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ABSTRACT OF THESIS

CRITICAL GEOPOLITICS OF ISLAM IN ASTRAKHAN, RUSSIA: MOSQUE
CONSTRUCTION AND COMMUNITY BUILDING

This thesis examines how and under what influences communities of Islamic faith
have developed in post-Soviet Russia. My arguments are based on research conducted in
Astrakhan, Russia in the summer of 2009. Astrakhan is the capital of Astrakhan Oblast
in southwest Russia and has a reputation for being a multi-confessional and multi-ethnic
city. Astrakhan is home to Russians, Tatars, Kazakhs, Kalmyks, and many other
nationalities. | draw from interviews and newspaper analysis to examine what the local
landscape of Islam looks like in Astrakhan, how has it changed since the collapse of the
USSR, and what future trends are emerging. Mosque renovations and demolitions are the
center of my analysis.

Drawing on scholarship in critical geopolitics and critical geographies of religion, this
paper seeks to understand how the Kremlin and other levels of government influence the
development of Islam locally within Astrakhan. Interviews are used to study local
understandings of the changing forms of Islam in Astrakhan, and to see if locals believe
that the state has been supportive to the Islamic community. My research contributes to
wider scholarship on the importance of the relationship between the state and local
Islamic communities for Islamic nation-building in the Russian Federation.

Keywords: critical geographies of religion, critical geopolitics, Russia, Islam, former
Soviet Union
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis examines how and under what influences communities of Islamic faith
develop locally in Astrakhan, Russia. Astrakhan, the capital of Astrakhan Oblast, is
located in southwest Russia and has a reputation for being a multi-confessional and
multi-ethnic city. It is the thirty-third largest city in Russia, with a population of 504, 501.
(Russian Federation Census, 2002). More than 130 ethnic groups are located within the
city, but there is a large Russian majority population of 73%. As Russia’s southern
outpost, Astrakhan’s proximity to the Silk Road and location on the Volga ensured
international trade and the intermingling of different cultures throughout its history
(Riasanovsky, 2005). Within the city, there is a sizable Islamic presence. The Islamic
community within Astrakhan is very diverse, consisting of members of Avar, Azeri,
Tatar, Kazakh, and Russian ethnic groups. Today, the region’s largest Islamic population
are the Kazakhs, at 14.3 percent of the region’s total, and the second-largest is Tatars
comprising 7.1 (Russian Federation Census, 2002). Kazakhstan and Iran have consulates
in Astrakhan city. This diversity makes Astrakhan an appropriate site to study the
dynamics of Islamic-community building within Russia.

This research investigates how the Kremlin and other levels of the state government
influence the development of Islam within Astrakhan. My research questions are:

¢ What does the local landscape of Islam look like in Astrakhan? What did it look
like in the past, and what are plans for the future?

e How does the Kremlin influence the development of Islam locally within
Astrakhan? More specifically, is the state sponsoring or preventing mosque
construction and Islamic scholarship? What other organizations or sources are
providing financial and other means of support (i.e., wealthy donors, other Islamic
communities)?



I answer these questions through an analysis of processes of mosque construction as a
function of community building. My research considers the religious landscape as
playing a key role a key role in political formation and identity maintenance. In
Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson writes that a nation is:

“an imagined political community, imagined as both inherently limited and
sovereign. It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow members, or meet them, or even hear of them, yet
in the minds of each lives the image of their communion...Communities are to be
distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are
imagined (Anderson, 1993: 6).”

A shared destiny has to be imagined between the members of a community in order to
link them together. One way that elites work to create this unity is through invented
traditions. Invented traditions work to create a normalized, universal view of the past and
to establish rituals and shared values in the present, which must be preserved in the future
to keep the imagined community alive (Hobsbawn and Ranger, 1992). Religious
landscapes can serve as a form of an invented tradition, which are used by nation-states to
manufacture and create a national past and shared roots. In this thesis, | treat the
landscape as a “social hieroglyph” (Mitchell, 2002: 15), symbolic of social and political

relationships, and investigate what it reveals about state-mosque relations. My arguments

are based on qualitative research conducted in Astrakhan in the summer of 2009.

