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Pref ace

Mark Saroyan was one of the first as so ci ated grad u ate stu dents of
what was then called the Berke ley-Stanford Pro gram in So viet In ter na -
tional Be hav ior (now the Berke ley Pro gram in So viet and Post-Soviet
Studies). Mark ar rived at Berke ley in 1986 and grad u ated with a Ph.D.
in po lit i cal sci ence in De cem ber 1990, at which point he took up a po si -
tion as an as sis tant pro fes sor of po lit i cal sci ence at Har vard.

Tragically, Mark was di ag nosed with a fa tal ill ness shortly be fore
his ar rival at Har vard. As Mark’s ill ness wors ened, it be came in creas -
ingly dif fi cult for him to meet his teach ing ob li ga tions, so in 1993 he re turned
to Berke ley, where, at the urg ing of his for mer dis ser ta tion ad viser, Gail
Lapidus, he be gan to col lect his pub lished and un pub lished pa pers, and to com -
plete var i ous works-in-progress, in clud ing a co-authored pa per with a Berke -
ley grad u ate stu dent, Maranatha Ivanova. His hope was that he would be able to 
pub lish the col lec tion as a book. But Mark’s health de te ri o rated rap idly,
and he was un able to com plete the pro ject be fore his death on 21 July
1994 at the age of 34.

Mark’s death was a ter ri ble loss for his fam ily, friends, and col -
leagues; it was also a great mis for tune for his pro fes sion. Mark was a
bril liant scholar. Un like many of his con tem po rar ies in po lit i cal sci -
ence, he had both the abil ity and the de sire to study not only “pol i -
tics,” but also cul ture, and the in ter ac tion be tween them. Mark
trav eled ex ten sively through out the for mer So viet Un ion at a time
when most of his col leagues would visit the USSR only rarely, usu -
ally con fin ing their vis its to Mos cow. He was a tal ented lin guist who
was flu ent in Rus sian, Ar me nian, Azeri, and Turk ish. As the pa pers
in this vol ume at test, he used his pro di gious lin guis tics abil i ties and
pow ers of em pa thy to great ef fect in his study of Is lam in the for mer
So viet Un ion; So viet na tion al ity pol icy; and pol i tics, so ci ety, and cul -
ture in the Cau ca sus and Cen tral Asia.

Al though I had heard of Mark and had ad mired his schol ar ship, 
I met him for the first time in 1993 af ter his re turn to Berke ley. He
struck me as a truly de cent hu man be ing who cared deeply about the
peo ples and cul tures he was study ing and who at the same time re -
fused to ac cept con ven tional wisdoms about his ob jects of study. I
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was there fore hon ored to be asked to pick up where he had left off
prior to his death and put to gether a col lec tion of his works for pub li -
ca tion. This vol ume is the re sult of those ef forts, and it is ded i cated to 
his mem ory.

This was, I con fess, a dif fi cult book to edit, and I apol o gize to Mark
for any in jus tice I have done to his ideas. His un pub lished pa pers were
clearly not in tended for im me di ate pub li ca tion, and there was a con sid -
er able de gree of du pli ca tion in them, which I have at tempted to min i -
mize. Also, his pa per with Maranatha Ivanova was still in prog ress at
the time of his death, and I thank her for her con sid er able ef forts to com -
plete the pa per in ac cor dance with Mark’s in struc tions.

Many peo ple made this vol ume pos si ble. Thanks go first and
fore most to Mark’s fam ily for giv ing us per mis sion to pro ceed with
the vol ume; to Ron Suny and Gail Lapidus for their ex cel lent in tro -
duc tion; to Tim o thy Colton and Su san Pharr for es tab lish ing a Mark
Saroyan Fund at Har vard that helped make the vol ume pos si ble; to
Bojana Ristich for her care ful and pro fes sional copy edit ing; to Ste -
phen Pitcher for the ex cel lent lay out and de sign of the vol ume; to
Nayereh Tohidi for check ing the Azeri spell ings; and to In ter na tional 
and Area Studies at Berke ley for agree ing to pub lish the vol ume.

Finally, I would like to ac knowl edge the gen er ous con tri bu tions 
of the fol low ing in di vid u als to Mark Saroyan Funds at Berke ley and
Har vard: Michele Albanese • Rob ert Bates • Pe ter Berkowitz • Mark
Bousian • Liliana Botcheva • Houchang Chehabi • Tim o thy Colton •
Thomas Cushman • Jorge Dominguez • Gordon Furth • John
Gershman • Al bert Grote • Mi chael Hagen • Henry Hale • Elaine
Haw thorne • Joel Hellman • Ar thur Hoff • Stan ley Hoffmann • Rob -
ert and Yasuko Ikeda • Iain Johnston • Fu Jun • Rob ert Keohane •
Ruth Lewis • Roderick MacFarquhar • Ju dith Mehrmann • Mary E.
Merschen • An drew Moravcsik • Da vid Nalle • Jean Oi • Mark Pe ter -
son • Su san Pharr • Dan iel Posner • Paul Quinlan • Lou ise Rich ard -
son • Pe ter Rutl and • Car o lyn Sheaff • Ken neth Shepsle • James
Tracy • Ron ald and Dor o thy Ty ler • Janet Vaillant • Celeste
Wallander • Rob ert Weiner • Perdita Welch • Deborah Yashar.

Ed ward W. Walker
June 1997
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INTRODUCTION

Gail W. Lapidus and Ron ald G. Suny

Some deaths come when they are ex pected, in the course of
things; oth ers ar rive far too early. The loss that we feel re flects how
much we cared for the per son who has left us, but the trag edy is com -
pounded when the leav ing is abrupt and un timely. There ought to
have been much more time for Mark Saroyan: he had much yet to
give, both as a uniquely tal ented scholar and as a hu man be ing. But
what he left is much more than the sense of great un re al ized pos si bil -
i ties. It is also the rec og ni tion of rare achieve ment by one so young
and a deep sor row that we will never know what he might have
achieved.

Mark be gan his study of So viet pol i tics at Berke ley at a time
when a nar row fo cus on elite pol i tics dom i nated the field. Schol arly
re search and train ing were Rus sia-centered, and the non-Russian re -
gions—es pe cially the Cau ca sus and Cen tral Asia—were as sumed to
be ei ther car bon cop ies of what went on in Rus sia, or a source of un -
der ground op po si tion to the re gime. Mark not only rec og nized the
lim i ta tions of this ap proach, but also grasped that pol i tics could not
be un der stood in iso la tion from a broader cul tural con text.

These views did not al ways en dear Mark to the more rigid po -
lit i cal sci ence fac ulty and fel low stu dents, who could not un der stand 
why he spent so much time study ing es o teric lan guages or tak ing
courses in an thro pol ogy. But Mark fol lowed his own in stincts, and
they led him in ex traor di narily pro duc tive di rec tions. He had an ex -
cep tional gift for lan guages—not only Rus sian and Ar me nian,
French and Ger man, but also Azeri, Turk ish, and Uz bek. In deed he
was even a tal ented trans la tor of Per sian po etry.

To these lin guis tic gifts were joined both great em pa thy for
other cul tures and pride in his Ar me nian back ground. A gifted ob -
server of his en vi ron ment, he took to an thro pol ogy early in his ac a -
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demic ca reer. Wher ever he trav eled—whether in Berke ley or Baku,
Teh ran or Cam bridge—he im mersed him self in the lo cal cul ture and
ab sorbed its dis course. His knowl edge and un der stand ing of Cen -
tral Asia won the ad mi ra tion and re spect of So viet and West ern
schol ars alike, and he ea gerly shared that knowl edge with col -
leagues and stu dents. A gifted teacher, Mark in spired hun dreds of
stu dents, for whom he made the sub ject come alive.

It was es pe cially grat i fy ing and some thing of a vin di ca tion that
upon re ceiv ing his doc tor ate from Berke ley, Mark was of fered the
most pres ti gious ac a demic po si tion avail able at the time—an as sis -
tant pro fes sor ship at Har vard. Per haps Cam bridge was not the most
con ge nial en vi ron ment for him, in tel lec tu ally or per son ally. Though
forth right in his crit i cism of its short com ings, Mark also made se ri -
ous ef forts to rem edy them. He cre ated new courses, worked closely
with stu dents, and had an im por tant im pact on a num ber of them.

Mark Saroyan also made im por tant con tri bu tions to the pol icy
com mu nity. He was a fre quent vis i tor to Wash ing ton, D.C. and par -
tic i pated in con fer ences in the United States, West ern Eu rope, Tur -
key, and Iran. While mem bers of his fam ily felt that he might one day
be come sec re tary of state, he may more ac cu rately be imag ined as
the sec re tary’s most per sis tent critic. Pre cisely be cause he was pro -
voc a tive and pre pared to chal lenge re ceived wis dom, he com pelled
many in the pol icy arena to re ex am ine their as sump tions.

Af ter he be came ill, Mark’s de ci sion to re turn to Berke ley was a
home com ing, how ever bit ter sweet. In his last months, Mark sought
to work on a col lec tion of his writ ings. This vol ume of his es says and
ar ti cles (some pub lished and some un pub lished) is there fore a trib -
ute to Mark’s ac com plish ments and a very spe cial gift—his leg -
acy—to fu ture gen er a tions.

Mark’s con tri bu tion to Sovietology was in no va tive in sev eral
ways. First, his ma jor con cern—cler i cal elites and So viet Is lam—was
an un usual one. Po lit i cal sci ence and re li gious stud ies sel dom cross
the chasm that sep a rates them, and no where was the dis tance be -
tween the anal y sis of pol i tics and the study of re li gion greater than in 
Sovietology. Those who stud ied re li gion in the USSR al most uni -
formly pre sented it as an es sen tial op po si tion to So viet com mu nism,
re pro duc ing with in verted nor ma tive signs the di chot omy set up by
the So vi ets them selves—an athe is tic, mod ern iz ing, transformative
re gime chal leng ing tra di tional, static left overs from an ear lier era.
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Saroyan be gan by de-essentializing re li gion, plac ing it back into his -
tory and a sociopolitical con text in which it was con stantly chang ing. 
Thus his work was from the out set re vi sion ist, chal leng ing those
schol ars—no ta bly Alexandre Bennigsen and Hélène Carrère
d’Encausse, who por trayed So viet Is lam as a rel a tively static, re sis -
tant force sep a rate from, and hos tile to, its So viet sur round ings.

Mark treated the So viet Is lamic elite not sim ply as agents of the
So viet state or ob jects acted upon by cyn i cal po lit i cal op er a tives, not
as “mere mouth pieces for the re gime,” as they were of ten char ac ter -
ized, but as ac tors comp lexly im pli cated in the So viet ex pe ri ence,
hav ing ap pro pri ated cer tain So viet val ues and sym bolic sys tems. “In 
ex press ing those val ues through its own ideo log i cal con structs,” he
writes, the So viet Mus lim elite “re as serts its own so cial le git i macy”
(“The Re in ter pre ta tion,” p. 63 be low). Mod ern izing So viet Is lam was 
re con struct ing its own so cial iden tity “by us ing Is lamic theo log i cal
con cepts to ar tic u late dom i nant, sec u lar val ues,” mar ry ing the tra di -
tional to the mod ern in a pro cess that has its an a log in non-Soviet Is -
lamic coun tries. Against the dom i nant West ern ex pec ta tions of the
1970s and 1980s, Saroyan as serted that So viet Is lam was not a cen trif -
u gal threat to the So viet state, and against the dom i nant So viet view
of Is lam, he in sisted that it was not sim ply a ves ti gial phe nom e non,
des tined to die out soon. He re turned pol i tics to the study of re li gion
and re li gion to the study of so cial his tory.

Saroyan also disaggregated So viet Is lam, dis tin guish ing be -
tween com mu ni ties and re li gious boards. Whereas Cen tral Asian
Mus lims were less hi er ar chi cal, though dom i nated in many ways by
Uz beks, the North Cau ca sians were di vided be tween pow er ful and
in flu en tial Sufi groups and an of fi cial hi er ar chy that pro moted a
dog matic Mus lim iden tity. Transcaucasian Is lam was largely an
Azerbaijani af fair, and this Shi’i Is lam was even more com fort able
with an in sti tu tion al ized es tab lish ment. He also historicized the de -
vel op ment of So viet Is lam when he dis cussed the changes that took
place in the Gorbachev pe riod. In stead of a uni fied Is lamic chal lenge
to So viet rule, Mus lims used the new free dom to ethnicize their re li -
gious in sti tu tions. Re li gious boards and medresas came un der lo cal
lead er ships in each re pub lic, and the in struc tion in the schools was
na tion al ized along re pub lic lines. Rather than a re turn to some pri -
mor dial eth nic ity, this pro cess was shaped by the ethnocultural bor -
ders cre ated in the de cades of So viet power. Most strik ing was
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Mark’s find ing, based on ex ten sive in ter views and travel in the last
years of the So viet Un ion, that even as the So viet state was col laps -
ing, the Mus lim clergy re mained “an un usu ally loyal op po si tion”
and “did not re ject the So viet Un ion or the So viet po lit i cal sys tem
whole sale,” in con trast to other po lit i cal move ments of the late 1980s
and early 1990s (“The Re struc turing of So viet Is lam,” p. 101 be low).
Mark’s re in ter pre ta tion of So viet Is lam has an even deeper sub ver -
sive ef fect than sim ply re vi sion of West ern his to ri og ra phy or of So -
viet marginalization of Is lam. He shows how both So viet so ci ol o gists 
and West ern his to ri ans worked within the larger tra di tion of so cial
sci ence laid down by Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. Be gin ning with a
nar ra tive of pro gres sion from the tra di tional (or feu dal) to the mod -
ern (cap i tal ist or so cial ist), schol ars con structed re li gion as the
nonmodern “other,” an anach ro nism that would be erad i cated by in -
dus tri al iza tion, sec u lar ed u ca tion, ra tio nal ism, or so cial ism.
Saroyan was sus pi cious of this mas ter nar ra tive, so per va sive in so -
cial sci ence that it is able to re sist fre quent crit i cism.Mark’s re tell ing
of the de vel op ment of So viet Is lam (ac tu ally of mul ti ple ex pe ri ences
of Mus lims) chal lenges other po lar i ties as well: the state/so ci ety
par a digm so fa mil iar to stu dents of Rus sia and the So viet Un ion, and 
its cousin, the to tal i tar ian model, in which the state is all and so ci ety
noth ing. He re jects the view, ex pressed most viv idly by End ers
Wimbush, that for a So viet Mus lim the only choice was be tween the
Qur’an and Le nin. Rather than at tempt ing to me di ate tra di tion and
mo der nity by see ing in what ways they are in ter re lated (and thereby
pre serv ing the two cat e go ries), Saroyan moves to an in ves ti ga tion of
the mean ings that Mus lims at tach to their re li gious forms and prac -
tices. In his most an thro po log i cal piece (writ ten with Maranatha
Ivanova), he shows how pop u lar and of fi cial re li gion inter pen -
etrated. In an other es say, by turn ing to ward an anal y sis of the in dig -
e nous dis courses and prac tices of So viet Mus lim in sti tu tions, he
moves be yond rei fy ing Is lam or set tling on the con ven tional mean -
ings im posed on this re li gion. As he puts it, “the totalizing con struc -
tions of So viet Is lam of fered in So viet and West ern texts need to be
re placed in stead with the ‘texts’ of Mus lim socio-religious life as the
ba sis for anal y sis and in ter pre ta tion” (“Re thinking Is lam,” p. 30 be -
low). In stead of un me di ated facts ex ist ing in an ob jec tive vac uum,
Saroyan looks at the “or ga nized sys tem of mean ing” to find out what 
should count as rel e vant facts and what they might mean. Mus lims,
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then, are not just a given cat e gory, but peo ple who con sti tute their
iden ti ties over time, giv ing mean ing to their ex pe ri ences and their
lives.

Em ploying Hayden White and Michel Foucault, Saroyan works 
to ward a new un der stand ing of power in the So viet Un ion, one that
is not sim ply state-centered but “dis persed and con sti tuted at dif fer -
ent lev els within a given so cial or der” (ibid., p. 33 be low). His in ves ti -
ga tion of Is lamic re li gious in sti tu tions is thus more than an anal y sis
of re li gion and its re la tion ship to the state or re li gion in so ci ety, but
an ex plo ra tion of how power is con sti tuted in in sti tu tions and so cial
prac tices out side the state. He is in ter ested in power not only in its
re pres sive func tions, but also in its con sti tu tive func tions. As he
writes, “the Mus lim clergy can be seen as en gaged in a cre ative pro -
cess of con struct ing new forms of iden tity and re li gious or ga ni za tion 
in or der to sit u ate and es tab lish it self and its com mu nity in a com -
plex set of con stantly chang ing power re la tions. The re pres sive
means by which the Mus lim clergy con sti tutes it self and its im age of
the Mus lim com mu nity are much more rel e vant to its as pi ra tions for
he ge mony in Mus lim so ci ety than to its re la tions with state au thor i -
ties” (ibid., pp. 26–27 be low).

