир: (конец XVIII–начало XX в.): сборник 
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has already fulfilled its tasks. Currently, the Russian population in the 
region between the Volga and the Urals and even in the Kyrgyz steppes is 
so vast that the Russian authority has no need for Muslim mediation in its 
relations with inorodtsy.”147 There were also other missionaries in the Vol-
ga-Ural region who expressed their view on the necessity to abolish the 
post of mufti: for example, the archpriest and Orthodox missionary 
Evfimiy A. Malov.148 

Orthodox authors accused the government of contributing to the 
consolidation of Muslims by establishing and maintaining OMDS. Thus 
Bobrovnikov’s wife Sofya V. Chicherina-Bobrovnikova believed that the 
unity of Muslims in Russia was possible largely as a result of the actions of 
the Russian government manifested mainly in the creation by Catherine 
the Great of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly.149 According 
to Evfimiy A. Malov, the government should have reviewed and amended 
the provisions of the law governing the status of mosques and Muslim 
clergy “so that these provisions did not intensify, but to the extent possible, 
weakened Mohammedanism, which is hostile to Christianity.”150  

While accusing the officials of supporting the institution of the muftiate, 
the Orthodox hierarchy still actively appealed to the representatives of the 
state when it came to combating and restricting the activities of Muslim 
clergy. One characteristic case took place in 1887. Mufti Mukhamedyar 
Sultanov was planning to go to Orenburg and visit several local mahallahs 
(Muslim communities) to get to know the state of affairs there. However, 
he was prohibited from undertaking this journey. To support his prohi-
bition the governor referred to the opinion of Bishop of Orenburg and the 
Urals Macarius (Troitsky), who maintained that “taking into consideration 
the fanatical attitude of the local Muslim population towards the Christian 
converts, the presence of the mufti in the city of Orenburg and his travel 
there is inappropriate and can cause even more fanaticism.”151 

статей [Imperial Russia and the Muslim world: (late eighteenth-early twentieth cen-
turies): collection of articles] (Москва: Наталис, 2006), 92-99.  
147 Усманова, Михайлов, Ислам и православие в позднеимперской России, 105. 
148 Е. А. Малов, О татарских мечетях в России [About Tatar mosques in Russia] 
(Казань: Унив. тип., 1868), 56. 
149 S. Bobrovnikoff, “Moslems in Russia,” Muslim World 1, no. 1 (1911), 13, 14 
150 Е.А. Малов, О татарских мечетях в России, 71.  
151 R. Garipova, The transformation of the ulama and Shari‘a in the Volga-Ural Muslim 
community under Russian imperial rule (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 
73. In a number of regions of modern Russia it has become a common practice when
the governor or other head of the region seeks consultation (approval) from the local
metropolitan or bishop on issues such as the construction of mosques, etc. (see, for
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As can be seen from the above example, the mufti of OMDS had to take 
into account the opinion of not only the civil but also the spiritual author-
ities (i.e., the hierarchs of the Russian Orthodox Church). Nevertheless, a 
number of Synodal bureaucrats, Orthodox clergy and missionaries saw a 
serious threat in even such a dependent figure as a mufti. They rightly per-
ceived a consolidating component in OMDS. Using a metaphor put forward 
by Robert Geraci, the muftiate served as a mirror for the Synodal Church, 
looking into which they tried to reflect on the status of the Orthodox 
Church.152 Not by chance, some authors called muftis “Muslim patriarchs.”153 
At that time the Synodal Church did not have a single leader in the person of 
a patriarch, while the Muslims did (albeit with limited powers). 

Not being able to initiate the abolition of the muftiate, Synodal bureau-
crats, Orthodox clergy and missionaries (especially Chief Procurator of the 
Synod Pobedonostsev) tried to prevent persons who enjoyed authority 
among Muslims of the empire from being elected muftis. However, even 
among Muslims themselves there were critics of OMDS. In the next section 
I will consider the reasons why the muftiate did not suit some followers of 
Islam. 

Criticism of OMDS by Muslim Political Figures and  
Reform Proposals 

As mentioned above, the establishment of the Orenburg Mohammedan 
Spiritual Assembly was negatively perceived by some Muslim religious 
figures. The critics of OMDS included not only educated Muslims who 
performed the functions of the “parish clergy” (so-called abyzes) but also 
prominent scholars and writers. The critics of the Spiritual Assembly from 
among Muslim religious figures and writers can be divided into two 
groups: 1) those who did not accept the very idea of a muftiate controlled 
by non-Muslim authorities and headed by an appointed mufti; 2) those 
who saw in OMDS more good than harm but criticized certain individuals 
because they failed to demonstrate the credentials required of a person 
occupying the position of a mufti.  

Representatives of the first group chose one of three strategies of 
behavior. They either:  

example: R. Bekkin, “Islamophobia in Russia. National report 2016,” in European 
Islamophobia Report 2016, ed. E. Bayrakli, F. Hafez [Istanbul: SETA, 2017], 459-487).  
152 Geraci, Window on the East, VII. 
153 Материалы по истории образования и просвещения народов Волго-Уралья, 205. 
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1) voluntarily or involuntarily undertook a hijrah from Russia (e.g. Salih
Salimi Kazani, Muhammad bin ‘Ali al-Dagistani, etc.);154  

2) remained in Russia but avoided contacts with the Spiritual Assembly
or kept them to a minimum. Among representatives of this group were 
both licensed and informal mullahs, who did not have a document of ap-
pointment (e.g., ‘Abdarrahim ibn ‘Uthman al-Bulgari, Shihabuddin (Shi-
hab al-Din) Marjani and others); or  

3) created or attempted to create an alternative (parallel) muftiate struc-
ture (e.g., Habiballah bin al-Husayn al-Oruva, Baha’ al-Din Vaisov et al). 

Let us consider further the critical discourse against the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly in Ufa. At first glance, hijrah was the 
most obvious tool for those who did not recognize the authority of the in-
fidels managing Muslims through the controlled structure of the muftiate. 
In fact, lack of cooperation with the authorities led some mullahs to 
undertake hijrah from Russia to the Central Asian states and the Ottoman 
Empire.155 One of these mullahs was the religious figure and poet Salimi 
Salih Kazani, who in his poem “Tunb al-Kemal” written in the middle of 
the nineteenth century leveled criticism at “appointed illiterate” mullahs 
receiving the appointment from the hands of the infidels.156 

However, some prominent religious figures chose to stay in Russia while 
continuing to be implacable opponents of the muftiate system and appoint-
ted mullahs. One of them was the famous Tatar theologian and scholar 
‘Abdarrahim ibn ‘Uthman al-Bulgari, also known as Utyz-Imyani (1754–
1834 or 1835).157 He criticized Muslim clerics for any interaction with 
representatives of the authorities of infidels. Thus for example, he refused 

— 
154 Hijrah (arab. – migration) – the relocation of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca 
to Medina. In the broad sense, the relocation from territories controlled by non-
Muslims to Muslim countries. 
155 A. Bustanov, “The Bulghar region as a ‘Land of ignorance’: anti-colonial discourse in 
Khvārazmian connectivity,” Journal of Persianate Studies 9, no. 2 (2016), 186. 
156 Ibid.  
157 Р. К. Адыгамов, Роль Габдрахима Утыз-Имяни в изучении социокультурных и 
религиозных традиций татарского общества конца XVIII – первой трети XIX вв.: 
автореферат диссертации. … кандидата исторических наук [The role of Gab-
drahim Utyz-Imyani in the study of sociocultural and religious traditions of the Tatar 
society of the late eighteenth – first third of the nineteenth century: abstract of thesis for 
the candidate of of historical sciences] (Казань: Ин-т истории им. Ш. Марджани АН 
Республики Татарстан, 2006).  
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to read the Friday prayer (khutba) in which there was a reference to the 
representatives of the Romanov dynasty.158  

By the time Utyz-Imyani died (mid 1830s), OMDS had become a 
familiar institution to most Muslims. According to such researchers of 
Islam practiced among Tatars as Michael Kemper and Allen Frank, the 
impact of the official religious institutions on the life of Muslim com-
munities was low, despite the fact that even the rural clergy had to be 
appointed. Thus, according to Kemper, “a very large part of mullahs, if not 
most of them, even then went on to perform their duties without a formal 
decree from the mufti and the Spiritual Assembly.”159 Further, he gives the 
following statistics: “In 1829, for example, in the 129 mosques in the Kazan 
district, including in Kazan itself of 107 imams only 41 were appointed 
mullahs – i.e., less than half of the priests could produce a document cer-
tifying their appointment by the mufti.”160 According to Kemper, one can 
assume that the rest of the imams were also working in one way or another 
under their own scenario and that their appointment depended only on the 
person (merchant-patron) who financed the institution in question: a 
mosque, madrasah or mekteb.  

Rozaliya Garipova, a historian from Kazakhstan, argues to the contrary 
that it is impossible to imagine the life of even the smallest Muslim 
communities without the muftiate: “Even if for Muslims of some villages or 
communities it remained a remote institution, and even if we could write a 
religious history of a single village without much reference to the existence 
of OA [i.e. the Orenburg Assembly. – R. B.], we cannot ignore it when we 
think about the history of the whole region, especially by the end of the 
nineteenth century.”161 Garipova claims that the majority of Muslim leaders 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth century agreed on the whole that the 
existence of OMDS as an important consolidating body was necessary. At 
the same time, they believed that the muftiate was in need of reform.162 

One of the main causes for criticism of OMDS as an institution was that 
the faithful were unable to choose their mufti. Because he was not elected 

— 
158 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Д. В. Мухетдинов, Российские мусульмане-татары: от 
общины к нации (конец XVIII – начало XX вв.): Учебное пособие [Russian Muslim 
Tatars: from community to nation (late eighteenth – early twentieth centuries): textbook] 
(Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2011), http://www.idmedina.ru/books/school-book/?607,  
accessed 9 May 2020.  
159 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 78. 
160 Ibid. 
161 Garipova, The transformation of the ulama, 41. 
162 Ibid.  
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through a democratic procedure, the muftiate was often headed by some-
one who proved acceptable to the authorities but was incompetent. For 
example, this was the opinion of the nineteenth-century Tatar scholar and 
enlightener Shihabuddin Marjani.163 A similar statement can be found in 
the works of another prominent Tatar theologian, Rizaetdin Fakhretdin 
(Ridha al-Din Fahr al-Din): “among the clergy of the Kazan Province 
authoritative clerics were elected who were ignorant in religious issues, 
who did not know the order of consideration of [religious. – R.B.] cases, 
did not distinguish right from left.”164 

But despite the dissatisfaction among Muslims, the authorities did not 
allow them to choose muftis, although, as noted above, the legislation 
provided for such an opportunity. As mentioned above, the manifesto on 
establishment of the Ministry of Spiritual Affairs and Public Education of 
1817 contained a provision that allowed Muslims such a choice: “… muftis 
are still to be elected by Mohammedans.”165 However, it was actually a non-
working provision, and Muslims were never been able to use it for long, as 
in 1889 this provision was abolished. A new version of article 1236 of the 
Statute of the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions 
proclaimed: “The mufti is to be appointed by the Monarch following the 
recommendation obtained from the Ministry of Internal Affairs.”166 

When Muslims showed discontent with the mufti, the authorities con-
sistently sided with the latter. If a mufti happened to commit a crime or an 
administrative offense, they would try to hush up the case using adminis-
trative resources. This happened, for example, in 1794, when akhun 
Yanibay Ishmukhametov accused Mufti Khusainov of taking bribes from 
religious leaders in exchange for providing them with jobs. Ish-
mukhametov’s petition was accompanied by a list of akhuns and mullahs 
whom the mufti had forced to give bribes. During the investigation 

— 
163 Thus mufti Salimgirey Tevkelev was characterized by Sh. Marjani as demagogue and 
daydreamer. 
164 R. Fakhretdin, Asar. Vol. 3, folio 101, cited by: И. К. Загидуллин, “Проект ‘Устава 
управления духовными делами магометан’ оренбургского муфтия С. Тевкелева 
1867 г. как правовая основа для реформирования организации религиозно-
обрядовой жизни мусульман” [1867 project of ‘Charter for managing the spiritual 
affairs of Muslims’ by Orenburg Mufti S. Tevkelev as legal basis for reforming the 
organization of religious-ritual life of Muslims], in Оренбургское магометанское 
духовное собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа, с. 52.  
165 Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в общественной и 
духовной жизни мусульманского населения Урала, 14. 
166 Ibid., 13-14. 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

114 

Khusainov put pressure on the witnesses.167 The court case lasted until 
1811, when the authorities put an end to the prosecution. Chief Procurator 
of the Synod Golitsyn wrote in a letter to Governor-General Volkonsky 
that “His Majesty by His will has decided to stop the criminal court 
proceedings against the mufti, and ordered henceforth that if guilty, then 
other muftis charged before the Senate with cases to be reported to His 
Majesty by the head of the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign 
Confessions.”168 In other cases of abuses committed by the mufti, the 
government also stood on the side of Khusainov.169 

Muslim criticism of the muftiate could take many forms: from open 
confrontation (as in the case of Utyz-Imyani) to criticism of specific 
actions or of individual muftis (Muradbaki bin Ishali bin Ishmukhammad, 
Shihabuddin Marjani). According to Kemper, some Muslim authors could 
question the very legitimacy of OMDS by a theological-legal analysis of 
such notions as dar al-harb and ahl al-kitab applied to Russian reality.170 

One of the toughest critics of the muftiate at the turn of the nineteenth 
and twentieth century was the Islamic public figure, enlightener and jour-
nalist Gabderrashid (‘Abd al-Rashid) Ibragimov, who himself worked for 
some time as qazi at OMDS. In 1895 his book Cholpan Yulduz (Planet 
Venus) was published in Istanbul. It was banned and illegally distributed in 
Russia.171 Ibragimov harshly criticized the government’s policy towards 
Muslims in Russia, maintaining that they were in a humiliated, enslaved 
state. In addition to criticism of the missionaries, Ibragimov denounced 
OMDS for greed and unwillingness to engage in the affairs of Muslims. 
Cholpon Yulduz was widely discussed in the Russian Muslim community.172 

— 
167 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 358-359.  
168 Азаматов, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание в конце XVIII–XIX 
вв., 44. At that time this body was called the General Directorate for Spiritual Affairs of 
Various (Foreign) Confessions. 
169 The only exception is the case of a rich young widow, Aisha Aleeva. Mufti Khusainov 
fraudulently married her with the aim of taking over her estate. After several years of 
proceedings, the court ruled that part of Khusainov’s property should be confiscated in 
favor of the plaintiff Aleeva (Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкор-
тостане, 357-358). 
170 Ibid., 406-407. 
171 Ислам на европейском Востоке. Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in the Euro-
pean East. An encyclopaedic dictionary] (Казань: Магариф, 2004), 108. 
172 С. М. Исхаков, Первая русская революция и мусульмане Российской империи 
[The first Russian revolution and Muslims of the Russian Empire] (Москва: Соц-
иально-политическая мысль, 2007), 17. 
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Thus this was not the first time the muftiate had been criticized by a person 
familiar with the internal principles of its functioning.  

Soon another well-known Muslim leader – Rizaetdin Fakhretdin – left the 
muftiate. In 1906 he resigned from the post of qazi of OMDS after Mufti 
Mukhamedyar Sultanov (in office 1886–1915) refused to reform the muftiate 
in accordance with the decision of the meeting of Muslim religious and 
secular leaders (‘ulama’) which took place in Ufa on 10–15 April 1905.173 

I noted earlier that there was a third group of critics of the muftiate 
consisting of religious leaders who tried to create an alternative to the 
Spiritual Assembly in Ufa. They aimed to present themselves as a more 
reliable partner of the state than the muftiate in Ufa. A prime example here 
is the community created by Baha’ al-Din Vaisov.174 Not only did he 
criticize mufti Tevkelev, whom he regarded as his personal enemy, but 
referring to the text of the Qur’an, he claimed that Muslims do not need 
mullahs.175 Vaisov founded the movement calling itself “The Vaisov Holy 
Regiment of Muslim Old-Believers” (Vaisovskiy bozhiy polk staroverov-
musul’man). As rightly pointed out by Michael Kemper, Vaisov’s move-
ment was more political in nature than religious. Baha’ al-Din Vaisov 
offered himself to the emperor instead of the muftiate to serve as a media-
tor in relations with Muslims.176 

By the time Vaisov wrote a letter to Emperor Alexander III, he had 
managed to create a virtual alternative to OMDS, or more precisely, a sys-
tem completely independent of the Spiritual Assembly.177 In other words, 
he put forward the revolutionary idea of destroying the muftiate as an insti-
tution. The community that he led had its own house of worship. Absent 
appropriate authorization from the muftiate, he registered marriages and 

— 
173 For more details about the muftiate reform projects, see below.  
174 Baha’ al-Din Khamzin Vaisov al-Bulgari (1810–1893) – the founder and leader of a 
religious community known in the literature as “Vaisovites” and “The Vaisov Holy 
Regiment of Muslim Old-Believers”. In 1862 Vaisov founded a religious community in 
Kazan. The community had its own house of prayer. Vaisov called himself Sardar (com-
mander). He was against cooperation with Russian civil authorities (making an excep-
tion for the emperor) and official Muslim clergy. In 1884 police stormed the Vaisovites’ 
house of prayer. Vaisov was arrested, declared insane and imprisoned in the Kazan 
district psychiatric hospital, where he remained until his death. 
175 О. Н. Сенюткина, “Ваисов и ваисовцы” [“Vaisov and vaisovtsy”], Рамазановские 
чтения [Ramadan readings], № 2, http://www.idmedina.ru/books/history_culture/rama 
zan/2/vais.htm, accessed 9 May 2020. 
176 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 543-544. 
177 There was no response to the letter of Vaisov. 
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births of local community members.178 In relation to the muftiate, Vaisov’s 
“Holy Regiment” can be characterized as an unlicensed firm in the market 
of religions. 

Another attempt to create an institution which would function in 
parallel to the muftiate was undertaken in the early nineteenth century. In 
1802–1803 the authoritative Sufi sheikh Habiballah b. al-Husayn al-Oruva 
went to Saratov Province. There he urged his supporters to create separate 
independent spiritual assemblies in Penza, Simbirsk and Kazan Provinces. 
However, the authorities in St. Petersburg did not support this initiative.179  

Thus within the framework of Islamic discourse the critics of OMDS 
chose different strategies: from full refusal to recognize the legitimacy of 
the muftiate to partial cooperation with it. In many respects this strategy 
was determined by the way in which certain religious figures treated the 
Russian state. Those who according to Kemper’s definition acted as “iso-
lationists” and distanced themselves as much as possible from contacts 
with other faiths opposed the OMDS, seeing in it a means of control over 
believers. The same segment of the ministers of the Islamic religion which 
was set up for a dialogue with the government for the sake of achieving its 
own goals found in the institution of the muftiate a convenient tool for 
mutually beneficial cooperation with the state. 

By mid-nineteenth century, the number of isolationists had significantly 
decreased. It became quite difficult for Muslims to exist in a bureaucratic 
police state and ignore it and its institutions. The bureaucratic state under 
Nicholas I (1825–1855) began to penetrate all spheres of public and even 
private life (including the religious sphere). The lack of official status for 
the Muslim clergy was complicated. In addition, as the influence of OMDS 
grew among the Muslim population of the empire, an understanding was 
formed of the need for such an institution as an intermediary in relations 
with the state. If that caused criticism on the part of believers, it was level-
led not the institution itself but at the principles according to which the 
muftis and other officials of the muftiate were appointed. By the beginning 
of the twentieth century it became clear that reform of the muftiate was 
overdue and required a solution.  

— 
178 Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и Башкортостане, 527. It is noteworthy 
that the mufti and other members of the Muslim clergy criticized Vaisov but could not 
affect his activity.  
179 Ibid., 101.  
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OMDS Reform Proposals in 1905–1917 
By the second half of the nineteenth century, the following system for 
managing the spiritual affairs of Muslims had taken shape across the 
Russian Empire. The European part of Russia and Siberia was (in the ter-
minology of the modern Russian Orthodox Church) the “canonical ter-
ritory” (kanonicheskaya territoriya) of OMDS. Muslim religious affairs in the 
Crimea belonged to the competence of the Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual 
Directorate, which was established in 1794 but actually started work only in 
1831. Much of Transcaucasia was assigned to the Transcaucasian Moham-
medan Spiritual Directorates of Sunni and Shia Teachings (with head-
quarters in Tiflis) created in 1872. In the North Caucasus and Turkestan, the 
project to create a separate muftiate was discussed but never implemented.180 

There was a peculiar situation in the Steppe Krai (part of Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Russia). Here the authorities deliberately rejected the idea 
of creating a muftiate. In 1885 a draft regulation was prepared on the 
management of the religious affairs of the Kazakhs in the regions of the 
Governor-Generalship of the Steppes.181 In accordance with this provision, 
the Kazakh population was not subject to the jurisdiction of the OMDS in 
religious matters. The mullahs were elected from among Kazakhs who were 
subjects of the empire and were approved by the local governor. The erec-
tion of mosques was allowed only with the approval of the governor-
general. All these measures were taken to reduce the influence of the Tatar 
Islamic scholars and mullahs in spreading Islamic education among the 
Kazakhs.182 

In other words, different models of the management of Muslim reli-
gious affairs coexisted in the empire, and the muftiates were the key but not 
exclusive instrument for managing these matters. The authorities in St. 
Petersburg did not push forward with the creation of muftiates in a 

— 
180 For more on this, see Д. Ю. Арапов, “Проекты создания региональных муфтиятов 
на Северном Кавказе” [Projects for creating regional muftiates in the North Caucasus], 
Pax Islamica, № 2 (2011); Д. В. Васильев, Д. Ю. Арапов, “Проекты устройства 
управления духовными делами мусульман в Туркестане. Документы Архива 
внешней политики Российской империи. 1900 г.” [Proposals for the management of 
spiritual affairs of Muslims in Turkestan. Documents of the Archive of the Foreign 
Policy of the Russian Empire. 1900], Исторический архив [Historical archive]. № 1 
(2005), 150-174. 
181 In the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries the Kazakh population of Central Asia was 
referred to in the official imperial documentation as Kyrgyz. The text of the Regulation 
can be found in Арапов, Императорская Россия и мусульманский мир, 94-97. 
182 Ibid., 93. 
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number of regions. At the same time, they did not seek to strengthen 
OMDS, and therefore refrained from transferring to its subordination the 
regions that were brought under control of the Russian Empire in the 
nineteenth century (the North Caucasus and Transcaucasia, Central Asia 
and the Steppe Krai). Such a variability in the regulation of religious affairs 
of Muslims was largely the result of rivalry between various state author-
ities. Issues related to Islam and Muslims were from time to time within the 
competence of the internal, foreign and war ministries. The higher 
authority for OMDS was the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign 
Confessions (“DDDII”) under the Ministry of Internal Affairs. At the same 
time, Turkestan, which covered a significant part of modern Central Asia, 
was within the scope of authority of the Ministry of War. The Caucasus 
was jointly administered by the two ministries, of war and internal affairs. 
The governors-general in the Caucasus and Turkestan did not want the 
Muslim population to be completely subordinate to the muftiate and thus 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The imperial authorities in St. Petersburg 
also did not want OMDS to grow stronger and spread its influence over the 
entire empire.183  

Meanwhile, OMDS itself needed to be reformed. This was understood 
by officials in St. Petersburg and Muslims themselves. However it was 
extremely difficult to adopt a model that would suit both the state and 
Muslim subjects of the empire. The first projects envisaging a reform of the 
OMDS system were announced during the reign of Alexander II. As rightly 
pointed out by Ildus Zagidullin, by the time the era of liberal reforms star-
ted, the formation of OMDS as a government institution with specific 
rights and duties had just finished.184  

The scope of OMDS’ authority was gradually being formed during the 
first half of the nineteenth century. In 1830 the Spiritual Assembly received 
the right to consider cases involving children who disobeyed their parents 
in accordance with the rules of Shariah, and was thus allowed to assume 
the functions of the “court of conscience.”185 In 1836 it gained the right to 
adjudicate inheritance cases in accordance with the rules of Shariah and in 
1849, the right to recover damages from subordinates of mullahs for their 

— 
183 Ibid., 93-94. 
184 Загидуллин, “Проект ‘Устава управления духовными делами магометан,’” 49. 
185 Court of conscience – a provincial court in the Russian Empire in 1775–1866. Con-
sidered some civil cases providing reconciliation of the parties, as well as some criminal 
cases where the parties were minors or legally incompetent persons. 
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misconduct. In 1841 the emperor approved rules on marriages and divor-
ces of Muslims in accordance with Shariah.  

By the end of 1870s OMDS gained the sole right to rename local 
(pyativremennaya) mosques as cathedral (sobornaya) mosques.186 At the 
end of the nineteenth century the muftiate demonstrated a desire to de-
velop rules that would provide for the comprehensive regulation of Islamic 
institutions.187 

The legal status of OMDS itself remained unregulated for a long time. 
The OMDS charter did not appear in the Code of Laws of the Russian 
Empire until the 1857 edition (prior to that OMDS had no charter).188  

In the 1850s–1860s several OMDS reform projects were proposed to the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, including by the governor of Orenburg pro-
vince (guberniya), Ippolit M. Potulov (1859), the governor-general of 
Orenburg province, Nikolay A. Kryzhanovsky (1866–1867), the governor-
general of Samara and Orenburg provinces, Alexander P. Bezak (1864), 
Mufti of OMDS Salimgiray Tevkelev (1868) and others.189 The most famous 
project was the one proposed by Kryzhanovsky, who in 1867 filed a note 
with the Ministry of Internal Affairs consisting of eighteen points. His 
main proposals were as follows: to include a Russian official in OMDS; to 
keep the muftiate’s records and registers of births in the Russian language; 
to establish educational qualifications for those wishing to take the post of 
a mullah; to determine fixed salaries for all mullahs to be paid out by the 
government (in order to make them dependent on the government rather 
than on the congregation).  

Kryzhanovsky’s OMDS reform project was designed to tighten govern-
ment control over the muftiate and at the same time curtail its authority 

— 
186 The status of a mosque in the Russian Empire was largely determined by the official 
spiritual rank that possessed by the ministers of the Islamic religion serving there. 
According to a clarification given by OMDS, the staff of a local (pyativremennaya) 
mosque could comprise people holding the title of imam, mugallim-sabian and 
muezzin. At the same time the staff of a cathedral mosque could include people holding 
the title of imam, khatib, mudarris or mugallim (mu‘allim), muhtasib, mugallim-sibyan 
and muezzin. (РГИА, ф. 821, оп. 8, д. 594, л. 12об.). Thus, the presence of a person with 
the title of khatib among the staff allowed the Muslim community to raise the question of 
elevating the mosque to a cathedral one.  
187 Загидуллин, “Предисловие” [Introduction], in Оренбургское магометанское 
духовное собрание и духовное развитие татарского народа, 8. 
188 Загидуллин, “Проект ‘Устава управления духовными делами магометан,’” 49. 
189 I will only briefly touch on the main ideas related to the reform of OMDS. For more 
details, see for example Zagidullin’s fundamental study: Загидуллин, Татарское 
национальное движение, 135-199, 366-391.  
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among Muslims. It was proposed to introduce educational qualifications, 
meaning that only those who had passed a Russian language exam or atten-
ded a Russian language course at school could become muftis. Introduction 
of the educational qualifications for the middle and lower “clergy” was 
supposed to lead to a reduction in the number of mullahs.190 

Also in 1867 a draft charter of OMDS prepared by Mufti Salimgiray 
Tevkelev was filed with the Department for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign 
Confessions. Its main proposals were to determine the exact number of 
mosques that were permitted to be built and to strengthen the middle tier 
of the Muslim clergy by introducing the post of district akhun with the 
authority to exercise control over the activities of mosques and religious 
schools. The mufti also proposed to expand the circle of those from whom 
a qazi could be chosen so as not to be limited to the Tatars of Kazan 
guberniya and include representatives of other Russian regions as well.191 

With regard to the post of mufti, Tevkelev proposed he be appointed by 
imperial decree upon recommendation from the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs. However, he emphasized that a mufti chosen by Muslims them-
selves would have better prospects. This, in his opinion, must be consistent 
with the views of the government of an “enlightened state.”192 Alternatively, 
he proposed a new mechanism for electing a mufti through a two-tier sys-
tem involving the electoral college of commissioners.193 As Zagidullin notes, 
Tevkelev’s project was intended “to transform the government agency – 
OMDS – into a legitimate religious body elected by the Muslim commu-
nity, which would make it a supreme body of the religious and cultural 
autonomy of the Muslim peoples of the interior provinces.”194 The author-
ities in St. Petersburg could not allow such a radical reform. 

The draft of the charter was submitted for examination to the Russian 
expert on Islam Alexander Kazembek, who rated it highly.195 However, 
contrary to Kazembek’s advice, it did not serve as the basis for future 
OMDS reform. 

OMDS reform projects reached their peak in the era of Alexander IIs 
liberal reforms. In fact, proposals from the governors began to arrive after 

— 
190 Garipova, The transformation of the ulama, 64.  
191 Усманова, Михайлов, Ислам и православие в позднеимперской России, 103. 
192 Загидуллин, Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание и духовное развитие 
татарского народа, 62.  
193 Ibid., 63. 
194 Ibid., 64. 
195 Ibid., 67. 



II. THE MUFTIATE AS AN INSTITUTION IN THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE

121 

the latter had been approached by Minister of Internal Affairs Pyotr A. 
Valuev.196 After the death of Tevkelev in 1885 the question of the appoint-
ment of a new mufti began to be discussed in government circles. These 
deliberations, however, concerned particular candidates rather than reform 
of the muftiate as an institution. 

The issue of reforming OMDS was widely considered again during the 
first Russian Revolution of 1905–1907.197 The revolution, the Jadidist move-
ment198 and the growth of national consciousness among Russian Muslims 
placed the need to reform OMDS on the agenda. 

New Principles of Religious Tolerance After 1905  
On 17 April 1905 the decree “On Reinforcing the Principles of Religious 
Tolerance” (“Ob ukreplenii nachal veroterpimosti”) was published. It was 
preceded by a series of legislative initiatives. The imperial Manifesto “On 
Outlines for the Improvement of Public Order” (“O prednachertaniyakh k 
usovershenstvovaniyu gosudarstvennogo poryadka”), issued on 26 Feb-
ruary 1903, promised “to strengthen strict observance by the authorities 
dealing with faith issues of the tolerance principles which are inscribed in 
the fundamental laws of the Russian Empire.” The ideas of the 1903 Mani-
festo were developed in a separate decree, “On Outlines for the Improve-
ment of Public Order,” issued on 12 December 1904. 

The decree “On Reinforcing the Principles of Religious Tolerance” 
included seventeen points. The most important were the first three, which 
significantly changed the attitude of the state toward non-Christians 
(inovercheskie) and heterodox (inoslavnye) confessions. In particular, they 
proclaimed freedom of choice of faith within the Christian denominations 

— 
196 Garipova, The transformation of the ulama, 285. 
197 The Revolution of 1905–1907 is the first Russian revolution. It is considered to have 
begun on Bloody Sunday (9 January 1905) when a demonstration of unarmed workers 
was shot dead by tsarist troops in the city center of Petersburg. One of the causes of the 
revolutionary events was Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. In 
the course of 1905–1907 there were strikes and uprisings, including in the army and 
navy. The revolution resulted in liberal reforms, including the adoption of the Mani-
festo of 17 October 1905 which proclaimed civil rights and the election of the first 
Russian parliament (the State Duma).  
198 Jadidism – a socio-political movement among Muslims of the Russian Empire and 
Soviet Russia in the 1880–1920s. Initially, the agenda of this movement was limited to 
the reform of Islamic religious education (introduction of a new sound method of 
teaching literacy in primary schools (maktabs), natural science disciplines in mad-
rasahs, and teaching disciplines in the native language). At the beginning of the 20th 
century proponents of Jadidism also began to come up with political slogans. 
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(p. 1); the right of spouses moving from one Christian confession to 
another to determine the religious affiliation of their children under four-
teen years of age (p. 2); the right to convert to a non-Christian Orthodox 
faith, if, prior to joining the Orthodox Church, they or their ancestors 
professed the same (p. 3). The third paragraph extended to individuals who 
wished to return to Islam or any other non-Christian or non-Orthodox 
Christian denomination the possibility to do so. 

With the adoption of the decree of 17 April 1905, limited freedom of 
religion, defined as the freedom of choice of religion and freedom of 
religion, was established in the Russian Empire.199 Initially it was greeted 
with enthusiasm by Muslims, but soon they began to face enforcement 
issues, and it turned out that it was not easy to implement the law in real 
life.200 There were curiosities connected with the understanding of the text 
as well. For example, in December 1905 OMDS prepared guidelines in the 
Tatar language for the ministers of the Islamic religion which clarified the 
provisions of the tsar’s decree of 17 April 1905. The text was sent to the 
office of the governor of Kazan for printing. However, he forbade publi-
cation because the text contained wording that on the basis of freedom of 
conscience granted by the emperor, “Christians, if they wish, may convert 
to Islam.”201 The governor noted that under existing laws this was not pos-
sible. Thus a particular case described in the OMDS guidelines acquired a 
general nature that corresponded to neither the letter nor the spirit of the 
then existing legislation regulating the affairs of the faiths. 

However, Muslims were quick to take advantage of even these rather 
limited opportunities. The Synodal Church’s reaction to the manifesto was 
quite the opposite. Chief Procurator of the Synod K.P. Pobedonostsev wrote: 
“Meetings of the Committee of Ministers are in essence like torture for me… 
We hear only the voice of madmen who do not want to know either history 
or the people… proclaiming only some bare freedom, seeking to destroy in 
— 
199 А. А. Сафонов, “Указ 17 апреля 1905 г. ‘Об укреплении начал веротерпимости’ в 
контексте формирования института свободы совести в законодательстве Российской 
империи” [Decree of April 17, 1905 “On strengthening the principles of tolerance” in 
the context of the formation of the institution of freedom of conscience in the legis-
lation of the Russian Empire], History and modernity: Belarusian statehood in the East 
European civilization context: a collection of scientific papers dedicated to the 90th birth-
day of Professor I.A. Yuho (Минск: Бизнесофсет, 2012), 342. 
200 И. К. Загидуллин, “Правовые основы перехода крещеных татар в ислам в 
начале ХХ в.” [Legal basis for the conversion of baptized Tatars to Islam in the early 
twentieth century], Из истории и культуры народов Среднего Поволжья [From the 
history and culture of the peoples of the Middle Volga], № 1 (2011), 62.  
201 Ibid.  
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just a few hours the age-old institution established for the protection of the 
values of the state and the internal order.”202 In Pobedonostsev’s opinion, 
which he previously expressed in his article “Freedom of Conscience and 
Tolerance,” “…. absolute freedom of conscience results in practice in the 
freedom of violence and harassment and serves not to establish peace but to 
spread anger and hatred among citizens.”203 

Right-wing commentators painted an apocalyptic catastrophe. For in-
stance, the editor of Moscow News (Moskovskie novosti) newspaper, Rus-
sian monarchist Vladimir A. Gringmut predicted:  

In less than a quarter of a century, all of Western Russia will be Catholicized 
and Polonized, and the whole south of Russia will become not only Pro-
testant but directly Germanized, and the east will undergo an unpreceden-
ted revival of Islam and Buddhism. Terrible strife will brew and Zhidy 
[Jews. – R.B.] and atheists will take the pickings.”204 

Orthodox hierarchs felt hurt and infringed upon. According to Ioann 
(Smirnov), archbishop of Poltava and Pereyaslavl, the decree of 17 April 
1905 granted  

… full autonomy to all non-Orthodox communities and other religions, 
allowing them to organize their internal life with the greatest convenience 
for themselves. The Orthodox Church in this regard is now in a less favor-
able position, as it has lost … protection from the state and at the same time 
has not received from the state complete autonomy.205 

In terms of the economic theory applied here we can state that having 
granted more rights to other market participants, the regulator provoked a 
negative reaction from the monopolist – the Synodal Church – which not 
without reason feared the outflow of customers to other religious firms.  

The liberalization of ethno-confessional relations carried out in 1904–
1907 had certainly become an important event in the social life of the 
Russian Empire. At this time, freedom of religion received its highest 
resolution in the imperial period. It drew a line under the policy of Chris-
tianization of the non-Russian peoples of the Middle Volga and Ural re-

— 
202 Религии мира: История и современность [World Religions: history and the 
present] (Москва: Наука, 1983), 185. 
203 К. П. Победоносцев, Сочинения [Works] (Санкт-Петербург: Наука, 1996), 177. 
204 Сафонов, “Указ 17 апреля 1905 г. «Об укреплении начал веротерпимости»,” 342.  
205 Ibid.  
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gions. Still, we cannot speak about religious freedom as it is understood 
today, i.e., as the right to profess and practice any religion or no religion at 
all.206 The employment restrictions on Muslims remained. Thus, Muslims 
were subject to more stringent rules for obtaining the status of an attorney-
at-law (prisyazhnyi poverennyi) and could not occupy administrative 
positions (city mayor, governor and others.). Nor did they have the right to 
acquire real estate in the eastern outskirts of the empire. The authorities 
also banned them from trading on Muslim holidays.207Thus a decision of 
the Senate and the Ministry of Internal Affairs was necessary so that some 
provisions of the decree (in particular those relating to the transition from 
Orthodoxy to Islam of baptized non-Russians) could begin to operate. 
Until the February Revolution the status of “gentiles” was regulated pri-
marily on the basis of provisional rules and circulars.208 

Despite the great possibilities that opened up before Muslim subjects of 
the empire, the Synodal Church managed to retain the right to promote the 
transition to Orthodoxy and exercise spiritual influence on apostates who 
had “fallen away” from Orthodoxy in order to or persuade them to return 
to Orthodoxy. The local administration was to give the Orthodox clergy 
“full cooperation” and to observe that “persons who have fallen away from 
the Orthodox Church but who want to return to it are not faced with any 
obstacles and constraints on the part of gentiles.”209 

It was during the Russian Revolution of 1905–1907 that the inhibitory 
role of the muftiate in the struggle for the rights of Muslim became 
particularly noticeable. As rightly pointed out by Russian historian Salavat 
M. Iskhakov, a spectacular change in the nature and organization of the
general Muslim movement occurred despite resistance from the Ufa mufti
and other Muslim “hierarchs.”210 Paradoxically, though, some researchers
try to present the Orenburg Mufti Sultanov as one of the initiators of the
social movement among Russian Muslims.211

— 
206 Constitution of the Russian Federation, art. 28 
207 Д. М. Усманова, Мусульманские представители в российском парламенте, 
1906-1916 [Muslim representatives in the Russian parliament, 1906–1916] (Казань: 
Академия наук РТ, 2005), 308-309. 
208 Ibid., 384. 
209 Ibid. 
210 С. М. Исхаков, Первая русская революция и мусульмане Российской империи 
[The first Russian revolution and Muslims of the Russian Empire] (Москва: Соц-
иально-политическая мысль, 2007), 124. 
211 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Д. В. Мухетдинов, Общественное движение мусульман-татар: 
итоги и перспективы [The social movement of Muslim Tatars: results and prospects] 
(Нижний Новгород: НИМ “Махинур,” 2005), 31. 
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The Muslim clergy headed by the mufti was in a difficult situation. On 
the one hand, they did not want radical changes which could threaten them 
with the loss of power and authority among believers. On the other hand, 
they could not help responding to the initiatives emanating from Muslims, 
including those pertaining to the reform of OMDS. Active involvement of 
secular intellectuals in the discussion of the fate of the muftiate became a 
typical feature of the time. They included representatives of not only the 
Kazan Tatars but also other Muslim ethnic and sub-ethnic groups. 

On the initiative of Prime Minister of Russia Sergey Yu. Witte a meeting 
of representatives of the ministers of the Islamic religion and secular intel-
ligentsia (thirty delegates) was held in Ufa on 10–15 April 1905. Reform of 
OMDS was one of the key issues on the agenda.212 The delegates produced a 
draft document envisaging changes to the existing system of management 
of the Muslim religious affairs. The main speaker was qazi of OMDS 
Rizaetdin Fakhretdin, who proposed to follow the example of the Ottoman 
Empire and establish the post of Sheikh ul-Islam – a single head of all 
Russian Muslims. It was supposed that it would correspond to the position 
of an imperial minister but be an elective office. The Sheikh-ul-Islam was 
to head the collegial body of all Muslims of Russia – the Assembly (Direc-
torate) – which would include qazis.213 

Another draft reform of OMDS at that meeting in Ufa was presented by 
Tatar journalist and publisher Yusuf Akchura (Akchurin). Following the 
gathering a petition was drawn up which together with a cover letter from 
the mufti was sent to DDDII of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. However, 
no actions followed the petition, and Mufti M. Sultanov subsequently failed 
to take any steps to implement the decisions of the meeting.  

Issues pertaining to the reform of the muftiate were also discussed at the 
All-Russian Muslim Congresses held in St. Petersburg and Nizhny Nov-
gorod from 1906 to 1914. At the Third Congress, which took place in 
Nizhny Novgorod from 16 to 21 August 1906, one of the most discussed 
issues was the question of the reform of OMDS. The basis of all proposals 
was the thesis that the clergy should be elected by Muslims themselves. 
Among the proposals considered was the creation of five Mahkama-i-

— 
212 For more on the meeting see И. К. Загидуллин, Уфимский курултай 1905 года 
[Kurultay in Ufa in 1905] (Казань: Институт истории им. Ш.Марджани АН РТ, 2018). 
213 Хабутдинов, История Оренбургского магометанского духовного собрания, 156.  
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Islamia (Islamic courts):214 Orenburg, Taurian and Turkestan, and two 
more in the Caucasus. Mahkama-i-Islamia were to be accountable to Rais 
al-‘ulama’, who would represent Muslims to the highest state authorities. It 
was supposed that all Muslim religious affairs would be dealt with by the 
Mahkama-i-Islamia. The middle tier of the Muslim clergy were also to be 
collective bodies: provincial and district majlises.215 However, like all of the 
previous proposals for reforming the muftiate, the suggestions put forward 
by the participants of the Congress were not implemented. 

At the Fourth All-Russian Muslim Congress held from 15 to 25 June 
1914 in St. Petersburg, a significant number of speeches focused on the 
reform of the muftiate. The Congress was preceded by a meeting of liberal 
Muslim activists (Ismail Gasprinskiy, Alimardan Topchibashev et al.), 
which had been held in February 1914 at the Muslim faction of the State 
Duma in St. Petersburg. One of the issues on the agenda at this meeting 
was also the reform of OMDS. The participants reaffirmed their commit-
ment to an autonomous muftiate elected by Muslims. Among the keynote 
speakers was the deputy of the Third State Duma Sadri Maqsudi, a gradu-
ate of Sorbonne University. The Congress adopted Maqsudi’s proposal 
concerning the election of the clergy, equal rights of Muslim and Christian 
clergy, the transfer of control over all schools, their teachers and program 
staff into the hands of the Spiritual Assembly and some other issues.216 
However, Maqsudi’s proposal, which repeated the resolutions of the Third 
All-Russian Muslim Congress on the creation of a single nationwide spi-
ritual institution and election of Rais al-‘ulama’, was declined. Like the de-
cisions of the Third Congress, the resolutions of the Fourth Congress were 
never implemented.217 In 1915 the selection as mufti of Muhammed-Safa 
Bayazitov (1877–1937), the leader of Muslim conservatives who advocated 
for absolute monarchy, put an end to reform proposals.218 

— 
214 It was not by chance that this name was chosen for the reformed institution of a 
muftiate, for it reflected its main function (as per the ideas of its authors), which was 
solving theological and legal issues as a Shariah court. 
215 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Д.В. Мухетдинов, Всероссийские мусульманские съезды 1905–
1906 гг. [All-Russian Muslim Congresses 1905–1906] (Нижний Новгород: НИМ 
“Махинур,” 2005), http://www.idmedina.ru/books/regions/?3861, accessed 9 May 2020. 
216 After the February Revolution of 1917 the leaders of the Tatar national movement, 
on the contrary, sought to narrow the sphere of competence of the muftiate. 
217 Усманова, Мусульманские представители в российском парламенте, 133-145. 
218 For more about Muhammad-Safa Bayazitov, see: Р. И. Беккин, “Баязитов 
Мухаммед-Сафа [Bayazitov Muhammed-Safa], Ислам на территории бывшей Росс-
ийской империи: Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in the territories of the former 
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As had happened before, when the question of the election of a new 
mufti arose, Muslims expected that this position would be assigned to 
someone whose moral qualities and level of education would meet their 
expectations. At first glance, the new mufti, unlike Tevkelev and Sultanov, 
had a religious education. His ideological views, however, did not suit 
either the secular liberal part of the Islamic ummah of Russia or a segment 
of ‘ulama’. Muslim liberals called Bayazitov a reactionary figure for his 
participation in the creation of the party “Sirat al-Mustaqim” (“Straight 
Path”) and his ties with right-wing monarchist circles.219 From the point of 
view of progressive Muslims, he and his associates were the force that 
opposed granting more rights and freedoms to Muslims and the reforms of 
1905 generally. As Dilyara M. Usmanova rightly points out, “Sirat al-
Mustaqim” was created to serve as a counterbalance to the liberal-reformist 
and radical part of the Muslim community.220 

The party existed for a little more than a year. Already in 1915 the 
activities of “Sirat al-Mustaqim” ceased. I agree with Usmanova that this 
was due to the following factors: firstly, Bayazitov’s selection as the mufti of 
OMDS made the existence of the party non-expedient. Secondly, the 
conservatives themselves led by Bayazitov chose to consolidate around 
OMDS rather than around the political party as the more comfortable 
institution.221 Bayazitov’s aim was to create an organization in opposition to 
liberal and radical Muslims. In turn, following his appointment as mufti, 
these Muslims no longer considered OMDS a body around which they 
could unite to defend the interests of the Muslim population of the empire. 
Preference was given to a secular national body which was not associated 
with OMDS.222  

Bayazitov’s appointment to the post of mufti put an end to the debate 
among Muslims about the reform of OMDS. The previous mufti, Sultanov, 
even if he did not share the views of the supporters of the reform of the 

Russian Empire: Encyclopaedic dictionary], сост. и отв. ред. С.М. Прозоров, Т. II 
(Москва: Наука-Восточная литература, 2018), 86-88.  
219 For more about this, see: Р. И. Беккин, “К вопросу о взаимодействии мусуль-
манского духовенства с лидерами черносотенного движения (на примере 
Атауллы и Мухаммед-Сафы Баязитовых)” [To the question of the interaction of the 
Muslim clergy with leaders of the Black-Hundred movement (on the example of Ataullah 
and Muhammad-Safa Bayazitov)], in Труды Государственного музея истории религии 
[Proceedings of the State Museum of the History of Religion], Вып. 17 (СПб.: 
“СПГУД,” 2017), 237-244.  
220 Усманова, Мусульманские представители в российском парламенте, 503.  
221 Ibid., 503-504. 
222 Ibid., 505-506. 
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muftiate, still had to participate in the discussion of these projects. With 
the appointment of a new mufti, however, even considering reform became 
impossible and meaningless. Thus it was in the last year and a half of the 
existence of OMDS that the secular part of Tatar society of the Russian 
Empire ceased to allow this institution to play any decisive role in solving 
pressing political and other problems. 

Narratives on the Origin of the Muftiate Among the  
Volga-Ural Tatars 

As seen in the previous sections, the muftiate, which a number of Muslim 
religious figures initially perceived as hostile, began over time to be viewed 
as a primordially national institution, if not for all Tatars, then at least for 
those who lived in the Volga-Ural region. This is reflected in narratives 
dating back to the twentieth century that are part of the so-called “Islamic 
discourse.” According to the German Islamic studies scholar Reinhard 
Schulze, Islamic discourse comprises “all media, institutions, linguistic 
statements and symbols deliberately using a vocabulary and a sign system 
which convey concepts of the Islamic tradition.”223  

One of the key elements of the narratives about the Spiritual Assembly 
as the primal national institution of Tatars of the Volga-Ural region is the 
legend that the muftiate had existed long before the eighteenth century. 
Thus in the nineteenth-century composition Tawarikh Bulgaria (Bulgarian 
Chronicles), the author, a Tatar historian by the name of Khusain Amir-
khanov, writes that at least the post of mufti was known in the Kazan 
Khanate.224 However, this statement may result from a misconception of the 
term “mufti” that came into use among Muslims of the Volga-Ural region in 
a later era (the late eighteenth century). In other words, Amirkhanov could 
have called muftis religious figures who in fact had other titles. Unfor-
tunately, not all materials that could shed light on the history of religious 
life in the Kazan Khanate have been put into circulation, and the scanty 
information we do have only allows us to learn about the place which 
Islamic religious figures occupied in the system of government in the 
Kazan Khanate.225 

— 
223 R. Schulze, A modern history of the Islamic world (London: I.B. Tauris, 2002), 9.  
224 Х. Амирханов, Таварих-е Булгарийа (Булгарские хроники) [Tavarikh-e Bulgaria 
(Bulgarian chronicles] (Москва: Изд. дом Марджани, 2010), 87.  
225 I am grateful for this reference to the historian Azat Akhunov from Tatarstan. 
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To the best of my knowledge, the first mention of this legend in texts 
authored by Muslims dates back to the early Soviet era, specifically, to a 
memorandum Mufti Rizaetdin Fakhretdin sent to the Presidium of the All-
Russian Central Executive Committee (VTsIK) 226 on behalf of the Central 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Inner Russia and Siberia: 

Following the adoption of Islam, the Turkic peoples of the Volga and Urals 
organized their Spiritual Administration with the posts of mufti, qazis, 
mullahs and muezzins. This form of organization of the Spiritual Admin-
istration of Muslims existed before they were conquered by Ivan the Ter-
rible [my emphasis. – R.B.]. Russian tsars, intolerant of all non-Christian 
religions, completely destroyed the Spiritual Administration and destroyed 
the prayer houses … Despite such oppression, the Muslims of the Volga 
and Ural regions completely preserved their religion and their spiritual 
organization, although in an illegal, underground form.227

The above extract introduces several important ideas: 
1) The muftiate was known to the Muslims of the Volga-Ural region

long before Russian rule, and, therefore, this institution is not a product of 
imperial bureaucracy. 

2) The muftiate continued its existence after the fall of the Kazan
Khanate in an “underground form”; that is, it was a body in opposition to 
the current government. 

A similar interpretation by the leadership of TsDUM of the history of 
spiritual administration among the Tatars is the result of a well-thought-
out strategy of relations with the highest state authority in Soviet Russia – 
the Presidium of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee. The author 
of the memorandum (perhaps it was a collective author) had the task of 
convincing Soviet officials “to allow schoolchildren under eighteen years of 
age to study in groups in mektebs, mosques, and general civilian school 
buildings outside Muslim classroom hours.”228 In addition, it was necessary 
to protect the Spiritual Administration from oppression by the republican 

— 
226 All-Russian Central Executive Committee (VTsIK) – supreme legislative, adminis-
trative and regulatory body of state power in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic in 1917–1937. 
227 Арапов, Д. Ю. (2010). Ислам и советское государство (1917–1936). Сборник 
документов [Islam and the Soviet State (1917–1936). Collection of documents], Вып. 2, 
ред. Д.Ю. Арапов (Москва: Изд. дом Марджани, 2010), 40.  
228 Ibid., 44. 
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authorities (particularly the leadership of the Bashkir Autonomous Soviet 
Socialist Republic, in whose capital TsDUM was located). 

The author of the memorandum indicates that the muftiate had nothing 
to do with the administrative institutions of the tsarist regime, but arose in 
Volga Bulgaria (10 – 13 centuries).229 This state itself is not mentioned, but 
the phrase “after the adoption of Islam organized their Spiritual Adminis-
tration” refers to the indicated historical period. The legend put forward in 
the memorandum that the institution of the muftiate was created precisely 
in Volga Bulgaria and not later (under the Golden Horde or the Kazan 
Khanate) has its own explanation. The memorandum was compiled in 
1923, when the Golden Horde and the Kazan Khanate were still con-
sidered, in accordance with the traditions of pre-revolutionary historical 
science, as feudal states hostile to Muscovite Rus’.230 At the same time, the 
attitude toward Volga Bulgaria of Russian and then Soviet historians in the 
early 1920s was more neutral than hostile. Thus whoever drew up the me-
morandum or advised its author had a good idea of the addressees, namely 
representatives of the new government who spoke the language of class 
struggle. That is why the Muslim clergy in the memorandum are presented 
as an oppressed group under the tsarist regime and the muftiate is described 
as a national institution that defended the interests of the masses and fought 
against the chauvinistic Russification policy pursued by tsarist officials: 

The Russian government, pursuing an embarrassing policy [among] the 
foreigners of Russia, constantly ran into opposition from the Muslim clergy 
and, naturally, oppressed it by all measures. The only support of the Mus-
lim clergy came from the popular masses: the clergy, closely uniting with 
the people, taught them religion, literacy and always consoled them in 
difficult days. It is appointed by the people themselves. All the ministers of 
the Islamic religion were always chosen by believers and were responsible to 
them. They do not receive a salary. The population pays them in a strictly 
voluntary manner as much as they can for the performance of spiritual 
rituals. The rural clergy is engaged in ordinary peasant farming.231 

— 
229 See R. Malikov’s work cited above, which holds that the Muslim clergy as a separate 
social stratum probably formed in Volga Bulgaria (Маликов, Социальное положение 
мусульманского духовенства Казанской губернии, 29).  
230 For more details on the perception of the history of the Kazan Khanate in Soviet 
historical science, see, for example: Б. Л. Хамидуллин, И. Л. Измайлов, Б. И. Измайлов, 
“История Казанского ханства в трудах отечественных историков (1920–1950-е 
гг.)” [The history of the Kazan Khanate in the works of Russian historians (1920–
1950s)], Научный Татарстан [Scientific Tatarstan], no. 3 (2012), 92-113.  
231 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство, 42. 
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The author of the memorandum is silent about the fact that the mufti and 
assessors (qazis) received good salaries from the state and were incor-
porated into the system of the imperial state bureaucracy. He only writes 
about mullahs and other notable ministers of religion, who indeed depen-
ded materially on the community that elected them (mahallah). Being the 
representatives of the peasant estate (social class) themselves, the mullahs 
were not only materially but also, due to their origin, closely connected 
with the masses. The imams are singled out as Muslim clergy, but they just 
did not fall into this category. The Muslim clergy, as has been repeatedly 
noted in a special section of Chapter I, included a small privileged group of 
Muslim bureaucracy that included the mufti and members of the board of 
the muftiate (qazis). 

Thus the author of the memorandum is telling the truth, as it were, but 
only part of the truth. Strictly speaking, in the context of communist ideo-
logy, the muftis, who were fairly affluent, were as oppressive as other repre-
sentatives of the tsarist administration.232 The memorandum deliberately 
obscured this fact, noting only the following:  

One of the issues that had been worrying and displeasing the Muslim 
population was the appointment of the mufti and qazis. They were appoint-
ted by the Russian government. Muslims constantly protested against this, 
demanded permission to choose the mufti and qazi and, along with this, 
separation of the church from the state.233 

As a matter of fact, the question of separating the church from the state was 
not raised either by the spiritual authorities or by Muslims until 1917. 
However, the decree “On the Separation of the Church and the State, and 
the School from the Church” of 1918 was indeed met with enthusiasm by a 
significant number of Muslims. The qazis of TsDUM, including Mufti 
Fakhretdin, cooperated with the Soviet government. Therefore, it was im-
portant for the mufti to emphasize the completely different role the Spir-
itual Administration and Muslim clergy played in the Russian Empire and 
in Soviet Russia. In summary, this role was formulated as follows: in tsarist 
Russia, the clergy protected the people from oppression by the authorities, 
and in Soviet Russia the Spiritual Administration acted as a natural ally of 

— 
232 For example, muftis Tevkelev and Sultanov were wealthy landowners, as were also 
their predecessors. For instance, the first Mufti Khusainov was the richest Muslim 
landowner in the empire. 
233 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство, 42. 
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the Soviet government in the “political and economic liberation of the 
Muslim peoples of the East.”234 

Quite naturally in the eyes of the author of the memorandum, the 
muftiate promoted “the establishment of necessary calm among the Mus-
lim population, recognition and good will towards the Soviet government, 
the power of workers and peasants.”235 Indeed, if under the monarchy the 
Muslim clergy raised their voices in defense of the disadvantaged, now it 
could not but act as a natural ally of the regime which spoke on behalf of 
the underprivileged. 

The memorandum of 1923 is also of particular interest because Mufti 
Rizaetdin Fakhretdin, whose signature appears under the typewritten text, 
was known in pre-revolutionary years for his criticism of OMDS in his 
book Government Orders Relating to Muslims.236 The main emphasis in his 
criticism was that OMDS showed excessive zeal in promoting the interests 
of the Russian state among Muslim subjects of the empire.  

Another important element of the narrative about the muftiate that was 
formed in the Soviet era was the myth about the disenfranchised position 
of the ministers of the Islamic religion in the Russian Empire. Thus in 1967 
the imam-khatib of the Leningrad Cathedral Mosque Faizrakhman Sat-
tarov (1929–2015) noted in his sermon dedicated to the fiftieth anniversary 
of the October Revolution how many benefits Muslims received from the 
Soviet government. 237 Among other things, he touched on the role of the 
muftiate, contrasting the position of the Spiritual Administration in tsarist 
Russia with its current position in the USSR. Evidence of the dismissive 
attitude of the imperial authorities towards Islam was that “there were no 
organizations for conducting religious affairs.”238 He goes on to note: 

True, in 1788 the tsar allowed the organization of a religious center called 
the Spiritual Assembly of Islam in Ufa. About a hundred years later [in] 

— 
234 Ibid. 
235 Ibid., 43. 
236 Р. Фэхретдин, Исламнэр хакында хокумэт тэдбирлэре [Government orders 
relating to Muslims] (Оренбург, 1902), 9-10.  
237 For a detailed analysis of this sermon, see: Р. И. Беккин, “Укоротить хвост неза-
конных религиозных деятелей.” Об идейной эволюции взглядов Файзрахмана 
Саттарова на роль “официального духовенства” в религиозной жизни мусульман 
России” [“Dock the tail of illegal religious igures.” The ideological evolution of 
Faizrakhman Sattarov’s views on the role of ‘official clergy’ in the life of Russian Mus-
lims], Государство, религия, церковь в России и за рубежом [State, religion, and 
church in Russia and worldwide], no. 4 (2018), 277-323.  
238 Ibid., 302.  
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1872, it was allowed to create a Muslim religious center in Transcaucasia.239 
However, these organizations were only formal, because the ministers 
appointed to head these centers were not allowed to do anything. The cere-
mony of marriage, divorce, naming, everything was in the hands of the 
tsarist government.240 

At first glance it might seem that these extracts from the 1923 memoran-
dum and the sermon of 1967 containing an interpretation of the history of 
the muftiate strongly contradict one another. In fact, however, the texts are 
mutually complementary. The memorandum states that the muftiate was a 
primordial national institution known even to the ancestors of the modern 
Tatars, and that it was then organized once again already in imperial times. 
The sermon says nothing about the period preceding the Russian conquest 
of the Kazan Khanate, but it is clear from its text that the creation of the 
muftiate in Ufa was a kind of concession of tsarism to Muslims. This 
statement does not contradict the text of the memorandum, whose author 
tries to talk less about the muftiate during the imperial period and more 
about it before the Russian conquest. At the same time, Sattarov, like the 
author of the memorandum, strongly emphasizes the institution is needed 
for the normal functioning of Islam. The sermon therefore reproaches the 
imperial authorities for not creating the muftiate or an organization similar 
to it for a long time (according to the memorandum, the muftiate existed 
in the sixteenth-eighteenth centuries, albeit illegally, but this narrative was 
either not known to Sattarov, or was ignored by him). 

Even after 1788, Sattarov notes, the muftiate could not be regarded as a 
full-fledged representative of the aspirations of Muslims oppressed by the 
Romanov monarchy. It was a fictitious organization that did not have any 
rights and opportunities. The Spiritual Administration in Ufa, according to 
the sermon, did not have any opportunity to conduct even the main rites, 
not to mention represent the interests of Muslims vis-à-vis government 
officials. And it was not until the Soviet regime, according to Sattarov, that 
Muslims acquired the right to have an organization that fully corresponded 
to their aspirations. 

Thus according to the sermon, the golden age in the history of the 
muftiate came after the October Revolution of 1917. In this respect, the 
memorandum diverges somewhat from the sermon, maintaining that the 

— 
239 This refers to the Transcaucasian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorates of Sunni and 
Shia Teachings. 
240 Cited in: Беккин, “Укоротить хвост незаконных религиозных деятелей,” 302.  
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golden period occurred during the existence of independent Muslim states 
in the Volga-Ural region. Regarding the position of the muftiate under the 
Soviet regime, the author of the memorandum is more restrained. This is 
not only because F. Sattarov and R. Fakhretdin were representatives of 
different generations of Muslim religious figures, but also because in 1923 
both the future of the Soviet government itself and potential changes in the 
government’s confessional policy in relation to Muslims and the Spiritual 
Administration were unknown.  

The narratives discussed above were important not only in order to 
solve some current problems associated with the functioning of the 
Spiritual Administration. In 1920–1930 some studies appeared whose 
authors sought to prove that “the version so far prevalent in literature and 
supported by the Muslim clergy about the persecution of Islam as a religion 
by the Russian autocracy is false.”241 The most prominent representative 
among historians professing such views was Lyutsian I. Klimovich, who in-
sisted that the tsarist government did not fight Islam as a religion but only 
old Islamic administrative bodies, “which did not want to come to terms 
with Russian domination.”242 Klimovich describes the Muslim clergy them-
selves as “agents of autocracy,” and through a tendentious selection and 
interpretation of facts from the history of the muftiate, tries throughout his 
work Islam in Tsarist Russia to present the Muslim clergy as a natural ally 
of the autocracy in suppressing the masses of peoples traditionally profess-
sing Islam.243 Moreover, Klimovich’s oppressors are not only the so-called 
highest clergy (the mufti, qazis, etc.), but also ordinary ministers of the 
Islamic religion.244 Biased though Klimovich’s works are, one thesis re-
peated throughout the book is obviously correct: “For us … the role of 
tsarism in relation to Islam as a religion is important. From the first steps 
of the Russian autocracy, this line is expressed in the desire to enlist Islam 

— 
241 Л. Климович, Ислам в царской России [Islam in tsarist Russia] (Казань: Иман, 
2002), 9. For more on Klimovich see, for instance, M. Kemper, “Ljucian Klimovič: Der 
ideologische Bluthund der sowjetischen Islamkunde und Zentralasienliteratur,” 
Asiatische Studien/Études asiatiques 63, no. 1 (2009), 93-133. 
242 Климович, Ислам в царской России, 10. 
243 Ibid.  
244 There were also some Tatar historians who criticized the muftiate and the clergy. 
Thus, in particular, a famous Tatar writer and historian Galimjan Ibrahimov wrote 
about the Muslim clergy: “With its “decrees,” metrics, prayers, offered in mosques for 
the tsar, in particular, with its Spiritual Assembly, muftis, it was firmly soldered to the 
autocracy (samoderzhavie).” (Г. Ибрагимов, Татары в революции 1905 г. [Tatars in 
the Revolution of 1905]. [Казань, 1926], 8).  
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in its service.”245 Soviet officials also pretty soon realized that it was impor-
tant for them not only to rely on the loyal ministers of the Islamic religion 
to carry out their policies, but also to keep the muftiate in Ufa inviolable, as 
a structure that would allow them to control the religious life of believers. 

I will discuss what the muftiate in Ufa was like during the Soviet era in 
the next chapter below. 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have discussed the internal and external events that led 
during the reign of Catherine the Great to the creation of the muftiate as an 
institution and how it existed and adapted to changing social and political 
realities during the next two centuries. I have also addressed how the status 
of Islam changed during the imperial period of Russian history. 

Taking the model of relations between the state and the church in a 
number of Protestant countries of Europe as an example, Emperor Peter 
the Great applied it to Russian conditions and reformed the management 
of the Orthodox Church and Orthodox subjects. The state’s relations with 
Muslims were not affected by the reforms, since he did not consider Islam 
to be a religion useful to the interests of the state. It was a policy of “con-
fessional pragmatism” in line with which the state (in the person of the 
emperor) supported those religions that were of interest to it as partners in 
pursuing domestic and foreign policy. Hence, the relatively tolerant atti-
tude of Peter the Great towards the Catholic and Protestant churches 
associated with his policy of attracting Europeans to carry out the reforms 
he had conceived.  

Peter the Great and other rulers of Russia at the beginning and middle 
of the eighteenth century pursued (albeit not always consistently) a policy 
of eradicating Islam and Christianizing Muslim subjects of the empire. 
However, further history showed the fallacy of this policy. Riots involving 
Muslims in Russia itself and the external threat from Turkey raised the 
question of changing the nature of relations between the state and Muslim 
subjects. The costs of maintaining the muftiate and the institutionalization 
of Islam were estimated by the authorities to be less than those associated 
with a policy of ignoring the Islamic religion. 

The recognition of Islam as a tolerated confession is inextricably linked 
with the process of institutionalization of the Muslim religion in the im-
perial legal space. The muftiate was chosen as a form of such institutional-
— 
245 Климович, Ислам в царской России, 10.  
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ization. The system of managing the religious affairs of Muslim subjects 
was the result of a mixture of systems that existed in the Ottoman Empire 
and a number of European states in the second half of the eighteenth 
century. Of some importance was the fact that the administration of 
Muslim religious affairs in annexed Crimea was already institutionalized. 

The estate stratification in the Russian Empire and the very logic of the 
development of state bureaucracy inevitably led to the formation of a 
special group among Muslim religious figures who performed certain func-
tions prescribed by law and enjoyed, along with their offspring, the pri-
vileges provided for by law. The Muslim clergy as a separate group within 
the clergy of the empire took shape during the reign of Nicholas I. 

The rationale behind the creation of the muftiates was that the state 
wanted to better control the spiritual life of Muslims. It seemed more con-
venient for the government to deal with an organized structure incor-
porated into the system of state-controlled institutions rather than with 
separate, non-institutionalized representatives of Muslims who relied mainly 
on their authority among faithful and did not need legitimation and sup-
port from the state (either financial or legal). In addition, the costs 
associated with the creation and upkeep of the muftiate seemed to be less 
than the money that would have been spent in bribes in order to take 
control of individual religious figures. Igelström directly wrote about this: 
“As a reward for this small expense [680 silver rubles a year. – R.B.] all the 
local peoples upholding the Mohammedan law, when they realize hereby 
the extent to which the faith is respected in Your Majesty’s empire, will be 
all the more devoted and steadfast.”246  

That is, the main outcome of Catherine’s reforms was that holding a 
position in the system of state institutions rather than enjoying authority 
among believers became the primary source of legitimacy for Muslim 
religious leaders. In Weber’s terminology, the charismatic authority of 
Muslim religious leaders was replaced by bureaucratic authority.247 It 
should be noted that the transition from one type of legitimacy to another 
did not occur at once but took almost half a century. Thus OMDS and the 
subsequently created Taurian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorate and the 
Transcaucasian Mohammedan Spiritual Directorates of Sunni and Shia 

— 
246 Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению мусульман, 26.  
247 B. S. Turner, Weber and Islam. A critical study (London and New York: Routledge, 
2006), 23. 
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Teachings were perfectly consistent with the tasks set before them by the 
imperial power. 

However, despite the restrictions that akhuns, imams and mullahs faced 
because of the campaign for the institutionalization of the Muslim clergy, 
the establishment of the muftiate at that stage was undoubtedly a progres-
sive step. It was not the creation of OMDS itself that mattered but the fact 
that it was one of the necessary steps towards giving Islam the status of a 
tolerated religion instead of the status of a persecuted (unrecognized) faith 
which it had possessed since 1552 when Muscovite Rus’ annexed the Kazan 
Khanate. In other words, the institutionalization and bureaucratization of 
Islam became the price Muslims paid to the state to legitimize it. It was a 
bargain for all parties. Being forced to operate in the new legal environ-
ment, the Muslim clergy managed to make the most of the rights they were 
granted by imperial legislation. 

Strengthening the importance of OMDS caused a negative reaction on 
the part of the Synodal Church and some government officials. In the 
opinion of Orthodox hierarchs and missionaries, the establishment of the 
muftiate in Ufa gave Muslims a strong institution for the protection of 
their rights. A paradoxical situation arose in which the Synodal Church, 
which represented the state (an established church according to Adam 
Smith) religion, did not have a single head (patriarch), while the Muslims, 
who represented a tolerated (i.e., less privileged) religion, did have such a 
leader (the mufti). Some Synodal bureaucrats, Orthodox clergy and mis-
sionaries called the mufti who headed OMDS the “Muslim patriarch.” In 
reality, he had much less authority than an Orthodox bishop and even 
demanded that he be given powers similar to those enjoyed by metro-
politans of the Synodal Church. Indeed, the Synodal Church regarded the 
muftiate in Ufa as if the latter were a mirror (metaphor employed by 
Robert Geraci) in trying to spot what the church itself was lacking. 

A certain number of Muslim religious figures also did not initially 
accept this institution. However, by mid-nineteenth century the Muslim 
community came to the understanding that it needed the institution of the 
muftiate through which they could represent and defend their interests 
relative to the state and the Synodal Church as a governmental body. 
Moreover, the Tatars began viewing the spiritual assembly in Ufa as a 
national institution guarding Tatar national identity within the context of 
the Orthodox state. The Tatar population of the empire thus appropriated 
the muftiate, giving rise to the legend that the institution had historically 
existed among the Tatars long before they were conquered by the Russians. 
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The first narratives that the muftiate existed in the Kazan Khanate and was 
destroyed after the conquest of Kazan in 1552 probably appeared at the end 
of the nineteenth century. In Soviet times, this point of view was wide-
spread in the 1920–1930s. Later it was modified and subsequent aspects of 
the narrative emphasized some aspects of the history of the muftiate, and 
concealed others. But the main thesis that the muftiate is an important 
institution for preserving the spiritual culture of the Tatar people remained 
unchanged. These changes in the interpretation of its history became in 
many ways a reflection of the processes that took place in the system of 
Soviet muftiates and, above all, in the Central Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims in Ufa in Soviet times.  

This point of view contradicted the views of a number of Soviet his-
torians (Lyutsian I. Klimovich, Arshaluis M. Arsharuni, Hadzhi Z. Gabi-
dullin, Galimjan G. Ibragimov and others), who considered the muftiate an 
exclusively colonial institution imposed on Muslims and serving as an 
instrument of enslavement and oppression.  

The following factors also contributed to the strengthening of the role of 
OMDS as a national institution for the Tatars: a) the policy of the imperial 
authorities, which sought to prevent the expansion of the influence of 
OMDS outside the Tatar communities, b) the personnel policy of the 
muftis who employed Tatars in the muftiate. Thus by limiting the sphere of 
influence of OMDS to only the Tatar-Muslim population, the authorities, 
indirectly contributed to the transformation of the muftiate into a national 
institution for the Tatars and strengthened their the national identity. 

As OMDS grew stronger and the nature of domestic and foreign policy 
changed, so did the attitude of the authorities towards the muftiate. During 
Alexander II’s reforms beginning in the 1860s OMDS was considered by 
some officials (mainly governors who headed provinces with a significant 
Muslim population) as an institution that promoted Islamic unity. There-
fore, in the second half of the nineteenth century the opinions of individual 
officials who advocated the elimination of OMDS began to sound more 
and more loudly. This meant a revision of Catherine the Great’s policy. This 
approach was partially implemented in the North Caucasus and Turkestan, 
territories with a Muslim population annexed to Russia. However, the main 
approach, which reflected the position of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, was 
to keep OMDS as the main partner of the authorities in the conduct of 
confessional policy regarding Muslim subjects of the empire. 

As a result, by the mid-nineteenth century Muslim religious affairs were 
managed differently across the Russian state. A pluralistic system of mana-
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gement in which the muftiates (a vertical management system) coexisted 
with decentralized Muslim clergy (a horizontal management system)248 was 
established under Emperor Alexander II. It was during his reign that the 
Northern Caucasus was finally annexed and Central Asia conquered. In 
these two regions (including the Steppe Krai, where modern Kazakhstan is 
located) there were no muftiates at all.249 Russian Oriental studies re-
searcher Vladimir O. Bobrovnikov characterizes this model of attitudes 
toward Islam as the policy of “ignoring Islam.”250 It was supposed that with-
out support from the state, which pursued a policy of Russification, Islam 
would die out on its own. Paradoxically though, the opposite happened: in 
those very regions where there were no muftiates until the mid-1940s, not 
only did Islam not disappear, but it managed to consolidate and survive 
until the collapse of the USSR. 

Such a difference in the models of managing religious affairs in the 
empire may be explained as follows. In some cases the state found the costs 
associated with the creation and maintenance of the muftiate’s activity to 
be acceptable, and in some cases excessively high. A good example illus-
trating this is the North Caucasus, which was populated by many different 
peoples. Given that not only each people, but often even each village on its 
territory had its own adats (customs), subordination of the whole North 
Caucasus to a single mufti seemed to be inexpedient. 

The experience of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the North 
Caucasus (DUM SK), which was created in 1944, confirms this propo-
sition. This muftiate existed only thanks to the support of the authorities, 
and as soon as this support weakened, it ceased to exist in 1989, even before 
the collapse of the USSR. 

The fact that the muftiate was eventually recognized by the Muslims of 
European Russia and Siberia as a national institution did not mean that 
they no longer had any complaints about it. The key issue was that muftis 
— 
248 Although the clergy in the North Caucasus did not enjoy the same privileges and 
benefits as the clergy serving in the muftiates (including in the neighbouring Trans-
caucasian spiritual directorates), it was, as a matter of fact, less dependent on the 
authorities, because its living costs were covered by waqfs, donations from faithful, fees 
charged for performing rituals, etc. (В. О. Бобровников, “Создание мусульманского 
духовенства в России (кавказско-поволжские параллели)” [The creation of Muslim 
clergy in Russia (Caucasian-Volga parallels)], Pax Islamica. no. 2 (7) (2011), 119). 
249 Formally, the Northern Caucasia and the Steppe region were within the scope of 
authority of OMDS, but in fact, according to the secret decision of the imperial 
authorities, spiritual affairs in these regions were taken out of the jurisdiction of the 
muftiate in Ufa. 
250 Бобровников, “Создание мусульманского духовенства в России,” 120. 
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were not elected but appointed by the imperial authorities – first de facto, 
and starting from 1880 de jure. Therefore, all initiatives to reform the 
muftiates that Muslims proposed at the turn of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth century were concerned with the election of muftis. However, it was 
not until after the fall of the monarchy in Russia in 1917 that Muslims 
themselves were allowed to elect muftis.  

The need to reform the muftiate was especially evident to Muslims every 
time the question of appointing a new mufti arose. The reign of Alexander 
II was also marked by liberal reforms which were accompanied by changes 
in various spheres of public life. Beginning in 1865, the authorities appoin-
ted to this post persons who had no religious education and were not 
competent in matters of religion. The political and religious leaders of the 
Tatars and other Turkic-speaking peoples of the Russian Empire gradually 
came to understand that Muslims themselves needed to have the right to 
choose the mufti. This question was among the most pressing tasks on the 
agenda for the Muslims of Russia after the February Revolution of 1917. 