Section 1.1: Russia as a Multi-ethnic and Multi-religious state

Just as Voltaire famously stated that the Holy Roman Empire was not Holy, Roman,
or an Empire, one can think of the Russian Federation as being neither Russian nor a
Federation (Goble 2004). While this is, of course, a gross exaggeration, stating that the
Russian Federation is not Russian draws light to the diversity within the Federation’s
borders. In contemporary Russia, there are over 160 ethnic groups. 79% of the
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population is of Russian nationality, with Tatars, Ukrainians, Chechens, Armenians, and
many other groups making up the rest of the total. According to the 2002 Russian census,
only 1.6% of the population consists of people from ethnicities not indigenous to the
Russian territory. 22 out of the 83 federal territories within Russia are homelands of
ethnic minority groups. While Russian territories exhibit a decline in population, growth
is occurring in the Caucuses and Siberia. The birthrates of ethnic Russians are lower than
those of other groups, such as Chechens. Although Russians make up the majority of the
country, population projections suggest that by 2030, the country could have a non-
Russian majority (Goble, 2004: 78).

Besides being multi-ethnic, Russia is also a multi-confessional country. There are no
census data collected on religious affiliations, so it is hard to estimate the number of
peoples belonging to each religion (Heleniak, 2006). However, religious communities
have to register with the Russian government, so there are data available on the number
of official congregations of different religious groups. Russian Orthodoxy is the largest
religious group in Russia, with 29,784 organizations, while Protestants have 4453 and
Catholics have 255 communities. Islam has over 5,000 organizations, Judaism has 267,
and Buddhism has 192. There are also many smaller religious groups in Russia, such as
Shaman and pagan (Religare, 2006). These data do not account for non-registered
religious communities, or the numbers of members of each community. However, it does
serve to highlight that Orthodoxy has the largest number of communities, while Islam has
the second largest.

Claiming the Russian Federation is not a federation criticizes both the vertically-
organized governmental structure of the country as well as the Kremlin’s inability to

create political stability within its borders. The Russian Federation appears to a liberal



democracy; there is a president, prime minister, and bicameral legislature. The federation
is divided into 83 territorial units which receive two representatives each in the upper
house of the legislature. Some of these units are republics, which are home to ethnic
minorities, while others are oblasts, which are provinces with usually a majority ethnic
Russian population (Constitution of the Russian Federation, Article 65).

Yet, under Putin, governmental power has been concentrated increasingly in vertical
structures. Regional government has become more centralized. In his first term, the
federal territories were divided into seven districts, led by an administrator appointed by
the president whose purpose was to ensure that regional governments follow federal law
(Sukhov, 2008). Also, the laws regarding representatives in the upper house of the federal
legislature were changed. The governor and an elected representative used to serve as
territorial representatives, but now representatives are appointed by local officials and
must be confirmed by the president (Sukhov, 2008).

Although regional governments have become more centralized, regionalism
challenges the sovereignty of the Russian Federation. The First Chechen War was fought
from 1994-96, under Yeltsin, and the Second Chechen War from 1999-2009. Chechen
insurgents want to separate from the federation and establish their own country (Hahn,
2007). Islamic extremism has become synonymous with the Chechen insurgents and
threatens Russian political stability (Hahn, 2007).

As this discussion shows, the Russian Federation has a multinational, multi-
confessional populace. But, state-mosque relationships are complicated at the national
level. On one hand, Russia has been in a civil war with Chechens, identified as separatist
Islamic fundamentalists. In 1999, Russia also outlawed Wahabbism and extreme forms of

Islam (Hahn, 2007). Despite the war, Putin has tried to show that the Russian state is



supportive of non-extremist forms of Islam. In 2005, while attending the Chechen
parliament in Grozny, Putin stated, “Those who are fighting on the other side (Chechen
militants) don't know that Russia has always been the most loyal, reliable and consistent
defender of the Islamic interests. By destroying Russia they are destroying one of the
major supports for the Islamic world (Shmeliov, 2005: 2).” The Russian state imagines
itself as supportive of more moderate forms of Islam, while other forms of Islam are

perceived as a threat to the state.