Mus lim cler ics in the So viet Un ion could not and did not openly 
chal lenge the So viet re gime. Rather, they ex pressed their own view
of Is lam and the Mus lim com mu nity, a view that dif fered from the of -
fi cial So viet ver sion. While the So vi ets saw Is lam as sep a rate from
and alien to So viet so cial ism, cler ics preached about the sim i lar i ties
of so cial ist and Mus lim val ues. Whereas cler ics might agree with So -
viet of fi cials that Mus lims had fallen into su per sti tious prac tices,
their so lu tion was a re turn to more au then tic Is lam. Clerics es tab -
lished their own au thor ity in the com mu nity through the prac tice of
ijtihad, the theo log i cal in ter pre ta tion of sa cred texts. Through in ter -
pre ta tion au then tic ity was re es tab lished and ad ap ta tion to con tem -
po rary con di tions was ef fected. In any case, it was the cler ics who
showed the way back to the “true Is lam.” While they sought a form
of co ex is tence with the So viet sys tem, they as sid u ously main tained
the dis tinc tive ness of Mus lim cul ture and avoided full syn the sis
with the he ge monic So viet cul ture.

While his dis ser ta tion and much of his writ ing fo cused on the
Mus lim cler ics and So viet Is lam in its all-Union, com par a tive di men -
sion, Mark also in vested much of his in tel lec tual cap i tal in ex plor ing
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the cul ture and pol i tics of Ar me nia and Azerbaijan. Here again his
ap proach was to con sider the var i ous dis cur sive uni verses in which
pol i tics de vel oped, thus bring ing cul ture and pol i tics into com mu -
nion with each other. Even when he looked at lit er a ture, as in his
short piece on Mushegh Galshoyan’s novel and Gevorg Emin’s
poem, Saroyan delved into the po lit i cal-cultural mean ings of the
char ac ters’ words and ac tions. Within late So viet Ar me nian lit er a -
ture, as he re veals, the eth nic and na tional di men sions were ev ery -
where, fiercely con test ing the more sche matic So viet iden ti ties by
sub vert ing and adapt ing them. In two ma jor pieces, Mark looked at
the Karabakh con flict, re ject ing con ven tional views that this was
sim ply a re li gious or an eth nic con flict, and ex pos ing the com plex
pol i tics that in formed the two sides. Like a num ber of his schol arly
con tem po rar ies, he con nected the con flict back to the struc ture of So -
viet na tion al ity in sti tu tions, the ethnonational re pub lics and lesser
au ton o mies, and the non lin ear evo lu tion of na tion al ity pol icy, from
korenizatsiia through Sta lin ist Russification to the gen tler forms of in -
di rect rule that were the im me di ate pre ce dents of the Gorbachev re -
treat from re pres sion.

Mark traces the link age of ter ri tory with na tion and cul ture, the
nativization of topo nyms, the re verse read ing of his tory so that cur -
rent oc cu pants of the “home land” be come not only the tit u lar own -
ers of the re pub lic but of the past of that ter ri tory as well. Though
many would see the com ing con flict as in ev i ta ble and nat u ral, Mark
linked it in ti mately to the par tic u lar for ma tion of eth nic iden tity in
Transcaucasia, to the es tab lish ment of na tional re pub lics, and to the
priv i leg ing of the tit u lar na tion al ity. Yet both for Azeris, with their
links to Ira nian Azeris to the south, and for Ar me ni ans, with their
sup port for re pa tri a tion of for eign Ar me ni ans and ties to the Ar me -
nian di as pora, “na tion” came to mean more than the “na tion-state”
within the USSR. The Karabakh con flict proved an abrupt turn ing
point be tween ter ri to rial “na tion-state” na tion al ism and a broader
na tion al ism that em braced all peo ple of the na tion wher ever they
may live. Thus al ready in 1988 Saroyan saw that Gorbachev’s at -
tempt to find po lit i cal so lu tions to deeply im bed ded in sti tu tional
prob lems was doomed. Eth nic pol i tics had moved be yond the struc -
ture of the na tional-republic sys tem that made up the So viet Un ion.

De spite his sym pa thy for the peo ples of the re gion, Mark could
write about Transcaucasia with out dis plays of fa vor it ism or chau -
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vin ism. An eth nic Ar me nian, Amer i can-born, he adopted
Azerbaijan as one of his prin ci pal sites for re search. Flu ent in Ar me -
nian, Azeri, and Rus sian, he dem on strated a mul ti fac eted ap pre ci a -
tion for the in tri ca cies of Azerbaijani pol i tics and an ex traor di nary
sen si tiv ity to their cul tural as pi ra tions. His writ ings dis played both
sym pa thy and re gret for the even tual turn of Azerbaijani pol i tics,
away from an eth nic as ser tion of iden tity to ward a deadly chau vin -
ism, away from dem o cratic im pulses to ward vi o lence, re pres sion,
and dic ta tor ship. While he was alive, the tra jec to ries of Azerbaijan
and Ar me nia were al most ex act op po sites, with Ar me nia mov ing to -
ward dem o cratic pol i tics. But Mark was never san guine about the
pres ent and the ap par ent in pol i tics. He al ways looked for the dis -
cur sive and cul tural, for the struc tural and dy namic fac tors that
made pol i tics so un pre dict able. He there fore would prob a bly not
have been sur prised, but cer tainly would have ex pressed dis may, at
the fal ter ing of Ar me nian de moc racy. He saw pol i tics as an
open-ended game, not fa tally de ter mined, and even in his fi nal years 
he re mained an op ti mist—not a na ive one, but with full aware ness of 
the po ten tial in hu mans for both great evil and ex traor di nary good.
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RETHINKING ISLAM IN THE SOVIET UNION

One did not need to be a Sovietologist to rec og nize the depth
and scope of the trans for ma tions that had taken place in the So viet
Un ion by the end of the 1980s. Mikhail Gorbachevs pro gram of rad i -
cal so cio eco nomic and po lit i cal re form touched vir tu ally all spheres
of So viet life and re sulted in a cli mate of near-permanent cri sis in a
coun try that once boasted of its so cial and po lit i cal sta bil ity. De spite
a pro tracted civil war be tween the Cau ca sian re pub lics of Ar me nia
and Azerbaijan, as ser tive in de pend ence move ments in the Bal tic re -
pub lics, and a seem ingly un end ing list of strikes, so cial move ments,
dem on stra tions, and pe ri odic vi o lence through out the coun try,
some thing was miss ing from the USSRs in creas ingly un sta ble po lit i -
cal scene: the emer gence of an Is lamic op po si tion to Mos cows rule.

In the 1970s and 1980s, ex pec ta tions of in sta bil ity among the
USSRs Mus lim pop u la tions were fu eled by jour nal is tic re ports and
schol arly stud ies which, hav ing dis cov ered the large and di verse
Mus lim com mu ni ties of the So viet Un ion, out lined the fea tures of a
Mus lim “arc of in sta bil ity” across the USSRs south ern tier.1 The Is -
lamic Rev o lu tion in Iran, the So viet in va sion of Af ghan i stan, and the
war against the Mus lim in sur gency there, cou pled with a de mo -
graphic boom among the So viet Un ions Mus lim pop u la tions, served
only to high light what was viewed as the in trin sic in com pat i bil ity of
the So viet state and the Mus lim com mu nity. In this con text, the ab -
sence of a mas sive, mil i tant Mus lim in sur gency in a So viet Un ion of
glas nost and peres troika ap peared a strik ing anom aly.2

De spite the few voices raised against the con ven tions of West -
ern think ing about Is lam in the So viet Un ion, there has been lit tle in
the way of a rig or ous as sess ment of this grow ing field of knowl -
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edge.3 By con trast, a thought ful subliterature that ex plores the the o -
ret i cal meth ods and sub stance of the ever-more ex ten sive dis course
on Is lam has de vel oped in tan dem with the ex pan sion of Mus lim
stud ies out side the So viet field.4 Given the need for a re ex am i na tion
of the as sump tions and meth od ol o gies that have shaped study of the 
So viet Un ions Mus lim com mu ni ties, my pur pose here is not to ex -
am ine So viet Is lam it self but to en gage in a crit i cal anal y sis of West -
ern and So viet rep re sen ta tions of So viet Is lam as they are or ga nized
in a schol arly dis course. The fun da men tal ques tion of this es say is
thus not what we know about Is lam in the So viet Un ion, but how we
know about it.

Stu dents of the So viet Un ion have fre quently viewed ac cess to
in for ma tion as a prob lem equal to if not greater than that of the o ret i -
cal ap proach. But con tem po rary pol i cies em a nat ing from Mos cow
have re sulted in a vir tual ex plo sion of in for ma tion about the for -
merly “blank pages” of So viet his tory and pol i tics, thus mit i gat ing
the prob lem of ac cess. In the con text of this new wave of data, the ex -
cite ment over the in for ma tion it self has fre quently re sulted in a lack
of at ten tion to the man ner by which in for ma tion is re ceived and pro -
cessed for use in schol ar ship and anal y sis. The need to re eval u ate the 
ways in which schol ars use the o ries and par a digms to se lect, re ceive, 
and or ga nize data is es pe cially acute.

The prob lems of in for ma tion and con cep tual ap proach are
closely in ter twined, but for rea sons of clar ity I dis cuss them sep a -
rately. In the first in stance, a re view of the em pir i cal sources for the
West ern spe cial ist lit er a ture on So viet Is lam re veals the
intertextuality of this schol arly writ ing. In other words, the West ern
lit er a ture has de vel oped more in re la tion to stud ies of Is lam pro -
duced in the So viet Un ion than it has to the sociopolitical and re li -
gious pro cesses that char ac ter ize con tem po rary So viet Is lam. But
there is more than sim ply a tex tual kin ship be tween West ern and So -
viet think ing about So viet Is lam. The con cep tual foun da tions of both 
West ern and So viet think ing about Is lam in the So viet Un ion are in
fact in formed by the same kinds of the o ret i cal as sump tions about the 
na ture of re li gion and so cial change. I there fore sug gest a cri tique of
the way in which the dom i nant par a digms in form the con ven tional
in ter pre ta tions of So viet Is lam and the ways in which they are pro -
duced and re pro duced ir re spec tive of the socio-religious world they
seek to ex plain. Based on this cri tique of the texts and of the par a -
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digms that in form con tem po rary schol ar ship, the third part of this
es say pres ents a pre lim i nary out line of an al ter na tive way of in ter -
pret ing So viet Is lam in de pend ent of the con cep tual frame work pro -
duced by So viet schol ar ship.

READING BETWEEN THE TEXTS: STUDIES OF SOVIET ISLAM

West ern schol ar ship on Is lam in the So viet Un ion orig i nated with
the work of his to ri ans con cerned with the fate of Mus lim peo ples in the
Rus sian Em pire. Al though more re cently some po lit i cal sci en tists have
con trib uted to the for ma tion of this spe cial ized field of knowl edge, the
pro duc tion of a schol arly lit er a ture on So viet Is lam is dom i nated
mostly by his to ri ans who are at times openly hos tile to the con cep tual
meth ods of the so cial sci ences.5 De spite the atheoretical, per haps even
anti-theoretical in ten tions of many ob serv ers, his tor i cal and other
schol ar ship on So viet Is lam has none the less been pro duced within a
frame work of con cep tual as sump tions and has there fore re sulted in
the o ret i cal out comes.

The West ern lit er a ture on So viet Is lam, how ever, would not ex -
ist with out spe cial ized stud ies of Is lam pro duced in the So viet Un ion 
it self. Build ing on its own tra di tions of nine teenth-century Rus sian
Ori en tal ism, So viet schol arly pub lish ing in both cen tral Rus sia and
the re pub lics has been in dis pens able in the for ma tion of a West ern
dis course on So viet Is lam. But So viet schol ar ship and me dia sources
are not sim ply a vast source of em pir i cal data for West ern schol ars.
They also pro vide West ern schol ars with con cepts and a the o ret i cal
frame work. From the point of view of the so ci ol ogy of knowl edge,
then, on many lev els So viet schol ar ship has ef fected an in tel lec tual
col o ni za tion of West ern think ing on So viet Is lam.

Whether they are sim ply re-presenting the evo lu tion of So viet
views of Is lam or en gag ing in sec ond ary re search on So viet Is lam it -
self, vir tu ally all West ern stu dents of So viet Is lam de pend on the spe -
cial ized lit er a ture pro duced in the So viet Un ion. The sig nif i cance of
these So viet sources for West ern in ter pre ta tions is widely rec og nized 
by West ern spe cial ists. “So viet sources, be cause of their abun dance,
can pro vide a more or less co her ent pic ture of Is lam in the So viet Un -
ion,” write Alexandre Bennigsen and End ers Wimbush. “But it is ob -
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vi ous,” they con tinue, “that this pic ture is in com plete, bi ased and
fal si fied.”6 The na ture of that bi ased and fal si fied char ac ter of So viet
writ ing on Is lam, how ever, is no where clearly spec i fied in the West -
ern spe cial ist lit er a ture. Partially as a re sult of this prob lem, West ern
schol arly dis putes over both con cep tual and em pir i cal is sues of ten
re volve around the use and in ter pre ta tion of So viet schol ar ship and
press cov er age of So viet Is lam.7

West ern schol ars of So viet Is lam em ploy two in ter pre tive strat -
e gies in their use of So viet texts for em pir i cal data. These can be re -
ferred to as di rect and in di rect ex trap o la tion. The first strat egy
as sumes that So viet po lem i cal dis course on So viet Is lam can be in ter -
preted as re flect ing di rectly or by im pli ca tion a “real” sit u a tion in So -
viet so ci ety. In the sec ond, “facts” taken from So viet sources are
re worked into a dis course whose char ac ter or in ten tions has lit tle to
do with the con text of the orig i nal texts in which these “facts” first
ap peared.

De spite doubts ex pressed by var i ous au thors about the re li abil -
ity of So viet data and in ter pre ta tions, a strat egy of di rect ex trap o la -
tion in which So viet data, or ga niz ing con cepts, and in ter pre ta tions
are re pro duced in West ern spe cial ist lit er a ture is in fact wide spread.
At times en tire ar ti cles pub lished by West ern spe cial ists are con -
structed around a sin gle So viet source or a very lim ited num ber of
pub li ca tions.8 Even in those stud ies that move be yond a mere para -
phras ing of So viet texts, West ern schol ars of ten ex tract con cepts pro -
duced in the So viet lit er a ture and em ploy them to “de scribe” the
So viet Mus lim com mu nity. An ex am ple of this is the cat e go ri za tion
of Mus lims based on a con tin uum of re li gious thought and prac tice.
In their ef fort to dis tin guish among prac ti tio ners of Is lam be tween
“be liev ers” and “non be liev ers,” So viet so ci ol o gists have de vel oped
as many as seven dif fer ent schemes of cat e go riz ing Mus lims, rang -
ing from “firm be liev ers” to “hes i tant be liev ers” to “com mit ted athe -
ists.” These cat e go ries have been adopted whole sale into the
de scrip tive West ern anal y sis of Is lam. And when dis putes arise over
the po lit i cal sig nif i cance of Is lamic be liefs, these same cat e go ries are
in vari ably in voked to sub stan ti ate one case against an other.9

Apart from cull ing data from So viet sources and re pro duc ing
So viet so cio log i cal char ac ter iza tions of Mus lims, West ern spe cial ists 
also de pend on So viet sources more broadly in their in ter pre tive
strat e gies. Not only the con tent of the So viet lit er a ture but the po lit i -
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cal con di tions of its pro duc tion and trans mis sion in flu ence West ern
think ing. In sub stan ti at ing his the sis of “two Islams,” Bennigsen
draws con clu sions not just from the con tent of So viet texts, but also
from the fact of a flurry of So viet pub lish ing on Is lam.

That Is lam has an other, un of fi cial, and more im por tant face in the
So viet Un ion is sug gested by the vo cif er ous anti-religious cam -
paigns di rected against Mus lim be liev ers, cam paigns that would
hardly be nec es sary were Is lam as weak as its of fi cial face sug -
gests, and by the in creas ing num ber of se ri ous mono graphs on Is -
lam. From these two sources we learn much of what we know
about the real sit u a tion of Mus lims in the USSR: from the first, be -
cause of what is at tacked, and from the sec ond, be cause of what is 
in ves ti gated.10

Bennigsens sec ond prop o si tion that the is sues in ves ti gated in the So -
viet lit er a ture form the foun da tions for the West ern pro duc tion of a
dis course on So viet Is lam con firms the lines of ar gu ment pre sented
here. His first prop o si tion is like wise prob lem atic.11 It as sumes that
So viet po lem ics di rected at Mus lims, their be liefs, or prac tices can be 
in ter preted as re flec tive of the ac tual state of af fairs in So viet Mus lim 
so ci ety. Fol low ing from this as sump tion, for ex am ple, the in ten si fi -
ca tion of a gov ern ment ideo log i cal cam paign against pil grim ages to
lo cal shrines is in ter preted to mean that there is in fact an up surge of
pil grim ages. This prac tice of di rectly ex trap o lat ing so cial pro cesses
from ideo log i cally in spired dec la ra tions can be an ex tremely mis -
lead ing in ter pre tive method, since there is no rig or ous way to eval u -
ate ex actly what kinds of so cial pro cesses are ac tu ally re flected in
So viet po lem ics and po lit i cal cam paigns.