141 

Tatar clergy (Nizhny Novgorod province). Postcard. Photo by M. Dmitriev. From the 
author’s personal archive. 
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Cover of book Collection of circulars and other instructions for territories under the 
jurisdiction of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly (Ufa, 1902). Courtesy 
Russian State Library. 
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Teachers and students of Mit-i Arab madrasah (Bukhara, Uzbek SSR, 1958). Courtesy 
Maimuna Makhmutova. 

Mufti Ahmetjan Mustafin (front row, center) with staff and ministers of the Islamic 
religion of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the European Part of the USSR 
and Siberia (DUMES) (Ufa, 1974). Courtesy Maimuna Makhmutova. 
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“There’s little truth in sweet-sounding speeches.” Painting by V.I. Dumkin. Postcard, 
Tashkent 1969. From the author’s personal archive. 

 
From left to right: Talgat Tadzhuddin, Ismail Shangareev and Ravil Gaynutdin during 
their visit to the UAE (Abu-Dhabi, March 1990). Photo courtesy of Ismail Shangareev. 
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Demonstration in the center of Kazan on Memorial Day, marking Ivan the Terrible’s 
conquest of the city (with participation by Mufti Talgat Tadzhuddin, Gabdelhaq 
Samatov and other ministers of the Islamic religion and Tatar nationalist movement 
figures) (15 October 1991). Courtesy Fawziya Bayramova. 

Nafigulla Ashirov (second from the left) with heads of Bashkirian muhtasibats at the 
Presidium of the Constituent Congress of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Bashkortostan, 22 August 1992 (Ufa). Courtesy Nafigulla Ashirov. 
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From left to right: Tatarstan Mufti Gusman Iskhakov, President of Chechen Republic 
Ahmat Kadyrov, and imam-khatib of Nurullah mosque in Kazan Gabdulla Galiullin 
during hajj (2003). Courtesy Gabdulla Galiullin. 

 
Meeting of the Council of ‘ulama’ of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
Republic of Tatarstan. Around the table, from right to left: Valiulla Yakupov, Renat 
Bekkin, Rustam Batrov, Rustam Nurgaleev, Kamil Samigullin, Ravil Bikbaev (June 2012). 
Valiulla Yakupov’s official page from VKontakte. 
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CHAPTER I I I  

The Institution of the Muftiate in Soviet Russia  
(1917–1991) 

Introduction 
In this chapter I consider the evolution of the muftiate in Soviet Russia. As 
in the previous chapter, the focus of my attention is on the muftiate in Ufa. 
To avoid confusion, I should note from the outset that the muftiate 
changed its name three times since the fall of the monarchy in 1917 until 
the end of the Soviet era. In 1917 the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly became Diniya Nazaraty. In 1920, it received a new name – the 
Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Inner Russia and Siberia 
(TsDUM) – and since 1948 TsDUM has been known as the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the European Part of the USSR and Siberia 
(DUMES).  

I pay special attention to a short period in the history of the manage-
ment of Muslim religious affairs (1917–1918) when the muftiate as a 
Russian state institution did not actually exist and another body functioned 
instead: Diniya Nazaraty (lit. “ministry of religion”), which was originally 
conceived as a ministry for religious affairs under the autonomous govern-
ment of the Turks of Inner Russia and Siberia.1 Thus it is not entirely cor-
rect to consider the history of the muftiate in Ufa as linear in its develop-
ment, as some historians do.2  

Analyzing the reasons for the creation of Diniya Nazaraty, I come to the 
conclusion that it was a transitional structure bridging the old pre-revo-
lutionary Spiritual Assembly as a Russian governmental institution and 
TsDUM as a Soviet administrative body. With respect to its functionality 
and terms of reference, TsDUM had fewer rights than OMDS.  

— 
1 For more on this see below. 
2 See, for example, works by Danil D. Azamatov, Ayslu B. Yunusova, Aidar Yu. Khabut-
dinov and others. For more on this see Chapter I above. 
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In this chapter I consider the history of the muftiate in sections devoted 
to certain stages of confessional politics in the Soviet Union. I share the 
point of view of a number of Russian religious studies scholars, in par-
ticular Mikhail I. Odintsov, that it is incorrect to characterize Soviet reli-
gious policy as atheistic throughout its history (such labels are found in not 
only journalistic but also academic literature).3 

As I will show, religious policy in the USSR underwent significant 
changes and was not linear in nature. Moreover, periods of liberalization in 
domestic and foreign policy often coincided with a tightening of confes-
sional politics. The most striking example here is the era of the so-called 
Khrushchev Thaw, when against the backdrop of some easing in state con-
trol over society there was an intensification of the struggle against any 
manifestations of religiosity and religion. Furthermore, I consider the 
policy of the Communist Party and the government in relation to Islam in 
the context of overall Soviet confessional policy. At the same time, I point 
out that this policy was selective. The state was more tolerant of some faiths 
than others. In other words, in the USSR, albeit not at the official level, a 
classification of religions similar to that which existed in the Russian 
Empire was actually reproduced. The main difference in the Soviet classifi-
cation was the lack of a state religion, but the division into so-called 
“tolerated” and “unrecognized and intolerable” religions was also relevant 
to the Soviet era, and, as we will see later, was eventually accepted in mo-
dern Russia as well.4 

I will show that the reason for the differentiated approach to various 
religions and faiths in both the Soviet Union and the Russian Empire was 
based on the policy of “confessional pragmatism,” which I have also dis-
cussed in the previous chapter. Changes in state policy in relation to certain 
churches and religious organizations were caused by the current interests 
of the state as these were represented by the Soviet party leadership. 

In the Russian Empire, sovereigns beginning with Peter the Great relied 
on the church as an institution capable of helping them manage their sub-

— 
3 М. И. Одинцов, “От государства конфессионального к государству светскому: 
российский путь. 1917-2017” [From the confessional state to the secular state: The 
Russian way. 1917-2017], in Свобода совести в России: исторический и современный 
аспекты [Freedom of conscience in Russia: historical and modern aspects], Вып. 14 
(Владивосток: ИИАЭ ДВО РАН, 2018), 17. 
4 Unlike in the Russian Empire, in the USSR this classification did not apply to reli-
gions, but to religious organizations. 
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jects.5 The same goes for the Soviet era. Thus if during the early stage of the 
Soviet state the main blow fell on the former Synodal Church as the bearer 
of an alien ideology and supporter of the previous regime, then later (from 
the mid-1940s) the state on the contrary maintained relations with the 
Russian Orthodox Church as its most influential partner among the reli-
gious organizations in the country.  

It is interesting to note that the policy of “confessional pragmatism” was 
carried out even when there was an intensified struggle with religion. Thus, 
for example, when a campaign was conducted to combat all forms of reli-
gion during the Khrushchev Thaw, the religious factor was used in foreign 
policy. This explains the apparent inconsistency of the confessional policy 
of the state during the period, when mosques were closed in some regions 
of the country but in Leningrad, on the contrary, the Cathedral Mosque 
was opened after a sixteen-year hiatus. In the first case, the party leader-
ship’s goal was to combat manifestations of religion, while in the second it 
involved developing and strengthening cooperation between the USSR and 
the Muslim world. 6  

A similar pragmatism also explains the relatively tolerant policy of the 
Soviet state towards Islam in the first half of the 1920s. There is a point of 
view in Russian historiography that until the end of the 1920s ministers of 
the Islamic religion were less persecuted in Soviet Russia than was the 
clergy of the former Synodal Church.7 This statement is true, but only in 
part. The Bolshevik government acted extremely cautiously and tried to 
fight religious influence gradually. The main target of the Soviet authorities 
was the former Synodal Church as the dominant and largest confession 
and part of the state apparatus under the monarchical regime. In spite of 
this, the Bolsheviks did not completely liquidate the Orthodox Church but 
preferred to build a relationship with the clergy loyal to them (the so-called 
“Renovationists”). The same applies to other denominations, including 
— 
5 The religiosity and piety of individual rulers did not change the picture or the general 
vector of politics. 
6 A visit to the Cathedral mosques in Leningrad and Moscow was part of the mandatory 
program for many visiting delegations from the countries of the Muslim East, including 
on the highest level. 
7 According to D. Yu. Arapov, due to certain internal and external factors, during 1917–
1929 the Bolshevik regime perceived Islam as a more or less tolerated religion. Islamic 
religious institutions, schools, their ministers and teachers escaped the persecution that 
at that time struck the former Synodal Church. (Д. Ю. Арапов, сост., коммент. Ислам 
и советское государство (1944–1990): сборник документов [Islam and the Soviet 
state (1944–1990 гг.): Collection of documents], Т. 3, [Москва: Изд. дом Марджани, 
2011], 19). 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

150 

Islam. Disloyal ministers of the Islamic religion were subjected to repres-
sions during the Civil War of 1918–1921 and in subsequent years, and loyal 
religious figures were under strict control. 

In addition to political repression of individuals and organizations, the 
Bolshevik government carried out a deliberate diversion against cultural 
memory. In the late 1920s there was a campaign to Latinize the alphabets 
of Muslim peoples.8 In the late 1930s the Latin alphabets were converted to 
Cyrillic.9 It would be more correct to say that the repression of Islam and 
the ministers of the Islamic religion collapsed somewhat later than, for 
example, in the case of Orthodoxy. However, this happened not at the end 
of the 1920s, as many researchers claim, but in the middle of the decade.10 
The campaign against Islam intensified in 1928–1929 and, according to a 
number of researchers, its consequences proved even crueller to Muslim 
religious figures than to the campaign against Orthodoxy.11  

The chapter ends with a section on the position of the muftiate during 
Perestroika. I pay significant attention to this stage, since the end of the 
1980–1990s is important for understanding the position occupied by the 
spiritual administrations of Muslims in modern Russia. 

I suggest the following stages of state policy in relation to Islam: 1) 
1917–1929, 2) 1929–1943, 3) 1943–1953, 4) 1954–1964, 5) 1965–1985, 6) 
1985–1991. Below I consider each of these stages in more detail.  

The 1917 All-Russian Muslim Congress in Moscow and  
the Election of Mufti 

The Muslims of the Russian Empire as a whole were not ready for the 
revolutionary events of 1917. A typical example is the actions of the de-
puties of the Muslim group of the Fourth State Duma (1912–1917). They 
literally slept through the February Revolution. According to the memoirs 
of the Bashkir national movement leader Zaki Validi (1890–1970), the day 
after the start of the revolution, he had difficulty finding the Muslim de-

— 
8 А. Х. Даудов, Е. П. Мамышева, “Из истории латинизации национальных 
алфавитов СССР” [From the history of the Latinization of national alphabets of the 
USSR], Вестник Санкт-Петербургского университета, Сер. 2, История [Saint 
Petersburg University History Bulletin], Вып. 2 (2011), 7-12. 
9 Ibid., 11-12. 
10 According to Alexandre Bennigsen, one of the first steps of the Soviet government to 
fight Islam was the abolition of Shariah and Adat courts in 1924-1925 (А. Беннигсен, 
Мусульмане в СССР [Muslims in the USSR] [Paris: YMCA-Press, 1983], 44). 
11 A. Bennigsen, M. Broxup, The Islamic Threat to the Soviet State (London: Croom Helm, 
1967), 44-45.  
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puties, who were discovered asleep in their rented apartment. It appears 
that they had been playing cards all night long and had not heard anything 
about what had happened. When Validi told them that the revolution had 
begun, they began to argue with him that it was most likely a rebellion that 
would soon be suppressed.12 Thus if even the politically most aware Mus-
lims were unable to assess the scale of events in the capital of the empire, 
the revolution was all the more a surprise to most of the Muslim popular-
tion of Russia.13 

However, Muslims soon realized that the new regime represented by the 
Provisional Government (Vremennoe pravitel’stvo) provided Muslims and 
representatives of other tolerated and intolerable denominations with the 
rights they had been fighting for over the past decades. The Provisional 
Government and the chairman of the State Duma began receiving wel-
coming telegrams from Muslims expressing hope for acquiring rights that 
had been violated before.14 One such right was the opportunity given to 
Muslims to administer their religious affairs.15 

Soon after its formation, the Provisional Government repealed the pro-
visions of the religious law that discriminated against representatives of 
non-Orthodox and heterodox religions. Those who had been convicted of 
so-called “religious crimes” (conversion from Orthodoxy to another faith, 
blasphemy, etc.) were released from prison. The confessional policy of the 
Provisional Government was hardly consistent, however.16 

— 
12 А. Валиди Тоган, (Воспоминания [Memoirs], Кн. 1 (Уфа: Китап, 1994), 169. 
13 It should be noted that the February Revolution in Russia came as a surprise to the 
Bolshevik leader, Vladimir I. Lenin, who was in exile when it occurred.  
14 For more details see Д. Усманова, “Февраль 17-го в телеграммах от мусульманского 
населения” [February 1917 in telegrams from the Muslim population], Эхо веков 
[Echo of centuries], no. 1-2 (1997), http://www.archive.gov.tatar 
stan.ru/magazine/go/anonymous/main/?path=mg:/numbers/1997_1_2/06/2/, accessed 
9 May 2020. It is noteworthy that the ROC, which for centuries served as a support for 
the monarchist regime, also welcomed the February Revolution. See, for example, М. А. 
Бабкин, Священство и Царство (Россия, начало XX века – 1918 год). Исследования 
и материалы [Priesthood and kingdom (Russia, early twentieth century–1918). Re-
search and materials] (Москва: Индрик, 2011), 234-246.  
15 It is noteworthy that the first collective action of Muslims after the revolution was the 
removal and arrest of the protege of the right-wing circles of the empire Mufti Muham-
med-Safa Bayazitov. See: Р. И. Беккин, “Баязитов Мухаммед-Сафа” [Bayazitov 
Muhammed-Safa], in Ислам на территории бывшей Российской империи: Энцик-
лопедический словарь [Islam in the territories of the former Russian Empire: Encyc-
lopaedic dictionary], сост. и отв. ред. С.М. Прозоров, Т. II (Москва: Наука-Восточная 
литература, 2018), 86-88.  
16 For more on this policy see Конфессиональная политика Временного 
правительства России: сборник документов [Confessional policy of the Provisional 
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At first the government held that the new Russia, which had overthrown 
the monarchy, should be a non-confessional (akonfessional’noe) state.17 This 
view was supported by the Cadet Party, which played a key role in the first 
Provisional Government,18 and these ideas were embodied in two key 
governmental decrees, “On the Abolition of Religious and National Restric-
tions” (20 March 1917) and “On Freedom of Conscience” (14 July 1917). 

However, the idea of a non-confessional state was soon rejected as 
unacceptable, and the concept of “cultural cooperation” was put forward in 
its place.19 The essence of the idea was that the state would cooperate with 
all religions in the country, which did not exclude certain preferences for 
certain religious organizations. It was not destined to be realized, although 
as Mikhail Odintsov notes, the confessional policy of the Bolshevik govern-
ment after the October Revolution generally corresponded to the principles 
of a non-confessional state, an idea the Provisional Government had 
initially tried to implement.20 

Muslims welcomed the decisions of the Provisional Government to 
abolish religious and national restrictions. It is noteworthy that one of the 
first political decisions taken by Muslim political activists after the fall of 
the Russian monarchy was to force the last mufti of OMDS, Muhammed-
Safa Bayazitov to resign.21 In the eyes of believers, Bayazitov personified a 
collapsed regime that limited the rights of Muslims. Salihjan Urmanov, one 

Government of Russia: a collection of documents], сост., авт. предисл. и коммент. 
М.А. Бабкин (Москва: Политическая энциклопедия, 2018).  
17 Одинцов, “От государства конфессионального к государству светскому,” 17.  
18 Constitutional Democratic Party or Constitutional Democrats (official name: Party of 
People’s Freedom, known also as the Cadet faction in the Russian parliament, or State 
Duma) – one of the major political parties in the Russian Empire in 1905–1917. Its 
liberal platform regarding religious freedom was one of the main reasons why Muslim 
deputies decided to form an alliance with it in the State Duma. 
19 By “cultural cooperation” between the state and the Church, Mikhail Odintsov under-
stands “unconditional compliance by both parties with current civil law, acceptance by 
religious associations of modern norms and principles of freedom of conscience, the 
priority of human rights, democracy and the rules of the secular state, as well as 
mutually respectful cooperation and interaction of the state and churches in the field of 
civil society aimed at protecting national interests and the rights of individuals. See: М. 
И. Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России. 1985–1997 гг. 
[Religious reforms in the Soviet Union and in Russia. 1985–1997] (Москва: Российское 
объединение исследователей религии, 2010), 11-12.  
20 Одинцов, “От государства конфессионального к государству светскому,” 19.  
21 In addition to the mufti, qazi G. Kapkaev was removed from office. See А. Ю. 
Хабутдинов, История Оренбургского магометанского духовного собрания (1788–
1917): институты, идеи, люди [History of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly (1788–1917): institutions, ideas, people] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2010). 
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of qazis of OMDS, was named acting mufti.22 Soon Bayazitov was put 
under house arrest.23 

At first glance, Muslims should have liquidated the very institution of 
the muftiate, which had been created with the aim of controlling the reli-
gious life of adherents of Islam in the empire. But that did not happen. 
Muslims continued to support the muftiate, and it was preserved. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century the muftiate was perceived by the Tatars 
of the Russian Empire as a national institution. Thus even when the un-
popular M.-S. Bayazitov became the head of the muftiate, the issue of eli-
minating it was not put on the agenda and there were only talks about 
reforming it.24 

The future of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly was 
discussed at the First All-Russian Muslim Congress held on 1–11 May 1917 
in Moscow. The agenda included such issues as the state-territorial struc-
ture of Russia with respect to the interests of Muslims; changes in labor 
legislation, the reform of Shariah regulations of women’s rights, the atti-
tude toward the ongoing world war, etc.25 

Among the problems discussed at the congress was the administration 
of religious affairs. On 6 May a decision was made to reorganize OMDS. As 
a result, Diniya Nazaraty (the Ministry of Religion, or the Ministry for 
Religious Affairs) was established on the basis of the muftiate in Ufa.26 
Prominent Tatar Islamic scholar Galimjan Barudi (1857–1921) was elected 
mufti. This was the first time Muslims themselves had elected a mufti. As 
far as other aspects of reforming the muftiate were concerned, only basic 
principles of its functioning and formation were discussed at the congress. 
Issues concerning the authority of Diniya Nazaraty were to be considered 

— 
22 Ibid., 192.  
23 Беккин, “Баязитов Мухаммед-Сафа,” 88.  
24 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, Российские муфтии: от екатерининских орлов до ядерной 
эпохи (1788–1950) [Russian muftis: from Catherine’s eagles to the nuclear era (1788–
1950)] (Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2006), http://www.idmedina.ru/books/encyclope 
dia/?1409, accessed 9 May 2020. 
25 For more on the First All-Russian Muslim Congress see: Всероссийский мусуль-
манский съезд. Резолюции Всероссийского мусульманского съезда, состоявшегося в 
Москве 1–11 мая 1917 г. [All-Russian Muslim Congress. Resolutions of the All-Russian 
Muslim Congress held in Moscow on May 1–11, 1917] (Петроград: тип. “Трудолюбие” 
А.А. Миськевича, 1917). 
26 The term “Diniya Nazaraty” itself was subsequently translated into Russian as a 
“spiritual government”. However, this translation is not entirely correct and does not 
reflect the essence of the name. A more precise definition is “religious ministry.” 
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at the next Muslim congress in Kazan in July 1917.27 The differences 
between OMDS and its successor Diniya Nazaraty, however were not 
confined to the procedure for electing the mufti and qazis. 

Diniya Nazaraty: The Muftiate as a Ministry of Religion  
Most Muslim religious figures at the First All-Russian Muslim Congress 
advocated that the national and religious governing bodies of Muslims in 
Russia ought to function independently from one another, i.e., so that their 
competences did not overlap. However, secular Muslim leaders viewed the 
muftiate as part of a future national Turkic government. The purview of 
Diniya Nazaraty was also discussed during the Second All-Russian Muslim 
Congress held in Kazan in July 1917. In the opinion of Sadri Maqsudi, who 
in May 1917 was elected chairman of Milli Idare (national government) of 
the National and Cultural Autonomy of Muslim Turko-Tatars of Inner 
Russia and Siberia, the scope of authority of Diniya Nazaraty should be 
limited to three main areas: meeting the needs of religious practices; 
meeting the needs of the “clergy” as a class; using the religious authority of 
the ‘ulama’.28 The ‘ulama’ themselves, however, were not satisfied with 
being just ministers of religion and sought to play a more active role in the 
political, educational and other spheres of life in Muslim society.29 After a 
polemic between liberal politicians and the conservative ‘ulama’ at the 
congress in Kazan, a certain compromise was reached. Diniya Nazaraty 
became one of the ministries (the Ministry of Religion) in Milli Idare.30 The 
powers of the muftiate were limited to issues such as control of the 
appointment of the ministers of the Islamic religion, the construction of 
mosques, the establishment of theological educational institutions and for-

— 
27 For more on the Second All-Russian Muslim Congress in Kazan see С. М. Исхаков, 
Российские мусульмане и революция (весна 1917 г. – лето 1918 г.) [Russian Muslims 
and the revolution (spring 1917–summer 1918)] (Москва: Социально-политическая 
Мысль, 2004), 235-248. 
28 А. Ю. Хабутдинов, “Духовные управления в годы мировых войн и тоталитаризма 
(1917–1950)” [Spiritual administrations during the years of world wars and totali-
tarianism (1917–1950)], http://www.idmedina.ru/books/history_culture/minaret/5/habut 
din.htm, accessed 9 May 2020. 
29 For more about this, see further in the chapter. 
30 The other two ministries were: Magarif Nazaraty (Ministry of Education) and Malia 
Nazaraty (Ministry of Finance). Khabutdinov considers such a decision a compromise, 
however, as will be shown later, the ‘ulama’ themselves and, above all, the muftis were 
not satisfied with such a “compromise”. 
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mation of their programs, the regulation of marriage and family relations, 
and the registration and division of property.31 

Thus the reorganized muftiate ceased to be dependent on the Russian 
authorities, but became dependent on the national government that spoke 
on behalf of a significant part of Tatar society. That that this state of affairs 
did not quite suit the ‘ulama’ is apparent in the following statement by the 
chairman of Diniya Nazaraty, Mufti Galimjan Barudi (Galeev): 

It is time for reform. The nation, both old and young, has long had high 
hopes for us … But the Milli Majlis arose and dashed our plans, limiting, as 
did the Romanovs previously, our strength and energy. Frightened by the 
success of the Shariah institution, they envied the birth of wonderful things 
to strengthen religion and reforms, and did not want to deal with issues that 
were not coordinated with anyone. They created a national government and 
transferred to its jurisdiction the mufti and qadis and the entire Spiritual 
Administration. As a result, this administration, the fathers of the nation and 
believers were weakened and insulted. It extinguished their joy, eliminated 
spirituality and initiative in the field of schools and madrasahs, and it became 
possible to conduct economic affairs with the support of an institution called 
the Ministry of Finance. Schools and madrasahs, on which the Spiritual 
Administration had pinned high hopes, were in a deplorable situation. This 
evoked a hostile attitude on the part of the people. They only paved the way 
for the realization of the goals of the Communists …. and they themselves 
were in a disastrous situation. There was nothing left for the Spiritual 
Administration to do than to work in the old style, in a weakened condition.32 

From this citation we can see the following: 
1) Mufti Barudi compared the policy of the national government (Milli

Idare) towards the muftiate with that of the Romanov dynasty (1613–
1917), who used the institution of the spiritual administration for their 
political needs and ignored the spiritual aspirations of the people. One mani-
festation of this policy, according to Barudi, was the transfer of Islamic 
schools (mektebs and madrasahs) to the national Ministry of Education. 

— 
31 А. Хабутдинов, “Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание и Центральное 
духовное управление мусульман – этапы формирования российской уммы” 
[Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly and the Central Spiritual Administration 
of Muslims – stages of the formation of the Russian ummah], in Рамазановские 
чтения [Ramadan readings], № 1 (Москва: Изд. дом Медина, 2006),  http://www.idme 
dina.ru/books/history_culture/ramazan/1/orenburg.htm?, accessed 9 May 2020. 
32 Г. хазрат. Баруди, Памятная книжка [A notebook] (Казань: Иман, 2000), 34.  
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2) The mufti considered the ‘ulama’ rather than the politicians who met
in Milli Idare, as “fathers of the nation” called upon to play a key role in 
solving various problems of the Turkic-Tatars of Russia. It is obvious from 
Barudi’s text that he regarded the ‘ulama’ and the national government as 
competitors rather than like-minded people. 

3) The subordinate position of Diniya Nazaraty in relation to the
government did not suit at least some of the ‘ulama’. 

4) Barudi and his associates saw the reform of OMDS differently than
did the Muslim political leaders of the country. The makeover of the 
institution of the muftiate was to take place gradually and not lead to the 
destruction of OMDS, as had happened in 1917. 

However, at the time of the creation of Diniya Nazaraty, Mufti Barudi had 
no other choice but to reconcile himself to the current situation. The fol-
lowing lengthy quote accurately describes the motives that made him take on 
the role that the national government had assigned to the former OMDS: 

He [Barudi. – R.B.] enjoyed incomparably huge status as the leader of a reli-
gious denomination. Respecting the national interests of his people, how-
ever, he did not object to a reduction in the powers of OMDS as it was 
transferred to the Spiritual Administration. Sympathizing with the unity of 
the nation, he agrees to the role of an ordinary minister and is a member of 
Milli Idare. Obviously, if he had not agreed to this step, Milli Idare would 
have had no chance of being recognized by the people. Even the transfer of 
the system of madrasahs and mektebs from its jurisdiction to a separate 
ministry of education and the reduction of financial revenues in connection 
with the creation of a specialized department do not cause the mufti to 
object … Supporting the opportunity of the Tatars to gain their statehood, 
not only does Galimjan hadhrat limit his own authority, but also in the 
course of numerous meetings with the population and in communications 
with imams, he calls for the recognition of new national organs of power 
and submission to their authority. Unfortunately, these national authorities 
did not last long. Despite this, Galimjan hadhrat’s efforts to observe 
national interests not limit himself to the narrow work of his department 
deserve to be appreciated. After all, had there been another ambitious 
leader in his place, a man of weak faith, then of course, no Milli Idare would 
ever even have been organized.33 

— 
33 В. Якупов, Общероссийский муфтият и его муфтии [The all-Russian muftiate 
and its muftis], (Казань: Иман, 2005), 36. 
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The establishment of Diniya Nazaraty as a ministry of religion under a 
Tatar national government had serious consequences for the unity of the 
‘ulama’. From the point of view of a part of Bashkir society, the all-Russian 
muftiate became the Ministry of Religion under the Tatar government and 
did not reflect the interests of the Bashkir population. In November 1917 
the establishment of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Bashkur-
distan, independent of Diniya Nazaraty, was announced.34 Among the 
secular and religious leaders of the Bashkirs, there was also no unity on the 
form and scope of authority of the new muftiate. The position of national 
autonomists led by A.-Z. Validi correlated in many respects with the views 
of the representatives of Milli Idare on the role of the muftiate in the 
system of state authorities, the only difference being that the Bashkir 
politician wanted to see a separate Bashkir muftiate independent of Diniya 
Nazaraty. As for a certain part of the ministers of the Islamic religion 
among the Bashkirs, the leader of the conservative-monarchist flank, ishan 
Muhammed-Gabdulkhay Kurbangaliev (1889–1972), saw the future of the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Bashkurdistan to include extra-
territorial autonomy, elements of theocracy, and leadership in the hands of 
Bashkir religious figures.35 

After the establishment of Soviet power in the Volga-Ural region, the 
Bolsheviks did not interfere with the existence of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Bashkurdistan, which was independent of TsDUM. On 
the contrary, as is clear from Soviet political police, the Unified State Political 
Directorate (Ob’yedinennoe gosudarstvennoe politicheskoe upravlenie, OGPU), 
documents, it was part of a strategy to prevent unity among the ‘ulama’.36 

— 
34 In 1923 it was renamed the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Bashkir 
Republic. In official documents it is also called the Bashkir Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims.  
35 See further: С. Хамидуллин, “Башкирский муфтият: размолвка с татарами, 
раскол в ОМДС и скандальное воссоздание” [Bashkir muftiate: a quarrel with the 
Tatars, a split in OMDS and a scandalous recreation], Реальное время [Real’noe 
vremya] news, 10.04.2018, https://realnoevremya.ru/articles/94389-bashkirskiy-muftiyat- 
istoriya, accessed 9 May 2020. 
36 See also: Ю. Гусева, “Объединительные тенденции в деятельности Центрального 
Духовного Управления Мусульман в 20-е годы XX века” [Unifying trends in the 
activities of the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims in the 1920s], Эхо веков-
Gasyrlar avazy [Echo of centuries], no. 1-2 (2013), 50-55; О. Н. Сенюткина, Ю. Н. 
Гусева, “‘Разделяй и властвуй’: неудачная попытка власти расколоть мусульманское 
духовенство в 1920-х гг.” [‘Divide and conquer’: An unsuccessful attempt by the author-
ities to split the Muslim clergy in the 1920s], Власть [Power], no. 8 (2013), 138-140. 
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Despite scepticism toward the Tatar national government’s policy regar-
ding the management of Muslim religious affairs, Mufti Barudi reacted 
negatively to the decision of the Soviet government to eliminate Milli Idare 
by the decree of 12 April 1918.37 This decree, however, emphasized that the 
Spiritual Administration would remain, provided that it did not intervene 
in political affairs. In July 1918, after the capture of Ufa by one of the 
leaders of the anti-Bolshevik Whites, Admiral Alexander V. Kolchak 
(1874–1920), Milli Idare briefly resumed its work. As part of the govern-
ment, Diniya Nazaraty led by Barudi continued its operation. It was clear, 
however, that neither the Whites nor the Reds were interested in the 
existence of Milli Idare, but they were prepared to tolerate the Spiritual 
Administration provided that it was fully loyal to them.38 

After the Bolsheviks retook Ufa, the mufti left the city and moved to 
Petropavlovsk, which was controlled by the Whites. However, his deputy 
Rizaetdin Fakhretdin remained in Ufa. This situation was not the result of 
disagreements among the staff of Diniya Nazaraty. Rather, we can assume 
that it was a tactical move by the mufti and qazis, who, given the constant 
changes of power, tried to preserve Diniya Nazaraty. After the Soviet 
regime established itself in the Volga-Ural region, Barudi returned to Ufa.39 

In 1920 a congress of Muslim clergy was held in Kazan at which it was 
decided to transform Diniya Nazaraty into the Central Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Inner Russia and Siberia (TsDUM). The mufti and 
six qazis were elected to their posts. The name Diniya Nazaraty was re-
tained in the name of the senior management of TsDUM, which included 
the mufti and all the qazis (i.e. Muslim clergy in its narrow meaning). The 
middle unit (muhtasibat) included three people led by a muhtasib. And 
finally, the lower unit (mutavalliat) consisted of a mullah, a muezzin and a 
secretary-treasurer at a mosque.40 

— 
37 Хабутдинов, Российские муфтии, http://www.idmedina.ru/books/encyclopedia/?1410,  
accessed 9 May 2020. 
38 А. Хабутдинов, “Татары и Гражданская война. Колчак против Милли идарэ, 
муфтий в изгнании в Казахстане” [Tatars and the Civil War. Kolchak vs. Milli Idare, 
mufti in exile in Kazakhstan], Реальное время [Real’noe vremya] news, 05.09.2018, 
https://realnoevremya.ru/articles/111665-tatary-i-grazhdanskaya-voyna-milli-idare-v-pe 
tropavlovske?utm_source=yxnews&utm_medium=desktop&utm_referrer=https%3A%
2F%2Fyandex.ru%2Fnews, accessed 9 May 2020. 
39 Хабутдинов, Российские муфтии, http://www.idmedina.ru/books/encyclopedia/?14 
10, accessed 9 May 2020. 
40 Хабутдинов, “Оренбургское магометанское духовное собрание и Центральное 
духовное управление мусульман,” http://www.idmedina.ru/books/history_culture/ra 
mazan/1/orenburg.htm?, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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The experience of Diniya Nazaraty in 1917–1918 demonstrates that 
even under conditions where the muftiate was independent of the Russian 
government, it inevitably became one of the governing bodies within the 
Tatar national government. Such a situation was not a coincidence but a 
logical stage in the development of the muftiate, which by its nature could 
not be anything other than a de jure or de facto government institution 
called upon to act as an instrument for conducting confessional policy in 
relation to Muslims. 41 

Not all plans for reform, including those associated with transfor-
mations in the management system of spiritual affairs, were realized in the 
period between the February and October revolutions. The October Revo-
lution caught Muslims by surprise.42 The Civil War that began soon after 
and spanned 1918–1921 divided Muslims of the former empire (ministers 
of the Islamic religion were no exception) into different camps: some emig-
rated (primarily to neighbouring Finland), some supported the Bolsheviks, 
while others joined the Whites.43 The Bolsheviks resolutely fought against 
those who openly opposed the establishment of Soviet power, but they 
were generally loyal to those ministers of the Islamic religion who showed 
neutrality or cooperated with the new government. 

“Tolerated Islam” (1917–1929) 
The USSR is sometimes described in the academic and popular scholarly 
literature as an atheistic state. 44 This definition is not entirely correct, at 
— 
41 In recent history the experience of Diniya Nazaraty has been partially reproduced in 
the relations of the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea and the Mejlis of 
the Crimean Tatar people Until 2014, the muftiate (the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of Crimea) was the de facto agency on religious affairs under the secular 
authority – the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar people. For more on this see: Э. С. 
Муратова, “Мусульмане Крыма в новых политических реалиях” [Muslims of 
Crimea in the new political realities], Восток – Oriens, no. 5 (2016), 163-171. The main 
difference between Diniya Nazaraty and the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatars is that the 
Mejlis never was a state or semi-state institution in Crimea. 
42 The October Revolution (the October coup), which that took place on 25 October (7 
November) 1917, resulted in the overthrow of the bourgeois-democratic government 
and the emergence of the world’s first socialist state on the territory of Russia. On 
Muslims in the October Revolution see, for example, Исхаков, Российские мусульмане 
и революция.  
43 On the political life of Muslims during the Civil War in Russia see also: Гражданская 
война в России и мусульмане. Сборник документов и материалов [The civil war in 
Russia and Muslims. Collection of documents and materials], сост., предисл. и 
примеч. С. М. Исхаков (Москва: Центр стратегической конъюнктуры, 2017). 
44 See, for example: Ю. Н. Гусева, Российский мусульманин в ХХ веке (на 
материалах Среднего Поволжья) [A Russian Muslim in the twentieth century (on the 
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least when it comes to the entire Soviet era. An atheistic state implies “a 
legal ban on religious beliefs, on the activity of religions (churches) and all-
round (legal, financial, ideological, organizational) support by the state of 
one ideological choice – atheism.”45 As Mikhail Odintsov rightly notes, the 
policy of building an atheistic state in recent history has consistently been 
pursued in only two cases: Albania under the rule of Enver Hoxha (1944–
1985) and China during the years of the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976).46 
As for the USSR, we can find certain elements of an atheistic state during 
the period from 1929 to the mid-1940s. 

The policy of the Soviet government in relation to religious organiza-
tions and believers from 1917 to 1929 was based on other principles. 
Odintsov characterizes this time as a period of a “non-confessional state” 
(akonfessional’noe), and this definition seems apt.47 Having proclaimed the 
principle of separation of the church from the state, the Soviet government 
did not pursue a policy of combating all manifestations of religiosity but 
merely did not allow religion into the public sphere. Another important 
element of the policy implemented in the 1920s was a differentiated 
approach to the clergy, depending on their loyalty to the Soviet regime. In 
the case of Islam, only religious figures who openly opposed the Soviet 
regime were persecuted.48 

In the terminology used in the laws of the Russian Empire, Islam, with a 
number of reservations, was a “tolerated” religion” in Soviet Russia at that 
time. During this period, the Bolshevik state did not engage in open con-
frontations with Muslims, preferring to fight with individual represen-
tatives of Islam whom they regarded as a counterrevolutionary force. The 
Soviet political police CheKa (the All-Russian Emergency Commission for 
Combating Counterrevolution and Sabotage), the GPU (the State Political 
Directorate) and the OGPU (the Unified State Political Directorate) sys-
tematically sought to split the ranks of the Muslim “clergy”.49  

materials of the Middle Volga)] (Самара: Офорт, 2013), 40; З. Р. Хабибуллина, 
Мусульманское духовенство в Республике Башкортостан на рубеже XX–XXI веков 
[Muslim clergy in the Republic of Bashkortostan at the turn of the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries] (Уфа: Мир печати, 2015), 160.  
45 Одинцов, “От государства конфессионального к государству светскому,” 31.  
46 Ibid., 31.  
47 Ibid., 19.  
48 Д. Ю. Арапов, сост., коммент., Ислам и советское государство (1917–1936). 
Сборник документов. [Islam and the Soviet State (1917–1936). Collection of docu-
ments], Вып. 2 (Москва: Изд. дом Марджани, 2010), 14. 
49 Ibid., 81-82; Гусева, Российский мусульманин в ХХ веке (на материалах Среднего 
Поволжья), 112-114.  
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Having eliminated the Milli Idare in 1918, the Bolsheviks retained the 
authority of Diniya Nazaraty. The Soviet government did not interfere with 
the creation of the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Inner 
Russia and Siberia (TsDUM), which on the basis of Diniya Nazaraty 
became the legal successor to the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly (OMDS) in 1920. Despite the fact that Mufti Galimjan Barudi, 
who was elected after the February Revolution, issued anti-Bolshevik state-
ments, the Soviet authorities did not dare to repress this authoritative 
Muslim religious figure, and he headed TsDUM until his death in 1921. 

The importance that the Bolsheviks attached to the Muslim question is 
apparent in a number of steps taken by the new government shortly after 
the October Revolution. On 20 November (3 December) 1917, the Appeal 
of the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovet Narodnykh Komissarov) of 
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) “To All Muslim 
Toilers in Russia and the East” was promulgated, in which the Bolshevik 
government called upon Muslims liberated from the yoke of tsarism to 
become its allies on the road to building a new world. Russian historian 
Dmitry Yu. Arapov argues that the author of this text was People’s Commis-
sar (i.e. Minister) of Nationalities Joseph V. Stalin.50 The Appeal proclaims:  

Muslims of Russia, Tatars of the Volga and Crimea, Kyrgyz and Sarts of 
Siberia and Turkestan, Turks and Tatars of Transcaucasia, Chechens and 
mountaineers of the Caucasus, all those whose mosques and prayers were 
destroyed, whose beliefs and customs were scorned by the tsars and op-
pressors of Russia! From now on, your beliefs and customs, your national 
and cultural institutions are declared free and inviolable. Organize your 
national life freely and without hindrance. You have the right to do so. 
Know that your rights, like the rights of all the peoples of Russia, are pro-
tected by the entire might of the revolution and its organs, the Soviets of 
Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies.51  

Noteworthy here is the language used by the author of the document: the 
security of Muslim national and cultural institutions is guaranteed, but 
religious institutions are not mentioned!  

Also in December 1917, an important political decision was taken. On 
the personal order of the chairman of the Soviet government, Vladimir I. 
— 
50 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1917–1936), 19-20.  
51 For the Russian text of the Appeal, see “Ко всем трудящимся мусульманам России 
и Востока” [To All Muslim Toilers in Russia and the East], https://constitution.garant. 
ru/history/act1600-1918/5310/, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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Lenin, one of the most valuable manuscripts of the Qur’an – the so-called 
Qur’an of ‘Uthman – was given to Muslims. This step was positively re-
ceived in the Muslim community. In January 1918 the manuscript was 
brought in a special railway car under armed guard to Ufa and handed over 
to representatives of Diniya Nazaraty.52  

Some clarity in the policy of the Bolsheviks regarding religions in 
general and Islam in particular was introduced by the decree “On the 
Separation of the Church and the State, and the School from the Church” 
(Ob otdelenii tserkvi ot gosudarstva i shkoly ot tserkvi), adopted on January 
20, 1918. The legal confirmation that there was no state church in Russia, 
that all religious organizations would be equidistant from the state and 
were safe from any interference in religious affairs, was welcomed by a 
significant number of Muslims.  

The national policy of the Bolsheviks contributed to their success in the 
Civil War. Where the leaders of the Whites firmly adhered to the principle 
of “one and indivisible Russia” (edinaya i nedelimaya Rossiya), the Bol-
sheviks granted national-territorial autonomy to the peoples of Russia. The 
latter concept was opposed to national-cultural autonomy. According to 
the Bolsheviks, national-cultural autonomy was disguised nationalism and 
was therefore unacceptable in the proletarian state. Instead of national-
cultural autonomy, they proposed territorial (“regional”) autonomy for 
some of the regions of the former Russian Empire (Poland, Finland, Ukraine, 
etc.), with the right of national minorities to use their native language, have 
their own schools, etc. Before the revolution the Bolsheviks’ slogan was: “no” 
to cultural-national autonomy, “yes” to the right of nations to self-deter-
mination, even including full independence.53  

At first glance it may seem that the granting of independence was much 
less in the interest of the state than was national-cultural autonomy. 
However, Lenin and Stalin, who were the architects of Bolshevik national 
policy, were guided by other principles. Class interests were at the fore-
front, and therefore the creation of an independent proletarian state on one 
of the territories of the former Russian Empire was preferable to the cul-
— 
52 See also: Р. И. Беккин, “‘Пришлось уступить вооруженной силе…’ (как 
библиотекари не хотели возвращать мусульманам Коран ‘Усмана)” [‘We had to 
give in to armed force ...’ (how librarians did not want to return the Qur’an‘ of ‘Uthman 
to Muslims)], Национальная библиотека [National library], no. 1 (09) (2017), 50-55.  
53 В. А. Тишков, “‘Национальная политика’ довоенного советского периода” [“Na-
tional policy” of the pre-war Soviet period], conference paper, personal website of 
Valery Tishkov, 05.12.2008, http://valerytishkov.ru/cntnt/publikacii3/vystupleni2/stalin 
izm.html?forprint=1, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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tural autonomy of national minorities, which could lead to the growth of 
national self-consciousness to the detriment of the interests of proletarian 
solidarity. It is not by chance that Mirsaid Sultan-Galiev (1892–1940), one 
of the first Communist victims of the Soviet regime, was a supporter of the 
national and cultural autonomy of Muslim peoples.54  

Ministers of the Islamic religion were divided by Soviet ideologists into 
two groups: “progressive” and “reactionary” (“conservative”). While a tac-
tical union was possible with the former (as long as religion continued to 
play a significant role among Muslims), representatives of the latter group 
were an object of active persecution. The conservative ministers of the 
Islamic religion were not allowed to become imams, etc. Progressive Mus-
lim religious figures were regarded by the Bolsheviks as “fellow travellers” 
(poputchiki) who contributed to the dissolution of the ‘ulama’ from within. 
The authorities even considered creating a kind of a renovationist (obnov-
lencheskiy) muftiate based on progressive ministers of the Islamic religion.55  

One of the main tasks set before the political police (GPU–OGPU) was 
to split the ‘ulama,’ just as it had done with respect to the Orthodox clergy. 
The Renovationist movement within the Synodal Church emerged in the 
years of the first Russian revolution of 1905–1907. It acquired official status 
after the February Revolution, when it was registered as the All-Russian 
Union of Democratic Orthodox Clergy and Laity (Vserossiyskiy soyuz 
pravoslavnogo demokraticheskogo dukhovenstva i miryan). In the early 
years of the Soviet regime, the country’s leadership showed no interest in 
the Renovationists. However, in 1922 it decided to use them in the fight 
against the former Synodal Church. The aim of the Bolsheviks was to 
create an Orthodox church which would be completely loyal to the Soviet 
regime. As a result, after 1922 the Renovationist movement represented by 
the governing body of the Supreme Church Directorate (Vysshee 
Tserkovnoe Upravlenie, VTsU) was recognized as the only legal Orthodox 
church organization in Soviet Russia.56  

The political police had a certain scenario for causing a division among 
the ‘ulama’. In the first stage it was planned to divide the ministers of the 
Islamic religion on a national basis in the recently established national 

— 
54 For more detail M. Sultan-Galiev see: М. Х. Султан-Галиев, Избранные труды 
[Selected works] (Kazan: Гасыр, 1998).  
55 Гусева, Российский мусульманин в ХХ веке (на материалах Среднего Поволжья), 
112. 
56 In 1926 the Provisional Supreme Church Council was also recognized by the Soviet 
authorities.  
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republics with a predominantly Muslim population. Then, as a second 
stage, it was intended to split the ‘ulama’ on dogmatic matters.57 In this 
case, it was not a division into theological schools and movements (most 
Muslims in Russia then and now are followers of the Hanafi madhab), but 
by differences within the same school of Islamic law. I briefly mentioned 
above that there was a tendency to divide Muslims into “conservatives” and 
“progressives”. However, rather soon it became clear to the state bodies 
engaged in monitoring Muslim religious life that such a division was rather 
indistinct. Moreover, in opposition to the initiatives of the Soviet author-
ities to reduce the role of religion in the life of Muslim peoples, the 
progressive ministers of the Islamic religion acted in an alliance with the 
representatives of the conservative group.58 

Muslim religious figures closely watched the changes in the confessional 
policy of the Soviet government and changed their tactics and strategy 
accordingly. A typical example is the establishment of the muftiate in 
Central Asia. Until 1926, TsDUM and its mufti, Rizaetdin Fakhretdin, 
advocated gaining supremacy in religious matters “on an all-union scale.”59 
In other words, TsDUM sought to monopolize the religious market as the 
only supplier of a religious product in its segment (among Muslims).60 

After attending the Meccan congress in 1926, however, the position of 
the TsDUM leadership changed. TsDUM directed the creation of local 
spiritual administrations which would coordinate the work of ministers of 
the Islamic religion in various republics of Central Asia. According to 
specialists from the Eastern Department of OGPU, such a change of posi-
tion reflected the influence of emigre circles.61  

— 
57 Гусева, Российский мусульманин в ХХ веке (на материалах Среднего Поволжья), 
111. 
58 Hence, as one OGPU officer put it: “Contemplating a schism in Islam, we should 
support neither the old nor the reformed religion” (Гусева, Российский мусульманин в 
ХХ веке (на материалах Среднего Поволжья), 112-114).  
59 Д. Ю. Арапов, “Мусульманское духовенство Узбекистана в 1927 г. (оценка 
полномочного представителя ОГПУ в Средней Азии)” [Muslim clergy of Uzbeki-
stan in 1927 (assessment of the plenipotentiary representative of the OGPU in the 
Central Asia)], Вестник Евразии [Acta Eurasica], no. 4 (2006), 164. 
60 On the issue of the centralization of Muslim communities under the auspices of 
TsDUM, Mufti R. Fakhretdin could not count on state support and relied solely on his 
authority as a theologian. However, the opposition of state and party authorities pre-
vented him from fulfilling his intentions. In particular, his idea of uniting TsDUM and 
the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Bashkir Republic was never realized. 
61 Арапов, “Мусульманское духовенство Узбекистана в 1927 г.,” 164. This was due 
to the fact that as early as 1926 Fakhretdin had begun to be pessimistic about the future 
of TsDUM. He believed that “Turkestan should now be where you need to concentrate 
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The consolidation and activation of spiritual departments which had 
been considered defunct aroused reasonable concerns among the relevant 
authorities. Muftiates could become a platform for the unification of anti-
Soviet intelligentsia from among the national minorities with the ‘ulama’. 
Beginning in the second half of the 1920s, therefore, the policy towards the 
ministers of the Islamic religion, both conservative and progressive, 
became tougher. An additional factor that provoked confrontation was the 
campaign from 1921 to 1929 to Romanize the alphabets of the Turkic 
peoples. The opponents of Romanization included not only the ‘ulama’ but 
also representatives of the national intelligentsia.62 

The Policy of Repression. Diminution of TsDUM  
(1929–1943) 

This stage is characterized by a growing struggle with all faiths, including 
Islam. The year 1929 was a turning point in Soviet religious policy. It saw 
the adoption of an important document, the Resolution of the All-Russian 
Central Executive Committee (Vserossiyskiy Tsentral’nyi Ispolnitel’nyi 
Komitet, VTsIK) and the Council of People’s Commissars of the RSFSR 
“On Religious Associations” (“O religioznykh obyedineniyakh”). Allowing 
for the closing of temples, mosques and other houses of worship and the 
termination of religious communities, etc., it turned out to be a long-lived 
act in the territory of Soviet Russia that regulated the status of religious 
organizations until the end of the 1990s and the adoption of the new 
RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion” (“O svobode veroispovedaniy”)63  

In 1932 the first “godless five-year plan” (bezbozhnaya pyatiletka) was 
announced, by the end of which religion was supposed to be completely 
eradicated “from the most secluded corners” of the Soviet Union. It was a 
grassroots initiative, but it was actively supported by the authorities. This 
notwithstanding, the position of the group of Orthodox clergy acting as 
adherents of the former Synodal Church had become stronger. In 1927 
Metropolitan Sergius (Stragorodsky), who at the time was the deputy 

all the energy of the Muslims of the Soviet Union, and here it is necessary to concen-
trate the ‘Muslim’ forces by creating strong spiritual administrations” (Ibid., 164). 
62 The main discussion about the introduction of the Latin alphabet took place at the 
First Turkological All-Soviet Congress held in 1926 in Baku. For more details, see: 
Первый Всесоюзный Тюркологический Съезд [The First All-Union Turkological 
Congress] (Баку: Нагыл Еви, 2011). 
63 See the full text of the Resolution at КонсультантПлюс, http://www.consultant.ru/cons/ 
cgi/online.cgi?req=doc&base=ESU&n=1787#08084827986050986, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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locum tenens of the patriarchal throne, issued a declaration in which he 
proclaimed the complete loyalty of the Orthodox Church to the Soviet 
government .64 As a result, the government finally departed from its earlier 
policy of supporting the Renovationist movement (which by that time had 
split and had never received mass support either from believers or the 
clergy), and started to support the clergy of the former Synodal Church, 
which agreed with the declaration of 1927. 

As for TsDUM, the turning point in its history was 1936, the year Mufti 
Riza Fakhretdin died. There were two candidates to replace him: Gab-
drahman Rasulev and Kashshaf (Kashshaf ad-din) Tarjemanov (Tarje-
mani). The former represented a group of the ‘ulama’ loyal to the Soviet 
government and ready to make compromises, e.g., limit the authority of 
TsDUM for the sake of preserving the muftiate itself. Taking a contrary 
position, Tarjemanov represented part of the ‘ulama’ that was convinced of 
the need to extend the rights of TsDUM.65  

By the mid-1930s, Mufti Fakhretdin came to understand that the era of 
acceptable compromises with the Soviet authorities was over. Deprived of 
its powers, TsDUM was in his opinion unable to serve the interests of 
Muslims.66 This position was shared by Tarjemanov, who in one of his 
letters to Fakhretdin wrote: “… in this form, TsDUM is not needed, and its 
liquidation would force the Soviet authorities to reconsider their attitude to 
religion.”67 Tarjemanov suggested that “clergy” discuss this issue at an all-
Russian congress of Muslims, but Fakhretdin responded that it was impos-
sible to hold the congress and suggested addressing the issue of abolishing 
TsDUM in secret letters within the ‘ulama’. Thus for the first time since the 

— 
64 In the declaration the church on behalf of which Sergius speaks is mentioned under 
different names: the Holy All-Russian Orthodox Church (Svyataya Vserossiyskaya 
Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’), the Orthodox Russian Church (Pravoslavnaya Russkaya Tser-
kov’), etc. 
65 Ю. Н. Гусева, “Государственно-исламские отношения в 30‑е годы XX века: 
социальная эволюция или преемственность? (на материалах Поволжья)” [State-
Islamic relations in the 1930s: social evolution or succession? (on materials of the Volga 
region)], Известия Самарского научного центра Российской академии наук 
[Izvestia of the Samara Scientific Center of the Russian Academy of Sciences] 13, no. 3 (2) 
(2011), 427. 
66 А. Б. Юнусова, Ислам в Башкортостане [Islam in Bashkortostan] (Уфа: 
Уфимский полиграфкомбинат, 1999), 186. 
67 Гусева, Российский мусульманин в ХХ веке (на материалах Среднего Поволжья), 
290-291.
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creation of the muftiate in Russia, the mufti himself seriously discussed the 
abolition of the Spiritual administration in Ufa.68 

If we draw an analogy between the muftiate and the firm, then the 
situation in which the mufti and a part of the clergy attempted to liquidate 
TsDUM can be described as follows. A conflict arose between top mana-
gers of the monopolist firm (the mufti and a group of clergymen) and its 
owner (the state). Part of the management, having almost lost the ability to 
manage the activities of the firm, tried to liquidate it. However, the owner 
intervened to frustrate the attempt and appointed a loyalist to the post of 
general manager (the mufti). 

The country’s leadership chose to support Rasulev. However, events 
suddenly went out of control. In April 1936 Tarjemanov proclaimed him-
self mufti and tried to gain support from the ministers of the Islamic 
religion.69 Interestingly, though, the authorities did not even need to inter-
fere. Thanks to the efforts of Rasulev and his supporters, telegrams pro-
testing Tarjemanov’s candidature began to arrive in Moscow. The authors 
of the telegrams demanded that a congress of the ‘ulama’ be held to elect a 
new mufti.70 Rasulev and his supporters succeeded in obtaining support 
from the majority of the ministers of the Islamic religion. In Moscow, 
meanwhile, evidence was already being collected for the criminal case 
against Tarjemanov. In May 1936 he was arrested. The following year, the 
“TsDUM conspiracy” affair was fabricated, and about thirty people were 
imprisoned. Many of these figures had previously supported Tarjemanov, 
and many later died in concentration camps. Tarjemanov and his col-
leagues were accused of having decided to close down TsDUM in order to 
provoke discontent with the Soviet authorities among believers.71 

I have dwelt upon this episode in detail, since it is important for an 
understanding of how TsDUM developed in the subsequent years. The 
mid-1930s became a turning point in the fate of this muftiate.  
— 
68 For more about this, see below.  
69 Гусева, Государственно-исламские отношения в 30‑е годы XX века, 427. 
70 These telegrams in support of one of the two candidates for the post of mufti 
(Tarjemanov or Rasulev), sent on behalf of various Muslim communities of the Soviet 
Union to TsDUM, are kept in the State Archive of the Russian Federation: ГАРФ, ф. Р-
5263, оп. 1, д. 42.  
71 А. Б. Юнусова, Д. Д. Азаматов, Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному 
духовному управлению мусульман России, 252. Among the things confiscated during 
a search by the secret police were a copy of Tarjemanov’s report addressed to the mufti 
about the closure of TsDUM (dated 22 August 1935) and a letter by Fakhretdin (dated 
17 December 1935) to the members of the muftiate proposing to close down the 
Spiritual Administration in Ufa. (Ibid., 175). 
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The Soviet authorities were interested in preserving TsDUM as a con-
trolled structure through which the ministers of the Islamic religion could 
be managed. At the same time, as is evident from the above correspon-
dence between Tarjemanov and Fakhretdin, the leadership of the muftiate 
itself tended to lean toward dissolving TsDUM, since it was unable to work 
for the benefit of Muslims. In fact, Mufti Rasulev fulfilled the same role in 
relation to TsDUM as Metropolitan Sergius had done with respect to a part 
of the clergy. Rasulev was prepared to keep TsDUM as a decorative insti-
tution controlled by the authorities.72  

In the history of Orthodoxy the term “Sergianism” means “a readiness 
for unlimited compromises with a godless power for the sake of preserving 
church structures.”73 Those who did not accept Metropolitan Sergius’ 
declaration of 1927, the main thesis of which was loyalty to the Soviet 
government, were immediately subjected to repression. The same thing 
actually happened to the ‘ulama’, the only difference being that Mufti 
Rasulev issued no declaration. Those who did not accept the union of the 
church with the Soviet regime left and created the so-called Catacomb 
Church. Those who did not share Rasulev’s tactics joined the ranks of 
unofficial (itinerant) mullahs, or completely ceased religious activity. These 
were responses to the repressions that soon unfolded. “Rasulianism” 
became the credo of TsDUM and other Soviet muftiates established later.74  

There were two waves of mass repression against ministers of the 
Islamic religion during this period. The first stage occurred in the late 
1920s – early 1930s. Muslim religious figures who had been arrested on 
trumped-up charges were given sentences that ranged from three to ten 
years in concentration camps.75 During the Great Terror (1937–1938) many 

— 
72 Р. И. Беккин, “Мусульмане России: между ‘расулианами’ и ‘обновленцами’” 
[Muslims of Russia: between the ‘Rasulianists’ and the ‘Renovationists], Реальное время 
[Real’noe vremya] news, 29.12.2017, https://realnoevremya.ru/articles/85357-musulmane- 
rossii-mezhdu-rasulianami-i-obnovlencami, accessed 9 May 2020. 
73 А. Десницкий, “Сергианство как комплекс и как вызов” [“Sergianism as a com-
plex and a challenge”], Гефтер [Gefter], 03.06.2016, http://gefter.ru/archive/18820, 
accessed 9 May 2020.  
74 See also Беккин, “Мусульмане России,” https://realnoevremya.ru/articles/85357-
musulmane-rossii-mezhdu-rasulianami-i-obnovlencami, accessed 9 May 2020. 
75 To give but one example, in 1931 a case was fabricated against members of the Mus-
lim community in Leningrad. Altogether twenty-seven Muslims were sentenced, some 
were sent into exile, others to a concentration camp for ten years. For further details, see 
Р. И. Беккин, “Имам Якуб Халеков и мусульманская община советского 
Петрограда–Ленинграда” [Imam Yaqub Khalekov and the Muslim community in Soviet 
Petrograd–Leningrad], Российская история [Russian history], no. 1 (2017), 148-156. 
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ministers of the Islamic religion were killed.76 The exact number is not 
known, but according to rough estimates voiced by Ravil Gaynutdin, the 
imam-khatib of the Cathedral Mosque in Moscow in the early 1990s, 
during the repressions of the 1920–1930s about 30,000 ministers of the 
Islamic religion were executed.77  

New System of Muftiates (1943–1953): A Religious  
“Thaw” in the mid-1940s 

There was a change in Stalin’s policy toward religious denominations 
during the Great Patriotic War. It turned out that during those difficult 
years the religious spirit continued to be strong among the citizens of the 
Soviet Union. The party and state leadership decided to rely on religious 
organizations, especially the Russian Orthodox Church, to help raise and 
maintain patriotism.78 The position of the religious figures themselves was 
among the key factors that contributed to the change in Soviet religious 
policy. They turned to their flock with words of support for the leadership 
of the country in the fight against the German Nazi invaders. According to 
the Russian historian Vyacheslav A. Akhmadullin, additional factors that 
may have influenced the change in policy toward Islam included the 
patriotic activity of Muslims, the collection and transfer by believers of 
significant assets to the Defense Fund, the strengthening of unofficial reli-
gious activities, the spread of rumors about a more respectful attitude 
towards Islam among the Germans, etc.79  

During this period, the Russian Orthodox Church managed to advance 
its position in society better than any other religious body.  

By rendering support to religious organizations, the Soviet government 
expected to use them, among other objectives, to conduct policies bene-

— 
76 Scholars differ as to the beginning and end of the Great Terror – the period of mass 
repression against citizens of the Soviet Union. Most are inclined to date it to 1937–1938. 
77 А. В. Малашенко, Исламское возрождение в современной России [Islamic revival in 
modern Russia] (Москва: Моск. Центр Карнеги, 1998), 52-53. Perhaps this number 
should also include members of the so-called “twenties” (dvadtsatki), congregational 
counsels of the mosques. 
78 In Vyacheslav A. Akhmadullin’s view, besides an ideological goal, i.e., to enlist the 
support of believers and religious associations in order to defeat the enemy, the Soviet 
government also aimed to save material resources by reducing expenditures for anti-
religious propaganda (В. А. Ахмадуллин, Патриотическая деятельность духовных 
управлений мусульман в годы Великой Отечественной войны (1941–1945 гг.) 
[Patriotic activity of the spiritual administrations of Muslims during the Great Patriotic 
War (1941–1945)] [Москва: Исламская книга, 2015], 15).  
79 Ibid., 93-94. 
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ficial to the Bolsheviks in the international arena. Stalin aimed to create 
something like an “Orthodox Vatican” based in Moscow and to make the 
ROC the main autocephalous Orthodox church in the world. The work on 
this project was coordinated by the Council for the Affairs of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, created in 1943. 

In the second half of the 1940s, the Soviet government changed its 
policy towards Islamic religion as well. In 1943 an important event took 
place: a constituent congress was held in Tashkent which announced the 
creation of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Central Asia and 
Kazakhstan (Dukhovnoe Upravlenie Musul’man Tsentral’noi Azii i Kazakh-
stana). In 1944 two more muftiates were established: the Spiritual Admin-
istration of Muslims of the North Caucasus (DUM SK) with headquarters 
in Buinaksk, and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Transcaucasia 
(DUMZ or DUM Zak) headquartered in Baku.80 The establishment of all 
three muftiates was sanctioned and, as a matter of fact, initiated by the 
country’s leadership. In May 1944 the Council for the Affairs of Religious 
Cults (SDRK) under the Council of People’s Commissars of the USSR was 
established. Its tasks included coordinating the work of non-Orthodox and 
non-Christian faiths.81  

It is noteworthy that at the same time when new muftiates were estab-
lished (1943–1944), some Muslim peoples (Balkars, Chechens, Crimean 
Tatars, Ingushes and others) were brutally deported from their homelands. 
The majority were sent to Central Asia and Kazakhstan. In exile they often 
applied to unofficial ministers of the Islamic religion from among their 
fellow countrymen. The importance of these individuals as guardians of 
national traditions in exile increased significantly. Thus, by the second half 
of the 1940s, Central Asia become a kaleidoscope of various religious 
traditions that existed on the territory of the Soviet Union.82  

— 
80 In 1975 the headquarters of DUM SK moved to the Makhachkala, the capital of the 
Dagestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.  
81 From 1943 to 1944 the activities of the ministers of the Islamic religion were 
controlled by the Council for the Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church. For more on 
the Council for the Affairs of Religious Cults under the Council of People’s Commissars 
of the USSR see, for example Носова, Е. В. (2009). “Деятельность Совета по делам 
религиозных культов” [Activities of the Council for Affairs of Religious Cults], 
Вестник Кыргызско-Российского Славянского университета [Bulletin of the Kyrgyz-
Russian Slavic University] 9, no. 5, 113-117.  
82 In the 1920s and 1930s, some Tatars, including ministers of the Islamic religion, fled 
to Central Asia to escape repression. 
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Simultaneously with the creation of new muftiates, there were discus-
sions of forming a single Muslim center in the Soviet Union. This issue has 
been specifically researched by Russian historians D.Yu. Arapov and V.A. 
Akhmadullin. According to some official documents, the initiative to 
create the unified muftiate proceeded from the local Muslim communities 
in Central Asia and the Caucasus. Relying on other documents, Arapov 
shows that the idea of creating a unified muftiate originated within SDRK 
spontaneously, but it coincided with the wishes of the local ‘ulama.’83 
Historically, Central Asia, the Northern Caucasus and Transcaucasia were 
not subject to the jurisdiction of the muftiate in Ufa (OMDS–TsDUM).  

SDRK advanced the following arguments in favor of creating a unified 
muftiate: 1) A uniform program of organizational and administrative 
activities could be established for this muftiate. 2) The muftiate could pro-
vide centrally organized assistance to Muslims of the USSR wishing to 
make a pilgrimage to Mecca and other places of mass pilgrimage. 3) 
Creation of the muftiate would make it possible to manage the work of 
educational institutions by coordinating and directing their activities in 
accordance with the needs of Muslims living in different parts of the Soviet 
Union. 4) It could coordinate actions in issues related to the publication of 
journals, prayer books and other printed materials. 5) It could responsibly 
resolve issues related to the reception of various foreign Muslim dele-
gations coming to the USSR.84 In addition, SDRK was not satisfied with the 
hidden struggle for leadership in the Muslim community between Rasulev 
and Eshon Babakhan (Babakhanov) (1863‒1957), mufti of the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of Central Asia and Kazakhstan.85  

In 1945 SDRK commissioners in the field conducted a conversation 
with the muftis of all spiritual administrations of Muslims and learned that 
they were all positively inclined towards the idea of creating a single muf-
tiate. Rasulev expected to occupy this important post, although the chair-
man of SDRK Ivan V. Polyansky and the leaders of DUMSK and DUMZ 
regarded Eshon Babakhan as a more influential and authoritative Islamic 
theologian.86 It was assumed that the mufti of a unified spiritual adminis-
— 
83 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1917–1936), 46. 
84 Ibid.  
85 В. А. Ахмадуллин, “Деятельность органов государственного управления СССР и 
руководителей духовных управлений мусульман по созданию Всесоюзного 
мусульманского центра” [Activities of the state administrative bodies of the USSR and 
leaders of Muslim spiritual administrations on establishing of All-Union Muslim Cen-
ter], Власть [Power] 23, no. 8, 155. 
86 Ibid. 
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tration would be called the Grand Mufti of Muslims of the USSR. His 
residence was to be in Tashkent, and the deputy muftis were to be based in 
cities where the other spiritual administrations were located: Ufa, Baku and 
Buinaksk. The fourth deputy of the Grand Mufti would be based in Mos-
cow and interact with state authorities.87 

In July 1947 SDRK prepared a draft resolution of the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR88 which proposed “to satisfy the request of Muslims 
for the creation of the All-Union Muslim Center, allowing for this purpose 
a Muslim congress to be held 1948 in Moscow with the participation of 
guests from foreign Muslim countries.”89  

It was not until 1949 that an end was put to the question of establishing 
a unified Muslim center. Not without reason, the Soviet leadership decided 
that such a center would help revive Muslim religious life. One of the 
leaders of the Soviet state, Kliment E. Voroshilov (1881–1969), formulated 
the official position on this issue by saying that the presence of four 
spiritual administrations was beneficial to the state and, if necessary, 
another muftiate would be created.90 Thus here the Soviet government 
showed its disinterest in creating a monopoly in the Islamic segment of the 
religious market.  

In August 1945 and January 1946 the Council of People’s Commissars 
of the USSR adopted regulations on church organizations that granted 
them certain rights possessed by legal entities, such as permission to pur-
chase vehicles, real estate, etc. 

This period witnessed another important event: the All-Soviet Congress 
of the Muslim clergy and faithful of Siberia and the European part of the 
USSR. Held in Ufa in October 1948, it renamed the Central Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims into the Spiritual Administration of Muslims 
of European Part of the USSR and Siberia (DUMES) and adopted a new 
charter for the muftiate that significantly curtailed its powers. Excluded 
from the scope of its authority were functions such as the maintenance of 
metric books, the opening of new mahallahs, the creation of educational 
institutions for the training of personnel, and some other functions. Now 
the main affairs of DUMES were limited to oversight (monitoring the 
activities of both official and unofficial ministers of the Islamic religion) 

— 
87 Ibid.  
88 In 1946 the Council of People’s Commissars of the USSR was renamed as the Council 
of Ministers of the USSR. 
89 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1917–1936), 48. 
90 Ахмадуллин, “Деятельность органов государственного управления СССР,” 157. 
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and statistics (keeping records of the number of mosques and prayer 
houses). These changes to the role of the muftiate in Ufa were a logical 
result of the policy of “Rasulianism.”91 

Thus, in the period under consideration here, for the first time in the 
history of Russia a system for managing the religious affairs of Muslims 
was created under which every region of the country fell under the juris-
diction of one of the muftiates. Not only was TsDUM reanimated (it had 
actually ceased to exist as a result of the repressions of 1936–1940), but new 
spiritual administrations were created whose jurisdiction extended to terri-
tories populated by Muslims (Central Asia, the North Caucasus and 
Transcaucasia). As mentioned in the previous chapter, in the Russian Em-
pire some areas with a Muslim population were deliberately excluded from 
the jurisdiction of OMDS and other muftiates.  

However, as we can see from the available sources, the authorities were 
not interested in consolidating Muslims even within the framework of a 
body they completely controlled (as the muftiates were in Soviet times).92 In 
this sense, the policy of the Soviet party leadership with respect to the 
system of managing Muslim religious affairs was fully consistent with that 
of the tsarist officials. Both imperial and Soviet officials responsible for the 
implementation of confessional policies sought to use the muftiate as a 
partner of the state and an instrument for controlling the religious life of 
Muslims. On the other hand, however, they limited the influence of reli-
gious figures on faithful both geographically and by minimizing the scope 
of their authority. 

Khrushchev’s Anti-Religious Campaign (1954–1964) 
Under Nikita Khrushchev (1954–1964) the struggle against religion re-
sumed. The anti-religious campaign was renewed in 1954 with the adop-
tion of the following two resolutions of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CC CPSU): “On Major Shortcomings in 
Scientific and Atheistic Propaganda and Measures To Improve It” (“O 
krupnykh nedostatkakh v nauchno-ateisticheskoi propagande i merakh ee 
uluchsheniya”) dated 7 July 1954 and “On Mistakes in Conducting Scien-
tific Atheistic Propaganda among the Population” (“Ob oshibkakh v pro-

— 
91 Беккин, “Мусульмане России,” https://realnoevremya.ru/articles/85357-musul 
mane-rossii-mezhdu-rasulianami-i-obnovlencami, accessed 9 May 2020. 
92 Ахмадуллин, “Деятельность органов государственного управления СССР,” 154-
157.
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vedenii nauchno-ateisticheskoi propagandy sredi naseleniya”) dated 10 
November 1954.93 These documents mention a revival of religious life in 
recent years. The conclusions of party officials were concerned, among 
other things, the activity of Muslims, especially in connection with visits to 
holy places and other activities not controlled by official Muslim clergy. 

A memorandum, “On the Defects of Scientific-Atheistic Propaganda,” 
issued on 12 September 1958 by the Central Committee’s Department of 
Propaganda and Agitation for Soviet Republics stressed that despite some 
measures taken, work on the atheistic education of the working people was 
still at a low level.94 Particular attention was paid to the economic activities 
of the ministers of religion who were not controlled by the authorities.95 On 
4 October 1958 the Central Committee adopted a secret resolution concer-
ning this memorandum: it ordered all party and public organizations and 
state bodies to launch a decisive campaign against the “vestiges of religion” 
among the Soviet people.  

Finally, in January 1960 came two Central Committee resolutions: “On 
the Tasks of Propaganda in the Present Situation” (“O zadachakh partiynoi 
propagandy v sovremennykh usloviyakh”) and “On Measures to Eliminate 
Violations of Soviet Legislation on Cults by the Clergy” (“O merakh po lik-
vidatsii narusheniy dukhovenstvom sovetskogo zakonodatel’sva o kul’takh”).96 
The last important document adopted in the anti-religious campaign 
— 
93 For the full text of the resolutions see http://history.org.ua/LiberUA/978-966-02-
5213-4/9.pdf, accessed 9 May 2020. The latter can also be found in “Постановление 
ЦК КПСС ‘Об ошибках в проведении научно-атеистической пропаганды среди 
населения’ от 10 ноября 1954” [The Resolution of CC of CPSU of 10 November 1954 
“On mistakes in conducting scientific atheistic propaganda among the population”], 
Спутник атеиста [Atheist's companion] (Москва: Госполитиздат, 1959), 474-478. 
94 For the full text of the memorandum see РОИР [Russian Association of Scholars of 
Religion], https://rusoir.ru/03print/03print-02/03print-02-239/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
In the Soviet system of governmental administration, the most important decisions 
regarding politics (internal and external) and the economy were made not by the 
Supreme Soviet (Verkhovnyi Sovet) or the government (Council of Ministers), but by 
the Central Committee of the CPSU, that is, the party leadership. This practice did not 
change until the late 1980s. 
95 For example, the note claimed that the spiritual administration of Muslims mis-
appropriated most of the money that had been collected to help the people of Egypt 
(Записка Отдела пропаганды и агитации ЦК КПСС по союзным республикам “О 
недостатках научно-атеистической пропаганды” [CC CPSU memorandum of the 
Department of Propaganda and Agitation for Soviet republics “On the defects of scien-
tific-atheistic propaganda”], РОИР [RASR], 12.09.1958, https://rusoir.ru/03print/03 
print-%2002/03print-02-239/, accessed 9 May 2020).  
96 О задачах партийной пропаганды в современных условиях: Постановление ЦК 
КПСС [On the tasks of propaganda in the present situation. Resolution of CC CPSU] 
(Москва: Госполитиздат, 1960).  
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during of Khrushchev’s tenure was the resolution of the RSFSR Council of 
Ministers of 18 February 1964 “On the Promotion of New Civil Ceremo-
nies in the Life of the Soviet People” (“O vnedrenii v byt sovetskikh lyudei 
novykh grazhdanskikh obryadov”).97 According to this document, party 
officials needed to improve efforts to replace religious rituals with civil 
(secular) ones. Such a policy was carried out back in the 1920s, when the 
Union of Militant Atheists (Soyuz voinstvuyushchikh bezbozhnikov) held 
the so-called “Komsomol Easter,” the “Komsomol Kurban Bayram” and 
other pseudo-religious festivals. 

From Khrushchev’s point of view, the improvement of relations 
between the state and religious associations in the 1940s was a departure 
from Leninist principles.98 According to the Soviet religious studies scholar 
Lev N. Mitrokhin, the 1950s – 1980s period should be characterized as the 
era of “scientific atheism” (nauchnyi ateizm). During these years state 
policy aimed not at the physical destruction or expulsion of strange un-
wanted believers, as was the case in the years of militant communism in 
1917–1920, but at re-education of Soviet citizens for whom “religious pre-
judices” continued to have value.99  

The struggle against religious organizations employed economic 
methods. Specifically, privileges were abolished for church officials with 
respect to income tax (to which they were subject as non-cooperated arti-
sans (nekooperirovannye kustari), state social services did not extend to the 
civilian staff of the church, and there were other restrictions.100 Religious 
associations were forced to transfer a large part of the funds received from 
parishioners to the Soviet Peace Foundation. 