Section 1.2: The Russian State and Vertical Power
The relationships between the Russian state and non-separatist Islamic communities
of faith are part of my analysis. Within this project, the term “state” interchangeably
refers to government power at the local, regional, or national level. “Kremlin” is used as
a metaphor for the national level of government power. | analyze state-Islamic relations
as localized in Astrakhan. The nation-state has been considered the dominant political
unit of territorial division since the Treaty of Westphalia (Agnew 2000). Yet, the nature
of the relationship of nationality to statehood varies from country to country. In regards
to Russia, Paul Goble (2004) writes:
The Russian state became an empire long before the Russian people became a
nation, and as a result, the Russian state has never been a nation state, a compact
between the government and the people, but the Russian people have always been
a state nation, a nation not defined by itself but those with power (2004: 79).
To imagine Russia as a state-nation rather than a nation-state highlights the power of its

vertical, centralized government. Although power may be dispersed amongst different

actors in networks, and a state may never have full hegemonic control over its



constituents, in Russia the state has always attempted to centralize power into vertical
structures (Martinez-Vazquez and Boex, 2001; Sukhov 2008).

This tendency is reflected in efforts to centralize Islam. The Russian state encourages
the registration of Islamic communities into official Islamic structures, with the main one
being the Central Spiritual Directorate of Muslims (TsSDUM). The Spiritual Directorate
was created in the Soviet era to monitor mosque activities and make sure that they were
in line with party ideology. In the Soviet era, these boards, located in Bashkortostan and
Dagestan, organized theological matters and were heavily monitored by the government.
They were overseen by the State Committee of Religious Affairs and were monitored by
the KGB. Now, there are over 60 of these directorates. However, the boundaries for the
directories often overlap, and many communities do not register at all (Walker, 2005:
262). Communities also join two other national-level Islamic structures, the Council of
Muftis of Russia and the Coordinating Council of the Muslims of the Northern Caucasus
(Matsuzato, 2007). Walker sites the organizational fluidity of Islam as one of the reasons
a national-level hierarchy akin to the structure of the Russian Orthodox Church has not
developed, as well as Russian law which gives religious organizations autonomy (2005:
263). Despite this autonomy, the leaders of TSDUM and representatives from the
Kremlin have voiced interest for the government to create a centralized, well-ordered
spiritual directorate to curb extremism (Goble, 2009). Although the government in
Moscow has no immediate plans to exert state controls and create a vertical power
structure for Russian Islam, the three already-existing state approved structures have
come to define “official” Islam in Russia (Matsuzato, 2007).

The leadership of these official organizations meets with the Russian president

annually at the Kremlin, and also in times of emergency, such as in the aftermath of the



hostage crisis at the Dubrovka Theatre Centre in Moscow in October 2002. Transcripts
of all official meetings between the President and Islamic leadership are published on the
Kremlin website and often copied in national newspapers, such as lzvestaya Gazeta.

In this thesis, | investigate to what extent the nation-state and official Islamic
structures are distanced from Islamic communities of faith, looking at whether or not they
exhibit authority at the local level. | study how vertical power structures impact Islamic
communities in their everyday life, and also how Islamic communities in turn support or
subvert these vertical power structures. This research provides an analysis of how
geopolitical discourses produce everyday landscapes of religion, and how landscapes of

religion affect geopolitics.

Section 1.3: Outline of Thesis:

My research is informed by the fields of feminist geopolitics and critical geographies
of religion. In Chapter Two, | examine literatures on geopolitics, critical geopolitics, and
feminist geopolitics to understand the advantages and disadvantages of geopolitical
approaches and to see how geographers have tried to move geopolitics from being a form
of statecraft to a way of interrogating how everyday life and national and international
political processes are constitutive of each other. 1 also draw from literatures on the
critical geographies of religion, especially the politics of claiming sacred space. | focus
my study on Islam in Astrakhan on mosque construction as a function of community
building. Constructing a mosque requires the community to interact with local, state, and
even national and international entities.