Sim i larly, in their char ac ter iza tions of So viet Is lam, West ern
spe cial ists of ten di rectly an nex in ter pre ta tions pro posed in So viet
texts. In a man ner in dic a tive of a per va sive prac tice, Bennigsen and
Broxup note that “ac cord ing to So viet sources . . . Sufi or ga ni za tions
are mass or ga ni za tions num ber ing hun dreds of thou sands of
adepts” and that “So viet sources pres ent Sufi brother hoods as ‘dan -
ger ous, fa nat i cal, anti-Soviet, anti-Russian re ac tion ary forces.”12
Though in prin ci ple Bennigsen and oth ers ques tion the re li abil ity of
So viet in ter pre ta tions, in prac tice these au thors own anal y sis fol lows 
closely from what they read in the So viet lit er a ture. In line with So -
viet views, Bennigsens ex ten sive pub li ca tions also por tray Sufi or -
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ders as car ri ers of a pop u lar anti-Soviet, anti-Russian Mus lim
fa nat i cism.13 In ef fect, the au thors trans form tex tual man i fes ta tions
of So viet ideo log i cal anx i ety about the re li gious ac tiv i ties of So viet
Mus lims into real, ac tive po lit i cal threats to the he ge mony of the
Com mu nist Party and the sta bil ity of the So viet state.

In di rect elab o ra tion from So viet texts is an other method em -
ployed in West ern schol ar ship. Through in di rect elab o ra tion, West -
ern writ ers use in for ma tion or ideas pro duced in So viet texts and
trans form them into new ideas or in for ma tion not in tended by the
orig i nal source. An ar ti cle on pil grim ages in Azerbaijan and
Turkmenistan is in dic a tive of the trans for ma tions that So viet data
can un dergo in West ern work. Em ploying So viet press ac counts that
sim ply iden tify and de scribe pil grim ages to holy sites in the two re -
pub lics, with the stroke of a pen an Amer i can au thor trans forms the
de scrip tions of these pil grim ages into or ga nized “Mus lim so cial
move ments” that be come the ar ti cles con cep tual leit mo tif.14

In a sim i lar fash ion, Bennigsen and Wimbush em ploy So viet
sources to ar gue that the Naqshbandi Sufi or ders are wide spread in
Azerbaijan. Af ter crit i ciz ing So viet spe cial ists for not link ing rit ual
prac tices around the re pub lics shrines to the Naqshbandi, they point
to two proofs of op er a tive Sufi or ga ni za tions pre sum ably not openly
ac knowl edged or un der stood by the So vi ets. One proof is that So viet
au thors of ten re fer to the pres ence of

char la tans, self-appointed mul lahs, par a sites, crooks, vag a bond
fa nat ics [that have] in vaded the holy places [of Azerbaijan], es pe -
cially since the fall of Khrush chev. These ex pres sions, as we have
seen, gen er ally re fer to Sufi adepts.

Their other piece of ev i dence is the fact that there are ref er ences to
“ob scu ran tist char la tans [who] are sys tem at i cally en gaged in the
trans for ma tion of his tor i cal mon u ments into places of pil grim age.”
Draw ing what they rep re sent as clear con clu sions from such ref er -
ences, the au thors add: “It is ob vi ous that such a trans for ma tion
could not be the work of in di vid ual ‘char la tans who would be un -
likely to defy So viet power sin gle-handed.”15

Bennigsen and Wimbushs in di rect elab o ra tion from So viet
sources is prob lem atic on a num ber of counts. First, the au thors un -
crit i cally as sume that de nun ci a tion of pil grims as “par a sites,” etc., in 
fact sig nals that these terms re fer to Sufi or ga ni za tions. Rather than

Re thinking Is lam in the So viet Un ion  13



study ing the ac tual prac tices around the shrines in ques tion, they
draw the spe cious con clu sion from So viet po lem ics that such pil -
grim ages must in fact be or ga nized “sys tem at i cally” and op er ate on
a mass scale. In an in struc tive man ner that re veals their meth od ol -
ogy, more over, they gen er al ize from So viet schol ar ship on the North 
Cau ca sus, where Sufi prac tices are in fact wide spread, to ar gue that
Sufi or ders per me ate the So viet Mus lim com mu nity more gen er ally.
Par tic u larly in the case of Azerbaijan, pil grim ages to shrines and
even un of fi cial re li gious net works rarely en tail any con nec tion with
Sufi as so ci a tions.16

Not only are the “fac tual” prod ucts of So viet re search as sim i -
lated into West ern dis course, but So viet in ter pre tive schemes have
also played an im por tant role in the for ma tion of the con cep tual out -
look of West ern schol ar ship. The idea of “par al lel Is lam” be came a
hall mark of Bennigsens schol ar ship on So viet Is lam and served as a
fun da men tal or ga ni za tional con cept for the work of Bennigsen and
his as so ci ates since the late 1970s. In deed it is one of the dis cur sive
ob jects around which the con tem po rary West ern lit er a ture on So viet
Is lam has come to re volve. The no tion “par al lel Is lam” is con nected
with the con cep tual prac tice of dis tin guish ing two forms of Is lam,
“of fi cial” and “un of fi cial,” whereby “un of fi cial,” pop u lar Mus lim
rit ual prac tices are viewed as sep a rate, “par al lel,” and even hos tile
to the “of fi cial” So viet Mus lim hi er ar chy that staffs the cler i cal ad -
min is tra tions and mosques.

Al though the no tion of two Islams—that is, an “of fi cial” Is lam
and an “un of fi cial Is lam”—has an ear lier or i gin, it was only in 1980
that the con cept be came iden ti fied and cod i fied as “par al lel Is -
lam.”17 A ge ne al ogy of the con cept of “par al lel Is lam” re veals that it
orig i nated not with Bennigsen in the West but with his coun ter part
in the So viet Un ion, the dean of So viet Is lamic stud ies, Lusitsian
Klimovich. One of the found ing texts that informs Bennigsen and
Quelquejays con cep tion of par al lel Is lam is an ar ti cle pub lished in
1966 by Klimovich. In the piece, Klimovich writes:

In Sunni and Shii de nom i na tions [of Is lam] there are . . . two ten -
den cies. One is the mosque [ten dency], now headed in our coun -
try by the muftis, the sheikh-ul-Islam and the other func tion ar ies
of the four of fi cial Mus lim Re li gious Boards. The sec ond is the ex -
tra-mosque, com mu ni tarian, sufi-dervish, or in other words
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murid [ten dency] headed by ishans, pirs, sheikhs and ustazs,
whose fol low ers live mostly out side the cit ies in the kishlaks, auls 
and vil lages.18

In their first ma jor study of So viet Is lam, Is lam in the So viet Un -
ion, writ ten be fore the Klimovich piece was pub lished, Bennigsen
and Quelquejay do not as yet em pha size this di chot o mous of fi -
cial/non of fi cial scheme. None the less, their lim ited dis cus sion of the
sig nif i cance of “un of fi cial” Is lam re pro duces anal y sis pre sented in
the So viet press ac counts from which they ad mit tedly de rive their
views.19

It was on the ba sis of this op po si tion that Bennigsen and
Lemercier-Quelquejay, and later Bennigsen and Wimbush, con sol i -
dated their views of two Islams that have come to per me ate West ern
think ing about So viet Is lam. Fol low ing the con cep tual frame work
pro vided by Klimovich, the au thors de vel oped a po si tion that con -
flates Sufi or ders with ex tra-mosque re li gious prac tices and un reg is -
tered re li gious fig ures into the broad cat e gory of an “un of fi cial”
Mus lim world sep a rated from an “of fi cial” Mus lim world com posed 
of mosques and reg is tered cler ics. Hav ing ob tained a prom i nent po -
si tion in West ern anal y sis of So viet Is lam, the con cept of two Islams
has more re cently at tracted re newed at ten tion in its in tel lec tual
home land, the So viet Un ion.

GLASNOST AND SOVIET ISLAM: A HALL OF MIRRORS

Con sidering the im por tance of So viet Islamicist lit er a ture in the 
de vel op ment of West ern think ing about So viet Is lam, it would nat u -
rally be in ter est ing to ex am ine the cur rent di rec tion of So viet schol -
ar ship in light of changes in So viet pol i cies brought about by the
Gorbachev lead er ship af ter 1985. But, at least within the So viet ac a -
demic and jour nal is tic com mu nity, the cam paign for more pub lic
dis cus sion of the prob lems faced by So viet so ci ety has brought thus
far rel a tively lit tle re eval u a tion of tra di tional as sump tions about the
na ture of Is lam within So viet bor ders.20 Thus when new in ter pre ta -
tions of the So viet Un ions “Is lamic ques tion” are of fered, they are of -
ten ac corded a great deal of at ten tion.
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One such mile stone in chang ing So viet views of do mes tic Is lam
was a two-part es say on “Is lam and Pol i tics,” pub lished in 1987 in
the weekly pa per Literaturnaia gazeta and authored by one of the pa -
pers in flu en tial in ter na tional af fairs cor re spon dents, Igor Beliaev.
Written in a dar ing and fre quently sen sa tion al ist tone, Beliaevs ar ti -
cle caught the at ten tion of both So viet and West ern read ers and has,
in fact, be come a fre quent point of ref er ence for both So viet and
West ern an a lysts of Is lam and Mus lims in the USSR.

One of the re mark able things about Beliaevs ar ti cle, at least for
some West ern ob serv ers, was the pos i tive at ti tude taken to ward a
num ber of West ern an a lysts of So viet Is lam who had usu ally been
vil i fied in the So viet press.21 Most prom i nent among the an a lysts
“re ha bil i tated” by Beliaev is Alexandre Bennigsen, who, both lit er -
ally and fig u ra tively, can be con sid ered as rep re sent ing the dom i -
nant par a digm of West ern thought on So viet Is lam. Af ter a
dis cus sion of Bennigsens views of the threat to the So viet state of an
op er a tive “Is lamic in fra struc ture” and the or ga ni za tion of un der -
ground Sufi brother hoods, Beliaev asks: “How se ri ous are
Bennigsens ar gu ments? I think it is time to turn se ri ous at ten tion to
them.”22

In ad di tion to Bennigsens, Beliaev draws on a range of West ern
work on Is lam in or der to re make a re search agenda for So viet spe -
cial ists of Is lam. But it is ev i dent from Beliaevs text that he has not
read, per haps not even seen, the sources to which he re fers. Nev er -
the less, Beliaev ma nip u lates his well-selected li brary of Amer i can,
West Ger man, French, and Brit ish sources in or der to en hance his
own views of the im por tant is sues con cern ing Is lam in the So viet
Un ion. In this sense, Beliaev draws on these West ern texts as tal is -
mans, the cul tural au thor ity of which he de ploys to le git i mate his
con struc tion of a new agenda for So viet Mus lim stud ies.

For ex am ple, Beliaev re fers to the view that Mus lim Cen tral
Asia could be come a Po land within So viet bor ders. He was para -
phras ing a pas sage from the two pages de voted to So viet Mus lims
to ward the end of a 350-page book by Wil helm Dietl, a West Ger man
jour nal ist with lit tle if any ex pe ri ence in the USSR.23 Sim i larly,
Beliaev as serts that in an ed ited vol ume en ti tled Shiism and So cial
Pro test pub lished in the United States, “em pha sis is placed on So viet
Shii Mus lims.” In fact, only one es say of the eleven that com prise the
book ex am ines Shii Mus lims in the USSR.24
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As in ter est ing as Beliaevs ma nip u la tion of West ern tal is mans,
how ever, is the ge ne al ogy of the texts to which he re fers. It is ironic
that Beliaevs West ern texts rep re sent and are at times based al most
en tirely on re search pro duced by So viet au thors and pub lished in the 
So viet Un ion. In ar gu ing for a new agenda for the study of Is lam in
his coun try, Beliaev thus re fers to the prod ucts of West ern schol ar -
ship that de pend in a very im me di ate way on the im ages about So -
viet Is lam gen er ated by Beliaev and his spe cial ist col leagues!

THINKING SOVIET ISLAM: READING THE THEORIES

So far my dis cus sion has ex am ined the intertextual ref er ences
that link So viet and West ern lit er a ture on So viet Is lam. In fact, the re -
la tion be tween So viet and West ern dis course on So viet Is lam goes far 
be yond the sur face of these texts. So viet and West ern schol ar ship
share a broader set of as sump tions and ap proaches in their un der -
stand ing of re li gion and its place in so cial change. This is not to deny
any dis tinc tive ness to ei ther So viet or West ern stud ies. Ideo log i cal
par tic u lar i ties aside, the So viet lit er a ture on Is lam is pro duced by
schol ars trained in so ci ol ogy or phi los o phy, whereas most West ern
spe cial ists on So viet Is lam are his to ri ans and to a lesser ex tent po lit i -
cal sci en tists. Apart from these purely dis ci plin ary dis tinc tions, So -
viet and West ern schol ars of ten draw very dif fer ent con clu sions
about the char ac ter and sig nif i cance of re li gious ex pres sion in the
con tem po rary So viet Un ion.

But even the con flict of in ter pre ta tions that char ac ter izes cur -
rent So viet and West ern dis cus sions of So viet Is lam is rooted in a se -
ries of largely un ex am ined as sump tions of a so cial-theoretical or der.
Thus, de spite the con tro ver sies con cern ing So viet Is lam that mark
cur rent West ern and So viet dis cus sions of the prob lem, there are a
num ber of com mon the o ret i cal no tions that unite them. In deed, it is
in the con text of these deep struc tures of sig nif i cance, which will be
worked out in the fol low ing pages, that the di verse So viet and West -
ern stud ies read of ten more like a sin gle dis course than two an tag o -
nis tic, mu tu ally ex clu sive dis courses.
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THE CLASSICAL TRADITION ON RELIGION AND SOCIAL CHANGE

At the foun da tion of So viet and West ern think ing on Is lam lies a 
nine teenth-century tra di tion of so cial thought on the im pli ca tions of
so cial change for re li gion. In this view, the emer gence of a “mod ern”
in dus trial so ci ety por tends the end of re li gion, of ten re ferred to by
So viet writ ers as re li gious ide ol ogy, as a dom i nant ideo log i cal and
in sti tu tional force in so ci ety. In re cent de cades, the term sec u lar iza -
tion, which has come to sig nify the pro cess by which mod ern ide ol o -
gies and in sti tu tions re place re li gion (in both its spir i tual and
in sti tu tional as pects), has been re jected or re de fined, but the es sen -
tial as sump tions of this view have been main tained.

The as sump tion of con tem po rary mod ern iza tion the o ries that
the phe nom e non of mo der nity is es sen tially sec u lar finds its or i gins
in the writ ings of the found ers of mod ern so cial sci ence, Karl Marx,
Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber. These three the o rists base their in -
ter pre ta tions of re li gion and so cial change on the com mon as sump -
tions of a dichotomized con cep tual frame work. This two fold scheme 
of a re li gious, tra di tional so ci ety and a sec u lar, mod ern so ci ety,
though for mu lated in dif fer ent ways by the dif fer ent au thors, re -
flects a view of so cial change some times re ferred to as the the ory of
“the great di vide.”25 This type of di chot o mous for mu la tion is ex -
pressed as feu dal ism and cap i tal ism in Marx, me chan i cal and or -
ganic di vi sion of la bor in Durkheim, and tra di tional and
le gal-rational (or mod ern) in Weber.

Marx never wrote sys tem at i cally on re li gion, but his writ ings
on prob lems of ide ol ogy and con scious ness, along with work on the
de vel op ment of cap i tal ism, have served as the ba sis for a “Marx ist”
the ory of re li gion and so cial change. For Marx, re li gion can be un der -
stood only in re la tion to the ma te rial con di tions in which it ex ists. He 
held that with the de vel op ment of the cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion,
work ers would move from the “il lu sory” (i.e., re li gious) in ter pre ta -
tion of their con di tions and re gain a sense of rea son. In this way,
work ers would rec og nize that their “real” hap pi ness would be
achieved not through re li gious or other “il lu sions” but through a ra -
tio nally mo ti vated rev o lu tion ary trans for ma tion of the very so cial
struc ture gen er ated by the cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion.26 The po -
lit i cal struc ture of cap i tal ism only pro vides for the free dom from the
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he ge monic dom i na tion of re li gious ide ol ogy, but prog ress to ward
so cial ist rev o lu tion would elim i nate ex ploi ta tion, which for Marx
served as the ma te rial ba sis of all re li gious “il lu sions.”27 Thus,
Marxs view that cap i tal ism brings the in ev i ta ble de cline of re li gion is 
joined with a the o ret i cally based pre dic tion that the evo lu tion ary
path from feu dal ism to cap i tal ism to so cial ism would com pletely
elim i nate re li gion as a sphere of hu man in tel lec tual pro duc tion.