— 
97 “Постановление Совета министров РСФСР «О внедрении в быт советских 
людей новых гражданских обрядов» от 18 февраля 1964” [Resolution of the Council 
of Ministers of the RSFSR of 18 February 1964 “On the introduction of new civil 
ceremonies in the life of Soviet people”], КонсультантПлюс, http://www.consultant.ru/ 
cons/cgi/online.cgi?req=doc&base=ESU&n=1856#05381057802124305, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
98 Religious associations – a term used in Soviet law to refer to registered religious 
organizations. For more information on the legal status of religious associations in the 
late USSR and modern Russia, see Chapter IV. 
99 Л. Н. Митрохин, Баптизм: история и современность: (филос.-социол. очерки) 
[Baptism: history and modernity: (philosophical and sociological essays)] (С-
Петербург: Изд-во РХГИ, 1997), 42-62. 
100 О. Ю. Васильева, “Романтик Хрущев и его ‘церковная реформа’” [Khrushchev 
the romantic and his ‘church reform’], portal Православие.ru, 15.04.2014, 
http://www.pravoslavie.ru/69978.html, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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Religious buildings, including mosques, were being closed down in large 
numbers. According to data cited by Alexandre A. Bennigsen, out of 1 500 
mosques that existed in 1954, by 1964 fewer than 500 remained. From 1958 
to 1964 the number of temples and prayer houses of the Russian Orthodox 
Church in the USSR decreased from 13 414 to 7 551, monasteries from 56 
to 16, theological seminaries from 325 to 8.101 

At the same time, when speaking about Khrushchev’s anti-religious 
campaign we should not ignore one important circumstance. During this 
period many mosques were indeed closed, but. at the same time, there were 
also some processes in the opposite direction. Thus, for example, under 
Khrushchev the Cathedral Mosque in Leningrad was opened for services in 
1956. Numerous appeals of Muslims to the leadership of the country to 
open the mosque in the Stalin era after 1945 had remained unanswered. 
That it occurred now had to do with Soviet foreign policy interests. Many 
high-ranking guests from Muslim countries came to Leningrad, and it was 
important for the Soviet leadership to show that there was freedom of 
religion in the country. Similar developments took place in Moscow, where 
the Cathedral Mosque served as a venue for the reception of foreign 
delegations, including those headed by the state leaders. In 1955, thanks to 
the efforts of the Mufti of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Central Asia and Kazakhstan Eshon Babakhanov, the authorities trans-
ferred the Barakhan madrasah to Muslims.102 Obviously, the number of 
religious buildings transferred to believers was not comparable to those 
that had been closed, but ignoring the transfer is also not entirely correct.  

A significant part of Muslim religious life took place outside the walls of 
the mosque. One form of religious activity among Tatars and Bashkirs in 
the cities of European Russia and Siberia was the majlis – traditional 
meetings of believers dedicated to important events and holidays. Both the 
official ministers of religion and unregistered or itinerant mullahs from 
among those who possessed the necessary knowledge and enjoyed author-
ity among the faithful were invited to majlises. As for Central Asia and the 

— 
101 М. В. Шкаровский, Русская Православная Церковь при Сталине и Хрущеве: 
(Гос.- церков. отношения в СССР в 1939–1964 гг.) [The Russian Orthodox Church 
under Stalin and Khrushchev: (State-church relations in the USSR in 1939–1964)] 
(Москва: Крутицкое Патриаршее Подворье, Общество любителей церковной 
истории, 1999), 399. 
102 А. Усманходжаев, Жизнь муфтиев Бабахановых: служение возрождению ислама 
в Советском Союзе [The life of the muftis of the Babakhanov dynasty: Serving the 
revival of Islam in the Soviet Union] (Москва; Нижний Новгород: Медина, 2008), 
http://www.idmedina.ru/books/history_culture/??1190, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Caucasus, here unofficial Islam was associated by state officials with the 
activities of Sufi sheikhs and their murids, and later, in the 1970s and 1980s, 
with the activities of the Salafi underground.  

The Epoch of Real Socialism (1965–1985) 
Khrushchev’s anti-religious campaign led to a reduction in the number of 
religious communities in the Soviet Union, the destruction or closure of 
religious buildings, etc. However, the Communist Party failed to achieve 
the desired result. Moreover, the number of people who attended Islamic 
religious ceremonies increased. The reverse side of the anti-religious policy 
was that religious activity continued to develop on the unofficial level. The 
1970s witnessed a growth of Islamic activity in Central Asia and the North 
Caucasus. 

In 1965 there were changes in the system of control over religious 
organizations. The Council for Affairs of Religious Cults and the Council 
for the Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church were abolished and their 
functions transferred to a single body – the Council for Religious Affairs 
under the USSR Council of Ministers (the Council for Religious Affairs, 
SDR).103 According to D.Yu. Arapov, a kind of consensus between SDR and 
religious organizations was established during this period:  

The Islamic clergy, observing complete loyalty to the Soviet authorities, was 
engaged in the “moral nourishment” of their flock. On their part, the staff 
of the Council for Religious Affairs who were ostensibly actively fighting for 
“the triumph of scientific atheism” and “the elimination of religious rem-
nants,” were in fact not really interested in the success of this project. Their 
entire material existence, which was very decent by Soviet standards, 
depended on the secularization processes taking place in the USSR being as 
slow as possible.104  

In the 1970s state pressure on the Russian Orthodox Church also 
weakened. According to Russian historian Mikhail V. Shkarovsky, starting 
in the late 1970s a number of Soviet officials, including the chairman of the 
Council for Religious Affairs Vladimir А. Kuroedov, came up with the idea 
that the Moscow Patriarchate should be supported in certain contexts as 

— 
103 Д. Н. Никитин, “Совет по делам религии” [The Council for Religious Affairs], 
Большая Российская Энциклопедия [The Great Russian Encyclopaedia], 2004, 
https://bigenc.ru/religious_studies/text/3589089, accessed 9 May 2020. 
104 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944-1990), 24. 
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the national Russian Church, as opposed to aggressive Catholicism and 
Islamic fundamentalism. In this regard it was proposed that the emphasis 
on atheistic propaganda be transferred to the struggle with Catholics, sec-
tarians and Muslims.105 This position was not shared by all Central Com-
mittee officials who determined confessional policy.106  

At the end of the period under review, the generation of Soviet muftis 
was changing. Heading spiritual administrations of Muslims in the early 
1980s were young ambitious religious figures such as Talgat Tadzhuddin 
(the chairman of DUMES since 1980), Allahshukur Pashazade (chairman 
of DUMZ since 1980), Shamsiddin (Shams ad-din) Babakhanov (chairman 
of SADUM since 1982). This is the penultimate Soviet generation of reli-
gious figures who learned how to find a common language with any regime 
and followed the instructions of supervisors from the Council for Religious 
Affairs and the KGB. Two of the three mentioned muftis (Tadzhuddin and 
Pashazade) still head the muftiates. As for Babakhanov, he lost his post but 
found himself in demand in the diplomatic field as the ambassador of 
independent Uzbekistan to the Arab countries.107  

Perestroika (1985–1991) 
The first two years of Mikhail Gorbachev’s rule brought no fundamental 
changes to official confessional policy. Still, the Soviet people (including 
religious figures) pinned certain hopes on the new General Secretary of the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party.108 In December 1985 Gor-
bachev received a letter from the manager of affairs (upravlyayushchiy 
delami) of the Moscow Patriarchate, Metropolitan Alexy of Tallinn (since 
1990, Patriarch Alexy II), who proposed that the General Secretary initiate 
revisions of the legislation on religious associations, which Alexy felt was 
outdated. The reply of the Council for Religious Affairs indicated that the 
Church should not be raising such questions.109  

As for the leaders of the muftiates, they proved to be less prepared for 
the opportunities and challenges that Perestroika opened for Islamic reli-
— 
105 М. В. Шкаровский, Русская Православная Церковь в XX веке [Russian Orthodox 
Church in the XX century] (Москва: Вече; Лепта, 2010), 397. 
106 Ibid.  
107 Усманходжаев, Жизнь муфтиев Бабахановых, http://www.idmedina.ru/books/his 
tory_culture/??1190, accessed 9 May 2020. 
108 Interview with Konstantin Kharchev. 23.04.2019, author’s fieldwork materials. 
109 Е. Э. Наследухова, Д. Н. Никитин, “Горбачев” [Gorbachev], Православная 
энциклопедия. Электронная версия [Orthodox Encyclopaedia. Online version], 
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/166175.html, 10.05.2011, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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gious associations. In some regions (primarily in Central Asia and the 
North Caucasus) the muftis did not fully control the religious situation. It 
is not by chance that at the dawn of Perestroika in 1986 a resolution was 
adopted by the Politburo of the Central Committee “On Strengthening the 
Struggle Against the Influence of Islam” (Ob usilenii bor’by s vliyaniem 
islama). The resolution was a response to the activation of the radical 
Islamic movement in the republics of Soviet Central Asia in the 1970–
1980s. Much of this religious activity was carried out underground. Thus 
according to the chairman of the Council for Religious Affairs Konstantin 
M. Kharchev, in 1988 about 5 000 unregistered (“self-proclaimed,” as he
called them) mullahs were operating in the USSR.110 At the same time, offi-
cial mullahs numbered 1 700, of whom only 300 had any special religious
education.111

The decision to combat informal Muslim religious activity, however, 
was taken by the Council for Religious Affairs attached to the RSFSR 
Council of Ministers. This body was established in 1986 on the initiative of 
a number of party officials and was liquidated in 1990.112 The following 
arguments were cited to justify the creation of the Russian Republic SDR: 
the complexity of the religious situation; the multinational composition of 
the RSFSR; the variety of existing religious organizations; the emergence of 
new cults and movements; the need for professional analysis of the proces-
ses taking place in the religious sphere, and the development of practical 
proposals for central and local authorities in their religious policy.113 

In fact, not only did the republican SDR duplicate the functions of the 
All-Union Council for Religious Affairs, it also sought to strengthen its 
positions by diminishing the activities of the latter. The competition between 
the two councils eventually grew into an almost open confrontation.114 In 
1989 the chairman of the Russian Republic SDR Leonid F. Kolesnikov sent 
a note to the Council of Ministers of the USSR which, among other things, 
contained a proposal “To transform the Republican Council for Religious 
Affairs into a state agency for religious affairs and to enhance its status by 

— 
110 According to Arapov, the number of unregistered mullahs was significantly higher 
than the figure quoted to him (Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 
446).  
111 Ibid.  
112 Interview with Konstantin Kharchev. 
113 ГАРФ, ф. А-661, оп. 1, д. 13, л. 3.  
114 For more about the competition between the All-Union and Russian Councils for 
Religious Affairs see Chapter IV.  
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truncating the rights of the All-Union Council.”115 As one of the measures 
to combat the initiatives of Kolesnikov, the All-Union Council arranged an 
inspection of the Russian Republic SDR. Commenting on the results of the 
audit, Kolesnikov characterized it as “vilification.”116 

The existence of these two parallel bodies with almost identical func-
tions and conflicting competence led to a situation in which regional pleni-
potentiaries (upolnomochennye), including those authorized by the All-
Union SDR, often did not understand which of the two councils they 
should deal with on issues relating to the activities of religious associations. 
In other words, not only did the All-Union SDR fail to strengthen its 
importance in the system of state authorities during Perestroika, as its 
head, Konstantin M. Kharchev wanted, on the contrary, it was weakened as 
a result of artificially created rivalry with the Russian Republic SDR and the 
struggle against the conservative bloc of the party leadership (in the Central 
Committee), who did not want to change confessional policy. If we add to 
this the desire of the Russian Orthodox Church to free itself from the 
tutelage of the Council and directly interact with the leadership of the 
country, then it can be argued that the fate of SDR was predetermined. 

As noted above, the Republican Council for Religious Affairs tried to 
play an active role in the fight against unofficial religious activity. Thus, for 
example, in its analytical report “On the Muridism and Measures to 
Neutralize its Negative Influence”(“O myuridizme i merakh po neitralizatsii 
ego negativnogo vliyaniya”), dated 05 May 1989, Soviet spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims were encouraged to involve followers of muridism, that 
is, members of the Sufi brotherhoods beyond the control of the respective 
muftiate, in official events held by the muftiate. These measures were re-
commended to be combined with ideological work aimed at gently ex-
posing muridism.117 One suggested way to integrate its followers was to 
appoint as assistant to imams members of the Sufi brotherhoods loyal to 
the Soviet authorities.118  

Meanwhile, the All-Union Council for Religious Affairs pursued a more 
liberal policy. The first shifts in religious policy occurred in 1988. In the 

— 
115 А. А. Королев, О. В. Мельниченко, “К вопросу о союзном и республиканском 
советах по делам религий в СССР” [On the question of the All-Union and republican 
Councils for Religious Affairs in the USSR], Альманах современной науки и 
образования [Almanac of modern science and education], no. 2 (45) (2011), 31.  
116 Ibid. 
117 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 476-477. 
118 Ibid., 477.  
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report K.M. Kharchev presented to the students of the Higher Party School 
he noted: “Whether we like it or not, religion is part of socialism, and it 
doesn’t just enter into it, it rolls in on rails, as it were. And since the power 
is ours alone, I think we can direct these rails in one direction or another, 
depending on our interests.”119 Thus from the lips of the chief official res-
ponsible for Soviet confessional policy, the party authorities recognized 
their defeat in the struggle against religion. The question now was not, as 
before, how to improve methods of combating religion and religious 
associations, but how to coexist with the church and use its growing 
authority and capabilities in the interests of the state. At first glance this 
surrender was a logical consequence of the previous policy begun in the 
late 1920s, when “Sergianism” and complete loyalty became the basis for 
the relationship between church and state. Now the ROC became an 
instrument in the hands of the authorities to serve the interests of the 
Soviet government. 

Important to future policy in relation to the Russian Orthodox Church 
was Gorbachev’s meeting with Patriarch Pimen (Izvekov) (1910–1990), 
organized by Kharchev. As a result of this meeting, an agreement was 
reached on the forms of state support for the celebration on a national scale 
of the 1000th anniversary of the Christianization of Rus’.120 Just a few years 
previously, however, Soviet religious studies scholars were criticizing in 
their scholarly and popular science books the Moscow Patriarchate’s 
attempts to present the Christianization of Rus’ as a nationwide holiday of 
the Russian people rather than a purely internal church event.121  

— 
119 Г. Штриккер, Русская православная церковь в советское время (1917–1991): 
Материалы и документы по истории отношений между государством и 
церковью: [В 2 кн.: Пер. с нем.] [The Russian Orthodox Church in Soviet times (1917–
1991): Materials and documents on the history of relations between the state and the 
church: (In 2 books: Trans. from German)] (Москва: Пропилеи, 1995), 218. 
120 Наследухова, Никитин, “Горбачев” [Gorbachev], Православная энциклопедия. 
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/166175.html, accessed 9 May 2020. Earlier, in 1983, the 
celebration of 1000 years since the Christianization of Rus’ had been allowed by the 
Soviet authorities, but only as an internal church event.  
121 Thus, for example, according to Soviet religious studies scholar Nikolay S. Gor-
dienko, “the authors of theological works and church preachers strive to present this 
anniversary to the Soviet people as an event that was fundamental not only to modern 
Russian Orthodoxy but to all of socialist society. The conversion of the inhabitants of 
ancient Kiev to Christianity is characterized by them as the “Christianization of Rus’” 
and is declared to be the beginning of everything. The theological and church circles of 
the Moscow Patriarchate derive from this event not only an affirmation of Christianity 
as the state religion of ancient Russia with all the ensuing consequences, but also of 
Russian statehood itself, Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusian culture, the national 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

182 

The fact that Orthodoxy had already de facto acquired a special status in 
the Soviet Union is apparent from the celebration of another anniversary 
event, namely the 1100th anniversary of the adoption of Islam in the Volga 
and the Urals region. It was held in August 1989 along with the comme-
moration of another date – the 200th anniversary of the Orenburg Mo-
hammedan Spiritual Assembly (OMDS). The principal difference between 
these two holidays was that the 1000th anniversary of the Christianization 
of Rus’ was celebrated as an all-Union event, while the 1100th anniversary 
of the adoption of Islam was a regional celebration in only two republics, 
Tataria (now Tatarstan) and Bashkiria (now Bashkortostan).  

The initiator of the latter holiday was mufti of DUMES Talgat 
Tadzhuddin. It is noteworthy that the anniversary was observed according 
to the Islamic (hijri) calendar. Calculated according to the Gregorian 
calendar, in 1989 it would have been only 1067 years since the adoption of 
Islam: also a significant date, but not at all a jubilee. This was an important 
move by Tadzhuddin. First, the celebration of the anniversary allowed him 
to raise funds, and second, he was able to increase his own authority in the 
eyes of believers.122 

The jubilee celebrations were marked by the building and opening of 
mosques in Ufa, Kazan, Naberezhnye Chelny and Nizhnekamsk. During 
Perestroika the number of registered Islamic religious associations in-
creased threefold from 392 registered mosques in 1985 to 1 103 in 1990. At 
the same time, as a result of political freedoms granted in these years the 
muftiates broke down. Some muftiates created in the Soviet period ceased 
to exist, while others faced separatism. In the spring of 1989 the mufti of 
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the North Caucasus (DUM SK), 
Mahmud Gekkiev (1935–2007), was dismissed on charges of corruption 
and cooperation with the KGB, and in the autumn of the same year the 
muftiate itself ceased to exist after a number of Islamic communities in 
some North Caucasian republics left it.123 In January 1990 the Spiritual 

character of the Slavic peoples of our country, as well as all those social and moral 
values that make up the pride of a socialist society” (Н.С. Гордиенко “Крещение Руси”: 
факты против легенд и мифов: Полем. заметки. [“Christianization of Rus’”: facts 
against legends and myths: polemical notes] [Ленинград: Лениздат, 1986], 6).  
122 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin, 31.05.2018; interview with Ismail Shangareev, 
05.01.2020; author’s fieldwork materials. 
123 The meeting determined that the reason for Gekkiev’s dismissal was his abuse of his 
position as a mufti, including his involvement in various kinds of machinations, the 
squandering of material assets and valuables of the Spiritual Administration, and 
deviation from the legal provisions of Islam; he was also guilty of failing to protect the 
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Administration of Muslims of Dagestan was established on the basis of 
DUM SK.124  

A similar fate befell the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Central 
Asia (Sredneaziatskoe dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man, SADUM). On 4 
February 1989 a rally of believers gathered at the SADUM residence to 
demand the resignation of Mufti Shamsiddin Babakhanov,125 who like 
Gekkiev was accused of corruption and ties to the KGB.126 The election of a 
new mufti, Muhammad Sadyk Muhammad Yusuf (1952–2015), did not save 
SADUM from falling apart. In 1990 the Muftiate of Muslims of Kazakhstan 
(Muftiyat musul’man Kazakhstana). separated from SADUM.127 Then the 
other muftiates followed suit. In 1991 SADUM was renamed the Spiritual 
Assembly of Muslims of Mawarannahr i.e., it ceased to exist as the muftiate 
whose jurisdiction extended to all of Central Asia broadly speaking (in-
cluding Kazakhstan). 

DUMES faced the problem of separatism a little later. In June 1990 it 
held its Fifth Congress. The Fourth Congress had taken place forty-two 
years ago. In general, the gathering ran smoothly, and Mufti Tadzhuddin 
spoke there as the undisputed leader of the Muslim community of the 
European part of the USSR and Siberia.128 Two years later serious problems 
began to arise in DUMES. In 1992 Tadzhuddin found himself facing a 
situation in which a number of regional religious figures announced the 
creation of muftiates independent of DUMES. The first in this series was 
the establishment of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 

interests and rights of believers guaranteed by the Constitution of the USSR (Арапов, 
Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 482).  
124 For more on DUM SK see В. О. Бобровников, “ДУМД,” Ислам на территории 
бывшей Российской империи: Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in the former 
Russian Empire: Encyclopaedic dictionary], сост. и отв. ред. С. М. Прозоров, Т. II 
(Москва: Наука-Восточная литература, 2018), 154.  
125 “Письмо генеральному секретарю ЦК КПСС М. С. Горбачеву от группы 
мусульман г. Ташкента с жалобой на действия муфтия Ш. Бабаханова” (1988) [Let-
ter to the general secretary of the CPSU Central Committee M. S. Gorbachev from a 
group of Muslims in Tashkent complaining about the actions of Mufti Sh. 
Babakhanov], ГАРФ, ф. Р-6991, оп. 6, д. 3790, лл. 106-107об.  
126 “At a meeting of the presidium on 6 February, members of the presidium, invited 
imams and representatives of believers all sharply criticized Babakhanov for theological 
incompetence and inaction in resolving the urgent issues of the confession. He was 
charged with bribery and moral uncleanness” (Арапов, Ислам и советское 
государство (1944-1990), 459). 
127 Later renamed the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Kazakhstan (Dukhovnoe 
upravlenie musul’man Kazakhstana). 
128 For more information on the congress, see Арапов, Ислам и советское государство 
(1944–1990), 506-510. 
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Republic of Bashkortorstan (Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Respubliki 
Bashkortostan, DUM RB), which was announced on 22 August 1992. The 
next day, on 23 August, the creation of the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man 
Respubliki Tatarstan, DUM RT) was announced. Further, the leaders of 
several muhtasibats in the Volga region and Siberia declared their inde-
pendence from DUMES.129 The muftiates which were in opposition to 
DUMES soon joined the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Admin-
istrations of Muslims of Russia. 

Thus unlike the ROC, which by the time of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union was strong and solid, the institution of the muftiate was in a state of 
severe crisis. The corrupt muftis who were closely tied to the Soviet regime 
did not suit a significant number of believers. It is no accident that one of 
the reports of the Council for Religious Affairs noted that in the late 1980s 
the nature of complaints submitted to the Council from the ministers of 
religion and believers had changed. While in previous years the complaints 
mainly concerned the refusal to register religious communities, now a 
significant number of petitions were “appeals for mediation in resolving 
intra-community conflicts”.130  

The muftis focused on finding sponsorship support from the oil monar-
chies of the Persian Gulf and were little concerned with strengthening the 
status of Islam in Russia.131 Despite the fact that some Islamic religious 
figures were deputies of the Supreme Soviet and the Congresses of People’s 
Deputies of the USSR, they were unable to become the core of the Islamic 
lobby and take the initiative to protect the interests of Islam and Mus-
lims.132 Meanwhile, the representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church 
were actively trying to influence the formation of state confessional policy. 
In 1988 work began on a draft of the USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience 
and Religious Organizations” (O svobode sovesti i religioznykh organizat-
siyakh). Representatives of the Moscow Patriarchate took an active part in 
the discussion of the draft and the introduction of amendments to it. As a 
result, the law took into account many of the wishes of the ROC. In par-
— 
129 For more on the disintegration of DUMES see Chapter IV.  
130 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 495. 
131 Interview with Andrey Sebentsov, 14.12.2019, author’s fieldwork materials. 
132 Such initiatives came from believers rather than from the muftiate leadership. In a 
number of cases, these initiatives were blocked. For example, at the Fifth Congress of 
DUMES, Mufti Tadzhuddin spoke out sharply against delegates who claimed that “the 
Soviet state allegedly gives Christians preference over Muslims to the detriment of the 
latter” (Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 508).  
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ticular, according to Art. 13 of the law, for the first time since 1918, indivi-
dual parishes and church institutions, including the Moscow Patriarchate, 
were acknowledged to have the rights of legal entities. According to Art. 18, 
religious organizations were allowed to own buildings, items for manufac-
turing, social, charitable, cultural-educational and other purposes, objects for 
religious purposes, funds and other property necessary for the performance 
of their activities. Art. 6 opened a legal opportunity for the religious up-
bringing of children. The representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church 
also played an active role in the preparation of the RSFSR law “On Free-
dom of Religion”, which was adopted in 1990 as well.  

Thus occupied with internal disagreements and searching for material 
assistance, the leaders of muftiates missed an important historical moment 
for strengthening their positions. The main mistake of the new generation 
of religious figures was that instead of destroying the outdated institution 
of the muftiate that allowed the state to control the spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims, all they did was to replace the older generation of 
muftis with younger ones (the last Soviet generation). In other words, Rus-
sian Muslims committed the same mistake as their co-religionists did in 
1917. Instead of abolishing the muftiate, which by its nature was a state 
body rather than an Islamic institution, they preserved it in an attempt to 
use it in their own interests. Their historic chance was missed at the turn of 
the 1980s and 1990s. Already in the mid-1990s the Russian authorities 
realized that the muftiate is an institution convenient for the state and that 
it is therefore necessary to help the muftis perform both internal political 
and foreign policy tasks. 

Critics of Soviet muftis who point to them as a vexatious remnant of the 
past hindering the development of the Islamic ummah do not understand 
or do not want to understand that the problem is institutional in nature. It 
is not the muftis who are outdated but the muftiate as such, which was 
inherited from the Russian Empire and became even more closely depen-
dent on the state in ideological and material terms under the conditions of 
the Soviet system.  

Conclusion 
The revolutionary events of 1917 led to the liquidation of the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly in Ufa. Although a significant part of the 
ministers of the Islamic religion sought to preserve the muftiate by 
gradually reforming it from within, the political leaders of the Tatars trans-



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

186 

formed it into the Ministry of Religion (Diniya Nazaraty) under the 
National Government (Milli Idare) created after the February Revolution 
of 1917. In fact, in 1917 and during the Civil War of 1918–1921, secular 
and religious forces within the Islamic ummah of Russia competed with 
each other for the role of leader of the Muslim population. The reason the 
‘ulama’ claimed this leadership was because by the mid-nineteenth century 
under the conditions of the monarchical regime, the muftiate in Ufa began 
to be perceived by the Tatars, who lived in different parts of the empire, as 
a national center. It was not until the Russian Revolution of 1905–1907 that 
the Tatars and other Muslim peoples of Russia appeared to have secular 
political leaders who fairly soon seized the initiative from the ‘ulama’ as 
“fathers of the nation,” as Mufti Barudi put it. Thus in the context of the 
October Revolution and Civil War, the ‘ulama’ considered it necessary to 
preserve the muftiate, despite the fact that it had never become an insti-
tution independent of secular authorities.  

After the establishment of Soviet power, the Bolshevik government did 
not liquidate the muftiate in Ufa but tried to influence the election of the 
mufti. After they abolished the Milli Idare and restricted political freedoms, 
the muftiate again became the only national institution for the Tatars in the 
country, as it had been in the Russian Empire. The spiritual administration 
in Ufa acted as an intermediary between Moscow and Muslim citizens. 
Being limited in its rights, TsDUM, represented by the mufti, used the 
opportunity to defend the interests of Muslims. In particular, in some cases 
the appeals of the mufti on behalf of TsDUM to the authorities responsible 
for the implementation of confessional policy in Moscow helped to cancel 
or mitigate decisions of the authorities of the national republics directed 
against the muftiate and believers. Moreover, in the course of the 1920s 
Mufti Fakhretdin worked hard to make the Muslim communities which for 
one reason or another were not part of the muftiate in Ufa join it. This was 
expressed, in particular, in attempts to include the Bashkir Spiritual 
Administration in the structure of TsDUM, to involve it in negotiations on 
the transfer of Central Asian communities to the jurisdiction of the muf-
tiate in Ufa, and other activities. Most of these initiatives failed, however, 
because of opposition from the political police (GPU–OGPU), which 
sought to divide Muslim communities and weaken the Spiritual Adminis-
tration in Ufa.  

However, in the late 1920s the former policy of the Soviet government 
towards Islam changed. Mosques began to close, ministers of the Islamic 
religion were subjected to repression. The mufti could no longer influence 
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any decisions of the All-Union or republican authorities. In the eyes of 
Mufti Riza Fakhretdin, under such conditions the existence of the muftiate 
actually served to implement the repressive policy of the authorities. In the 
mid-1930s, therefore, Fakhretdin was inclined to dissolve the muftiate, 
since under the conditions created by the Soviet authorities it could not 
properly function and, accordingly, “serve the interests of Muslims.” 
Fakhretdin’s initiative was supported by qazi K. Tarjemanov, the most 
likely successor to Fakhretdin as mufti. 

If the intention of the mufti and his deputy had been implemented, the 
system for the management of Muslim religious affairs would again have 
become horizontal as it used to be before the establishment of OMDS in 
1788. This was all the more relevant since the mufti, under the conditions of 
the Stalinist regime, had neither the opportunity nor the authority to 
influence state policy towards Islam and Muslims, even compared with the 
pre-1917 period of Russian history. Thus for the second time in the twen-
tieth-century history of the muftiate (after 1917) Muslims missed the chance 
to dissolve the muftiate and return to a system of autonomous independent 
communities not controlled by the state. In the end, neither Fakhretdin, 
nor Tarjemanov after the mufti’s death could implement this intention. 

The arrest of Tarjemanov and the election to the post of mufti of 
Gabdrahman Rasulev, a figure loyal to the Soviet regime, marked a new 
stage in the development of the muftiate. By the beginning of the 1940s, all 
the active clergy, both Christian and Muslim, were loyal to the Soviet 
regime and ready to act as agents of Soviet policy, including in the inter-
national arena. By that time, religious figures disloyal to the Soviet regime 
had been dislodged or driven underground. Only those whose candidacy 
was approved by the Council for Religious Affairs could hold positions in 
the muftiate and as ordinary imams. Some Muslim religious figures 
actively cooperated with the political police. The so-called vagabond mul-
lahs (those not registered under official spiritual administrations) were 
persecuted and subjected to repression. 

In 1948 a new charter of TsDUM was adopted, and the muftiate itself 
was renamed the Spiritual Administrations of Muslims of the European 
Part of the USSR and Siberia (DUMES). The new charter limited the 
purview of the muftiate even more to oversight and statistical functions 
such as monitoring the appointment of ministers of the Islamic religion 
and collecting statistics on mosques and prayer houses.133 

— 
133 Арапов, Ислам и советское государство (1944–1990), 65.  
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What the Soviet muftiates represented by the end of the 1980s was a 
natural consequence of their development as institutions focused more on 
communication with the state as represented by party and governmental 
bodies than on preserving spirituality among believers. It is no coincidence 
that the same accusations – corruption, connections with the KGB and 
betrayal of the interests of Muslims – were made against the heads of all 
four muftiates in the 1980s–1990s. In some instances this led to the dis-
placement of odious muftis and the subsequent liquidation of the muftiates 
(as was the case with DUM SK and SADUM). Other muftis managed to 
keep their posts, but a significant number of religious communities (DUMES 
and DUMZak) departed from the jurisdiction of the organizations which 
they led. The only true solution in those years for Muslim ministers of 
religion was to dissolve the institution of the muftiate and create a 
fundamentally different system. However, this has not been accomplished. 
In the mid-1990s the Russian authorities realized that the institution of the 
muftiate is a fairly convenient tool for controlling the religious life of 
Muslims. As a result, the muftiate has not only survived in modern Russia 
but has continued to function without any fundamental changes. 
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CHAPTER IV 

State Confessional Policy in Modern Russia and  
State-Muftiate Interaction 

Introduction 
Before turning to an analysis of the current state of affairs of spiritual 
administrations of Muslims, it is necessary to dwell separately on the legal 
aspects of confessional policy in modern Russia. Studying the legal foun-
dations of muftiate activities (e.g., registration issues, the legal form these 
can take, etc.) is important for understanding the place of this institution in 
the system of state-confessional relations. I do not confine myself to con-
sidering current legislation but also discuss the acts which regulated the 
legal status of religious organizations in the 1990s until the adoption in 
1997 of the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious 
Associations” (O svobode sovesti i o religioznykh obyedineniyakh).1 For my 
research, it was not the content of the legal acts per se that was of value but 
the discussions preceding their adoption, in which religious figures and 
representatives of various branches of the government took part. For in-
stance, one question considered then was whether the Moscow Patriarchate 
as a central Orthodox institution deserved to be granted the status of a legal 
entity or whether it was sufficient to confer such status only upon indi-
vidual religious societies (communities). Although discussions took place 
primarily with representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church, the issue 
was of fundamental importance to other confessions in the country as well.  

In the USSR the following classification of religious associations was 
common: 1) the religious center, i.e., the highest authority 2) spiritual 
administrations, i.e., the middle level and 3) religious societies (groups).2 

— 
1 Federal law – a federal legislative act adopted in accordance with the Constitution on 
the subjects of competence of the Russian Federation and on the subjects of joint juris-
diction of the Russian Federation and its constituent entities.  
2 See, for example: Законодательство о религиозных культах (Сборник материалов 
и документов) [Legislation on religious cults. Collection of materials and documents] 
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As far as the ROC was concerned, the Moscow Patriarchate served as the 
religious center for the ROC. Four spiritual administrations of Muslims 
operating in the post-war period were also religious centers, but they were 
additionally marked “regional,” since there was no single all-Union muf-
tiate. For the muftiates, therefore, the issue of recognition of their status as 
legal entities was no less important than it was for the ROC, especially 
given that a significant number of the communities (religious societies) in 
the late 1980s remained unregistered, i.e., were partly or completely un-
controlled by the muftiates. Of no less interest are proposals containing 
amendments to the draft of the USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and 
Religious Organizations” that the Supreme Soviet of the USSR (Verkhovnyi 
sovet SSSR) received from the muftiates.3 Some of these suggestions based 
on archival sources are presented in this chapter.  

Without diving too deep into the history of the legal regulation of free-
dom of conscience in Russia, I attempt to trace the development of state-
confessional relations in the late 1980s – early 1990s. I pay particular atten-
tion to how the principles governing the activities of religious associations 
changed during the period under review. The confessional sphere, as I try 
to show, was one of those areas where the evolution of the Soviet social and 
political system was most pronounced. The state’s move in the late 1980s to 
reject atheistic propaganda and replace the paternalistic model of relations 
with religious associations with a model formed on partnership marked a 
deep crisis of communist ideology based on the principles of scientific 
communism. Even in the context of the liberalization of confessional policy 
(the so-called “religious thaw”) in the mid-1940s, the leadership of the 
Soviet state continued to emphasize that religion would wither away as the 
Soviet social system grew stronger. Such statements were, however, no 
longer made during Perestroika. Moreover, religious associations (at least, 
the ROC) were granted the right to act as full-fledged public organizations 
and to openly declare commitment to a particular religion.4  

(Москва: Юридическая литература, 1971), 60-61. The generic title “cult” in Soviet 
usage does not have the same negative connotations as in English but merely refers to 
all religions. 
3 The Supreme Soviet of the USSR – the supreme legislative body of state power in the 
USSR in 1938–1989.  
4 A striking example is the proposal of Konstantin M. Kharchev, the chairman of the 
Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the USSR. He suggested 
that during the celebration of the 1000th Anniversary of the Christianization of Rus’ a 
religious procession depart from the Kremlin and proceed through the center of the city.  
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The Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the 
USSR (hereinafter “the SDR” or “all-Union SDR”) played an important 
role in changing state confessional policy during Perestroika. In the pre-
vious chapter I have discussed in general terms the significance of SDR 
with respect to its interaction with the muftiates. During Perestroika the 
SDR underwent modification: from a body designed to exercise control 
and decision-making functions vis-à-vis religious associations into a struc-
ture at the forefront of reforms to liberalize religious policies. Not only did 
the Council represent the interests of religious associations before the 
Communist Party and state bodies, but it also came up with initiatives that 
inevitably led to an increase in the influence of the Russian Orthodox 
Church on public and political life. The abolition of the Russian Republic 
Council for Religious Affairs in 1990 and the all-Union SDR in December 
1991 marked a new milestone in state-confessional relations. While any 
contacts between the Russian Orthodox Church and other religious associ-
ations were previously carried out through the SDR and its authorized 
representatives in the regions, with the abolition of the SDR, the ROC 
received direct access to the executive and legislative authorities at both the 
federal and regional levels.  

Thus, having gotten rid of state control over their administrative, finan-
cial, and other activities, religious associations at the same time acquired an 
opportunity to address their problems directly to the state bodies without 
resorting to the mediation of intermediary regulatory agencies. In addition, 
religious associations were able to influence the adoption of the decisions 
they needed at the legislative level. This influence was manifested in parti-
cular in the active participation of the Russian Orthodox Church in lob-
bying its amendments to the draft of the federal law “On Freedom of 
Conscience and on Religious Associations” in the mid-1990s. Adoption of 
this law in 1997 actually marked a rejection of the principles of equality of 
all denominations before the state. 

Mikhail Odintsov, a Russian religious studies scholar and a former staff 
member of the all-Union Council for Religious Affairs, identifies several 
stages of confessional policy in modern Russia: 

1) 1985–1990 (September). This period witnessed the deformation of
the Soviet policy model in the sphere of freedom of conscience. At the 
same time, the government of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Re-
public (RSFSR) designed its own confessional policy, initially attempting to 
implement it through the republican Council for Religious Affairs estab-
lished in 1986. This stage ended with the adoption of the RSFSR law “On 
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Freedom of Religion” (O svobode veroispovedaniy) which, according to 
Odintsov, was the final stage in the process of forming a so-called non-
confessional state, the foundations of which were laid after the February 
Revolution of 1917, where all confessions are equally distant from the state 
and none plays a more important role than any other.5 

2) 1990 (October) – 1993. According to Odintsov, during this period the
Russian state sought to put into practice the provisions of the RSFSR law 
“On Freedom of Religion.” The Constitution of Russia adopted in 1993 
enshrined and guaranteed the rights and freedoms of individuals and 
citizens with respect to freedom of conscience. However, since 1994 there 
has been a slowdown in the process of building a non-confessional state 
and the formation of state-church relations characteristic of this model.6 
This slackening occurred against the general background of a freezing of 
the process of democratic transformations that followed the forceful 
dissolution of the parliament, the Supreme Soviet, in October 1993.  

3) 1994–1997. During this period, work proceeded on drafting the
federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations.” 
According to Odintsov, beginning in 1994 the former model of relations 
with religious associations no longer suited the state, which was searching 
for a new construct. Russian President Boris N. Yeltsin (in office 1991–
1999) was under pressure both from those who proposed restricting the 
rights of a number of religious associations and from those who advocated 
following the principles proclaimed in the law on freedom of religion. The 
proponents of a restrictive approach to freedom of conscience prevailed. 
The classification of religions into “traditional” and “other” (“non-tradi-

— 
5 By the non-confessional state (akonfessional’noe gosudarstvo) Odintsov understands a 
state in which the principle of “separation” of the church (religious association) from 
state institutions is consistently implemented. In the 1990 RSFSR law “On Freedom of 
Religion,” this principle is expressed as follows: “the state is neutral in matters of 
freedom of religion and belief; that is, it does not take the side of any religion or world-
view.” Odintsov believes that the non-confessional state began to be created in March 
1917 and that its construction was continued after the October Revolution and inter-
rupted in the second half of the 1920s as a result of an atheistic campaign aimed at 
fighting all manifestations of religiosity and faith (М. И. Одинцов, Вероисповедные 
реформы в Советском Союзе и в России. 1985–1997 гг. [Religious reforms in the 
Soviet Union and in Russia. 1985–1997] [Москва: Российское объединение 
исследователей религии, 2010], 10, 24, 302). 
6 Ibid., 24. 
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tional”) contained in the law puts non-traditional religions into an unequal 
position relative to the traditional ones.7 

Odintsov’s periodization ends in 1997. Since then, some important chan-
ges have occurred in legislation concerning freedom of conscience which 
make it necessary to add two more stages to the proposed chronology. 

4) 1997–2015. In these years, the principle of division into “traditional”
and “non-traditional” religions was consolidated. Finally, an internal hier-
archy was established among the so-called “traditional” religions. Ortho-
doxy, represented by only one organization – the Russian Orthodox Church 
– has the status of an all-Russian religion, while other religions (de facto,
not de jure) have such status only in regions where their followers con-
stitute a majority of the population.8 The state pursues repressive policies in
relation to religious groups (communities) that are not controllled by of-
ficial spiritual departments.

5) 2016 to present. Restrictions on freedom of conscience have con-
tinued. In 2016 the so-called Yarovaya set of legislative amendments was 
adopted, which among other things made changes to the federal law “On 
Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations.” This stage is charac-
terized by a strengthening of state control over religious associations and 
further restrictions on the freedoms of the so-called “non-traditional” 
religions and communities not controlled by registered religious associ-
ations. With respect to this most recent stage, I proceed from the fact that 
tightening control over the religious sphere has become a natural step in 
increasing authority over civil institutions in general. With the help of 
legislative regulation, the state seeks to fully dominate not only religious 
organizations but also religious practices performed by individuals. As a 
result of the actions of the regulator (state), the religious market in Russia 
is becoming monopolized. Small enterprises in terms of scale and client 
base are being deprived of the right to distribute spiritual goods and other 
religious goods and services without the sanction of large corporations (the 
ROC, muftiates, etc.).  

— 
7 The 1997 federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” does 
not contain the term “traditional religion.” However, the allusion in the preamble to the 
law to Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism and other religions as integral com-
ponents of the historical heritage of the peoples of Russia constitutes the basis for the 
division of religions in the country and, accordingly, their religious organizations into 
“traditional” and others (“non-traditional”). 
8 Moreover, the Russian Orthodox Church enjoys equal rights with other religious 
organizations representing “traditional” religions even in those regions where there are 
fewer Orthodox believers than representatives of other faiths. 
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The Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers 
of the USSR and the Changed Trajectory of State  

Religious Policy During Perestroika 
As can be seen from the previous section, the “thaw” in the sphere of Soviet 
confessional policy often did not lead to any liberalization of public and 
political life. For instance, the termination of the campaign to combat mani-
festations of religiosity and the state’s cooperation with religious organiza-
tions which began in the mid-1940s occurred against the backdrop of conti-
nued oppression of the citizenry. At the same time, the so-called Khrushchev 
“Thaw” (1956–1964) coincided with a massive atheist campaign.9 

With respect to the period I am considering here – the second half of 
the 1980s – democratic reforms did coincide with a liberalization of state-
confessional relations. The policy of Perestroika beginning in 198510 im-
plied, among other things, the liberalization of confessional legislation and 
democratization in relations between the state and religious associations.11 
In addition, the country’s leadership was interested in enlisting the support 
of the faithful for initiated political reforms.12 

The success of confessional politics largely depended on the head of the 
Council for Religious Affairs attached to the Council of Ministers of the 
USSR, a specialized body responsible for controlling the activities of reli-
gious associations. From 1984 to 1989 the Council was led by Konstantin 
M. Kharchev. A consistent supporter of Perestroika, he advanced a number

— 
9 See also Chapter III above.  
10 Although some authors date the beginning of Perestroika to 1983–1984, when eco-
nomic reforms were drafted on the initiative of General Secretary of the Central Com-
mittee of the CPSU Yury V. Andropov, the real democratization of social and political 
life did not begin until after 1987. In 1985–1986 the political regime was still harsh on 
dissent and people continued to be prosecuted for their convictions, including religious 
beliefs. For example, speaking to the party workers of Uzbekistan in November 1986, 
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev urged his listeners to “firmly and without com-
promise counteract any manifestation of religious activity” (Одинцов, Вероисповедные 
реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 37-38). As a result, “unregistered Muslim so-
cieties and clergymen were repressed, prayer buildings were demolished and con-
fiscated, those who conducted religious education among children and young people 
were put on trial,” etc. (ibid., с. 38).  
11 М. Смирнов, “Реформатор в кресле чиновника” [“A reformer in an official’s arm-
chair”], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 17.09.2008, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2008-09-
17/1_harchev.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
12 А. Мельников, “Перестройка наделила Церковь правами, а обязанностями не 
успела” [“Perestroika vested the church with rights, but did not manage to give it any 
obligations”], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 03.06.2015, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2015- 
06-03/1_perestroika.html, accessed 9 May 2020.
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of initiatives that significantly impacted the trajectory of confessional 
policy in the second half of the 1980s.13 One such initiative was the organ-
ization on 29 April 1988 of a meeting between Patriarch Pimen (Izvekov) 
and Mikhail Gorbachev, General Secretary of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union.14 This was the first time since 
Stalin’s day that the leader of the Communist Party met the patriarch. 
Some members of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church 
(Svyashchennyi Sinod Russkoy pravoslavnoy tserkvi) also took part in the 
meeting with Gorbachev. This date marks the beginning of a profound 
change in the position of the ROC in Soviet society. Since then the Church 
has gradually become a political force trying to influence spheres which it 
was not allowed to enter before (participation in public and political life, 
lobbying its own interests through government bodies, etc.).15 

Following Gorbachev’s meeting with the patriarch, it was decided to 
give official status to the celebrations of the 1000th Anniversary of the 
Christianization of Rus’. (Prior to this, according to a decision adopted in 
1983 by the party organs, the ROC was allowed to hold ceremonial events, 
but only within the church). The state did not provide direct assistance to 
— 
13 According to Kharchev himself, the state policy of rapprochement with the church 
began to unfold even before Perestroika: “After my appointment to the Council I was 
met by Secretary of the Central Committee [of the CPSU. – R.B.] Zimyanin. He told me: 
‘We can forgive you everything except one thing – if you put us at odds with the 
Church.’ One does not speak such words casually. Later I concluded that an opinion 
must have already been formed at the top party level that the church should have a 
place in the socialist state” (Мельников, “Перестройка наделила Церковь правами, а 
обязанностями не успела”). This statement speaks in favor of the proposition that in 
certain areas of social life Perestroika began before 1987 and perhaps even before 1985. 
However, even if the CPSU decided in the early 1980s to avoid conflicts with the ROC, 
the forms of state-church interaction did not imply that the Church would be given the 
status of an equal partner of the state. 
14 According to Odintsov, Kharchev’s former subordinate at the Council for Religious 
Affairs, it was Kharchev who initiated this meeting (Одинцов, Вероисповедные 
реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 46). In a conversation with me, Kharchev 
neither confirmed nor denied this assertion.  
15 Representatives of the ROC and other religious associations were elected to the 
Congresses of People’s Deputies of the USSR and the RSFSR in the late 1980s and early 
1990s. Ministers of religion also spoke publicly on pressing political and social issues. 
The lobbying activity of the church can be seen, for example, in its influence on 
amendments to the 1990 USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organiz-
ations,” where it insisted on giving the Church as a whole (and not just individual 
parishes) the status of a legal entity. It was manifested even more vividly in discussions 
of the draft of the 1997 federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious 
Associations,” when the ROC lobbied successfully for the inclusion in the preamble of 
the law of a provision on the special role of Orthodoxy in Russian history. More about it 
see further below.  
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the ROC for these events, but it did make available funds on preferential 
terms and supplied qualified staff for the restoration and construction of 
church buildings, contributed to the reception and accommodation of 
foreign guests, gave informational support, etc.16 In addition, during this 
historical meeting with the patriarch and members of the Holy Synod, Gor-
bachev made the important statement that “the faithful are Soviet people, 
the working masses, patriots, and they have every right to express their 
convictions with dignity.”17 He explained this change of policy towards the 
church by referring to the “Leninist principles of the attitude toward 
religion, the church, the faithful” as proclaimed in the decree “On the 
Separation of the Church and the State, and the School from the Church” 
in 1918.18 

I do not intend to investigate the extent to which the party leadership’s 
policy during Perestroika corresponded to the principles of a non-
confessional state created after 1917.19 What is striking is that during that 
time the SDR, the body created to control and restrain religious activity, 
was headed by a man (Kharchev) who actively lobbied for the interests of 
the largest religious organization, the ROC. It is noteworthy that in a 
number of cases Kharchev’s initiatives, which he himself considered to be 
in the interests of the church, were not supported by the ROC hierarchs. 
For example, in discussions with the party leadership and hierarchs concer-
ning the 1000th Anniversary of the Christianization of Rus’, he suggested 
holding a procession in the center of Moscow beginning at the Kremlin. 

— 
16 Мельников, “Перестройка наделила Церковь правами, а обязанностями не 
успела.”  
17 А. Б. Юнусова, Д. Д. Азаматов, Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному 
духовному управлению мусульман России, 329. 
18 “Встреча Михаила Горбачева с патриархом Пименом” [“Meeting between Mikhail 
Gorbachev and Patriarch Pimen”], Live Journal, Ed._Glezin, https://ed-glezin.livejournal. 
com/999722.html, accessed 9 May 2020. As to the confessional policy during Pere-
stroika in practical terms, it resembled the cooperation between the church and the 
state under Stalin in the second half of 1940s more than it did the policy during War 
Communism and the New Economic Policy (1921–1929). 
19 Quotations from Lenin were often used to support arguments in discussions of 
political issues in the USSR. Interestingly, though, opponents often cited mutually 
exclusive passages from Lenin’s works in defense of their positions. However, on the 
question of Lenin’s attitude towards the church and the clergy, there are not only 
articles and speeches but also concrete political decisions concerning the repression of 
both the clergy and the faithful. When I tried to refer to documents indicating Lenin’s 
clearly negative attitude towards Orthodoxy and the clergy, Kharchev countered that 
such quotations were fake (interview with Konstantin Kharchev, 23.04. 2019, author’s 
fieldwork materials).  
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The Central Committee opposed this idea, and the Holy Synod did not 
argue with the party in this matter. Another SDR initiative (a proposal to 
transfer the Solovetsky Monastery to the ROC), was not approved by the 
patriarch, who refused to accept this donation from the state.20 

The presence in the state apparatus of an official who was willing to 
provide maximum assistance to the ROC in solving both administrative 
and financial issues should have been welcomed by the highest hierarchs of 
the church. However, the year following the celebration of the Christianiz-
ation of Rus’ Kharchev was removed from his post. The formal reason cited 
was a collective letter several metropolitans had addressed to Gorbachev.21 

At first glance it may seem that such actions on the part of the metro-
politans, which (according to Kharchev) were not coordinated with the 
patriarch, 22 lack any logical grounds. However, if we take into account the 
situation that had developed after 1988 in relations between the church and 
the state, a slightly different view of the problem arises. Having become, 
not without the help of the Council for Religious Affairs, a participant in 
the political process, the Russian Orthodox Church no longer needed a 
mediator such as the SDR in its relations with the country’s leadership. At 
the same time, by building relations between the state and the church, 
Kharchev, the head of the SDR, intended thereby to enhance the impor-
tance of his agency. He repeatedly came up with initiatives to give the SDR 
greater authority. Thus, for example, he proposed creating a specialized 
body – the State Committee for Religious Affairs – which unlike the SDR, 
which was formally subordinate to the Council of Ministers of the USSR 
and in fact was guided by decisions of the Ideological Department of the 
Central Committee of CPSU – would have the status of a ministry respon-
sible for developing and implementing national religious policies. 

— 
20 Мельников, “Перестройка наделила Церковь правами, а обязанностями не 
успела.” Kharchev himself attributes this rejection to the intervention of the KGB. In 
the 1920s–1930s there was an OGPU–NKVD concentration camp on the Solovetsky 
Islands. 
21 Ibid. Members of the Holy Synod, clearly sensing the negative sentiments of the 
Central Committee, wrote a denunciation of Kharchev and went to complain about him 
– to the Politburo! This was the only such case in the entire history of the church. See
“К. М. Харчев: ‘Церковь повторяет ошибки КПСС’” [K. M. Kharchev: ‘The church
repeats the mistakes of the CPSU’] (2001), http://vishegorod.ru/index.php?option=com
_content&task=view&id=802&Itemid=44, accessed 9 May 2020. Meanwhile, in his
interview with me, Kharchev noted that the metropolitans who had signed the petition
were only following the instructions of certain officials whose names he declined to
reveal (interview with Konstantin Kharchev).
22 Interview with Konstantin Kharchev.
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Neither the Russian Orthodox Church nor conservative groups in the 
Politburo and Central Committee of the CPSU, who saw rapprochement 
with the church as a violation of the foundations of the Soviet state and 
social system, had any interest in strengthening the positions of the Coun-
cil for Religious Affairs.23 The ROC, which since its creation in 1943 had 
been controlled by the Council, was in the context of the ongoing demo-
cratization of public life trying to get rid of its guardianship.24 The patriarch 
was now able to contact the country’s leadership without resorting to the 
assistance of the SDR and its chairman. In 1991 the new patriarch, Alexy II 
(Ridiger), proposed abolishing the SDR, an initiative that was supported by 
the country’s leadership: on 1 December – less than a month before the 
USSR ceased to exist – the Council on Religious Affairs was dissolved.25 

A year earlier, the Council for Religious Affairs attached to the RSFSR 
Council of Ministers had also been abolished. Six months before the 
liquidation of the all-Union SDR, a new regulation governing its activities 
was adopted (Resolution No. 209 of 26 April 1991). The Council was de-
prived of almost all decision-making and control functions (including on 
such important issues as registering and deregistering communities, closing 
and opening religious buildings, monitoring compliance with the law on 
freedom of conscience, etc.). Highlighted among the Council’s new func-
tions were the informational and advisory tasks performed by a newly 
created expert council under the SDR that was supposed to include re-
presentatives of religious associations. Thus if earlier the SDR has acted 
solely as a representative of the state vis-à-vis religious associations, now 
representatives of the latter participated directly in the work of the Council, 
which in addition was to represent the USSR Cabinet of Ministers in 
relations with religious organizations.26 Thus certain groups and persons in 
the party and government leadership and the hierarchs of the Russian 
Orthodox Church as well were all interested in the liquidation of the SDR. 

— 
23 Politburo (Political Bureau) – the governing body of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union between plenary sessions of its Central Committee; in practice – the 
ruling body of the country. In the period from 1952 to 1966, the Presidium of the 
Central Committee of CPSU functioned instead of the Politburo.  
24 According to what Kharchev told me during the interview, the ROC was most 
dissatisfied about the control the Council exercised over the finances of religious 
associations (interview with Konstantin Kharchev). 
25 Мельников, “Перестройка наделила Церковь правами, а обязанностями не 
успела.” 
26 Cabinet of Ministers of the USSR – the official name of the top governmental exe-
cutive body in the USSR in 1990–1991. 
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The spiritual administrations of Muslims did not seem to share the 
same attitude. Records made during the last years of the Council for 
Religious Affairs reveal that the muftiates needed the mediation of the SDR 
in order to complete the transfer of mosques to the faithful, solve problems 
in their relations with government bodies and resolve conflicts between 
various groups of believers.27 The Council was the authority that limited the 
arbitrariness of local officials who were unwilling to satisfy the demands of 
the faithful and comply with the law on freedom of conscience. It also acted 
as an arbitrator in matters when groups of believers (religioznye gruppy) 
dissatisfied with a muftiate disputed its legitimacy.28 

On the other hand, the leadership of a number of republics with a signi-
ficant Muslim population understood all too well the need for a body res-
ponsible for interacting with religious associations. In many Muslim re-
publics, therefore, local committees or councils for religious affairs were 
established under the governments of those republics.29 Such republican 
councils served the needs of muftiates to a lesser degree, since they tended 
to represent the interests of local officials, while the all-Union Council 
tended to take the side of Islamic religious associations vis-à-vis the local 
authorities. 

The 1990 USSR Law “On Freedom of Conscience and  
Religious Organizations” 

For most of the history of the USSR, the main legal act regulating the 
relations of the state with religious organizations in Soviet Russia was the 
resolution of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee (VTsIK) and 
the RSFSR Council of People’s Commissars “On Religious Associations”, 
dated 8 April 1929.30 Each Union republic had its own legal act dedicated to 
the regulation of religion which as a rule was similar in structure and 
content to the above mentioned 1929 document – adopted at the height of 

— 
27 This remark also applies to the republican Council for Religious Affairs, which had to 
face and solve the same problems. For more on this topic, see the collection of SDR 
documents (фонд Р-6991) in the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF).  
28 One example is the appeal of the leadership of the Spiritual Administration of Mus-
lims of the North Caucasus in the spring of 1989 to the SDR in connection with the 
attempts of religious groups to take control of the muftiate. 
29 In a number of regions, former SDR plenipotentiaries became heads of bodies 
dedicated to interaction with religious associations. 
30 The full text of the resolution in Russian can be found at КонсультантПлюс, 
http://www.consultant.ru/cons/cgi/online.cgi?req=doc&base=ESU&n=1787#014186309
113011308, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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the policy of state atheism at a stage when the transformation of a non-con-
fessional state into an atheistic one was accelerating. Even with the amend-
ments and additions introduced in 1975, this resolution no longer corres-
ponded to the realities of the era of “real socialism” (1965–1985), not to 
mention those of Perestroika.  

One peculiarity of Soviet legislation regulating the activities of religious 
associations was that much of it was confidential. A large part of the sub-
ordinate regulatory legal acts in the form of circulars, instructions, clari-
fications of various departments (including the Council for Religious 
Affairs) were “for official use only” and were accordingly not made availab-
le to the faithful.31 Even in 1989 – that is, after the start of the democratiz-
ation process in confessional politics and the implementation of glasnost32 
in the USSR – Soviet lawyer V.N. Kalinin wrote in a brochure of the All-
Union Knowledge Society (Vsesoyuznoe obschestvo “Znanie”) devoted to 
the legal aspects of freedom of conscience that “Acts of the Council for 
Religious Affairs are practically inaccessible to a wide range of lawyers. It 
would be helpful if information about them could be made available in the 
general press and in journals published by religious centers for religious 
societies and clergymen.”33 

Not only the faithful but also the party leadership understood the need 
to adopt a special legal act regulating the activities of religious associations. 
At the XXVI Congress of the CPSU in 1981 it was decided to design an all-
Union law devoted to the issue. However, this regulatory legal act (“The 
Fundamentals of Legislation of the USSR and Union Republics on Reli-
gious Cults”) aroused a great deal of criticism on the part of various minis-

— 
31 А. Жамков, В. С. Пудов, “Совет по делам религий: страницы прошлого” [Council 
for Religious Affairs: pages of the past], portal Богослов.Ru, 16.11.2009, https://bogoslov. 
ru/article/498829, accessed 9 May 2020. For example, in 1929 a secret circular “On 
Measures to Strengthen Anti-Religious Work” was adopted in which combating various 
manifestation of religion was equated with the political class struggle. During Pere-
stroika, SDR employees and other government officials whose activities affected rela-
tions with religious associations were guided in their work by the collection of materials 
and documents “The Law on Religious Cults” published in 1971 for official use only 
(Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 51). 
32 Glasnost – policy and practice of more open consultative government and wider 
dissemination of information, initiated by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. 
33 В. Н. Калинин, Советское законодательство о свободе совести и религиозных 
организациях [Soviet legislation on freedom of conscience and religious organizations] 
(Москва: Знание, 1989), 8. Kalinin was one of the authors of the alternative draft of the 
USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations.”  
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tries and departments and was never adopted.34 In particular, the com-
ments to the draft law noted that it deviated from “Leninist principles of 
relations between the state and the church.”35 Critics also expressed con-
cern that the adoption of the law could “lead to the intervention of the 
church in various spheres of state and public life.”36 Thus the reform of 
legislation regulating cult issues turned out to be, if not premature, then 
insufficiently prepared.  

Work on the text of a regulatory act on religious issues became more 
intense in the 1980s. At the end of 1986, the all-Union SDR submitted to 
the Central Committee a draft it had prepared together with a number of 
ministries and departments. As rightly noted by M.I. Odintsov, however, 
with respect to ideological orientation this draft was not much different 
from the then existing all-Union and Russian legislation: the decree “On 
the Separation of the Church and the State” (1918), the resolution “On 
Religious Associations” (1929), and other documents.37 Consequently, the 
draft was returned to the SDR for revision.  

In April 1988 the SDR forwarded a new version of the draft with an 
accompanying note to the Central Committee that contained fundamental 
provisions relating to freedom of conscience and issues of state relations 
with religious associations. In particular, instead of the current registration 
procedure it proposed a less cumbersome process for establishing religious 
associations and regulating the ownership rights of religious organizations 
to their existing or newly acquired property.38 However, this draft was also 
returned for revision to the Council of Religious Affairs. Finally, in April 
1990, a new revised draft was submitted to the Supreme Soviet of the USSR 
for review. 
— 
34 “Fundamentals of legislation” (Osnovy zakonodatel’stva) in the late Soviet legal system 
referred to a codified law that contained the basic provisions of a particular branch of 
law (С. В. Поленина, Н. В. Сильченко, Научные основы типологии нормативно-
правовых актов в СССР [The scientific basis of the typology of legal acts in the USSR] 
(Москва: Наука), 149). 
35 Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 70. 
36 Ibid. As noted earlier, although Leninist principles of confessional politics always 
served as the ideological basis in relations of the state with religious associations and 
individual believers, they were interpreted differently depending on the specific political 
situation. The most revealing is the comparison of confessional politics in the era of two 
“thaws”: Khrushchev’s and Gorbachev’s. In the first case, Leninist principles justified 
the strengthening of atheistic propaganda and the fight against any manifestations of 
religiosity. In the years of Gorbachev’s Perestroika, on the contrary, they were used to 
justify the liberalization of the confessional policy of the Soviet state. 
37 Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 69. 
38 Ibid., 77. 
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Although the latest version of the draft was more elaborate than the 
previous versions, it still contained a number of shortcomings. For exam-
ple, it lacked a clear definition of the concept “church,” although it can be 
argued that the meaning of this term was apparent from the context (e.g., 
from Art. 5 “The separation of the church (religious organizations) from 
the state” and Art. 6 “The separation of schools from the church (religious 
organizations)” where the term “church” is synonymous with “religious 
organization.” In addition, as noted by Odintsov, there was a discrepancy 
between the title of the law and its content. More than two thirds of the 
draft were devoted to activities of religious organizations, while dispropor-
tionately little space was given to issues of freedom of conscience.39 This 
last statement is in my view arguable. The difficult situation in the con-
fessional sphere, the flow of applications to the SDR for the registration of 
religious groups, and numerous applications for the return of houses of 
worship to the faithful required a quick solution at the legislative level. This 
does not mean that issues of freedom of conscience were not topical, but 
that they could only be adequately regulated at the level of the Constitu-
tion. Absent constitutional amendments, any norms introduced at the level 
of the USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” 
would have been a mere declaration. 

One of the issues that was much debated in the course of preparation of 
the draft was whether or not to confer upon the church the status of a legal 
entity. Representatives of the Moscow Patriarchate insisted that such status 
should be granted to the church as a whole. Another point of view was that 
it was to be given only to registered parishes.40 I am not aware of the 
position of any of the four Soviet muftiates on this issue. One can only 
assume that granting this status was in the interests of all religious centers, 
not merely the ROC. 

On 30 May 1990 the draft law was passed by the Supreme Soviet of the 
USSR upon the first reading. In accordance with a newly adopted pro-
cedure, it was then published in Pravda so that interested citizens and 
organizations (including religious associations) could submit comments 
and suggestions. The muftiates were among those who did so. These docu-
ments with comments from the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
North Caucasus and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of European 
Part of the USSR and Siberia (DUMES) are kept in the collection of the 

— 
39 Ibid., 81. 
40 Ibid., 82. 
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Council for Religious Affairs (fond R-6991) in the State Archive of the 
Russian Federation (GARF).  

The most detailed comments on the draft came from the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the North Caucasus. They touched upon 
terminology and contained additions that dealt with issues concerning the 
registration of religious associations. One of the muftiates proposed to 
replace the title of Art. 6, “Separation of the Church from the State” by 
“Separation of Religious Organizations from the State” (in the adopted law 
Art. 5).41 Thus, the word “church” was equated with the concept of “reli-
gious organizations.” At the same time, the text of the article itself refers to 
religious organizations. The reason why the concept of the church was re-
tained in the title of this and the subsequent article “Separation of Schools 
from the Church (Religious Organizations)” can be explained as follows. 
The expressions “separation of the state from the church” and “separation 
of schools from the church” acquired the character of stable legal defi-
nitions over the course of the Soviet regime, and therefore the legislators 
considered it necessary to preserve them so that the meaning behind them 
could be self-explanatory. Besides, it cannot be ruled out that this was also 
a kind of courtesy to the party and state leaders who insisted on observing 
Leninist principles in the legislation on cults. The expression about the 
separation of the state from the church referred to the decree “On the 
Separation of the Church and the State” of 1918. 

In addition, the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the North 
Caucasus also proposed to add the following provision to Art. 6: “… reli-
gious citizens, like all citizens, take part in the affairs of the state and 
society, as do religious organizations.” The footnote provided the rationale 
for the proposal: “the third paragraph … in this form ignores the contri-
bution of the faithful to state and public affairs and isolates them from 
fulfilling their patriotic duty to the Motherland.”42 At first glance, the pro-
posed wording does not explicitly contradict the spirit of the law. On the 
other hand, however, the inclusion of such a provision created a certain 
legal basis for the intervention of religious organizations in the purview of 
the state. This proposal was not taken into account when amending the 
law. On the contrary, the adopted law unambiguously noted: “The state 
does not impose the fulfilment of any state functions on religious organiza-

— 
41 ГАРФ, ф. Р-6991, оп 6, д. 4065, л. 69. The final title was “Separation of the Church 
(Religious Organizations) from the State.” 
42 Ibid.  



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

204 

tions, does not interfere in the activities of religious organizations unless 
they contradict the legislation” (Art. 5). At the same time, it was assumed 
that “religious organizations have the right to participate in public life and 
to use mass media on a par with public associations” (Art. 5). 

The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the North Caucasus also 
paid special attention to the registration of religious communities (“socie-
ties,” in the terminology of the law). It proposed to provide that a religious 
society can be registered upon petition of a regional religious center. The 
rationale for this proposal was further summarized: “This amendment, in 
our opinion, would enhance the authority of regional religious centers, 
greatly facilitate the work of the district council’s executive committees, 
and correspond to how various religions regard the collective prayer of 
three or more believers.” It is not entirely clear how this explanation cor-
relates with the text of the proposal itself, which aims to bring the regis-
tration of religious communities under the control of religious centers (in 
this case, muftiates). After all, the law included the most democratic pro-
vision, which allowed the formation of a religious society not only without 
knowledge of the religious center, but also without notifying the state (Art. 
8). Against the background of detailed corrections suggested by the Spiri-
tual Administration of Muslims of the North Caucasus, the few amend-
ments put forward by DUMES concerned exclusively material issues 
(questions of labor and tax relations in religious organizations). 

Representatives of the muftiates, along with representatives of other reli-
gious organizations, participated in a working group. During the meetings of 
this body the draft of the law was considered in detail.43  

The law adopted in September 1990 took into account many wishes of 
religious organizations. In the end, the status of a legal entity was given not 
only to religious groups but also to religious centers and spiritual adminis-
trations. The registration itself began to assume the character of notifica-
tion rather than, as previously, an application for permission. 

The law retained the notion of a religious association (religioznoe 
obyedinenie), but along with it the concept of a religious organization (reli-
gioznaya organizatsia) was also used. Under the law a religious organiza-
tion is a religious association that has registered its charter. 

The discriminatory provisions of tax legislation regarding religious 
associations and clergy were removed.44 Instead, the law guaranteed reli-

— 
43 Interview with Andrey Sebentsov, 14.12.2019, author’s fieldwork materials.  
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gious associations the preferential right to receive and use religious buil-
dings which had been seized from them in the past. However, neither the 
USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” nor 
any other legal regulatory act spelled out detailed rules for this provision, 
which impeded it in practice.  

“On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” could indeed 
have served as the beginning of a new era in Soviet state-confessional rela-
tions, but the adoption of this legal act was belated and no longer corres-
ponded to the political and economic relations that had formed by the begin-
ning of the 1990s. The union republics had begun to adopt their own legis-
lation on issues of freedom of conscience. Russia was no exception. A month 
after the above nationwide law, the RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion,” 
which was intended to regulate questions concerning freedom of con-
science in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, came into force. 

The 1990 RSFSR Law “On Freedom of Religion”  
The idea of an all-Union law that would in detail regulate the status and 
activities of religious associations in the whole country attracted much 
criticism both before and after the adoption of this legal act, especially on 
the part of state bodies in some of the Soviet republics.45 According to 
them, a more general “Fundamentals of the Law on Freedom of Con-
science” should have been passed instead. Particular criticism was caused 
by the fact that the newly adopted law “On Freedom of Conscience and 
Religious Organizations” preserved such a body as the Council for Reli-
gious Affairs. Vyacheslav S. Polosin in particular came out with extensive 
criticism of the law on behalf of the Committee on Freedom of Conscience, 
Religion, Mercy and Charity under the RSFSR Supreme Soviet (Komitet 
Verkhovnogo Soveta RSFSR po svobode sovesti, veroispovedaniyam, miloser-
diyu i blagotvoritel’nosti).46 At that time, Polosin, a deputy of the Supreme 

44 Prior to the adoption of the law, the income tax levied on ministers of religion could 
reach 69%. Until 1981, this tax rate was 81%. See М. О. Шахов, Мусульманские 
религиозные объединения в Российской Федерации и закон [Muslim religious associ-
ations in the Russian Federation and the law] (Москва: Медина, 2018), 40-41. 
45 Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 90. 
46 For the full text of the document “Comments of the Committee of the Supreme Soviet 
of the RSFSR on Freedom of Conscience, Religion, Mercy and Charity on the draft of 
the USSR law ‘On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations,’” see Одинцов, 
Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 153-156. 
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Soviet of the RSFSR (i.e., the RSFSR parliament), held the rank of arch-
priest in the Russian Orthodox Church.47 

The Committee’s remarks were made at the time when it was preparing 
its own draft law on the regulation of freedom of conscience in the RSFSR. 
The authors of this text were the deputies of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet 
Yury A. Rosenbaum, a professor of law, and Vyacheslav S. Polosin.48 It was 
based on a proposal for an all-Union law on freedom of conscience and 
religious organizations prepared by Rosenbaum in the late 1980s. This 
draft had been rejected, but it appealed to the Committee on Freedom of 
Conscience, Religion, Mercy and Charity of the Supreme Soviet of the 
RSFSR, which was tasked to prepare a republican law on freedom of con-
science as soon as possible. Indeed, literally within a month, a new text was 
prepared on the basis of Rosenbaum’s draft. Unlike the all-Union law, it 
did not require long-term revision and coordination and was adopted by 
the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR on 25 October 1990 as the law “On Free-
dom of Religion.”49  

The emergence of this law was a result of the political situation that had 
developed in the USSR in early 1990 and into 1991. The centrifugal tenden-
cies on the periphery of the USSR also impacted the center of the state. The 
RSFSR leadership began to pursue an independent domestic policy, often 
without taking into account the opinion of the Soviet governmental bodies. 
On 12 June 1990 the Declaration of State Sovereignty of the Russian Soviet 
Federative Socialist Republic [Deklaratsiya o gosudarstvennom suverenitete 
RSFSR] was proclaimed. Article 5 of the Declaration proclaimed the sup-
remacy of the constitution and laws of the RSFSR throughout the republic, 
thereby suspending the force of acts of the USSR which were in conflict 
with those of the RSFSR. 

Thus the Declaration provided for conditions under which the law “On 
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” would not apply in 
the RSFSR if it conflicted with the latter’s laws. The law “On Freedom of 
Religion,” which, in accordance with the legal system of the Soviet state was 

— 
47 In 1999 V. Polosin announced that he converted into Islam and took the Muslim 
name Ali. 
48 В. С. Полосин, “Закон РСФСР ‘О свободе вероисповеданий’ (1990)” [The RSFSR 
law ‘On Freedom of Religion,’ 1990], in Религии народов современной России: Словарь 
[Religions of the peoples of modern Russia: a dictionary] (Москва: Республика, 2002), 
103.  
49 Interview with Vyacheslav Polosin, 24 August 2019, author’s fieldwork materials.  
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supposed to develop and concretize the provisions of the all-Union law, 
replaced the latter in the RSFSR. 

Another important provision was contained in Art. 12 of the Decla-
ration. It read: “the RSFSR guarantees all citizens, political parties, public 
organizations, mass movements and religious organizations operating 
within the framework of the Constitution of the RSFSR, equal legal oppor-
tunities to participate in the administration of state and public affairs.” In 
other words, contrary to current all-Union and RSFSR legislation pro-
claiming the separation of the state from religious organizations, the latter 
were guaranteed the right to participate in the administration of public 
affairs. This created if not a legal, then an ideological basis for the inter-
vention by religious organizations in the work of state institutions. Such 
wording in the Declaration was motivated by the desire of the Russian 
leadership to enlist the support of religious associations and the faithful. 

Article 10 the RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion” formulated an 
extremely important provision: “No religion or religious association enjoys 
any advantage or can be subject to any restrictions as compared to others.” 
This article fully correlated with Art. 5 of the USSR law “On Freedom of 
Conscience and Religious Organizations.” In addition, Art. 12 of the Decla-
ration stated that “The RSFSR guarantees all citizens, political parties, public 
organizations, mass movements and religious organizations operating within 
the framework of the Constitution of the RSFSR, equal legal opportunities to 
participate in the administration of state and public affairs.”  

However, since the law “On Freedom of Religion” was prepared in great 
haste, a number of its provisions raised questions: for example, the term 
“freedom of religion” (svoboda veroispovedaniya), borrowed from legis-
lation from the first half of the twentieth century. According to Ozhegov’s 
explanatory dictionary, religion (veroispovedanie) is “both a religious sys-
tem and an official affiliation with one of its varieties.”50 In other words, the 
use of the term “religion” in the law does not take into account the ideo-
logical views of people who do not belong to any religious system – that is, 
a significant part of the country’s population. In addition, the law did not 
clearly define the term “freedom of conscience,” nor did it draw a clear 

— 
50 С. И. Ожегов, Н. Ю. Шведова, Толковый словарь русского языка [Explanatory 
dictionary of the Russian language], http://ozhegov.info/slovar/?ex=Y&q=%D0%92%D0 
%95%D0%A0%D0%9E%D0%98%D0%A1%D0%9F%D0%9E%D0%92%D0%95%D0%9
4%D0%90%D0%9D%D0%98%D0%95, accessed 9 May 2020. 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

208 

boundary between religious associations that had the status of a legal entity 
and those that did not possess it.51 

Despite such shortcomings, however, the law generally suited the repre-
sentatives of various religious associations. The faithful could either regis-
ter their religious associations and groups or choose not to do so. At the 
legislative level, there were no restrictions on missionary activity on the 
part of religious organizations. Not by chance the beginning of the 1990s 
saw a peak in the activity of foreign preachers, representatives of various 
Protestant churches and new religious movements. Thus in 1990 the reli-
gious market in Russia was an almost perfect competitive market.52 All 
market participants were given equal rights to offer religious and other ser-
vices to consumers. The market regulator (the state) did not single out any 
particular religious organization at the regulatory level. 

This state of affairs was beneficial to all religious organizations, with the 
exception of those that claimed exclusive status at either the federal of re-
gional level. Among those which showed a desire to monopolize the reli-
gious services market in those years were the Russian Orthodox Church at 
the federal level and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of European 
Part of the USSR and Siberia at the regional level. It is not by chance that 
the leadership of these two religious organizations most often voiced 
criticism of the RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion” and called for restric-
tions on the activities of certain faiths and their religious associations and 
groups.53 

The 1997 Federal Law “On Freedom of Conscience and  
on Religious Associations”  

In 1993 the Constitution of the Russian Federation, which enshrined the 
principle of freedom of religion, was adopted. It proclaimed that “The 
Russian Federation is a secular state. No religion may be established as a 
state or obligatory one.” (Art. 14, Clause 1).54 “Religious associations shall 

— 
51 For more information on the shortcomings of the law, see М. И. Одинцов, “Об 
истории принятия Закона о свободе совести” [On the history of the adoption of the 
law on freedom of conscience], РОИР [RASR], https://rusoir.ru/president/president-
works/president-works-273/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
52 In this case, I am talking about legal regulation rather than law enforcement practice. 
53 See below for more details. А. Кураев, Православие и право [Orthodoxy and the 
law] (Москва: Изд. Сретенского монастыря, 1997), http://pravovrns.ru/?p=4688, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
54 Official translation of the Constitution of the Russian Federation, http://www.constitu 
tion.ru/en/10003000-02.htm, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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be separated from the state and shall be equal before the law.” (Art. 14, 
Clause 2). Article 28 stated: “Everyone shall be guaranteed freedom of 
conscience, freedom of religion, including the right to profess individually 
or together with other any religion or to profess no religion at all, to freely 
choose, possess and disseminate religious and other views and act accor-
ding to them.”55 Thus the principles of freedom of conscience regulated by 
the RSFSR law “On Freedom of Religion” were established at the level of 
Russia’s fundamental law, the Constitution. 