In Chapter Three, I introduce my research site and outline my methods. First, |

provide an in -depth look at the Islamic community in Astrakhan and provide a brief



overview of several of the mosques in Astrakhan. Because this is a localized study, | use
a mix of archival research and qualitative methods. | consult a variety of archival
materials, such as presidential speeches, governmental holiday addresses, and news
articles. I also conducted semi-structured interviews in Astrakhan and use the transcripts
and field notes taken as sources on contemporary mosque-state relations.

The fourth chapter draws on these empirical data. Here, | examine the discourses
surrounding state-Islamic relations at the national and local level. The first part of this
chapter focuses on discourses on state-Islamic relations produced by the national
government and leaders in official Islamic structures. In the second half, | examine to
what extent geopolitical discourses produced on the national level about translate to what
is going on the ground within Astrakhan.

In chapter five | conclude by summarizing my research findings. | argue that the state
takes a contradictory stance on developing Islam within Astrakhan. On the one hand, the
state tries to create ties with “official” Islamic communities to show that it is tolerant of
Islam, despite separatist movements in the Caucuses. Yet, on the other hand, as my
research shows, the notion that the state is generally tolerant of moderate forms of Islam
needs to be questioned. Overall, my project contributes to understanding how geopolitical

motivations influence the Russian government's relationship with Islamic communities



Chapter 2: Review of Geopolitics and Geographies of Religion

Geopolitical concerns shape religious landscapes and communities of faith. In this
study, a critical geopolitical approach will be outlined and then employed to understand
the workings of state and non-state power in Islamic community building. Before
proceeding with this analysis, | will situate my research in the appropriate literatures on
geopolitics and geographies of religion that have informed my study. In the first part of
this section, I will discuss literatures on geopolitics, critical geopolitics, and feminist
geopolitics. This discussion highlights the advantages and shortcomings of geopolitical
approaches in studying how religious communal spaces are affected by the nation-state
and other political actors. Then, I will turn to literatures on the geographies of religion to
understand how scholars have studied sacred and secular places. After examining these
bodies of literatures, | will be able to situate my research on Islam in Astrakhan at the
intersection of work being done in both the critical geographies of religion and feminist
geopolitics. In the conclusion, I outline the conceptual approach of this study, which

combines aspects of critical feminist geopolitics and critical geographies of religion.

Section 2.1: Classical Geopolitics

The development of geography as a discipline is linked with enlightenment
exploration; similarly geopolitics has its origins with the rise of colonialism and empire-
building (Livingstone 1993, Gilmartin and Kofman, 2004: 113). Two scholars associated
with the birth of geopolitics in the second half of the nineteenth century are H.J.
Mackinder, a British geographer, and Frederich Ratzel, a German geographer (Gilmartin
and Kofman, 2004). These are two major individuals in geography’s hagiography

(Livingstone 1993). Mackinder’s Heartland Theory, outlined in his 1904 article “The



Geographical Pivot of History,” is considered one of the first geopolitical theories.
Mackinder was a member of the Royal Geographical Society, a learned society started in
1830 which was responsible for the organization and dissemination of information
gathered in exploration. Claiming that the age of exploration was over, and that the post-
Columbian age had begun, Mackinder’s theory divided the world into three sections -the
World Island, the offshore island, and the outlying islands. He argued that control over
the pivot-area in the “World-Island,” which is located in present-day Russia, would allow
an empire control over 50% of the world’s resources. He outlined a global imaginary
where people inhabit a worldwide, closed political system, and where weaker territorial
units would be taken over by the colonizing powers (Mackinder, 1904: 421-422). The
Heartland Theory was a call for Great Britain to transform from a maritime power into a
land-based one to better position itself in the balance of politico-territorial power.
Although never adopted by the British, the Heartland Theory showed that geopolitical
thought was the preserve of elite, educated European men. Geopolitics has its origins in
the struggle for territory and Eurocentric thought.