Like Marx, Durkheim saw mod ern iz ing, rev o lu tion ary changes 
in the rise of mod ern cap i tal ism. The de vel op ment of the so cial di vi -
sion of la bor, the di men sion of cap i tal ist de vel op ment that
Durkheim iden ti fied as the fo cus of his work, gen er ates a new form
of sol i dar ity re ferred to as “or ganic” in the Durkheimian scheme. In
his anal y sis of tra di tional so ci et ies, Durkheim re lies on an ide al ist in -
ter pre ta tion of so cial co he sion by pos it ing that sol i dar ity is main -
tained through a com monly held set of re li gious be liefs. In his
con cep tion of con tem po rary so ci ety, how ever, his anal y sis re sem bles 
the ma te ri al ist in ter pre ta tion of fered by Marx. It is not some set of
be liefs or ideas but the ma te rial so cial con di tions gen er ated by the
di vi sion of la bor that es tab lishes a ba sis for so cial sol i dar ity.28

As in Marxs the ory, the tra di tional so cial role played by re li gion 
is re placed in cap i tal ism by the pri macy of a more “ra tio nal” eco -
nomic cal cu la tion: “In the face of the eco nomic, the ad min is tra tive,
mil i tary and re li gious func tions be come steadily less im por tant.”29
Durkheim re garded the in ev i ta ble de cline of re li gion as part of the
pro cess of the emer gence of a com plex, “or ganic” so cial di vi sion of
la bor in so ci ety. What is im por tant for Durkheim is the per sis tent ne -
ces sity of moral reg u la tion, which in mod ern so ci ety takes on a
clearly non re li gious, sec u lar char ac ter.30

For Max Weber, one of the found ers of the so ci ol ogy of re li gion,
the rise of mod ern cap i tal ism also por tended an in ev i ta ble pro cess of 
sec u lar iza tion, cap tured in his use of Schillers phrase to de scribe this
trend as the “dis en chant ment of the world.”31 Al though Weber gen -
er ally sought to es chew evo lu tion ary ap proaches to so cial change,
his de scrip tion of the fate of re li gion in mod ern so cial change be lies a 
strongly evo lu tion ary char ac ter. In Weber as in Marx and Durkheim,
re li gious be liefs as a tra di tional form of le git i mate dom i na tion give
way to the pre dom i nance of eco nomic cal cu la tion and ra tio nal ity in
mod ern cap i tal ism.
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For Weber, sec u lar ism also ap pears as an in ex o ra ble con se -
quence of mod ern cap i tal ist de vel op ment, but the char ac ter of Web -
ers ar gu ment dif fers from that of Marx and Durkheim, for whom
sec u lar iza tion oc curred as an ap par ently nat u rally (unilinear) de ter -
mined con se quence of the so cial changes at tend ing cap i tal ist de vel -
op ment. In stead, Web ers ar gu ment on cap i tal ism and sec u lar iza tion
is char ac ter ized by what Hayden White has termed an “ironic”
mode.32 A prom i nent point in Webers thought is the no tion that sec -
u lar iza tion de vel ops from es sen tially re li gious or i gins. Thus, a pro -
cess of sec u lar iza tion fol lows out of an es sen tial fundamentalization
of re li gion ex pressed in Protestant Chris tian ity. In other words, it is
out of the fun da men tal ist re turn to re li gion, char ac ter is tic of the
Prot es tant ism as in ter preted by Weber, that the sec u lar na ture of
mod ern so ci ety iron i cally emerges.33

To a much greater ex tent than Marx, and to some ex tent
Durkheim, Weber em pha sizes not only the in tel lec tual sec u lar iza -
tion en gen dered by the mod ern ra tio nal spirit, but also the in sti tu -
tional foun da tions of sec u lar iza tion. Thus, it is the mod ern
bu reau cracy, born of the needs of a cap i tal ist mar ket econ omy, that
dis es tab lishes re li gious con sid er ations in face of an as cen dent ra tio -
nal, eco nomic cal cu la tion:

Bu reau cracy de vel ops the more per fectly, the more it is “de hu -
man ized,” the more it com pletely suc ceeds in elim i nat ing from
of fi cial busi ness love, ha tred and all purely per sonal ir ra tio nal
and emo tional el e ments which es cape cal cu la tion.34

THE CLASSICAL TRADITION APPLIED: SOVIET AND WESTERN
LITERATURE ON SOVIET ISLAM

So viet and West ern stud ies of Is lam in the USSR of ten come to
dif fer ent con clu sions about the “Mus lim ques tion” in So viet pol i tics, 
but  be neath these dis agree ment lies a com mon set of as sump tions
about re li gion in con tem po rary so ci ety that have been de rived from
the clas si cal tra di tion. The the o ret i cal as sump tions of the So viet lit er -
a ture are more sa lient than those of West ern stud ies. This is partly ex -
plained by the fact that most So viet schol ar ship on Is lam is pro duced 
by so ci ol o gists who of ten deal with ex plic itly the o ret i cal is sues,
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while many West ern spe cial ists of So viet Is lam are his to ri ans who, at 
times, are self-consciously atheoretical in their in ten tions.35

What dis tin guishes So viet and West ern schol ar ship on Is lam in
the So viet Un ion is their re spec tive con cep tion of re li gion and mod -
ern iza tion. Briefly stated, the So viet lit er a ture fol lows from the as -
sump tion that mod ern iza tion has in deed taken place in the USSR;
hence what re mains of Is lam are only its “ves tiges.” In con trast, the
West ern spe cial ist lit er a ture fo cuses on the fact of an ex ist ing Is lam
and thus draws the con clu sion that the Mus lim so ci et ies in the USSR
have not in fact been mod ern ized.36

Un like Marx and Engels, from whose works they ac tively draw,
So viet spe cial ists on Is lam iden tify the or i gins of sec u lar iza tion in
the countrys Mus lim lands not with the es tab lish ment of cap i tal ism
but with its dis es tab lish ment by the rev o lu tion of 1917: “The be gin -
ning of the pro cess of sec u lar iza tion in the re gions of the tra di tional
spread of Is lam was set by the Great Oc to ber So cial ist Rev o lu -
tion.”37 Though the emer gence of cap i tal ism had con trib uted to sec -
u lar iz ing forces in the Eu ro pean states, So viet schol ars of ten note, in
Rus sia’s Mus lim ar eas cap i tal ism was so weak and ten u ous even at
the be gin ning of this cen tury that sec u lar iza tion had not taken hold
ei ther.38

But so cial ist con struc tion, like cap i tal ism in West ern Eu rope,
was the form that mod ern iza tion took in the So viet Un ion. So cial ism
as a de vel op men tal al ter na tive to cap i tal ism has been par tic u larly
stressed in So viet stud ies of mod ern iza tion of the lesser-developed
Cen tral Asian re pub lics. In this sense, it is pos si ble to de scribe So -
viet-style so cial ism as a func tional equiv a lent to cap i tal ism, es pe -
cially in cases where cap i tal ist de vel op ment is un suc cess ful in
over com ing ob sta cles to its full emer gence.39 For So viet writ ers, so -
cial ism has been the same in ev i ta ble sec u lar iz ing force as was cap i -
tal ism for writ ers of the clas si cal tra di tion. As de scribed in a
col lec tive work pro duced by lead ing So viet spe cial ists: “The pro cess
of sec u lar iza tion, which has an ob jec tive char ac ter, is con di tioned by
the pro found socio-economic, po lit i cal and cul tural trans for ma tions
that oc curred dur ing the years of So viet power.”40

It is the grand pro cesses of so cial ist eco nomic de vel op ment that
are high lighted as the ba sis for an end to tra di tional re li gious forms
of ide ol ogy and the emer gence of a ra tio nal, sci en tific (mod ern) out -
look among So viet cit i zens. In this ar gu ment, sec u lar iza tion be gan in 
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ear nest not with the rev o lu tion and es tab lish ment of So viet power
but with the cam paigns for in dus tri al iza tion and col lec tiv iza tion im -
ple mented from the end of the 1920s. Mo bi li za tion and in te gra tion of 
the Mus lim pop u la tions into the state sys tem of pro duc tion, ur ban -
iza tion and so cial mo bil ity, the im ple men ta tion of land and wa ter re -
forms that not only dis es tab lished re li gious elites but also brought
qual i ta tive changes to eco nomic and so cial re la tions—all es tab lished 
the ma te rial so cial ba sis for the de cline of re li gion.41 Much like the
emer gent com plex di vi sion of la bor de scribed by Durkheim, these
changes, So viet au thors as sume, lead nat u rally to new, sec u lar so -
cial ist men tal i ties. Con vinced of their the ory that level of re li gi os ity
can be di rectly cor re lated with level of so cial and eco nomic de vel op -
ment, So viet au thors of ten point out that re li gious be liefs tend to be
stron ger and more te na cious in less ur ban ized, less de vel oped—that
is, less “mod ern”—ar eas.42

But it is not merely changes in the eco nomic and so cial struc -
tures of the coun try that have pro moted sec u lar iza tion. Fol low ing
from Lenins voluntarist po si tion that com mu nism can be “taught” to 
the peo ple,43 So viet au thors also em pha size changes in the so cial su -
per struc ture that have pro moted the spread of sec u lar iz ing ten den -
cies, in clud ing the ed u ca tional sys tem, sci en tific-technical prog ress,
and of course, anti-religious ag i ta tion and pro pa ganda car ried out
by Com mu nist Party or ga ni za tions.44

But So viet au thors have been con fronted with a the o ret i cal as
well as a prac ti cal di lemma. De spite their ar gu ments that so cial ism
has de fin i tively es tab lished the he ge mony of sec u lar ideas in So viet
so ci ety and that the pro cess of sec u lar iza tion is con tin u ally mov ing
for ward,45 they have be come in creas ingly cog ni zant of con tin u ing
prac tices and be liefs as so ci ated with the Mus lim faith. If sec u lar iza -
tion is an in ev i ta ble re sult of mod ern iza tion, and if mod ern iza tion
has been fun da men tally achieved in the USSR, then any con tin u ing
man i fes ta tions of Is lam, whether in be liefs or prac tice, must be, in
the So viet con cep tual frame work, qual i fied as the rem nants of the
pre vi ous era. Since the ma te rial ba sis for the re pro duc tion of Is lam
has es sen tially been elim i nated, what So viet au thors see, con cep tu -
ally at least, is the ob jec tively base less main te nance not of Is lam as a
to tal ity but only of its ves tiges. In this con text, So viet spe cial ists at
times ar gue that it is not Is lam that they study but only ves tiges of Is -
lam.46

22  Mark Saroyan



In ex plain ing the per sis tence of Is lam in So viet so ci ety, nu mer -
ous au thors main tain, bol ster ing their po si tion with rel e vant pas -
sages from Marx and Engels, that con scious ness changes at a much
slower pace than so cial for ma tions. In this view, then, the trans for -
ma tion of con scious ness from re li gious to sec u lar prin ci ples has
“lagged” be hind changes in the struc ture of so ci ety and the econ -
omy. Within the So viet lit er a ture many ar gu ments re volved around
the char ac ter and per sis tence of this “lag,” but the con cept of a “lag,”
struc tured by So viet the ory of re li gion and so cial ist “mod ern iza -
tion,” re mains an es sen tial foun da tion as sumed by the var i ous par -
tic i pants in the de bate.

Sim i larly, So viet Islamicists have pro duced a fairly ex ten sive
lit er a ture on the na ture of these ves tiges and the char ac ter of the
forces that con trib ute to their re pro duc tion. They have iden ti fied the
spheres of so cial life where ves tiges are stron ger or weaker, and dis -
tin guish be tween the ob jec tive, ma te rial con di tions and the his tor i -
cal and cul tural (i.e., superstructural) fac tors that con trib ute to the
main te nance, even “re ju ve na tion,” of re li gious ves tiges. But a fun da -
men tal as sump tion of all these dis cus sions is the superstructural re -
pro duc tion, at times re vival, of only ves tiges of an ob jec tively
by gone era.

In con trast to the So viet im age of suc cess ful mod ern iza tion and
the rem nants of Is lam, main stream West ern writ ing on So viet Is lam
rep re sents an in ver sion of So viet views. So viet modes of in ter pre ta -
tion are evo lu tion ary and co me dic, in that his tory ap pears to have a
clear, unilinear path from re li gion to sec u lar ism, even if this tra jec -
tory is en cum bered by the per sis tence of ves tiges along the way.47
The thrust of West ern dis course on So viet Is lam, in con trast, pos its
that, de spite all ef forts, mod ern iza tion has not taken place in the So -
viet Un ion, at least for So viet Mus lims.48 Thus, in this vein main -
stream West ern dis course as serts that if Is lam has ap par ently
re mained in tact, then So viet so cial ist con struc tion has failed. Em -
pha sizing the “re sil ience” of Is lam to so cial ist con struc tion,
Bennigsen writes that:

Is lam has in no way been con tam i nated ei ther by Marx ism or sec -
u lar ism. . . . Is lam in the USSR is the same un adul ter ated, pure re -
li gion that it had been be fore 1917.49
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In the West ern view of Is lam and so cial ist mod ern iza tion, it is
not the so cial or eco nomic as pects of mod ern iza tion that are de nied;
rather, em pha sis is placed on the fail ure of the psy cho log i cal di men -
sion of mod ern iza tion. Thus, Carrère-dEncausse ar gues that tra di -
tional so ci ety has not been erased by so cial ist con struc tion but
re in forced:

In the USSR to day there is a Mos lem so ci ety which is united by
the bonds of his tory, cul ture and tra di tion. . . . The Homo
Islamicus has in ef fect be hind him more than a half-century of
cul tural rev o lu tion in tended to cre ate a Homo Sovieticus. . . .
[But] he dem on strates that the hu man pro to type which so cial ist
so ci ety was to shape does not ex ist. . . . Above all, he dem on -
strates that while it is rel a tively easy . . . to change the struc tures
of so ci ety, it is ex tremely dif fi cult to al ter minds.50

In deed, the fail ure of psychosocial mod ern iza tion in spite of
eco nomic and po lit i cal mod ern iza tion is a view that per vades West -
ern schol ar ship of So viet Is lam.51 For Mi chael Rywkin, the fail ure of
Mus lims to in te grate into the larger So viet so ci ety is ex plained by an
amor phous and mono lithic “Mus lim com mu nity spirit.”52 In like
man ner, Bennigsen writes of an “in born sense of umma [com mu -
nity]” among So viet Mus lims as if it were a ge netic and not a so cial
cat e gory.53 In ar gu ing that the Is lamic “ves tiges” rep re sent the per -
sis tence of a deeply re li gious, tra di tional so ci ety, West ern spe cial ists
have cre ated a por trait of tra di tional so ci ety pro tect ing it self from
So viet at tempts at mod ern iza tion.