Adoption of the Constitution was preceded by debates in the Russian 
parliament (Supreme Soviet) about changing the principles governing the 
activities of religious associations. In July 1993 the draft law, which con-
tained amendments to the RFSFR law “On Freedom of Religion” was intro-
duced to the Supreme Soviet. Specifically, it banned foreign religious 
organizations and non-Russian citizens from engaging in religious mis-
sionary, publishing and propaganda activities,56 but President Yeltsin re-
jected the draft law as violating the principle of freedom of conscience. 

After the violent dissolution of the Supreme Soviet in October 1993, the 
executive branch did not return to discussions of this draft law. However, the 
idea of making changes to the law itself was not removed from the agenda, 
and it emerged again in the State Duma, the lower house of the new Russian 
parliament which was elected in December 1993 in accordance with the new 
Constitution. Among the deputies of the State Duma, two main points of 
view prevailed on the question of the legal regulation of religious associ-
ations. One was to ensure that the state, in accordance with the principles of 
the RFSFR law “On Freedom of Religion,” refrained from controlling and 
interfering in the activities of religious associations. Supporters of a differen-
tiated approach favoured singling out “traditional culture-forming religions 
professed by the majority of the religious population” and giving more rights 
to them than to new religious movements. The first point of view was mainly 
represented by deputies from the democratic parties. The second one was 
shared by the Communists and nationalists.57  

— 
55 Constitution of the Russian Federation, http://www.constitution.ru/en/10003000-
03.htm, accessed 9 May 2020.
56 Шахов, Мусульманские религиозные объединения в Российской Федерации и
закон, 56-57.
57 An interesting feature of the Russian political landscape is that the largest communist
party, the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF), uses slogans close to
those of the moderate nationalists. In the first half of the 1990s the term “red-brown”
(krasno-korichnevye) was often used in political discourse to denote the alliance of
members of the KPRF and other communist parties with nationalists. In the State
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In 1995 a new draft law prepared by the government was submitted to 
the State Duma, but it was a while before it began to be discussed and 
revised.58 Changes to the draft were mainly aimed at restricting the acti-
vities of foreign missionaries and new Russian religious movements. In July 
1996 the draft law was almost unanimously adopted by the State Duma in 
the first reading.59  

It received about 400 amendments from deputies of both houses of the 
parliament.60 Specifically, it was proposed to replace the concept of “reli-
gious associations and organizations” with “traditional religious associ-
ations (confessions) and their organizations and other religious organiza-
tions” throughout the text of the law.61 In addition, it was suggested that 
Art. 1 introduce paragraph 2, which was to read: “ As traditional religious 
associations (confessions) in Russia we recognize Orthodoxy, Islam, 
Buddhism and Judaism – historically established, uniting the majority of 
the faithful, and contributing to the formation and preservation of the state 
unity of the peoples of Russia.”62 These proposals were not taken into 
account. As a compromise, the preamble of the law included a statement 
about the special significance of certain religions in the history of Russia, 
but the content of the preamble provoked heated debates nevertheless.  

During the discussion of the bill, the ROC exercised unprecedented 
influence on the parliamentarians and the government. In June 1997 the 
draft law was passed by the parliament and was submitted to the president 
for his signature. Yeltsin was in a difficult situation. Pressure was exerted 
on him from various sides: on the one hand, through nationalists and 
Communists in the Duma, the ROC was pushing its own version of the 
draft law, while on the other, the leaders of a number of Western states 

Duma, the Communist Party faction was one of the tools used to lobby for the interests 
of the Russian Orthodox Church in adopting a new law “On Freedom of Religion.” 
58 В. С. Полосин, “Закон о свободе совести и о религиозных объединениях (1997)” 
[The law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations, 1997”], in Религии 
народов современной России: Словарь [Religions of the peoples of modern Russia: a 
dictionary] (Москва: Республика, 2002), 100.  
59 Three deputies voted against, two abstained. Deputies who voted against insisted, in 
particular, that the following provision should be included in the law: “Establishing any 
advantages or limitations for one or several religious organizations is not allowed” (Art. 
4.1). 
60 Полосин, “Закон о свободе совести и о религиозных объединениях (1997),” 100-
101. 
61 А. В. Логинов, Власть и вера: государство и религиозные институты в истории 
и современности [Power and faith: state and religious institutions in the history and 
modernity] (Москва: Большая Российская энциклопедия, 2005), 444. 
62 Ibid. 
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appealed to the president asking him not to sign the law. Also, represent-
tatives of Protestant churches and other religious minorities in Russia 
voiced their negative opinion of the draft law at different stages of its pre-
paration. Even Pope John Paul II wrote a letter to Yeltsin expressing regret 
that not only was Catholicism not classified among the religions of his-
torical significance to Russia, it was not even mentioned at all.63 On the 
other hand, in July 1997, forty-nine bishops of the Russian Orthodox 
Church headed by Patriarch Alexy II urged the president to make the law 
operational as soon as possible.64 

Thus practically all participants of the religious market in Russia were 
involved in the discussion of the draft law. Religious associations in Russia 
were divided into two groups. In favour of the law being adopted (in the 
form in which it had been submitted for signature to the president) were 
the leaders of organizations representing the so-called “traditional reli-
gions” listed in the preamble to the law. Against were the representatives of 
other religions.65 

The heads of the three federal muftiates that existed at that time suppor-
ted the law. The chairman of TsDUM, Talgat Tadzhuddin, who had tradi-
tionally backed the Russian Orthodox Church in almost all of its under-
takings, now as well expressed unconditional support for the law adopted 
by the State Duma in the form in which it was being lobbied by the ROC 
through the Communist faction. Tadzhuddin commented on President 
Yeltsin’s veto as follows: 

Over the course of the year, Talgat Tadzhuddin has declared, the Central 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia and European countries of 
the CIS (the Commonwealth of Independent States. – R.B.) together with 
the Russian Orthodox Church have been holding consensus and recon-
ciliation conferences to contribute to the creation of our common home, 
Holy Rus’. The president’s refusal to sign the new law “On Freedom of 
Conscience and on Religious Associations,” which would restrict the acti-
vities of foreign totalitarian sects, has deeply outraged and stunned us. At 
the same time, we hope that the Almighty Creator will help the president to 
change his point of view and sign this law in the wording proposed by the 

— 
63 Ibid.  
64 Полосин, “Закон о свободе совести и о религиозных объединениях (1997),” 101. 
65 Catholics and Protestants are believed to have been the only opponents to the law, but 
it was also criticized by members of other Orthodox churches (primarily Old Believers). 
Although the law said nothing about the special role of Orthodoxy, but in fact the ROC 
appropriated the monopoly right to represent Eastern Christianity. 
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State Duma. Otherwise, the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Russia, its regional offices, all clergy and parishioners will take the most 
decisive, direct measures vis-à-vis various sects, foreign organizations, and 
different charitable foundations which on plausible pretexts work in our 
country for the destruction of Russian statehood. Not on paper, but in 
reality. Some of our foreign brothers from Arab countries have been car-
rying out such work for the last five to six years and, unfortunately, we can 
see the results of their work in Chechnya. Something similar may have been 
carried out even earlier in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan. And according to 
the latest information, Tatar and Bashkir militants are being trained in 
some Caucasian republics.66  

Thus Tadzhuddin indicated that he viewed the new law as an instrument of 
struggle with not only new religious movements, but also with Muslim 
preachers from abroad who were not controlled by TsDUM.  

The chairman of the Council of Muftis of Russia, Ravil Gaynutdin, also 
spoke in favor of the State Duma and said that the law rejected by the pre-
sident fully corresponded to the interests of Russian Muslims and protec-
ted the interests and rights of the faithful. Of the preamble to the law he 
noted: “It is impossible to enumerate all religious denominations in one 
law. And it is quite true that it mentions the four main religious confes-
sions in Russia which have a thousand-year history.”67 

When representatives of the ROC spoke about the fairness of the 
language contained in the preamble, they often referred to the experience 
of European countries. Thus in his statement of 24 July 1997 Patriarch of 
Moscow and all Rus’ Alexy II noted: “The differentiation of religious 
associations introduced by the new law according to time of creation, num-
ber and distribution , is a very fair step and is present in the legislation of 
many European countries and of the world, and in some of them one or 
several confessions have a special legal status, something which is not in the 
above law.”68  

— 
66 “Мусульмане хотят ‘православного царя’” [Muslims want an ‘Orthodox tsar’], 
Местное время [Local time], 11.08.2000.  
67 “Ельцин: подписание закона о религии могло стать поводом для конфликтов на 
религиозной основе внутри России” [Yeltsin: the signing of a law on religion could 
have become a reason for conflicts on a religious basis within Russia], Интерфакс-
Религия [Interfax – Religion], 23.07.1997, http://www.interfax-religion.ru/judaism/?act= 
archive&div=886, accessed 9 May 2020. 
68 А. Кураев, “Капитуляция Патриархии” [Capitulation of the Patriarchate], Live 
Journal, Andrey Kuraev, 14.07.2015, https://diak-kuraev.livejournal.com/875743.html, 
accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church tried to convince op-
ponents of the law that the wording contained in the preamble carried no 
obligations, since it did not have the force of law:  

The law itself does not provide any advantages and privileges to the de-
nominations mentioned in the preamble. This is nothing more than a ges-
ture. And as a gesture, in general, the Orthodox Church does not actually 
need it. According to all sociological polls, the people treat the Church with 
much more respect and trust than they do the Duma or the president. There-
fore, it is necessary to move from gestures of respect to real cooperation. If 
anything, it is even annoying that in the second reading the preamble soun-
ded as if it placed Orthodoxy above Islam and thereby caused tension in our 
relations with Muslims, who considered themselves offended.69 

Despite the pressure exerted on him by the Russian Orthodox Church, 
President Yeltsin vetoed the draft law “On Freedom of Conscience and on 
Religious Associations” as discriminatory.70 He said in his statement that  

… many provisions of the law infringe upon the constitutional rights and 
freedoms of individuals and citizens, establish the inequality of various con-
fessions, and contradict international obligations adopted by Russia. Sig-
ning this law in the form it was adopted by the State Duma would inevitably 
lead to the isolation of traditional Russian confessions. And most impor-
tantly, it could become a pretext for conflicts on a religious basis within the 
country.71 

After the law had been rejected, a working group was created under the 
Presidential Administration, which was tasked by Yeltsin to finalize the 
law. Representatives of the ROC who participated in this group managed to 
insert into the text a preamble which emphasized the special role of certain 
religions that constitute “an integral part of the historical heritage of the 
peoples of Russia” (Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, etc.). Most 
members of the group spoke in favor of the preamble in the form in which 
it had been lobbied by the Russian Orthodox Church. This opinion was 
reflected in a statement addressed to the president in which representatives 
of fifteen confessions asked that their amendments and proposals to the 
— 
69 This refers to one of the amendments, which proposed to introduce a provision on 
the state-forming role of Orthodoxy in Russia. See Кураев, Православие и право. 
70 Одинцов, “Об истории принятия Закона о свободе совести.”  
71 “Ельцин: подписание закона о религии могло стать поводом для конфликтов на 
религиозной основе внутри России.”  
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State Duma be taken into consideration. The Catholic Church and the 
three main Protestant churches in Russia opposed the amendments, when 
it turned out the text that had been sent to the president for signing 
differed slightly from the one that had been discussed during the working 
group’s meetings. Representatives of the two main creeds of Old Believers 
also did not support the law.72 

Controversy also arose over paragraph 3 of Art. 27, which provided that 
the law would apply retroactively to already registered religious associations: 

The statutes and other constituent documents of religious organizations 
created prior to the entry into force of this federal law shall be brought into 
conformity with this federal law. Charters and other constituent documents 
of religious organizations, until they are brought into conformity with this 
federal law, shall operate only to the extent that they do not contradict this 
federal law.73 

Thus the law established discriminatory barriers to not only those religious 
associations and groups that wanted to receive state registration in the 
future, but also to those that were already registered at the time the law was 
adopted. New associations of the faithful, therefore, had to choose: 1) to 
refrain from registration and keep their contacts with state authorities to a 
minimum, 2) to create a “religious group” and after fifteen years try to 
register it as a legal entity, 3) to become part of the existing (registered) 
centralized religious organization TsROM (in which case registration was 
automatic).74 In addition, the law had a number of other “non-democratic 
provisions” which, according to M. I. Odintsov, include: violation of the 
principle of equality of individuals and citizens regardless of religion and 
the legal equality of religious associations; substitution of the interests of a 
religious corporation for the interests of believers and citizens; the reduc-
tion of “freedom of conscience” to “freedom of religion,” thereby ignoring 
the rights and interests of individuals and citizens with non-religious 

— 
72 Полосин, “Закон о свободе совести и о религиозных объединениях (1997),” 101-
102.  
73 “Федеральный закон ‘О свободе совести и о религиозных объединениях’” 
[Federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations”], 
КонсультантПлюс, http://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_16218/, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
74 Such a strategy was chosen, for example, by some Baptists (the so-called “initiators” 
[initsiativniki]), who formally had the opportunity to register under the new law but 
refused to do so as a matter of principle. 
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ideological convictions; etc.75 In fact, the law divided confessions into those 
which received preferred treatment and the rest, the fate of which was in 
many respects left to the discretion of the executive authorities. Thus, for 
example, state authorities had the right to request information of a dog-
matic nature from a religious organization applying for registration.  

It was not by chance that I have dwelt on the issues surrounding the 
preparation and adoption of the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience 
and on Religious Associations.” As can be seen from the data I have cited, 
in the process of discussing and adopting the law, enormous pressure was 
put on the legislative and executive authorities by representatives of reli-
gious organizations, above all the ROC, which took an active part in discus-
sing amendments to the then existing RSFSR law “On Freedom of Reli-
gion.” It also lobbied to include in the preamble of the draft law “On Free-
dom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” a provision on the 
“state-forming role of Orthodoxy” in Russia and a number of other pro-
visions emphasizing the special status of the ROC.76 

When the president vetoed the law in July 1997, a well-known Orthodox 
publicist, Deacon Andrei Kuraev, who had served as an aide to Patriarch 
Alexy II during 1990–1993, literally accused Yeltsin of treason in favor of 
the United States.77 His version of the discussion on the content of the law 
reads as follows:  

It became clear that the dispute was not about the rights of sects, but about 
the right of Russia not to be a colony. The church, of course, stands for an 
autocratic (samoderzhavnaya) Russia. Autocratic, not in the sense of “mo-
narchical,” but in the sense of self-governing (the word autocracy, a calque 
on the Greek word autokráteia, never meant anything else). This summer, 
autocratic eagles returned to the towers of the Historical Museum on Red 
Square. But the stars [of the American flag. – R.B.] still rule over the 
Kremlin and the Presidential Palace. I would like an autocrat to live in the 
Kremlin, not the viceroy [of another country. – R.B.].78 

— 
75 Одинцов, “Об истории принятия Закона о свободе совести.” 
76 Later, under the pressure of representatives of other faiths, the text of the preamble of 
the law was complemented by wording on the special role of Orthodoxy in the history of 
Russia. I am grateful for this information to one of the authors of the law, V.S. Polosin. 
Deacon A. Kuraev’s 1997 brochure Orthodoxy and the law, based on his articles in the 
newspaper Trud (Labor), denies the church’s active role in lobbying for the law, but he 
does not conceal his indignation at the rejection of the bill passed by the Duma in the 
summer of 1997. For more on this, see: Кураев, Православие и право.  
77 Кураев, Православие и право. 
78 Ibid. 
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Not only did Kuraev voice the view on the new law regulating freedom of 
conscience that was prevalent in the ROC at that time, he also expressed its 
attitude toward the issue of supreme power: no matter what the ruler of 
Russia is called, he must be an autocrat (samoderzhets) who does not care 
about public opinion but only takes into account the position of the ROC. 
In his pamphlet “Orthodoxy and Law,” Kuraev considers various models of 
relations between the state and the “dominant religion” (i.e., the ROC). 

1) The state penalizes abdication of the dominant religion [such a model
existed in Muscovite Rus’ and the Russian Empire until 1905. – R.B.]. 

2) The state encourages transition to the dominant religion.
3) The state controls church life and above all its creed.
4) The state controls the main issues of church life (for example, the

appointment of bishops). 
5) The state helps the dominant religion while simultaneously restric-

ting the rights of religious minorities. 
6) The state does not help the dominant religion but limits the rights of

religious minorities. 
7) The state helps the dominant religion without limiting the activity of

religious minorities.79 
Kuraev goes on to explain the official position of the Russian Orthodox 

Church: “We decisively rejected the first four options and proposed the 
seventh one. The Duma [lower chamber of the Russian Parliament. – R.B.] 
chose the sixth.”80 In reality the model combining the sixth and seventh 
options dominates in the Russian religious market: the state helps the do-
minant religion but at the same time limits the rights of religious minor-
ities. Moreover, the restrictions apply not only to the new religious move-
ments and Protestant churches, but also to religious associations represent-
ting the so-called “traditional religions,” including other Orthodox churches 
outside the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate. As noted earlier, 
although the preamble of the 1997 law “On Freedom of Conscience and on 
Religious Associations” notes the special role of Orthodoxy in the history 
of Russia, it formally implies equal importance for the state and society of 
all Orthodox churches in Russia. However, in reality, the ROC was the only 
beneficiary that received material and symbolic capital from the state. 

— 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. This is the official position, because where Kuraev voices his private opinion, he 
stipulates it. 
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Other Orthodox churches found themselves in the position of religious 
associations representing religious minorities. 

In other words, the most acceptable option at the discussion stage of the 
draft law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” was 
that which defined Orthodoxy as the de jure state (dominant) religion, to 
which the state provides special patronage, while other religions are clas-
sified as “tolerated.” It is noteworthy that among the models of church-
state relations cited by Kuraev there is no option according to which the 
state does not help the dominant religion and also does not limit the rights 
of religious minorities; that is, there is no model of the non-confessional 
(akonfessional’noe) state that existed in Russia during 1917–1929 and 
1990–1997.  

The official position of the ROC on the adopted law was that it had 
flaws, but that its adoption marked an important stage in the struggle 
against “non-traditional religions.” Moreover, when the question arose of 
introducing amendments concerning the establishment of a “federal body 
in charge of national and state-religious relations,” i.e., an analogue to the 
Council for Religious Affairs in the form of a ministry, the ROC strongly 
opposed such initiatives.81 In this regard, it was traditionally supported by 
TsDUM’s mufti, Talgat Tadzhuddin.82 

Over the course of the twenty years since the adoption of the law, it has 
been amended many times. The most radical and much-debated changes 
came into force in 2016. These were part of the Yarovaya set of legislative 
amendments, which included, among other things, revisions to the federal 
law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations.”83 As 
amended, however, the law did not suit certain circles. At the end of 
August 2017, Iosif E. Diskin, the head of the Commission for the Harmon-
ization of Interethnic and Interreligious Relations of the Public Chamber of 
the Russian Federation (Obshchestvennaya palata Rossiyskoi Federatsii) 
took the initiative in voicing the need to adopt a new law on freedom of 

— 
81 Н. Кеворкова, “Российских католиков и протестантов записали в экстремисты” 
[Russian Catholics and Protestants categorized as extremists], 05.12.2002, 
https://www.sedmitza.ru/text/395580.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
82 А. Степанов, “Встреча на Старой площади” [Meeting in the Old Square], con-
ference paper, 25.01.2002, Русская народная линия [Russian National Line], 
http://ruskline.ru/analitika/2002/01/25/vstrecha_na_staroj_plowadi/, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
83 For more on this, see below. 
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conscience.84 According to Diskin, the law should satisfy the principle of 
the “new secularism” and take into account that “two thirds of all Russians 
consider faith as a moral guideline.”85 However, the official representative 
of the Russian Orthodox Church, Chairman of the Synodal Department for 
Church Relations with Society and the Media Vladimir R. Legoyda, res-
ponded: “As an official representative of the Russian Church, I can say that 
at this stage I do not consider revision of the law on freedom of conscience 
to be the number one priority. Let’s not forget that the law was amended. 
Accordingly, there is a way to make amendments [to the law. – R.B.]; it is 
open, no one has barred it.”86 

Why did the Moscow Patriarchate take this position? Let us suggest that 
the adoption of a new law in which the role of the Russian Orthodox 
Church as the state religion would be clearly spelled out is of course desira-
ble for the ROC. However, Diskin’s proposal did not come down to giving 
Orthodoxy such status. Instead, it reinforced the secular principles of the 
state, albeit through the legalization of certain types of social activities on 
the part of religious organizations.  

In addition, there may be certain terminological difficulties. If we deve-
lop the thesis about the special role of Orthodoxy in the history of Russia, a 
question will arise as to whether privileges be given only to the Russian 
Orthodox Church or to other Orthodox churches as well, such as the 
Russian Orthodox Church of the Old Believers (Russkaya parvoslavnaya 
staroobryadcheskaya tserkov’). As the policy of the ROC towards the Old 
Believers shows, it did not intend to share state privileges with other 
churches on its “canonical territory.”87 Therefore, in developing the pro-

— 
84 The Public Chamber of the Russian Federation – an advisory body in Russia establis-
hed in 2005.  
85 “РПЦ готова обсуждать поправки в закон о свободе совести [ROC is ready to 
discuss amendments to the law on freedom of conscience], ТАСС, http://tass.ru/obschest 
vo/4520923, accessed 9 May 2020. This proposal was made by Diskin when he made a 
speech at the roundtable “Secular State and Spiritual and Moral Development” on 
31.08.2017. Theses of the report can be found on the website of the Public Chamber, 
https://www.oprf.ru/press/news/2017/newsitem/41882, accessed 9 May 2020. From this 
document it is not quite clear what Diskin understands by “new secularism.” Obviously, 
he advocates legalizing certain types of social activities of religious associations that de 
facto already exist. 
86 М. Шустрова, “Закон ‘О свободе совести’: кто хочет взломать ‘ящик Пандоры’” 
[The law ‘On freedom of conscience’: who wants to break into ‘Pandora’s box’], news 
agency РИА Новости [RIA Novosti], 26.09.2017, https://ria.ru/20170926/15056 
16837.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
87 The term “canonical territory” is widely used in the official and unofficial discourse of 
the Russian Orthodox Church. It refers to regions historically populated by represent-
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visions of the law governing the special role of Orthodoxy in modern 
Russia, one would have to emphasize that the ROC exercises a monopoly 
on the representation of Orthodoxy. In other words, the Moscow Patriar-
chate behaves like a monopolist. Having set itself the task of gaining a 
monopoly in the sector of Orthodoxy within which competition with other 
churches was quite high at the time (primarily the Renovationist churches 
and the Josephites), in the second half of the 1920s, a group of clergy led by 
Metropolitan Sergius (Stragorodsky) had successfully accomplished this 
task with state assistance by the mid-1940s. It was thus that a brand of the 
Russian Orthodox Church claiming to be the national church of the Slavic 
peoples of the USSR emerged.  

Currently, the Russian Orthodox Church seeks to monopolize the reli-
gious market as a whole while leaving other firms (religious associations) 
with only insignificant niches associated with the sale of exclusively reli-
gious goods and services. At the same time, such monopolization is con-
cealed rather than open (i.e., the rules of the game are not fixed in legis-
lation but arise on the basis of informal agreements and unwritten rules 
that in practice become known to everyone involved in confessional rela-
tions). Such a situation (where the Russian Orthodox Church is de facto 
but not de jure the state church) is convenient for both the state and the 
church. In the event of conflicts in society related to the activities of the 
ROC, the former can always declare via officials that the church in Russia is 
separate from the state. At the same time, the church is also able to distance 
itself from unpopular decisions and actions of the state authorities. In 
addition, if it is reproached for interfering in the affairs of the state, the 
ROC can refer to the fact that its special position is not the result of a 
legislative decision but stems from its authority in society. Moreover, even 
if someone were to come forward with a proposal to consolidate the status 
of Orthodoxy as a state religion, serious obstacles would stand in the way. 
Given the recent scandals involving the ROC,88 the Church itself under-

 
tatives of Russian and other East Slavic peoples, as well as peoples of the former Russian 
Empire who had converted to Orthodoxy. (Ю. П. Зуев, “Российские католики и 
протестанты на “канонической территории” русской Православной Церкви: 
поиск modus vivendi” [Russian Catholics and Protestants in the “canonical territory” 
of the Russian Orthodox Church: the search for a modus vivendi], Государство, 
религия, церковь в России и за рубежом [State, religion and church in Russia and 
worldwide], 25 (3) [2007], 10). 
88 One of the most notorious issues was the transfer of St. Isaac’s Cathedral, an 
important architectural monument of St. Petersburg, to the Russian Orthodox Church. 
Rallies of city residents in which between 2,000 and 3,000 people took part were held to 
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stands that this can resonate in society and damage its image.89 Nonethe-
less, mention of the special role of Orthodoxy leaves room for the Russian 
Orthodox Church to play the role of a state religion in a formally secular 
state. As the case of St. Isaac’s Cathedral showed, in today’s Russia the most 
effective way to solve problems is the personal appeal of the patriarch to the 
president of the country or to other high-ranking officials. 

As for the preamble in the law, despite the fact that it really had a decla-
rative character, its influence on further discourse on religions in Russia 
cannot be overestimated. As a matter of fact, the formulation concerning 
the special role of Orthodoxy in Russia to a much greater extent determines 
contemporary confessional policy than does Art. 14 of the Constitution, 
which establishes the secular nature of the state. 

The Concept of Traditional Religions 
The ROC justifies its thesis about the primacy of Orthodoxy among other 
religions in Russia by linking ethnic and confessional identity, whereby 
“Russian Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, Catholics, etc., are recognized as inde-
pendent ethno-confessional minorities (at the same time, religious minor-
ities not linked to a specific ethnicity, for example, Pentecostals, are at best 
ignored).”90 Religious associations that speak on behalf of ethno-confes-
sional minorities can be recognized by the Moscow Patriarchate only on 
the condition that they acknowledge the dominance of the Orthodox 
element in the formation of Russian identity and the dominance of the 
ROC in state-religious relations.91 Adoption of these provisions is com-
monly referred to in the literature as “pro-Orthodox consensus” (that is a 

protest this decision, and more than 200,000 signatures were collected on the 
Change.org platform against ceding the cathedral to the ROC. Despite all such op-
position, however, the governor of St. Petersburg decided to complete the transfer. As 
reported by the media, the matter was personally agreed to by Patriarch Kirill and Putin 
(portal РБК [RBC], 27.04.2017, http://www.rbc.ru/politics/27/04/2017/590095969a7947 
a8c3221ff4, accessed 9 May 2020). 
89 For example, commenting on Diskin’s speech, the first deputy head of the Synodal 
Department of the Moscow Patriarchate on Church Relations with Society and the 
Media, Alexander Shchipkov, said that there was no need to change the law and that 
“we should continue to lead a quiet life” and “not disturb society with drastic measures” 
(“РПЦ встала на защиту закона о свободе совести и вероисповедания” [The ROC 
defended the law on freedom of conscience and religion], Политика сегодня [Politics 
today], 31.08.2017, https://polit.info/359364-rpc-vstala-na-zashchitu-zakona-o-svo 
bode-sovesti-o-veroispovedaniya, accessed 9 May 2020). 
90 Православная церковь при новом патриархе [The Orthodox Church under the 
new patriarch], ed. А. Малашенко, С. Филатов (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2012), 149.  
91 Ibid.  
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significant number of citizens acknowledging the Russian Orthodox 
Church as the church of the majority ), a term used by the Russian socio-
logist and philosopher Dmitry E. Furman and his Finnish colleague Kim-
mo Kääriäinen.92 According to them, the result of the pro-Orthodox con-
sensus is the recognition of recognition that “Orthodoxy is the highest 
value, that it is inseparable from Russian identity and Russian culture, that 
the Russian Orthodox Church must be protected by limiting the activities 
of other religions.”93 

The right of the ROC to be primus inter pares (first among equals) among 
other confessions is justified not only by the numerical predominance of 
followers of Orthodoxy but also by the contribution that the Church has 
allegedly made to the development of Russian nationhood: “The Russian 
Orthodox Church should enjoy primacy of honor as the largest, oldest and 
most influential religious organisation of the country, which has made a 
decisive contribution to its formation and development.”94 

A great role in justifying the primacy of the ROC has been played by the 
concept of “traditional religions.” One of its authors is a former employee 
of the Moscow Patriarchate, Igor A. Kunitsyn. Writing about the prerequi-
sites for the formation of a system of traditional religions in 2004 he 
declared:  

Our country is witnessing a brutal information war, more precisely, one 
variation of it: a war of values. The technological basis for this weapon of 
“bloodless defeat” has become the global information exchange and trac-
king systems which create the ability to control and influence values in a 
given region. The purpose of this weapon is to deprive peoples of socio-cul-
tural defense mechanisms. Inconspicuous but daily work is being done that 
aims at spiritually disorienting the Russian people. The cultural heritage is 
being discredited, which is why the edge of this weapon is directed against 
traditional values and confessions. In many countries they want Russian 
citizens to feel that they are European, Asian, whatever, but not Russian; 
Catholic, Protestant, Krishnaite, but not Orthodox. On the world stage, the 
global totalitarian system raises its head and grows stronger … Thus, the 
current legislation covers a much narrower range of problems than is 

— 
92 See, for example, Д. Е. Фурман, К. Каариайнен, Старые церкви, новые верующие: 
Религия в массовом сознании постсоветской России [Old churches, new believers: 
Religion in the mass consciousness of post-Soviet Russia] (Москва; Санкт-Петербург, 
2007), 20-25.  
93 Ibid., 47.  
94 Русская доктрина. Государственная идеология в эпохи Путина [The Russian doc-
trine. State ideology in the Putin era] (М.: Институт русской цивилизации, 2016), 176.  
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needed. It is necessary to build a religious policy that provides legal tools to 
protect traditional spiritual values from destructive global processes.95 

Kunitsyn proposed dividing traditional confessions into federal and re-
gional ones. As an example of the former, he named the ROC and TsDUM:  

If the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation recognizes as traditional 
the Russian Orthodox Church and the Central Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims, for example, then the religious organizations they include, located 
in any territorial entity of the Russian Federation, will enjoy all the rights 
provided to federal traditional confessions regardless of the entity of the 
Russian Federation in which they are created and operate. And the acquisi-
tion of regional status by any confession in any given entity of the Russian 
Federation will enable the ROC, TsDUM and this confession to enjoy the 
rights of traditional confessions.96 

Had Kunitsyn’s proposal been fully implemented, it would have allowed 
the state to effectively monitor the activities of the muftiates. TsDUM 
would have been recognized as an organization representing a traditional 
religion on the federal level. In addition to subjective factors (the complete 
loyalty of this muftiate to the state and the ROC), there is also a weighty 
objective factor, namely history. Unlike other muftiates that were created 
in the late twentieth or early twenty-first century, TsDUM was established 
in 1788 and would have been granted the status of a regional traditional 
religion. Thus the federal government would wash its hands of the matter if 
the regional authorities banned the activities of a disloyal muftiate such as, 
for instance, the Council of Muftis of Russia. It is no accident that when 
defining an artificial construct like “traditional Islam,” Orthodox political 
writer Roman Silantyev wrote: “In Russia, the only traditional Islam is the 
Islam which teaches Muslims to be law-abiding citizens of Russia and, of 
course, to respect the Christian majority.”97  
— 
95 И. Куницын, “Федеральный закон и национальный интерес” [“Federal law and 
national interest”], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 02.06.2004, http://www.ng.ru/ng_reli 
gii/2004-06-02/6_law.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
96 И. Куницын, “Уничтожение религиозной идентичности народа: требуется 
защита” [Destruction of the religious identity of the people: protection required], 
Portal Радонеж.RU, 14.01.2013, https://radonezh.ru/analytics/unichtozhenie-religioznoy- 
identichnosti-naroda-trebuetsya-zaschita-48008.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
97 А. Мельников, “Принуждение к межобщинному миру” [Coercion to intercom-
munal peace], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 02.02.2011, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2011- 
02-02/1_islam.html, accessed 9 May 2020. The concept of traditional Islam is itself the
result of the development of the concept of traditional religions. For more on the
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Kunitsyn’s proposals have not been fully implemented. In modern Rus-
sia, a traditional religion is understood to be a religion that is traditionnally 
professed by people living in the country.98 However, traditional religions 
are also gradated. According to archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin, an ideologue 
of modern Russian Orthodoxy who in 2009–2015 was the chairman of the 
Synodal Department for Church-Society Relations of the Moscow Patriar-
chate, “confessional minorities (including atheists) are tolerated within the 
‘single community of faith,’ but “excluded from its basic social and mystical 
mission.”99 In other words, from his point of view, there is a dominant reli-
gion in Russia that is called upon to carry out a social and mystical mission, 
and there are tolerated religions that are summoned to serve the more 
modest purpose of providing for the representatives of confessional minor-
ities. Consciously or unconsciously, it turns out that Chaplin was intro-
ducing into the lexicon of the modern ROC the term “tolerated religion” 
which existed in the Russian Empire from the end of the eighteenth 
century to 1917. It is noteworthy that three of the four modern traditional 
religions – Islam, Buddhism and Judaism – were considered “tolerated 
religions” in the Russian Empire. 

 “Yarovaya Set of Legislative Amendments” of 2016 and the  
Legal Status of Islamic Religious Associations  

When the leaders of Russian muftiates supported the adoption of the 
federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations,” 
they proceeded from the current interests of their organizations. In 1997 
the law as a whole did not really worsen the situation of spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims that had already been registered by that time, but in-
stead helped to squeeze out competing organizations from the legal and 
religious fields, including those working in regions with predominantly 
Muslim populations. In doing so, Muslim religious leaders neglected both 
the laws of politics and the laws of economics. The former indicate that 
even a partial restriction of political and other freedoms not based on 

concept of traditional Islam see, for instance: The concept of traditional Islam in modern 
Islamic discourse in Russia, ed. R. Bekkin (Sarajevo: Center for Advanced Studies, 2020). 
98 At the same time, there may be situations in which among people traditionally pro-
fessing a particular religion, non-traditional interpretations of this religion may arise. 
This, in fact, is the case with Islam. 
99 В. Чаплин, Церковь в России: обстоятельства места и времени [The church in 
Russia: circumstances of place and time] (Москва: Изд. совет Русской Православной 
Церкви, 2008), 151, 185. 
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objective reasons (real, not imaginary threats to national security, etc.), 
leads to a further expansion of the list of restrictions. As for economic laws, 
a similar rule applies here as well. Violation of free market laws and 
elimination of free competition leads to a monopolization of the market 
and intensified competition among its participants. 

The seemingly insignificant provisions hidden in the preamble and in a 
number of articles of the 1997 federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and 
on Religious Associations” were subsequently followed by more stringent 
restrictions that affected not only new religious movements and sects, but 
also the so-called “traditional religions.” These restrictions were at first re-
flected in law enforcement practice and later enshrined in law. In July 2016 
two laws with an anti-terrorism focus were adopted. Both soon became 
known in the media as the “Yarovaya amendments” or “Yarovaya set,” after 
one of their authors, State Duma deputy Irina A. Yarovaya. One of the two 
laws (federal law of 6 July 2016 No. 374-FZ “On Amending the Federal Law 
on Countering Terrorism and Certain Legislative Acts of the Russian Fe-
deration Regarding the Establishment of Additional Measures to Counter 
Terrorism and Ensure Public Safety”) contains amendments to the federal 
law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” of 1997.  

The Yarovaya amendments introduced strict restrictions on missionary 
activity, defined as  

… the activity of a religious association aimed at disseminating information 
about its beliefs among people who are not participants (members, fol-
lowers) in that religious association, with the purpose of involving these 
people as participants (members, followers). It is carried out directly by reli-
gious associations or by citizens and/or legal entities authorized by them, 
publicly, with the help of the media, the internet or other lawful means 
(Art. 24.1, Clause 1 of the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on 
Religious Associations” of 1997 as amended).  

Under current law, religious associations in Russia can be created in two 
forms: as a religious organization (which undergoes state registration and 
has the status of a legal entity) and as a religious group (which does not 
have the status of a legal entity and whose founders need to notify the state 
authorities prior to beginning activities). If we follow the literal under-
standing of the article cited above, the preaching activity of a person acting 
in an individual capacity and not on behalf of any religious association 
(religious organization or religious group) does not fall within the defini-
tion of missionary activity and therefore should not be subject to the res-



IV. STATE CONFESSIONAL POLICY IN MODERN RUSSIA

225 

trictions introduced by the Yarovaya amendments (including the prohibi-
tion to carry out missionary activity outside specially designated places).100 

It is the latter restrictive interpretation that has become widespread in 
law enforcement practice despite the fact that it collides with Art. 28 of the 
Constitution.101 Thus, for example, based on the mere fact that several 
people have had regular religious meetings together, the courts tend to 
conclude that “there exists a religious group that has not notified the 
authorized body of the beginning of its activity” and that it is carrying out 
missionary activity in the interests of this group in violation of the require-
ments of the law. 102 

One of the restrictions introduced by the Yarovaya amendments is the 
prohibition to engage in missionary activity except in specially designated 
places. The following are venues where divine services, other religious rites 
and ceremonies can be freely performed: (1) in places of worship and the 
plots on which they are located; (2) in buildings owned by religious organ-

— 
100 See below for more details. This provision can create issues, for example, in a situa-
tion where a researcher (e.g., ethnographer or anthropologist) who is not a member of a 
religious organization being studied participates in religious practices together with 
representatives of this organization, more specifically, at a religious ceremony outside 
the territory in which missionary activity is permitted: for example, visiting a religious 
leader at his home or taking part in a home meeting with members of a religious group. 
In this case, the researcher uses the participant observation method.  
101 “Everyone shall be guaranteed the freedom of conscience, the freedom of religion, 
including the right to profess individually or together with other any religion or to 
profess no religion at all, to freely choose, possess and disseminate religious and other 
views and act according to them.” (The Constitution of the Russian Federation, Art. 
28). In the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” of 
1997, this principle was formulated as follows: “Freedom of conscience and freedom of 
religious profession, including the right to profess individually or corporately with 
other persons any religion or not to profess any, to conduct services, other religious 
rites and ceremonies, carry out religious training and education, and to choose and 
change freely, and to hold and disseminate religious and other convictions and to act in 
accordance with them, including creating religious associations, are guaranteed within 
the Russian federation. Foreign citizens and persons without citizenship who legally 
reside on the territory of the Russian federation enjoy the right to freedom of con-
science and freedom of religious profession on a equal basis with citizens of the Russian 
federation and incur the liability established by federal laws for violation of the legis-
lation on freedom of conscience, freedom of religious profession and on religious 
associations.” (Federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” 
of 1997, Art. 3, Clause 1.) 
102 М. Шахов, “Обзор: Нарушение законодательства о свободе совести, свободе 
вероисповедания и о религиозных объединениях” [Overview: Violation of legislation 
on freedom of conscience, religious freedom and religious association], ИГСУ РАНХиГС 
[IPACS RANEPA], 01.07.2019, http://igsu.ranepa.ru/news/p132341/, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
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izations or which the organizations have other legal rights to use, and the 
plots on which such buildings are located; (3) on premises owned by reli-
gious organizations or which they have other legal rights to use, and the 
plots on which buildings with appropriate premises are located, as agreed 
upon with the owners of such buildings; (4) on premises and in buildings 
and on plots owned by or belonging on other legal grounds to organiza-
tions created by religious organizations; (5) on land owned by religious 
organizations or which they have other legal rights to use; (6) in places of 
pilgrimage; (7) in cemeteries and crematoriums; (8) on residential pre-
mises” (Art. 16, Clause 2 of the 1997 federal law “On Freedom of Con-
science and on Religious Associations”). 

At first glance, the provisions of the law do not affect the interests of 
registered religious associations, since spiritual administrations of Muslims 
already carry out missionary activity in places that are included in the list 
provided for by law. There is likewise no issue with the provision of a 
power of attorney or other proof of authority granted by the muftiate to a 
minister of Islamic religion in its employ. The situation is different for 
members of communities that do not belong to any official Islamic reli-
gious organization. In order to legally conduct missionary work, they must 
first notify state bodies of their activities as a religious group or create and 
register a religious organization, which is a rather lengthy and time-con-
suming process.103 

It is actually to the muftiates’ benefit that religious groups not under 
their control disappear. They are interested in this no less, and maybe even 
more than the state. It is therefore not surprising that the muftiates of the 
North Caucasian republics supported the law. For example, the Mufti of 
Dagestan Ahmad Abdulaev noted that the Yarovaya amendments did not 
infringe on the rights of Muslims, and that only those “who have been 
registered [by the security services. – R.B.] for disseminating the ideas of 
radicalism and terrorism had anything to fear.”104  

As for the Tatar muftis, their attitude towards the Yarovaya amend-
ments was not unanimous. The harshest critic was Mufti of the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan Kamil Samigullin. 

— 
103 Even subject to all formal conditions and the availability of necessary documents, a 
religious organization is not guaranteed registration. Interview with Nail Tugushev, 
03.07.2019, author’s fieldwork materials. 
104 The mufti’s detailed opinion is presented here: portal life.ru https://life.ru/t/%D1%80 
%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%B3%D0%B8%D1%8F/427226/udarit_li_zakon_iaro
voi_po_vieruiushchim, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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According him: “The law will not harm those against whom it was sup-
posed to be directed – terrorists and representatives of non-traditional reli-
gious movements, since they have all already gone online and are conduc-
ting missionary activities on the Internet. The law will create obstacles for 
traditional Islam and traditional preachers.”105 The mufti noted that a signi-
ficant number of Islamic rites – for example: iftars (breaking the fast at 
sunset during Ramadan), etc. – are performed at home, Accordingly, appli-
cation of the law can result in punishment for those who conduct and 
participate in these rites. 106 The official website of the Council of Muftis of 
Russia carried a more cautious statement: 

The leading Muslim organizations of Russia in all their activities support 
the country’s leadership in the struggle with all radical sentiments, against 
terrorism and extremism. The changes to the law “On Freedom of Con-
science and on Religious Associations,” which is to be supplemented with a 
chapter on missionary activity, is motivated by the need to strengthen 
positions in order to confront any destructive manifestations.107.  

It was also added that “the bill aimed at restricting and formalizing the 
missionary activities of non-traditional religious organizations may also 
harm the interests of officially registered representatives of traditional reli-
gions.”108 It is noteworthy that Gaynutdin’s initial and more critical state-
ment on the Yarovaya amendments was later replaced with a more neutral 
one on the website of the Council of Muftis.109 Such situations clearly demon-
strate how much the leaders of the muftiates depend on the authorities. 

A number of muftis made statements that clearly supported the law. 
Among the heads of the federal muftiates, Mufti of the Spiritual Assembly 
of Muslims of Russia Albir Krganov declared: “The antiterrorist package of 
laws signed by the president of Russia is the most important set of docu-
ments created to combat extremism, including various pseudo-religious 
organizations. I have repeatedly said publicly that I support any legal steps 

— 
105 “Камиль хазрат Самигуллин считает «закон Яровой» ущемлением прав 
мусульман” [Kamil hadhrat Samigullin considers the “Yarovaya Law” infringement of 
the rights of Muslims] (2016), portal Татар-информ [Tatar-inform], 29.07.2016, 
https://www.tatar-inform.ru/news/2016/06/29/510333, accessed 9 May 2020. 
106 Ibid. 
107 П. Коробов, “На Ирину Яровую пожалуются Владимиру Путину” [Vladimir 
Putin will receive complaints about Irina Yarovaya], Коммерсантъ [The Businessman], 
26.06.2016, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3023531, accessed 9 May 2020. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid. 
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aimed at strengthening public security.”110 As for the ROC, the head of the 
Moscow Patriarchate’s legal directorate, hegumenia Ksenia (Chernega), 
spoke most clearly on the question of how the new law would affect the 
Church: “If the new law restricts the missionary activities of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, we will initiate amendments.”111 She further explained: 
“In our opinion, though, this law will be applied to non-traditional reli-
gious associations.”112 Thus in the person of its official representative, the 
ROC once again emphasized that it enjoys a special (privileged) status in 
the Russian state and has nothing against a law which restricts the rights of 
other faiths.  

For almost twenty years, the muftiates and the Russian Orthodox 
Church have had in common efforts focused not on creating an equitable 
system of relations between the state and religious associations, one based 
on equality of all faiths and their equidistance from state authorities, but on 
upholding the interests of their own organizations. Any steps by the state 
aimed at regulating the confessional sphere are considered by leaders of the 
muftiates and the Russian Orthodox Church only from the point of view of 
the interests of their own organizations.113 

That the law is aimed first of all at representatives of “non-traditional” 
religions was partially proved by law enforcement practice in 2016–2018.114 
As shown by the annual reports of the Sova Center for Information and 
Analysis, the amendments affected most of all the Protestant denomi-
nations.115 However, as noted in a Sova report on human rights, “in 2018 
these amendments began to apply not only to Protestants and represent-
tatives of new religious movements, but also to “traditional” religious 

— 
110 “Альбир Крганов: законы Яровой помогут в борьбе с псевдорелигиозными 
группами” [Albir Krganov: Yarovaya laws will help in the fight against pseudo-reli-
gious groups], portal Islam.ru, 07.07.2016, http://islam.ru/news/2016-07-07/47826, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
111 Коробов, “На Ирину Яровую пожалуются Владимиру Путину.” 
112 Ibid. 
113 One typical example is the activity of Mufti Ravil Gaynutdin, who used an adminis-
trative resource during the 1990s–2000s to block all attempts to build mosques in 
Moscow that were not controlled by his muftiate. In total, the construction of nine 
mosques was stopped in this way (interview with Muhammad Salakhutdin, 26 April 
2019, author’s fieldwork materials). 
114 The part of the law containing these amendments entered into force in 2016. 
115 В. Альперович и др., Ксенофобия, свобода совести и антиэкстремизм в России 
в 2017 году: Сборник ежегодных докладов Информационно-аналитического центра 
“Сова” [Xenophobia, freedom of conscience and anti-extremism in Russia in 2017: 
Collection of annual reports of the Sova Information and Analytical Center] (Москва: 
Центр «Сова», 2018), 142.  
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organizations. This suggests that the state does not intend to cease the 
“anti-sectarian” struggle and is ready to supress almost all believers, ideally 
reducing the activities of religious associations objectionable to federal or 
local authorities only to worship.” 116 

Muslims easily satisfy the conditions required to apply the Yarovaya 
amendments. The mosque in Islam has a different function than the 
church in Christianity. It is not a sacred place, but a place where a prayer 
service prescribed by Shariah is performed five times daily. Thus any room 
where the faithful gather for collective prayers can serve as a mosque.117 
Friday prayer is accompanied by a sermon (khutba). Accordingly, if prayer 
is conducted somewhere not included in venues listed in the law and the 
person preaching and performing the ritual does not have a document 
issued by a registered Islamic religious association, then in light of existing 
court practice the actions of such a person are highly likely to be con-
sidered illegal missionary activity. In other words, the amendments force 
any religious group or individual to obtain official permission from reli-
gious associations to carry out any activities that fall under the definition of 
missionary work. Thus all religious activity is placed under the control of 
official religious bodies. On the one hand, this circumstance enhances the 
administrative power of both federal and regional muftiates. On the other 
hand, however, it intensifies the competition between the spiritual admin-
istrations for independent communities (religious groups), which under 
these new conditions are forced to join this or that muftiate in order to 
avoid the attention of law enforcement agencies.118 

Another aspect that Muslim religious leaders almost never mention 
when discussing the implications of these amendments for the Russian 

— 
116 Ibid., 143. 
117 The use of prayer houses and apartments for Friday and holiday prayers is quite 
common, due first of all to the difficulty and even impossibility Muslim communities 
face in acquiring land for the construction of mosques, and to lack of space in existing 
mosques. 
118 Interview with Nail Tugushev. In a private conversation with Magomed Khadziev, 
chairman of the Local Religious Organization of Muslims (MROM) “Zikr” in St. Peters-
burg, I asked him why this organization headed by him belonged to one of the two 
competing regional muftiates in St. Petersburg and not to the other. He responded by 
saying that they initially wanted to join another spiritual administration but were not 
accepted, whereupon they turned to another, which did accept them. But they are listed 
in the muftiate formally and have virtually no business with either the head of the 
regional DUM or the head of the federal muftiate Ravil Gaynutdin. To my question why 
they did not simply remain an independent Muslim community, he replied that this 
was done in order to avoid the attention of the security services. 
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Islamic ummah is the problem of Russian Muslims.119 Even before the 
adoption of the amendments, neophyte Russian Muslims were harassed 
and repressed by the security services.120 However, after the Yarovaya 
amendments became law these converts, who are often not associated with 
official muftiates but are at the same time active in the social space, can 
become charged with illegal missionary activity. In other words, while pre-
viously the security services needed to invent various pretexts for fab-
ricating criminal cases unconnected with the direct reason for arrests and 
detention of Russian Muslims, now they have a legal basis for doing so at 
the level of federal legislation.  

Legal Regulation of Muftiates in Modern Russia 
Let us recall the Soviet classification of religious associations: 1) a religious 
center (religioznyi centr) as the highest authority; 2) spiritual administra-
tions (dukhovnye upravleniya) as the middle unit and 3) religious societies 
or groups (religioznye obshchestva) at the bottom. In the Russian Orthodox 
Church the role of spiritual administrations was played by diocesan 
administrations within the borders of the administrative-territorial division 
of the USSR. The lowest unit were religious societies (communities of the 
faithful). Muslims did not have a single religious center, so there was accor-
dingly no top unit and the structure had only two levels: spiritual adminis-
trations (muftiates) and religious societies. Absent a religious center, the 
four muftiates (regional religious centers) performed its functions. 

In the 1990 USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious 
Organizations” the existing terminology was retained, and all three types of 
religious associations were called religious organizations, which the law 
recognized as including “religious societies, administrations and centers, 
monasteries, religious brotherhoods, missionary societies (missions), theo-
logical educational institutions, and religious associations consisting of 
religious organizations.” (Art. 7). 

— 
119 By “Russian Muslims” are meant not only ethnic Russians but also representatives of 
other Slavic and Finno-Ugric peoples living in Russia. See R. I. Bekkin, “Russian Mus-
lims: a misguided sect or the vanguard of the Russian umma?,” Islamic Authority and the 
Russian Language: Studies on Texts from European Russia, the North Caucasus And West 
Siberia, ed. A.K. Bustanov and Michael Kemper (Amsterdam: Pegasus, 2012), 361-401. 
120 See also “Вадим Сидоров (Харун ар-Руси): Заявление НОРМ о начале и 
причинах массовых репрессий против русского” [Vadim Sidorov (Harun al-Rusi: 
NORM statement on the beginning and causes of mass repressions against the Russian], 
Live Journal, goutsoullac, 29.08.2013, https://goutsoullac.livejournal.com/1310220.html, 
accessed 9 May 2020. 
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The existing classification was also kept in the RFSFR law “On Freedom 
of Religion” of 1990, and the term “religious associations” was used to 
designate religious organizations at different levels. All religious associ-
ations were in turn divided into “regional and centralized associations” 
(Art. 17). 

From the point of view of legislation, DUMES (renamed TsDUM in 
1992) and new religious centers such as the Higher Coordination Center 
for Spiritual Administrations of Muslims of Russia. (VKTsDUMR) and the 
Council of Muftis of Russia (SMR),121 were classified as centralized associ-
ations, while regional muftiates were considered regional associations. 
According to Art. 18, “a religious association of adult citizens, which in-
cludes at least ten people, enjoys the rights of a legal entity from the mo-
ment of registration of its charter (regulation).” 

Thus from the point of view of the legislator, it didn’t matter in prin-
ciple whether a religious association numbered ten people or several hund-
red thousand or even millions. All of them were equal before the law and, 
accordingly, the state. This circumstance may explain why the regional muf-
tiates did not seek unity within the framework of a single spiritual adminis-
tration with a clearly defined vertical of power. The two centralized religious 
associations created in the period from 1990 to 1997 (VKTsDUMR and 
SMR) were in fact coordinating bodies. This format of association allowed 
the regional muftiates to maintain independence from other religious 
structures, and at the same time it enabled them to reach high-level officials 
through a single center when solving important problems. 

In the 1997 federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious 
Associations” the concept of a “religious association” was also retained. 
Religious associations may unite in religious groups and organizations (Art. 
6). A religious group is close to the concept of “religious society (group)” that 
existed in the Soviet law. The fundamental difference between a religious 
organization and a religious group is that only a registered religious associ-
ation can be called a religious organization. The creation of a religious 
group does not require registration. 

Religious organizations are further subdivided into “local and centra-
lized, depending on the territorial sphere of their activity” (Art. 8, Clause 2). 
A local religious organization is defined as “a religious organization com-
prising no fewer than ten participants who are eighteen years of age or 
older and permanently reside in a single locale or urban or rural settle-

— 
121 Discussed in greater detail in Chapter V.  
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ment” (Art. 8, Clause 3). In order to form a centralized religious organiza-
tion (TsROM), it is necessary to have at least three local religious organ-
izations (Art. 9, Clause 2). In other words, three registered Muslim com-
munities are required in order to form a muftiate. If all communities are in 
the same region, then the spiritual administration will be regional in 
nature. If any of the founders of the muftiate come from another region, 
then such a muftiate may claim federal status. It should be noted that the 
division of the spiritual administrations of Muslims into federal and 
regional proposed in this and other works is not based on legislation, but is 
intended only to simplify the understanding of how the system of muftiates 
functions in modern Russia. As we see, from the point of view of the law, 
any religious association formed by no fewer than three MROMs will 
belong to the category of centralized religious organizations. 

Against the background of the weakened authority of the leaders of the 
spiritual administrations of Muslims, such a simplified procedure for crea-
ting a TsROM has opened up great opportunities for the establishment of 
numerous muftiates operating at both the all-Russian and regional levels. 
The classification of Islamic religious organizations presented in the federal 
law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” is impor-
tant when considering issues related to the establishment of muftiates and 
their interaction with public authorities: TsROM with the federal, and 
MROM with the regional government. However, this classification contri-
butes nothing to the study of how muftiates interact with each other or 
with Muslims. 

Types of Muftiates in Modern Russia:  
An Attempt at Classification 

The academic and political literature traditionally divides spiritual admin-
istrations into federal and regional.122 As a rule, the first category includes 
any muftiates consisting of at least several spiritual administrations re-
presenting different regions of the country. Such a division is simplified 
and does not allow us to fully understand the reasons for the creation and 
elevation of some muftiates and the decay and disappearance of others. In 
particular, it does not take into account the special role of individual 

— 
122 See, for instance, Р. Сулейманов, “Тенденция усиления региональных муфтиятов 
– не нова” [The tendency of strengthening regional muftiates is not new], EurAsia
Daily, 24.03.2017, https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2017/03/24/rais-suleymanov-tendenciya- 
usileniya-regionalnyh-muftiyatov-ne-nova, accessed 9 May 2020.
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spiritual administrations of Muslims operating at both the federal and 
regional levels (these I call independent regional muftiates). I have argued 
in the first chapter that one should distinguish between institutions and 
organizations (rules and players in Douglass North’s terminology). An 
institution comprises “formal written rules as well as typically unwritten 
codes of conduct that underlie and supplement formal rules, such as not 
deliberately injuring a key player on the opposing team.”123 At the same 
time, various muftiates (i.e., individual spiritual administrations of Mus-
lims) are players which function in accordance with established rules. For 
my purposes here I propose a more comprehensive classification that 
divides all muftiates in Russia into the following four groups: 

1) All-Russian (federal) muftiates. This group includes the so-called
umbrella muftiates, i.e., spiritual administrations that control communities 
in different regions of the country and have been functioning for many 
years. There are two muftiates which belong to this category: The Central 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims (TsDUM) and the Council of Muftis 
of Russia (SMR). Some authors also include the Coordination Center of 
Muslims of the North Caucasus (KTsMSK). For my purposes, it is not 
correct to consider KTsMSK as an all-Russian muftiate for the following 
main reasons. First, geographically the sphere of influence of this muftiate 
does not extend beyond the North Caucasus region. Second, in the last few 
years (after the dissolution of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
the Chechen Republic in 2012 and the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan 
in 2017), this muftiate has lost its influence even in this region.124 

2) Regional muftiates. This group comprises independent muftiates
which control communities residing within a single territorial entity of the 
Russian Federation (subyekt Federatsii) and which are not part of any 
federal spiritual administration. At the same time, in terms of the number 

— 
123 D. North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4. 
124 The image of the muftiate was significantly damaged by a statement its chairman, 
Ismail Berdiyev, made in August 2016. In a 15 August 2016 radio interview on Govorit 
Moskva he approved the practice of female circumcision, stating: “As far as I know, this 
is done in order to calm the female spirit. It does not interfere with her health at all” 
(https://govoritmoskva.ru/news/89325/, accessed 9 May 2020). Subsequently, Berdiyev 
tried to walk back what he had said, saying that he was only joking (Meduza, 
17.08.2016, https://meduza.io/feature/2016/08/17/pochemu-ya-poshutil-potomu-chto-
seychas-razvrat-vezde, accessed 9 May 2020). However, his careless statement not only 
evoked criticism of Berdiyev himself, but also gave rise to anti-Islamic statements and 
interest in the practice of female circumcision in Dagestan, a region within the juris-
diction of this muftiate. 
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of communities in their jurisdiction, some federal muftiates trail regional 
spiritual administrations. Thus, for example, there are 1 415 registered 
communities under the control of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims 
of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT),125 which is almost twice the num-
ber controlled by the Council of Muftis of Russia. The number of com-
munities, even if their presence is limited to one federal entity, is one of the 
key factors for determining the role of the muftiate in the system of 
spiritual administrations. A good example of the importance of this factor 
is the inclusion of DUM RT in 2017 in the Interreligious Council of Russia 
(ICR), the most authoritative platform for dialogue between heads of 
religious organizations representing the so-called “traditional religions.” 
Below I will consider the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
Republic of Tatarstan as an example of a regional muftiate.126 

3) “Parallel” muftiates. In this category I refer to spiritual adminis-
trations that were created as an alternative to the two all-Russian muftiates. 
According to formal criteria, “parallel” muftiates do not significantly differ 
from federal ones, including on the basis of important indicators such as 
the number of their constituent Muslim communities and the number of 
regions in which they are represented. Their peculiarity is that they do not 
aspire to absorb other all-Russian muftiates but act as a “third force,” which 
spiritual administrations that have left the jurisdiction of TsDUM or SMR, 
tend to join. I include two muftiates in this category: the Russian Associ-
ation of Islamic Consensus (All-Russian Muftiate, RAIS), which was estab-
lished in 2010 and ceased to exist in 2013, and the Spiritual Assembly of 
Muslims of Russia (DSMR), established in 2016. I mark these muftiates as 
“parallel” because they sought to become a third force which would include 
the spiritual administrations that for various reasons have not joined 
TsDUM or SMR. At one time, the Council of Muftis of Russia included 
many spiritual administrations that until the first half of the 1990s had been 
under the jurisdiction of TsDUM. Over time, a tripolar system of muftiates 
appeared in the Russian Federation: TsDUM, SMR, and KTsMSK. By the 

— 
125 See also “Духовное управление мусульман Республики Татарстан. Общая 
информация” [The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan. 
General information], http://dumrt.ru/ru/about-us/obschaya-informatsiya/, accessed 9 
May 2020.  
126 According to Mufti of Tatarstan Kamil Samigullin, from time to time DUM RT 
receives requests from Muslim communities outside the republic wanting to become 
members of DUM RT. However, the charter of DUM RT does not allow extending the 
jurisdiction of the muftiate to communities in other regions. Interview with Kamil 
Samigullin, 06.06. 2018, author’s fieldwork materials).  
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end of 2010, however, centrifugal tendencies began to grow in a number of 
regional muftiates. With the active assistance of the federal authorities, 
some spiritual administrations attempted to create “parallel” muftiates on 
the federal scale. Without entering into direct competition with all-Russian 
governmental bodies, the parallel muftiates tried to earn symbolic capital 
that would allow them to act as representatives of the state in relations with 
Muslims. As the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia develops, it may 
also become a full-fledged federal muftiate. 

All spiritual administrations of Muslims belonging to any of the three 
mentioned groups have a similar structure. At the head of the muftiate is a 
chairman (mufti), who sometimes has additional official or unofficial titles. 
Thus, for example, T. Tadzhuddin, the chairman of TsDUM, is also called 
Sheikh ul-Islam and Grand Mufti.127 At the same time, R. Gaynutdin, the 
chairman of the Council of Muftis of Russia and the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the Russian Federation,128 has for the past few years 
been referred to in the official documents of the two mentioned muftiates 
as “the spiritual leader of the Muslims of Russia.”129 Structurally, the muf-
tiate consists of qaziyats, muhtasibats (middle level) and mahallahs (the 
lowest level). 

It is noteworthy that in Ukraine, which inherited the institution of the 
muftiate as it existed in the USSR, the mufti and the chairman are separate 
posts in some spiritual administrations. The latter is usually responsible for 
administrative and economic matters, while the former deals with theo-
logical and legal issues.130 In 2015, Tadzhuddin proposed splitting the post 
of the Grand Mufti at TsDUM by transferring this title to the chairman of 
DUM RT, Kamil Samigullin, and the post of the chairman of TsDUM to 

— 
127 “Биография Шейх-уль-Ислама, Верховного муфтия, Председателя Центрального 
духовного управления мусульман России Талгата Сафа Таджуддина” [Biography of 
Sheikh ul-Islam, the Grand Mufti, Chairman of the Central Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of Russia Talgat Safa Tadzhuddin], http://cdum.ru/mufti/, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
128 For more on these muftiates, see Chapter V. 
129 “Духовный лидер мусульман России Муфтий Шейх Равиль Гайнутдин выразил 
обеспокоенность в связи с ситуацией в Мьянме” [Mufti Sheikh Ravil Gaynutdin, the 
spiritual leader of Muslims of Russia, expressed concern over the situation in Myan-
mar], Совет муфтиев России [SMR], 04.09.2017, https://muslim.ru/articles/279/189 
26/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
130 Such a division exists, for example, in the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Ukraine – Ummah, Kiev Muftiate. (О.А. Аулін, ред., Мусульманська спільнота 
України: інституціоналізація і розвиток [The Muslim community of Ukraine: insti-
tutionalization and development] [Київ: Консоль, Вінниця, 2016], 231, 253).  
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his son, Muhammad Tadzhduddin. For himself, he offered to retain the 
title of Sheikh ul-Islam. However, since this combination did not work out, 
Tadzhuddin still holds the post of Grand Mufti of TsDUM. The separate 
post of chairman of this muftiate was never introduced. 

The Interreligious Council of Russia 
As mentioned above, in the early 2000s the Russian government con-
sidered creating a dedicated ministry to interact with religious organiza-
tions. This idea was voiced in 2001–2002 by two government officials – 
Vladimir Yu. Zorin (minister without portfolio, who oversaw national 
policy in 2001–2004) and Andrey E. Sebentsov (deputy chairman of the 
Commission on Religious Associations under the government of the Rus-
sian Federation).131 In terms of its functions and tasks, this body would in 
many ways have resembled the all-Union Council for Religious Affairs of 
the late 1980s – early 1990s. However, the ROC strongly objected to this 
idea, and it was removed from the political agenda. On the other hand, the 
same ROC (in the person of Metropolitan Kirill, the future Patriarch ) 
opposed the dissolution of the Committee of the State Duma for Public 
Associations and Religious Organizations as being against its interests (the 
Committee is known to have served the Moscow Patriarchate as an effect-
tive tool for lobbying on its behalf since the mid-1990s).132 

There is one more state agency which deals with various issues concer-
ning interaction with religious associations, namely the Commission on 
Religious Associations, established in 1994 under the Russian Council of 
Ministers. Its functions included, among others, informational and ana-
lytical support to the Russian government on matters affecting relations 
between the state and religious associations and coordination of activities 
between executive and religious associations.133 In the 1990s one of the 
Commission’s main activities was to coordinate the transfer of property to 
religious organizations. The Commission also participated in the legislative 
process.134 Its deputy chairman was the above-mentioned Andrey Sebent-
— 
131 Interview with Andrey Sebentsov. 
132 А. Верховский, “Беспокойное соседство: Русская Православная Церковь и 
путинское государство” [Restless proximity: The Russian Orthodox Church and 
Putin’s state], Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 11.03.2003, 
https://www.sova-center.ru/religion/publications/panorama-books/2003/01/d164/, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. 
133 “Комиссия по вопросам религиозных объединений” [The Commission on reli-
gious associations], http://government.ru/department/140/about/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
134 Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России, 58. 
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sov. At present, it acts more as an expert body for the Russian government 
on issues related to interaction with religious associations. 

Another body whose key activity is such interaction is the Council for 
Cooperation with Religious Associations under the President of the Rus-
sian Federation, established in 1995. It is a consultative and advisory agen-
cy in which representatives of any religious organizations in Russia can 
participate. For religious associations which do not represent Russia’s 
traditional religions (e.g., Catholics, Adventists, Pentecostals), the Council 
is the main (if not the only official) platform for communication with 
representatives of other faiths. In addition, presence on the Presidential 
Council allows members to directly discuss the problems facing their reli-
gious organizations. 

It would seem that such a high level of representation for religious 
organizations would safeguard the Council from competition. In 1998, how-
ever, an alternative platform – the Interreligious Council of Russia (IRC) – 
was created which eventually became at least as important as the Council for 
the dialogue between representatives of religious organizations. In many 
ways, the rise of this body is the accomplishment of Metropolitan and then 
Patriarch Kirill. In the early 2000s the Council for Cooperation with 
Religious Associations under the Russian President was in crisis. Meetings 
had not been held for several years. The Moscow Patriarchate took advan-
tage of this situation and began to convene the ICR on a regular basis.135 

The creation of the ICR in 1998 quite vividly characterizes the changes 
that took place in Russian confessional policy after the adoption of the 
federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” in 
1997. First of all, the founders and members of the Council represent only 
those religious organizations that the law lists among “traditional” religions 
(Orthodoxy, on whose behalf the ROC acts exclusively, Islam represented 
by two muftiates, Jews represented by two organizations, and Buddhists 
represented by one organization). In other words, the ICR serves as a plat-
form that institutionalizes the concept of traditional religions (i.e., those 
tolerated by the ROC and the state). Secondly, this body was created not 
under one of the governmental departments, but under the auspices of the 
Russian Orthodox Church. Patriarch Kirill is the permanent honorary 
chairman, and the post of secretary of the Council is invariably filled by an 

— 
135 А. Верховский, “Власть и религия в современной России” [Power and religion in 
modern Russia], https://www.sova-center.ru/religion/publications/2005/04/d4420/#21, 
Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 26.04.2004, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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official of the Moscow Patriarchate. The Council’s activities are adminis-
tered by the Department for External Church Relations (Otdel vneshnikh 
tserkovnykh svyazei, DECR), a dedicated unit of the ROC responsible for 
interaction with non-Orthodox (inoslavnye) and heterodox (inovercheskie) 
confessions.136 Thus in the absence of a state body responsible for coor-
dinating relations with and between religious organizations, the ROC has 
assumed this role.137 

The DECR was established in 1946 as one of the Synodal bodies of the 
ROC. At that time its tasks included administering foreign branches of the 
Russian Orthodox Church, maintaining contacts with autocephalous 
Orthodox churches, conducting correspondence with foreign branches, 
processing foreign correspondence, preparing reports on all matters of 
principle arising in connection with the administration of foreign bran-
ches, including relations between the ROC and other autocephalous Ortho-
dox churches and leaders of heterodox confessions, etc.138 In Soviet times, 
maintaining relations with Islamic religious organisations was not among 
the immediate functions of the DECR. Relations between different faiths 
were to be carried out with the mediation of the state through the Council 
for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the USSR. 

Beginning in the early 1960s, the DECR became more important in the 
structure of the ROC. Since 1961, the DECR chairman has been ordained 
with the title of bishop and is a permanent member of the Holy Synod. In 
fact, the head of the DECR became the second most important person in 
the hierarchy of the Moscow Patriarchate. From 1989 to 2009, the head of 
the DECR was Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk and Kaliningrad (Gun-
dyaev), who in 2009 became Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia (Rus’). 

According to the DECR charter approved by the patriarch and the Holy 
Synod in 1992, “the DECR represents the Russian Orthodox Church in its 
relations with the outside world. The Department maintains relations of 
the Russian Orthodox Church with local Orthodox churches, heterodox 
churches and Christian associations, non-Christian religions …” 

— 
136 Before 2009 it was called Otdel vneshnikh tserkovnykh snosheniy. 
137 Джаннат Сергей Маркус, “Межрелигиозный совет России “исчерпал свои 
возможности” [The Interreligious Council of Russia ‘is no longer viable’], Credo.Ru, 
http://portal-credo.ru/site/?act=authority&id=457, accessed 9 May 2020. 
138 Отдел внешних церковных связей Московского Патриархата [the Department 
for External Church Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate], Церковь и время [Church 
and Time], no. 3 (56) (2011), 8.  
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The Secretariat for Interreligious Relations within the DECR “maintains 
and promotes contacts with various religious communities both in the 
countries of the Moscow Patriarchate’s canonical responsibility and in 
countries of the Far Abroad139, as well as on international platforms, and 
helps develop the dialogue with traditional religions of the Russian Feder-
ation, in particular, within the framework of the Interreligious Council of 
Russia.”140 

At present (as of April 2020), the Presidium of the Interreligious Coun-
cil of Russia consists of: Patriarch Kirill (honorary chairman of the 
Council), Metropolitan Illarion (chairman of the DECR), Ravil Gaynutdin 
(chairman of the Council of Muftis of Russia), Talgat Tadzhuddin (chair-
man of the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia), Ismail 
Berdiyev (chairman of the Coordination Center of Muslims of the North 
Caucasus), Kamil Samigullin (chairman of the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan), Berl Lazar (Chief Rabbi of Russia, 
chairman of the Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia), Adolph 
Shayevich (Chief Rabbi of Russia, chairman of the Congress of the Jewish 
Religious Organizations and Associations in Russia) and Damba Ayus-
heyev (head of the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia). 

Thus the IRC includes leaders of four Russian muftiates: Ravil Gaynut-
din (Moscow), Talgat Tadzhuddin (Ufa), Ismail Berdiyev (Moscow) and 
Kamil Samigullin (Kazan). DUM RT became represented in the Council in 
February 2017.141 As its chairman, Kamil Samigullin, accurately observed, 
inclusion of this body underscores the fact that DUM RT has been recog-
nized at the federal level.142 

— 
139 The Far Abroad (dal’nee zarubezhye) – a term used in Post-Soviet Russia for all 
foreign countries other than the former Soviet republics. The latter are categorized as 
the Near Abroad (blizhnee zarubezhye). 
140 Department for external church relations of the Moscow Patriarchate (DECR). 
Present-day activities, https://mospat.ru/en/department/today/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
141 “Духовное управление мусульман РТ единогласно приняли в Межрелигиозный 
совет России” [The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan 
unanimously accepted into the Interreligious Council of Russia], 21.02.2017, 
http://dumrt.ru/ru/news/news_16961.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
142 “В Духовном управления мусульман Республики Татарстан состоялась пресс-
конференция, посвященная принятию ДУМ РТ в состав Межрелигиозного совета 
России” [A press conference was held on the acceptance of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan as a member of the Interreligious 
Council of Russia], 24.02.2017, http://interreligious.ru/news/news-religious-communi 
ties/den-narodnogo-edinstva-1.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Given that there are at least two muftiates in Russia which claim to be 
on the all-Russian scale and are members of the IRC, the Moscow Patriar-
chate can choose which Islamic religious organization to cooperate with.143 
Obviously, it is the ROC rather than the muftiates which decides with 
whom to conduct a dialogue and in what format. This circumstance in turn 
influences the choice of the strategy pursued by each of the muftiates in its 
interaction with the ROC. Thus, for example, when it became obvious in 
2006 that the ROC was giving priority to TsDUM, the Council of Muftis of 
Russia undertook the creation of a commission on Islam-Christian dia-
logue.144 The initiators planned for the commission, consisting of Muslims, 
to enter into a dialogue with representatives of all Christian churches and 
other faiths.145 However, the idea was received negatively by the DECR, and 
the project has never been implemented.146 In other words, the plan was to 
create a structure that would function in parallel with the IRC. The 
principal difference between the proposed commission and the Council 
was that, unlike the latter, the leading role in the commission was to be 
played by Muslim rather than Orthodox figures.  

Thus the Moscow Patriarchate demonstrated that dialogue is possible 
only when the ROC assumes the role of big brother.147 This position has 
been actively promoted by the church since the early 2000s. While still 

— 
143 In turn, representatives of the government can also conduct a dialogue with repre-
sentatives of another, competing muftiate. 
144 “При Совете муфтиев РФ создана комиссия по исламо-христианскому диалогу” 
[A commission on Islamic-Christian dialogue has been created under the Council of 
Muftis of the Russian Federation], news agency РИА Новости [RIA Novosti], 
02.03.2006, https://ria.ru/20060302/43872129.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
145 Ibid. 
146 “Замглавы ОВЦС критически относится к идее создания при Совете муфтиев 
комиссии по исламо-христианскому диалогу” [The OVTsS deputy head criticizes the 
idea of creating a commission on Islamic-Christian dialogue under the Council of Muftis], 
06.03.2006, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/87023.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
147 Pyotr Multatuli, a Russian monarchist publicist and historian, quotes Valerian 
Krechetov, the rector of the Church of the Intercession of the Most Holy Theotokos in 
the village of Akulovo and the senior confessor of the Moscow Diocese: “The attitude 
towards Orthodoxy among faithful, true Muslims is not at all hostile, as is commonly 
believed.” He noted that that when two years previously he was conducting a course of 
talks at the Surikov Institute in Moscow, a Muslim who also had attended these lectures 
approached him and said that his grandfather had told him: “You will meet a Christian. 
Bow before him: he is your elder brother.” “This was the traditional attitude of true 
Muslims,” the priest emphasized. (П. Мультатули, “Император Николай II и 
мусульмане” [Emperor Nicholas II and the Muslims], portal Русская линия [Russian 
Line], 15.05.2008, https://rusk.ru/st.php?idar=27036, accessed 9 May 2020).  
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Metropolitan of Smolensk and Kaliningrad, Kirill stated that “Russia is an 
Orthodox country with national and religious minorities.”148  

The experience of the functioning of the Interreligious Council of Rus-
sia demonstrates that a monopolist in the religious market can appropriate 
some functions of the regulator with the tacit consent of the latter. The ROC 
acts as such a monopolist, participating directly in the formation of insti-
tutional rules for the interaction of religious associations with each other. 
Having lobbied to establish the concept of “traditional religions” as the basis 
of confessional policy in modern Russia, the Russian Orthodox Church 
consolidated it by creating a closed club for select religious associations.  