Ratzel believed that modern states desired to achieve Grossraum (large space), much
like the United States. He proposed that the state was not just territory, but also culture.
Size mattered: large states had a higher civilization, and more “primitive” civilizations
had less territory (Livingstone, 1993: 200-201, Agnew, 2003: 98-99). States were the
unit of the geopolitical order, but this order could change as more advanced states
absorbed lesser ones. His ideas were folded into Nazi geopolitik through his student
Rudolf Kjellen, who was the first person to use the term geopolitics. However, Ratzel
called for a blending of cultures in the quest for Grossraum, rather than the biological

unity of the Aryan race (Agnew, 2003: 99, Livingstone, 1993: 202).
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Germany and Britain were two great imperial powers, and two forefathers of
geopolitics emerged from their geographical-imperialist traditions (Gilmartin and
Kofman, 2004: 114). This period of geopolitics is what Agnew calls “Naturalized
geopolitics.” In this period, the nation-state was seen as the organic unit of world
organization, and as a uniting force against political movements and laissez faire
capitalism (Agnew, 2003: 98). Although Gilmartin and Kofman write that no great
geopolitical thinker came from France, due to France’s concerns with nation-building and
identity, Parker’s work (2000) on the French School show that many geographers in
France were thinking geopolitically. Although these French geographers may not be part
of geography’s hagiography, their work envisions an alternative geopolitics and many
ideas that resonate with critical geopolitical scholars.

French geopolitical thought was structured explicitly against Ratzelian ideas, and was
heavily influenced by Paul Vidal de la Blache. Vidal believed it was short-sighted for
geographers to accept the state as the solo entity of geopolitical order. He argued in an

1898 review of Ratzel's Politische Geographie, published in Annales de géographie, that

the:
The phenomena of political geography are not fixed entities. Cities and states
represent forms which have already evolved to arrive at the point where we now

observe them and which may still continue to evolve. We must therefore see them
as being changing phenomena (les faits en mouvement) (Parker, 2000: 958).

In France, a geopolitics emerged that did not uncritically privilege the nation-state as
the unit of analysis and argued that geopolitical orders were ever-evolving.

Vidal also wrote in his review of Politische Geographie that the state is part of a
progression of political-territorial entities and thus arises the necessity not to study the

state as an isolated compartment, some sort of a slice of the earth’s surface. By its
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origins, its direction, its stages of development and the provisional nature of its existence
it is part of a wider group (of phenomena) the life of which interpenetrates its own
(Parker, 2000: 959). According to geographers of the Vidalian tradition (Albert
Demangeon, Jacques Ancel and Yves-Marie Goblet), the state drew legitimacy from
treaties and legality, rather than claims to be the natural territorial order (Parker, 2000:
959). States were seen by Vidalians as enclosures which crippled a nation and the genre
de vie (cultural milieu), in contrast to the Ratzelian idea that states were representative of
the health of a nation (Parker, 2000: 962).

Goblet, a Vidal-inspired French geographer, considered political geography as a “task
of peace (Goblet 1955, 225)” He envisioned geopolitical space to be occupied by
international emporiums, rather than nation-states. To Goblet, the trading city was an
example of open geographical space that had been deadened by the nation-state. He
proposed that borders of nations limited the potential flows between different places. The
Hanseatic League is an example of the open geopolitical space he imagines. His
international emporiums are not tied to nation-states, and are instead flexible lines of
trade and communication linking territorial space (Parker, 2000: 962). Perhaps, Goblet’s
work can be seen as a precursor to calls from geographers to pay attention to flows that
exist between places.

French geographers provide an alternative to the traditional genealogy of geopolitics,
and perhaps one of the most important ideas that they had was that the nation-state was
not the end of the evolution of political-territorial units. During the Cold War, geopolitics
became characterized by the bifurcation of the world into communist and capitalist.
There were two superpowers, the US and USSR (Agnew, 2003: 109). States sided with

the superpowers, and international entities like NATO, World Bank, Warsaw Pact and
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CMEA developed. Although the nation-state was the preclusion for members