Whether viewed as a totalizing so cial or der or the ves tiges of
such an or der, So viet and West ern spe cial ists agree in their rep re sen -
ta tion of Is lam as the force of tra di tion pit ted against the forces of So -
viet mo der nity. For the West ern schol ars, “tra di tion” is por trayed as
a kind of transhistorical es sence that in heres in the so ci ety that they
de scribe. In con trast, So viet schol ar ship sug gests that the in ex o ra ble
forces of his tory are suc cess fully trans form ing so ci ety, leav ing Is lam, 
as it were, as an ex pend able en cum brance. De spite the dif fer ence in
their con clu sions, both So viet and West ern schol ar ship rely on the
tra di tion/mo der nity di chot omy to con struct their ar gu ments.
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THE TOTALITARIAN PARADIGM AND SOVIET ISLAM

The no tion that “Is lam re mains the alien body that it was a cen -
tury ago in Tsar ist Rus sia,” as Bennigsen puts it,54 fol lows from a
view of the So viet Un ion, and So viet so ci ety in par tic u lar, which is
based on the to tal i tar ian model. The view that var i ous forms of com -
mu nity as sumed to be un af fected by the to tal i tar ian state are in fact
“is lands, is lands of sep a rate ness in the to tal i tar ian sea” di rectly
informs West ern schol ar ship on So viet Is lam.55 Thus, the same ar gu -
ment is con structed in terms ei ther of the fail ure of psy cho log i cal or
cul tural mod ern iza tion or, in this case, the re sis tance of so cial group -
ings to the “pen e tra tion” of “alien” forms of sociocultural ideas and
or ga ni za tion. The idea that the So viet Mus lim com mu nity forms an
“is land of sep a rate ness” in the So viet Un ion fol lows from a view
which pos its an a pri ori re la tion of mu tual ex clu siv ity be tween con -
tem po rary So viet ide ol ogy and in sti tu tions and “tra di tional” Mus -
lim ide ol ogy and in sti tu tions. Just as the to tal i tar ian the o rists
as sumed that both re li gion and to tal i tar i an ism make a to tal claim on
the in di vid ual, so do an a lysts of So viet Mus lims as sume that there is
an un rec on cil able an tag o nism be tween Is lam and the So viet state.56

The to tal i tar ian par a digm is or ga nized around a sharp con cep -
tual dis tinc tion be tween state and so ci ety, and in deed im plies the ab -
so lute and to tal op po si tion of these two cat e go ries.57 In dis cus sions
of Is lam in the So viet Un ion, then, “things So viet” re fer to the
party-state, whereas “things Mus lim” are de scribed as as pects of so -
ci ety. As with ideal-type anal y sis in gen eral, the cat e go ries of
state/so ci ety or ga nize a con cep tual frame work to which em pir i cal
data are then as sim i lated. The in trin sic ten dency to ward such rei fi ca -
tion of con cepts was rec og nized by Max Weber, him self a pro po -
nent—in deed the mod ern founder—of ideal-type anal y sis, who
warned against the “dan ger that the ideal-type and re al ity will be
con fused with one an other.”58

Con cep tual dis tinc tions nev er the less tend to be trans formed
into em pir i cal dis tinc tions that dom i nate rep re sen ta tions of ac tual
so cial pro cesses in both to tal i tar ian and the more spe cial ized study
of So viet Is lam. In fact, a whole se ries of ab so lute di chot o mies such
as state/so ci ety con sti tute the con cep tual foun da tions and or ga ni za -
tional prin ci ples of the to tal i tar ian par a digm.59 Con se quently, stud -
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ies that are con ducted within this par a digm, in clud ing those on
So viet Is lam, re flect and re pro duce these di chot o mies.

For the to tal i tar ian the o rists, re sis tance is ac tiv ity de signed to
over throw the to tal i tar ian re gime. Thus re sis tance is qual i fied as the
ab so lute an tith e sis to dom i na tion and thus pre cludes within-system
re sis tance or a loyal op po si tion. To tal i tar ian dom i na tion is con sid -
ered to be vi o lent and re stric tive, whereas re sis tance in the texts of
the to tal i tar ian writ ers ap pears to be in her ently free and dem o cratic.
To tal i tar ian dom i na tion rep re sents the ne ga tion of hu man val ues,
and thus re sis tance to to tal i tar i an ism is con structed
definitionally—but not nec es sar ily em pir i cally—as af firm ing hu -
man val ues.60

The role of these con cep tual di chot o mies is re vealed not only in
the con cept “to tal i tar ian” it self, but also in sec ond ary met a phors
that shape think ing about so cial and po lit i cal pro cesses. For ex am -
ple, the con cept of “is lands of sep a rate ness” is pre sented to the
reader as an im age of land in a to tal i tar ian sea. But the mu tual ex clu -
siv ity of the con cept goes be yond the trans par ent met a phor i cal di -
chot omy of land and wa ter. One of the means through which the
state main tains its power and au thor ity, ac cord ing to to tal i tar ian the -
ory, is by the use of ter ror. Hence the state is an un abash edly vi o lent
state. By con trast, in the uni ver si ties, as sur edly one of the “is lands of
sep a rate ness” that by def i ni tion falls into the realm iden ti fied as “so -
ci ety,” the reader dis cov ers the op po site of the states vi o -
lence—peace. De scribing stu dents in the uni ver sity set ting, two
found ers of the to tal i tar ian par a digm pres ent the reader with an im -
age of two sep a rate, in deed op po site, worlds:

As they en ter the is land where the quiet of study and in quiry
reigns, they be come sep a rated from the loud bat tle cries of the to -
tal i tar ian re gime.61

The is land of sep a rate ness rep re sents not just land as op posed to the
to tal i tar ian sea, but also rep re sents the “in side” fea tures of peace,
truth, har mony, ra tio nal ity, re sis tance, and lib er a tion in con trast to
the states war (“bat tle cries”), false hood, con flict, ir ra tio nal ity (the
char is matic qual ity of the to tal i tar ian re gime), con for mity, and dom -
i na tion. Within such an “is land of sep a rate ness” as con structed by
the to tal i tar ian au thors, any di ver gent in ter ests in con flict are at
worst definitionally pre cluded or at best con cep tu ally un der val ued.
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One can con struct a sim i lar list of paired op po sites upon which
the study of So viet Mus lims is con ven tion ally based. At times, the di -
chot o mies are quite openly ex pressed, as with the no tion of of fi cial
and un of fi cial or par al lel Is lam. And as End ers Wimbush com ments,
the only choice open to So viet Mus lims is be tween the Quran and
Lenins works—that is, be tween Is lam or com mu nism.62 The paired
op po sites that in form West ern writ ing on Is lam in the So viet Un ion
in clude:

state (pro-state) so ci ety (anti-state)
So viet Mus lim
mod ern tra di tional
ar ti fice au then tic ity
na tion al ity pan-Turkism/pan-Islam
“of fi cial Is lam” “par al lel Is lam”
il le git i macy le git i mate so cial au thor ity
false ide ol ogy true re li gion

MUSLIM INSTITUTIONS AND THE SOVIET STATE

The im pact of these paired op po sites on the con cep tu al iza tion
and prac ti cal em pir i cal anal y sis of So viet Is lam is es pe cially ev i dent
in the study of Mus lim in sti tu tions in the So viet Un ion, par tic u larly
the of fi cially rec og nized Mus lim Re li gious Boards. Bennigsen and
Wimbushs rhe tor i cal ques tion, “On whose side, there fore, does of fi -
cial Is lam stand?” thus more aptly re flects the au thors con cep tual ap -
proach than it does the ac tual choices open to So viet Mus lims. In a
con cep tual frame work that in sists that Is lam must be clas si fied ei -
ther on the side of the state or that of so ci ety, con ven tional West ern
dis course has opted to iden tify the in sti tu tions of “of fi cial Is lam”
with the So viet state.

Dur ing the Sec ond World War, Mus lim Re li gious Boards were
founded, though in some re gions sim i lar ad min is tra tions had been
es tab lished in the Tsar ist pe riod. Or ga nized as four re gion ally based, 
in de pend ent ad min is tra tions, these in sti tu tions served as reg u la tors 
of So viet Mus lim re li gious life. Their func tions in cluded the train ing
and ap point ment of cler ics, the op er a tion of mosques, the hold ing of
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con fer ences and sem i nars, and the pub li ca tion of re li gious books,
pe ri od i cals, and cal en dars. West ern un der stand ing of these key in -
sti tu tions is lim ited, in part due to the lack of at ten tion to them by So -
viet schol ars, but more fun da men tally due to the ne glect by West ern
schol ars of So viet in sti tu tions other than the Com mu nist Party.63

In con sid er ing the ac tiv ity of the So viet Un ions Mus lim ad min -
is tra tions, West ern spe cial ists speak with one voice. Con ven tional
anal y sis works from an a pri ori as sump tion that the state is mono -
lithic and con flates the Mus lim Re li gious Boards with the So viet
state. From this per spec tive, while the Mus lim ad min is tra tions op er -
ate in de pend ently of the state in a for mal man ner, in re al ity their ac -
tiv ity re flects and pro motes the in ter ests of the So viet state. In this
sense, the Mus lim Boards could be in cluded in what Louis Althusser
has termed “ideo log i cal state ap pa ra tuses”—that is, nonstate or ga -
ni za tions that serve to re pro duce the he ge mony of the state not
through di rectly re pres sive means but through the pro duc tion and
trans mis sion of state-oriented ide ol ogy.64

Writ ing on the or ga ni za tion of the Mus lim Boards dur ing World 
War II, one au thor as serts that

the So vi ets de cided to cre ate a group of So viet re li gious in tel li -
gen tsia[s] that would be the paid work ers of the So viet gov ern -
ment and would work as a sup port ive or gan of the com mu nist
party.65

In a sim i lar vein, Bennigsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay de scribe the
Mus lim ad min is tra tions as “a cen tral Mus lim or ga ni za tion which
would be loyal and sub mis sive, and through which the So viet gov -
ern ment could ex er cise com plete con trol over its Mus lim sub -
jects.”66 In deed, vir tu ally all West ern com men tar ies on these
re li gious ad min is tra tions agree that their role is lim ited to the two
realms of do mes tic con trol and for eign pol icy pro pa ganda.

Nu mer ous an a lysts la bor un der the im pres sion that the Mus lim 
Boards have been de ployed as an in stru ment of the state to coun ter -
bal ance the pre sum ably more threat en ing “par al lel” man i fes ta tions
of Is lam.67 In the case of Mus lim in sti tu tions, then, West ern dis -
course again im poses a dual con cep tion based on the mu tu ally ex -
clu sive cat e go ries of state and so ci ety. The le gally sanc tioned
Mus lim Re li gious Boards are, in West ern think ing at least, as sim i -
lated to the state, while Sufi or ga ni za tions along with other “non of fi -
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cial” Mus lim prac tices de fined as a “par al lel Is lam” are iden ti fied
with a re sis tant, un as simil able “so ci ety.”

At ten tion has also been de voted to the role of the Mus lim Re li -
gious Boards as pro pa ganda tools in the re al iza tion of So viet for eign
pol icy aims. Ar guing that the Boards were cre ated only to serve So -
viet for eign pol icy in ter ests, Baymirza Hayit claims that they serve
as “more of a mouth piece” for So viet for eign pol icy than for So viet
Mus lims.68 Echoing this per spec tive, Bennigsen, too, has em pha -
sized for eign pol icy con cerns as an im por tant func tion of the ad min -
is tra tions.69

The view of the Mus lim re li gious ad min is tra tions as ap pend -
ages of the So viet state ap pa ra tus is based on a con cep tual prej u dice.
This prej u dice is symp tom at i cally ex pressed by Timur Kocaoglu,
who claims that

these [Mus lim] ad min is tra tive bod ies ex ist in name only, since
they have no pow ers what so ever to safe guard the in ter ests of Is -
lam, i.e., to de fend Is lam against anti-Islamic at tacks in pub lic
life.70

As a re sult of this ori en ta tion, the do mes tic role of So viet Mus lim in -
sti tu tions has rarely been sys tem at i cally ex plored by schol ars. In -
stead, ar gu ments have been pro posed that rely more heavily on the
con cep tual ste reo types than on em pir i cal re search. One of the aims
of this es say is to sug gest the po ten tial value of an in-depth study of
the sta tus and ac tiv ity of these re li gious in sti tu tions, which play a
much more com plex so cial and re li gious role than is usu ally at trib -
uted to them. But ac com plish ing this task calls for a dou ble re ori en -
ta tion in the study of So viet Is lam: what is needed is not just new
sub jects for re search, but also a new the o ret i cal ap proach to com ple -
ment such a shift.
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REPRESENTING ISLAM: FORM AND FUNCTION
IN DISCURSIVE PRACTICE

The tra di tion/mo der nity par a digm, upon which con ven tional
study of Is lam is founded, has been ex ten sively de bated and crit i -
cized, at least in the West.71 With spe cific re gard to the place of re li -
gion in this di chot o mous scheme, his to ri ans and so cial the o rists
have crit i cized the no tion of a “great di vide” that ar ti fi cially op poses
an au then ti cally re li gious pre-industrial feu dal so ci ety and an in her -
ently sec u lar ized mod ern so cial or der.72 Sim i larly, re cent the o ret i cal
work on sec u lar iza tion also re jects the di chot o mies of tra di tion and
mo der nity and the cor re spond ing cat e go ries of “re li gious” and “sec -
u lar.”73

The the o ret i cal re con struc tions of mod ern iza tion the ory, how -
ever, of ten af firm the very as sump tions they seek to un der mine.
Thus, whether they sug gest the “mo der nity” of tra di tions or the
traditionalization of mod ern life, re con struc tions of the par a digm
sug gest a view of tra di tion and mo der nity that none the less re tains
the op er a tive value of these cat e go ries. In such re con struc tions, the
idea of me di a tion, whereby tra di tion and mo der nity are syn the sized
in so cial prac tice, seems to dis solve the di chot omy. In fact, me di a tion 
only serves to reify so cial life into a “mix” of these con cep tu ally sep a -
rate cat e go ries.74

In by pass ing the ques tion of tra di tion and mo der nity, the ap -
proach sug gested here be gins from a cri tique of the lit er a tures con fu -
sion of form and func tion. Both So viet and West ern ob serv ers have
un cov ered what they con sider to be in di ca tors of tra di tional forms,
whether in or ga ni za tion, men tal i ties, or prac tices, and they as sume
that these re flect sim i larly tra di tional func tions. The as sump tion that 
form de fines func tion, in ef fect, leads West ern and So viet dis course
on So viet Is lam to con fuse func tion with form.75 For ex am ple, West -
ern and So viet ob serv ers agree that Sufi prac tices that are rep re -
sented as a so-called “par al lel Is lam” and which pre date So viet rule
should be qual i fied as tra di tional, con ser va tive, and hence op posed
to the mod ern iz ing power of So viet rule since their tra di tional or ga -
ni za tional forms are seen to re flect a wholly tra di tional out look and
func tion. While such an ar gu ment may ap pear sound, what is miss -
ing from this ac count is anal y sis of the dis cur sive prac tices of the
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given Mus lim move ments. With out due at ten tion to the mean ings
that Mus lims at tach to these prac tices, the as sump tion that these
mean ings have not changed or do not change—that is, that they re -
main “tra di tional”—an a lyt i cally pre cludes ex plo ra tion of the prac -
tices and their con tem po rary mean ing.76

These com ments sug gest that West ern think ing should move
from a dis cus sion of So viet Is lam in the di chot omy of tra di tion/mo -
der nity to one that ex plores the forms and func tions of Is lam in So -
viet so ci ety. By forms, I mean the or ga ni za tion of Mus lim prac tices,
in clud ing the struc tures of the cler i cal ad min is tra tions and the rites
of Is lam: the daily and Fri day prayers, ser mons, the ob ser vance of re -
li gious hol i days, and other rit ual con duct. While com men tary on
these “forms” has con sti tuted the bulk of So viet “con crete so cio log i -
cal in ves ti ga tions” and West ern stud ies of So viet Is lam, what is cru -
cial is the socio-religious func tions of these prac tices. By ex plor ing
the func tion of form—that is, the cul tur ally con structed mean ings
given to Is lamic prac tices and the re sult ing mean ings that they con -
vey—the an a lyst is better sit u ated to eval u ate the ac tual role that Is -
lam plays in con tem po rary So viet so ci ety.

This mode of anal y sis en tails a re jec tion of mono lithic con struc -
tions of Is lam that orig i nate in ideo log i cal or po lem i cal texts out side
of the Mus lim com mu nity and its in sti tu tions. In its place I pro pose
an ex plo ra tion of the ac tual prac tices of Mus lims and their re li gious
in sti tu tions and the di verse mean ings that Mus lims them selves in -
vest in these prac tices. Totalizing terms like “Is lam,” be cause of their
vague ness, of ten lead to in ter pre ta tions that may be easy to make but 
none the less fail to cap ture the ac tual nu ances of so cial and re li gious
life. In this sense, Is lam as a so cial phe nom e non can not be re duced to
the pre scrip tions of the Quran or the writ ten tra di tions of the
prophet Mu ham mad.77 Rather, “Is lam” must be lo cated in con crete
dis courses and prac tices that iden tify them selves as Mus lim. For this 
rea son, the totalizing con struc tions of So viet Is lam of fered in So viet
and West ern texts need to be re placed in stead with the “texts” of
Mus lim socio-religious life as the ba sis for anal y sis and in ter pre ta -
tion.

What I am thus sug gest ing is a shift from the con ven tional ob -
ject of so cio log i cal and po lit i cal anal y sis—ideo log i cal and po lem i cal
texts pro duced by of fi cials of the party and state ap pa ra tus—to the
in dig e nous dis courses and prac tices of So viet Mus lim in sti tu tions
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them selves. One of the ad van tages of this ap proach is that it al lows a
point of ac cess to So viet Is lam which is un me di ated by ideo log i cally
in fused So viet rep re sen ta tions of Mus lims and their re li gion.