Conclusion 
This chapter focused on the legal aspects of the muftiate as an institution in 
modern Russia. The legal status of spiritual administrations of Muslims 
was considered in the context of changes in the country’s legislation on 
freedom of conscience. I examined Russia’s transition from a non-confes-
sional (akonfessional’noe) state in the second half of the 1980s to a secular 
one with a clearly defined principle of separating religious organizations 
from the state. 

Some religious scholars and human rights activists believe that the Rus-
sia of 1990–1997 (i.e., before the adoption of the federal law “On Freedom 
of Conscience and on Religious Associations” of 1997) can be described as 
a multi-religious secular state. For example, the Russian lawyer Anatoly V. 
Pchelintsev, an expert in state-confessional relations, asserts, “a compa-
rative analysis of Western constitutions and the Constitution of the Rus-
sian Federation shows that from a formal legal point of view Russia is one 
of the most secular states in the world.”149 Indeed, Russia is one of the few 
European countries (France is another), where the secular nature of the 
state is established at the constitutional level. However, the very concept of 
a secular state remains vague, since it is elaborated neither in the con-
stitution itself nor in any other legal act.  
— 
148 “Митрополит Смоленский и Калининградский Кирилл: ‘Россия – православная, 
а не ‘многоконфессиональная’ страна“ [Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk and Kalinin-
grad: Russia is an Orthodox, not a ‘multi-confessional’ country], Православная газета 
[Orthodox Gazette], № 42 (219), 08.11.2002, https://orthodox-newspaper.ru/num 
bers/at29097, accessed 9 May 2020. 
149 А. В. Пчелинцев, Свобода вероисповедания и деятельность религиозных 
объединений в Российской Федерации: конституционно-правовые основы [Reli-
gious freedom and the activities of religious associations in the Russian Federation: 
constitutional and legal foundations] (Москва: Юриспруденция, 2012), 64. 
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According to the theory of the economics of religion, the state seeks to 
support only those confessions, cooperation with which it considers most 
beneficial, i.e., it follows the principle of confessional pragmatism that 
guided the authorities of the Russian Empire and then of the USSR. Re-
gardless of the political regime and form of government, the state seeks to 
some degree control the religious market and provide more protection to 
some religions than to others. Russia is no exception. On the contrary, it is 
a vivid example of a strictly regulated religious market. Elsewhere as well 
certain new religious movements are either outlawed or do not enjoy the 
same degree of state support as religions that have a centuries-old his-
tory.150 That said and as many authors rightly point out, the secular nature 
of the state in those countries is not violated. Violations of secularism 
occur when a religious organization acts as an ideological institution that 
attempts to exert influence on the religious policy of the state. 

When representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church say that it is im-
possible to ensure the equality of all confessions and refer to the experience 
of Western countries, they confuse two concepts: equality (ravenstvo) and 
equal rights (ravnopravie). A state can actually cooperate more with some 
religious organizations and interact with others to a lesser extent yet not 
violate the secular nature of the state. But failing to guarantee equal rights 
of all confessions before the law is such a violation, and one way in which 
this occurs is to rank them either at the level of regulatory acts or in law 
enforcement practice. As the Russian sociologist of religion Mikhail 
Smirnov writes about the reasons for this ranking:  

I believe that, unfortunately, in Russia, the attitude towards religion is ins-
trumental – at least on the part of these same “instances” [regulatory 
authorities. – R.B.]. That is, religion is considered not so much in its own 
right, as the spiritual condition of people that shapes their inner world, but 
as an important tool that can replace an ideology, a tool with which you can 
touch something as with a magic wand so that this something immediately 
becomes something different and begins to flourish. Introduce religion into 
the school, into the army, into somewhere else, and as a result, something 
will begin to change. Religion is regarded as a tool for social planning. 

— 
150 A prime example is the categorization of Scientology as an “anticonstitutional sect” 
in Germany (“Germany Prepares to ban Scientology”, Spiegel International, 07.12.2007, 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/hubbard-s-church-unconstitutional-ger 
many-prepares-to-ban-scientology-a-522052.html, accessed 9 May 2020), as well as 
Scientology being denied the status of a religion in several countries (for example, in 
Greece). 
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Religious organizations are also perceived from this point of view: they 
either do or do not function as a social tool. Understandably, this is where 
the ranking of religious associations also comes from.151 

In the Russian Empire, all religions were divided into the state church 
(Synodal), “tolerated” and “untolerated” confessions. In the modern Rus-
sian Federation there is a different criteria that divides them into “traditio-
nal” and “non-traditional.” Here it should be noted, first, that, that the list 
of traditional religions is not exhaustive. Second, the traditional religions 
are gradated: the Moscow Patriarchate is “the first among equals,” while 
other religious organizations, including those representing Orthodox 
Christianity, enjoy lesser rights. 

The term “traditional religions” has acquired additional meaning and is 
used to contrast confessions that have historically existed throughout the 
country or in certain of its regions with confessions whose followers are 
not a majority of the population of any of the largest ethnic groups. In 
other words, the principle of ethnocentrism is of paramount significance to 
the concept of traditional religions.152 A given confession can count on, or 
more precisely apply for a special relationship with the state only if, at least 
at the nominal level, its followers constitute a majority of a large ethnic 
group. In this sense, the conception of traditional religions fully conforms 
with the principles of Catherine the Great’s confessional policy. The only 
tolerated religions in the Russian Empire were those professed by peoples 
living in Russia, while other religions were simply ignored. When followers 
of a religion unknown in Russia appeared, their rites could not be legally 
practiced, and those who tried to do so were persecuted.153 

In this context, the people or ethnic group serves as the capital that 
religious organizations exchange for tangible and intangible benefits re-
ceived from the state. Among religious organizations representing the so-
called “traditional religions,” this concept is most actively promoted by the 
ROC and TsDUM. The ROC justifies the thesis about the primacy of 
— 
151 Михаил Смирнов, “‘Если у нас есть социология религии, то вялотекущая…’ 
(Беседовал А. Кырлежев)” [‘If we have a sociology of religion in Russia, then it is very 
low-intensity…’ Interview with A. Kyrlezhev], Государство, религия, церковь в 
России и за рубежом [State, Religion and Church in Russia and Worldwide], no, 1 (30) 
(2012), 242. 
152 The principle of ethnocentricity means that a person’s nationality determines his or 
her religious affiliation. Thus Russians should be Orthodox, Tatars are Muslims, etc. 
For more on this principle, see Chapter V. 
153 И. К. Загидуллин, Татарское национальное движение в 1860–1905 гг. [The Tatar 
national movement in 1860–1905] (Казань: Татарское книжное изд-во, 2014), 81.  
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Orthodoxy among other religions in Russia by linking ethnic and confes-
sional identity. Thus Russian Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, Catholics, etc., are 
recognized by the ROC as independent ethnic and religious minorities 
(those with no ethnic marker, i.e., religious minorities such as the Pente-
costals, for example, are at best ignored). That said, there are two impor-
tant conditions: they must recognize both the dominance of the Russian-
Orthodox element in the construction of the Russian identity and the 
dominance of the Moscow Patriarchate in state-religious relations (which, 
as a rule, they do acknowledge).154  

Ever since 1997 all legislation regulating freedom of conscience aims to 
consolidate this concept. It begins at the level of the preamble (a part of the 
law which, although it lacks legal force, is important ideologically), and is 
continued in law enforcement practice. The 2016 Yarovaya amendments to 
the legislation on freedom of conscience are also, in fact, designed to 
restrict missionary activity and thereby preserve the status quo. 

As can be seen from this chapter, beginning in the late 1980s, when the 
USSR law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” was 
being prepared, muftiates were not passive observers but expressed their 
judgment on laws that had already been adopted. The key point was the 
adoption in 1997 of the federal law “On Freedom of Conscience and on 
Religious Associations,” which the leaders of all federal muftiates suppor-
ted although it contained a number of restrictive provisions that violated 
the principles of freedom of conscience proclaimed by the Russian Consti-
tution. Having admitted inequality among religions in the mid-1990s, the 
muftis have been faced with the fact that over time discrimination among 
traditional religions has begun to increase.  

The law subdivides religious organizations into centralized religious 
organizations (TsRO) and local religious organizations (MRO). The con-
cept of “traditional religions” turned out to be extremely convenient for the 
muftiates, which began to actively use the “traditional – non-traditional 
Islam” dichotomy in the internal Islamic discourse. In the absence of at 
least an approximate general formulation of the concept of “traditional 
Islam,” Muslim religious figures read different meanings into the notion. 
This is also the case with “non-traditional Islam.” There is no consensus 
among muftiates as to the nature of the creed of followers of non-tradi-
— 
154 James Warhola not quite successfully calls this arrangement “hegemonic ecu-
menism” (cited in: Православная церковь при новом патриархе, 149). The very idea 
of ecumenism is vehemently rejected by the ROC, which makes it impossible to speak 
other than ironically of ecumenism in relation to the Church.  
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tional Islam. As a result, these leaders often designate their opponents in 
competing muftiates as followers of non-traditional Islam. A conference 
held in Grozny in 2016 with the participation of Russian and foreign reli-
gious figures and devoted to the issue of conventionality in Islam not only 
did not help to find a compromise among the spiritual administrations of 
Muslims, but on the contrary aggravated the contradictions between them. 

The absence in Russia of a specialized body coordinating state confes-
sional policy only exacerbates the confrontation between various spiritual 
administrations, which are forced to seek the support of different state 
bodies, from the Administration of the President of the Russian Federation 
to law enforcement agencies. 

The weakening and then the abolition of the Council for Religious 
Affairs at the Council of Ministers of the USSR was fatal for Soviet muf-
tiates, left without protection by the body that not only controlled their 
activities but also served as an intermediary in conflicts between the faith-
ful and the muftiates. In subsequent years, however, the muftiates and 
other religious organizations have strongly opposed the creation of a body 
that would coordinate the activities of religious organizations. 

Following the example of the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, the leaders of the muftiates are now seeking dialogue with the 
heads of federal and regional authorities without the mediation of speci-
alized bodies responsible for the development and implementation of con-
fessional policy. The creation of such a body (a Ministry of Religious 
Affairs) was blocked in the first half of the 2000s by the ROC. The findings 
of my research allow me to conclude that the likely reason is not only 
reluctance to allow a ministry or department to exercise control over the 
financial and other activities of the church, but also the intention of the 
ROC itself to be involved in the formation and implementation of state 
religious policy. 
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CHAPTER V 

Federal Muftiates 

Introduction 
In this chapter, I consider two muftiates, which, in accordance with my 
classification, I call federal: the Central Spiritual Administration of Mus-
lims of Russia (TsDUM) and the Council of Muftis of Russia (SMR). 
Researchers who study modern Islamic religious organizations also include 
in this category the Coordination Center of Muslims of the North 
Caucasus (KTsMSK) and the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia 
(DSMR) among the federal (all-Russian) muftiates. The absence of these 
last two spiritual administrations from this chapter is not accidental. If we 
look back to 1998 when KTsMSK was created and consider its history from 
that time onward, then according to the formal criteria formulated above, 
the Coordination Center of Muslims of the North Caucasus could be 
classified as a federal muftiate. At one time, this muftiate was even a leader 
with respect to its constituent communities (primarily thanks to the com-
munities of Dagestan), and its jurisdiction included almost all regional 
spiritual administrations of the republics of the North Caucasus: from 
Dagestan in the east to Adygea in the west. However, the muftiate no 
longer has these features. In the past few years, following the exit by the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Chechen Republic in 2012 and 
by the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan in 2017, KTsMSK has lost 
influence even in the North Caucasus. At present, it is de facto an artificial 
organization consisting of only a few small regional spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims. 

As for the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia, this muftiate is con-
sidered in a separate chapter devoted to the “parallel” muftiates. What dif-
ferentiates them is that they do not aspire to absorb other all-Russian muf-
tiates, but act as a “third force” which the spiritual administrations leaving 
the jurisdiction of TsDUM or the Council of Muftis of Russia tend to join. 
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Studying the current affairs of the Council of Muftis of Russia involves 
certain difficulties. This spiritual administration can definitely be described 
as a federal muftiate in the period from 1996 to 2014. However, in 2014 an 
event occurred that introduced some confusion into the existing system of 
Islamic religious organizations in Russia. In 2014, the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the European Part of Russia (DUMER), which was 
among the founders of the Council of Muftis of Russia and one of its 
largest participants in terms of number of constituent communities, was 
reorganized into the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Russian 
Federation (DUM RF).  

Following the renaming of the regional muftiate as a spiritual adminis-
tration, which by its very name claims to be a muftiate on the all-Russian 
scale, there began the process of re-registering the communities that had 
been part of the Council of Muftis into the structure of DUM RF. The 
administrative structure within SMR also was changed. In late 2017 at the 
Fifth Congress of the Council of Muftis in Moscow, the co-chair arrange-
ment of this organization was liquidated. Instead, another body, the Pre-
sidium, was created, which included both the former chairmen and the 
new members – Ravil Gaynutdin’s deputies at SMR and DUM RF.  

Thus as a result of administrative transformations within the Council of 
Muftis a situation arose in which the whole (the Council of Muftis) and its 
part (DUM RF) started to act as interchangeable units, whereby the in-
fluence of the former muftiate declined and that of the latter increased. The 
situation was all the more unusual that the head of both organizations was 
(and remains to this day) the same person – Mufti Gaynutdin. In view of 
the above, when I speak about current affairs of the Council of Muftis (i.e., 
beginning in 2014) I will refer to it as follows: the Council of Muftis of 
Russia – the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Russian Federation 
(abbreviated as: SMR–DUM RF). At the same time, in spite of attempts to 
turn DUM RF into a full-fledged muftiate, so far this spiritual adminis-
tration cannot be an equal competitor not only of TsDUM, but also of its 
umbrella muftiate – the Council of Muftis of Russia – with respect to such 
an important criterion as the number of communities it represents. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the factors that led to the 
separation of a whole series of muhtasibats from DUMES and the creation 
of independent regional muftiates on their basis in 1992. I consider the 
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disintegration of DUMES–TsDUM to have been inevitable.1 I then con-
sider further integration processes involving unification of the regional 
muftiates in the framework of new country-wide (federal) organizations – 
the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Administrations of Muslims 
of Russia (VKTsDUMR) and the Council of Muftis of Russia. In doing so I 
employ the principles and terminology of the economics of religion. 

In the section devoted to TsDUM, I examine the current state of affairs 
of this oldest muftiate in Russia. I pay considerable attention not only to 
the ideological foundations underlying its activities, but also to the per-
sonal strategy of the permanent leader of TsDUM: Mufti Talgat Tadzhud-
din (Tazeev). Under the conditions of an authoritarian, rigid vertical 
control system within the framework of this muftiate, the personal factor 
plays a decisive role. I hypothesize that Tadzhuddin’s extravagant behavior 
is not so much the result of his ailment, but rather a well-informed strategy 
chosen as the most convenient method for preserving his position as the 
head of one of the leading Islamic religious organizations.2 This chapter 
also discusses the personal strategy of Mufti Ravil Gaynutdin, which is 
likewise aimed at maintaining his place among Muslim religious leaders. 

Each of the two competing federal muftiates seeks to gain the monopoly 
position of being if not the only, then at least the main Islamic center in the 
country, which has the right to speak on behalf of the entire Muslim 
population.  

Particular attention in this chapter is given to the terminology and title 
used by the leaders of SMR and TsDUM. Studying them allows us to draw 
certain conclusions about the ideology and self-identity of both the muftis 
themselves and the organizations they lead. 

— 
1 In 1948 TsDUM was renamed the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
European Part of the USSR and Siberia (DUMES). In 1994, in connection with the for-
mation of the Higher Coordination Center for the Spiritual Administrations of Muslims 
of Russia, which in 1998 merged with the Council of Muftis of Russia, DUMES was 
renamed the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia and the European 
Countries of the CIS (official acronym – TsDUM). In 2003 Tadzhuddin took the initia-
tive to rename TsDUM the Islamic Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Holy Rus’ (Islamskoe tsentral’noe dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Svyatoi Rusi). How-
ever, the proposal was not supported by most of the regional muftiates that were mem-
bers of TsDUM. During another re-registration in October 2000, the name of the 
muftiate was changed to the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia 
(TsDUM of Russia), which has remained unchanged to this day.  
2 See below on Mufti Tadzhuddin’s mental illness. 
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The Crisis of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
European Part of the USSR and Siberia in the Early 1990s 

When Soviet state and party officials spoke about the rapprochement of the 
state with the church, they meant not only the ROC, but also other 
registered religious associations.3 However, in practice, the main focus of 
Soviet confessional policy was on the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Meanwhile, the muftiates needed support from Moscow more than ever. 
As already noted in the Chapter III above, most of the muftiates created or 
reorganized during the Soviet period ceased to exist in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Central Asia 
(Sredneaziatskoe dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man, SADUM) in Tashkent 
disappeared in 1991. The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the North 
Caucasus (DUM SK) with headquarters in Makhachkala split into a num-
ber of regional muftiates already in 1989.4 Only Allahshukur Pashazade, the 
chairman of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Transcaucasia, 
managed to preserve some sort of influence, although it was religious 
rather than political. In 1991 DUMZak also folded. 

Until 1992, only one of the Soviet muftiates retained its unity: the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the European Part of the USSR and 
Siberia (DUMES) in Ufa. There are several reasons that prevented this 
muftiate from disintegrating at a time when other spiritual administrations 
of Muslims faced centrifugal tendencies.5 First, the absence of serious 
opposition both in the DUMES apparatus and among the imams of large 
communities was the result of the personnel policy of Talgat Tadzhuddin, 
who expelled from the muftiate opponents who could challenge his leader-

— 
3 Interview with Konstantin Kharchev, 23.04.2019, author’s fieldwork materials. 
4 The Coordination Center of Muslims of the North Caucasus, established in 1998, is 
not the successor to DUM SK, since it was actually created anew rather than on the base 
of that muftiate.  
5 In academic and popular science literature devoted to the events of the 1990s–2000s 
the process of creating new muftiates independent of DUMES–TsDUM is called a 
“schism.” See, for example: А. Б. Юнусова, Д. Д. Азаматов, Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 
лет Центральному духовному управлению мусульман России, 341; Р. А. Силантьев, 
Новейшая история ислама в России [The modern history of Islam in Russia] 
(Москва: Алгоритм, 2007), 5, 6 and throughout the text. As noted at the end of Chap-
ter I, in the context of Russia’s history the use of the term “schism” has a very definite 
meaning associated with the reforms in Orthodoxy in mid-seventeenth century. The 
schism was of a religious nature. It is therefore incorrect to transfer this term to the 
situation in the Muslim community of Russia, where the decentralization of spiritual 
management in Ufa occurred for completely different reasons. 
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ship.6 Second, it is impossible to discount the mono-ethnicity of the muf-
tiate. Unlike other muftiates, whose jurisdiction included communities in 
which believers of different nationalities were represented,7 most of the 
mahallahs of DUMES were Tatar.8 Thus the important factor of com-
petition between representatives of different ethnic groups for the right to 
control the muftiate was eliminated. Although the muftiate was located in 
the capital of the Bashkir Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (BASSR), 
the few Bashkir imams had no influence in the DUMES system. Third, 
Tadzhuddin managed to increase his authority in the eyes of believers after 
the celebration of the 1100th anniversary of the adoption of Islam by the 
Volga Bulgars, one of the ancestors of the modern Tatars, was organized 
and held on his initiative in 1989. A year earlier, the 1000th anniversary of 
the Christianization of Rus’ was celebrated. The principal difference 
between these two dates was that the Christian celebration was national in 
scope, while the Islamic event was regional. However, despite the local 
character of the holiday, the very fact of holding such celebrations attracted 
attention not only in Russia but outside its borders as well. Tadzhuddin’s 
authority as a religious leader had grown internationally. The guests of the 
celebrations even included ministers from a number of Arab countries. 
Financial aid from the Arab countries of the Gulf began to come to DUMES.9 
Thus, Tadzhuddin, who controlled revenue streams from abroad, acquired 
additional levers of influence on the communities under the jurisdiction of 
DUMES. Fourth, during Perestroika, Tadzhuddin actively interacted with 
the Tatar national movement, which was predominantly secular. Thus 
DUMES, together with all its mahallahs, became a collective member of the 
Tatar Public Center (TOTs), a public organization of Tatar nationalists 
who supported the independence of Tatarstan from Russia.10 Tadzhuddin 
himself and, on his instructions, dozens of imams took part in the work of 
the TOTs congresses. In 1989, DUMES granted 10 000 rubles to TOTs.11 

— 
6 В. Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е гг. [Islam in Tatarstan in 1990s] (Казань: 
Иман, 2005), 124. 
7 Ethnic diversity could be complemented by confessional diversity. Thus, the jurisdic-
tion of the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Transcaucasia included not only 
Shiite but also Sunni communities registered in the territory of Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Armenia. 
8 That is, most of the faithful and imams were Tatars. 
9 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е гг., 20-76. 
10 Ibid., 42. 
11 Ibid. It should be noted that as soon as TOTs lost their popularity in Tatarstan in the 
early 1990s, Tadzhuddin ceased to support this organization. 
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Finally, in Russia, where informal institutions and unwritten prevail, the 
figure of the head of the organization (both commercial and non-com-
mercial) is of decisive importance. At the turn of the 1980s and beginning 
of the 1990s, Talgat Tadzhuddin’s personal qualities played an important 
role in strengthening DUMES. He was (and by the way, continues to be 
today) one of the best educated Muslim religious figures. By appointing his 
numerous disciples heads of Muslim communities in the USSR he 
strengthened his authority at the local level. 

At the same time, it is impossible to ignore the fact that a significant 
number of communities were in the period under consideration beyond the 
control of official Muslim organizations. Thus according to data for 1985, 
392 religious associations were registered, while 419 were not (in reality, this 
figure was higher, since the plenipotentiaries of the Council for Religious 
Affairs in the regions often tried to understate statistics in order to demon-
strate the effectiveness of their own work to their supervisors in Moscow). By 
1988 there were 142 officially registered Muslim communities in the DUMES 
structure.12 Judging by the data for 1990, the situation had somewhat im-
proved, but the number of unregistered religious groups continued to be 
high – 347 against 773 registered.13 Thus at least a third of the Muslim com-
munities in Russia were not controlled by DUMES. After the registration 
procedure was simplified, some of these communities joined the newly 
created regional muftiates which had broken away from DUMES.  

The circumstances were such that, in a few years’ time, the factors that 
had contributed to the strengthening of Tadzhuddin’s position in the late 
1980s influenced the development of centrifugal processes in the muftiate. 
His authoritarian leadership style led to a situation in which all, even insig-
nificant administrative and financial issues were solved exclusively in Ufa.14 
This created an inconvenience for the heads of regional divisions, 
muhtasibats, who were deprived of real administrative and financial inde-
pendence in making decisions concerning the communities under their 

— 
12 М. Г. Валеева, Р. А. Утябай-Карими, Д. Д. Азаматов, “ЦДУМ,” in Ислам на 
территории бывшей Российской империи. Энциклопедический словарь [Islam in 
the territories of the former Russian Empire: Encyclopaedic dictionary], Т. I (Москва: 
Восточная литература, 2006), 436. 
13 М. И. Одинцов, Вероисповедные реформы в Советском Союзе и в России. 1985–
1997 гг. [Religious reforms in the Soviet Union and in Russia. 1985–1997] (Москва: 
Российское объединение исследователей религии, 2010), 56-57. 
14 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin, 31.05.2018; interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 
14.01.2018. Author’s fieldwork materials. 
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jurisdiction .15 In addition, the leaders of the regional divisions of DUMES 
realized that they could directly access funds donated by sponsors from 
Arab countries and by the growing class of local Muslim businessmen. 
Obtaining financial independence predetermined administrative inde-
pendence.16 

Finally, the moral character of Tadzhuddin himself played a significant 
role – something that some of my interlocutors delicately called a lifestyle 
that was not in line with Islam.17 In a resolution adopted on 18 August 1992 
at a meeting of public organizations of Bashkortostan, Tadzhuddin’s vices 
were openly cited as the reason for the creation of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the Republic of Bashkortostan, independent of the 
muftiate in Ufa. The constituent congress of the new body was held on 21 
August of the same year. A resolution adopted there stated: “Due to the 
progressive illness of its head, Mufti Talgat Tadzhuddin, the situation in the 
Spiritual Administration sharply worsened. The mufti’s immoral behavior 
(using drugs and alcohol) has shown his complete failure to lead DUMES.”18 

When asked what caused muftiates to withdraw from DUMES and to 
establish separate muftiates in the regions, my respondents cited the fol-
lowing reasons: 1) the inconvenience of communication with Ufa for 
solving current issues (the “geographical factor”),19 2) the bureaucratization 

— 
15 The decision on the formation of muhtasibats was made in January 1991 at the 
DUMES plenum. A total of twenty-five muhtasibats were organized, including five in 
the Tatar Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic and 4 in the Bashkir Autonomous 
Soviet Socialist Republic. 
16 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е гг., 76. 
17 Interview with Ismail Shangareev, 05.01.2020; interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 
18.01.2020; author’s fieldwork materials. In one interview given to journalist Mikhail 
Tulsky, Nafigulla Ashirov recounted what happened after the grand opening of the 
Tauba mosque in Naberezhnye Chelny on 20 July 1992: “On the way back, when we 
arrived at Lake Kandara-kul near the city of October, at about 2-3 AM he [Tadzhuddin. 
– R.B.] made everyone take off all of their clothes and swim naked, and he undressed
himself. He then came up to those still wearing underpants and cut the rope of the
underpants with a dagger. All the luggage carriers in the cars were jammed with Anis
Cognac; he constantly drank it with his subordinates” (М. Тульский, Причины
раскола мусульманских организаций в России [Reasons for the schism of Muslim
organizations in Russia], Центральная Азия и Кавказ [Central Asia and Caucasus],
no. 4 [34] [2004], 18).
18 Thus in the original of the document. Quoted in Тульский, “Причины раскола
мусульманских организаций в России,” 20. Nafigulla Ashirov confirmed to me that
the resolution really did contain such statements.
19 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin; interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 14.01.2018.
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of the DUMES apparatus20 and 3) the poor management of Muslim com-
munities in the regions.21 In the national republics the political factor also 
played a significant role. On the wave of claims of “sovereignty” by Russia’s 
regions in the early 1990s, the leaders of the national movement in Tatar-
stan and Bashkortostan realized the need for their own religious centres 
independent of Ufa. 22  

By the early 1990s Tadzhuddin no longer supported the Tatar nation-
alist movement. He preferred instead to back the official authorities of 
Tatarstan, who seized the initiative from the nationalists. In addition, he 
could not find a common language with the growing Bashkir national 
movement.23 As a result, in 1992 two muhtasibats separated from DUMES 
in two national republics: Bashkortostan and Tatarstan. The Bashkir na-
tionalists saw in DUMES a muftiate representing the interests of the Tatars 
and sought to create their own spiritual administration, while the Tatar 
national movement demanded the transfer of the DUMES headquarters to 
Kazan. Tadzhuddin did not take that step and thus provided a pretext for 
creating a muftiate independent of DUMES in Tatarstan.24  

The financial factor was also important. DUMES began to receive 
financial aid from the countries of the Muslim East, and these funds were 
completely controlled by Tadzhuddin.25 Understanding that it was possible 
— 
20 “In order to get the necessary seal of Mufti T. Tadzhuddin on the charter of a newly 
created organization, petitioners from remote regions sometimes had to wait in Ufa for 
weeks” (interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 14.01.2018). 
21 “After my return from Algeria, where I studied at an Islamic university, I found the 
atmosphere at TsDUM was not quite adequate. I would say that I encountered the 
complete collapse of the administrative apparatus” (ibid.). 
22 Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению мусульман 
России, 342. As for the authorities in the republics, they were often indifferent to the 
emergence of independent muftiates. This happened, for example, during the first three 
years after the creation of the DUM RT in Tatarstan. At the same time, the authorities 
retained control over the religious situation. Thus according to G. Galiullin, the mufti of 
Tatarstan in 1992–1998, it was impossible to build a single mosque without coor-
dinating with the authorities of the republic (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin).  
23 At the same time, one should not exaggerate the contribution of the Bashkir national 
movement. Rather than the desire of Bashkir nationalists to have their own muftiate, 
the key role in creating the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of 
Bashkortostan was played by a number of ambitious religious leaders who were inde-
pendent of TsDUM (interview with Ismail Shangareev; interview with Nafigulla 
Ashirov, 14.01. 2018).  
24 For more on this, see Chapter VI. 
25 “… Despite all the loyalty to him that he had preserved, his attempt to maintain strict 
one-man control and unsupervised expenditure of large monetary donations from 
abroad at that time alienated some of the Muslim leaders from him” (interview with 
Nafigulla Ashirov, 14.01.2018). 
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to go directly to sponsors without the mediation of Ufa also played an 
important role.26 

For the sake of completeness, it should also be mentioned that Mufti 
Talgat Tadzhuddin’s personal traits played a significant role in the growth 
of separatism.27 As Valiulla Yakupov points out, “those researchers who 
believe that the split in Tatar Islam associated with Tadzhuddin’s per-
sonality began in 1992 are wrong. That split was not the first. Actually, his 
confrontational (konfliktnaya) personality caused many difficulties in Tatar 
Islam from the very beginning of his activities as a mufti.”28 There are many 
instances when Tadzhuddin’s authoritarian style of leadership, his in-
tolerance toward any disobedience on the part of his subordinates, caused 
Muslim communities to separate from DUMES–TSDUM. One of the most 
notorious scandals was the conflict in Naberezhnye Chelny in 1992. During 
the opening of the Tauba mosque, a number of believers protested against 
stained-glass windows on which crosses and a Star of David were drawn 
according to Tadzhuddin’s sketch. Several people tried to dismantle the 
windows. In response, Tadzhuddin publicly struck muhtasib Idris Galyaut-
din with a whip.29 It is noteworthy that the Tauba mosque soon became the 
site of a constituent congress which announced the establishment of one of 
the first independent muftiates – the Spiritual Administration of Muslims 
of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT).  

Tadzhuddin’s personnel decisions in the summer of 1992 were fatal for 
the muftiate in Ufa in the full sense of the word. Nurmuhamet Nigmatullin 
was dismissed from his post as head of the Ufa muhtasibat. The chief pro-
perty manager of DUMES, Nafigulla Ashirov, was also out of work. 
Ashirov and Nigmatullin became the main organizers of the August 1992 
congress at which the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic 

— 
26 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 59-60. 
27 “As a result of various events that led to the discrediting of TsDUM during 1992–
1998, Tadzhuddin lost control of most of the Muslim communities in Russia. As al-
ready mentioned, this was, in many ways, due to his personal behavior, which violated 
Muslim morality, and to the innovations that he brought to the religion, such as ini-
tiatives to unite the prayers of various religions in one prayer space, announced by him 
in the Tauba mosque in Naberezhnye Chelny, and other things unacceptable from the 
Islamic point of view” (interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 14.01.2018).  
28 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 124.  
29 Тульский, “Причины раскола мусульманских организаций в России,” 19. For 
more details, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCJRneDxmHM&t=167s, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. It is noteworthy that before this episode Idris Galyautdin supported 
Tadzhuddin and opposed initiatives to create an independent muftiate in Tatarstan 
(Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 58). 
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of Bashkortostan was established. Thus, as was noted earlier, the national 
(or nationalist) factor played a secondary role; the main cause was personal 
in nature.30  

In addition, there were objective prerequisites for decentralizing 
DUMES. After the liberalization of public life in the USSR in general and in 
Russia in particular, it became easier to register new religious communities 
and even create new Islamic religious organizations.31 

Talgat Tadzhuddin received suggestions from imams to create regional 
structures and expand existing powers by giving them the authority to 
register new communities and approve imams in their regions. He rejected 
these proposals, however, considering them manifestations of separatism.32 
Thus TsDUM and its mufti T. Tadzhuddin were not ready for the new 
realities caused by political changes in the USSR and then in Russia. Under 
the conditions of the Soviet regime, the marketing strategy of the spiritual 
administrations was limited to building mutually beneficial relations with 
the state and maintaining the power vertical within the muftiate itself. The 
Islamic segment of the Soviet religious market had an oligopolistic struc-
ture. Each of the then existing four muftiates controlled a certain territory: 
the European part of the USSR (including Ukraine, Belarus and the Baltic 
republics) and Siberia were within the jurisdiction of DUMES. All these 
spiritual administrations, in the terminology I have been using here, were 
federal muftiates. A situation in which a muhtasibat – a regional division of 
the muftiate – could declare independence from TsDUM, was impossible 
both practically and theoretically.33 The state not only regulated the num-
ber of market participants themselves, but also determined the set of 
religious and non-religious goods and services that spiritual adminis-
trations could offer to their customers. The result of this situation in the 

— 
30 The national factor here was manifested in the fact that Nurmuhamet Nigmatullin, 
who was the only Bashkir among the organizers of the congress, was proposed as a can-
didate for mufti. Neither Ashirov nor other organizers of the congress could apply for 
this position, since they were Tatars. 
31 Interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 14.01.2018. 
32 Ibid. The proposals for the decentralization of DUMES were of various kinds, some of 
them quite radical, aiming at reducing the role of the muftiate in Ufa to being a focal 
point for regional spiritual administrations (Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет 
Центральному духовному управлению мусульман России, 341).  
33 The only case I am aware of occurred in the mid-1950s, when representatives of the 
Muslim community in Leningrad tried to register a community independent of DUMES. 
This idea was partially supported by the plenipotentiary of the Council for the Affairs of 
Religious Cults under the Council of Ministers of the USSR in Leningrad and the 
Leningrad region, but the initiative was not supported in Moscow.  
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religious market was the emergence of so-called itinerant mullahs who 
offered religious services to believers who for one reason or another could 
not use the services provided by the so-called official clergy.  

The changed political conditions in the USSR in the late 1980s and early 
1990s meant, first, that the former system of sole management with a strict 
vertical of power in the muftiate needed to be democratized. Second, it 
meant that it was necessary to expand the range of services that the 
muftiate offered to buyers. However, DUMES–TSDUM, represented by its 
leader, Mufti Tadzhuddin, was not ready for change. In fact, TsDUM 
followed the same marketing strategy as in Soviet times, when the state 
tightly controlled the activities of religious organizations, including the 
muftiates. In contrast to the ROC, which since the late 1980s had acted as 
an equal partner of the state, TsDUM was unable to build relations of the 
same quality even with some regional authorities (including in the national 
republics), not to mention the federal government. As a consequence, the 
importance of this muftiate as a supplier of religious product fell in the eyes 
of its consumers. From the economic and political points of view, it 
became easier for believers in Russia’s regions to meet their religious needs 
with the help of regional spiritual administrations independent of TsDUM. 

The bodies that guaranteed the preservation of the administrative 
vertical of DUMES power in the post-war period were the Council for 
Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the USSR and the KGB. 
As already noted in the previous chapter, personnel issues ranging from 
election of the mufti to appointment of the leaders of the parishes could 
not be resolved without the participation of the all-Union SDR. However, 
in 1991, the SDR was dissolved (the Russian Republic SDR had ceased to 
exist earlier). After the collapse of the USSR, republican committees or 
councils for religious affairs (for example, in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan) 
arose on the basis of the offices of the plenipotentiaries of the all-Union 
SDR, but they did not have the previous administrative resources and were 
unable to have any real impact on the religious situation.34 

Thus, DUMES could not count on government intervention to return 
the self-proclaimed muftiates to its jurisdiction. Why the authorities of the 
regions did not prevent the creation of independent spiritual adminis-
trations in the republics and regions they governed can be explained as 

— 
34 An example is the Council for Religious Affairs under the Cabinet of Ministers of the 
Republic of Tatarstan. Established in 1992, DUM RT simply did not follow the recom-
mendations and instructions of this body. 
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follows. First, the leaders of some regions were interested in having a muf-
tiate independent of Ufa but under their control.35 Second, even if the 
presidents of the autonomous republics36 tried to exert administrative 
pressure on the muftiates, they could have suffered a fiasco similar to what 
happened in Tatarstan, for example. 

The appearance of the first muftiates independent of DUMES in the 
Volga-Ural region came as a surprise to Mufti Tadzhuddin. He was on a 
foreign trip when he learned about the emergence of two independent 
muftiates: the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of 
Bashkortostan (DUM RB) and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT). They arose literally one after the 
other: on 21 August 1992, the founding congress of the DUM RB was held 
in Ufa, and on 22 August of the same year a similar congress was held in 
Naberezhnye Chelny, where the creation of the DUM RT was announced. 

According to the mufti of the DUM RT, Gabdulla Galiullin, the decision 
to create the muftiate in Tatarstan was made spontaneously.37 Organizers of 
the congress in Ufa suggested that their Tatarstan colleagues create an 
independent muftiate. Constitutive documents of the DUM RB were taken 
as an example.38 The delegates of the congress in Ufa went by buses to the 
city of Naberezhnye Chelny, located 252 km from Ufa in the east of 
Tatarstan. The congress was attended by about 200 delegates who unani-
mously decided to create an independent Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan.39 

It soon became clear to representatives of the new muftiates that in 
order to resolve issues requiring negotiation at the highest, federal level 
they needed to group around a single unified umbrella organization. This 
umbrella organization was supposed to represent their interests before the 

— 
35 This applies not merely to national republics, but also to other administrative areas 
with a significant Muslim population. Thus, according to the former mufti Ismail 
Shangareev, a former authorized representative of the SDR in the Orenburg region who 
held an administrative position under the governor approached him with a proposal to 
create a regional muftiate that would not be under the control of TsDUM. According to 
the calculations of the regional administration, they could control Muslim religious 
affairs themselves, without resorting to the mediation of the muftiate in Ufa (interview 
with Ismail Shangareev).  
36 Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) – an administrative unit in the USSR. 
One of the forms of autonomy for national minorities in a number of union republics of 
the Soviet Union (the RSFSR, the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, etc.). 
37 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin. 
38 Ibid.  
39 Силантьев, Новейшая история ислама в России, 55.  
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state authorities of the Russian Federation. Even large regional muftiates 
such as the DUM RT could not address the government directly, so that the 
issue of creating a single federal structure was raised shortly after the 
establishment of independent religious administrations in 1992. The fun-
damental difference between the new umbrella all-Russian muftiate and 
TsDUM was that the former would be based on more democratic princip-
les as far as decision-making in both management and financial matters 
was concerned.  

On 21 October 1992 the first congress of the Coordinating Council of 
the Heads of Regional Spiritual Administrations of Muslims of the Euro-
pean Part of the former USSR and Siberia was held in Kazan. The Council 
was renamed the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Adminis-
trations of Muslims of Russia (VKTsDUMR), and the Mufti of Tatarstan 
Gabdulla Galiullin was elected chairman.40 At first, VKTsDUMR com-
prised the majority of muftiates independent of DUMES, including those 
which were formed as a result of the dissolution of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the North Caucasus.41 Thus, VKTsDUMR became 
the only muftiate in the history of Russia to include in its structure Islamic 
religious organizations of the Volga region, the North Caucasus, the Baltic 
states, Ukraine and other regions. 

However, the history of the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual 
Administrations of Muslims of Russia was short, and it ceased its activity 
due to disagreements among its leadership.42 In 1998, two years after the 
formation of the Council of Muftis of Russia, part of the muftiates who 
were members of the VKTsDUMR were included in this new organization, 
which claimed to operate on the all-Russian (federal) level.43 

As VKTsDUMR grew stronger, TsDUM was losing its power. Dis-
satisfied with Tadzhuddin’s policy, imams tried to displace him. In October 
1994 Tadzhuddin was removed from his post at an extraordinary plenum 

— 
40 On 22 February 1993, VKTsDUMR was officially registered with the Ministry of 
Justice. In the spring of 1994, Gabdulla Galiullin, was proclaimed Grand Mufti of 
Russia. However, according to a number of experts, due to the lack of leadership quali-
ties necessary for a mufti on the all-Russian scale, Galiullin was unable to become head 
of the federal muftiate alternative to TsDUM (interview with Abdul-Vahed Niyazov, 
31.03.2018, author’s fieldwork materials).  
41 Interview with Nafigullah Ashirov, 14.01.2018, author’s fieldwork materials.  
42 Interview with Gabdullah Galiullin. 
43 Силантьев, Новейшая история ислама в России, 96. Earlier in August 1998 the 
Coordination Center of Muslims of the North Caucasus (KTsMSK) was established, 
which in time became the third muftiate of federal significance. 
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of TsDUM. A thirty-year-old imam, Zamir Khairullin, was elected acting 
chairman of the organization. In his speech to the delegates of the congress, 
Khairullin noted that Tadzhuddin “is not in a position to lead the spiritual 
administration because of his moral disintegration and actions contrary to 
the norms of Islam.”44 

Using administrative resources, however, Tadzhuddin managed to re-
gain the post of chairman of TsDUM. Khairullin soon had to apologize to 
Tadzhuddin.45 After that, for more than ten years, there were no serious 
attempts to remove Tadzhuddin from power. The imams who were dis-
satisfied with Tadzhuddin’s policy chose different tactics and organize 
communities independent from TsDUM or moved to the Council of Muf-
tis of Russia, established in 1996. Whenever there was a threat to Tadzhud-
din’s power within TsDUM itself, he cleverly dismissed the imams who 
attempted to challenge his leadership from their posts before they could 
take decisive action against him.46 

The Clan System in Modern Tatar Society and  
the Ministers of the Islamic Religion 

The Tadzhuddin phenomenon cannot be fully understood without taking 
into account the clannish structure of Tatar society in the Volga region and 
the Urals. The Russian economists Ivan V. Rozmainsky, Leonid Ya. Kosals 
and others have examined the clan model of capitalism. According to the 
definition given by Kosals, “clans are closed business communities that 
protect information about their activities and their structure from both the 
public and the state.”47 

Monopolism is the optimal environment for clan capitalism. In con-
ditions of competition in the market, firms can become monopolists as a 
result of their own economic efforts. Under clan capitalism, firms become 

— 
44 “Конфликт внутри Центрального духовного управления мусульман России 
получил новое развитие” [A new episode in the conflict in the Central Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims], Интерфакс-религия [Interfax – Religion], 15.12.1994, 
http://www.interfax-religion.ru/buddhism/?act=archive&div=13382, accessed 9 May 2020. 
45 Силантьев, Новейшая история ислама в России, 65.  
46 This happened, for example, in 2005, when Muhammedgali Khuzin and Farid Salman 
tried to remove Tadzhuddin from his posts and turn him into a merely formal figure 
without power (interview with Farid Salman, 01.06.2018, author’s fieldwork materials).  
47 Л. Косалс, “Клановый капитализм в России” [Clan capitalism in Russia], 
Неприкосновенный запас [NZ: Debates on politics and culture], no. 6 (2006), 
http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2006/50/ko17.html, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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monopolists as a result of the creation of special conditions for themselves 
and restrictions on the market activity of their competitors. 

Religious organizations that rely on the clan model (system) prefer to 
achieve success in the religious market in non-market ways. These methods 
are reduced to obtaining preferential conditions from the state and re-
stricting the activities of competing organizations with the help of the state. 
A.L. Salagaev and S.A. Sergeev ‘s article “The Regional Elite of the Republic
of Tatarstan: Structure and Evolution” considers the features of the clan-
nish structure. They are writing about Tatarstan, but their conclusions can
be applied to other national republics of Russia:

The political elite of Tatarstan … for a long time could be regarded as 
typical of the republics of the Russian Federation: rural in origin, its pre-
vious activities controlled by the nomenklatura political class,48 with an 
authoritarian patriarchal political culture, clannish (klanovyi) (that is, 
emphasizing personal loyalty) with respect to the relationship among its 
members and predominantly monoethnic.49  

Salagaev and Sergeev examine the clannish structure in Tatarstan on the 
example of the clan of the first president of Tatarstan, Mintimer Sh. 
Shaimiev.50 The Shaimiev clan, which begins its history in the Soviet 
Union’s declining years in the late 1980s, has a complex internal structure 
and consists of four circles. The first, closest circle is formed by the 
Shaimiev family, which includes his closest relatives (wife, sons, nephews, 
son-in-law and other persons). The second, almost equally close circle 
consists of the friends of the “family.” The most famous representative of 
this circle is the current president of Tatarstan, Rustam N. Minnikhanov 
with members of his family (i.e., Minnikhanov’s first circle). The third 
circle includes “socially close” people, generally ethnic Tatars with village 
roots. 51 Representatives of the third circle were mainly recruited during the 
years of Shaimiev’s presidency as heads of administrations of cities and 
districts of the republic. Those who worked with Shaimiev in different 
years and with whom he is well acquainted also belong here. Finally, the 

— 
48 Nomenklatura – general term for members of the ruling elite in the USSR. 
49 А. Л. Салагаев, С. А. Сергеев, “Региональная элита республики Татарстан: 
структура и эволюция” [Regional elite of the Republic of Tatarstan: structure and evo-
lution], Полития [Politeia], no. 2 (2013), 76. 
50 Ibid., 77-79. 
51 According to Salagaev and Sergeev, “rural origins and agricultural education remain 
conditio sine qua non for admission to this circle” (Ibid., 79). 
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fourth circle consists of officials who owe their promotion under Shaimiev 
to their business talents and unconditional personal loyalty. The latter 
characteristic is no less significant than the first.52 

Although Tadzhuddin is city-dweller by origin, he has also formed his 
own clan, where several circles can also be distinguished analogous to those 
in Shaimiev’s. The system of kinship ties connects Tadzhuddin with a large 
number of Muslim religious figures, including one of his main opponents, 
the Chairman of the Council of Muslims of Russia Ravil Gaynutdin, who is 
married to one of Tadzhuddin’s cousins. “Talgat Tadzhuddin’s tendency to 
surround himself with relatives has been known for a long time. It is no 
secret that at the turn of the 1970s–1980s, he tried to marry all promising 
students at Bukhara madrasah Mir-i Arab to his cousins, subsequently 
appointing the former imams of the largest mosques.”53 In such a way he 
deliberately built and strengthened his own clan, which, thanks to marital 
relations, included, in addition to Gaynutdin, one more functionary from 
the Council of Muftis: Abdul-Vahed Niyazov. The fact that Gaynutdin is 
part of Tadzhuddin’s clan allows some experts to argue that the confron-
tation between these two religious figures is sham.54  

According to the typology of religious leaders used in sociology of 
religion, Tadzhuddin belongs to the category whose charisma derives from 
his position as the head of an Islamic religious organization: the muftiate. 
At the same time, he could be characterized as possessing hereditary 
charisma due to the fact that he was a murid (follower) of Sufi sheikhs and 
acquired ijazah and knowledge from them. Sometimes these two charismas 
may conflict with each other. For example, after the creation of a unified 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan in 1998,55 
Farid Salman, who rejected this action, did not abandon attempts to retain 
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Tatarstan that had existed 
before the unification under the jurisdiction of TsDUM. However, 
Tadzhuddin provided practically no support to Farid Salman, who actually 
represented the interests of TsDUM, and cooperated to a greater extent 

— 
52 Ibid., 78-79. 
53 “Талгат Таджуддин получил поддержку пленума ЦДУМ и назначил муфтием 
Башкортостана своего сына” [Talgat Tadzhuddin received the support of the TsDUM 
plenum and appointed his son mufti of Bashkortostan, portal Русская линия [Russian 
Line], 8.05.2003, https://rusk.ru/st.php?idar=204010, accessed 9 May 2020.  
54 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin, 04.12.2017, author’s fieldwork materials.  
55 See further in Chapter VI.  
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with the newly created unified DUM RT headed by Tadzhuddin’s former 
student Gusman Iskhakov. 56 

This example shows that a clan leader’s decisions are not necessarily 
based on formal logic. In the event of a rupture of business relations and 
conflict with religious figures subordinate to him, Tadzhuddin’s further 
interactions with these people were based on whether they were his stu-
dents or not. In the first case, he continued to maintain relations, in the 
second, there was an almost complete break. Thus, for example, he ceased 
communicating with his former deputies Muhammedgali Khuzin and 
Albir Krganov after they had been dismissed from their posts at TsDUM. 
At the same time, he did not break off relationships with former students 
such as Ravil Gaintudin, Gabdulla Galiullin, and some others who used to 
be heads of the muftiates that had separated from TsDUM.  

The Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia 
(TsDUM) 

Although a significant number of muhtasibats have departed from TsDUM, 
it remains one of the largest in terms of the number of Islamic com-
munities under its jurisdiction.57 Its success is based on having the full 
support of the authorities. In turn, this backing is largely due to the skillful 
strategy pursued by TsDUM’s chairman Tadzhuddin. 

Throughout his entire service as head of DUMES and then TsDUM 
Tadzhuddin unconditionally supported the government.58 As the Kazan-
based political scientist Ruslan Aysin rightly points out, “the entire ideo-
logical framework of the Ufa muftiate is held up by adherence to the policy 
of the country’s leaders no matter what they do. Talgat Tadzhuddin is 

— 
56 According to Salman, when he asked Tadzhuddin why he had not supported him 
against those who had been trying to eliminate DUM RT, Tadzhuddin replied: “How 
could I do that to my students?” (interview with Farid Salman).  
57 Until March 2017 the largest muftiate in Russia based on number of congregations 
was the Coordination Center of the Muslims of the North Caucasus (around 2 500 
mosques). But after the withdrawal of the DUM of the Chechnya Republic in 2016, 
followed by the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan later on, this spiritual adminis-
tration became an outlier among all-Russian muftiates with respect to number of con-
gregations.  
58 “It (TsDUM – R.B.) is the legal successor of the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual 
Assembly created by Catherine the Great. TsDUM and its subdivisions (regional 
DUMs) are the bulwark of traditional Islam: non-politicized, moderate, tolerant and 
calm, expressing full loyalty to the state and its laws” (Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет 
Центральному духовному управлению мусульман России, 359). 
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unique in that he is ready to support any initiatives of the authorities, even 
if they infringe on the rights of the Muslim population”.59 

Perhaps Tadzhuddin’s only serious miscalculation was to support the 
State Committee on the State of Emergency (GKChP)60 in August, 1991. 
But after the defeat of the putsch, he managed to maintain working rela-
tions with both the Russian federal government (represented by Russian 
President Boris N. Yeltsin) and the republican authorities (represented by 
President of the Republic of Bashkortostan Murtaza G. Rahimov).61 

Meanwhile, other muftiates also demonstrate loyalty to the political 
regime, including the main competitor of TsDUM – the Council of Mus-
lims of Russia. What distinguishes TsDUM from the latter is the nature of 
its relations with the ROC and the view of the place and role of Islam in 
contemporary Russian society. With all the ensuing consequences, the 
position of TsDUM’s leadership is essentially that Islam is the religion of 
certain ethnic minorities in Russia (Tatars, Bashkirs and the peoples of the 
North Caucasus), while Orthodoxy is the religion of the overwhelming 
majority of the country’s population.62 As Tadzhuddin declared back in 
2003 in an interview on the Internet portal Credo.ru:  

His Holiness [Patriarch Alexy II. – R.B.] and I have known each other for 
almost twenty-five years; we meet and discuss various issues. In our 
arrangement, everyone seeds his own kitchen garden … Imagine, someone 
coming to your kitchen garden, borrowing five-ten meters and planting 

— 
59 Р. Айсин, “Что стоит за очередным предложением Талгата Таджутдина?” [What 
lies behind yet another proposal of Talgat Tadzhuddin?], portal Kavpolit, 25.12.2015, 
http://kavpolit.com/articles/chto_stoit_za_ocherednym_predlozheniem_talgata_tad-
22327/, accessed 9 May 2020.  
60 The State Committee on the State of Emergency (GKChP) – self-proclaimed provisio-
nal body of state power in the USSR, August 18–21, 1991. The Committee which 
attempted to seize power from President Mikhail Gorbachev, was headed by Soviet 
Vice-President Gennady I. Yanaev, and included a number of leading ministers and 
other officials.  
61 Subsequently, President Yeltsin provided firm support to the chairman of the Council 
of Muftis of Russia Ravil Gaynutdin. However, during the 1990s the country’s 
leadership did not interfere in the activities of the muftiates, which allowed Tadzhuddin 
to maintain his positions by maneuvering between different political and economic 
interests. In the early 1990s President of Bashkortostan Murtaza G. Rakhimov 
supported mainly the DUM of the Republic of Bashkortostan, which was allied with the 
Bashkir national movement, but by 1997 Tadzhuddin managed to enlist Rakhimov’s 
support.  
62 J. Warhola, “Coexistence or confrontation? The politics of interaction between 
Orthodoxy and Islam in Putin’s Russia: culture, institutions, and leadership,” Religion, 
State, and Society 36, no. 4 (2008), 345.  
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radishes where you wanted onions. How will this be perceived? That’s why 
we do not carry out any missionary activity among non-Muslims at all.63  

Ethnocentricity is a tenet of great importance in the dialogue between the 
ROC and the muftiates. The Moscow Patriarchate positions itself as a na-
tional church and adheres to the principle “You were born Russian, hence 
you are under the jurisdiction of the ROC.”64 It does not matter whether or 
not a person is a practicing believer (votserkovlennyi, i.e., performs all the 
basic religious rites prescribed by the Church). It is no accident that the 
Moscow Patriarchate is extremely sensitive to such a phenomenon as Rus-
sian Muslims. Emphasizing the fairly insignificant number of ethnic Rus-
sians who have accepted Islam, some Russian political writers (Roman A. 
Silantyev, Rais R. Suleymanov, and others) portray Russian Muslims most-
ly as real or potential criminals and terrorists. Silantyev, a former employee 
of the Department for External Church Relations of the Moscow Patriar-
chate in 1998–2009, even maintains a special site, Neofitam.net, on which 
he presents Muslim neophytes in a negative light. For example, he has 
compiled a list of the 100 most famous ethnic Russian Muslims and pub-
lished a book with that title.65  

The problem here is not that the representatives of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church are afraid of the threat allegedly coming from Muslim neo-
phytes. The point is that Russian Muslims, regardless of which schools in 
Islam they follow, their very existence undermines the thesis that being 
Russian and Orthodox is one and the same thing. If we admit that Russians 
can be not only Orthodox but also Muslims, Buddhists, etc., this means a 
loss for the ROC of influence and customers (who according to the Russkiy 

— 
63 “Талгат Таджуддин, Верховный муфтий ЦДУМ: ‘У нас с Его Святейшеством 
уговор – каждый сеет в своем огороде’” [Talgat Tadzhuddin, Grand Mufti of 
TsDUM: ‘We have an arrangement with His Holiness – everyone seeds his own kitchen 
garden’], 24.06.2002, https://www.portal-credo.ru/site/?act=authority&id=6, accessed 9 
May 2020. 
64 See, К. Крылов, “‘Государственная религия’ будущего” [‘State religion’ of the 
future], Отечественные записки [Annals of the Fatherland], № 1 (1) (2001), 
http://www.strana-oz.ru/2001/1/gosudarstvennaya-religiya-budushchego, accessed 9 May 
2020. Metropolitan of Kazan and Tatarstan Feofan (Ashurkov), for example, considers 
as Orthodox all those who were born in mixed marriages where one of the parents is 
Russian by nationality (И. Хан, “Татарстанский [митрополит] Феофан: полукровки 
должны быть православными” [Tatarstan [Metropolitan] Feofan: half-breeds should 
be Orthodox], Голос Ислама, 24.10.2016, https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=30382, 
accessed 9 May 2020). 
65 Р. А. Силантьев, 100 самых известных “русских мусульман” [100 most famous 
“Russian Muslims] (Екатеринбург: Екатеринбургская епархия, 2016). 
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mir66 doctrine include all Slavic peoples in Russia and the former USSR 
republics), a decrease in the symbolic capital it skilfully employs in its 
relations with the state. 

The fact that Tadzhuddin considers TsDUM an ethnic religious organ-
ization that claims to “nourish” only Muslims, and then only some of them 
– the Tatars – fully corresponds to the interests of the ROC. As the Russian
right-wing political writer Konstantin A. Krylov has aptly noted, the ROC
has the right to represent all citizens of Russia except traditional Muslims,
but this right is not real (stemming from membership in the church), but
symbolic. “Therefore,” writes Krylov, “the ROC ‘bargains’ about the price
and forms of ‘redemption’ not directly with citizens but with the state,
which, as it were, represents citizens as a whole.” 67

The principle of ethnocentricity pursued by Tadzhuddin allows us to 
conclude that the current TsDUM is to a much greater extent the successor 
of the pre-1917 Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly than it is of 
the muftiate with almost the same name which existed in 1920–1936. 
Unlike the modern Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Russia, 
TsDUM headed by Mufti R. Fakhretdin sought to overcome ethno-
centricity and to become a muftiate for all Muslims of the Soviet Union 
rather than just Tatars and Bashkirs. 

The principle of “everyone seeds his own kitchen garden” is expressed 
not only in mutual commitments to refrain from missionary work. It also 
means non-interference in the ROC’s policy if it does not directly affect the 
communities under the jurisdiction of TsDUM. It means, in other word, 
that the religious market is divided between TsDUM and the ROC. As a 
result, buyers are segmented according to their ethnicity: all ethnic Rus-
sians are automatically put into the category of consumers of the religious 
product provided by the Russian Orthodox Church, while those who 
belong to peoples practicing ‘traditional Islam’68 are consumers of the 
religious product provided by TsDUM. The ethnocentric approach used by 
TsDUM in its policy based on the principle that each confession labors in 
its own “kitchen garden,” actually means that this muftiate is not interested 
— 
66 Russian world – an ideology asserting the spiritual and cultural unity of the nations 
descended from Kievan Rus’, presumably under Russian leadership.  
67 Крылов, “‘Государственная религия’ будущего.” 
68 I.e. “non-politicized, moderate, tolerant and calm, expressing full loyalty to the state 
and its laws” (Юнусова, Азаматов, 225 лет Центральному духовному управлению 
мусульман России, 359). For more about traditional Islam in Russia see, The concept of 
traditional Islam in modern Islamic discourse in Russia, ed. R. Bekkin (Sarajevo: Center 
for Advanced Studies, 2020). 
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in attracting as new consumers people who do not support the concept of 
‘traditional Islam’ or even children from mixed marriages (for example, 
half Tatar and half Russian). Thus, for example, the de facto compulsory 
introduction of the “Fundamentals of Orthodox Culture” in some Russian 
regions with a predominantly Russian population also does not provoke 
objections from TsDUM, even if Muslim pupils are discriminated against. 
In addition, following this “kitchen garden” principle, Tadzhuddin and 
TsDUM do not interfere in the religious affairs of other Muslim peoples 
(e.g., in the North Caucasus), which provides grounds for speaking of the 
ethnocentricity of TsDUM. 

In March 2003 the Presidium of TsDUM proposed to rename TsDUM 
the Islamic Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Holy Rus’ (Svyatoy 
Rusi).69 This initiative was perceived as a manifestation of unparalleled 
loyalty to the ROC, as the expression “Svyataya Rus’ strongly connotes the 
Orthodox nature of Russia. The Presidium of TsDUM also suggested that 
Tadzhuddin should be called the Grand Mufti of Holy Rus’.70 At that time, 
this initiative was not supported by the authorities. However, it was raised 
again the following year by Tadzhuddin’s associates Farid Salman and 
Muhammedgali Khuzin, the leaders of regional DUMs.71 

At first glance, the proposed rebranding looks like a demonstration of 
Tadzhuddin’s and TsDUM’s loyalty towards the ROC. However, one 
should not underestimate Tadzhuddin and treat his actions as solely irra-
tional, as some authors do.72 Tadzhuddin is an experienced strategist, and 
behind the change of labels and titles there was more than just a desire to 
demonstrate loyalty to the ROC:  

Tadzhuddin has been testing the idea of a new interpretation of the 
Orthodox-patriotic concept of ‘Holy Rus’ for a long time, speaking at 
various interfaith events with the participation of the highest hierarchs of 
the Moscow Patriarchate of the ROC. And it was completely incomepre-
hensible whether he wanted somehow to please the Patriarch (whom the 

— 
69 “Талгат Таджуддин – верховный муфтий Святой Руси? “[Talgat Tadzhuddin – 
Grand Mufti of Holy Rus?], Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 
24.08.2004, http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/intraconfessional/muslim/2004/08/ 
d2600/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
70 Ibid.  
71 Ibid. 
72 In this case, of course, one should not disregard the role of Tadzhuddin’ mental 
illness. For example, just before the opening of the Tauba mosque in Naberezhnye 
Chelny, in July 1992, he had spent more than two weeks in a psychiatric clinic. 
(Тульский, “Причины раскола мусульманских организаций в России,” 18).  
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mufti asked for blessings whenever they met, acting like a pious Orthodox 
layman) and the Orthodox majority of Russia’s population, or whether he 
was reinterpreting the term “Holy Rus’” in a sense unacceptable to the 
Orthodox people that was close to the idea of “Russian Islam” propagated 
by his opponents (although the latter is unlikely).73 

The language used by Tadzhuddin in his speeches requires a separate 
study. Perhaps he consciously achieves the effect by mixing Islamic and 
Orthodox sociolects. As a result, it seems that Orthodoxy and Islam have 
many common features that provide a platform for close cooperation 
between the muftiate heads and the ROC. For example, commenting on 
the announcement of jihad against the USA he declared:  

I’m not retracting what I’ve said because the written fatwa on declaring a 
spiritual holy war against the Antichrist of the world – the US and its allies 
– is accepted not only by me, but also by the whole board of muftis of the
Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Holy Rus’. The only people
outraged by this decision were those who receive a salary in greenbacks (v
zelenykh, i.e., in US dollars), everyone else has supported it.74

As can be seen from this short passage, the Islamic term “fatwa” is con-
nected with the “holy war against the Antichrist” and the old slang word 
“greenbacks.”75 Tadzhuddin’s use of the construct “Holy Rus’” may be mis-

— 
73 “Крайности сомкнулись. Талгат Таджуддин надолго лишил себя шансов стать 
штатным муфтием московского Кремля” [The extremes have met. Talgat Tadzhud-
din has deprived himself of a chance to become a full-time mufti of the Moscow 
Kremlin for a long time], https://www.portal-credo.ru/site/?act=comment&id=199, 
accessed 9 May 2020. 
74 Speaking at the meeting of the United Russia Party in Ufa on 3 April 2003, Talgat 
Tadzhuddin urged Russian Muslims to start a jihad against the USA. He also called for 
donations to purchase weapons for the Iraqi people. See “ИЦДУМ ‘Святой Руси’ 
объявил джихад США” [ITsDUM of ‘Holy Rus’ announces jihad on the USA], 
Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 03.04. 2003, https://www.sova-
center.ru/religion/news/extremism/violence-incitement/2003/04/d254/, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
75 It is worth remembering that for a large part of the Orthodox people the prophet 
Muhammad is a servant of the Antichrist. A work by the 16th century monk Maxim 
Grek, “Two sermons against Mahomet” (М. Грек, Два слова против Магомета [Two 
sermons against Mahomet], https://azbyka.ru/otechnik/Maksim_Grek/magomet/, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020.) is very popular among modern Orthodox missionaries. On the 
subject of mixed Christian apocalyptic terminology and Islamic jihadist rhetoric, see 
also: “Талгат Таджуддин: ‘Уже две недели Антихрист мира воюет, подняв голову, 
зараза’” [Talgat Tadzhuddin: ‘For two weeks now the Antichrist of the world has been 
fighting, raising his head, the pestilent one’], Konservator, 11 April 2003.  
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leading. In order to clarify it, let’s compare what he and Patriarch Kirill 
understand by this expression. As Tadzhuddin sees it, Holy Rus’ is a cali-
phate where Muslims peacefully coexist with Orthodox believers, but on 
the latter’s terms, i.e., as younger brothers: “Every person, whatever reli-
gion and faith he practices, even if he does not believe at all, is the vice-
regent of God on earth and must fulfil his own mission. When we are 
together, this is the caliphate. We call this caliphate Holy Rus’.”76 

The essence of “Svyataya Rus’” was formulated quite vividly by Pat-
riarch Kirill in an interview with Dmitry K. Kiselyov on the state TV-chan-
nel Russia 2 on 21 November 2009: 

I think Russia is not “where,” but first of all “what.” “Rus’ is a system of 
values, this is a civilizational concept. When we say “Holy Rus’”, we mean a 
very specific idea: the idea of the dominance of the spiritual over the 
material, the idea of a dominance of the high moral ideal. Strictly speaking, 
the people occupying the vast Eurasian space, which today constitutes the 
jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church, were brought up in this 
tradition.77  

A year later, Kirill outlined the range of territories included in the notion of 
“Holy Rus’”: “it is very important today that the relations between Russia, 
Ukraine and Belarus are structured in such a way that our one common his-
torical community, our shared belonging (soprichastnost’) in a united Holy 
Rus’ is fully taken into account.”78 As Russian political writer Alexander M. 
Verkhovsky rightly notes, this is the classical declaration of ethnocultural 
nationalism, in which participation (prichastnost’) in the Russian Orthodox 
Church is the key cultural concept determining the nation. Formal mem-
bership in the church is not required; the influence of the cultural tradition 
generated by the church is sufficient, and it is not for nothing that the 
Patriarch uses the somewhat vague notion of “participation.”79 
— 
76 “Таджуддин анонсировал халифат – ‘Святая Русь’” [Tadzhuddin announces a 
caliphate – ‘Holy Rus’], IslamNews, 10.11.2015, https://islamnews.ru/news-tadzhuddin-
anonsiroval-xalifat-svyataya-rus, accessed 9 May 2020. 
77 “Интервью Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла для программы ‘Национальный 
интерес’ (телеканал ‘Россия’”) [“Interview of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill for the 
program ‘National Interest’ (TV-channel Russia”)], 26.11.2009, http://www.patriarchia. 
ru/db/text/950675.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
78 “Обращение Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла к жителям Пскова” [Appeal of His 
Holiness Patriarch Kirill to the inhabitants of Pskov], 18.08.2010, http://www.patriarchia. 
ru/db/text/1253614.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
79 А. Верховский, “Национализм руководства Русской православной церкви в 
первом десятилетии XXI в.” [Nationalism among the Russian Orthodox Church’s 
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At first glance, there is no fundamental contradiction between 
Tadzhuddin’s and Kirill’s interpretations of the concept of “Holy Rus’” – 
they both speak of spirituality. But the use of the concept of “caliphate,” 
which in Russian society has a negative connotation (especially among 
Orthodox believers), devalues or caricatures the idea of Holy Rus’. It is no 
accident that anti-clerical authors criticize the ROC for willing to build an 
Orthodox “caliphate” in Russia.80 

Tadzhuddin’s announcement in 2003 of a jihad against the United 
States can be attributed to the same sort of inappropriate terminology. As 
in the case of the caliphate, the Islamic concept of jihad was used in a 
completely different context to produce a greater effect. One has the feeling 
that Tadzhuddin deliberately chose this tactic. To use modern mass-media 
terminology, Tadzhuddin “trolls” both his competitors from the Council of 
Muftis of Russia and the hierarchs of the Russian Orthodox Church when 
he speaks of Holy Rus’ as an Orthodox caliphate or of jihad against the 
Antichrist. Or in more archaic terminology, he plays the role of a holy fool 
(yurodivyi).81  

Now and then in Tadzhuddin’s statements there is what Mikhail 
Bakhtin called “a word with a loophole”:  

A loophole is the retention for oneself of the possibility for altering the 
ultimate, final meaning of one’s own words. If a word retains such a loop-
hole this must inevitably be reflected in its structure. This potential other 

leadership in the first decade of the twenty-first century], in Православная церковь 
при новом патриархе [The Orthodox Church under the new patriarch] (Москва: 
РОССПЭН, 2012), 148. Verkhovsky mistakenly replaces the word “soprichastnost’” 
with the word “prichastnost’”.  
80 The view of Russian scholar and blogger Nikolay Podosokorsky is noteworthy: 
“Russians will be offered a unifying anti-Western ideology, according to which Islam 
and a special “Russian Orthodoxy” are the two pillars on which Russia rests. Further, 
from TV screens we will be assured that there must necessarily be an Orthodox cathe-
dral church and a mosque in the capital of each region. At the next stage, they will con-
clude that for the unity of the nation it is necessary to unite these religions into one, 
state-forming religion and enshrine its status in the basic law of the country; Putin in 
particular has long talked about the similarity of Orthodoxy and Islam. If Kadyrov does 
indeed replace Putin as president, then Patriarch Kirill can become the “Orthodox 
Ayatollah” – only, of course, until he is replaced by a mufti of more radical views” (Н. 
Подосокорский, “РПЦ как орудие исламизации России” [Russian Orthodox Church 
as an instrument of Islamization of Russia], Иначе [Inache Web-zine], 07.02.2015, 
http://www.inache.net/signs/968, accessed 9 May 2020).  
81 See also R. I. Bekkin, “The Central Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Russia 
(TsDUM) and its strategy of subordinate partnership in dialogue with the Russian 
Orthodox Church,” Context: Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, no. 4 (2) (2017), 7-28. 



V. FEDERAL MUFTIATES

271 

meaning, that is, the loophole left open, accompanies the word like a 
shadow. Judged by its meaning alone, the word with a loophole should be 
an ultimate word and does present itself as such, but in fact it: is only the 
penultimate word and places after itself only a conditional, not a final, 
period.82 

In Holy Rus’, holy fools were permitted much more than other people. 
They could express things to the tsar that others did not dare.83 Moreover, 
not only were they not executed for doing so, but instead were often 
showered with favours. By putting on the mask of a holy fool, Tadzhuddin 
actually gained immunity from prosecution by the state. If a holy fool 
oversteps and says something superfluous, the authorities throw up their 
hands: “Well, what can we do about him?” On the surface it seems that he 
is talking nonsense, but in this nonsense is what the authorities and the 
ROC want to hear from him. 84 Interesting, though, is that in expressing his 
ideas, Tadzhuddin at the same time demonstrates the ridiculousness of the 
images he creates and in support of which he seems to be speaking. If Holy 
Rus’ is a caliphate and the so-called “insane” Muslim mufti is fighting for it, 
then do Orthodox people really need it? The words “caliphate” and “jihad” 
are both loopholes. By turning their semantic meaning inside out, 
Tadzhuddin reserves the right of final interpretation of what he said. 

— 
82 M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s poetics, ed., trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 233. 
83 On the phenomenon of holy foolishness see, for example, Д. С. Лихачев, А. М. 
Панченко, Н. В. Понырко, Смех в Древней Руси [Laughter in Ancient Rus’], 
(Ленинград: Наука, 1984); P.-A. Bodin, Language, Canonization and Holy Foolishness: 
Studies in Postsoviet Russian Culture and the Orthodox Tradition (Stockholm: Stock-
holm University, 2009). On the phenomenon of holy foolishness in Muslim world see 
С. А. Иванов, Блаженные похабы. Культурная история юродства [Blessed 
swearers. Cultural history of holy foolishness] (Москва: Языки славянских культур, 
2005), 311-344. The phenomenon of holy fool was also known to Muslims in Central 
Asia and the Volga Region (М. Кемпер, Суфии и ученые в Татарстане и 
Башкортостане: исламский дискурс под русским господством [Sufis and scholars in 
Tatarstan and Bashkortostan: Islamic discourse under Russian rule] [Казань: 
Российский исламский университет, 2008], 530-531, 569-570).  
84 It seems that another mufti, the Chairman of the Coordination Center of Muslims of 
the North Caucasus Berdiyev, tries to copy this behavioral strategy. In August 2016 he 
shocked the Russian public with his speeches in defense of female circumcision. In 
December 2016 he proposed blowing up the Yeltsin Center in Yekaterinburg “to hell.” 
(“Глава Координационного центра мусульман Северного Кавказа предлагает 
взорвать ‘Ельцин-центр’” [The head of the Coordination Center of the Muslims of the 
North Caucasus proposes blowing up the ‘Yeltsin Center’], Радио Эхо Москвы, 
14.12.2016, https://echo.msk.ru/news/1892084-echo.html, accessed 9 May 2020).  
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Recognition of the supremacy of the Patriarch is also evident in some of 
Tadzhuddin’s symbolic gestures. During a reception in December 1999, he 
kissed Patriarch Alexy II’s hand. Then he continued this sort of behaviour 
with Alexy’s successor, Kirill. According to Orthodox etiquette, this is 
recognition of the supremacy of the one whose hand is kissed. In the 
Muscovite Rus’ the tsar was the only person in Russia who was allowed not 
to kiss the hand of the patriarch: on the contrary, the clergy had to kiss his 
hand to acknowledge him as God’s anointed. 

In fact, Tadzhuddin behaves towards the patriarch like a metropolitan 
of one of the dioceses of the Russian Orthodox Church which for some 
reason enjoys some administrative and religious autonomy. Such unprece-
dented loyalty is not ignored by the ROC. The majority of Orthodox 
authors regard TsDUM as the most loyal Islamic religious organization in 
relation to the Moscow Patriarchate: “TsDUM, guided by Mufti Tadzhud-
din, takes the position of a principal ally of the ROC and almost always 
supports its position.”85 

This strategy vis-à-vis the ROC cannot but evoke criticism from ordi-
nary Muslims, most of whom cannot take a positive view of the fact that 
their spiritual leader occupies a deliberately subordinate position in rela-
tion to the Moscow Patriarchate and, with his statements, invites ridicule of 
not only himself, but also Islam. However, the strategy proves to be 
justified in the sense that it gains Tadzhuddin the support of the authorities 
and the ROC and, despite sometimes harsh criticism, helps him to main-
tain his position and influence. In a situation where believers do not choose 
muftis, something that is completely dependent on the authorities, such a 
strategy is sensible. The only question is in the short or long term?  

The only counterweight to the power of Tadzhuddin, who is by far one 
of the best educated Islamic leaders in Russia, might perhaps be Muslim 
religious figures and world-class theologians whose authority is based on 
deep knowledge of Islamic theology. Such people, however, can hardly be 
found in the modern Russian Islamic ummah, including within the main 
competitor of TsDUM, the Council of Muftis of Russia.86 Therefore, SMR–
— 
85 А.М. Верховский, “Публичные отношения православных и мусульманских 
организаций на федеральном уровне” [Public relations between Orthodox and Mus-
lim organizations at the federal level], in Ислам в России: Взгляд из регионов [Islam in 
Russia: A View from the Regions] (Москва: Аспект Пресс, 2007), 141. 
86 The fact that Tadzhuddin is one of the best educated religious figures in modern 
Russia is recognized by almost all Muslim religious and public figures interviewed by 
me (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin; interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 18.01.2020; 
interview with Ismail Shangareev).  
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DUM RF bases their criticism of TsDUM on secular rather than theological 
principles, and the main accusations against Tadzhuddin are secular rather 
than theological. This is the way in which a manager of one corporation 
reproaches another manager for inefficiency.87 According to one of the 
main ideologists of DUM RF, Damir Mukhetdinov, TsDUM’s leadership 
represent an obsolete type of Soviet Islam which has no place in modern 
Russia.88 

The arguments of the representatives of SMR–DUM RF against TsDUM 
and its leader Talgat Tadzhuddin can be summarized as follows: 

1) TsDUM holds a subordinate position in relation to the ROC. Muslim
religious leaders, according to SMR–DUM RF, should uphold equal rights 
for the followers of all religions and even for atheists.89 

2) TsDUM is an outdated organization which is out of step with current
realities. Tadzhuddin’s archaic authoritarian way of management is an 
obstacle to promoting the interests of Muslims: “the model of ‘Soviet Islam’ 
soon failed in the new Russia. What has passed away cannot be resurrected. 
It has lost authority among the masses and no longer influences the 
processes of self-determination of the Islamic ummah of our country. By 
the 2000s mullahs of the Soviet model and ideology were gradually re-
placed by better educated and modern young cadres even in the sphere of 
rituals and everyday life. 