So cial prac tice is an as pect of com par a tive po lit i cal anal y sis that 
should re quire no in tro duc tion. But what is “dis course,” and why
should it be stud ied? Sim ply put, dis course is speak ing and writ ing
which through the con cepts it gen er ates es tab lishes a mode of think -
ing about things. I re ject the no tion that facts sim ply ex ist in a dis -
crete and ap par ently ob jec tive fash ion. Rather, such “facts” must be
con sid ered in con nec tion with the or ga nized sys tem of mean ings in
which they are pro duced. This or ga nized sys tem of mean ing is what
I re fer to as a “dis course.” As Hayden White points out,

Dis course is in tended to con sti tute the ground whereon to de cide
what shall count as a fact in the mat ters un der con sid er ation and to
de ter mine what mode of com pre hen sion is best suited to the un der -
stand ing of the facts thus con sti tuted.78

In this way, dis course is both a field of thoughts and a way of un der -
stand ing those thoughts. It fol lows, then, that in ques tion ing the so -
cial iden tity and po si tion of So viet Mus lims, it is use ful to ex am ine
the way in which Mus lims de fine them selves and sit u ate them selves 
in So viet so ci ety. Al though it is im por tant to dis tin guish be tween
dis course and so cial con scious ness, I none the less agree with
Hayden Whites prop o si tion that dis course can pro vide one with in -
sights into the ac tual for ma tion of con scious ness. White ar gues that

A dis course is it self a kind of model of the pro cesses of con scious -
ness by which a given area of ex pe ri ence, orig i nally ap pre hended
as sim ply a field of phe nom ena de mand ing un der stand ing, is as -
sim i lated by anal ogy to those ar eas of ex pe ri ence felt to be al ready
un der stood as to their es sen tial na tures.79

Stated thus, dis course can pro vide a point of ac cess to the way
Mus lims think about them selves and con sti tute them selves as Mus -
lims. While to a cer tain ex tent this has been the oc cu pa tion of pre vi -
ous stud ies of So viet Is lam, these other stud ies have largely ig nored
the in dig e nous dis course of So viet Mus lims and their in sti tu tions
and in stead have con cen trated on anal y sis of ac a demic or po lit i cal
dis courses about—but not by—So viet Mus lims. By con trast, re search
that ex plores the lo cal for ma tion of a Mus lim dis course in terms of
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the dis tinct forms and func tions that it ex hib its in so cial pro cess can
avoid an a pri ori as sig na tion of mean ing to re li gious prac tice and ex -
am ine the chang ing va ri ety of mean ings that So viet Mus lims them -
selves in vest in their in sti tu tions and prac tices.

In com bi na tion with at ten tion to the pat terns of so cial and re li -
gious prac tice, my em pha sis on dis course fol lows from an im plicit
as sump tion about its role in any so cial for ma tion. Dis course is not
some kind of superstructural phe nom e non that “floats” above the
so ci ety in which it is pro duced. Rather, lan guage and dis course more 
gen er ally ac tively in form the so cial con struc tion of re al ity and thus
par take in the or ga ni za tion of hu man re la tions while at the same
time re flect ing the char ac ter of the con di tions in which it is pro -
duced.80 Em pha sizing the im por tant role of dis course in pro duc ing
and re pro duc ing so cial re la tions, Foucault has writ ten that “re la -
tions of power can not them selves be es tab lished, con sol i dated nor
im ple mented with out the pro duc tion, ac cu mu la tion, cir cu la tion and 
func tion ing of a dis course.”81

DOMINANT CONCEPTIONS OF POWER AND SOVIET ISLAM

At the base of dis cus sions con structed around the cor re spond -
ing oppositions of So viet state and Mus lim so ci ety, of fi cial and par al -
lel Is lam, is a dis tinct view of power. Com mon to both to tal i tar ian
the ory and its prac ti cal ap pli ca tions in the study of So viet Is lam is a
de scend ing con cep tion of power, in which power is con sid ered to be
vested wholly in the or gans of state and im posed down ward on a
pas sive so ci ety. Formed in terms of a con cep tual di chot omy be tween
state and so ci ety, Althussers anal y sis of “ideo log i cal state ap pa ra -
tuses” be lies a sim i lar un der stand ing of power in its
state-reductionist ori en ta tions.82

The con cep tion of power pre sented here re jects the re stricted
choice of fered by the state/so ci ety di chot omy. Rather, I as sume that
power is dis persed and con sti tuted at dif fer ent lev els within a given
so cial or der. In this sense, Foucaults cri tique of con cep tions of bour -
geois dom i na tion is ap pli ca ble to to tal i tar ian con cep tions of the
state. In out lin ing his method for an a lyz ing power, Foucault writes:
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The im por tant thing is not to at tempt some kind of de duc tion of
power start ing from its cen tre and aimed at the dis cov ery of the
ex tent to which it per me ates into the base. . . . One must rather
con duct an as cend ing anal y sis of power, start ing, that is, from its
in fin i tes i mal mech a nisms, which each have their own his tory,
their own tra jec tory, their own tech niques and tac tics.83

In this sense, the anal y sis of power need not be a pri ori as sim i -
lated to and iden ti fied with the im pre cise con struc tions of “state” or
“so ci ety.” Fol low ing the prop o si tion that power is in fact dis persed
and not con cen trated in the or gans of state, power can be an a lyzed at
its points of con sti tu tion, as Foucault puts it, “out side, be low and
along side the State.”84 Working from this po si tion that al lows for a
“bot tom-up” mode of anal y sis, the con sti tu tion of power can be lo -
cated and as sessed in a spe cific set of in sti tu tions and so cial prac tices 
out side the state. The aim of re search thus shifts to ex plore the ways
in which what Foucault calls tech nol o gies of power are con sti tuted
and de ployed—in ef fect concretized—in specifiable in sti tu tional set -
tings.85

The line of the o ret i cal ques tion ing that I am pro pos ing, then,
moves from the re stricted one of “on whose side the Mus lim Boards
stand” to the open one of how power is con sti tuted in So viet Mus lim
re li gious in sti tu tions. Here I should un der line my use of the term
con sti tu tion. Un like much of Foucaultian-oriented re search, which
em pha sizes power as a re pres sive force, I would high light pow ers
con sti tu tive di men sion in con trast to its re pres sive func tion. While I
do not re ject the con nec tion of power with dom i na tion, anal y sis of
the ac tiv i ties of Mus lim in sti tu tions shows them to be bod ies in
which power has been con sti tuted in a strug gle against both so ci ety
and the state. Thus, the Mus lim clergy can be seen as en gaged in a
cre ative pro cess of con struct ing new forms of iden tity and re li gious
or ga ni za tion in or der to sit u ate and es tab lish it self and its com mu -
nity in a com plex set of con stantly chang ing power re la tions. The re -
pres sive means by which the Mus lim clergy con sti tutes it self and its
im age of the Mus lim com mu nity are much more rel e vant to its as pi -
ra tions for he ge mony in Mus lim so ci ety than to its re la tions with
state au thor i ties.

Meth od olog i cally, the nov elty of this ap proach lies in mov ing
away from a me di ated anal y sis of ideo log i cal for mu la tions and po -
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lem ics pro duced in So viet schol arly and po lit i cal dis course. In its
place, I pro pose a so cio log i cally ori ented ex am i na tion of ac tual in sti -
tu tions and the dis cur sive prac tices which op er ate in, around, and
through them. The anal y sis of the forms and func tions of these in sti -
tu tion ally based dis courses and prac tices, to gether with an eval u a -
tion of the ways in which power is con sti tuted, will al low so cial and
po lit i cal re search to move away from the con cep tual con straints im -
posed by the dyadic mode of think ing in her ent in both the tra di -
tion/mo der nity and state/so ci ety ap proach and into the realm of
com par a tive po lit i cal stud ies.

NOTES

 1. See, for ex am ple, for mer Mos cow bu reau chief Philip Taubman in the New
York Times, 6 March 1988.

 2. In a post hu mously pub lished es say, Alexandre Benningsen qual i fied the Ar -
me nian-Azerbaijani con flict in the Cau ca sus as the har bin ger of an im pend -
ing cri sis through out the So viet Mus lim lands: “Is lam soviétique: Le
détonateur caucasien,” Arabies, no. 19–20 (July–Au gust 1988).

 3. See Mar tha Brill Olcott, “So viet Mus lims and World Rev o lu tion,” World Pol -
i tics 34, 4 (July 1982): 487–504; and more re cently, Muriel Atkin, The Sub tlest
Bat tle: Is lam in So viet Tajikistan (Phil a del phia: For eign Pol icy Re search In sti -
tute, 1989).

 4. This subfield is most im me di ately con cerned with the sym bolic re la tions be -
tween Eu rope and the Is lamic Mid dle East. See, for ex am ple, Ed ward Said,
Orientialism (New York: Vin tage, 1979); Thierry Hentsch, LOrient imaginaire
(Paris: Minuit, 1988); Maxime Rodinson, Eu rope and the Mys tique of Is lam (Se -
at tle: Uni ver sity of Wash ing ton Press, 1987).

 5. Hans Bräker in his in tro duc tion to Alexandre Bennigsen and S. End ers
Wimbush, Mus lims of the So viet Em pire: A Guide (Bloomington: In di ana Uni -
ver sity Press, 1986), and Bennigsens let ter pub lished in Prob lems of Com mu -
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eval u a tion of this prob lem, pp. 184ff.

42  Mark Saroyan



THE ISLAMIC CLERGY AND COMMUNITY IN THE
SOVIET UNION

When we think about the Is lamic world, the So viet Un ion does
not com monly come to mind. But with nearly 50 mil lion ad her ents of 
the Mus lim faith, the So viet Un ion had one of the world’s larg est
Mus lim pop u la tions. More over, the So viet Un ion was dis tinc tive in
more than sim ply num bers. Though rel e gated to the geopolitical and 
re li gious pe riph ery of the Is lamic world, So viet Mus lims were heirs
to once flour ish ing cen ters of Is lamic civ i li za tion: one need only re -
call the orig i nal found ers of Is lamic re li gious sci ence such as
al-Bukhari and at-Termezi—both of whom lived on what was the ter -
ri tory of So viet Cen tral Asia—or view the gran deur of the great Mus -
lim cit ies of Bukhara, Khorezm, and, of course, Samarkand, which
was founded as the cap i tal of Tamerlane’s me di eval em pire.

Most So viet Mus lims lived in the five re pub lics that com prise
Cen tral Asia, but the So viet Mus lim lands stretched from the Cen tral
Asian steppes and oases to the Mid dle Volga re gion in the heart of
Rus sia through the north ern Cau ca sus and into Azerbaijan. The geo -
graphic size of the So viet Is lamic world was com ple mented by a di -
ver sity of pop u la tions. Turkic speak ers such as Uz beks, Kazakhs,
Azerbaijanis, and Tatars pre dom i nated nu mer i cally, but the USSR
was also home to the Ira nian-speaking Tajiks and a myr iad of smaller
na tion al i ties speak ing a range of Turkic, Ira nian, and
Ibero-Caucasian lan guages. Re li giously, the Mus lims of Cen tral Asia
and the Mid dle Volga are over whelm ingly fol low ers of the Hanafi
school (mazhab) of Sunni Is lam, while the north Cau ca sians are pri -
mar ily Shafi’i Sunnis. The ma jor ity of Azerbaijanis in the south ern
Cau ca sus are Jafari Shi’is, and other pock ets of Shi’is can be found in
the north Cau ca sus and in Cen tral Asia (for ex am ple, Ismaili Shi’is in
Tajikistan).

De spite the geo graphic, cul tural, and re li gious di ver sity of the
So viet Mus lim pop u la tion, the re li gious in sti tu tions of the or ga nized 
Mus lim com mu nity in the USSR de vel oped a re mark able de gree of
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stan dard iza tion and uni for mity in So viet rule. In large part, this re -
sulted from de cades of anti-religious pol i cies and re stric tions im -
posed by the So viet gov ern ment on or ga nized re li gious ac tiv i ties of
any kind, in clud ing Is lam. Be gin ning in the mid-1920s, the So viet
gov ern ment im ple mented a rad i cal pro gram sep a rat ing re li gion
from the state and car ried out an of ten vi o lent cam paign against re li -
gious in sti tu tions and re li gious be lief more gen er ally.1 Mosques and 
re li gious schools were closed down, re li gious en dow ments (waqf)
were na tion al ized, and Mus lim re li gious of fi cial dom was dis persed
through re lo ca tion, ex ile, im pris on ment, and as sas si na tion.
Mosques con tin ued to func tion and cler ics con tin ued to preach well
into the 1930s, but they did so in vastly re duced num bers and un der
con di tions of of ten ex treme and per sis tent per se cu tion. In deed, by
the 1930s the or ga nized Mus lim com mu nity had been ef fec tively
closed down.

It was not un til World War II, when Mos cow sought to tap re li -
gious sen ti ments as a source of sup port against the Nazi in va sion,
that a new era in re la tions be tween or ga nized re li gion and the state
be gan. Many mosques re opened, re li gious train ing for cler ics was re -
es tab lished on a lim ited scale, and the Mus lim clergy was al lowed to
re or ga nize it self. In the fol low ing de cades, while anti-religious pro -
pa ganda waxed and waned at the whim of So viet lead ers, the cleri -
cally led Is lamic re li gious in sti tu tions that reemerged dur ing the war 
sur vived as vi tal cen ters for the Is lamic faith in the So viet Un -
ion—de spite a wide spread wave of mosque closings and other in -
creased re stric tions im posed on them dur ing the Khrush chev years.
As a re sult, in the post–World War II pe riod the re li gious or ga ni za -
tions un der the Mus lim clergy’s con trol be came the sole ef fec tive ar -
bi ters of Is lam.

In this pa per we shall an a lyze the ac tiv ity of these sur viv ing re -
li gious as so ci a tions, known as Mus lim Re li gious Boards (dukhovnoe
upravlenie). Un til the Gorbachev era, these boards were the only
man i fes ta tion of an or ga nized Is lamic re li gious move ment in the So -
viet Un ion.2 In both struc ture and be liefs, I ar gue, the cleri cally led
Mus lim Boards re flected a po lit ico-religious ori en ta tion that was
both fun da men tal ist and accommodationist. The boards were fun -
da men tal ist in their ded i ca tion to a “re turn” to the scrip tural foun da -
tions of Is lam, from which, they ar gued, the So viet Mus lim
com mu nity had strayed. At the same time, how ever, they pro moted
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a con cep tion of a “pu ri fied” Is lam which was con so nant not only
with mod ern so cial and eco nomic de vel op ment, but also en cour -
aged loyal cit i zen ship and po lit i cal par tic i pa tion in the So viet Un ion.

STRUCTURE OF THE SOVIET MUSLIM COMMUNITY

As in most Mus lim so ci et ies, the ba sic or ga ni za tional unit of the 
Mus lim re li gious com mu nity in the So viet Un ion was the mosque.
Af ter the elim i na tion of re li gious en dow ments and re li gious schools, 
the mosque stood as one of the few re main ing re li gious in sti tu tions
in the post-World War II So viet Un ion. Like other re li gious as so ci a -
tions in the coun try, mosques were al lowed to op er ate le gally by reg -
is ter ing with their lo cal gov ern ments. To form a re li gious
as so ci a tion, a min i mum of twenty peo ple (dvatsatka) of the same
faith was re quired to pe ti tion the lo cal gov ern ment for reg is tra tion of 
their re li gious com mu nity. Upon reg is tra tion, the lo cal gov ern ment
would gen er ally pro vide the given re li gious com mu nity with a
build ing (in the case of Is lam, a mosque), but oth er wise the
mosque-based re li gious as so ci a tion fi nanced it self al most en tirely
through the vol un tary do na tions of its pa rish io ners and sup port ers.

In prin ci ple as well as in prac tice, or ga nized Is lam was vir tu ally
con fined to the ac tiv ity of the mosques.3 So viet leg is la tion on the op -
er a tion of these re li gious com mu ni ties de fined more re stric tions than 
rights for them. The most sig nif i cant re stric tions pro vided that re li -
gious as so ci a tions, in clud ing the mosques, con fine them selves to the
con duct of re li gious rites. Thus mosques were le gally pro hib ited
from en gag ing in “non re li gious” ac tiv i ties such as so cial ser vices (in -
clud ing health care and hous ing), ed u ca tion (in clud ing the es tab lish -
ment of schools or li brar ies), or any kind of eco nomic or com mer cial
en ter prise. How ever, some of these re stric tions were not reg u larly
en forced by the So viet gov ern ment. For in stance, larger mosques of -
ten pos sessed siz able li brar ies of re li gious pub li ca tions, and in
Uzbekistan re li gious ed u ca tion sur vived at two re li gious acad e mies
in Bukhara and Tashkent, where cler ics were trained for re li gious ca -
reers.