In this connection, it is understandable why the model of “Soviet Islam” 
ceased to be of any interest to the political elite. From time to time, candid 

— 
87 Compare, for example, what Mufti Umar Idrisov considered to be the merits of the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Nizhny Novgorod Region (DUMNO), 
which he headed: “The All-Russian forum showed that DUMNO meets the require-
ments of the present day, is a competitive organization that is capable of both carrying 
out fruitful daily activities and organizing all-Russian events” (У. хазрат Идрисов,. 
“Духовное управление мусульман Нижнего Новгорода и Нижегородской области 
(ДУМНО) и исламские общины Нижегородчины в рамках европейской части 
России” [The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Nizhny Novgorod and the 
Nizhny Novgorod Region (DUMNO) and Islamic communities of Nizhny Novgorod 
region within European Russia], Ислам в современном мире [Islam in the modern 
world], № 4 (2006), http://www.idmedina.ru/books/islamic/?415, accessed 9 May 2020). 
These remarks were published in May 2008, and at the end of the same year Idrisov was 
removed from his post by a more successful manager, his disciple Damir Mukhetdinov.  
88 Д. Мухетдинов, “Совету муфтиев 20 лет!” [Council of Muftis turns 20!], Совет 
муфтиев России [SMR], 03.07.2016, https://www.muslim.ru/articles/269/15782/, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
89 In fact, this is about upholding equal rights with the ROC for muftiates, and not 
equating the rights of ordinary Orthodox with those of followers of Islam. For more 
details, see the next paragraph in this chapter. 
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Islamophobes and irresponsible and short-sighted minor and mediocre 
bureaucrats in some regions and departments bank on this “yesterday.” But 
even they understand that they are dealing with some kind of strange 
transitional form. In other words, this is a tactical step on their part rather 
than a strategic decision. Soviet mullahs cannot by definition solve the so-
called “Islamic dilemma” (a complex of problems related to Islam and the 
Muslim community) in Russia.”90 

3) The center of Muslim life is in Moscow rather than Ufa. First, for suc-
cessful interaction with state authorities and the Russian Orthodox Church, 
it is more expedient for the all-Russian muftiate to be located in Moscow 
rather than in distant Ufa. Second, Moscow, with its more than 1.5 million 
Muslim population, has more grounds to be considered the capital of 
Russian Islam than the predominantly Russian provincial city of Ufa.91  

In the early stages of its existence (the late 1990s), the position of the 
Council of Muftis of Russia in relation to TsDUM could be characterized as 
follows. There is a central organization, namely TsDUM. There are also 
regional organizations which are more suitable for representing Muslims 
on the ground, for example, in Moscow. However, this strategy sub-
sequently changed. In the 2000s, the Council of Muftis already acted as an 
all-Russian muftiate, which challenged the influence of TsDUM. 

After the announcement in 2003 of jihad against the United States, the 
Council of Muftis of Russia issued an official statement in which it actually 
tried to declare Tadzhuddin a takfir. The SMR issued a collective fatwa 
resolving:  

To declare the activities of Talgat Tadzhuddin, who appropriated to himself 
a prophetic mission, apostasy from the foundations of Islam; to declare the 
impossibility for Talgat Tadzhuddin to hold the post of a spiritual leader of 
Muslim organizations in Russia; to recognize that Talgat Tadzhuddin’s 
statement declaring military jihad against the US has neither theological 
nor legal nor moral force for Russian Muslims; to declare that from now on 

— 
90 Мухетдинов, “Совету муфтиев 20 лет!”  
91 There are no exact data on the number of Muslims in Moscow, since no census of the 
Russian Federation has taken religious affiliation into account. Mufti Ravil Gaynutdin 
recently voiced the figure of three to four million, which contradicts earlier estimates 
made by muftis a few years ago. (В. Нодельман, “Три-четыре миллиона жителей 
Москвы исповедуют ислам” [Three to four million residents of Moscow follow 
Islam]), 20.09.2019, Известия [Izvestia], https://iz.ru/923188/valeriia-nodelman/tri-
chetyre-milliona-zhivushchikh-v-moskve-ispoveduiut-islam, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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no Muslim has the right to join in prayer with Talgat Tadzhuddin and 
follow any instructions and advice from him.92  

Tadzhuddin’s reaction to this fatwa was illustrative of his personality and is 
worth describing here. Not only did he not embark on a theological 
discussion on the content of the fatwa and jihad issues, but he compared 
the actions of the Council of Muftis to the actions of a janitor who wants to 
remove another one from the job. In other words, Tadzhuddin made it 
clear that he and his opponent Gaynutdin are just janitors, and only the 
higher authorities (the federal government) can decide the issue of their 
professional suitability. The Tadzhuddin’s act (the announcement of the 
jihad against the United States) is a fairly characteristic manifestation of 
foolishness and contains the necessary elements: provocation and aggres-
sion. The Russian cultural historian Sergey A. Ivanov describes the pro-
vocation as “deliberately creating a situation that forces someone to act in a 
way he wasn’t planning on doing”, and aggression as “activity that ‘ex-
plodes’ established relations between people, violates the status quo and is 
perceived as hostile by the object of aggression.”93 The mufti of TsDUM 
made a statement that predictably provoked sharp criticism even from 
those who had previously supported Tadzhuddin.  

Much more serious was the reaction to Tadzhuddin’s fatwa by the 
authorities. Soon after his statement, the deputy head of the Presidential 
Administration, Vladislav Yu. Surkov, who, among other things, was in 
charge of relations with the muftiates, said that it was impossible to have 
anything to do with Tadzhuddin.94 

— 
92 “Совет муфтиев России признал деятельность Талгата Таджуддина 
‘отступничеством от основ Ислама’” [“The Council of Muftis of Russia calls the 
activities of Talgat Tadzhuddin ‘apostasy from the principles of Islam’”], 
Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 14.04.2003, https://www.sova-center. 
ru/religion/news/intraconfessional/muslim/2003/04/d284/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
93 С. А. Иванов, Блаженные похабы: Культурная история юродства, 19.  
94 “В борьбе с Т. Таджуддином мусульманские лидеры ссылаются на поддержку 
Кремля” [Muslim leaders rely on the support of Kremlin in their struggle against T. 
Tadzhuddin], Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 11.06.2003, 
http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/intraconfessional/muslim/2003/06/d514/, 
accessed 9 May 2020. According to M. Khuzin: “At this time in certain circles there was 
a strong opinion that Grand Mufti Talgat Tadzhuddin should be forced to retire. I was 
offered the post of Grand Mufti. When I asked about the fate of Talgat hadhrat, they 
replied that it was not my grief. After a week’s meditation in the quiet of the 
countryside, I had to give an answer about my consent or disagreement” (interview with 
Muhammedgali Khuzin). According to Khuzin himself, after receiving this offer, he 
went to Tadzhuddin and promised his help in restoring his reputation with the author-
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However, Tadzhuddin managed to retain his power and influence. Since 
1992, when the centrifugal tendencies in the DUMES began, four muftiates 
were established in Russia that claimed federal status. But not one of the 
leaders of these muftiates could replace Tadzhuddin as the main partner of 
the federal authorities in management of Muslim religious affairs.95 

To summarize, I would like to note the key provisions of TsDUM’s 
marketing strategy with respect to interaction with the state and the ROC: 

1) “Ritual Islam.” Complete loyalty to the state. Support for initiatives
of state authorities, even if they are not supported by a significant number 
of Muslims (e.g., permissibility not to wear the hijab by Muslim women,96 
approval of the participation of the Russian armed forces in the civil war in 
Syria,97 etc.). I call the strategy of TsDUM in relations with the state “ritual 
Islam.” According to this strategy, the religious life of the followers of Islam 
amounts to performance of the basic Muslim rites, and their non-execution 
is not condemned. Islam is reduced to the fulfilment of the basic prescribed 
religious rites and does not invade the sphere of public and political life. 
Any attempts to go beyond these boundaries within the communities 
belonging to TsDUM are severely suppressed. Thus, TsDUM provides the 
service of curbing the religious activity of Muslims to the political regime 
in Russia in exchange for certain preferences from the state. 

2) “Younger brother.” Recognition of the supremacy (seniority) of the
ROC over TsDUM. Expressed both in the coordination of actions with the 
ROC in such matters as the construction of mosques, etc., and in symbolic 
gestures (kissing the hand of the Patriarch, etc.).  

3) “Everyone seeds his own kitchen garden.” This principle means a
segmentation of the market of religious and other services. The majority of 

ities (interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin). Since the reliability of these statements 
cannot be verified, I put them in a footnote as private opinion of one of Tadzhuddin’s 
associates.  
95 It is worth noting that in official documents issued by the country’s leaders 
Tadzhuddin is referred to as “Grand Mufti” and Gaynutdin as “mufti.” See, for example, 
congratulatory telegrams on the occasion of Uraza Bayram on 15 June 2018, sent on 
behalf of Prime Minister Dmitri A. Medvedev to T. Tadzhuddin (http://cdum.ru/news/ 
44/9808/, accessed 9 May 2020) and R. Gaynutdin (http://www.dumrf.ru/common/reg 
news/14025, accessed 9 May 2020). 
96 “Верховный муфтий РФ: Мусульманкам не требуется носить хиджаб в школах” 
[Grand Mufti of RF: Muslim women do not need to wear the hijab in schools], portal 
Kavpolit, 09.02.2015, http://kavpolit.com/articles/hijab-13907/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
97 “Верховный муфтий России поддержал военную операцию в Сирии” [“Russia’s 
Grand Mufti supports military operation in Syria”], portal Вести.Ру, 30.09.2015, 
https://www.vesti.ru/doc.html?id=2670201, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Russian citizens are divided into two big groups of customers of religious 
services: Slavic peoples (ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, Byelorussians) num-
bering 113 million persons and Turkic speaking peoples who traditionally 
confess Islam (mostly ethnic Tatars, Bashkirs) numbering 7.5 million 
people.98 In inter-Islamic and interreligious relations, TsDUM strictly fol-
lows the principle of ethnocentricity. Following the principle “everyone 
seeds his own kitchen garden,” TsDUM extends its influence mainly to 
Tatars. This principle means not only a refusal to conduct missionary acti-
vity among non-Muslims, but also a condemnation of ethnic Russians who 
convert to Islam.  

4) “Islam Lite.” TsDUM offers believers an easier version of Islam,
which allows them to refrain from zealous performance of even the most 
basic Islamic rites Tadzhuddin had repeatedly voiced this position in his 
public statements.99 Such a product is convenient for a large number of so-
called ethnic Muslims, who for whatever reason are not ready to fully 
implement all the basic requirements of the Islamic religion. A service such 
as “Islam Lite” is also convenient for the state and the ROC. The state is 
interested in minimizing the religiosity of Muslims, since heightened reli-
giosity may pose a threat to both the political regime itself and the existing 
system of interfaith relations in the country. In turn, the ROC is also not 
interested in the growth of religiosity among Muslims, since this may give 
rise to strengthening the muftiates in the religious market in the country. 

The Council of Muftis of Russia (SMR) – the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Russian Federation  

(DUM RF) 
The Council of Muftis of Russia was the main competitor of TsDUM for 
influence over the Muslim community of Russia in the late 1990s – first 
half of the 2000s. This is the second federal muftiate in Russia that has 
emerged as an alternative to TsDUM on the basis of small DUMs separated 
from the Ufa muftiate.  

— 
98 Some of the Turkic peoples in Russia do not confess Islam (for example, Yakuts).  
99 One of Tadzhuddin’s statements concerned the wearing of a traditional Muslim scarf 
(hijab). He announced that the hijab is not part of a mandatory dress code for Muslim 
women, but only a part of the national costume. “Талгат Таджуддин о ношении 
хиджабов в школах: ‘Платок – это не хиджаб”’ [Talgat Tadzhuddin on wearing 
hijabs in schools: ‘A headscarf is not a hijab’], Бизнес Online, 31.01.2017, 
https://www.business-gazeta.ru/news/335912, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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The establishment of an Islamic religious organization to be based in 
Moscow and separate from the Central Spiritual Administration of Mus-
lims of Russia and European Countries of CIS (TsDUM)100 began in 1994.101 
In January of that year, the Constituent Mejlis (Congress) of Muslim 
Religious Associations and Communities of European part of Russia elec-
ted Ravil Gaynutdin, imam-khatib of the Cathedral Mosque in Moscow, to 
the office of chairman of the newly created organization – the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Central European Region of Russia 
(Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man tsentral’no-evropeiskogo regiona Rossii, 
DUMTsER).102 At first, DUMTsER acted as one of the autonomous re-
gional muftiates which had ceased to be directly subordinate to Ufa, but it 
acknowledged so-called “canonical unity” with DUMES.103 

There were both objective and subjective reasons for this separation. 
Unlike in provincial Ufa, in the Russian capital there were government 
bodies, and the local muftiate needed to promptly interact with the leader-
ship of the country and the city of Moscow in order to solve pressing 
issues.104 Taking into account the authoritarian management at DUMES, 
the Moscow muftiate had to coordinate many issues with Ufa. Therefore, 
the desire for autonomy eventually evolved into awareness of the pos-
sibility and feasibility of an independent existence for DUMTsER. How-
ever, DUMTsER did not raise the question of exiting from DUMES from 
— 
100 Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) – regional grouping established in 
December 1991 following the breakup of the Soviet Union. Currently the CIS includes 9 
member-states (from the former Soviet Republics), 1 associate and 2 observer states.  
101 This name was adopted at the VI Extraordinary Congress of Muslims of the 
European part of the CIS and Siberia in November 1992. The name became official after 
the muftiate’s charter was registered by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation 
in March 1994. 
102 DUMTsER was registered with the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation on 
February 1994. During 1998–2014, it was called the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the European Part of Russia (DUMER), and from 2014 to the present – the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Russian Federation (DUM RF).  
103 As noted earlier, the use of Orthodox terminology is not a unique feature of TsDUM. 
Muslim religious figures often unknowingly use in their vocabulary terms that have no 
analogues in Islam. Thus the chief imam of the mosque is often called the “abbot” 
(nastoyatel’), the imams themselves are called priests (svyashchennosluzhiteli), mosques 
are called temples (khramy), etc. For more details on the use of Orthodox terminology, 
see A. K. Bustanov, M. Kemper, “The Russian Orthodox and Islamic Languages in the 
Russian Federation,” Slavica Tergestina 15, 258-277. See also Gulnaz Sibgatullina’s doc-
toral thesis Languages of Islam and Christianity in post-Soviet Russia: institutional dis-
courses, community strategies, and missionary rhetoric [Leiden University, 2019]. The 
term “canonical unity” is a direct borrowing from the vocabulary of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church. 
104 The Moscow Muftiate was one of the unofficial names of DUMTsER.  
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the very outset. 105 In fact, it was decided by Tadzhuddin himself and for-
malized by a decision of the extraordinary plenum of TsDUM on 21 Sep-
tember 1994. 

Specifically, the plenum resolved: “For repeated non-participation in the 
work of the plenums of TsDUM, as well as for ignoring the invitation of 
the Presidium to protect TsDUM’s headquarters, to dismiss from all posts 
member of the Presidium of TsDUM, chairman of DUMTsER and second 
imam-khatib of the Moscow Cathedral Mosque Ravil Gaynutdinov.”106 
Gaynutdin disregarded this decision. After one more unsuccessful attempt 
on the part of Tadzhuddin’ supporters to remove Gaynutdin from all his 
offices in Moscow, DUMTsER left the structure of TsDUM, this time both 
de facto and de jure.107 In other words, Tadzhuddin’s actions provoked a 
previously loyal imam, a member of his clan, into creating a muftiate inde-
pendent of TsDUM. 

As regional spiritual administrations (DUMs) continued to separate 
from TsDUM, the only sensible action that Tadzhuddin could take seemed 
to be to reform the structure of this muftiate and begin its decentralization. 
As was mentioned above, however, contrary to expectations, Tadzhuddin 
began to strengthen the power vertical within TsDUM in response to 
criticism and separatism in the regions.  

With the separation of a number of DUMs from TsDUM, the issue of 
their consolidation in order to counter TsDUM and deal with acute prob-
lems became pressing. As I noted above, the first attempt to consolidate the 
— 
105 On 29 January 1994 the press service of DUMTsER announced: “Given the high 
moral and political authority of the Islamic Center of Moscow and the Moscow region 
… recognizing that, thanks to the efforts of the leadership of the Islamic Center, the 
capital of Russia has become an important spiritual center for the Muslims of Russia, 
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Central European Region of Russia 
(DUMTsER) is being established… The Spiritual Administration remains an insepa-
rable part of the Islamic ummah of Russia and views its activity only in strict canonical 
agreement and unification with… DUMES, other spiritual departments of Russia and 
foreign religious organizations” (Quoted in М. Тульский, “Раскол в руководстве 
российских мусульман: 1994–2004 годы” [Schism in the leadership of Russian Mus-
lims: 1994–2004], Россия и мусульманский мир [Russia and the Muslim world], no. 3 
[153], 24). 
106 This refers to the attempt by representatives of DUM RB opposed to Tadzhuddin to 
seize the headquarters of TsDUM in Ufa. Tadzhuddin urged all members of the Pre-
sidium of TsDUM to immediately come to Ufa to protect the headquarters. A letter 
asking for help was also sent to Patriarch Alexy II (Тульский, “Раскол в руководстве 
российских мусульман,” 25). 
107 In matters of disengagement from TsDUM the support of President Yeltsin and 
Mayor of Moscow Yury M. Luzhkov was of great importance to the new muftiate and 
its leader.  
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regional muftiates formed as a result of the disintegration processes within 
DUMES gave rise to the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Admin-
istrations of Muslims of Russia (VKTsDUMR). This structure was created 
in 1992 and for the first time included not only “Tatar” spiritual adminis-
trations, but also muftiates from the North Caucasus. Yet for a long time it 
was not able to become a center of consolidation for regional muftiates. It is 
noteworthy that DUMTsER did not support the activities of VKTsDUMR 
and did not participate in its work. 

Despite the fact that by 1994 VKTsDUMR had virtually ceased to exist, 
the very idea of uniting regional muftiates continued to be relevant (pro-
vided that a unified structure was established on democratic principles 
guaranteeing the equality of the regional muftiates.  

In 1996 the First Mejlis of Leaders of Spiritual Administrations of 
Muslims of Russia decided to establish the Council of Muftis of Russia. The 
co-founders of the new organization became DUMTsER, the DUM of the 
Republic of Tatarstan, the DUM of the Republic of Bashkortostan,108 DUM 
of the Volga region, DUM of Siberia, DUM “Association of mosques,” 
DUM of the Orenburg region – the Buguruslan muftiate, DUM of Nizhny 
Novgorod and the Nizhny Novgorod region, DUM of Ulyanovsk and the 
Ulyanovsk region and DUM of the Republic of Chuvashia. 

In terms of management model, the Council of Muftis differed from 
TsDUM. As noted above, TsDUM is a centralized authoritarian structure 
where, in spite of the presence of collegial bodies, the chairman decides 
both administrative and theological issues on his own. In contrast, the 
Council of Muftis operated on the principle of collective decision-making. 
Decisions were taken by a majority of votes. Local communities that were 
part of SMR chose imams themselves, after which they were approved by 
the Council of Muftis.109  

Decentralization of the Council of Muftis had both strengths and weak-
nesses. The strategy this muftiate had chosen is at first glance more risky, 

— 
108 DUM RB is currently the largest muftiate within the Council of Muftis in terms of 
the number of communities under its jurisdiction.  
109 At the same time, there are many instances of Gaynutdin also demonstrating an 
authoritarian management style. One recent example involved an article by Roman 
Silantyev, an irreconcilable critic of Gaynutdin and SMR, in Minbar, a periodical 
published by the Russian Islamic Institute (RII) in Kazan. Since SMR is formally one of 
the founders of the RII, Gaynutdin demanded that the rector and senior editor of the 
journal Rafik Mukhametshin explain and punish those who let that article be published. 
See: Интерфакс-религия [Interfax – Religion], 31.07.2019, http://www.interfax-
religion.ru/?act=news&div=73115, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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but at the same time more warranted. On the one hand, a decentralized 
structure is more difficult to manage, because it is more difficult to achieve 
unity in decision-making. On the other hand, under the pressure which 
Islam experiences from the state and the Council’s competitor TsDUM, 
this strategy allowed SMR to confront emerging threats more effectively. 
Thus, if a problem was too acute and might provoke an ambiguous reac-
tion from the authorities and the ROC, then it was not Gaynutdin himself 
who would issue a statement but one of his deputies or co-chairmen of the 
Council of Muftis. In this case, Gaynutdin always had a chance to disavow 
such a statement by saying it was only the private opinion of an individual 
religious figure.  

Trends in the country have also affected DUMTsER (which from 1998 
to 2014 was called DUMER). It is no accident that as authoritarianism in 
Russia grew, the head of the Council of Muftis of Russia, Ravil Gaynutdin, 
also followed a policy of strengthening the power vertical, which in turn led 
to a weakening of the functions of SMR and the reinforcement of DUMER.  

In 2014 DUMER was renamed the Spiritual Administration of Muslims 
of the Russian Federation (“DUM RF”).110 This rebranding meant more 
than a mere desire on the part of DUMER’s leadership to emphasize the 
all-Russian character of the new muftiate. The creation of DUM RF led to 
certain changes in the structure of the Council of Muftis of Russia. The 
administrative divisions (departments) which used to be in the structure of 
SMR were transferred to the structure of DUM RF. According to Roman 
Silantyev, these transformations meant that “the Council of Muftis actually 
ended its history as a centralized religious organisation of Muslims 
(TsROM). This legal entity will be retained for grants, but the main work 
will now be carried out according to the line of DUM RF.”111 Further, 
Silantyev ironically points out that the irreconcilable critic of TsDUM, 
Gaynutdin, actually copied the structure of this muftiate during the trans-
formation of DUMER into DUM RF. Here, as is often the case with 
Silantyev, he juggles the facts. Although changes to the structure of the 
Council of Muftis of Russia were made, the principle of collegial decision-
making was kept. Following the transfer of some departments from the 

— 
110 “ДУМЕР переименовано в Духовное управление мусульман Российской 
Федерации” [DUMER renamed the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Rus-
sian Federation], 21.09.2014, http://dumrf.ru/common/event/8563, accessed 9 May 2020. 
111 Р. Силантьев, “Сохранится ли Совет муфтиев?” [Will the Council of Muftis sur-
vive?], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 03.06.2015, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2015-06-
03/2_muftii.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Council of Muftis, DUM RF has indeed become more bureaucratized 
compared to DUMER.  

The personnel policy pursued by Gaynutdin is more flexible than that of 
Tadzhuddin. Gaynutdin approaches his disciples and younger colleagues – 
Damir Mukhetdinov, Rushan Abbyasov and Shamil Alyautdinov – on an 
equal basis. These three religious figures represent the three centers of in-
fluence in the SMR–DUM RF. Mukhetdinov and Abbyasov are Gaynut-
din’s most likely “successors” if he voluntarily or involuntarily resigns from 
his posts at one or both of the spiritual administrations he now heads.112 
Because he is not a contender for leadership positions, Shamil Alyautdinov 
is also a pole of attraction for the ministers of the Islamic religion whose 
communities are part of the SMR–DUM RF.  

Strictly speaking, the rise of DUM RF in recent years may also be due to 
the influence of Damir Mukhetdinov, who since 2012 has been the first 
deputy chairman of this muftiate and is Gaynutdin’s right hand. At the 
same time, Rushan Abbyasov, Gaynutdin’s deputy in the Council of Muftis 
of Russia, serves as the second most important person in this muftiate. 
Such a balance of power is the result of Gaynutdin’s well-thought-out 
strategy, which has obvious pros and cons. On the one hand, heading two 
interchangeable organizations (SMR and DUM RF), Gaynutdin thereby 
weakens centralization within these organizations. On the other hand, 
competition between the young deputy muftis serves as a certain guarantee 
that they will not be able to unite against him, as has happened several 
times in TsDUM. Such conspiracies in the muftiate led by Tadzhuddin 
resulted in loud resignations and the separation of regional spiritual 
administrations from TsDUM. 

However the differences between TsDUM and the Council of Muftis are 
not limited to the management system alone. For the purposes of my 
research, another difference between SMR and TsDUM is of greater in-
terest and concerns: how these two organizations build relations with the 
ROC. This factor has a significant impact on the position of the muftiates 
in Russia. It was noted above that, in relations with the Russian Orthodox 
Church, TsDUM takes a position of complete loyalty to the ROC, acting as 
a junior partner in the construction and dissemination of the country’s 
ideology rather than as a competitor with a different agenda. 

— 
112 Interview with Arslan Sadriev, 04.08. 2018; interview with Nail Tugushev, 
03.07.2019; author’s fieldwork materials. 
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SMR–DUM RF chose a strategy of competing with the ROC for in-
fluence in the society, combined with a policy of maximum loyalty to the 
current government. It should be noted that, given the present political 
conditions in Russia, this strategy justifies itself. On the one hand, it ena-
bles the muftiate to manage the risk of reprisals from the state and, on the 
other hand to position itself as a defender of Muslims in conditions of 
growing clericalization of the society and strengthening of the role of the 
Orthodox Church. 

However, the relationship between the Council of Muftis and the federal 
authorities was not always stable. After the formation of SMR, the new 
muftiate needed to gain authority among the faithful. For these purposes, it 
was necessary to demonstrate that the new structure was a reliable repre-
sentative and advocated for the interests of Muslims before the authorities. 
The second part of 1990s was generally a favourable time for DUMTsER–
DUMER and Gaynutdin himself. Working relations with the leadership of 
Russia and the Moscow City Administration were established. President 
Yeltsin preferred to interact with Gaynutdin. This was due to both personal 
sympathies and the influence of certain individuals in the president’s 
entourage. 

At the same time, the political situation in the country allowed Gaynut-
din to make sharp statements containing, among others, criticism of 
federal and regional authorities for their support of the ROC to the detri-
ment of other religions. For example, in 1997, in an interview with the 
newspaper “Moskovskiy Komsomolets,” Ravil Gaynutdin harshly criticized 
the “the leadership of the state”:  

The leadership of the state are constantly demonstrating an Orthodox 
orientation. In accordance with the “Protocol of seniority of Russian offi-
cials” approved on 29 July 1992 by the President of the Russian Federation, 
the Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus’ occupies the 18th place, while the 
leaders of other religious trends take the 38th position. Politicians proceed 
from a simple arithmetic calculation: there are more Orthodox people in 
the country – therefore, we should flirt with this religion in every way, 
please its leaders, provide it with material and moral support and, if neces-
sary, vilify other religions and their followers.113  

— 
113 А. Колпаков, “Исповедь на тему” [Confession on the subject], Московский 
комсомолец [Moscow Komsomol Member], 31.07.1997. 
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At first glance, the desire to equalize the rights of the head of the Council of 
Muftis of Russia with the head of the ROC looks legitimate, given the 
secular nature of the state as proclaimed in the Constitution. However, 
even if the authorities listened to Gaynutdin and equalized the rights of the 
Patriarch and the Mufti of SMR, such a measure would hardly affect the 
state of spirituality of Muslims and their rights in modern Russia. After all, 
in order to conduct religious, educational and social work among co-
believers (for which the ministers of the Islamic religion are primarily 
needed), it does not matter what line the head of the muftiate occupies in 
the protocol. In addition, as may be concluded from the above quote, 
Gaynutdin did not appeal for the abolition of privileges for the ROC, but 
only for giving similar privileges to the leaders of “other religious trends.”114 

This, however, does not negate the importance of the speeches of the 
leaders of the muftiate on important issues of domestic and foreign policy 
concerning Muslims. Gaynutdin often spoke in public and made state-
ments on Russia’s foreign and domestic policies. Thus, he signed a petition 
addressed to President Yeltsin that aimed to prevent a military operation in 
Chechnya in 1999.  

In the early 2000’s Gaynutdin made rather harsh statements. In 2001, 
for example, he criticized the design of Russian state awards containing 
Christian symbols. As the authoritarian regime in Russia strengthened, he 
softened the nature and frequency of his pronouncements. However, other 
key figures in the Council of Muftis, including its co-chairman Nafigulla 
Ashirov, continued to offer pointed criticism until the mid-2010s. Most 
likely, Gaynutdin consciously permits the presence in SMR of people who 
could voice sentiments that he himself, for one reason or another, cannot 
or does not want to publicly pronounce. Gaynutdin does continue to speak 
on matters which are most important for SMR–DUM RF and on contro-
versial matters which attract much attention in the society. For example, 
during the Russian-Turkish conflict over a downed aircraft in early 2015, 
despite the anti-Turkish rhetoric of official propaganda, Gaynutdin and 
representatives of the Council of Muftis advocated for normalisation of 
relations with Turkey.115 

— 
114 Interview with Muhammad Salakhutdin, 15.04.2019, author’s fieldwork materials.  
115 This provoked a negative reaction from the Orthodox columnist Silantyev. “Gaynut-
din’s and his friends’ international policy is useful to anyone but Russia. In 2015, he 
infuriated the staff of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, lob-
bying for the arrival of the Turkish president in Moscow, and then a month and a half 
told that he enjoys Erdogan’s special confidence and is ready to resolve any issue with 
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It should be noted that SMR–DUM RF attaches special importance to 
foreign policy. International activity is an important tool for the Council of 
Muftis to strengthen its influence. This is another remarkable difference 
between SMR–DUM RF and TsDUM. TsDUM and its chairman Tadzhud-
din do not undertake any significant international activities, which is fully 
consistent with the strategy of this muftiate. The foreign policy activity of 
TsDUM is mainly expressed in unconditional support for Russia’s actions in 
the Muslim world and the reception of foreign delegations visiting Ufa.116 

By carrying out international activities, SMR–DUM RF pursues several 
goals: a) Emphasizes its importance for the state as an intermediary with 
the Muslim world. During the Soviet era, Muslim religious figures were 
used by authorities to advance Soviet policies and strengthen the image of 
the USSR in the Muslim East. b) Expands its influence on Tatar-Muslim 
communities outside of Russia. For example, the Council of Muftis sent an 
imam to Finland at the request of the local Tatar-Muslim community. 
There is even a division of responsibilities between DUM RF and SMR as 
far as international activities are concerned: DUM RF is responsible for the 
“Western” direction, while the Council of Muftis for the “Eastern” one.117 

In addition, Gaynutdin often directs criticism against the ROC and 
specific church hierarchs for interfering in state affairs. In particular, he has 
consistently criticized ROC on such issues as the introduction of a course 
on “Fundamentals of Orthodox Culture” in Russian schools, the intro-
duction of Orthodox chaplains in the army, the ban on construction of 
mosques resulting from the intervention of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
and some others. 

Statements made by Gaynutdin have always been in correct form, but 
they have nevertheless caused and continue to cause irritation among 
representatives of the ROC. Roman Silantyev who in 2001–2005 was sec-
retary of the Interreligious Council of Russia, writes: “Studying the state-
ments of mufti Ravil Gaynutdin concerning the Russian Orthodox Church 

him. The websites of the Council of Muftis were filled with panegyrics in glorification of 
the wise Turkish leadership, which enjoys the full support of the people and wants 
everyone only good. And then the Turks shot down our plane, and Gaynutdin kept 
silent to the utmost. And when he spoke at last, he actually supported Erdogan and now 
he is most sad about the cutting-down of the Russian-Turkish relations.” (Р. 
Силантьев, “О запрете Совета муфтиев России” [On the prohibition of the Council 
of Muftis of Russia], Агентство политических новостей, 03.02.2016, 
https://www.apn.ru/publications/article34632.htm, accessed 9 May 2020). 
116 The military operation in Syria was, however, supported by all federal muftiates.  
117 Interview with Arslan Sadriev.  
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and its leaders, it is hard not to think that the chairman of the Council of 
Muftis sincerely hates them.”118 He gave similar unflattering characteristics 
to other functionaries of SMR and DUM RF, in particular to the former co-
chairmen of the Council, muftis Nafigulla Ashirov and Muqaddas Bibarsov. 

In 2007, Ashirov and Bibarsov put their signatures under a statement by 
the Muslim community of Russia regarding the controversy caused by an 
open letter of 10 academicians of the Russian Academy of Sciences, “Cleri-
calism is a threat to national security.” In this statement, among other 
things, the following points were made:  

We welcome the revival of the spiritual and moral influence of the church 
on the souls of millions of Christians. We rejoice that many, in the past – 
aggressive destroyers of everything holy, today try to be guided by the 
commandments of Jesus Christ (peace be upon him!). We highly value the 
good contacts with the ROC MP [the Russian Orthodox Church, Moscow 
Patriarchate. – R.B.] for the sake of preserving the peace and stability of our 
common Motherland – Russia. However, we are deeply concerned that 
some regard the revival of religion not as an opportunity for voluntary rela-
tions, within the framework of the Constitution, between representatives of 
religion and the people, but as an attempt to restore the type of relations 
between the state and religion that existed in the Russian Empire before the 
fall of the monarchy.119 

The statement also pointed out that “We are absolutely against the re-
placement of the spiritual revival of a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional 
Russia with the restoration of a feudal-state monopoly on faith!”120 

This is not the only statement in which representatives of the Council of 
Muftis expressed their anticlerical position, referring to the Constitution, 
which the ROC neglects when, for example, it lobbies for the introduction 
of “Foundations of Orthodox Culture” as a compulsory subject in schools 
and for the institution of Orthodox chaplains in the army.  

At the same time, this does not mean that Muslim religious figures from 
SMR–DUM RF are supporters of a secularist policy. Only at first glance 

— 
118 Р. А. Силантьев, Совет муфтиев России: история одной фитны [The Council of 
muftis of Russia: history of a fitna] (Москва: РИСИ), 447. 
119 “‘Клерикализм – угроза национальной безопасности России.’ Заявление 
мусульманской общественности России по поводу споров о письме 10 академиков 
РАН” [‘Clericalism is a danger to Russia’s national security.’ Declaration by Muslim 
public figures in connection with debates concerning the letter of 10 Academicians], 
15.08.2007, http://www.portal-credo.ru/site/?act=news&id=56354, accessed 9 May 2020. 
120 Ibid.  
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does the protection of the principles of secularism by Muslims looks para-
doxical; in fact, it is a consciously chosen strategy. It is objectively beneficial 
for Russian Muslims to live in Russia as a state of law – one that blocks 
attempts by any faith to become de facto and de jure the state religion and to 
interfere in the affairs of the state. As a Russian religious studies scholar, 
Marianna M. Shakhnovich, rightly notes, “anti-clericalism does not involve 
criticizing any matters of dogma. It is limited to the field of social and 
political life.”121 It is no accident that the fall of the Romanov monarchy 
with Orthodoxy as the state religion was greeted with enthusiasm by repre-
sentatives of various groups of Muslim society. The first steps of the Soviet 
government to separate the church from the state were also positively 
assessed by Muslims. 

Thus, SMR–DUM RF stands for equal rights with the Russian Orthodox 
Church and other traditional denominations, while the ROC advocates for 
proportional representation of traditional faiths corresponding to the num-
ber of their followers. At first glance, the position of proportional represen-
tation seems, if not fair, then at least worthy of attention. However, on 
closer examination, it appears to be guileful. After all, the exact numbers of 
followers of Orthodoxy, Islam and other religions in Russia are unknown, 
since the questionnaires for population censuses of 2002 and 2010 did not 
include clauses on religion. According to sociologists, the number of 
Orthodox people in Russia does not exceed 10% of the population.122 In 
addition, not all who nominally consider themselves Orthodox support the 
rapid clericalization of the Russian state. 

The anticlerical position of SMR–DUM RF in relation to the ROC has 
provokes a predictable reaction from the latter. The Council of Muftis has 
attracted major criticism from those close to the Moscow Patriarchate. 

One of the harshest critics has been the previously mentioned Russian 
political writer Roman Silantyev who works at one of the Russian univer-

— 
121 “Антиклерикализм. Круглый стол” [Anti-clericalism. Round table], portal 
Полит.Ру [Polit.Ru], 17.06.2012, https://polit.ru/article/2012/06/17/anticlericalism_ 
seminar/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
122 Usually, such an indicator as attendance at Easter and Christmas services is taken as 
the basis one. A similar approach is used to determine the approximate number of 
adherents of Islam – the number of people attending the festive services on the holidays 
of Kurban and Uraza Bayram is considered. In Russia, this analytics is regularly pro-
vided by the Moscow-based SOVA Center for Information and Analysis: 
https://www.sova-center.ru/religion/discussions/how-many/2018/, accessed 9 May 2020.  
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sities and holds a doctoral degree in religious studies.123 Basically, he has 
built his academic career on aggressive criticism of the muftiates headed by 
Gaynutdin. I will consider Silantyev’s position in some detail, since a sig-
nificant part of the literature devoted to the Council of Muftis of Russia 
was produced by this author and has been open negative and biased.  

Silantyev’s main study is the book Council of Muftis of Russia: History of 
a Fitna.124 The very title of this work says much about the author’s attitude 
to this organization.125 The term ‘fitna,’ known from the history of Muslim 
world in the Middle Ages, means “distemper,” “schism.” Throughout 
Silantyev’s book, the Council of Muftis of Russia is viewed as a semi-
criminal structure whose main goal is to undermine the foundations of the 
Russian state and illegally enrich its members. 

The first part of the book presents a chronological overview of the 
Council’s history, in which the author considers the most important events 
from 1997 to 2014. In the second part, which is organised thematically, he 
discusses the principal activities of the Council, ranging from research to 
international activity. Both the first and second parts essentially are a 
compilation of biased facts accompanied by the author’s comments and 
speculations. 

For the purposes of this thesis, Silantyev’s book is of great interest, given 
that it presents the views of an Orthodox columnist on one of the largest 
— 
123 For details about Silantyev’s role in Islamophobic discourse see: С. А. Рагозина, 
“Защищая ‘традиционный’ ислам от ‘радикального’: дискурс исламофобии в 
российских СМИ” [Protecting ‘Traditional Islam’ from ‘Radical Islam’: discourse of 
Islamophobia in the Russian media”], Государство, религия, церковь в России и за 
рубежом [State, Religion and Church in Russia and Worldwide] 36, no. 2 (2018), 272–
299. For the sake of completeness it should be noted that Silantyev’s bias is manifested
not only when he writes and speaks about Muslims and Islamic religious organizations,
but also in relation to Christian churches other than the Russian Orthodox Church: “As
an Orthodox human rights activist, Silantyev fights with believers, including even
Orthodox Christians, if they are from other jurisdictions” (Р. Лункин, “Есть такая
профессия – людей унижать. Портал ‘Интерфакс-Религия’ вновь грубо нарушает
нормы элементарной журналистской этики [There is such a profession – to humi-
liate people. The Interfax-Religion portal again grossly violates the norms of elementary
journalistic ethics], Религия и право [Religion and law], 13.11.2008, http://www.sclj.ru/
news/detail.php?SECTION_ID=212&ELEMENT_ID=2058, accessed 9 May 2020). In
2004–2006 Silantyev worked as an employee at the Department for External Church
Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate. He is currently the director of the Human Rights
Center of the World Russian People’s Assembly (Vsemirnyi russkiy narodnyi sobor) and
professor at the Moscow State Linguistic University.
124 Силантьев, Совет муфтиев России: история одной фитны.
125 Silantyev’s book was published in 2015 and therefore he mentions the administrative
transformations within SMR and DUMER, but does not subject them to a detailed
analysis.
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muftiates in Russia. In his book he makes references to documents and 
fragments of publications published during 2000–2010 and currently not 
available publicly. 

Despite active cooperation by the Council of Muftis of Russia with 
prominent historians and orientalists,126 a specialized scholarly study (as 
opposed to Silantyev’s one-sided polemical work) on the history and cur-
rent status of this organization is yet to appear. 

Silantyev offers the following reasons for his strongly negative position 
with regard to SMR. First, he believes that the muftiate aims to undermine 
Russia’s territorial integrity. According to Silantyev, SMR pursues hostile 
activities in the international sphere: “Gaynutdin’s and his friends’ inter-
national policy is useful everyone other than Russia.”127 He criticizes 
Gaynutdin’s and Council of Muftis’ highly complimentary attitude towards 
Turkey, with which Tatar Muslims historically have had close cultural ties. 
He notes that Russian authorities were quite displeased with Gaynutdin 
during the years of tense relations between Russia and Turkey. Silantyev 
also accuses the Council of Muftis and Gaynutdin personally of betraying 
Russia’s interests in Crimea. 128 

Second, according to Silantyev, representatives of the Council of Muftis 
have committed criminal and administrative offenses that are not related to 
religious extremism. According to Silantyev, the Council of Muftis “holds 
an absolute record among religious organizations in Russia in terms of the 
number of clerics found to be criminally liable for committing socially 
dangerous crimes.”129 Moreover, he claims that if one adds up the statistics 
for all other religious organizations in Russia, including new religious 
movements, they will have fewer individuals “facing criminal prosecution 
for terrorism, extremism, banditry, illegal circulation of arms, explosives 
and drugs. In another publication he notes that “of the 22 cases examined, 
19 are directly connected to a single Muslim centralised organization – the 
Council of Muftis of Russia, which now occupies the fourth place in the 
number of Muslim communities it controls, and which unites about 700 

— 
126 Among the scientists involved in various projects where the organizer (or one of the 
organizers) is SMR or DUM RF, one can name Islamologists M. B. Piotrovsky, E. A. 
Rezvan, L. R. Syukiaynen, A. D. Knysh, historians M. A. Safarov, I. L. Alexeev et al. 
127 Силантьев, “О запрете Совета муфтиев России.” 
128 “Gaynutdin betrays Putin without even waiting for a real crisis; it is not difficult to 
guess how he will behave in a more complicated situation. To support him now is as 
logical as to give money to the leaders of Russian liberal opposition Mikhail B. Khodor-
kovsky or Alexey A. Navalny.” (Силантьев, “О запрете Совета муфтиев России.”)  
129 Ibid. 
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mosques. At the same time, 11 of the cases are connected with the DUM of 
the Asian Part of Russia (DUM AChR) within the Council of Muftis, which 
unites no more than 100 organizations. Thus, about 10% of spiritual 
leaders of DUM of the Asian Part of Russia were criminally prosecuted for 
serious offenses.”130  

Criticism of SMR–DUM RF is also contained in almost every issue of 
the Muslim World (Musul’manskiy mir), which its publishers position as a 
periodical.131 Most of these articles were written by the journal’s editor-in-
chief, Rais R. Suleymanov. He presents this publication as an academic 
magazine on Islamology. In addition to his own articles,132 Suleymanov fills 
the pages of Muslim World with texts by other alarmist authors containing 
criticism of particular muftiates and religious leaders who, according to 
these polemicists, are not loyal to the Russian state.133 

In Suleymanov’s opinion, in the interest of Russia’s security it is neces-
sary to ban the Council of Muftis for espionage “on behalf of the United 
States, Saudi Arabia and their allies.” Further, Suleymanov suggests that a 
law be passed “on the prohibition of Wahhabism in the territory of Russia. 
Without this, the suspension of the Council of Muftis’ activities will not 
make sense.” After the activity of the Council of Muftis is stopped, Suley-
manov recommends transferring to TsDUM the communities that form 
part of SMR.134  

— 
130 Р. Силантьев, “Участились случаи привлечения к уголовной ответственности 
мусульманских духовных лиц” [Cases of criminal prosecution of Muslim clerics have 
become more frequent], РИСИ [RISS], 17.10.2013, https://riss.ru/analitycs/4053/, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
131 The last issue of the journal was published in 2018.  
132 See, for example, Р. Р. Сулейманов, “Исламский радикализм на территории 
Челябинской области” [Islamic radicalism in the Chelyabinsk region], 
Мусульманский мир [Muslim World], no. 3 (2016), 29-39; Р. Р. Сулейманов, 
“Русские мусульмане: классификация групп, проблема радикализма, отношение к 
ним в России” [Russian Muslims: classification of the groups, the problem of radicalism, 
the attitude towards them in Russia], Мусульманский мир [Muslim World], no. 4 (2015), 
8-39; Р. Р. Сулейманов, “Мигранты и их роль в распространении радикальных 
течений ислама в России: причины, проявления и последствия” [Migrants and 
their role in the spread of radical trends of Islam in Russia: causes, manifestations and 
consequences], Мусульманский мир [Muslim World], no. 2 (2014), 53-74; Р. Р. 
Сулейманов, “Антироссийская деятельность Совета муфтиев России” [Anti-
Russian activity of the Council of Muftis of Russia], Мусульманский мир [Muslim 
World], no. 1 (2014), 69-96 and others.  
133 The archive of issues of the journal in the public domain can be found on the journal 
page in the Russian-language social network “VKontakte”: https://vk.com/journal_mus 
lim_world, accessed 9 May 2020.  
134 Сулейманов, “Антироссийская деятельность Совета муфтиев России,” 95. 
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If we consider the record of the Council of Muftis’ activities over more 
than 20 years, it becomes clear that this muftiate really does deserve some 
criticism. For example, its economic activity raises a number of questions. 
The absence of systematic social work is also a cause for complaints. In 
Silantyev’s publications, these problems are criticized, but are not given the 
importance that he attaches to the alleged anti-state activities of SMR. 
Another weak point in the Council’s activity is that it does not carry out 
preaching of Islam outside the walls of the mosque. I am not talking about 
missionary activities among Muslims, but about religious and educational 
work with real people.135 Unfortunately, this work is replaced by expensive 
conferences and publication of literature which is not always of high 
quality in either content or form. 

Meanwhile, accusations of the Council and its leadership of anti-state 
activities appear the least convincing. Gaynutdin and SMR–DUM RF 
openly and unambiguously demonstrate full support of President Putin 
and his policies. For instance, in the news line of the DUM RF’s website 
one can see congratulations on the occasion of birthdays addressed not 
only to Putin, but also to his press secretary Dmitry S. Peskov and officials 
of a lesser rank.136  

It is highly difficult to call Gaynutdin and his stuff from SMR–DUM RF 
oppositionists in relation to the current political regime in Russia. In 
modern Russia, a disloyal mufti Gaynutdin could hardly retain his post, 
gain access to federal channels or even stay out of prison.137 

However, the support that SMR–DUM RF demonstrates to the author-
ities is not a one-sided action, but is based on the observance of a certain 
consensus. The essence of this consensus was set out in the “Social Doc-
trine of Russian Muslims,” in the section “Attention of Muslims to the state 
and politics.” While demanding that the state observe such principles as 
freedom of religion, equality of religions before the law and state institu-
tions, prohibition of discrimination against citizens on the basis of attitude 
towards religion, etc., Islamic religious organizations in turn undertake: to 
recognise the legitimacy of the current legislation of the Russian Feder-
— 
135 An exception is the activity of the Cultural Center “Dar” at the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Moscow, which is part of DUM RF. 
136 See, for example, “Муфтий Гайнутдин поздравил Дмитрия Пескова с днем 
рождения” [Mufti Gaynutdin congratulated Dmitry Peskov on the occasion of his birth-
day], 17.10.2016, http://dumrf.ru/upravlenie/documents/11384, accessed 9 May 2020. 
137 The case of Mahmud A. Velitov, imam of the Yardyam mosque in Moscow, shows 
that even the slightest cause can serve as the grounds for arrest of a person who is 
disagreeable to the authorities.  
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ation, to show loyalty to the democratically elected government of the Rus-
sian Federation, etc.138  

This document was drafted in 2015 and is not binding on the state, but 
it is important for understanding what SMR–DUM RF expects from the 
state in exchange for its loyalty and support for state policy. 

The dependence of the muftiates on the state is no less great than the 
dependence of the ROC on the state. In this respect, the muftiates are no 
different from the ROC, which is accustomed to “solve church problems 
solely with the help of secular power, and approach public issues from the 
point of view of lobbying political decisions.”139 In return for patronage from 
the state, religious figures propose such a service as an ideological justi-
fication for the political regime, giving it legitimation in terms of religion. 

In a speech dedicated to the 20th anniversary of the Council of Muftis, 
the first deputy chairman of DUM RF Damir Mukhetdinov noted that 
“The Council of Muftis has become one of the cornerstones in the building 
of modern Russia – the Russian Federation. Along with the Russian Ortho-
dox Church and other institutions of our traditional confessions, it has laid 
the foundation for a breakthrough in the future. The Council of Muftis and 
personally Mufti Gaynutdin have, without excessive pathos, made an 
invaluable contribution to preserving the unity of the state, to ensuring its 
security and development.”140 Along with other achievements of the Coun-
cil of Muftis, Mukhetdinov notes that “creative innovative approaches and 
effective models in the sphere of state-Islamic relations and partnership 
between Russia and the Islamic world, which were first formulated by the 
Council of Muftis and Mufti Ravil Gaynutdin personally, have become part 
of the official line. This applies to almost everything that has been realised 
and is being realised in this area – from Moscow’s accession to the Organ-
ization of Islamic Cooperation as an observer to the concept of ‘sociali-
sation’ of the Muslim community, which Vladimir Putin speaks about.”141 
It is interesting to note that the activity of the ministers of the Islamic 

— 
138 Социальная доктрина российских мусульман [Social doctrine of Russian Muslims] 
(Москва: Алтын Мирас, 2017), 50-81, http://dsmr.ru/images/Knigi/Socdoctrina.pdf, 
accessed 9 May 2020.  
139 С. Филатов, “Патриарх Кирилл – два года планов, мечтаний и неудобной 
реальности” [Patriarch Kirill: two years of plans, dreams, and an uncomfortable 
reality], in Православная церковь при новом патриархе [The Orthodox Church 
under the new patriarch] (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2012), 58.  
140 Мухетдинов, “Совету муфтиев 20 лет!”  
141 Ibid.  
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religion in the sphere of rituals and everyday needs is mentioned only 
incidentally with the addition of the word ‘even.’ 

In other words, SMR–DUM RF seeks to influence the formation of 
Russia’s domestic and foreign policies along with the ROC, and competes 
with the latter for influence on the state. In this respect, it differs from 
TsDUM only by having greater ambitions. In criticizing the hopelessly 
outdated ‘Soviet Islam’ professed by TsDUM (not explicitly referred to in 
the text cited above), Mukhetdinov cited the Council of Muftis as an 
example of successful influence of a religious structure on public policy. 
The extent to which this influence has actually been successful is a subject 
for a separate discussion that goes beyond the scope of this thesis.  

Another important point. Despite mutual criticism by representatives of 
SMR–DUM RF and the ROC, the disagreement between these structures is 
not of a profound philosophical nature. The discussion is not about ways of 
salvation or about models of social work, but about promoting certain 
brands and competing for influence with the authorities in order to obtain 
resources. In this regard, the criticism addressed by a researcher towards 
the modern ROC is also applicable to SMR–DUM RF and other federal 
level muftiates: “There is no objection to the activity of church structures in 
lobbying any decisions of the authorities, but what really surprises is lack of 
any church work.”142 

As the leader of one of the federal muftiates, Gaynutdin directed and 
continues to direct his efforts to ensuring that as many communities as 
possible become part of the muftiates he heads. However, at the same time, 
he has never come up with initiatives to unite with other federal DUMs. In 
the recent history of the muftiates, there were only two attempts to unite 
the federal muftiates and create a nationwide Islamic center. In both cases, 
the initiator was mufti Talgat Tadzhuddin.  

The first attempt to unite TsDUM, SMR and KTsMSK took place in 
2010. It was ultimately unsuccessful.143 In 2015, another unification ini-
tiative was announced on behalf of TsDUM, but this time the proposal of 
Mufti Tadzhuddin was not taken seriously either by the Council of Muftis 
or by DUM RT, whose chairman, mufti Kamil Samigullin, was offered an 
appointment as Grand Mufti of Russia by Talgat Tadzhuddin. 144  

— 
142 Филатов, “Патриарх Кирилл — два года планов, мечтаний и неудобной 
реальности,” 58. 
143 For more details see Chapter VII.  
144 Ravil Gaynutdin’s official statement regarding the proposals to unite the muftiates 
stated the following: “We cannot accept that Talgat Tadzhuddin and his organization 
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It should be noted that the use of certain titles is an important tool in 
the competition between the muftis – leaders of the federal spiritual 
administrations. While all leaders of the regional muftiates, as a rule, call 
themselves muftis, chairmen of one DUM or another, the situation is 
different in the case of federal organizations. Talgat Tadzhuddin is unques-
tionably the leader with regard to the sheer number of accumulated titles. 
So, in 1992, at the VI Extraordinary Congress of Muslims of Russia in Ufa, 
following a vote by a majority of delegates, Tadzhuddin was assigned a 
specially introduced “dignity” – the title of the Grand Mufti. In 1996, the 
mufti was awarded the title Sheikh ul-Islam.145 

For a long time Gaynutdin had the titles of mufti and chairman of the 
Council of Muftis of Russia and DUMER. In the 2000s before the word 
“mufti” became common, the word “sheikh” had been used. However, 
since about the mid-2010s in official documents of the Council of Muftis 
and DUM RF Gaynutdin has been referred to as “the spiritual leader of 
Russian Muslims” (dukhovnyi lider rossiyskikh musul’man).  

While the titles “Grand Mufti” and “Sheikh ul-Islam” refer to “charisma 
of position” (in the terminology of M. Weber), “the spiritual leader of 
Russian Muslims” refers to “personal charisma” and as such emphasizes 
that its holder occupies the highest level in the hierarchy of religious 
leaders by virtue of his spiritual authority. In both cases, however, one can 
speak about what Weber called ”charismatic claim,” i.e. a “charismatic 
cycle, which begins with the leader’s initial declaration of authority and 
gathering of followers, continues as the leader seeks to maintain and 
legitimate authority, and usually ends when the leader dies or transfers 

join the Council of Muftis because he violated the charter of his organization by not 
having agreed on the unification with the leaders of the regional spiritual adminis-
trations that form part of TsDUM. Another reason for our refusal to unite is that our 
youth and intellectuals do not perceive Talgat Tadzhuddin as a spiritual leader.” (П. 
Коробов, “Мусульмане разошлись в вопросе объединения” [Muslims disagree on 
the issue of unification], Коммерсантъ [The Businessman], 4.01.2016, 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2888541, accessed 9 May 2020). According to the 
charter of TsDUM, the decision concerning the merge of the muftiate with other reli-
gious organizations was to be taken at the congress. 
145 “Biography of Sheikh ul-Islam, the Grand Mufti, Chairman of the Central Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of Russia Talgat Safa Tadzhuddin,” http://cdum.ru/mufti/, 
accessed 9 May 2020. 
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authority to either a charismatic or institutional successor,” which even-
tually requires further recognition.146 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have examined the factors that caused the disintegrational 
processes in DUMES–TsDUM in the early 1990s. All four muftiates that 
existed in the Soviet Union in the post-war years faced a crisis of legitimacy 
among Muslims and either ceased to exist or lost influence within a large 
part of the community. The weakening and disintegration of the muftiates 
was the result of the processes that took place in the Soviet Union in the late 
1980s – early 1990s. Interethnic conflicts in the country affected the fate of 
muftiates, which included communities represented by different nations.  

DUMES could not escape the forces that impacted all the other spiritual 
administrations of Muslims in the Soviet Union. Although independent 
regional muftiates emerged, this did not cause disappearance from the 
religious map of Russia of spiritual administrations operating throughout 
the country rather than in individual republics or regions. In the Islamic 
segment of the Russian religious market, there was a situation when there 
was one large participant (TsDUM), which occupied a significant share in 
the market, and a number of small participants (DUM RT, DUM RB, etc.). 
In such circumstances, small participants are most likely to choose the path 
of coordinating their activity under the aegis of an umbrella muftiate. 

An optimal form of such a union (in the absence of legislative restric-
tions) was a cartel in which participants retained their financial and indus-
trial independence. Created in the early and mid-1990s the federal muf-
tiates, the Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Administrations of 
Muslims (VKTsDUMR) and the Council of Muftis of Russia (SMR), were 
such type of cartel. While retaining financial and production independence 
(in the creation of religious product), members of the cartel – regional 
muftiates – delegate to the cartel such functions as: representing their inter-
ests at the federal level, setting the prices for their goods and services, 
expanding their spheres of influence, etc., which ultimately allows its mem-
bers to reduce the costs of production. Similarly, regional muftiates lower 
their costs by participating in VKTsDUMR and then SMR. In particular, 

— 
146 E. Prophet, “Charisma and authority in new religious movements,” in The Oxford 
handbook of new religious movements, ed. James R. Lewis and Inga B. Tollefsen, Vol. II 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 38.  
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through the Council of Muftis, regional muftiates receive funding from the 
federal budget for their projects. 

Participation by the leadership of the Council of Muftis of Russia in 
negotiations with regional authorities made it possible to more quickly and 
efficiently solve such problems as obtaining permission to build mosques, 
getting assistance in solving interfaith problems, etc. Any federal muftiate 
which wants to preserve its real and symbolic capital as a Muslim center on 
an all-Russian scale cannot but interact with government bodies. Only as a 
result of this interaction can such a muftiate solve the financial, admini-
strative and other problems of the regional muftiates within its structure.  

Unlike VKTsDUMR, the Council of Muftis turned out to be a most 
durable structure which included almost half of Russia’s Muslim commu-
nities during its heyday. The state as the regulator of market relations 
allowed small market participants to create a cartel, but it was not inter-
ested in further monopolization of the Islamic segment of the religious 
market and creation of a pure monopoly. Therefore, the initiatives to unite 
TsDUM, SMR and KTsMSK in 2010 and 2015 failed, not least as a result of 
measures taken by the regulator. 

As a result, in the late 1990s in the Islamic segment of religious market, 
there was an oligopoly with three participants: TsDUM, SMR and 
KTsMSK. Such a tripolar system in the management of religious affairs of 
Muslims allowed the state to choose the most convenient partner for 
cooperation from among the muftiates. Given the narrow specialization of 
KTsMSK, the main competition in the late 1990s and 2000s turned out to 
be between TsDUM and the Council of Muftis. The rivalry between them 
was intensified by the fact that both oligopolists offered similar products 
(religious goods and services within the same religious legal tradition) to 
the same group of buyers (Tatars and Bashkirs).  

There was another participant in the religious market which was not 
interested in further monopolization among the muftiates: the ROC, which 
itself was a pure monopoly in the market of Orthodox religious services. 
Having achieved, as a result of lobbying in the 1980–1990s, the de facto the 
position of monopolist among Christian churches in Russia, it was not 
interested in monopolization and creation of a major market participant in 
the person of a single federal muftiate that would unite the existing 
spiritual administrations of Muslims. 

It is no accident that relations with the Russian Orthodox Church 
occupy a large place in the strategy of the federal muftiates and, personally, 
of their leaders, the muftis. It is in relations with the Russian Orthodox 
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Church that the greatest differences are manifested between TsDUM and 
SMR–DUM RF. On the one hand, both muftiates actively use the Ortho-
dox sociolect in their rhetoric, which indirectly testifies to their recognition 
of the supremacy of Orthodoxy, whose sacred language they use to denote 
purely Muslim phenomena and concepts. On the other hand, in their 
public rhetoric concerning the urgent problems of the Islamic ummah, 
Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin differ in how they view the role of the Russian 
Orthodox Church and the muftiates in modern Russia. 

The loyal attitude of TsDUM to the Moscow Patriarchate and the stra-
tegy of recognizing the status of “elder sister” for the Orthodox Church 
played a role in Talgat Tadzhuddin’s preservation of his position as one of 
the most influential Muslim religious figures at the federal level. In turn, 
Mufti Ravil Gayntudin built his “strategy for market behavior,” by seeking 
recognition of equal rights (more precisely, privileges) with the Russian 
Orthodox Church for the religious organization he leads. 

As competition in the market for religious and other services developed 
and new participants appeared in the person of “parallel” muftiates 
claiming federal significance, a restructuring in the Council of Muftis was 
undertaken. There was an increase in the vertical of power within this 
body. The cartel “Council of Muftis of Russia” became a large company, 
SMR–DUM RF.  

As authoritarianism intensified in Russia and the government tightened 
its control of social and religious activities, a situation arose in which 
practically no independent regional muftiates remained. 

In the early stages of competition between TsDUM and SMR (1990s – 
early 2000s), the struggle between these two muftiates was mainly aimed at 
attracting regional spiritual administrations (both independent and within 
the domain of one of the federal DUMs) into their structure. Subsequently 
(mid-2000s – mid-2010s), more attention was paid to the creation of re-
gional muftiates (in the form of centralized religious organizations of 
Muslims (TsROMs) on the basis of existing and / or newly created MROMs 
(local religious organizations of Muslims). At the same time, new market 
participants claiming the role of large firms were created with the assis-
tance of the regulator – the state. More details about these “parallel” muf-
tiates are discussed in Chapter VII. But first we need to consider the 
phenomenon of independent regional muftiates in today’s Russia. Without 
studying this development, the situation of Muslim spiritual authorities in 
the religious market of Russia will be incomplete. 
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CHAPTER VI   

Independent Regional Muftiates:  
Case Study of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims  

of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT) 

Introduction  
In this chapter of the thesis I consider regional muftiates. The spiritual 
administrations which I include in this category were created in 1992 as a 
result of the disintegration processes taking place within the Spiritual 
Administration of European Part of the USSR and Siberia. This group 
comprises independent muftiates which control communities residing on 
the territory of one of Russia’s 85 regions (called subjects of the Federation 
(subyekty Federatsii)) and which are not part of any federal spiritual 
administration.  

As shown in the previous chapter, in the conditions of modern Russia a 
regional spiritual administration of Muslims has practically no chance to 
maintain independence from federal muftiates unless it enjoys full support 
from the authorities of the given region. Therefore, to date, only several 
muftiates can be classified as independent regional muftiates – the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT), the 
Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan and the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Chechen Republic – all created with active participation by 
the leadership of these national republics in the Russian Federation.1 

Since two of the independent muftiates are located in the North 
Caucasus, a part of the Russian Federation that has remained beyond the 

— 
1 After the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims (TsDUM) of the Penza Region 
was expelled from DUM RF in May 2018, it was re-registered and actually became an 
independent regional muftiate. However, only a small part of the communities of the 
Penza Region belong to its jurisdiction, and the very history of its creation, in which 
local officials actively participated, as well as a number of other signs make it more 
likely to be classified as a “parallel” muftiate at the regional level, which will be discus-
sed later. 
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scope of my research, I concentrated my attention on Tatarstan. In addi-
tion, there is a fundamental difference between DUM RT and the muftiates 
of Dagestan and Chechnya. These North Caucasian spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims can be characterized as trans-regional muftiates rather 
than as regional muftiates in their pure form. By trans-regional I mean 
muftiates which, being independent from federal spiritual administrations, 
at the same time extend their influence and jurisdiction to Muslim com-
munities outside the boundaries of one region (subject of the Russian Fe-
deration). By contrast, the jurisdiction of DUM RT does not extend beyond 
the borders of the republic, a principle enshrined in the charter of this 
religious organization.2 

The recent history of DUM RT is also interesting for the purposes of 
this thesis because of its dynamic development as an independent regional 
muftiate. From its inception until the mid-1990s it has been part of the 
Higher Coordination Center for Spiritual Administrations of Muslims of 
Russia (VKTsDUMR). Moreover, the mufti of DUM RT was simul-
taneously the mufti of this federal muftiate. After VKTsDUMR ceased to 
function, DUM RT became an independent regional muftiate. It was one of 
the founders of the Council of muftis of Russia. Since the founding of the 
Council, muftis of DUM RT Gabdulla Galiullin and Gusman Iskhakov 
occupied the post of co-chair of SMR.3  

Thus, DUM RT had all the prerequisites for becoming either a federal or 
a trans-regional muftiate (like the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 

— 
2 The сharter of DUM RT adopted at the 1998 Unification Congress stated the fol-
lowing: “Other Muslim religious organizations operating outside the Republic of Tatar-
stan and the Russian Federation may also be included in DUM RT” (Statute of DUM 
RT 1998, Article 3.2). However, in the сharter of 2011 this provision is missing. More-
over, amended paragraph 3.1 of the сharter contains the following provision: “DUM RT 
consists of local Muslim organizations operating in the territory of the Republic of 
Tatarstan” (Statute of TsRO DUM RT 2011, Article 3.1). As far as I know, despite the 
possibility envisaged by the 1998 charter, communities from other regions were never 
members of DUM RT. Meanwhile, in the period from 2000 to 2011 in Tatarstan there 
was such a structure as the Association of Muslim Religious Organizations “Kazan 
Muftiate,” which included communities from other regions of Russia: Kirov, Nizhny 
Novgorod regions, etc. For more details on the Kazan muftiate, see below.  
3 The question of whether the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of 
Tatarstan was a member of the Council of Muftis of Russia is debatable, given a state-
ment by then acting Mufti of DUM RT Ildus Fayzov in April 2011. Fayzov stated that 
DUM RT has never “been a member of the Council of Muftis of Russia, the Central 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims (TsDUM), or the All-Russian Muftiate ‘Russian 
Association of Islamic Consensus’ (RAIS)” (REGNUM News Agency, https://regnum.ru/ 
news/polit/1391233.html, accessed 9 May 2020).  
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the Chechen Republic or the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan). Con-
sidering the fact that Tatars live throughout the entire territory of Russia, 
elevation of DUM RT to the federal level could change the alignment of 
forces among the spiritual administrations of Muslims in the country. 
However, the removal in 2011 of a provision from its charter which 
allowed the establishment or inclusion of communities outside the repub-
lic, as well as the unwillingness of republican authorities to expand outside 
Tatarstan, limits the influence of this muftiate.4 It cannot be ruled out that 
the restriction on the expansion of DUM RT outside the republic is the 
result of a compromise between the Tatarstan authorities and the federal 
government. In exchange for Moscow’s non-interference in the confes-
sional situation in Tatarstan, the republic’s leadership restricts its muftiate 
to the borders of the region. It is not an accident that the change in the 
DUM RT charter, limiting the extent of its reach, took place when pro-
Moscow Mufti Faizov was in office. 

Despite remaining a muftiate of regional significance, comprising only 
the communities within one region, DUM RT is one of the key Islamic 
religious organizations in Russia. 

As noted above, the significance or ‘symbolic capital’ of a muftiate is 
determined by three factors: 1) the number of communities it comprises, 2) 
the geography of the communities (i.e. the number of regions where they are 
represented), and 3) the degree of support from government authorities.  

Two of the above factors have an impact on the place of DUM RT 
among the Russian muftiates. First, it is one of the leaders among the Rus-
sian muftiates in terms of the number of communities. It comprises 1415 
communities, which is more than SMR and TsDUM combined.5 Second, 
Tatarstan’s leadership provides financial and organizational support, which 
makes the muftiate independent of federal funding. Of great importance 
for strengthening the symbolic capital of DUM RT is the fact that Kazan, 
where its headquarters are located, is a spiritual and religious center for 
various groups of ethnic Tatars in both Russia and abroad. Finally, the 
personal factor cannot be discounted: Kamil Samigullin, Mufti of DUM RT, 

— 
4 According to Mufti of Tatarstan Kamil I. Samigullin, DUM RT from time to time 
receives requests from Muslim communities outside the republic to accept it as mem-
bers of DUM RT. (interview with Kamil Samigullin, 06.06. 2018, author’s fieldwork 
materials). 
5 Official website of DUM RT: http://dumrt.ru/ru/about-us/obschaya-informatsiya/, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
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is one of the best educated religious figures in the modern Islamic ummah 
of Russia. 

The special place DUM RT occupies among the muftiates allows me to 
fully consider it as an example of one of the most influential spiritual 
administrations in today’s Russia. 

The experience of analysing how DUM RT functions would not be so 
interesting if the results were limited solely to Tatarstan. However, the 
example of DUM RT makes it possible to understand how federal muftiates 
in general work in modern Russia. In particular, the interviews I conducted 
as part of my field research in Tatarstan, as well as other materials, both 
published and not yet put into circulation, allow me to present in sufficient 
detail the mechanisms of interaction between state authorities and the spi-
ritual administrations of Muslims. Moreover, my conclusions fully relate 
not only to the regional, but also to the federal muftiates. 

Taking the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of 
Tatarstan (DUM RT) as an example, it is possible to trace how state bodies 
in Russia can influence the formation and work of muftiates. While in the 
case of federal DUMs interference by the authorities tends to be implicit 
rather than explicit, in Tatarstan the leadership of the republic clearly 
defined its position in 1998, when the so-called “Unification Congress of 
Muslims” was held. The result of this gathering was the creation of a single 
united muftiate in the republic.6 It is noteworthy that this intervention did 
not face censure from the republic’s religious and expert community, but, 
on the contrary, was positively received by the majority of them.7 In sub-
sequent years, as is clear from the sources at our disposal, the leadership of 

— 
6 For more information on the Unification Congress, see below. 
7 Of religious figures, the results of the Congress was positively evaluated by Gab-
delhamit R. Zinatullin and Farid A. Salman, former muftis of the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Tatarstan (DUM T) who competed with DUM RT (interview 
with Gabdelhamit Zinatullin, 07.06.2018; interview with Farid Salman, 01.06. 2018, 
author’s fieldwork materials). The first mufti of DUM RT Gabdulla Galiullin comments 
negatively on the actions by the authorities in organizing and holding the congress 
(interview with Gabdulla Galiullin, 31.05.2018, author’s fieldwork materials). Kazan-
based historians Azat M. Akhunov and Rafik M. Mukhametshin believe that interference 
by the authorities in the activity of the muftiates was a necessary measure: А. М. Ахунов, 
“Объединительный съезд мусульман Татарстана 1998 г.: предпосылки, решения, 
результаты” [The Unification Congress of Muslims of Tatarstan in 1998: precon-
ditions, solutions, results], Филология и культура [Philology and Culture], no. 4 (34) 
(2013), 250-254; Р. М. Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке (Ислам в 
общественной и политической жизни татар и Татарстана) [Tatars and Islam in 
20th century (Islam in the social and political life of the Tatars and Tatarstan)] (Казань: 
«Фэн», 2003), 91-93. 
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Tatarstan tried to influence not only the choice of the mufti, but also the 
policy pursued by the muftiate. However, 1998 is the starting point for the 
reformatting of state policy on muftiates in a particular region – the Re-
public of Tatarstan. 

Prerequisites for the Creation of the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT) 

Until July 1998 there were two competing muftiates in the republic: the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM 
RT) headed by Gabdulla Galiullin and the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of Tatarstan (DUM T) led by Farid Salman. Such a situation was 
not something unique to Tatarstan and could be observed in other regions 
as well. In particular, in the neighbouring republic of Bashkortostan three 
muftiates were present then and exist to this day: TsDUM, the Regional 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Bashkortostan 
(RDUM RB), which is a regional muftiate within TsDUM, and the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Bashkortostan (DUM RB) 
within the Council of Muftis of Russia.  

These divisions arose as a result of the collapse of DUMES. The Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan was formed at the 
congress held on 22 August 1992 in Naberezhnye Chelny.8 Just before this 
meeting, a similar congress had taken place in the capital of Bashkortostan, 
Ufa, and established the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Repub-
lic of Bashkortostan.9 

The religious figures who attended the congress in Naberezhnye Chelny 
voted unanimously to create DUM RT, independent of DUMES. Gabdulla 
Galiullin, imam-khatib of the Nurullah mosque in Kazan, was elected mufti.  

— 
8 According to G. Galiullin, Naberezhnye Chelny was chosen to hold the congress 
because of the geographical proximity of the city to Ufa, from which part of the dele-
gates arrived (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin). Valiulla Yakupov points out that the 
first attempt to create an organisation independent from DUMES was made by 
Galiullin at the end of May 1992, when the leaders of the republic’s communities were 
gathered in Kazan on his initiative. However, then, according to Yakupov, the attempt 
to secede from DUMES failed (В. Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы [Islam 
in Tatarstan in 1990s] [Казань: Иман, 2005], 59). 
9 For more information on the history of creation of DUM RB see: А. Б. Юнусова, 
“Автономия башкирского ислама: к 100-летию Духовного управления мусульман 
Башкортостана” [Autonomy of Bashkir Islam: on the occasion of the 100th anniversary 
of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Bashkortostan], Известия Уфимского 
научного центра РАН [Proceedings of the RAS Ufa Scientific Centre], no. 4 (2017), 
105-116.
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According to Galiullin, the creation of DUM RT was preceded by a 
series of consultations among the “young imams” (Nafigulla Ashirov, Gab-
dulla Galiullin, Muqaddas Bibarsov, Nurmuhamet Nigmatullin and others) 
who were dissatisfied with the state of affairs in DUMES.10 Each of these 
had his own reasons, but all were unhappy about Tadzhuddin’s author-
itarian administrative methods: he could dismiss any minister of the 
Islamic religion without providing his reasons for so doing. As was empha-
sised earlier, for some imams who took part in the creation of independent 
spiritual administrations of Muslims, of great importance was Tadzhud-
din’s failure to comply with the way of life and rules of conduct of an 
Islamic religious leader.11 As a result, all the participants in these meetings 
came to the conclusion that it was time to create regional muftiates which 
would be independent of DUMES.12 

The extent to which the Tatar national movement participated in the 
creation of DUM RT remains unclear. Shedding further light on this ques-
tion is important for the following reason: without a precise idea of the pre-
requisites for the creation of the Tatarstan muftiate, it is impossible to fully 
grasp the further genesis of this structure. DUM RT has gradually evolved 
from an oppositional organization in terms of its relation to the republican 
authorities (in the 1990s) into one of the state institutions that implement 
the directives of the Office of the President of the Republic of Tatarstan. 

The Russian historian Azat M. Akhunov writes that the Constituent 
Congress of DUM RT in 1992 was organized “under the pressure of the 
national movement of the RT, which advocated the establishment of a muf-
tiate with a center in Kazan at the all-Russian or at least a republican 
level.”13 According to the Russian political scientist Ruslan Aysin, the 
Tatarstan muftiate was organized by the Tatar national movement.14 This 

— 
10 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin. 
11 Interview with Nafigulla Ashirov, 18.01.2020; interview with Ismail Shangareev, 
05.01.2020, author’s fieldwork materials. See also: М. Тульский, “Причины раскола 
мусульманских организаций в России” [Causes of the schism among Muslim 
organizations in Russia], Центральная Азия и Кавказ [Central Asia and Caucasus], 
no. 4 (34) (2004), 18-19.  
12 Ibid. Initially, the meeting dealt only with Tatarstan and Bashkortostan, but by the 
end of 1992 there was a tendency to form new muftiates in other regions of Russia. 
13 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 83. 
14 Interview with R. Aysin, 30.05.2018, author’s fieldwork materials. For a detailed ana-
lysis of the relationship of Tatar nationalists to Islam, see, for example: Ислам в 
Среднем Поволжье: история и современность [Islam in the Middle Volga region: his-
tory and modernity] (Казань: Мастер Лайн, 2001), 391-398. 
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point of view is shared by a number of other researchers as well.15 The bio-
graphy of the first mufti of DUM RT, Galiulla Galiullin, who himself was 
an active participant in the national movement in Tatarstan, also speaks in 
favour of the presumption about the important role nationalists played in 
creating the muftiate.  

However, the question as to which forces served as the main actors in 
the process of creating DUM RT has not been fully answered. As Valiulla 
M. Yakupov, a Tatar religious and public figure who was one of the leaders
of the national movement in Tatarstan in the late 1980s – early 1990s, has
noted, the connection between the muftiate and the nationalists was used
by imams loyal to Tadzhuddin who attacked DUM RT for its supposed
uselessness and artificiality. Yakupov insisted that “Without an active
position and activity of the clergy, there could be no question of the emer-
gence of DUM RT.”16 These words are consistent with what Galiullin told
me in an interview. According to him, the young imams mentioned above
were the initiators of the creation of DUM RT, and representatives of the
national movement only took part in the 1992 Congress, but did not play a
key role in the creation of the muftiate.17

Indeed, for the nationalist movement in the republic in the late 1980s – 
early 1990s, the Islamic factor was of little interest.18 However, represen-
tatives of the movement actually put forward a slogan about the transfer of 
the residence of DUMES from Ufa to Kazan.19 This was due to the desire to 
raise the status of Kazan as the capital of all Tatars.20 
— 
15 According to the historian Damir M. Iskhakov, one of the participants of the national 
movement, “The Spiritual Administration of Muslims, although it was an independent 
organization, developed as one of the factions of the national movement” (cited in: 
Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 116). 
16 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 58. 
17 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin. 
18 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 42.  
19 This thesis was contained in a resolution adopted at the 2nd Congress of the Tatar 
Public Center (TOTs), held on 15-16 February 1991 (Information Bulletin of the Na-
tional Center for Information Technologies, no. 1 [1991], 4-7, cited from: Якупов, 
Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 42-43). The initiative itself belonged to one of the 
leaders of the Tatar nationalist movement, Fawziya A. Bayramova. The essence of her 
proposal was as follows: it is necessary to transfer DUMES to Kazan; if this is not 
accomplished, then it is necessary to establish an independent spiritual administration 
in the capital of the republic (Ibid., 58).  
20 It is noteworthy that the Tatars who lived in Bashkortostan were against the division 
of DUMES and the creation of an independent muftiate in Kazan. This is due to the fact 
that viewed the establishment of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Repub-
lic of Bashkortostan (DUM RB) as a project of Bashkir nationalists. At the same time, 
DUMES was in the eyes of the Tatars of Bashkortostan a Tatar national religious insti-
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The creation of their own spiritual structure seems quite a logical step 
for the representatives of the Tatar national movement, who regarded a 
muftiate independent from Ufa as one of the necessary elements of Tatar-
stan statehood.21 In fact, Tatar nationalists assigned to DUM RT the same 
role as the political leaders of Muslims did to the reformed Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly in Ufa in 1917. As discussed in Chapter 
III, that muftiate under the name of Diniya Nazaraty, was assigned the role 
of a Ministry of Religion in the Tatar national government. As was the case 
in 1917, in the early 1990s the Tatar national movement saw the muftiate 
only as an institution subordinate to the secular government.22 

The response to the initiative of transferring the headquarters of 
DUMES from Ufa to Kazan was the establishment by Tadzhuddin in 1991 
of the Main Muhtasibat Board of Tatarstan (Glavnoe muhtasibatskoe 
pravlenie Tatarstana)23 in Kazan, which later became the Spiritual Admin-
istration of Muslims of Tatarstan (DUM T) – the regional muftiate control-
led by TsDUM. However, Tadzhuddin did not move to the next step – 
transfer the residence of DUMES to Kazan.24 

Thus, the Tatar national movement prepared the ground ideologically, 
rather than by concrete actions for the establishment of an independent 
muftiate in Tatarstan.  

Even if we accept Galiullin’s views regarding the key role of the imams 
and secondary role of secular Tatar nationalists in creating the Tatarstan 
muftiate, one cannot discount the general politicization of the society, 
typical of the early 1990s. Galiullin himself believed that “in a state with a 
non-Islamic rule where Muslims do not constitute a majority, the protec-
tion of the interests and rights of believers is possible only through political 
movements. This is the only way we can exert any influence on the de-
cision-making of secular authorities.”25 This point of view was shared by 

tution. Thus, according to them, there was no need to create DUM RT (Якупов, Ислам 
в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 58.) 
21 Ислам в Среднем Поволжье, 381. 
22 A similar model of relations between the leadership of the national movement 
(Mejlis) and the muftiate (the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Crimea) also 
existed in Crimea from 1992 to 2014. 
23 Muhtasibat – mid-level administrative units within the structure of muftiates. 
24 The question of transferring the headquarters of TsDUM was also later raised by the 
authorities of Tatarstan (in mid-1990s), when the conflict between Galiullin and the 
Kazan Kremlin escalated. But even then Tadzhuddin did not agree to transfer the head-
quarters from Ufa to Kazan.  
25 Interfax AiF Tatarstan, 03-09.09.1996, cited in: Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ 
веке, 121.  
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other “young imams” who were at the source of the creation of new muf-
tiates independent from DUMES (for example, Nafigulla Ashirov).26 

The creation of DUM RT did not met with unequivocal approval from 
Muslim religious figures in the republic.27 The congress in Naberezhnye 
Chelny was not representative: Tadzhuddin’s supporters left before the 
final vote. In total, no more than a third of the imams of the communities 
(mahallahs) registered in the republic took part in the work of the con-
gress.28 Most of the mahallahs in the republic remained under the juris-
diction of TsDUM up to the Unification Congress of 1998. 

However, three years after it was established DUM RT managed to 
consolidate a significant number of the imams at the 2nd Congress of Mus-
lims, held in January 1995 in Kazan. DUM RT played a key role in organ-
izing the congress, and the fact that more than 80% of the communities in 
Tatarstan (that is, including those that were under the jurisdiction of the 
Main Muhtasibat Board of Tatarstan within TsDUM) sent their represen-
tatives to the meeting testified to the increased authority of the muftiate 
headed by Galiullin.29 

The establishment in 1992 of the Higher Coordination Center for 
Spiritual Administrations of Muslims of Russia (VKTsDUMR) opened new 
opportunities to increase the symbolic capital of DUM RT. The creation of 
this structure was the first attempt in the modern history of Russia to 
consolidate regional muftiates independent from Ufa. The structure of 
VKTsDUMR included DUM RT, DUM RB, DUMs of the Saratov, Penza 
and Volgograd regions, etc. However, the key muftiate in the structure of 
VKTsDUMR was DUM RT. 

In 1992, Gabdulla Galiullin was elected chairman of VKTsDUMR. Thus, 
shortly after his election as mufti of DUM RT he became head not only of 
the largest regional grouping, but also of the leading (in number of com-

— 
26 Ibid.  
27 At present, former rivals of G. Galiullin and DUM RT are not so categorical. Accor-
ding to the two former muftis of DUM T Gabdelhamit Zinatullin and Farid Salman, the 
establishment of an independent muftiate in Tatarstan was conditioned by historical 
necessity (interview with Gabdelhamit Zinatullin; interview with Farid Salman). 
28 According to V. Yakupov, at the constituent congress in Naberezhnye Chelny there 
were no more than two dozens representatives of RT communities (Якупов, Ислам в 
Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 21). According to Gabdelhamit Zinatullin, who in 1992 
was chairman of the Main Muhtasibat Board of Tatarstan, which was subordinate to 
TsDUM, many imams in Kazan found out about the congress already after it had been 
held. At the same time he himself claims that he attended the congress on behalf of 
Tadzhuddin (interview with Gabdelhamit Zinatullin). 
29 Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 85. 
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munities) federal muftiate, which included not only Tatar spiritual admin-
istrations, but also muftiates from the North Caucasian region. Galiullin 
became known as the Grand Mufti of Russia, and Kazan – the headquarters
of the largest federal muftiate.30 This fully met the aspirations of represent-
tatives of the Tatar national movement. However, by the early 1990s, 
nationalists were already on the sidelines of political life in the republic: 
President Shaimiev skilfully intercepted their agenda and transformed the 
idea of Tatarstan’s statehood into the idea of sovereignty – a limited eco-
nomic and political autonomy. Strengthening Kazan’s position as the 
actual capital of Russian Islam was, of course, in the interests of the repub-
lic’s leadership. On the other hand, strengthening the positions of a mufti 
disloyal to the republic’s authorities was not a desirable development for 
the government of Tatarstan. According to Galiullin, he reported on his 
election as the Grand Mufti of the new federal muftiate to President 
Shaimiev, but did not find understanding from his side.31 

VKTsDUMR did not manage to become a platform for the unification 
of regional muftiates which had split from DUMES. In the literature, one 
can find various reasons why it ceased to exist: from objective (remoteness 
of the residence of the muftiate from Moscow) to subjective (conflict in the 
leadership of the organization).32 After the creation of the Council of 
Muftis of Russia in 1996, part of VKTsDUMR’s spiritual administrations 
went over to the new federal muftiate.33 DUM RT was among the founders 
of SMR, but this muftiate and its leader no longer played a key role in the 
new federal structure. The collapse of VKTsDUMR predetermined the 
future destiny of DUM RT, which has remained a regional spiritual admin-
istration rather than the core of an all-Russian (federal) muftiate. 

— 
30 Р. А. Силантьев, Новейшая история ислама в России [The modern history of 
Islam in Russia] (Москва: Алгоритм, 2007), 379. 
31 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin. 
32 One of the reasons for the failure of the project was personal disagreement between 
the two leaders of this structure – G. Galiullin and N. Ashirov. So, according to 
Galiullin, “The coordination center has broken up, one might say, because of the ambi-
tions of the members of its leadership, some have regional ambitions, some have federal 
ones” (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin). 
33 Ibid. 
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DUM RT (1992–1998) 
The years 1992–1998 are characterized by the Russian historian Rafik M. 
Mukhametshin as the period of the institutionalization of Islam.34 This 
definition generally seems appropriate, because it was during this time that 
the creation and formation of two spiritual administrations in Tatarstan 
(DUM RT and DUM T) took place, on the basis of which a single united 
muftiate was created in 1998.  

As noted above, in 1991, after a meeting between T. Tadzhuddin and 
leaders of the Tatar national movement in Kazan, the Main Muhtasibat 
Board of Tatarstan was created within TsDUM.35 However, the establish-
ment of DUM RT called for a consolidation and strengthening of commu-
nities loyal to TsDUM. This circumstance predetermined the creation of 
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Tatarstan (DUM T) in 1994 on 
the basis of the Main Muhtasibat Board of Tatarstan.36 

The post of mufti of DUM T was filled by the imam-khatib of the 
mosque in Zelenodolsk, Gabdelhamit Zinatullin, who like Gabdulla Galiul-
lin was a disciple of Talgat Tadzhuddin. At the same time, neither he, nor 
Galiullin suited the leadership of the republic and personally the president 
of Tatarstan Mintimer Sh. Shaimiev.37 It would be accurate to say that the 
republican authorities occupied a neutral-observant position vis-à-vis the 
two spiritual administrations in Tatarstan. 

During the first few years after the establishment of DUM RT the 
authorities basically ignored the muftiate. Then relations were normalized, 
acquired a working character. The authorities assisted the muftiate in 
organizing the hajj, building mosques, etc.38 However, DUM RT remained 
free of control by the authorities. 

The fact that the leadership of Tatarstan lacked any concept of a confes-
sional policy in the early and mid-1990s is shown by a number of episodes. 
As noted above, up to the Unification Congress of 1998 most of the com-
munities were part of DUM T, including the jum‘a (cathedral39) mosque 

— 
34 Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 76.  
35 Ислам в Среднем Поволжье, 381. 
36 Gabudlhaq Samatov was appointed chairman of the muhtasibat. “The appointment of 
these structures (muhtasibats – R.B.) was a formal act, since they did not have any 
powers, even the smallest questions were decided in Ufa at the level of Mufti T. Tadzhud-
din” (Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 19). 
37 Ахунов, “Объединительный съезд мусульман Татарстана 1998 г.,” 250.  
38 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin. 
39 Since the time of the Russian Empire, jum‘a mosques in Russia are officially referred 
to as cathedrals. 
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Marjani.40 The mosque was the residence for the Mufti of DUM T, Gabdel-
hamit Zinatullin. However, in January 1995 Galiullin together with his sup-
porters occupied the mosque. 

The circumstances under which this seizure took place deserve atten-
tion. I recount this story according to the version of the main participant of 
the events – Galiullin himself. During one of his conversations with Galiul-
lin, Ilgizar Sh. Khabibullin, chairman of the Council for Religious Affairs 
under the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Tatarstan threw out the 
phrase that DUM RT does not represent real power, since it does not even 
control the main mosque in Kazan – the Marjani mosque. “Not a problem,” 
Galiullin answered, and the next day he and his supporters went to the 
building, which thus bloodlessly passed under the jurisdiction of DUM RT.41  

This was not the only time that Galiullin took over religious buildings. In 
October 1995, he, together with the shakirds (students), held the Muham-
madiyah madrasah for a week, until it was transferred to DUM RT.42 

Galiullin’s independent position and his activity not only as a religious 
but also as a political figure led to a conflict with the head of Tatarstan 
Shaimiev. Throughout Galiullin’s tenure as mufti, DUM RT remained in 
opposition to the authorities, which was not only religious, but also political. 

The story of the capture of the Muhammadiyah madrasah in October 
1995 had a negative impact on the image of Galiullin and the muftiate he 
headed, not only in the eyes of the authorities, but also of the Tatar 
intelligentsia, with whom DUM RT had just began to establish a network 
of relationships.43  

In March 1995, the Council of ‘ulama,’ an advisory body which included 
members of the secular intelligentsia of the republic (mostly academicians 
— 
40 Interview with Gabdulla Galiullin.  
41 Ibid. It should be noted that the occupation of the building of the Marjani mosque 
was not the result of Galiullin’s subjective decision, but was rather the result of a collec-
tive decision taken at the 2nd Congress of Muslims of DUM RT, held from 23 to 25 
January 1995 in Kazan. (Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 185). 
42 In September 1995 this building was transferred by the government of Tatarstan to 
the Muhammadiyah madrasah. The former tenants (the editorial office of the Kris 
newspaper and other structures) were not in a hurry to vacate part of the premises in 
the building. Students from the madrasah, led by G. Galiullin and its rector Iskhaq 
Lutfullin occupied the building and refused to leave it at the request of the police 
(Интерфакс-Религия [Interfax – Religion], 18.10.1995, http://www.interfax-religion.ru/ 
?act=archive&div=14262, accessed 9 May 2020).  
43 According to the Tatarstan historian Damir Iskhakov, who was an adviser to the 
mufti in 1995, it was the capture of Muhammadiyah that put an end to the cooperation 
of the muftiate, led by Galiullin and the authorities of the republic (Мухаметшин, 
Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 184).  
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from among ethnic Muslims) was formed within DUM RT. This body 
could have become a link between the muftiate and society as represented 
by its intellectual elite. However, the cooperation that had begun to be built 
up was interrupted after Galiullin and his adherents seized the Muham-
madiyah madrasah.44 

Meanwhile, the 2nd Congress of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan, 
organized in January 1995 by the DUM of the Republic of Tatarstan, 
showed that this muftiate had strengthened its position: representatives of 
the majority of Muslim communities in the republic, including those under 
the jurisdiction of TsDUM, took part in the event.45  

The leadership of Tatarstan could not help reacting to this. A criminal 
case was opened against Galiullin, but the court did not find grounds for 
prosecution and dismissed the case.46 In January 1996, a letter was sent on 
behalf of the above-mentioned Ilgizar Khabibullin to the heads of district 
administrations. The letter proposed to work with imams on the ground in 
order to convene a congress of Tatarstan Muslims. Khabibullin referred to 
the decision of a Council of elder imams who supposedly decided to hold 
this congress, which had the goal of condemning and removing Galiullin.47 
The council itself was created by the authorities of the republic as an 
alternative to the muftiate structure.48 But this project was stillborn.  

Thus, the first attempt to organize an extraordinary congress and 
remove Galiullin from the post of mufti was undertaken by the leadership 
of Tatarstan in 1996. Despite the fact that it failed, this approach – holding 
a congress, but with the most rigorous selection of delegates – was used by 
the authorities three years later. The idea was that it was necessary to hold a 
Unification Congress at which the decision to merge DUM RT and DUM T 

— 
44 Ibid. 
45 The Russian journalist Mikhail Tulsky, who specializes in religious issues, points out, 
without referring to any source, that representatives of 404 of the 482 registered com-
munities in Tatarstan participated in the congress (М. Тульский, “Взаимоотношения 
мусульманских организаций России с федеральными и региональными властями” 
[Relations between Muslim organizations of Russia with federal and regional author-
ities], Информационно-аналитический центр СОВА, 27.01.2005, https://www.sova-
center.ru/religion/publications/secularism-limits/2005/01/d3406/, accessed 9 May 2020]. 
46 Interview with G. Galiullin. It is noteworthy that during the events around the 
Muhammadiyah Galiullin and his adherents were supported by Anastasy (Metkin), 
metropolitan of Kazan and Tatarstan. He arrived at the madrasah building and un-
equivocally expressed his opinion in favor of the transfer of the Muhammadiyah to 
DUM RT. 
47 Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 87.  
48 Ibid.  
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would be formalized. The plan was to elect another mufti, more loyal to the 
authorities of the republic, and also to amend the charter of the unified 
muftiate. 

The situation may be summarized as follows. In 1992–1994 an oligo-
polistic structure was established in the Muslim segment of the religious 
market in Tatarstan. Two firms with similar names – DUM RT and DUM T 
– divided the market. At the same time, the regulator (the authorities of the
republic) initially occupied the position of a “night watchman,” known
from classical political economy. By 1995, however, the regulator, without
changing the structure of the market, tried (though in vain) to remove the
head of one of the firms, Mufti Galiullin, who did not obey the established
rules of market behaviour. At that point the strategy of merging the two
oligopolists and creating a monopolist firm was chosen. In this way, two
important tasks were solved at the same time. First, by taking up the role of
the organizer of the Unification Congress, the regulator could influence the
results of the mufti elections. Second, as a result of the merger a new reli-
gious organization of Muslims was created both de jure and de facto, while
control over it was completely transferred to the regulator (authorities of
the republic).

The Unification Congress of Muslims of the  
Republic of Tatarstan (1998) 

The republic’s leadership did not immediately arrive at the idea of uni-
fication. Until the mid-1990s, the authorities adhered to the principle of 
“divide and rule.” It is not by accident that in 1994 the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of Tatarstan (DUM T) within the structure of TsDUM 
was registered in the republic.49 In other words, in the mid-1990s the 
leadership of Tatarstan did not yet have the intention to create a single 
republic-wide muftiate, and did not prevent the emergence of new spiritual 
administrations. As was already noted above, one of the primary tasks was 
to replace the uncontrolled Mufti Galiullin with a more loyal one. 

According to Valiulla Yakupov, such actions as the registration of com-
peting muftiates allowed the authorities “to keep at a certain level the 
appetites of the leadership of DUM (DUM RT. – RB).” However, as he fur-
ther points out, “since the mid-1990s, this split was less and less useful, 

— 
49 According to Rafik Mukhametshin, the registration of DUM T was the result of a lack 
of understanding by the then authorities of Tatarstan of the situation with Islamic 
religious organizations in the republic (Ислам в Среднем Поволжье, 382). 
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[since it] harmed the image of the republic, built on the postulate of inter-
faith and interethnic peace and cooperation.”50 The events around the 
Muhammadiyah madrasah also undermined the authority of the repub-
lican government, who were forced to accept the terms of Mufti Galiullin. 

In the case of Tatarstan, we can observe the evolution of strategies em-
ployed by the authorities in their relations with Islamic religious organiza-
tions: from encouraging a situation where several competing spiritual 
administrations51 and other structures (such as the previously mentioned 
Council of elder imams) operate, to supporting the idea of centralization 
and creation of a single republic-wide muftiate. 

Following a meeting between M. Shaimiev, G. Galiullin and T. Tadzhud-
din,52 held in late 1997, an Organizing committee for the Unification 
Congress of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan was established. Besides 
representatives of the two muftiates, the committee included an official – 
Rinat A. Nabiev, chairman of the Council for Religious Affairs under the 
Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Tatarstan. In the future, all issues 
related to the preparation of the congress were in the hands of the Organ-
izing committee.53 

Here it would be appropriate to say a few words about the system of 
management of religious affairs in Tatarstan. As discussed earlier in this 
thesis, in the Soviet Union issues relating to the implementation of state 
policy in relation to Islam were assigned to the relevant department of the 
Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the USSR. 
Plenipotentiaries of the Council worked in all parts of the country – 
republics, regions, etc.54 In 1991 the Council for Religious Affairs was dis-
solved. In Tatarstan, however, the apparatus of the republic plenipotentiary 
was retained and renamed as the Council for Religious Affairs under the 

— 
50 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 36. 
51 According to the former Mufti of DUM T, Farid Salman, before the Unification 
Congress in 1998 DUM RT and DUM T peacefully coexisted in Tatarstan (interview 
with Farid Salman). 
52 It was not accidental that T. Tadzhuddin was selected as one of the parties to the talks, 
and not his representative in Tatarstan F. Salman. Shaimiev preferred to conduct a dia-
logue with a person who could decide to end the confrontation. Shaimiev’s tactics were 
justified. Tadzhuddin, attracted by the opportunity to move forward the unification of 
Muslims in the republic and simultaneously promote his candidate to the post of mufti, 
ordered Salman to attend the Unification Congress (Силантьев, Новейшая история 
ислама в России, 92). 
53 Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в ХХ веке, 194-196. 
54 As previously noted in Chapter IV, several Soviet Republics had their own Councils 
for Religious Affairs. 
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Cabinet of Ministers of Tatarstan. In Valiulla Yakupov’s opinion, this 
decision was an important factor for conducting a balanced confessional 
policy.55 The Council and its chairman, Nabiev, played a special role during 
the organization and meetings of the Unification Congress.56  

In 1998, among the candidates for the post of a chairman of a unified 
DUM RT were: Gabdulla Galiullin (acting mufti of DUM RT), Farid Sal-
man (acting mufti of DUM T), Gabdelhamit Zinatullin (former mufti of 
DUM T), Gusman Iskhakov (first deputy mufti of DUM RT), as well as the 
imams of Kazan mosques, Mansur Zhalyaletdinov and Kamil Bikchantaev. 
The candidates chose different tactics, with some actively participating, and 
others holding back in the pre-election campaign. But all the candidates 
relied to some degree on the participation by the secular authorities in 
determining who would be the head of Muslims in Tatarstan. 

Some religious figures directly appealed to President Shaimiev as the 
leader of Muslims of the republic. For instance, the head of the Iman Youth 
Center, imam-khatib of the Apanaevskaya mosque Valiulla Yakupov stated 
that “the secular leader of Tatar Muslims Mintimer Shaimiev… from the 
point of view of the sacred Islamic Shariah is undoubtedly their spiritual 
leader, high priest.”57 The idea of the president of the republic as a person 
with the highest spiritual power met with understanding among other 
representatives of Muslim clergy in Tatarstan.58 Some stressed the role of 
the secular authorities in appointing religious figures. For instance, one of 
the candidates, Gusman Iskhakov, cited a hadith testifying to the need to 
obey the Muslim padishahs.59 

The main actors, the leaders, respectively, of DUM RT and DUM T, 
G. Galiullin60 and F. Salman, did not support the idea of the Unification
— 
55 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 15. 
56 In December 2010, the Council for Religious Affairs under the Cabinet of Ministers of 
the Republic of Tatarstan was abolished, and instead the Office of the President of the 
Republic of Tatarstan for Interaction with Religious Associations was established. Thus, 
the status of the structure responsible for conducting confessional policy in Tatarstan 
was raised from the governmental to the presidential one.  
57 Ф. Х. Мухаметшин, “Борьба за власть перед лицом государства” [The struggle for 
power in front of the state], Независимая газета [Independent newspaper], 18.02.1998.  
58 Ахунов, “Объединительный съезд мусульман Татарстана 1998 г.,” 251.  
59 Ibid., 252.  
60 Galiullin in January 1998 sent Shaimiev a letter, in which he proposed to put off the 
congress for one year. But the authorities that took into their own hands the initiative to 
hold the congress did not intend to postpone it (Ахунов, “Объединительный съезд 
мусульман Татарстана 1998 г.,” 251). Galiullin asserts that it was a complete surprise 
to him that administrative resource was involved in the election of the mufti to such an 
extent (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin). 
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Congress, but decided not to withdraw as candidates in the mufti elec-
tions.61 

The Congress took place in Kazan on 16–17 February 1998. There were 
three questions on the agenda: 1) information on the activities of the two 
spiritual administrations – DUM RT and DUM T,62 2) discussion and ap-
proval of the charter of DUM RT; 3) election of mufti and new composition 
of the plenum63 of the newly created DUM RT.64 Following the vote, Gusman 
Iskhakov won with 430 out of 686 votes.65 A new charter of the united 
DUM RT was also adopted. According to this document, the powers of the 
mufti were limited – he could no longer make sole decisions.66 

At first, Galiullin and Salman did not accept the results of elections.67 
However, at a plenary meeting of DUM RT, held in March of the same 
year, they recognized the legitimacy of the decisions of the congress. 
Galiullin headed the Council of ‘ulama’ of DUM RT, and Salman became 
head of the commission for verifying compliance of literature published by 
the muftiate with religious norms. These were honorary posts that did not 
allow holders any real influence on policy of the newly created muftiate. In 
April 1999, Farid Salman left his post and announced the establishment of 

— 
61 F. Salman said: “We did not separate from anyone, so with whom should we now 
unite?!” (Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990–е годы, 73). He was referring to the 
fact that DUM RT separated from DUMES, and therefore it should join DUM T. Later 
Salman changed his point of view on the events of 1998. He now considers the idea of 
the Unification Congress to have been reasonable. The problem, according to Salman, 
was the figure of the new mufti of the united DUM RT – G. Iskhakov, whom Salman 
considers a Wahhabi (interview with Farid Salman).  
62 Rafik Mukhametshin draws attention to the fact that both Galiullin and Salman 
delivered their reports not as muftis, but as applicants for the post of head of DUM RT. 
This circumstance once again indicates that a new spiritual administration, not 
connected by the bonds of succession with the two muftiates participating in the 
unification, was created at the Unification Congress (Мухаметшин, Татары и ислам в 
ХХ веке, 196). 
63 The plenum of DUM RT is a collective governing body which, according to the 1998 
charter, comprised imams-muhtasibs, regional qazis, members of the Council of ‘ulama’ 
and rectors of higher Muslim educational institutions. The Plenum served as the 
governing body of DUM RT in between congresses. 
64 Ахунов, “Объединительный съезд мусульман Татарстана 1998 г.,” 252.  
65 Ibid. The main competitor of Iskhakov, Galiullin, received 111 votes.  
66 Материалы первого (объединительного) съезда мусульман Республики 
Татарстан [Materials of the First (Unification) Congress of Muslims of the Republic 
of Tatarstan] (Казань: Иман, 1999), 38-39.  
67 According to Galiullin, during the preparation of the Unification Congress there was 
a strict screening of those delegates who were his supporters or had not yet decided 
whom they would vote for. The authorities of the republic, Galiullin argues, feared most 
of all that he would lead people into the streets (interview with Gabdulla Galiullin). 



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

316 

a regional DUM of Tatarstan as part of TsDUM.68 Galiullin also soon 
abandoned DUM RT. The alternative muftiate, DUM of Tatarstan, led by 
Salman, continued to exist until 2001, when a court decided to liquidate it 
in accordance with the law of the Republic of Tatarstan “On Freedom of 
Conscience and on Religious Associations.”69 

The state’s involvement in religious issues did not end with organizing 
and holding the Unification Congress. After the creation of a united 
DUM RT, it was necessary to re-register the muhtasibats and mahallahs, a 
significant part of which was in the jurisdiction of TsDUM. The problem 
was that according to the charter of TsDUM adopted in 1994, the 
mahallahs could leave only with the sanction of this federal muftiate. 
However, thanks to the political support of the republic’s leadership, the 
State Registration Chamber of the Republic of Tatarstan quickly re-regis-
tered the mahallahs that were in the jurisdiction of TsDUM. From now on, 
they were part of the organizational structure of DUM RT.70 

The results of the Unification Congress were fixed in legislation. In 
1999, the law of the Republic of Tatarstan “On Freedom of Conscience and 
on Religious Associations” was adopted. Paragraph 5 of article 10 of this 
legal act states: “Muslim religious organizations in the Republic of Tatar-
stan are represented and managed by a single centralized religious organ-
ization – the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatar-
stan.”71 In this way the republican authorities at the legislative level tried to 
prevent the creation of new muftiates in Tatarstan.  

The appearance of the clause regarding the monopolistic role of 
DUM RT provoked criticism from the public, including religious figures. 
In his statement in connection with the discussion of the draft law, 
Galiullin wrote: “In this case it is a question of monopolization of religion 
by the state, that is, turning the Spiritual Administration of Muslims into a 
body of state administration … if the law is adopted in the proposed form, 
then in Tatarstan the true believers will turn away from the official religion 
and create their own independent religious associations.”72 

— 
68 Interview with Farid Salman. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Якупов, Ислам в Татарстане в 1990-е годы, 81.  
71 See also the charter of DUM RT, adopted in 1998: “DUM RT is the highest cen-
tralized religious organization of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan, the only legi-
timate spokesman and representative of the Muslim community of Tatarstan before the 
state bodies...” (Article 1.1).  
72 Cited in: Ислам в Среднем Поволжье, 385.  
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Despite the fact that paragraph 5 of Article 10 of the law of the Republic 
of Tatarstan “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations” 
was abolished by a decision of the Constitutional Court of the Russian 
Federation in 2001, this provision prevented attempts by F. Salman to re-
create DUM T.73 However, even before this paragraph was nullified, yet 
another muftiate appeared in Tatarstan.  

A year after the Unification Congress, the first deputy mufti of DUM RT, 
Valiulla Yakupov, broached the idea of creating the Association of Muslim 
Religious Organizations “Kazan Muftiate” (Kazanskiy muftiyat). In 2000 
the Kazan Muftiate was registered. The new structure did not violate the 
law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations,” which 
prohibited establishment of DUMs claiming to be of a republican level: 
only one of the three communities that acted as its founders was located in 
Tatarstan (the Apanaevskaya mosque, where Yakupov served as imam). 

According to experts, the Kazan Muftiate was established as a backup 
option for Yakupov, who had ideological differences with the newly elected 
mufti Iskhakov.74 The formal reason for the creation of the Kazan Muftiate 
was the circumstance that, according to its charter, DUM RT was not per-
mitted to include communities outside the republic.75 Meanwhile, a num-
ber of communities in other regions of Russia (Ulyanovsk, Kirov region, 
etc.) applied to DUM RT asking to join. The Kazan Muftiate was created to 
include communities outside the Tatarstan within the structure of DUM. 
However, in reality it was yet another spiritual administration.76 The mufti 

— 
73 So, for example, in the autumn of 2001 Fanavil G. Shaymardanov, a deputy in the 
State Council of Tatarstan who supported Farid Salman, declared himself a mufti, 
chairman of the Central Spiritual Administration of the Hanafi Muslims of the Republic 
of Tatarstan (Tsentral’noe dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Respubliki Tatarstan 
[Khanifitov]). See Ислам в Среднем Поволжье, 385. This religious organization was 
soon liquidated.  
74 Interview with Farid Salman; interview with Gusman Iskhakov, 09.06.2018, author’s 
fieldwork materials. 
75 Interview with Gusman Iskhakov. 
76 It is possible that the Kazan Muftiate did not raise any questions from the Tatarstan 
authorities because it included an insignificant number of communities, mostly from 
outside the republic, and did not function as a full-fledged spiritual administration. In 
addition, the chairman of the Kazan Muftiate was not V. Yakupov, but Mufti of 
DUM RT Iskhakov, which also removed the issue of competition of this structure with 
DUM RT. Not by accident, the Kazan muftiate was liquidated by the Supreme Court of 
the Russian Federation in 2011, shortly after the resignation of Mufti Iskhakov. The fact 
is that after the resignation of Iskhakov in January 2011 in accordance with the charter 
of the Kazan Muftiate, its chairman became Valiulla Yakupov. The existence of the 
Kazan Muftiate did not suit the new mufti of DUM RT, Ildus Fayzov. As a result, the 
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of DUM RT was the chairman of the Kazan Muftiate under the charter of 
the new organization. In other words, the Kazan Muftiate theoretically 
could play the same role as the Council of Muftis of Russia for DUMTsER–
DUMER headed by Gaynutdin in 1990s – to serve as instrument of 
expansion in other regions.  

Regardless of the purpose for which the Kazan Muftiate was created, it is 
important to note that it could serve as a tool for maintaining relations 
between DUM RT and Muslim communities outside Tatarstan. At the 
same time, as a structure it was almost invisible outside of Kazan, and 
therefore was hardly intended to actively attract Muslim communities from 
other regions under the wing of the “parent company” – DUM RT. None 
of the religious figures and experts I interviewed could explain, even in 
general terms, what this muftiate was and why it was created. The main 
information about him became known to me thanks to the archive of 
Valiulla Yakupov, stored in the State Archive of the Republic of Tatarstan.77 

Thus, the Kazan Muftiate was not an active market participant in 
Tatarstan itself and therefore was not considered by the leadership of the 
republic as a threat to the monopoly created in 1998 in the Islamic segment 
of the religious market. 

As for the Unification Congress, it should be noted that in many res-
pects the neutral position of Mufti Tadzhuddin created the prerequisites 
for the formation of a single united DUM RT equidistant from the two fe-
deral muftiates. During the time that preceded the Congress, as well as sub-
sequently, Tadzhuddin did not interfere in their struggle.78 

The Unification Congress demonstrated that in the context of confron-
tation between various Islamic religious organizations only the secular 
power is able to resolve the issue of creating a single muftiate. The example 
of Tatarstan inspired the leadership of the neighbouring republic – 
Bashkortostan. It was mentioned above that a constituent congress of the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Bashkortostan 

Kazan Muftiate was liquidated (interview with Nail Garipov, 29.05.2018, author’s 
fieldwork materials).  
77 I had the opportunity to work with documents relating to the Kazan Muftiate in the 
State Archive of the Republic of Tatarstan thanks to the courtesy of the staff of this 
document repository. However, since these materials have not yet been inventoried, I 
cannot either cite or quote them here. 
78 Interview with Farid Salman. According to Salman, he asked T. Tadzhuddin why he 
does not render any support to him, Salman, the head of a muftiate within the structure 
of TsDUM. Tadzhuddin responded as follows: “How can I resist them (Galiullin, 
Iskhakov. – R.B.), they are my disciples.” 
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(DUM RB) was held in 1992. The authorities of Bashkortostan, in the per-
son of President Murtaza Rakhimov, supported the creation of DUM RB as 
a national muftiate for Bashkirs. At the same time, the republican 
authorities continued to maintain a working relationship with TsDUM, 
whose residence is also in Ufa. 

In June 2000, an attempt was made by the authorities of Bashkortostan 
to join DUM RB, a member of the Council of Muftis of Russia, to TsDUM. 
The Mufti of DUM RB, Nurmuhammet Nigmatullin, appealed for support 
to Ravil Gaynutdin. In response, Gaynutdin issued a statement on the 
violation of the rights of Muslims by a number of government agencies in 
the Republic of Bashkortostan.79 There was a scandal, information about 
which, according to Mufti Nigmatullin, reached President Putin.80 As a re-
sult, Rakhimov was forced to disavow the actions of one of his subordinates 
who decided (it is not entirely clear, on Rakhimov’s instructions or on his 
own initiative) to amalgamate DUM RB with TsDUM.81 

Another example of government intervention in the affairs of muftiates 
is the situation in the Chuvash Republic. Thanks to support by the 
republic’s President, Nikolai V. Fedorov, for the local mufti of the republic 
(appointed by Tadzhuddin), the regional subdivision of TsDUM managed 
to annex a number of communities into its structure.82 

Thus, while at the federal level the state distances itself from direct and 
open interference in the activities of the muftiates, at the regional level such 
interference is considered admissible and even necessary. At the same time, 
in the past and to this day, it is hidden in nature. Preventive action takes 
place. In order to hold disloyal candidates in check, a two-level set of filters 
is in operation. 

The first level of this system is informal. Preventive talks are held with 
disloyal candidates interested in running for mufti in order to dissuade 
them from taking part in the elections. For example, according to an 
authoritative electronic newspaper, Business Online, in 2017 the first mufti 
of DUM RT, Galiullin, intended to run for this post. However, soon after 
his intentions became known, he was invited to the Office of the President 
of RT, which closely monitors the situation, and was urged “not to rock the 

— 
79 В. Матанис, “Будет ли покой в Российской Умме?” [Will there be peace in the 
Russian Ummah?], Независимая газета [Independent newspaper], 12.07.2000, 
http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2000-07-12/2_umma.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Силантьев, Новейшая история ислама в России, 365.  
82 Ibid., 346.  
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boat, as the current head of the republican DUM fully suits the Tatarstan 
authorities.”83 

If the disloyal candidate does not listen to exhortations and tries to 
nominate himself, he can be defeated at a meeting of muhtasibats. Accor-
ding to the current charter of DUM RT, starting from 2013, it is possible to 
nominate a candidate for the post of mufti only at a meeting of 
muhtasibats. At the same time, members of the muhtasibat are rarely wil-
ling to assume responsibility for nominating opposition candidates.84 

In addition to these filters, there is also a set of strict criteria meant to 
weed out disloyal candidates. One of these is the census of residency 
established in early 2017 prior to the election of the mufti. According to the 
new rules, only a person permanently residing in Tatarstan can become 
mufti of DUM RT. This requirement was introduced to facilitate of exer-
cising control over the muftis. A candidate who has come from another 
region and has kept his connections there, and possibly has additional 
sources of income, is less susceptible of being controlled than a person all 
of whose social and material ties are with Tatarstan.85 This is one of the 
basic principles on which the clan system in Tatarstan is built. 

DUM RT as a Pure Monopoly (1998–2019) 
Following the Unification Congress of Muslims of the Republic of Tatar-
stan in 1998, a new muftiate was created. Although it had the same name as 
its predecessor (the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of 
Tatarstan), from a legal point of view it was an entirely different entity.86 

— 
83 According to the same publication, candidates for the post of first deputy mufti also 
went to the Kazan Kremlin to seek consent for their candidature (А. Мухаметрахимов, 
“‘От добра добра не ищут’: нашелся ли спойлер на выборах муфтия для Камиля 
Самигуллина?” [‘Leave well enough alone’: was there a spoiler for Kamil Samigullin 
during the mufti elections?], Бизнес Online, 14.02. 2017, https://www.business-gazeta.ru/ 
article/337222, accessed 9 May 2020 ). In his interview with me, Galiullin confirmed 
this information.  
84 К. Антонов, “Муфтий един” [The mufti is the only one], Коммерсантъ (Казань) 
[Businessman (Kazan)], № 30, 17.02.2017, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3220803, 
accessed 9 May 2020.  
85 А. Приймак, “Мусульмане Татарстана готовятся к часу икс” [Muslims of 
Tatarstan are preparing for X hour], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 01.02.2017, 
http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2017-02-01/12_414_tatarstan.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
86 The former spiritual administration of Tatarstan, DUM RT, which was created in 
1992, was liquidated in 2017 by a decision of the court. See, “Духовное Управление 
Мусульман Республики Татарстан. Выписка из ЕГРЮЛ” [The Spiritual Adminis-
tration of the Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan. Extract from the Unified state 
register of legal entities], portal Rusprofile, https://www.rusprofile.ru/egrul?ogrn=1171 
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The emergence of a single muftiate in the republic was not the result of 
efforts by the oligopolistic companies themselves (DUM RT and DUM T). 
Rather, it was in the interests of the regulator (Tatarstan authorities) that a 
single Islamic provider of religious product operate on its territory. In 
many ways, the regulator’s intentions were determined by the size of the 
market and the reluctance to allow external participants (from other 
regions) to enter it. To this end, the regulator intended not only to fulfil the 
regulatory function, but also to intervene in the management of the mono-
poly as its main shareholder. By changing the general manager (mufti), the 
regulator hoped to effectively manage the monopolist company. The status 
of the pure monopoly of DUM RT was stipulated in the 1998 republican 
law “On Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations.” 

However, such a strategy by the leadership of Tatarstan did not fully 
justify itself. By the end of the 2010s contradictions between the president 
of Tatarstan and Mufti Gusman Iskhakov accumulated, but the latter was 
allowed to run for another term.87 Iskhakov resigned only at the beginning 
of 2011, after the new president, Rustam N. Minnikhanov, had taken over. 
In the previous year, he had been re-elected for the next five-year term to 
the post of chairman (mufti) of DUM RT. Given the timing, Iskhakov’s 
departure looked like an involuntary forced act.88 

Events in the Nurlat region in the southern part of Tatarstan were cited 
among the primary reasons for the mufti’s removal. During a special 
operation by the authorities, alleged criminals were killed. They were sus-
pected of intending to blow up the head of the Chistopol division of the 
Center for Combating Extremism of the Ministry of Internal Affairs in the 
Republic of Tatarstan. The case was inflated by state-influenced media and 
presented as evidence of a Wahhabi underground in Tatarstan, which had 
supposedly arisen and continued to operate with the connivance of the 
mufti.89 

690101879, accessed 9 May 2020. 
87 Ислам в Татарстане: энциклопедический словарь [Islam in Tatarstan: an encyclo-
paedic dictionary], сост. и отв. редактор. А. Ю. Хабутдинов (Москва: Медина, 2017), 
79.  
88 See for example: “Габдулла Галиуллин: ‘На муфтия оказали сильное давление’” 
[Gabdulla Galiullin: ‘Mufti was under great pressure’], Ансар.Ru, 17.01.2011, 
http://www.ansar.ru/sobcor/gabdulla-galiullin-na-muftiya-okazali-silnoe-davlenie, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. 
89 See for example: Я. Гордеев, “На пороховой бочке” [On a powder keg], Новое 
Время [New Times], no. 29 (214), 12.09.2011, https://newtimes.ru/articles/detail/43421/,  
accessed 9 May 2020. 
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In the ensuing elections, the then-acting chairman of DUM RT, Ildus 
Fayzov, was elected as the new mufti. As in the case of Iskhakov, the re-
public’s authorities did not want to lose control over the muftiate and 
supported him. This caused another candidate, one of the most respected 
Islamic religious leaders of Tatarstan, Gabdulla Galiullin, to announce the 
withdrawal of the community he led from DUM RT and his non-parti-
cipation in the election of the mufti. In doing so Galiullin referred to vio-
lation of the Constitution of the Russian Federation, the federal law “On 
Freedom of Conscience and on Religious Associations,” and to the charter 
of DUM RT.90 

Interference by the authorities preserved the unity of DUM RT, how-
ever, what had happened showed that this unity was artificial and would 
fall apart absent such external assistance.  

The gamble of the new president of Tatarstan, Minnikhanov, on Mufti 
Fayzov as a conductor of the policy of the republic’s authorities towards 
Muslims did not work out. The new head of DUM RT fairly soon showed 
that he preferred to focus on the federal authorities in Moscow rather than 
the republican ones.91 In Tatarstan, where any interference from the federal 
center was considered extremely painful, such a change of orientation on 
the part of Fayzov caused a predictable negative reaction.92  

But not only the mufti’s contacts with Moscow disturbed the Tatarstan 
authorities. Fayzov could not become a mufti for all believers, or at least for 
most of them, like his predecessor Gusman Iskhakov. Fayzov’s personnel 
policy, expressed in his dismissal of heads of muhtasibats and imams he 
considered disloyal, caused discontent among a significant number of 
religious leaders. The republic’s leadership was likewise unhappy about the 
tension between religious figures; the sole muftiate in the republic was in 
danger of breaking up. 

In the Almetyevsk93 muhtasibat amendments were made to its charter. 
The elected head of the muhtasibat announced the intention of member 
communities to quit DUM RT and join the Council of Muftis of Russia.94 
G. Galiullin made similar statements even before elections of the mufti,
— 
90 Ислам в Татарстане: энциклопедический словарь, 81.  
91 Interview with Ruslan Aysin, 30.05.2018, author’s fieldwork materials. 
92 Ibid.  
93 Almetyevsk – city in the south-eastern part of Tatarstan.  
94 “ДУМ РТ возможно потеряет десятки мечетей” [DUM RT may lose dozens of 
mosques], Islamtat.Ru, 30.08.2011, http://old.islamtat.ru/publ/kto_vozglavit_musulman_ 
tatarstana_2011/dum_rt_vozmozhno_poterjaet_desjatki_mechetej/78-1-0-1051, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. 
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noting the following: “We have three ways. The first one is if law enforce-
ment officers, people connected with authorities, participate in the kurultai 
[Congress of Muslims. – R.B.] to elect the mufti, mosques shall leave the 
spiritual administration. The second is to join either the Central Spiritual 
Administration, or the Council of Muftis of Russia, or the Nizhny Nov-
gorod Muftiate. The third is to organize a new spiritual administration.”95 
In other words, if dissatisfied heads of Muslim communities succeeded in 
realizing their intention, for the Tatarstan authorities this would mean a 
return to the situation during 1992–1998 and liquidation of the monopoly 
of DUM RT. 

The situation was aggravated by the fact that the conflict that existed 
between the authorities and the mufti could not be resolved by the usual 
administrative methods (forcing Fayzov to resign), since the mufti was 
protected by Moscow (i.e. federal authorities).96 It is difficult to judge 
whether the Russian political scientist Ruslan Aysin is correct in asserting 
that the president of Tatarstan was forced to coordinate the mufti’s resig-
nation with the Presidential Administration of Russia, but it is beyond 
doubt that there were obstacles preventing the authorities of Tatarstan 
from getting rid of the objectionable figure.  

The situation was resolved a year later, when a double terrorist attack 
took place in Kazan, as a result of which Mufti Fayzov was slightly injured 
and Valiulla Yakupov, head of the department of education of DUM RT, 
was killed. Wahhabis were blamed for these crimes.97  

According to Ruslan Aysin, after the incident negotiations were held 
between the authorities of Tatarstan and Moscow regarding Fayzov.98 After 
some hesitation the federal authorities agreed and the mufti submitted his 
resignation.  

The events of 2011–2012 showed that government intervention in a 
crisis does not always lead to an effective solution of existing problems. The 
presence of a monopoly by the only muftiate in the republic requires a 
more thoughtful personnel policy on the part of the authorities. 

— 
95 “Габдулла Галиуллин: ‘На муфтия оказали сильное давление.’”  
96 Ibid. 
97 “Муфтия республики Татарстан взорвали вместе с машиной через час после 
убийства его бывшего заместителя” [The mufti of the Republic of Tatarstan was 
blown up together with a car an hour after the murder of his former deputy], 
NewsRu.com, 19.07.2012, https://www.newsru.com/crime/19jul2012/kazan.html#2, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. A number of experts (Geydar Dzhemal and others) claimed that the 
Russian security services were involved in this affair. 
98 Interview with Ruslan Aysin. 
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Under the new mufti Kamil Samigullin, who was also elected with go-
vernment help,99 the Spiritual Administration turned into a quasi-state insti-
tution controlled by the leadership of the republic.100 The new mufti’s loyalty 
to the Kazan Kremlin ensured his election for a second term in 2017. 

One of the instruments of the Tatarstan authorities’ policy in relation to 
the muftiate was to ensure that a person with whom the mufti was in a 
difficult relationship was elected his deputy. Thus, Valiulla Yakupov, al-
ready mentioned above, was the permanent deputy of Mufti Gusman 
Iskhakov. These two prominent religious figures had a rather complicated 
relationship. Under Mufti Samigullin in 2013 and then in 2017, Rustam 
Batrov was elected his deputy. However, the conflict between Samigullin 
and Batrov escalated, which made their further joint work impossible and 
led to Batrov’s resignation after a meeting of the mufti with the president of 
Tatarstan. 101 Such a system of “checks” and “balances” is quite typical of the 
semi-feudal clan system which exists in Tatarstan, and not only in the 
sphere of management of religious affairs.102 

The Clan System in Tatarstan and its Influence on  
Religious Life in the Republic 

It is impossible to fully understand the system of management of religious 
affairs in Tatarstan without understanding the clan structure of Tatarstan 
society.  

In Chapter V, I discussed the role the clan system plays in the case of 
TsDUM. As an example, I gave the well-studied clan of the first president 
of Tatarstan, Shaimiev. The clan structure is of great importance also 
among Islamic religious figures in Tatarstan. 

As noted above, as far as the Shaimiev clan is concerned the greatest 
privileges are used by persons entering the first circle, i.e. the next of kin, 
— 
99 Л. Абу Ибрагим, “Точный выбор” [Exact choice], Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 
16.03.2013, https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=15773, accessed 9 May 2020.  
100 Interview with Ruslan Aysin. See also: “В Казани сменился главный чиновник по 
делам религий: что это значит” [Religious affairs official is replaced in Kazan: what 
does it mean?], REGNUM News Agency, 12.10.2015, https://regnum.ru/news/polit/1989 
711.html, accessed 9 May 2020.
101 Д. Сальвадорэ, “Камиль Самигуллин vs Рустам Батров” [Kamil Samigullin vs
Rustam Batrov], Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 15.01.2015, https://golosislama.com/news.
php?id=25857, accessed 9 May 2020.
102 For a detailed analysis of the elite in Tatarstan, see, for example: З. Симбирская,
“Элита Татарстана. Как устроена ‘Корпорация Татарстан’” [The elite of Tatarstan.
How ‘Corporation Tatarstan’ works], Idel.Реалии, 03.07/2017, https://www.idelreal.org/
a/28588332.html, accessed 9 May 2020.
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family members in the broad sense of the word. Among the ministers of 
the Islamic religion in Russia there was a long tradition of talented disciples 
marrying daughters or other relatives of their teacher (mentor). This 
tradition had survived in the Soviet era.103 

In Tatarstan, many religious figures turned out to be related by ties to 
Rashida Iskhakova (1924 – 2016). Iskhakova was the head of one of the 
most influential clans in Tatarstan. It is noteworthy that the head of this 
Muslim clan was a woman, which is not at all typical of patriarchal Tatar-
stan. Her status was determined by two key factors. First, she was the head 
of a large family which produced well-known religious figures. Second, she 
enjoyed great authority as a religious mentor for a large number of people 
who thanks to her came to Islam and learned the basics of faith. 

Since the 1970s, Rashida Iskhakova taught in an underground madrasah 
the basics of Islam to all women who wished to learn about the religion. 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, she did not stop her religious and 
educational work. For forty-five years she trained thousands of disciples, 
among whom were people who later became famous in the republic, such 
as the mother and the wife of Mintimer Shaimiev.104 

Just as in Shaimiev’s clan, several circles can be identified in Iskhakova’s 
clan. Unlike Shaimiev’s, Iskhakova’s clan, as a religious one, consists of 
only two main circles: relatives (first circle) and disciples (second circle). 

The first included Iskhakova’s closest relatives. Rashida had one son and 
five daughters and one hundred and twenty grandchildren and great-grand-
children. Her son was the former mufti of Tatarstan, Gusman Iskhakov. 
Three of her daughters also married imams. One is married to the first 
mufti of Tatarstan, Gabdulla Galiullin, another was married to the late 
mufti of Crimea, Seitjelil Ibrahimov, and the third to imam Suleyman 
Zaripov.105 Thus, the two candidates who competed in the 1998 elections 
for mufti of Tatarstan were relatives through Iskhakova and members of 
her clan. This circumstance significantly reduced the degree of tension 
both before and after the elections. Iskhakova’s distant relatives include 
Talgat Tadzhuddin and Ravil Gaynutdin.  

— 
103 As previously mentioned, Ravil Gaynutdin is married to Talgat Tadzhuddin’s cousin.  
104 А. Мухаметрахимов, Г. Бадретдин, “Она стояла во главе мусульманской элиты 
постсоветской России” [She stood at the head of the Muslim elite of post-Soviet 
Russia], Бизнес Online, 22.04.2016, https://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/308662, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
105 Ibid. 
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The second circle includes friends of the family and disciples, among 
whom, as noted above, there are many wives and mothers of influential 
officials. In addition, this group includes not only Iskhakova’s immediate 
friends, but also her relatives. 

Thanks to these links, journalists called Iskhakova the “éminence grise” 
of the Kazan Kremlin and DUM RT.106 

Thus, ministers of the Islamic religion in the republic are fully integra-
ted into the clan system existing in Tatarstan. They can both create their 
own clans (like Rashida Iskhakova) and enter clans of the secular elite of 
the republic. In this case, one and the same person can enter into several 
clans in different statuses (as a close relative, as a friend of the family or as 
the closest colleague). In addition, a member of a clan can form his own 
clan – as, for example, was the case with Mufti Gusman Iskhakov.  

Twice elected to the post of mufti of DUM RT (in 2013 and 2017), 
Kamil Samigullin also belongs to a clan. He gained his influence not least 
due to the fact that he is the “confessor” (dukhovnik)107 of the wife of Presi-
dent Minnikhanov.108  

The Policy of the Authorities of Tatarstan in Relation to  
the Russian Orthodox Church 

The desire of the authorities of Tatarstan to control the life of religious 
organizations is not limited only to DUM RT and extends also to the 
activity of the Tatarstan metropolitanate. 

In large part, this is connected with the need to maintain the image of 
the republic as an oasis of tolerance, where representatives of various 
peoples and followers of various religions, primarily Orthodoxy and Islam, 
peacefully coexist. In Tatarstan, I have repeatedly heard used a metaphor 
about a common house in which followers of different religions live, but 

— 
106 Приймак, “Мусульмане Татарстана готовятся к часу икс.”  
107 The influence of Orthodoxy on Islamic faithful is manifested not only in loan words, 
but also in the borrowing of some institutions. For example, some imams actually per-
form the functions of a confessor for some politicians and Muslim businessmen and 
members of their families. 
108 Interview with Ruslan Aysin. Samigullin can arguably be considered as a charismatic 
leader by being a holder of ijazah from the Ismail Aga Jamia of Naqshbandi-Khalidi 
tariqah. However, he prefers not to advertise his affiliation with Sufism. For more 
details, see: R. Safiullina-Ibragimova, “Sufism in Tatarstan: revival of a tradition, export 
or expansion?,” in The concept of traditional Islam in modern Islamic discourse in 
Russia, 159-202. 
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each has his own apartment.109 At the same time, special emphasis is placed 
on the peaceful coexistence of Muslims and Orthodox Christians. 

The Presidential Administration in the Republic of Tatarstan could not 
interfere in the personnel policy of the Russian Orthodox Church, but it 
could show its attitude to this or that clergyman in Tatarstan. For many 
years the metropolitan of Kazan and Tatarstan was Anastasy (Metkin), who 
had served in the republic since 1976 and ascended the career ladder from 
the post of abbot of St. Nicholas Cathedral to metropolitan. Leaders of 
Tatarstan (first Shaimiev, and then Minnikhanov) had a good working 
relationship with Anastasy. 

It is no accident that Russian nationalist circles reproached Metro-
politan Anastasy for neglecting the interests of Orthodox Christians in the 
republic. One of the most high-profile publications that appeared shortly 
before his transfer to another chair was the article “Blue Moon over the 
Tatarstan metropolitanate.”110 In the article Anastasy was accused of pro-
tecting homosexuals in the metropolitanate and of full moral decay. But 
these “problems” were only a pretext for accusing him of betraying the 
interests of Orthodoxy and of conniving with Islamization in Tatarstan. 
Anastasy was accused of a lack of commitment to strengthen the position 
of Orthodoxy and doing little to hamper the growth of Wahhabism. The 
article concluded with the following statement: “At the end of December 
[2013. – R.B.] in Moscow, the World Russian People’s Assembly held a 
round table ‘Where does the threat of Orthodoxy in Tatarstan come?’ For 
the first time they invited the Kryashens111 themselves in order to hear their 
point of view, the point of view of the Russian public. Almost all of them 
were united in their conclusions: the threat to Orthodoxy in Tatarstan 
comes not only from the Kazan Kremlin, but also from such a metro-
politan and his entourage.”112 

Following the appointment of Feofan (Ashurkov) as metropolitan of 
Kazan and Tatarstan the picture changed. Feofan made a number of high-
profile statements which caused mixed reactions among the Tatar popul-
ation of the republic. Thus, in particular, in his very first sermon on the 

— 
109 For example: Interview with Kamil Samigullin.  
110 В. Стадницкий, “Голубая луна над Татарстанской митрополией: мнение” [Blue 
moon over the Tatarstan metropolitanate: an opinion], REGNUM News Agency, 
24.01.2014, https://regnum.ru/news/polit/1758504.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
111 Kryashens – an ethno-confessional group of Tatars of the Volga-Ural region. Most of 
the Kryashens profess Orthodoxy.  
112 Стадницкий, “Голубая луна над Татарстанской митрополией: мнение.”  
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Kazan land, he declared that “Kazan is Russian land.”113 He also issued a 
statement that the metropolitan’s residence should be on the grounds of 
the Kazan Kremlin, as it used to be before the October Revolution of 
1917.114 The metropolitan also called on the authorities of Tatarstan to re-
vive the Kazan Theological Academy,115 which existed in the Russian Em-
pire and was the center of anti-Muslim missionary activity.  

The leadership of the republic was wary of Feofan’s initiatives; however, 
no official statements were made either by the president of the republic or 
by other officials. 

The reluctance of the Tatarstan authorities to criticize the actions of the 
new metropolitan is due not only to a fear of entering into conflict with the 
federal government. For the Tatarstan elite, the maintenance of the repub-
lic’s image as a model of tolerance is of great importance. As I have men-
tioned before, throughout the post-Soviet era this image has been 
assiduously cultivated. The leaders of the republic may fear that a direct 
conflict with the metropolitan may spill over the borders of Tatarstan and 
so undermine its image, which in turn may reduce the interest of potential 
investors. Therefore, they try to resolve this conflict, and generally any 
others that might resonate outside the republic, quietly, behind the scenes.  

The representatives of DUM RT, who coordinate their position on such 
important issues with the Kazan Kremlin, also try not to comment on 
Feofan’s statements. Moreover, some actions of DUM RT aimed at pro-
tecting its own interests play into the hands of the ROC. Thus, the decision 
to switch to the Tatar language in preaching to protect and preserve this 
language was met with understanding by the Russian nationalists in the 
republic.116 One of the accusations against the former metropolitan Ana-
— 
113 Л. Абу Ибрагим, “Родная земля. Ответ Феофану” [Native land. Reply to Feofan], 
Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 23.09.2015, https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=278 
41, accessed 9 May 2020. 
114 А. Приймак, “‘Православный майдан’ в Казани перешел в режим ожидания’” 
[‘Orthodox Maidan’ in Kazan went into standby mode], NG-Religii [NG-Religions], 
02.11.2016, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2016-11-02/4_409_maidan.html, accessed 9 May 
2020. 
115 В. Мальцев, “Новый митрополит принес в Казань ‘имперский дух’” [The new 
metropolitan brought an ‘imperial spirit’ to Kazan], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 
05.08.2015, http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2015-08-05/4_kazan.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
116 “I believe that everything connected with the strengthening of traditional Islam, 
including the Tatar language in mosques, favors the fortress of Russia,” said the head of 
the Society of Russian Culture in the Republic of Tatarstan Mikhail Shcheglov. – Let the 
Russian people who converted to Islam change not only their faith, but also change 
their nationality, language, and in the second and third generation become normal 
Tatars, and not run around the forests with explosives, like most Russians who con-
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stasy was that he did not prevent ethnic Russians in Tatarstan from 
converting to Islam.117 

The Tatarstan metropolitanate and DUM RT are connected with each 
other much more than may appear at first glance. They sometimes 
resemble communicating vessels. Some processes occurring in the ROC 
and seemingly unrelated to the muftiate, nonetheless have an impact on the 
latter. For example, in 2012 the Kazan Eparchy of the Russian Orthodox 
Church was divided into three parts: Kazan, Almetevsk and Chistopol. All 
these three eparchies formed the Tatarstan metropolitanate. According to 
the Nezavisimaya Gazeta newspaper, during a visit to Tatarstan by Metro-
politan of Volokolamsk and the chairman of the Department for External 
Church Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate Illarion (Alfeev), the then-
mufti of DUM RT, Ildus Fayzov, met with him and discussed the possi-
bility of leaving unchanged the structure of the diocese. Fayzov expressed 
the fear that division of the diocese into component units could directly 
affect the fate of the muftiate. In his opinion, his opponents would demand 
that similar measures be undertaken with respect to DUM RT, and that a 
new structure be created.118  

Historically, the positions of different creeds of the Old Believers were 
strong in Kazan. In modern Tatarstan, they come into contact with Muslims 
in everyday life, but there is no interaction between the Old Believer clergy 
and leaders of communities with the ministers of the Islamic religion.119 

Conclusion 
In modern Russia, Tatarstan is an example of a region where the local 
government intervened to create a single unified muftiate that has in its 
jurisdiction almost all the registered Muslim communities in the republic.  

Until 1998, there were two regional muftiates in the republic – the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan and the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Tatarstan. These two muftiates 

verted to Islam. (И. Хан, “‘Русский мир‘: кряшенам – да, русским мусульманам – 
нет” [Russian World’: yes – to Kryashens, no – to Russian Muslims], 21.11.2016, Голос 
ислама [Voice of Islam], https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=30573, accessed 9 May 
2020). 
117 Стадницкий, “Голубая луна над Татарстанской митрополией: мнение.” 
118 Г. Постнов, “Татарские мусульмане следуют примеру РПЦ” [Tatar Muslims fol-
low the example of the Russian Orthodox Church], Независимая газета [Independent 
newspaper], 21.06.2012, http://www.ng.ru/columnist/2012-06-21/5_tatarstan.html, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
119 Interview with Gennady Chetvergov, 13.06. 2018, author’s fieldwork materials.  
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with similar names competed with each other and were quite satisfied with 
the status-quo, as it secured their independence from the authorities. The 
regulator (Tatarstan government) at first did not intervene in the activities 
of DUM RT and DUM T which together formed an oligopolistic structure 
in the Islamic segment of the religious market in Tatarstan. However, over 
time, the regulator’s strategy evolved. 

In the previous chapter, I described the situation when the federal 
authorities opposed the unification of the all-Russian muftiates into a 
single Muslim center. At the level of individual regions, the situation is 
different. The existence of two or more oligopolistic firms in the market 
creates a risk that external participants outside the control of the local 
regulator may come to the market and begin to dictate their own rules. In 
this case, I point at the federal authorities, which might have supported one 
of the firms and, through it, influenced the market situation. Therefore, 
after a series of unsuccessful attempts to change the management in one of 
the firms – DUM RT – the regulator decided to merge the two oligopolistic 
firms and form a monopoly in the Islamic segment of the religious market 
in Tatarstan. 

During the Unification Congress in 1998, a fundamentally new muftiate 
was created which was not associated with either DUM RT or DUM T. 
Under Mufti Galiullin DUM RT was originally an independent regional 
religious organization, while DUM T was a division of one of the federal 
muftiates (TsDUM). In contrast, the Spiritual Administration of Muslims 
of the Republic of Tatarstan, which was created at the Unification Сon-
gress, is a bureaucratic institution built into the system of state bodies of 
the republic. Neither the original pre-1998 DUM RT nor DUM T were in-
volved in the implementation of state policy regarding Islam and Mus-
lims.120 The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatar-
stan was created not least as an instrument for conducting state policy con-
cerning Islam and Muslims in a particular region. 

In economic terminology, DUM RT, established in 1998, is an example 
of a pure monopoly in the Islamic segment of the religious market. It arose 
because it fully met the tasks of the regulator (the leadership of Tatarstan), 
which was interested in maintaining control over this area, as well as pre-
venting firms from other regions from entering the market. The authorities 

— 
120 This does not mean that the religious figures who led these muftiates did not 
participate in political life. This is especially true of Gabdulla Galiullin, who was one of 
the prominent representatives of the Tatar national movement. 
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of the republic managed to accomplish the latter task by the beginning of 
the 2000s, while the former (exercising full control over the activity of the 
muftiate) was attained only after 2013.  

While DUM T, which was part of TsDUM, did not radically differ from 
other structural units of this federal muftiate in the way it was managed, 
DUM RT until 1998 was an atypical phenomenon if we consider it in the 
context of the history of the institution of the muftiate in Russia. Having 
emerged at the grassroots level on the initiative of Muslims themselves, 
DUM RT submitted to the authorities, yet it also acted as a force that could 
conduct dialogue with the leadership of the republic on equal terms. 
DUM RT in its pre-1998 form contradicted the very idea of the muftiate as 
a state bureaucratic institution, the conductor of state policy among 
Muslims. The whole modus of existence of DUM RT testifies in favour of 
the fact that this spiritual administration was a non-systemic phenomenon, 
while the muftiate by its nature should be built into the system of public 
authorities. The exception in the form of DUM RT under the leadership of 
Mufti Galiullin only confirms this general rule. 

However, it took a while before the newly created DUM RT became 
subordinate to state authorities. This was clearly manifested in the situation 
with Mufti Ildus Fayzov, who, in violation of unspoken informal rules of 
Tatarstan’s elites that prohibited appeals to the federal center121 in internal 
republican disputes, began to seek support in Moscow. Playing on the 
contradictions between the interests of the federal center and the repub-
lican authorities allowed the mufti to feel at least for some time relatively 
independent from the leadership of Tatarstan. 

A change in the system of regulation of the religious sphere in Tatarstan 
was manifested in the restructuring of the bodies responsible for inter-
action with religious organizations. As a result, in 2010 the office in charge 
of religious affairs, which previously worked under the government, 
became subordinated to the president of the republic. 

Thus, Tatarstan adopted the model of interaction with Islamic religious 
organizations previously tested at the federal level. There, as mentioned 
above, officials from the Presidential Administration of the Russian Feder-
ation oversee issues of interaction with religious organizations, including 
muftiates. The transfer of control over the religious sphere from the 
government to the president also demonstrates increased attention by the 
authorities of Tatarstan to the religious sphere. 

— 
121 Симбирская, “Элита Татарстана. Как устроена ‘Корпорация Татарстан.’” 
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Speaking about the prospects of the Spiritual Administration of Mus-
lims of the Republic of Tatarstan, one can make a confident forecast that 
while Tatarstan maintains its status as a special national republic and has 
the necessary economic resources, DUM RT will be independent and 
therefore can serve as an obstacle (though far from being the main one) to 
the monopolization of the Islamic segment of religious market in Russia. 

As for other segments of the religious market in Tatarstan, the scale of 
regulatory intervention is limited by the fact that the religious centers of 
organizations represented in the republic are located in other regions of 
Russia. The special position that the Russian Orthodox Church occupies in 
Russia is also evident in Tatarstan. In implementing confessional policies, 
the authorities of the republic, despite their declared commitment to Islam, 
are forced to take into account the opinion of the hierarchs of the Moscow 
Patriarchate and to ensure equal standing between the Tatarstan metro-
politanate and DUM RT in the provision of political and economic support 
from the state.122  

— 
122 The symbol of such a parity between the ROC and DUM RT is one of the largest and 
main ideological and cultural projects in Tatarstan in the 21st century – “Cultural 
Heritage – Sviyazhsk city-island and the ancient city of Bulgar,” implemented by the 
Renaissance Foundation in 2010–2019. Sviyazhsk personifies the Orthodox heritage of 
Tatarstan, at the same time Bulgar symbolizes the Islamic heritage. The chairman of the 
Foundation’s board of trustees is the first president of Tatarstan, Minitimer Shaimiev. 
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CHAPTER VII  

“Parallel” Muftiates 

Introduction 
In this chapter, I will consider the “parallel” muftiates – the Russian 
Association of Islamic Consensus (All-Russian Muftiate, RAIS) and the 
Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia (DSMR). I apply the term “paral-
lel” to muftiates created on the basis of several regional spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims and comprising religious communities in different 
regions with a large Muslim population. Thus, according to formal criteria, 
“parallel” muftiates may look quite similar to federal ones – including in 
terms of such an important indicator as the number of their constituent 
communities.  

There are, however, two main features which differentiate “parallel” 
muftiates from the already existing federal ones. First, there is what I call a 
lack of legitimacy. I will argue that unlike the federal muftiates, each of 
which was well-rooted in the Islamic ummah of Russia, the “parallel” ones 
were organized with active usage of administrative resource. Whereas 
TsDUM was a continuation of the Soviet DUMES, and SMR, KTsMSK and 
VKTsDUMR were created as a result of the consolidated decision of inde-
pendent regional spiritual administrations, “parallel” muftiates were estab-
lished strictly on the initiative of the federal authorities. Their coming into 
existence was caused by the state’s unwillingness to allow the three major 
federal muftiates to unite.  

Second, another fundamental difference between the “parallel” and the 
federal muftiates lies in their strategy to conquer the market. The “parallel” 
muftiates did not contemplate from the outset nor do they aspire at present 
to absorb other all-Russian muftiates. In reality they act as a “third force,”1 

— 
1 I use the term “third force” rather than “fourth force” intentionally. When the first 
“parallel” muftiate, RAIS, was established, there were only two really competing federal 
muftiates: TsDUM and the Council of Muftis, whereas the Coordination Center of 
Muslims of the North Caucasus maintained a neutral position. By the time the second 
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to which gravitate spiritual administrations which come out of the juris-
diction of TsDUM, the Council of Muftis of Russia or the Coordination 
Center of Muslims of the North Caucasus (KTsMSK).2 This, however, does 
not exclude that at some point in the future they may acquire the necessary 
legitimacy and authority and become all-Russian (federal) muftiates. I in-
clude in the category of “parallel” muftiates the Russian Association of 
Islamic Consensus (All-Russian Muftiate) (Rossiyskaya assotsiatsiya islam-
skogo soglasiya [Vserossiyskiy muftiyat], RAIS), which existed in 2010–
2013, and the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia (Dukhovnoe 
sobranie musul’man Rossii, DSMR), established in 2016. 

As already shown in previous chapters, with regard to the creation and 
functioning of the muftiates the state is not satisfied with playing the role of 
“night watchman” and does not follow a policy of laissez-faire. In relation 
to the muftiates, the state’s interference through bodies responsible for 
conducting and monitoring the implementation of confessional policies 
and the activities of religious organizations is manifested in the following:  

1) Without consent of the federal authorities, new federal and regional
muftiates may not be created by Muslim communities. Contrary to current 
legislation, new Centralized Religious Organisation of Muslims (TsROMs) 
and even Local Religious Organizations of Muslims (MROMs) are denied 
registration of their charters under various pretexts.  

2) Already existing federal muftiates are not permitted to unite in any
format.  

3) In the event that the authorities are dissatisfied with the public
actions or statements by the leaders or representatives of a muftiate, its 
head is contacted by the Presidential Administration, presumably by some-
one from the unit which overseas confessional policy in the country.  

4) Funding of the activities of muftiates is carried out through state-
controlled channels (primarily through the Foundation for the Support of 
Islamic Culture and Education). 

“parallel” muftiate, DSMR, was established, KTsMSK had lost its federal status after 
DUM of Chechnya and the Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan left it.  
2 There were, however, two types of muftiates which took part in the creation of such 
“parallel” muftiates: either spiritual administrations of Muslims which had separated from 
one of the federal muftiates, or regional muftiates which had been artificially created on 
the basis of several Muslim communities in accordance with the current legislation. 



VII. “PARALLEL” MUFTIATES

335 

Prerequisites for the Emergence of “Parallel” Muftiates (on the 
Example of the Russian Association of Islamic Consensus  

[All-Russian Muftiate]) 
The second half of 1990s–2000s was characterized by ongoing competition 
between two federal muftiates: TsDUM with headquarters in Ufa and the 
Council of Muftis of Russia with headquarters in Moscow. This rivalry 
quieted at times, then flared up again. As has been emphasised before in 
this thesis, for any federal muftiate two indicators are of great importance: 
1) the number of its constituent communities (quantitative) and 2) the
number of regional spiritual administrations that are part of its structure
(geographical). On the basis solely of the first parameter, some regional
spiritual administrations (i.e. DUM RT), comprising a significant number
of communities, play a special role and sometimes act at the federal level as
full participants in various state events along with representatives of the
federal muftiates.

In terms of these two indicators (quantitative and geographical), 
TsDUM and the Council of Muftis were almost equal in the second half of 
1990s–2000s.3 The third muftiate, the Coordination Center of Muslims of 
the North Caucasus, maintained a neutral position in the competition 
between TsDUM and SMR.4 Within the jurisdiction of this muftiate fell the 
territory of the national republics in the North Caucasus. In the course of the 
confrontation, regional spiritual administrations of Muslims outside the 
North Caucasus could either join TsDUM or SMR, or function as an 
autonomous institutions (independent regional muftiates as per my classi-
fication). Several times during this period discussions began on a possible 
merger between TsDUM and SMR, but none of the initiatives were realized. 

In this situation, there appeared projects envisaging the creation of 
alternative spiritual administrations on the all-Russian scale on the basis of 
some independent regional muftiates. Formally, each such act required a 

— 
3 Data on the number of communities within the structure of federal muftiates is 
contradictory and is subject to speculation. For instance, according to the official web-
site of TsDUM, over 2 500 communities are under its jurisdiction (http://cdum.ru/about/ 
index.php). At the same time, according to Roman Silantyev, TsDUM controls only 
1400 communities (Р. А. Силантьев, “Рейтинг мусульманских общин России” [Ra-
ting of Muslim communities in Russia], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 21.06.2017, 
http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2017-06-21/ 13_422_raiting.html, accessed 9 May 2020). 
As for the Council of Muftis of Russia, there is no such data on its website. According to 
Silantyev, it controls more than 900 communities.  
4 In 1996–1997 North-Caucasian muftiates were members of the Council of Muftis of 
Russia. 
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decision to unite taken by several regional muftiates. The new body then 
needed to be registered by appropriate government agencies. In practice, in 
Russia of 2000s–2010s the issue of consolidation of regional muftiates 
could not have been solved without participation by the state authorities.5 
Not surprisingly, the question arises: why did the authorities finally allow 
creation of such new muftiates? 

In post-Soviet Russia TsDUM, positioned by its chairman Talgat 
Tadzhuddin as a “pro-state (derzhavnyi) muftiate,” became a reliable part-
ner of the authorities and the Russian Orthodox Church in limiting the 
religious and especially political activity of Muslims belonging to com-
munities under its control. However, Tadzhuddin’s extravagant actions 
and his authoritarian style of management reduced the popularity of 
TsDUM’s perennial mufti among Muslims.6 It was necessary for Russian 
authorities to attract people loyal to the political regime established in the 
country, people who would not provoke conflicting feelings among the 
majority of believers. In addition, the Grand Mufti is getting old. Tadzhud-
din has long been preparing his son Muhammad as his successor. Accor-
ding to some experts, however, Muhammad does not possess his father’s 
charisma and authority.7 It cannot be ruled out that “doubles,” replace-
ments for the elderly Tadzhuddin are being sought among younger, am-
bitious muftis. 