Mosques formed the foun da tion of the So viet Mus lim com mu -
nity, but they did not op er ate as in de pend ent re li gious as so ci a tions.
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Each reg is tered mosque was af fil i ated with one of four in de pend ent,
re gion ally or ga nized Mus lim Re li gious Boards and was sub ject to
the ad min is tra tive ju ris dic tion of these boards. The larg est of these
or ga ni za tions was the Mus lim Re li gious Board for Cen tral Asia and
Kazakhstan, which reg u lated the re li gious life of Mus lim com mu ni -
ties in the Cen tral Asian re pub lics of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Kirgizia, as well as Kazakhstan.* The ad min is tra -
tive head quar ters of the Cen tral Asian board was in Tashkent, the
cap i tal of Uzbekistan. The Mus lim Re li gious Board for the
Transcaucasus, cen tered in Baku, su per vised the Mus lim com mu ni -
ties of Azerbaijan, Ar me nia, and Geor gia and served as the nom i nal
re li gious cen ter for Shi’i mi nor i ties out side the board’s ter ri to rial ju -
ris dic tion. The North Cau ca sian Mus lim Re li gious Board worked
out of Makhachkala, the cap i tal of Dagestan, and co or di nated the
mosques of the au ton o mous eth nic ter ri to ries of the North Cau ca sus, 
in clud ing Dagestan, Checheno-Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, and 
North Ossetia, as well as parts of south ern Rus sia. The geo graph i -
cally most ex ten sive ad min is tra tion was the Mus lim Re li gious Board 
for the Eu ro pean USSR and Si be ria. Its cen ter was in Ufa, and it ad -
min is tered the re li gious life of Mus lims liv ing in the Mid dle Volga
(Tatarstan and Bashkiria), as well as com mu ni ties scat tered through -
out the rest of the Rus sian re pub lic and the Eu ro pean parts of the
coun try.

The Mus lim Boards, like the mosques they over saw, ad min is -
tered them selves. They were reg is tered with the state as re li gious as -
so ci a tions, and though they had been sub ject to a va ri ety of ex ter nal
po lit i cal pres sures, they none the less op er ated for mally as pri vate or -
ga ni za tions. Hi er ar chically struc tured or ga ni za tions led by
self-certified Mus lim re li gious lead ers, they de fined their main task
as or ga niz ing and reg u lat ing the re li gious life of the Mus lim com mu -
nity. Their ex is tence there fore chal lenged a com mon ste reo type
about Is lam, ac cord ing to which Is lam has no church and no clergy.
More over, un like es tab lish ments in “Mus lim” coun tries where “of fi -
cial” re li gious hi er ar chies op er ate un der the di rect aus pices of the
state (e.g., Egypt), the So viet Un ion’s “of fi cial” Mus lim es tab lish -
ment was nom i nally in de pend ent and self-financing. The ac tiv i ties
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of the Mus lim Boards were funded through vol un tary con tri bu tions
(sadaqa), and the sal a ries of lo cal mosque of fi cials were de ter mined
by con tract with a given mosque’s ex ec u tive board.

Each of the boards was ad min is tered by an ex ec u tive coun cil
and was headed by a re li gious of fi cial. The ex ec u tive coun cils were
for mally elected by pe ri odic con gresses of cler ics and lay rep re sen ta -
tives of the re li gious com mu ni ties un der a par tic u lar board’s ju ris -
dic tion. In a prac tice that par al leled the op er a tion of the Com mu nist
Party, the lead ers of the Mus lim Boards typ i cally pre sented a pre se -
lected slate of can di dates to the ex ec u tive coun cils which in turn
were “ap proved” by the con gresses.

The ex ec u tive coun cil of a Mus lim Board se lected its own chair -
man. These lead ers were elected to po si tions of ad min is tra tive rank
but also bore ti tles of re li gious dis tinc tion. The Cen tral Asian, Eu ro -
pean, and North Cau ca sian boards were led by a mufti, a per son
learned in the Is lamic re li gious sci ences. Given the Shi’i ma jor ity
com po si tion of its con stit u ency, the Transcaucasian board was
headed by a Shi’i re li gious fig ure known as the sheikh-ul-Islam. In this 
re spect, the lead er ship of the Mus lim Boards com bined fea tures of
both “tra di tional” Mus lim re li gious in sti tu tions and mod ern, im per -
sonal bu reau cra cies.

Like other re li gious or ga ni za tions in the post war So viet Un ion,
the Mus lim Boards op er ated un der the harsh re stric tions of So viet
re li gious leg is la tion and po lit i cal pres sures. This meant that the
Mus lim Boards were gen er ally re stricted to meet ing the purely “re li -
gious” needs of the pop u la tion. Nev er the less, the in ter nal or ga ni za -
tion and ad min is tra tion of the boards was gen er ally left to Mus lim
re li gious lead ers them selves.4 For ex am ple, each Mus lim Board was
run ac cord ing to an in ter nally adopted set of by laws that de fined its
rights and re spon si bil i ties with re gard to the Mus lim com mu ni ties
un der its ad min is tra tion. Each Mus lim Board re served the right to
de fine the prin ci ples of the Is lamic faith and de cide ques tions of re li -
gious dogma by fetwa (an ex pla na tion based on re li gious sci ence) if
nec es sary. The boards also is sued guide lines on the proper forms of
re li gious con duct, from the Fri day prayers to ob ser vance of var i ous
cal en dar rites and hol i days.

The fetwa pro vides an other ex am ple of the Mus lim Boards’
syn the sis of tra di tional Mus lim prac tices and mod ern bu reau cratic
in no va tions. Cus tom arily, a fetwa is the pre rog a tive of a mufti, who
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in the So viet case also headed the Mus lim Board. In the So viet Un ion, 
how ever, the larger ad min is tra tions had fetwa de part ments which
were in volved in re search ing and pre par ing the is su ance of a fetwa.
Prior to the an nounce ment of a fetwa, the mufti dis cussed the re -
search of the fetwa de part ment with the board’s ex ec u tive coun cil.
Then the fetwa was is sued on be half of the Mus lim Re li gious Board
as a whole and not sim ply an in di vid ual mufti.

Apart from their gen eral su per vi sion of re li gious dogma and
prac tice, the Mus lim Boards reg u lated the ad min is tra tive op er a tion
of the mosque-based re li gious com mu ni ties un der their ju ris dic tion.
In this role, the Mus lim Boards acted in a fash ion that re sem bled the
Com mu nist Party ap pa ra tus—cen tral ized and highly bu reauc ra -
tized. Mosques and lo cal re li gious of fi cials were not only reg is tered
by gov ern ment agen cies, they were cer ti fied by an ap pro pri ate Mus -
lim Re li gious Board as well. The boards or ga nized re li gious train ing
for the cler ics at all lev els and pro vided an of fi cial cer tif i ca tion that
au tho rized an in di vid ual to per form re li gious ser vices. Only the
Mus lim Boards re tained the right to ap point cler ics to po si tions of re -
li gious re spon si bil ity in the mosques, and like wise only the boards
could trans fer of fi cials from one mosque to an other. Finally, the Mus -
lim Boards had the right to re voke the cer tif i ca tion of cler ics un der
their su per vi sion for vi o la tions of re li gious or ad min is tra tive codes
of a given Mus lim Board.

THE CLERGY’S IMAGE OF ISLAM AND COMMUNITY

One of the main con cerns re flected in cler i cal ar gu ments about
the na ture of Is lam and the So viet Mus lim com mu nity af ter World
War II was a “re turn” to Is lam in its pur est forms.5 The So viet Mus -
lim clergy sought to mo bi lize the re li gious in sti tu tions that they led
in or der to re vi tal ize the re li gious life of the com mu nity around the
tex tual or i gins of Is lam—the Qur’an and the pro phetic tra di tions.

The clergy’s ar gu ment about the need to re turn to the fun da -
men tals of Is lam was based, of course, on the as sump tion that the
com mu nity had strayed from those fun da men tals. Or tho doxy is con -
sti tuted only in re la tion to het ero doxy, as Pi erre Bourdieu has ar -
gued, and the clergy’s de pic tion of a Mus lim com mu nity hav ing

48  Mark Saroyan



strayed from Is lam pro vided the nec es sary con trast.6 Given what
the clergy por trayed as the re li giously ig no rant—in deed de gen er -
ate—state of the Mus lim com mu nity, this po si tion in turn cre ated a
need for re li gious lead er ship, which could best be pro vided, the ar -
gu ment went, by the ed u cated Mus lim clergy. In this way, cler i cal ar -
gu ments about the need to re turn to an au then tic Is lam were closely
linked with the le git i ma tion of the ac tiv ity of the Mus lim Boards and
the net work of cler ics and mosques un der their ju ris dic tion. By as -
sert ing that the Mus lim com mu nity had fallen into su per sti tious and 
he ret i cal ways, the clergy si mul ta neously fixed a place for it self and
its in sti tu tions in Mus lim so ci ety.

The Mus lim clergy’s ar gu ments about Is lam and the Mus lim
com mu nity re flected a strug gle for lead er ship within So viet Mus lim
so ci ety. Ironically, the clergy’s claim to lead er ship within the com -
mu nity was based on the theo log i cal con dem na tion of that very
same com mu nity. But cler i cal dis course was di rected not only in ter -
nally to ward Mus lim so ci ety. It also aimed ex ter nally at the So viet
pol ity and so ci ety more gen er ally. Over its de cades-long de vel op -
ment, So viet po lit i cal dis course painted Is lam, like all re li gions, as a
so cial ide ol ogy which served only to ham per hu man prog ress. As a
ves tige of a presocialist era, Is lam and re li gious be liefs gen er ally
were doomed in the con struc tion of a pro gres sive So viet so cial or der.

The Mus lim clergy’s im age of Is lam, how ever, di rectly chal lenged
and sub verted this he ge monic ar gu ment. The Mus lim com mu nity, the
cler ics in sisted, both re tained its Is lamic dis tinc tive ness and ac tively
con trib uted to the prog ress of So viet so ci ety. In fact, the cler ics pointed
out, an “au then tic” Is lam pre scribed many of the same so cial and eco -
nomic val ues as So viet so cial ism. In con trast to So viet sec u lar pro pa -
ganda’s por trayal of Is lam as a brake on so cial de vel op ment, the
Mus lim cler ics pointed to the ben e fits that Is lam brought to so ci ety in
gen eral and So viet so ci ety spe cif i cally. These were the clergy’s two
main ar gu ments about the na ture of Is lam and the Mus lim com mu nity
and about their re la tion to So viet so ci ety, and the clergy drew on its own 
re li gious tra di tions to make such ar gu ments.

The main dis cur sive in stru ment em ployed in the quest to
recenter the Mus lim com mu nity around an au then tic Is lam was
ijtihad, or theo log i cal in ter pre ta tion of sa cred texts. So viet cler ics
sought to le git i mate their re li ance on this prac tice by cit ing fig ures as 
di verse as Abu Hanifa (767–800 CE*), one of the early Arab found ers
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of Is lamic re li gious sci ence, and Shihabeddin Marjani (1818–1899
CE), a Ta tar cleric and phi los o pher in whose work ijtihad was an in -
te gral part of re li gious thought. In a re flec tion of broadly ac cepted
cler i cal views on the na ture of ijtihad, one So viet cleric pointed out
that suc ces sive gen er a tions of Mus lims ap proached the sa cred scrip -
tures with equal re spect, but each new gen er a tion in ter preted the es -
sence of these texts in a new way and thus dis cov ered new ideas that
had pre vi ously gone un no ticed.7

By means of ijtihad, the Mus lim clergy ef fected a dou ble move. On
the one hand, cler i cal think ers em pha sized the scrip tural foun da tions
of the Is lamic faith and ide al ized the his tor i cal tra di tions of what they
con sid ered an au then tic Is lam. At the same time, their re li ance on
ijtihad opened the pos si bil ity for in ter pre ta tion and re in ter pre ta tion of
these texts for the con struc tion of new re li gious prin ci ples to meet con -
tem po rary so cial, re li gious, and other con cerns. The So viet Mus lim
clergy’s re con struc tion of Is lam through ijtihad thus re flected a syn the -
sis of both “tra di tional” and “mod ern” el e ments.

The clergy’s re con structed im age of Is lam was le git i mated by
means of ijtihad, but the em pha sis on the au then tic ity of the scrip -
tural or i gins of Is lam and the cen tral ity of the his tor i cal leg acy of Is -
lamic thought at the same time im plied a de val u ing of ex ist ing
Is lam—that is, the range of be liefs and prac tices that char ac ter ized
the lived re li gious ex pe ri ences of peo ple that iden ti fied them selves
as Mus lims. In deed one of the main thrusts of cler i cal ar gu ments
about the char ac ter of the So viet Mus lim com mu nity was that it had
fallen into deeply un-Islamic ways. The cler ics con demned what
they con sid ered to be jahiliyya, which can be un der stood as a gen eral
ig no rance of Is lam, in clud ing a lack of fa mil iar ity with the fun da -
men tal prin ci ples of the faith as ex pressed in the Qur’an or the tra di -
tions of the prophet Mu ham mad. More spe cif i cally, the cler ics
de cried the wide spread ex is tence of bida, or he ret i cal in no va tions in
re li gious be lief and prac tice. Such in no va tions in cluded, for ex am -
ple, “su per sti tious” be liefs, saint wor ship, pil grim ages to lo cal
shrines, and the use of am u lets for heal ing or other pur poses.

A lead ed i to rial in the mag a zine of the Cen tral Asian Mus lim
Board, il lus tra tively en ti tled “Along the True Path of the Qur’an,”
pro vided a con cise state ment of these views:
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In de fend ing the prin ci ples or dained by the Holy Qur’an, we
[cler ics] ac tively fight against all neg a tive oc cur rences which hap -
pen in the ev ery day lives of Mus lims and draw them away from
all kinds of su per sti tions and bidayat which do not cor re spond to
in struc tions pro vided by our shariat. By do ing so, we strengthen
the con science of our faith ful.”8

Ironically the Mus lim clergy’s de pic tion of the con tem po rary
Mus lim com mu nity un der scored the com mu nity’s un-Islamic ways.
But it is im por tant to em pha size that one of the main tasks of the Mus -
lim clergy was not sim ply de fin ing the con tent of an “au then tic” Is lam
based in his tory and scrip ture or con demn ing the range of un-Islamic
prac tices ob served by con tem po rary Mus lims. Rather, in its con trast of
an ide al ized re li gious au then tic ity and a de gen er ate re li gious re al ity,
the clergy fixed it self as the force that could pro vide the lead er ship to
bring the Mus lim com mu nity back to the “true” Is lam.

If Mus lim lead ers made some what ab stract claims about their
lead er ship role in bring ing Is lam to the Mus lim com mu nity (and
thus bring ing the com mu nity back to Is lam), these claims were
concretized in the in sti tu tional mech a nisms at their dis posal. In this
way, the re li gious dis course of the So viet Mus lim clergy and the or -
ga ni za tional struc tures of the re li gious in sti tu tions they dom i nated
were in ti mately linked. The most im por tant of these mech a nisms, all
of which op er ated un der the su per vi sion of the Mus lim Re li gious
Boards, in cluded the mosque, the re li gious cen ter where prayers
were re cited and ser mons de liv ered; the imam, or lo cal re li gious spe -
cial ist who led the mosque-based com mu nity and pro vided a range
of re li gious ser vices; the ser mon (khutba in Sunni tra di tion, moiza in
Shi’i tra di tion), by which a cleric pro vided a gen eral but au thor i ta -
tive rep re sen ta tion of Is lam; the fetwa, the for mal ized de ci sion is -
sued by a cleric trained in re li gious sci ence (men tioned above); and
the medresa, the re li gious school which in the So viet con text pro vided 
only train ing and ed u ca tion for as pir ing cler ics.

The cen tral ity of these re li gious in sti tu tions was fre quently em -
pha sized, as was their func tion as vi tal in stru ments for
re-Islamicizing the Mus lim com mu nity. A cler i cal state ment, for ex -
am ple, rep re sented the mosque as a site where Mus lims could gain
greater aware ness and un der stand ing of them selves as Mus lims. In
this pro cess, cler ics em pha sized the in ter con nected func tion of
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mosque, ser mon, and cleric as a means for bring ing Is lam back to the
com mu nity and the com mu nity of be liev ers back to an “au then tic”
Is lam:

In our mosques, ser mons are re cited, fetwas are an nounced and
elu ci dated, and the pro found hu mane prin ci ples of the per sonal
be hav ior of Mus lim so ci ety, the fam ily, and daily life are per sis -
tently prop a gated. There fore, the role of mosques is im mensely
im por tant in the course of solv ing our com mon im por tant
task—im plant ing in new gen er a tions of Mus lims a con scious ness
and pro found value of our sa cred re li gion.9

Cler i cal ap peals for “strength en ing” the role of the mosque in the life 
of the com mu nity there fore fol lowed from the un der stand ing of the
mosque as an in stru ment for the re con struc tion of an au then tic Is lam 
un der the “com pe tent” guid ance of the clergy.