To deconstruct the circumstances under which the two “parallel” muf-
tiates had been created, I turned to people who were involved in the events 
in question. In the course of my research, I conducted interviews with 
people who occupied key positions at the “parallel” muftiates: Muham-
medgali R. Khuzin, Farid A. Salman (Khaydarov) and Albir R. Krganov. I 
also interviewed experts who write about this subject (historians and 
political scientists).  

According to some experts, the actual reason for the creation of one of 
the “parallel” muftiates, the Russian Association of Islamic Consensus, was 
not the conflict between Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin, but rather an attempt 
to unite undertaken by the three federal muftiates.8 Indeed, at the end of 

— 
5 Interview with Abdul-Vahed Niyazov, 29.03.2018; interview with Nail Tugushev, 
03.07.2019; author’s fieldwork materials. 
6 See, for example: “Чем прославился Талгат Таджуддин” [What made Talgat 
Tadzhuddin famous?], (2006), Коммерсантъ [The Businessman], 15.02.2006, 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/650095, accessed 9 May 2020.  
7 Interview with Ruslan Aysin, 30 May 2018, author’s fieldwork materials.  
8 Interview with Abdul-Vahed Niyazov.  



VII. “PARALLEL” MUFTIATES

337 

2009 the leaders of TsDUM, SMR and KTsMSK began to publicly discuss 
the need to bring together their organizations. Negotiations and consul-
tations between them continued until March 2010. A working group was 
formed consisting of representatives of the three muftiates.9 

An associate of Mufti Gaynutdin, the chairman of the Islamic Cultural 
Centre of Russia in 1992–2009, Abdul-Vahed Niyazov, asserts that the uni-
fication process was moving forward at a rapid pace, and that both 
Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin were interested in it.10 According to Niyazov 
one of the persons who lobbied for unification was the highly influential 
head of Chechnya, Ramzan A. Kadyrov. During a meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir V. Putin Kadyrov secured the latter’s consent to unite 
the muftiates.11 However, according to Niyazov, it was the federal author-
ities who subsequently put a stop to further activity in this direction.12 

Eventually, not only did the muftiates not unite but also an advisory 
body13 that would have included representatives of all three Muslim reli-
gious organizations was not formed.14 

— 
9 Р. А. Силантьев, “Четвертая сила российского ислама” [The fourth force of 
Russian Islam], НГ-Религии [NG-Religions], 07.04.2010, www.ng.ru/events/2010-04-
07/2_islam.html?id_user=Y, accessed 9 May 2020.  
10 Interview with Abdul-Vahed Niyazov. According to Niyazov, Gaynutdin was quite 
sceptical about the idea of uniting the muftiates. However, Niyazov, one of the key 
intermediaries in the unification process, managed to convince Gaynutdin to take part 
in the negotiations.  
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. These words were confirmed by Ravil Gaynutdin himself in an interview given 
to “Azatlyq” radio: “In 2009, during the Kurban Bayram, Mufti Talgat Tadzhuddin 
proposed to unite the three centralised Muslim administrations. After studying this 
proposal we held meetings with the head of Caucasian Muslims Berdiyev and Talgat 
Tadzhuddin, set up a working group and started uniting activities, but the decision did 
not please the state, and we were led to believe that Talgat Tadzhuddin’s proposal does 
not correspond to the state policy” (сited by: С. Бычков, “Мечетям – нет, расколу 
мусульман – да” [No – to mosques, yes – to the split of Muslims”], Московский Ком-
сомолец [Moscow Komsomol Member], 22.12.2010, https://www.mk.ru/politics/2010/ 
12/22/554275-mechetyam-net-raskolu-musulman-da.html, accessed 9 May 2020). 
13 The idea to create such an advisory body was voiced by TsDUM (“ЦДУМ отказалось 
участвовать в переговорах об объединении ведущих исламских организаций 
страны” [TsDUM refused to participate in negotiations on the uniting of the leading 
Islamic organisations of the country], Интерфакс-Религия [Interfax-Religion], 
11.12.2009, http://www.interfax-religion.ru/?act=news&div=33331, accessed 9 May 2020). 
14 On 16 March 2010 the presidium of TsDUM published a statement expressing 
support for the idea of creating a “Higher Coordination Council of Muslims of Russia” 
without the formation of a legal entity, with the inclusion in it of the heads of three 
main religious centres of Muslims in Russia (“ЦДУМ отказалось участвовать в 
переговорах об объединении ведущих исламских организаций страны”).  



PEOPLE OF RELIABLE LOYALTY… 

338 

Even if we accept Niyazov’s version that all the main negotiators were 
sincere, their statements and actions during this process signaled that they 
did not have an agreed-upon concept of a united muftiate, a shared idea of 
how to accomplish this task. For instance, a press release by the presidium 
of TsDUM emphasized that combining the muftiates is possible only 
within the framework of TsDUM.15 As for Gaynutdin, he did not make any 
public statements that would confirm his intention to create a united all-
Russian muftiate. Perhaps he took part in the negotiations so that in the 
future no Muslim could reproach him for doing nothing to overcome the 
split in the Russian ummah. The head of KTsMSK, Berdiyev, did not play 
an active role in this process at all. 

By the end of spring 2010, it became obvious that all attempts to unite 
the federal muftiates had failed. However, the very initiative to unite caused 
suspicion in certain circles.16 In April 2010, Roman Silantyev published an 
article, “The Fourth Force of Russian Islam,” in a popular Russian news-
paper, Nezavisimaya gazeta (Independent newspaper). In it he wrote that 
“against the backdrop of perturbations in the largest centralised organis-
ations incomprehensible to ordinary Muslims, the number of independent 
Muslim organisations is growing every year, and they can soon form a full-
fledged fourth force in Russian Islam.”17 

Silantyev’s article looked like an announcement of the “fourth muftiate.” 
Indeed, on 8 December 2010, the creation of a new religious organisation, 
the Russian Association of Islamic Consensus (All-Russian Muftiate), was 
announced.18 

The Russian Association of Islamic Consensus  
(All-Russian Muftiate) 

Shortly after the new religious structure came into being, the Council of 
Muftis of Russia issued a tough statement:  

— 
15 “Заявление президиума ЦДУМ России по вопросу об объединении исламской 
уммы” [Statement by the Presidium of TsDUM of Russia on the Unification of the 
Islamic ummah], Инфо-Ислам [Info-Islam], 16.03.2010, www.info-islam.ru/publ/novo 
sti/rossiya/zajavlenie_prezidiuma_cdum_rossii_po_voprosu_ob_obedinenii_islamskoj_
ummy/1-1-0-10161, accessed 9 May 2020. 
16 Силантьев, “Четвертая сила российского ислама. ”  
17 Ibid.  
18 This name was not chosen by chance. The abbreviation “RAIS” which is often used in 
Russian press to refer to this muftiate is translated from Arabic as “chairman, leader.” 
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RAIS appeared in response to the steps to unite undertaken by Gaynutdin, 
Berdiyev and Tadzhuddin. It was decided that, since the Muslims have em-
barked on the path of unity, it is necessary to create a puppet muftiate that 
will vocally obstruct this movement. A religious theatre of the absurd is 
being created. The designated “pocket muftis” will be used as puppets that 
impede the activities of Muslims in the development of Islam. These pup-
pets, as well as Islamophobes from among the authorities, such as Grishin,19 
will undoubtedly strive to suppress the development of Islam in Russia.20 

The version of the state authorities’ involvement in the creation of RAIS is 
shared by Abdul-Vahed Niyazov, who asserts that some officials from the 
Presidential Administration of the Russian Federation, who oversaw the 
relationship of the state with Islamic organizations and Muslim leaders, 
were directly involved in the establishment of RAIS, as well as, later, of 
another “parallel” muftiate – the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia 
(DSMR). Niyazov repeats the official point of view of SMR that the crea-
tion of RAIS was a response to the federal muftiates’ attempt to unite in 
2009–2010.21 Niyazov’s version of events is largely shared by the chairman 
of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Volga Region, Muqaddas 
Bibarsov,22 the former mufti of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
the Republic of Tatarstan Gabdulla Galiullin,23 political scientist Ruslan 
Aysin,24 and others.  

Furthermore, this point of view is actually confirmed by R. Silantyev’s 
statement: “The All-Russian Muftiate was created as a guard against the 

— 
19 Alexey A. Grishin, a former member of the Presidential Administration of the Rus-
sian Federation, where he served as adviser to the Office for Internal Policy from 2002 
to 2011. It was Grishin, who was called the actual architect (author) of the RAIS project. 
20 “Вперед к прошлому. Перспективы Духовного собрания мусульман России” 
[Forward to the past. Prospects for the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia], portal 
IslamRF, 16.12.2016, http://www.islamrf.ru/news/russia/rusmonitorings/41031/, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. 
21 Interview with Abdul-Vahed Niyazov. The fact that RAIS was created not from the 
ground up, but from the top, is also confirmed by A. Krganov, former colleague of 
Khuzin (interview with Albir Krganov, 07.03.2018, author’s fieldwork materials). It is 
noteworthy that Khuzin is of the similar opinion about Krganov’s Spiritual Assembly of 
Muslims of Russia: “I think that this was made only for one person – Albir hadhrat 
Krganov. And this is a stillborn child rather than a viable undertaking” (interview with 
Muhammedgali Khuzin, 04.12.2017, author’s fieldwork materials).  
22 Interview with Muqaddas Bibarsov, 08.08.2018. 
23 Interview with Gabdullah Galiullin, 31.05.2018, author’s fieldwork materials. 
24 Interview with Ruslan Aysin. 
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excessive ambitions of Mufti Ravil Gaynutdin and was considered a tem-
porary measure.”25 

A completely different version of the origin of RAIS is asserted by one of 
its founders, Muhammedgali Khuzin. In 2010, Khuzin, the mufti of the Perm 
Muftiate (a regional spiritual administration independent of both TsDUM 
and SMR), was elected chairman of the executive committee of RAIS.26 

According to Khuzin, the motive for organizing the new muftiate was 
the desire of a number of Muslim religious figures to “progress and bring 
benefits to society.”27 Also according to Khuzin, not only did the bipolar 
system of the Russian muftiates, established in the second half of the 1990s, 
suit well the leadership of the country, but it was also comfortable to the 
leaders of the two competing spiritual administrations: “Those who dis-
agreed with Tadzhuddin’s policy could go under the wing of mufti Gay-
nutdin. But few guessed that this was only another side of the same coin. The 
clan has long divided the territory and peacefully coexisted. Did this suit the 
authorities? Without a doubt! A convenient policy of “divide et impera!”28 

Thus, claims Khuzin, the creation of RAIS was an antisystem action 
aimed at “not playing according to a pre-written … scenario, but making a 
leap to the side, breaking the circle.”29 

The material at my disposal does not allow me to categorically confirm 
or disprove Khuzin’s words that the competition between Tadzhuddin and 
Gaynutdin was only a skilful staging. Those tough, often even insulting 
statements that SMR addressed to Tadzhuddin30 may indicate that parti-
— 
25 “Духовному собранию предстоит доказать свою жизнеспособность” [The 
Spiritual Assembly has to prove its viability], portal Ислам и общество [Islam and 
society], 07.12.2016, http://islamio.ru/news/society/dukhovnomu_sobraniyu_predstoit_ 
dokazat_svoyu_zhiznesposobnost/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
26 In 2005, Khuzin was removed from the post of deputy chairman of TsDUM at the 
muftiate’s plenary meeting after he and his associates F. Salman and A. Krganov 
attempted to restrict the authority of T. Tadzhuddin (Хузин Мухаммедгали (Рафаэль) 
Равилович [Khuzin Muhammedgali (Rafael) Ravilovich], 21.07.2011, http://dumrf.ru/ 
common/biographies/1088, accessed 9 May 2020.). According to Salman, they intended 
to limit Tadzhuddin’s powers to representation functions, like a “Japanese emperor,” 
and modernize the structure of TsDUM (interview with Farid Salman, 01.06.2018, 
author’s fieldwork materials). 
27 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin.  
28 Ibid. Khuzin’s point of view regarding the artificiality of the conflict between 
Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin is shared by former chairman of the Сouncil of ‘ulama’ of 
RAIS Farid Salman (interview with Farid Salman). 
29 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin. 
30 See, for example, the reaction of the Council of Muftis to Tadzhuddin’s announce-
ment of jihad against the United States: he was declared a false prophet, with whom “no 
Muslim has the right to perform prayer and follow instructions from his side” 



VII. “PARALLEL” MUFTIATES

341 

cipants in the “staging” either overplayed or that the confrontation between 
them really did take place. 

In any case, no matter which version of the relationship between 
Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin we take as the more reliable one, none of them 
confirms or refutes the idea that in 2009 both of these muftis seriously 
planned to unite their subordinate spiritual administrations. 

If we operate only with well-known facts, then we have the following 
sequence of events: Tadzhuddin initiated the process of uniting the all-
Russian Islamic centres (TsDUM, SMR, KTsMSK) (November 2009); the 
leaders of the three federal muftiates took part in negotiations on unifica-
tion (December 2009 – spring 2010); the process of unification was suspen-
ded for unknown reasons (spring 2010); a new muftiate was announced, 
claiming all-Russian status (announcement – April 2010, constituent con-
ference – December 2010).  

Thus, even if the establishment of RAIS was not a direct response by the 
state to the process of unification by the federal muftiates, the fact that 
consent was granted for the creation of a new body by itself seemed to 
indicate that the state’s confessional policy was aimed at preventing unity 
in Russian Islam. 

The founders of RAIS included several regional spiritual adminis-
trations of Muslims: of the Stavropol Territory (Krai), of the Republic of 
Mordovia, of Ural (Ural Muftiate), and of the Muslim community of 
Ryazan city. Muhammad Rakhimov, mufti of the Stavropol Territory, was 
elected chairman of RAIS. Earlier, on 27 April 2010, Rakhimov was elected 
chairman of DUM of the Stavropol Territory. Considering that this re-
gional spiritual administration was created in April 2010, when the idea of 
the “fourth muftiate” was being openly discussed in the press, it cannot be 
ruled out that both the establishment of DUM of the Stavropol Territory 
and the appointment of Rakhimov as its chairman were part of the project 
called RAIS.  

Rakhimov was not the sole leader of the newly created muftiate. A trium-
virate stood at the helm of RAIS: Muhammad Z. Rakhimov (mufti, chairman 
of the muftiate), Muhammedgali R. Khuzin (chairman of the Executive 
Committee), Farid A. Salman (chairman of the Council of ‘ulama’). 

(О. Алексеева, “Муфтий Таджуддин совершил самоджихад” [Mufti Tadzhuddin 
made a self-jihad], Коммерсантъ [The Businessman], 15.04.2003, https://www.kommer 
sant.ru/doc/376940, accessed 9 May 2020). 
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Khuzin was the main ideologist of RAIS.31 When he worked at TsDUM, 
he positioned himself as an irreconcilable fighter against Wahhabism. 
Khuzin labelled as Wahhabis those religious figures and their followers who 
were disloyal to the official Muslim religious figures.32 In his public speeches, 
Khuzin openly admitted that he was the initiator of the persecution of his co-
religionists, and criticized the siloviki33 for a lack of initiative: 

I feel that for them (siloviki. – R.B.), the main thing is to collect information 
and beautifully arrange it in a folder. Sometimes they cannot bring this or 
that case to its logical conclusion. For example, I show them, here is a 
harmful summary. Give it for evaluation by experts, who will surely state 
that these are extremist materials. And then, within the framework of the 
law, take measures against the criminals. And they say, we do not have 
money for expert evaluation.”34  

In connection with another episode, when Khuzin took part in a raid by 
the siloviki against suspected extremists, the mufti noted with regret: “The 
police were called, everyone’s fingerprints were taken (otkatali pal’chiki), 
but no reason to detain anyone was found.”35 

Accusations of Wahhabism against their opponents or competitors have 
long ago become the norm among Russian muftis. Khuzin is no exception. 
In 2013 he named as Wahhabis several of his subordinate imams who had 
accused him of financial impropriety and misappropriation of believers’ 
funds.36 Khuzin’s appeals to the authorities demanding that the rebellious 
imams be checked for extremism had no consequences, and he began to 
blame officials for negligence and indulgence towards Wahhabism.37 

— 
31 According to F. Salman, as chairman of the Council of ‘ulama’ he was the main 
person responsible for the ideological work at RAIS (interview with Farid Salman). 
32 Н. Варсегов, “Вселенская ложь. Или, кто клевещет на мусульман?” [The universal 
lie. Or who defames Muslims?], Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 14.01.2012, 
https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=4549, accessed 9 May 2020. 
33 This political slang word is used in Russia to denote representatives of the Russian 
security forces (Federal Security Service, police, armed forces, etc.), as well as politicians 
and businessmen affiliated with them. 
34 Варсегов, “Вселенская ложь. Или, кто клевещет на мусульман?”  
35 Ibid.  
36 М. Хатибов, “Спросишь с муфтия – окажешься пособником ваххабитов” [If you 
ask the mufti what’s going on – you will end up an accomplice of the Wahhabis], Голос 
Ислама [Voice of Islam], 04.08.2013, https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=18541, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
37 Д. Сальвадорэ, “Дорогой наш муфтий. Очень дорогой” [“Our dear mufti. A very 
expensive one”], Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 14.04.2014, https://golosislama.com/ 
news.php?id=23082, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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 With his espousal of anti-Wahhabi rhetoric and his open support for 
the siloviki, Khuzin was the “right kind” of mufti and fit perfectly into the 
realities of Putin’s Russia.38 However, it was not he, but Rakhimov, prac-
tically unknown outside the North-Western Caucasus, who was elected the 
mufti of RAIS. According to Khuzin, the appointment of Rakhimov to the 
post was part of a thought through strategy: 

It was clear that the creation of the All-Russian Muftiate RAIS would pro-
voke a storm of emotions from muftis Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin. And in 
order not to exacerbate criticism and attacks on the organization with 
attacks on my person, it was decided to appoint as a figurehead chairman of 
RAIS the new Mufti of the Stavropol Territory Muhammad Rakhimov, who 
had separated his muftiate from DUM of Karachaevo-Cherkessia. The logic 
was that he was a new man who had not done anything (zero) and he had al-
most nothing to be criticized for (except maybe for the split of DUM of 
Karachaevo-Cherkessia and orientation towards RAIS, instead of KTsMSK).39 

Subsequently, Khuzin came to view the decision to appoint Rakhimov as a 
fatal mistake, which led to the collapse of the muftiate.40 

At first, there was a degree of unity among the members of the trium-
virate on the key issues of interaction with the state and with the ROC. The 
list of priorities for the new muftiate included deepening the dialogue with 
religious associations representing the traditional religions of Russia, “first of 
all with the fraternal Russian Orthodox Church.”41 During the constituent 
conference on 8 December 2010, a statement was made about the intent to 
pursue a more balanced policy with regard to the construction of mosques in 

— 
38 Khuzin was the first mufti who visited Syria after the beginning of the civil war there 
and expressed support for President Bashar al-Assad on behalf of Russian Muslims. 
(Х.Д. Черноморченко, “Хузин и Салман поддерживают политику Башара Асада в 
борьбе с ‘исламизмом’” [Khuzin and Salman support Bashar al-Assad’s policy in the 
fight against ‘Islamism’], Голос Ислама [Voice of Islam], 25.08.2012, https://golos-
islama.com/news.php?id=10968, accessed 9 May 2020). Mass visits by Russian muftis to 
Syria began only after 2014, when Russian armed forces began to take part in the 
conflict in Syria on the side of the government. 
39 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin.  
40 For more about this, see below.  
41 “Всероссийский муфтият официально возглавил муфтий Пермского края” [The 
All-Russian Muftiate officially headed the mufti of Perm Territory], portal 
NEWSru.com, 26.08.2013, http://www.newsru.com/religy/26Aug2013/khuzin.html, ac-
cessed 9 May 2020. 
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accordance with the traditions of the peoples of Russia and “taking into 
account the mentality and specifics of the regions of the country.”42  

According to Khuzin, such a policy towards the Moscow Patriarchate 
was in particular based on his personal deep convictions: “I have always 
consistently supported and will support in favor of a strong and united 
fraternal Russian Orthodox Church!”43 The former mufti explained his 
loyalty to the ROC with the following arguments: 

80 percent of the population of our country view themselves as Orthodox 
Christians. Only a deeply religious person can bring goodness, love and 
preserve his Motherland, conscientiously work and educate the future 
generation in the spirit of his historical tradition. And if in my country 
there will be 80 percent of believing Christians, then my country will not 
need atomic bombs, tanks and airplanes, robots and cyborgs to protect the 
Fatherland. I will not beware of my Christian neighbor, that he might do 
me evil.44 

Khuzin also interprets in a peculiar way the provision of the Constitution 
that no confession can be granted a privileged position in comparison to 
other confessions: 

There are concepts of “equal rights” and “equality.” The root is one, but the 
meanings are different. Under our Constitution, everyone is guaranteed 
equal rights and equal responsibility before the law. But who would demand 
equality? One would have to be either a highly insecure dwarf, a ‘Bona-
parte,’ or a complete idiot. After all I cannot demand equality with Muham-
mad Ali, just because our first names are the same…”45  

— 
42 “Создан Всероссийский муфтият. Учредительная конференция новой 
централизованной религиозной организации мусульман России прошло в среду в 
Москве” [The All-Russian Muftiate has been created. The constituent conference of the 
new centralized religious organization of Muslims of Russia was held on Wednesday in 
Moscow], Религия и право [Religion and the law], 08.12.2010, 
http://www.sclj.ru/news/detail.php?SECTION_ID=227&ELEMENT_ID=3110&print=
Y, accessed 9 May 2020. As clarified by Khuzin, this meant that RAIS was willing to 
build mosques only after this issue had been agreed with the Russian Orthodox Church. 
43 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin.  
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. By the way, Khuzin’s real name is Raphael. 
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Furthermore, Khuzin considers the very formulation of the question of 
equality between the muftiates and the Russian Orthodox Church to be a 
manifestation of the “inferiority complex” and “impairment of the soul.” 46 

The new organization was ready to cooperate with TsDUM and with 
regional muftiates.47 However. SMR was not named among the potential 
partners of RAIS. This was not an accident, but reflected the conscious 
position of the leadership of the new muftiate in relation to the Council of 
Muftis of Russia. Significantly, one of the first initiatives of the leadership 
of RAIS was the appeal to the authorities asking to suspend functioning of 
SMR on the ground that “the activities of the Council cause ‘substantial 
harm to the security interests of the country’” and are aimed at “inciting 
interethnic and inter-confessional discord and war.”48 

The appearance of the new muftiate was met with great enthusiasm by 
Roman Silantyev.49 According to him, RAIS “has already changed the 
alignment of forces ... This organization immediately, in just a couple of 
weeks, became a full-fledged player on the field of four players, and by 
some parameters surpassing the Council of Muftis of Russia.”50 

However, the “new player” did not live up to the expectations of its 
organisers and those who welcomed its appearance. Less than two years 
later serious disagreements arose among its founders. In July 2012, the 
members of the Presidium of RAIS made changes to the charter. Khuzin 
was removed from the post of chairman of the Executive Committee of 
RAIS. The reason for this, in the opinion of Presidium members, was that: 
“the activity of Mufti of Perm Territory Khuzin M.R. creates an unhealthy 
situation at RAIS and interferes with the productive activity of the 
organisation.”51 Mufti of the Republic of Mordovia Fagim F. Shafiev was 

— 
46 Ibid.  
47 “Создан Всероссийский муфтият…” 
48 More details are found in a statement published by RAIS: “Муфтият призвал власти 
приостановить деятельность Совета муфтиев” [Muftiate calls on authorities to 
suspend the activities of the Council of Muftis], Muhammedgali Khuzin’s blog, 
20.12.2014, http://khuzin.ucoz.ru/publ/raskol_i_razborki/muftijat_prizval_vlasti_prios 
tanovit_dejatelnost_soveta_muftiev/21-1-0-442, accessed 9 May 2020. 
49 Khuzin categorically denies that Roman Silantyev was involved in the creation of the 
muftiate (interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin). 
50 “Роман Силантьев считает, что Всероссийский Муфтият уже изменил ситуацию 
в российском исламе” [Roman Silantyev believes that the All-Russian Muftiate has 
already changed the situation in Russian Islam], portal Религия и СМИ [Religion and 
Mass Media], 28.12.2010, http://www.religare.ru/2_82117.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
51 “Муфтий Хузин отстранен от руководства Всероссийского Муфтията” [Mufti 
Khuzin removed from leadership of the All-Russian Muftiate], news agency РИА 
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elected a new chairman of the Executive Committee. However, Khuzin re-
fused to recognize the decision of the Presidium. As a result, RAIS split 
into two groups: one headed by Khuzin and Mufti of the Spiritual Admin-
istration of Muslims of Ural (Ural Muftiate) Sibgatullah S. Saidullin, and 
the other led by Shafiev and Chairman of RAIS Rakhimov. 

In August 2013, Khuzin managed to return to the leadership of RAIS: he 
was elected chairman of the muftiate. Khuzin’s opponent Shafiev became 
his first deputy. At the same time, such bodies of RAIS as the Executive 
Committee and the Council of ‘ulama’ were abolished. Earlier in July of the 
same year, after a vote of no-confidence, Rakhimov resigned.52 Following 
this, DUM of the Stavropol Territory, led by Rakhimov, left RAIS and 
became part of KTsMSK.53 

However, personnel changes within RAIS were no longer able to stop 
the centrifugal tendencies inside the muftiate. Khuzin’s election was chal-
lenged by several ministers of the Islamic religion headed by the chairman 
of the abolished Council of ‘ulama’ of RAIS – Farid Salman.54 In October 
2013 Khuzin was forced to leave the post of head of the Perm Muftiate, and 
the muftiate itself was returned to the control of TsDUM. Thus, having 
become a mufti without a muftiate, Khuzin could no longer claim any 
influence on the members of RAIS. 

According to Khuzin, his own mistake, which became fatal for RAIS, 
was that he “made a compromise… at a key moment in the creation of the 
organization.”55 The compromise, according to the ex-mufti, consisted in 
the fact that he allowed the dual power arrangement and agreed to the 
appointment of M. Rakhimov as the nominal head of the muftiate: 

They promised me that Rakhimov knows his place, he was only just “led 
out of the barracks” and he will be as “quiet as a mouse”… Here the mistake 
was that they did not take into account the factor of human ambitions and 
the possibility of his being influenced by some undesirable elements. This 

Новости [RIA Novosti], 30.11.2011, https://ria.ru/society/20121130/912952877.html, 
accessed 9 May 2020. 
52 Ibid. 
53 А. Чаблин, “Муфтият Ставрополья: единогласное ‘за’” [Muftiate of Stavropol Ter-
ritory: unanimous ‘for’], portal Кавполит [Kavpolit], 29.07.2015, http://kavpolit.com/ar 
ticles/muftijat_edinoglasnoe_za-18672/, accessed 9 May 2020. 
54 Interview with Farid Salman.  
55 Interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin. 
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predetermined the future of the young organisation, which was prevented 
from reaching its potential…56 

The example of RAIS in general and of M. Khuzin in particular demon-
strates that the strategy followed by the organizers of this “parallel” 
muftiate was justified at the initial stage. Khuzin, who claimed the role of 
Number One in the muftiate, displayed not only unconditional devotion to 
the authorities, but also his willingness to take an active part in sweeping 
the space of Islam in Russia from religious organisations and groups of 
believers seen as not completely loyal. The part of Khuzin’s strategy that 
affected relations with the Russian Orthodox Church also displayed greater 
clarity. Not only did Khuzin recognize ROC’s leading role in Russian 
society, but also demonstrated his readiness to accept the views of Ortho-
dox hierarchs, among others, on problems relating to Muslims. Such a 
strategy would undoubtedly have been even more in demand against the 
background of the strengthening role of the ideology of the Russian world 
(Russkiy mir) in the country after 2014. RAIS had, however, ceased to exist 
by that time. 

The break-up of RAIS returned the situation with the federal muftiates 
to the former tripolar system: TsDUM, SMR and KTsMSK. However, in 
2013 – the year in which RAIS collapsed – a new development was be-
coming more and more noticeable. It was the trend towards strengthening 
of the role of regional muftiates, in particular those which led in the 
number of Muslim communities they controlled (muftiates in the national 
republics – Tatarstan, Chechnya and Dagestan). Their strengthening and 
their claims to represent the interests of Muslims at the federal level 
became a powerful factor of disruption in the issue of the unity of Russian 
spiritual administrations. 

Despite the failure of the RAIS project, the idea of creating a “parallel” 
muftiate was not discredited. In 2016, three years after RAIS ceased to exist, 
another muftiate claiming to function on the all-Russian level was 
established: the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia (DSMR). 

— 
56 Ibid. Compare this with the statement by R. Silantyev: “It (RAIS. – R.B.) has coped 
well with its task, but in this case the structure came first and then leaders were sought 
for it. The lack of administrative experience and the multiplicity of the leaders of the 
All-Russian Muftiate in fact predetermined the fate of this organisation” (“Духовному 
собранию предстоит доказать свою жизнеспособность”).  
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The Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia (DSMR) 
The creation of DSMR was announced in Moscow on 30 November 2016.57 
The founders were ten regional muftiates, including DUM of Tomsk re-
gion, DUM of Mordovia, DUM of Chuvashia, etc. that used to be a part of 
either TsDUM or SMR. According to the chairman of the newly created 
grouping, Albir Krganov, the issue of creating DSMR was discussed as 
early as in 2013,58 that is, when RAIS was in a deep crisis, and it was clear 
that it was no longer viable. 

In examining the history of DSMR, it is important to note that the 
creation of the new “parallel” muftiate was announced after another un-
successful attempt to unite the two federal muftiates, TsDUM and SMR 
took place in 2015.  

Yet another event which preceded the appearance of DSMR was the 
scandal around the so-called “Grozny fatwa.” Adopted in August 2016 in 
Grozny, capital of the Chechen Republic, the fatwa “On the inherent signs 
of the difference between true Islam and misconceptions” (“O 
neotyemlemykh priznakakh otlichiya istinnogo Islama ot zabluzhdeniy”) 
actually declared the adherents of Salafism as not belonging to Ahl al-
Sunna wa-l-Jama‘ah, that is, to the Sunnis. The followers of Sufism were 
declared to be genuine Sunni Muslims.59 The Council of Muftis as an 
organization, and, personally, Ravil Gaynutdin criticized the fatwa. Talgat 
Tadzhuddin was not present at the conference in Grozny. As experts note, 
in the case of the Council of Muftis the criticism of the fatwa was driven by 
ideological differences, while in the case of TsDUM, by Tadzhuddin’s 
reluctance to transfer the monopoly on the representation of traditional 

— 
57 “Роль религии в укреплении единства общества и развитии 
межцивилизационного диалога в 21 веке” [The role of religion in strengthening the 
unity of society and the development of inter-civilizational dialogue in the 21st cen-
tury], newspaper Ас-Салам [As-Salam], 01.01.2017, https://as-salam.ru/news/1/, acces-
sed 9 May 2020. 
58 С. Синенко, “Для чего создано новое Духовное Собрание мусульман России?” 
[For what purpose was the new Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia created?], 
journal Посреди России [In mid-Russia], 15.01.2017, http://posredi.ru/duxovnoe-
sobranie-musulman-rossii.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
59 The full text of the fatwa can be found here: “Фетва ‘О неотъемлемых признаках 
отличия истинного Ислама от заблуждений’” [“Fatwa ‘On the inherent signs of 
differences between true Islam and delusions’”], Official website of the Sufi order 
Naqshbandi Rabbani, October, 2016, http://www.sufirb.ru/books_data/fatwa_grozniy/ 
fatwa_grozniy.pdf, accessed 9 May 2020. 
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Islam in Russia to the muftiate of the Chechen Republic, which initiated 
the adoption of the fatwa.60 

Thus, Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin again demonstrated the indepen-
dence of judgment in a matter that was of principal importance for the 
future of their respective muftiates. Recognition of the fatwa would be tanta-
mount to suicide for both the federal muftis and the loss of their influence as 
religious leaders in Russia. Grozny would become the center (either religious 
or political) of Russian Islam, while Ufa and Moscow would be given the role 
of peripheral centres. In other words, the regional muftiate would have 
acquired greater importance than the federal muftiates. 

Meanwhile, Albir Krganov supported the fatwa, declaring: “This theo-
logical conclusion was expected and should have been adopted earlier.”61 
Krganov made this statement when he was chairman of the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of Moscow and Central Region (the “Moscow 
muftiate”), which had separated from TsDUM at a time when, according to 
Krganov, preparations were being made for the organisation of DSMR.62 
Obviously, he did not see in a strengthened influence of DUM of Chechen 
Republic a threat to himself or to the “parallel” muftiate that was being 
created. Instead, since the result of this strengthening could be the 
weakening of TsDUM and the Council of Muftis, it was in the interest of 
the new muftiate claiming federal importance. 

By the time the Grozny fatwa was adopted Krganov had already shaped, 
in the eyes of both Russia’s leadership and Muslims, his image as a person 
who was completely loyal to the established political regime and who 
recognized the supremacy of the Russian Orthodox Church over other 
religious organisations in Russia.63 Thus, from the perspective of both the 
central authorities and the ROC he appeared as an almost ideal candidate 
for the post of head of the new “parallel” muftiate.64 

— 
60 For more on the Grozny fatwa see, D. Shagaviev, “The Ahl al-Sunnah wa-l-Jama‘ah 
and the Grozny fatwa,” in The concept of traditional Islam in modern Islamic discourse 
in Russia, ed. R. Bekkin (Sarajevo: Center for Advanced Studies, 2020), 57-86.  
61 “Фетва ‘О неотъемлемых признаках отличия истинного Ислама от заблуждений.’” 
62 Interview with Albir Krganov. 
63 Interview with Ruslan Aysin.  
64 In 2005, Krganov was appointed first deputy mufti of Tadzhuddin after the scan-
dalous resignation of Khuzin, accused of separatism. Krganov himself narrowly escaped 
dismissal at that time, since he was also a party to the plot against Tadzhuddin, along 
with M. Khuzin and F. Salman (interview with Farid Salman). Thus, if he, like his com-
rades, was out of work in 2005, it can be argued with a high degree of probability that he 
would have acted as one of the founders of RAIS. Later, however, even Krganov himself 
could not escape the fate of Khuzin and Salman. In 2012, at the Ninth Congress of 
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From the very first days of the existence of DSMR, Mufti Krganov did 
not hide his intention to create another all-Russian muftiate. 65 The very 
name of the new body – the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia – was 
not chosen by chance. Rather, it sought to evoke analogies with the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly,66 the successor of which is TsDUM. 

Unlike the leadership of RAIS, Krganov is more cautious in his state-
ments and does not launch harsh attacks on other muftiates. In an ideo-
logical sense, he demonstrates his closeness to his former chief, Tadzhud-
din.67 This is manifested not only in Krganov’s statement on the so-called 
“canonical unity” with TsDUM, but also in the nearly identical view of the 
two leaders on the confessional policy pursued in Putin’s Russia. Both 
Tadzhuddin and Krganov view Russia as an Orthodox state with religious 
minorities. Muslims are assigned the role of first among equals, but not 
among representatives of all faiths, but only among the religious minor-
ities. The principle that “everyone seeds his own kitchen garden” pro-
claimed by Tadzhuddin is completely shared by Krganov. 

The founders of DSMR took into account the negative experience of its 
predecessor, RAIS.68 Not surprisingly, DSMR has only one leader. There 

TsDUM, he was removed from his post “in connection with the loss of confidence”. 
(“Создание Духовного собрания мусульман” [Establishment of the Spiritual 
Assembly of Muslims], Незавиcимая газета [Independent Newspaper], 29.12.2016, 
http://www.ng.ru/faith/2016-12-29/11_6897_muslim.html, accessed 9 May 2020). As 
noted in previous chapters, Tadzhuddin’s short-sighted personnel policy was a major 
reason for the appearance of muftiates that were independent of TsDUM.  
65 “Создание Духовного собрания мусульман.”  
66 “В России появился новый федеральный муфтият” [A new federal muftiate 
appeared in Russia], (2016), Official website of the Moscow muftiate, 03.12.2016, 
http://rosmuslim.ru/news/8109/?lang=ru, accessed 9 May 2020. It is noteworthy that 
when creating RAIS, the original version allegedly proposed by Khuzin was almost 
identical to the title: “In my projects submitted for approval, including to the 
Presidential Administration of the Russian Federation the project of RAIS was first 
designated as “Russian Spiritual Assembly of Muslims,” by analogy with the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly. We wanted to lay the foundation for the new 
organisation of the principles of following the traditions of Russian Muslims! And I 
smiled when such an organisation later appeared under the leadership of Mufti of 
Chuvashia Albir hadhrat Krganov …” Moreover, in Khuzin’s opinion, the constitutive 
documents of DSMR were copied from documents he prepared when creating RAIS 
(interview with Muhammedgali Khuzin).  
67 Interview with Albir Krganov. 
68 The mufti of DSMR was on the whole negative towards RAIS, sharing the point of 
view of those who believed that the government intervened in the creation of this 
muftiate (interview with Albir Krganov). Meanwhile, according to Salman, DSMR was 
created as a “second RAIS,” but Krganov took into account the mistakes of his 
predecessors (interview with Farid Salman). 
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are also organizational differences between the two muftiates. While the 
structure of RAIS resembled to a great degree that of TsDUM, which has a 
power vertical, DSMR has a horizontal structure similar to that of SMR as 
it was conceived in the mid-1990s, or of KTsMSK.  

The way in which the two “parallel” muftiates were created also differed. 
In the case of RAIS, first an organisation was created, then representatives 
of the regional muftiates were engaged in it in different ways. In the case of 
DSMR, the primary impulse came from an individual mufti who managed to 
gain a foothold in Moscow and establish relations with the authorities.69 
Quite soon, Krganov succeeded in convincing several large muftiates to join 
DSMR. Of fundamental importance was the incorporation of one of the 
major regional muftiates that used to be part of TsDUM: the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of St. Petersburg and the North-Western Region 
of Russia. DSMR also includes as an associate member the Muftiate of the 
Republic of Dagestan70, which is second after DUM RT in the number of re-
gistered communities among Russian muftiates (including federal ones).71 

Thus, given the reliance on one-man management and, at the same 
time, the presence of a horizontal structure in the muftiate itself, the risk of 
internal conflicts within DSMR is quite low. According to experts, unless 
Krganov makes a serious mistake, he and the Spiritual Assembly of Mus-
lims of Russia have a good chance to become one of the leading all-Russian 
muftiates in terms of such indicators as the number of communities and 
the number of regions in which they function.72  

Conclusion 
The existence of three federal muftiates in Russia was a stable element of 
the Muslim religious landscape during the late 1990s and first decade of the 
new century. Federal and regional authorities learnt how to interact with 

— 
69 “The Spiritual Assembly has a different structure – this organisation was created for a 
specific Muslim leader who has long been claiming to enter “the big league” of muftis. 
So, Albir Krganov, at the end of 1999, accompanied Vladimir Putin during his trip to 
Chechnya. Since then, he had gained weight and experience, which allowed him to 
move to a new level” (“Духовному собранию предстоит доказать свою 
жизнеспособность”). 
70 Muftiate of the Republic of Dagestan – official name of the Spiritual Administration 
of Muslims of Dagestan since December 2014.  
71 “Структура” [Structure], Official website of DSMR, 06.04.2017, http://dsmr.ru/dukhov 
noe-sobranie/struktura.html, accessed 9 May 2020. 
72 Interview with Rais Suleymanov, 02.06.2018; interview with Farid Salman, author’s 
fieldwork materials.  
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these Muslim centres, and the flexibility to select a more convenient and 
tractable partner as needed. 

No matter where the initiative to create “parallel” muftiates came from 
(from a number of regional muftiates, or from state officials responsible for 
the religious activity of Muslims), the situation in the Islamic segment of 
religious market in Russia has changed with the appearance of the new 
participants. The previous competition between the two oligopolists – 
TsDUM and SMR – has lost its relevance. While the new muftiates adopt 
the same marketing strategy as existing federal Islamic centers, they at the 
same time show greater flexibility in relations with both the authorities and 
the Muslim communities.  

Strengthening competition in the market among the muftiates is faci-
litated by the overall political situation in Russia. In modern conditions, 
even a minimal manifestation of political disloyalty on the part of any kind 
of organization (not only muftiates) in relation to the authorities can cost 
its leaders their office.73 Throughout the country any structures not con-
trolled by the state are being knocked down, including in the religious field. 
There is no doubt that both Tadzhuddin and Gaynutdin are quite loyal to 
the existing political regime. They have repeatedly proved this in their own 
words and actions (for example, in connection with the war in Syria, the 
annexation of the Crimea, etc.). However, in modern political conditions 
leaders of religious organizations must be not only completely loyal, but 
also completely controllable. In this regard, Gaynutdin and Tadzhuddin 
are inferior to leaders of the “parallel” muftiates. 

Meanwhile, the tightening of state (regulator’s) control over the acti-
vities of spiritual administrations does not seem to be yielding the expected 
result: i.e. replacing disloyal or not completely loyal or controlled muftiates 
with fully controlled ones. As the example of RAIS has shown, government 
intervention alone is not enough to make a new muftiate an effective and 
viable undertaking.  

It is necessary that such a muftiate has within its ranks authoritative 
theologians or at least public figures enjoying a certain respect among 
believers. Such scholars were not to be found either at RAIS, or at DSMR. 
The need for all to agree with the decisions of the federal government 

— 
73 Interview with Ruslan Aysin; interview with Gabdulla Galiullin.  
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makes the position of the muftis and the “parallel” muftiates they lead 
extremely vulnerable. 74 

The situation with the collapse of RAIS is quite typical. A Muslim 
religious leader who is deprived of his post is actually useless. In the reality 
of today’s Russia the mufti is not a theologian, but a bureaucrat.75 A muf-
tiate’s legitimacy is ensured only by obtaining official status from the state. 
The ability to solve political issues and find common language not only 
with federal and regional authorities, but also with the Russian Orthodox 
Church is an important factor of success in the religious market in Russia. 

It cannot be ruled out that in future, were another project of “an all-
Russian muftiate” fail, not only would the authorities try to control, but 
also would actively participate in the unification processes taking place 
among the Islamic organisations of Russia. Their manipulation might take 
other forms: for example, the creation of a special administrative body for 
the management of muftiates, like the department of the Council for 
Religious Affairs, as it was in Soviet times, or the appointment of a secular 
official to whom all muftis in Russia will be legally accountable. 

In fact, the functions of such an official from 2002 to 2011 were un-
officially performed by Alexey Grishin, an adviser to the Office for Internal 
Policy of the Presidential Administration of the Russian Federation. 
Grishin’s role was similar to that played by the official of the Department 
for Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions at the Ministry of the Interior 
Affairs of the Russian Empire or the chairman of the Department of Islam 
and Buddhism of the Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR. 

In the context of the vertical of power which exists in modern Russia, 
these types of measures seem quite natural. Such a bureaucrat could play the 
role of a mediator in disputes among the muftiates. This does not mean that 
the unofficial rules governing the status and activities of the institution of the 
muftiate would cease to apply. But these informal rules would no longer 

— 
74 As an example, one can cite Krganov’s statements on the issue of the Tatar language, 
in which he actually supported the authorities’ unpopular decision to abolish the 
compulsory study of the language in Tatarstan (Г. Кравченко “В России зазвучали 
последние отголоски ‘парада суверенитетов’ 90-х” [In Russia, the last echoes of the 
‘parade of sovereignties’ of the 90s sounded], newspaper Взгляд [Look], 21.05.2018, 
https://vz.ru/society/2018/5/21/923821.html, accessed 9 May 2020). 
75 If, for example, M. Khuzin was an authoritative theologian with a record of theo-
logical works and disciples, he would not need the status of chairman of one of the 
spiritual administrations of Muslims. Regardless of the position he occupied, various 
Islamic organisations would have tried to win him over to their side. 
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play a decisive role and would become clear not only to the firms and the 
regulator, but also to ordinary believers – consumers of religious product. 
This official could also decide on establishment or dissolution of muftiates 
not on an informal level but officially, having the appropriate authority 
under the law. In other words, since the state does not seem to be changing 
its policy towards muftiates, intending to continue to control spiritual 
administrations, the more effective way would be to legalize this practice. 

Attempts to establish RAIS and then DSMR demonstrate that the “archi-
tects” of both projects did not have a clear strategy. Controversial and often 
unsuccessful measures taken by the state when creating and managing the 
activity of muftiates are the result of misunderstanding by the bureaucrats 
who are managing the religious sphere of the essence of Islam and of deep 
processes occurring in the Islamic ummah of Russia. Establishment of 
“parallel” muftiates could only be a short-term solution helping to tem-
porarily restrain federal spiritual administrations of Muslims from uniting 
under the umbrella of an all-Russian muftiate. In the long run, however, 
such measures could only result in the final loss of authority of the 
individual muftis involved and the institution of the muftiate as a whole.  
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CHAPTER VII I  

Conclusion 

Religious organizations are important actors in the religious market. They 
act as producers and distributors of religious and non-religious goods and 
services, which together constitute a religious product. Scholars have made 
various attempts to classify religious organizations, both from the point of 
view of the system of administrative power relations within these organ-
izations, and from the standpoint of their relations with the outside world: 
with believers and non-believers, as well as the state. 

As early as the 18th century, a number of scholars (first and foremost 
Adam Smith) noted the similarity between the activities of churches and 
sects and those of firms or clubs.1 It was only in the second half of the 20th 
century, however, that these ideas were further developed. As a result, a 
number of concepts have been formulated which together constitute what 
can broadly be called the theory of the economics of religion. 

From the point of view of proponents of this theory, religious organiza-
tions act as firms that sell religious product to consumers (believers). At 
first glance, comparing religious organizations with firms appears to be a 
metaphor. However, here we are dealing not only with a rhetorical device 
that allows us to convey information to the reader in a more accessible 
form. Before us is a so-called structural metaphor, where “one concept is 
metaphorically structured in terms of another.”2 Such a metaphor serves to 
enrich the language of science by importing creative understanding of 
concepts from related disciplines. In this case, it is economic science that 
provides its toolkit and methodology for religious scholars, and in return 
obtains the opportunity to expand the sphere of influence of the laws of 
economic development to spheres that are not customarily correlated with 

— 
1 G. M. Anderson, “Mr. Smith and the preachers: the economics of religion in the 
Wealth of Nations,” Journal of Political Economy, No. 96 (5) (1988), 1071-1072. 
2 G. Lakoff, M. Johnson, Metaphors we live by (London: University of Chicago Press, 
2003), 15.  
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the material aspects of human being (in this case, the sphere of religion). 
According to the American economist Robert Ekelund, “Economic analysis 
can help us understand how religious markets evolved to satisfy changing 
(consumer) demands and what social, political and economic consequen-
ces followed from the entry of new firms (churches) into religious mar-
kets.”3 He also notes that “thinking of churches as firms enables us to 
specify or observe a particular market structure, the degree of competition 
therein, managerial / organizational behavior…”4  

At the same time, one cannot help admitting that the economics of 
religion has so far managed only to pose important questions rather than 
give comprehensive answers to them. We must concede the validity of 
criticism against the authors who have developed this theory as far as its 
applicability to the study of individual religious markets is concerned. So, 
in particular, one of the theory’s main shortcomings is almost complete 
ignorance of the role of the state, not only and not so much as a regulator 
in the market, but as the main consumer as well.  

A significant part of the criticism aimed at the theory of the economics 
of religion boils down to the fact that it is not universal in nature, since the 
empirical basis for it was the activity of Christian churches (mainly Pro-
testant) in a single country – the United States.5 

Therefore, the choice for analysis of Russia, where the state, unlike in 
the United States, is actively and, at the same time, unofficially involved in 
the regulation of the activities of religious organizations representing 
various faiths, is, in my opinion, highly appropriate for testing the univer-
sality of this theoretical framework. 

— 
3 R. B. Ekelund, Jr., R. F. Hébert, R. D. Tollison, The marketplace of Christianity (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006), 9-10.  
4 Ibid., 36.  
5 One can dispute the universal nature of this theory. The question is whether the 
theory, which originated in the USA in order to provide a theoretical explanation of the 
religious situation there (which to a certain extent is unique), be applied to the study of 
the religious situation in another unique context, that of Russia? The institutional en-
vironment in the Russian confessional sphere differs significantly from the similar 
environment in the United States. There are serious differences in the structure of the 
religious market in the two countries. While new religious movements constitute a 
significant share in the United States, in Russia they represent a marginal phenomenon 
displaced from the market by the state at the initiative and with the assistance of “tradi-
tional” religious organizations. Attempts by new religious movements to promote and 
take over the market are substantially limited by institutional constraints, both written 
and unwritten. 
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As the example of Russia shows, it is precisely disregard of the state 
factor that is one of the weaknesses of the theory of economics of religion. As 
a result, it is unable to explain many phenomena, just as classical political 
economy could not answer a number of urgent questions and challenges of 
the modern economy. However, the economic approach used by authors 
who have developed this theory deserves attention and can be used to ana-
lyze the interaction of various religious organizations in different countries. 

Depending on the perspective from which we observe religious organ-
izations and their activities, they can be considered as firms (if we are 
focusing on their interaction with each other) or as clubs (if we consider 
their relationships with their members). In this study, I rely to a greater 
extent on an approach that considers muftiates as competing firms in the 
religious market. Authors of the economics of religion consider spiritual 
goods as a religious product offered by religious firms. I argue, however, 
that in contemporary Russia, other components of a religious product that 
are not directly related to the category of spiritual goods are becoming 
more and more important. Religious organizations are increasingly acting 
as suppliers of non-religious goods and services, while the main consumer 
is not the faithful or groups of believers, but the state. Muftiates in Russia 
are no exception from this trend. 

It is difficult to imagine Islam in Russia without muftiates. This is des-
pite the fact that the muftiate is not an institution that was originally in-
herent in Islam. Moreover, as the historical experience of Russia itself and 
other countries shows, Muslim communities can function independently, 
i.e. without an umbrella administrative structure.

In other words, due to the very nature of Islam the muftiate as a reli-
gious organization does not play the same role in the life of ordinary 
believers as, for example, the Russian Orthodox Church does. The ROC 
not only performs administrative functions, but also acts as a sacred insti-
tution (the “Body of Christ”). Taking into account the state of affairs in the 
Islamic ummah of Russia, where there is no one generally recognized 
spiritual leader, as well as the development of modern technologies, be-
lievers do not actually need muftiates to meet their religious needs. They 
can receive “compensators” from unofficial spiritual leaders, including re-
motely (from the so-called cyber-imams). 

In such conditions, it is rather the state than the faithful who is in need 
of services provided by the muftiates. This explains why non-religious 
goods and services (e.g., “diplomatic”, ideological, social, etc.) predominate 
in the structure of the religious product offered on the market by spiritual 
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administrations of Muslims in Russia. The muftiates themselves act as 
firms competing against each other to sell religious product (including 
both religious and non-religious goods and services) to the consumers.6 

The state, however, is not interested solely in acquiring non-religious 
goods or services. It also seeks to ensure that firms admitted to the market 
and controlled by the state also offer spiritual goods to individuals and 
groups of individuals. Otherwise, there is a risk that a free market emerges 
in which everyone that meets the minimum requirements may distribute 
religious product, the quality and content of which will not be controlled 
by the state. If muftiates lost control over the marketing of spiritual goods 
to believers, they would be uncompetitive as sellers of non-religious goods 
and services for the state. Thus, both the state and the muftiates seek to dis-
courage pluralism in the market. The state as regulator creates conditions 
which allow the muftiates to maintain their position as oligopolistic firms. 

Regional muftiates also act as oligopolistic firms in the religious market. 
The only difference is that the consumers are regional rather than federal 
authorities, represented by governors and other heads of local adminis-
trations. In addition, the services of the regional spiritual administrations 
of Muslims are also offered to the federal muftiates and to the believers 
united in communities. At the same time, there is a tailored good or service 
for each group of consumers. So, governors are offered assistance in the 
implementation of religious and other policies, and federal or “parallel” 
muftiates the strengthening of their positions at the national level (achieved 
by regional DUMs joining such muftiates together with all their consti-
tutive communities). Finally, individual Muslim communities are offered 
the help (including material assistance) and patronage of the local author-
ities in upholding their interests in exchange for recognizing the author-
ities’ jurisdiction. 

Some regional spiritual administrations may even enter the all-Russian 
market with a religious product and thus compete with the three federal 
muftiates. However, they need to first succeed in their own region. A 
marker of success is the monopoly position of the regional muftiate in its 
region. Such monopolists in modern Russia are the Spiritual Adminis-
tration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT) and the 
muftiates in the republics of the North Caucasus. 
— 
6 I argue that in conditions of monopolization of the religious market in Russia and of 
strict regulation by the state, it is the loyalty of the Russian government rather than of 
the Muslims that the muftiates aim to win. Furthermore, the very existence of the 
spiritual administrations in Russia depends on the state rather than believers. 
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As for other regional spiritual administrations of Muslims, they are 
destined to be subsumed by one of the federal muftiates. The latter are 
interested in acquiring regional muftiates (and can even provide them with 
a fairly broad autonomy), especially in regions with a large number of 
Muslim communities. Mergers and acquisitions are possible on the reli-
gious market; however, the state, as a regulator, can either assist (as in the 
case of an attempt in 2000 by regional authorities of Bashkortostan to join 
together DUM RB and TsDUM), or, on the contrary, impede the acquisi-
tion of regional DUMs by federal ones (as in the situation with DUM RT). 

When studying the history of the institution of the muftiate in Russia, 
the question arises: why has this institution, created by the authorities of 
the Russian Empire as a tool for controlling Muslims, survived to this day? 
The economics of religion can only explain why some muftiates win over 
others in the competition for consumers of religious product. Douglass 
North’s theory can be used to find an answer to the question as to why the 
institution of the muftiate has remained practically unchanged despite all 
the transformations in the social system in Russia during the 230 years of 
the history of spiritual administrations. 

In the preface to the Russian edition of Douglass North’s book, Institu-
tions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance, Soviet and Russian 
economist Benzion Z. Milner formulates one of the main ideas of the book: 
“Institutions are formal (laws, constitutions) and informal (agreements and 
voluntary codes of conduct) restrictions developed by people, as well as 
coercive factors that structure their interaction.”7 In other words, informal 
(unwritten) arrangements and customs can play a significant role in the 
formation and functioning of institutions. A vivid example here is the clan 
system, which operates mainly on the basis of informal restrictions, and is 
widespread among the Muslim “clergy.” 

North distinguishes between institutions and organizations:  

Like institutions, organizations provide a structure to human interaction. 
Indeed when we examine the costs that arise as a consequence of the insti-
tutional framework we see they are a result not only of that framework, but 
also of the organizations that have developed in consequence of that frame-
work. Conceptually, what must be clearly differentiated are the rules from 

— 
7 Б. З. Мильнер, “Предисловие научного редактора” [Foreword of the editor], in Д. 
Норт, Институты, институциональные изменения и функционирование 
экономики [Institutions, institutional change and economic performance], пер. с англ. 
А.Н. Нестеренко (Москва: Начала, 1997), 6. 
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the players (my italics. – R.B.). The purpose of the rules is to define the way 
the game is played. But the objective of the team within that set of rules is to 
win the game – by a combination of skills, strategy, and coordination; by 
fair means and sometimes by foul means. Modeling the strategies and the 
skills of the team as it develops is a separate process from modeling the 
creation, evolution, and consequences of the rules.8 

North includes the church, among others, in the category of public insti-
tutions. In acting as an institution, the muftiate follows a set of rules (re-
strictions) both formal (reflected in the laws, charters of the spiritual 
administrations of Muslims) and informal (not reflected in the legislation, 
but well known to participants on the religious market). On the basis of 
these rules one can draw a portrait of the muftiate. It is a state institution 
that can be either incorporated (as in the Russian Empire), or not in-
corporated (as in the Soviet Union) into the system of government bodies. 
The functional purpose of the institution of the muftiate, formulated at its 
creation in 1788, remains unchanged: to serve as a conductor of state policy 
among Muslims. 

By organizations according to North’s classification I understand indi-
vidual muftiates operating both at the federal and regional levels. The 
existence of the institution of the muftiate imposes certain rules on various 
spiritual administrations of Muslims that they must follow in order to 
succeed. In other words, any Islamic organization in Russia which aspires 
to influence in the Muslim environment has no other choice but to act 
according to the rules prescribed for the muftiates. At the same time, 
within the framework of formal and informal rules that make up the 
institution of the muftiate each spiritual administration of Muslims is free 
to develop and employ its own tactics that could allow it to successfully 
compete with its rivals.  

As follows from the historical overview of the institution of the muftiate 
in Russia, the institutional framework may be changed not only by a 
decision of the state acting as a third party, but also on the initiative and 
active participation of the Islamic religious organizations themselves.9 This 
happened, for example, in 1917, when the institutional framework of the 
muftiate was changed at the initiative of Muslim spiritual assemblies and 
— 
8 D. North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4-5. 
9 As North rightly notes, “…when we examine the costs that arise as a consequence of 
the institutional framework, we see they are a result not only of that framework, but also 
of the organizations that have developed in consequence of that framework” (ibid., 4).  
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directorates operating on the territory of the former Russian Empire. The 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly (OMDS) had been built into 
the system of state authorities of the Russian Empire; its leader (the mufti) 
had been appointed by the state. Now, a new body, Diniya Nazaraty (the 
Ministry of Religion), emerged as an institution independent of the Rus-
sian government and headed by an elected mufti who claimed to play a role 
not only in the religious, but also in the secular life of different ethnic 
groups of Tatars.  

The institutional framework was strong enough to preclude the persons 
representing the Islamic organization (former OMDS) to cause serious 
modification of the institution of the muftiate. As a result, already in 1920 
the former Diniya Nazaraty largely took the form of a classical muftiate 
with a number of differences, the most important of which was that the 
post of mufti was filled through election. However, over time while the 
principle of elections was continued de jure, in practice it was replaced by 
an informal process of the mufti being de facto appointed by the govern-
ment. During the years of Perestroika and democratization of public life in 
Russia in the late 1980s and early 1990s, muftis again began to be chosen by 
believers, yet not all believers, but rather groups of religious leaders took 
part in the selection process. This state of affairs, as in the situation fol-
lowing the October Revolution, was seen by the authorities as a deviation 
from the informal rules which are an integral part of the institution of the 
muftiate. By the beginning of the 2000s, the state, which stood guard over 
these rules, restored the previous informal rules for the appointment of 
muftis, with state officials actively interfering in the process.  

The experience of Tatarstan is the most striking example considered in 
this thesis. The creation of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the 
Republic of Tatarstan (DUM RT) in 1992 as a stand-alone muftiate, inde-
pendent of federal and regional authorities, was a direct violation of both 
the formal and informal rules underlying the institution of the muftiate. 
The mistake of the non-systemic leaders who created DUM RT was that 
they acted within a given paradigm. In other words, instead of creating a 
brand-new institution that would be an alternative to the muftiate in Ufa 
from which they had separated, they preferred to retain the institutional 
model of the muftiate. As a result, all the authorities needed to do was to 
take the new spiritual administration under control, which took place in 
1998 as a result of the Unification Congress. The case of DUM RT showed 
is that organizations which fail to follow the established formal and infor-
mal rules of behaviour (institutional settings) have a short lifespan. 
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North’s theory also provides a possible explanation as to why the insti-
tution of the muftiate has not been dismantled during its 230-year history. 
Namely, the institution of the muftiate must have been beneficial to the 
state due to the fact that its creation and operation was less costly than 
maintaining the horizontal system of numerous independent Muslim com-
munities headed by elected religious leaders that had existed prior to the 
creation of the Spiritual Assembly in 1788. The financial well-being of 
these leaders depended on believers themselves rather than the state; how-
ever in order to secure the loyalty, the state still had to make a variety of 
payments to them, with unpredictable results. Thus, it is possible that the 
authorities in St. Petersburg came to understand that financing a small 
group of bureaucrats in the headquarters of the muftiate and rely on them 
to oversee the local ministers of the Islamic religion would be less costly 
than the expenses of maintaining the loyalty of local Muslim religious 
figures financially and administratively independent of the state. 

The main outcome of Catherine’s reforms was that holding a position in 
the system of state institutions rather than having authority among the 
faithful became the primary source of legitimacy for Muslim religious 
leaders.10 It should be noted that the transition from one type of legitimacy 
to another did not occur at once but took almost half a century. 

A certain number of Islamic religious leaders did not initially accept this 
institution. However, by mid-19 century the Muslim communities came to 
understand that they needed the institution of the muftiate as govern-
mental body through which they could represent and defend their interests 
behind the state and the Synodal Church. Moreover, a perception of the 
Spiritual Assembly in Ufa came to be perceived among the Tatars as a 
national institution safeguarding their national identity in the Orthodox 
state. The Tatar population of the empire thus appropriated the institution 
of the muftiate. As a result, a legend came into being that the muftiate had 
historically existed among the Tatars long before they were conquered by 
the Russians. 

The following factors also contributed to strengthening the role of 
OMDS as a national institution for the Tatars: a) the policy of the imperial 
authorities, which sought to prevent the expansion of the influence of 
OMDS outside the Tatar communities, b) the personnel policy of the muf-
tis who employed Tatars in the muftiate. By limiting the sphere of influen-

— 
10 B. S. Turner, Weber and Islam. A critical study (London and New York: Routledge, 
2006), 23. 
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ce of the Spiritual Assembly in Ufa to only the Tatar-Muslim population, 
the authorities indirectly helped transform the muftiate into a national 
institution for the Tatars and helped strengthen the Tatar national identity. 

As history shows, institutions that are progressive in nature can even-
tually become conservative and inhibit development. By the mid-1930s, 
this happened to the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims in Ufa. 
Realizing this, Mufti Fakhretdin wanted to dissolve this spiritual adminis-
tration, but was precluded from doing so by the formal and informal 
restrictions underlying the functioning of the institution of the muftiate in 
Russia. After the repressions during the Great Terror, TsDUM almost 
became an inactive and ineffective institution, but it was nevertheless kept 
intact for the reasons mentioned above. As North points out, “Institutions 
are not necessarily or even usually created to be socially efficient; rather 
they, or at least; the formal rules, are created to serve the interests of those 
with the bargaining power to devise new rules.”11 The costs that could cause 
the formal abolition of the muftiate were significantly higher than main-
taining it as an ineffective structure. 

Another opportunity for reforming the institution of the muftiate 
appeared in the early 1990s in the era of Perestroika. However, in a parallel 
to 1917, Muslims (or rather, not all Muslims, but the ministers of the 
Islamic religion) did not take this opportunity. Instead of building a fun-
damentally different system, religious leaders dissatisfied with the existing 
state of affairs in Ufa began to establish separate spiritual administrations.  

Although independent regional muftiates emerged, this did not cause 
the disappearance from the religious map of Russia of spiritual adminis-
trations operating throughout the country rather than in individual repub-
lics or regions. In the Islamic segment of the Russian religious market there 
arose a situation with one large participant (DUMES–TsDUM) controlling 
a significant share in the market, and a number of small participants 
(DUM RT, DUM RB, etc.) also present. In such circumstances, small parti-
cipants are most likely to choose to coordinate their activity under the aegis 
of the large umbrella muftiate. 

As a result, in the late 1990s in the Islamic segment of the religious mar-
ket there appeared an oligopoly with three oligopolists: TsDUM, the Coun-
cil of Muftis of Russia (SMR) and the Coordination Center of Muslims of 
the North Caucasus (KTsMSK). Such a tripolar system in the management 
of religious affairs of Muslims allowed the state to choose the most 

— 
11 North, Institutions, institutional change and economic performance, 16.  
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convenient partner for cooperation from among the muftiates. Given the 
narrow specialization of KTsMSK, the main competition in the late 1990s 
and 2000s turned out to be between TsDUM and SMR. The rivalry between 
them was intensified by the fact that both oligopolists offered similar 
products (religious goods and services within the same theological tradi-
tion) to the same group of consumers (Tatars and Bashkirs). 

In this thesis I consider not only federal muftiates (in accordance with 
the classification I have proposed), but also other categories of spiritual 
administrations of Muslims, including regional ones. As case study, I chose 
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan 
(DUM RT). 

Tatarstan in modern Russia offers the example of a region, where the 
regional government intervened to create a single unified muftiate which 
has in its jurisdiction almost all the registered Muslim communities in the 
republic. In economic terminology, DUM RT is an example of a pure 
monopoly in the Islamic segment of the religious market which arose 
because it fully met the tasks of the regulator (the leadership of Tatarstan), 
interested in complete control over this area, as well as in preventing 
“firms” from other regions from entering the market.  

For the purposes of this thesis, how the Tatarstan authorities carried out 
an operation to unite two competing muftiates is of considerable interest. 
Not less important is it to consider what DUM RT was like before the 
unification in 1998.  

Until 1998, DUM RT was an atypical phenomenon if we consider it in 
the context of the history of the institution of the muftiate in Russia. 
Having emerged at the grassroots level on the initiative of Muslims them-
selves, not only did DUM RT submit to the authorities, but also acted as a 
force that could conduct on equal terms a dialogue with the leadership of 
Tatarstan. In its pre-1998 form DUM RT contradicted the very idea of the 
institution of the muftiate as a state bureaucratic institution, a conductor of 
state policy among Muslims. The whole modus operandi of the original 
DUM RT testifies to the fact that this spiritual administration was a non-
systemic phenomenon.  

The overview of muftiates in modern Russia would not be complete if 
we omit discussing such a category of spiritual administrations of Muslims 
as “parallel” muftiates. 

There are two main features which differentiate “parallel” muftiates 
from the already existing federal ones. Firstly, it is what I call lack of legiti-
macy. Unlike federal muftiates, “parallel” ones were organized with active 
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interference on part of the state. So, whereas SMR, KTsMSK and 
VKTsDUMR were created as a result of consolidated decisions of indepen-
dent regional bodies, “parallel” muftiates were established on the initiative 
of the federal authorities. Their coming into existence was likely caused by 
the state’s unwillingness to allow the three major federal muftiates to unite. 
Secondly, the fundamental difference between “parallel” and federal 
muftiates lies in their strategy to conquer the market. They did not con-
template from the outset nor aspire at present to absorb other all-Russian 
muftiates. In actual fact, they act as a “third force,” to which the spiritual 
administrations which come out of the jurisdiction of TsDUM, the Council 
of Muftis or KTsMSK, gravitate.12 This, however, does not exclude that at 
some point in future they may acquire necessary legitimacy and authority 
and become one of the all-Russian (federal) muftiates. I include in this 
category RAIS, the Russian Association of Islamic Consensus (All-Russian 
Muftiate), which existed in 2010–2013 and the Spiritual Assembly of 
Muslims of Russia (DSMR), established in 2016. 

While discussing the muftiates in modern Russia, I have avoided 
making predictions even for the near future. I am aware that neither the 
theory of D. North nor the economics of religion can give an accurate or 
even a rough forecast about the future of the institution of the muftiate in 
Russia. We can only say one thing: as soon as a more optimal institutional 
form for unifying Muslims is found, one entailing the lowest costs for both 
the state and believers, the institution of the muftiate will become a 
historical curiosity. 

I have not proposed any alternative to the institution of the muftiate. 
First, this is beyond the scope of my research, and second, I believe that 
such reforms should not be initiated from outside, but from within the 
Muslim community. The task of the researcher is to provide an objective 
analysis of the problem. I cherish the hope that at least in part I managed to 
cope with this task. 

— 
12 There were, however, two types of muftiates which took part in the creation of such 
“parallel” muftiates: either spiritual administrations of Muslims which had separated 
from one of the federal muftiates or regional muftiates which had been artificially 
created on the basis of several Muslim communities in accordance with the current 
legislation. 
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Glossary 

Abyz (a corruption of the Arabic word ‘hafiz’ – a man who knows the Qur’an 
by heart) – title used in the 16th–18th century to refer to any educated Muslim. 
In the scholarly literature, the term abyzes refers to educated Muslims who 
acted as guardians of the faith in the era of non-recognition of Islam in the 
Russian state (1552–1788). After the creation of the Ufa Spiritual Mohammedan 
Law Assembly in 1788, the abyzes acted as an opposition to the muftiate and 
the licensed mullahs (ukaznye mully). By the middle of the 19th century the 
abyz movement ceased to exist. 

Akhun (from the Persian akhund or hawand – mentor) – title adopted among 
Muslim clergy in Muscovite Rus’ and the Russian Empire. From the end of the 
16th century to the end of the 18th century akhuns were elected. Following the 
establishment of the muftiate in Ufa in 1788, the title of akhun began to be 
awarded to individual imams for their merits. Akhuns interpreted issues of 
Islamic law and supervised the performance of their duties by the imams and 
other ministers of the Islamic religion. 

Cathedral mosque (Russian: Sobornaya mechet’) – the official name for a 
jum‘a mosque, adopted in the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, the Russian 
Federation and widely used among Muslims themselves. 

Diniya Nazaraty (Arab. – religious ministry) – an administrative institution 
created on 22 July (4 August) 1917 on the basis of the Orenburg Mohammedan 
Spiritual Assembly at the 2nd All-Russian Muslim Congress. In legal terms, 
Diniya Nazaraty was the Ministry of Religion in the Milli Idare (national 
government) of the National and Cultural Autonomy of Muslim Turko-Tatars 
of Inner Russia and Siberia. After the abolition of Milli Idare Diniya Nazaraty 
transformed into the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Inner 
Russia and Siberia (TsDUM). However, the name Diniya Nazaraty continued 
and continues to be used in the Tatar name of the highest level of TsDUM (the 
mufti and kazis), as well as of other muftiates, for example, the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of the Republic of Bashkortostan. 
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Faizrakhmanists – a religious group of Islamic origin in the Volga region and 
in the Urals. Self-appellation: mu’mins (i.e. [true] believers). Since the founder 
of the group, Faizrakhman Sattarov (1929–2015), proclaimed himself the prop-
het of Allah (Rasul Allah), some Muslim religious leaders consider the 
Faizrakhmanists a non-Islamic ‘sect’. Representatives of the group sharply cri-
ticize Russian muftiates. 

Fatwa – an opinion by a qualified Islamic lawyer on practical issues of Islamic 
law. 

Fitna (Arab. – temptation, test) – in a broad sense: trouble. The term ‘fitna’ 
often refers to a conflict between different groups of Muslims, having both a 
religious and a political basis. 

Hadhrat (Arab. – master) – in modern times a widely used form of respectful 
address to a minister of the Islamic religion among Tatars and Bashkirs. The 
word is placed after a person’s name. 

Kazi, kadi (from Arab. qadi – judge) – in the Russian Empire, a member of the 
central collegial body for the management of religious affairs of Muslims – the 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly (OMDS) in Ufa. Until the 
February Revolution, the board of OMDS consisted of three kazis (after 1917, 
their number increased to six). Until 1889, kazis were chosen from among 
Tatar ministers of the Islamic religion in the Kazan province. Subsequently, 
kazis began to be appointed by the Minister of the Interior on the recom-
mendation of the mufti. Within the structure of the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan, there is the position of Chief Kazi of the 
Republic of Tatarstan, who is elected for a term of 4 years.  

Khatib (Arab. – preacher) – in the Russian Empire, a spiritual title that was 
assigned to a mullah upon successfully passing the qualification exams at the 
Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly. In a broad sense, an imam 
authorized to preach a sermon (khutba) during Friday or holiday prayers. 

Kurban Bayram – Turkic name for the Islamic religious holiday Eid al-Adha 
(‘feast of the sacrifice’). The celebration begins on the 10th day of the Dhu al-
Hijjah month on the day the big pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) is completed and 
usually lasts for 3 to 4 days. 
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Madhab (Arab. – the path to follow) – school of jurisprudence in Islamic law.  

Madrasah, medrese (Arab. – place of study) – Muslim educational and reli-
gious institution. In the Islamic educational system, madrasahs represent the 
second stage after the elementary school (maktab or kuttab). 

Mahallah – Muslim community (Local Religious Organization of Muslims 
under Russian law). The center of religious and social life of the mahallah is a 
mosque or special premises adapted for praying (musallah). 

Majlis (Arab. – gathering, meeting) – any meeting or gathering. The Volga 
Tatars usually understand the term as referring to gatherings to commemorate 
the deceased, recite the Qur’an, etc.  

Maktab (Turk. – mekteb) – Islamic elementary school. Also: kuttab.  

Mufti – in Russia and former Soviet republics, the head of a spiritual adminis-
tration of Muslims (muftiate). 

Muftiate (synonim: spiritual administration of Muslims) – in Russia and some 
other countries, a collegial body acting as an official representative of Muslims 
in their relations with other confessions and the state and performing certain 
administrative functions (e.g. administrating Muslim communities under their 
jurisdiction). 

Mugallim (Arab. mu‘allim – teacher) – teacher at an Islamic school attached to 
a mosque. Since 1789, mugallim has become the title conferred on lower-class 
of Muslim “clergy” (muezzins and mullahs) upon passing qualification exams 
at the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly. 

Muhtasibat – an administrative unit within the structure of the muftiates in 
the USSR and the Russian Federation which unites several Muslim com-
munities (mahallahs). Muhtasibat is headed by a muhtasib, who is appointed 
by the mufti. 

Mutavalliat – in the Russian Empire, the lowest unit within the Orenburg 
Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly. It consisted of a mullah, an azanchey 
(muezzin) and a secretary-treasurer at a mosque. In modern Russia, mutavalliat 
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is the congregational council at a mosque in charge of administrative issues. In 
Soviet times, in official documents, the mutavalliats called themselves ‘twenty’ 
(dvadtsatka). 

Sheikh ul-Islam – originally: a honorary title used in relation to some Islamic 
theologians and Sufi sheikhs. Later – the head of the Islamic clergy in a number 
of Muslim countries. In the Ottoman Empire, Sheikh ul-Islam was the highest 
religious authority and the second most important official in the state 
beginning from the 16th century. In modern Russia, the title of Sheikh ul-Islam 
was given to Talgat Tadzhuddin, Mufti of the Central Spiritual Administration 
of Muslims of Russia (TsDUM).  

‘Ulama’ (plural from Arabic ‘alim – expert, scholar) – in a broad sense: Mus-
lim theologians. 

Uraza Bayram – Turkic name for Eid al-Fitr (‘feast of the end of the fast’). The 
celebration begins on the first day of the Shawwal month and lasts for 3 to 4 days. 
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of controlling religious activity, over time the institution of the muftiate was 
appropriated by Muslims and became a key factor in preserving national identity 
for different ethnic groups of Tatars. In modern Russia numerous muftiates play 
the controversial role of administrative bodies responsible for the enforcement 
of some aspects of domestic and foreign policy on behalf of the state.

Bekkin’s research focuses on muftiates in the European part of Russia, examining 
both their historical development and their functioning in the modern context. 
The analysis draws on academic literature, written and oral texts produced by 
the ministers of the Islamic religion, and archival sources, as well as numerous 
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Basing himself in the theory of the economics of religion, the author treats 
Russian muftiates as firms competing in the Islamic segment of the religious 
market. He applies economic principles in analyzing how the muftiates interact 
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