DISTINCTION AND INTEGRATION IN CLERICAL DISCOURSE

In their im age of a re con structed, re in vig o rated Is lam, post war
So viet Mus lim cler ics sought to re store the au thor ity of “tra di tion”
among con tem po rary So viet Mus lims. But this reinvention of an Is -
lamic tra di tion op er ated not only in ter nally in the Mus lim com mu -
nity. Muslim cler ics also con structed ar gu ments that sought to
recontextualize the Mus lim com mu nity in re la tion to po lit i cal, so -
cial, and eco nomic de vel op ments in the So viet Un ion as a whole.
Post war cler i cal dis course there fore at tempted not only to re write
the “text” of Is lam, but also to re cast the con text in which Is lam ex -
isted. Along with its strug gle to mo bi lize the Mus lim com mu nity
around its own re li gious in sti tu tions and in still its own sense of the
Is lamic faith, the Mus lim clergy ar gued that Is lam and the Mus lim
com mu nity played a vi tal role in So viet so ci ety. Thus cler ics re -
worked the So viet state’s dis cur sive con sti tu tion of a “new So viet
man” who lived suc cess fully with out re li gion into a for mu la tion of a
“new So viet Mus lim cit i zen.”

Cler i cal ar gu ments about the na ture of Is lam’s re la tion to So viet 
so ci ety were made in con scious rec og ni tion of pre vail ing no tions of
the in her ent in com pat i bil ity of Is lam and So viet power. As noted, the 
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mu tu ally ex clu sive char ac ter of Is lam (or any re li gion) and So -
viet-led so cial prog ress was a com mon theme of So viet anti-religious 
pro pa ganda and ac a demic po lem ics. In this sense, cler i cal ar gu -
ments about the place of Is lam in So viet so ci ety were a
counterdiscourse, a re ply to the pow er ful chal lenge of ex ter nal im -
ages of Is lam pro duced in non re li gious schol ar ship and po lem ics.

The for mu la tion of a counterdiscourse, how ever, did not en tail
a to tal re jec tion of the ar gu ments to which it re sponded. Rather, the
cler i cal im age of Is lam sub verted the state’s he ge monic po si tion by
in cor po rat ing many fea tures of that po si tion which would seem -
ingly ne gate it. Thus nu mer ous po lit i cal, so cial, and eco nomic val ues 
es poused by rep re sen ta tives of the So viet state were ap pro pri ated by 
the Mus lim clergy as tra di tional el e ments of the Is lamic faith. In fact,
So viet cler ics some times ef fected a re ver sal by as sert ing the es sen -
tially re li gious un der pin nings of So viet val ues. As a cleric at an
Azerbaijani mosque de clared:

I am glad and full of ad mi ra tion for the ge nius of the prophet,
who fore saw the so cial prin ci ples of so cial ism. I am also glad that
many so cial ist prac tices are the pres ent-day re al iza tion of the
dreams of the prophet Mu ham mad.10

The clergy’s ap pro pri a tion of el e ments of the state’s dis course
served in part to re pro duce that dis course. In this con nec tion, many
ob serv ers sim plis ti cally as sumed that Mus lim cler ics were noth ing
more than doc ile func tion ar ies of So viet power. But in re in ter pret ing
state val ues as tra di tional com po nents of Is lamic thought, thereby
un der scor ing the vi tal ity of Is lam, the cler ics also re vised and re -
jected the state’s ar gu ments con cern ing the re li gion’s back ward ness
and ob so les cence. Thus the “loyal” po si tion of So viet Mus lim cler ics
was not sim ply a sur ren der to their po lit i cal con text; it was a sub ver -
sion and re con struc tion of that con text.

Cler i cal ar gu ments pos it ing the ex is tence of a “So viet Mus lim
cit i zen” re lied on a com bi na tion of two dis tinct strat e gies: a strat egy
of in te gra tion based on a sym bolic rep re sen ta tion of Mus lims as ac -
tive par tic i pants in the con struc tion of So viet power and in te gral
mem bers of So viet so ci ety; and a strat egy of dis tinc tion, in which the
cler ics em pha sized the Mus lim dis tinc tive ness of the com mu nity of
be liev ers that they led.11 In this way, cler i cal ar gu ments pos ited the
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ex is tence of a self-conscious Mus lim com mu nity, and they viewed
the in te gra tion of that com mu nity into broader con struc tions of So -
viet so ci ety not just as a name less col lec tion of in di vid u als but as em -
phat i cally Mus lim cit i zens.

An ar che type of the So viet Mus lim cit i zen pre sented by the
clergy was Rizaetdin Fahretdinov, a Ta tar cleric and re li gious phi los -
o pher who was a leader of the So viet Mus lim com mu nity in the
inter war pe riod. His case was de ployed to claim that ad her ence to
the Is lamic faith posed no ob sta cle to the so cial par tic i pa tion of de -
vout Mus lims and that Mus lim pi ety and So viet cit i zen ship were in
fact mu tu ally re in forc ing. In a state ment that com pares his re li gious
de vo tion and sec u lar ac tiv i ties, the fol low ing was ar gued:

Re li gion in no way ham pered Rizaetdin Fahretdinov from ac -
tively par tic i pat ing in the so cial and po lit i cal life of our coun try.
With a feel ing of great emo tion he used to speak of many things
which he dared only dream of be fore the Great Oc to ber Rev o lu -
tion, like gen eral ed u ca tional fa cil i ties, the eman ci pa tion of our
women, the flour ish ing of our sci ence, cul ture, and art in all
spheres which have now a days be come a re al ity.12

In the con text of a dom i nant po lit i cal dis course that por trayed
Mus lims as back wards and threat en ing to the main te nance of So viet
power, the clergy’s rep re sen ta tion of the So viet Mus lim com mu nity
aimed to trans form Mus lims from pas sive vic tims or op po nents of
So viet pol icy into ac tive agents in the so cial and po lit i cal struc tures
in which they lived. In em pha siz ing a con tin ued, even re newed, de -
vo tion to the Is lamic faith in tan dem with par tic i pa tion in So viet so -
ci ety, the So viet Mus lim clergy thus es tab lished a claim for ben e fits
from that so ci ety—as in te grated but dis tinctly Mus lim cit i zens. As
one ac count put the case:

For more than 65 years Mus lims of our coun try have been liv ing
in so cial ist so ci ety and they have real cause to be proud of mak ing 
their con tri bu tion to the prog ress and pros per ity of their na tive
land while not de vi at ing from the pre scrip tion of their holy re li -
gion of Is lam.13

In con trast to ar gu ments that Is lam was an ob so lete ves tige of the
past, the clergy thus sub verted these no tions by claim ing that “with -
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out re li gion a per son can not be moral, since only fear of God keeps
peo ple from do ing amoral, sin ful deeds.”14

The cler i cal strat e gies of in te gra tion and dis tinc tion, more over,
were in sep a ra ble from the broader fun da men tal ist ideal of re ori ent -
ing the com mu nity around the or i gins of the faith and recentering
the Mus lim com mu nity around re li gious in sti tu tions con trolled by
the clergy. Thus in a de nun ci a tion of ig no rant su per sti tions and prac -
tices, the for mer mufti of Cen tral Asia ar gued that the re turn to the
fun da men tals of Is lam was the foun da tion for the pos i tive, ac tive
con tri bu tion of the Mus lim com mu nity to So viet so ci ety:

These su per sti tions can not con trib ute to the prog ress that char ac -
ter izes the con tem po rary era. It is only the re turn to the Qur’an
and the Sunnah that cre ated in dis pens able con di tions for the ac -
tive par tic i pa tion of Mus lims in the build ing of a new life.15

Un like some Is lamic ideo log i cal ten den cies out side the So viet
Un ion, where sec u lar and re li gious ideas are com bined in con struc -
tions of “Is lamic Marx ism” or “Is lamic so cial ism,” So viet Mus lim
cler ics main tained the dis tinc tive ness of each sys tem of ideas.16
They thus ar gued for a com mon al ity of in ter ests of two sep a rate dis -
cur sive tra di tions: one Is lamic and the other So viet/Marx ist. In this
way, So viet cler ics ap pealed for a mu tu ally ad van ta geous co ex is -
tence— but not a syn the sis—of Is lam and So viet power.

NOTES

 1. For use ful sur veys and periodizations of So viet pol icy to ward Is lam, see
Nugman Ashirov, Evoliutsiia islama v SSSR (Mos cow: Politizdat, l973), and
T. S. Saidbaev, Is lam i obshchestvo, 2d ed. (Mos cow: Nauka, 1984).
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her ence to these ac tiv i ties. See Alexandre Bennigsen and S. End ers
Wimbush, Mys tics and Com mis sars: Suf ism in the So viet Un ion (Berke ley: Uni -
ver sity of Cal i for nia Press, 1985).

 3. For a sur vey of So viet le gal codes on re li gious or ga ni za tion, see G. J.
Mürshüdlü, Dini ayinlär haggïnda sovet ganunverijiliyi (Baku, 1983)
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hügug vä fälsäfä seriyasï 4 (l979).
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and M. V. Vagabov, Aktual’nye problemy kritiki i preodoleniia islama
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THE REINTERPRETATION AND ADAPTATION
OF SOVIET ISLAM

A fun da men tal prob lem in West ern schol ar ship on Is lam has
been the rei fi ca tion of re li gion. Many schol ars do not view re li gion as 
a so cial man i fes ta tion of the sa cred but as a fixed sys tem of be liefs
and prac tices. Such rei fi ca tion is not a prob lem con fined to the study
of So viet Is lam. In the grow ing schol ar ship on Is lam in Af rica, South
Asia, and the Mid dle East, many stud ies work from the as sump tion
that Is lam is a transhistorical phe nom e non. As a re sult, there is a ten -
dency to fo cus on the in ter re la tion ship of a static Is lam and the ad -
vent of mo der nity.1 In ef fect, Is lam is seen as a force in de pend ent of
the changed (or chang ing) so cial, eco nomic, and po lit i cal cir cum -
stances of the con tem po rary world. Thus so cio eco nomic change and
po lit i cal de vel op ment be come the cen tral con cerns of anal y sis, and
re li gious in no va tion, even when it is em pir i cally rec og nized, is the o -
ret i cally mis un der stood and thus un der val ued as a sub ject wor thy of 
schol arly at ten tion.

Most West ern schol ars of So viet Is lam work within these para -
dig matic as sump tions. Alexandre Bennigsen, the dean of schol ar -
ship on So viet Is lam, writes of an “in born sense of Umma” among
Mus lims as if it were a ge netic rather than a so cial qual ity.2 This is
not a sin gu lar, poorly ex pressed phrase; rather, it re flects a com mon
ap proach to Mus lims and Mus lim so ci ety. Im plicitly or ex plic itly,
this per spec tive as sumes the im mu ta bil ity of so cial iden ti ties. In the
So viet con text, this type of rei fi ca tion rests on the as sump tion that af -
ter more than a half cen tury of mas sive so cio eco nomic and po lit i cal
trans for ma tion, the self-conception of So viet Mus lims has un der -
gone lit tle sig nif i cant change (as sum ing to be gin with that Mus lims
in the Tsar ist em pire had a sense of com mon iden tity in the umma).
Even if one chooses to ar gue, as in fact So viet schol ars do, that sec tors 
of the “Mus lim” pop u la tion of the USSR are rel a tively less in te grated 
into So viet so ci ety, one can not as sume that par tial or even dif fer en ti -
ated in te gra tion has not had some im pact on pop u lar at ti tudes.3
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This ap proach to the study of Is lam in the So viet Un ion has
proved to be more of an ob sta cle than an in sight. The im plicit as ser -
tion that re li gion is a meta phys i cal sys tem in de pend ent of so ci ety
and pol i tics is a ten u ous one. Re li gion is a sym bolic sys tem that is
gen er ated in so cial re la tions and can be seen as a sym bol i cally or ga -
nized or con structed phe nom e non.4 This does not deny, how ever,
that re li gious ideas can pro vide mean ing to so cial ac tion. The form
and sub stance of Is lam, there fore, is in ter preted and re in ter preted
through so cial re la tions yet also pro vides con cepts with which to un -
der stand these so cial re la tions. The ab sence of this di a lec ti cal per -
spec tive and the re sul tant rei fi ca tion of re li gion have re sulted in
se ri ous an a lyt i cal weak nesses in the study of re li gious change in the
USSR. A fun da men tal di men sion of this weak ness is ev i dent in the
schol arly un der val u a tion of the role of Mus lim elites in this change.

MUSLIM ORGANIZATIONS AND THE SOVIET STATE

The post-Stalin USSR is home to four in de pend ent Mus lim re li -
gious ad min is tra tions: the Mus lim Re li gious Board for the Eu ro pean
USSR and Si be ria (cen tered in Ufa, Bashkir ASSR); the Mus lim Re li -
gious Board for Cen tral Asia and Kazakhstan (Tashkent,
Uzbekistan); the Mus lim Re li gious Board for the North Cau ca sus
(un til re cently in Buinaksk; now in Makhachkala, Dagestan); and the
Mus lim Re li gious Board for Transcaucasia (Baku, Azerbaijan). These 
in sti tu tions are the lo cus of Is lamic in no va tion in the USSR, and a
con cep tual ex po si tion of their ori en ta tions and ac tiv i ties is cru cial
for an a lyz ing the place of Is lam in con tem po rary So viet so ci ety. Each
ad min is tra tion has a num ber of spe cial ized de part ments and su per -
vises the re li gious and ad min is tra tive ac tiv i ties of the mosques and
cler ics un der its ju ris dic tion. In ad di tion, the Mus lim Board of
Tashkent op er ates two medresas, or Mus lim sem i nar ies, and pub -
lishes a quar terly jour nal, Mus lims of the So viet East.5 The lead ers of
these ad min is tra tions, the staffs of their var i ous de part ments, and
the clergy form the So viet Mus lim elite.

Most of the schol arly dis cus sion of these ad min is tra tions is lim -
ited to de scrip tive ac counts of their ac tiv i ties. An a lytically, what is
sig nif i cant for West ern schol ars about these ad min is tra tions is that
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like their prerevolutionary pre de ces sors, they were cre ated ex og e -
nously and in sti tuted in the com mu ni ties that they now serve. The
cre ation and “im po si tion” of or ga ni za tional co her ence for the Is -
lamic re li gion by the So viet re gime is an un de ni able oc cur rence. Be -
cause of the heteronomous es tab lish ment of these So viet Mus lim
ad min is tra tions, how ever, a pri ori as sump tions are too of ten em -
ployed in place of an anal y sis of the re li gious boards’ role and their
re la tions with the So viet re gime. An ex am ple of this ap proach is the
fol low ing com ment:

These ad min is tra tive bod ies ex ist in name only, since they have
no pow ers what so ever to safe guard the in ter ests of Is lam, i.e., to
de fend Is lam against anti-Islamic at tacks in pub lic life.6

The same au thor also claims that the Mus lim Re li gious Boards are
note wor thy only in the ser vices they pro vide for the con duct of So -
viet for eign pol icy and that in this re spect the Tashkent ad min is tra -
tion is the sole sig nif i cant ac tor.7 While these com ments are ex plicit
and per haps ex treme in their form, the dom i nant, con ven tional wis -
dom about the role of the Mus lim elite in So viet Is lam is steeped in
sim i lar no tions.8

The as sump tions of this per spec tive are per haps common sensi -
cal: the So viet re gime es tab lishes the Mus lim ad min is tra tions for its
own ends, in part as a con ces sion to the Mus lim pop u la tion; these ad -
min is tra tions, now em pow ered with an au ton o mous or ga ni za tional
ap pa ra tus, bar gain with the re gime and ob tain ex ten sions of their
power and au thor ity (e.g., the open ing of new mosques or the soft en ing 
of an ti re li gious pro pa ganda) in re turn for obe di ent do mes tic be hav ior
and es pe cially for pro mo tion of the So viet sys tem and So viet for eign
pol icy among Mus lim states of the Third World.9 As in sti tu tional struc -
tures cre ated and es tab lished by So viet au thor i ties, the Mus lim Re li -
gious Boards must re vise their ori en ta tions and ac tiv i ties (os ten si bly at
least) to ac cord with the re gime’s val ues and goals in or der to jus tify to
the re gime their con tin ued (or even ex panded) op er a tion. This ap -
proach is par tic u larly ev i dent in the claim that the So viet re gime is will -
ing to pro mote the of fi cial Mus lim elite in op po si tion to the
pur port edly more threat en ing non of fi cial forms of Is lamic as so ci a -
tion.10 Nev er the less, the en tente es tab lished be tween the state and its
Mus lim pop u la tion is hardly cor dial. Re la tions be tween the re li gious
boards and the re gime, ac cord ing to the con ven tional wis dom, are
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based on cost-benefit cal cu la tions be tween es sen tially an tag o nis tic
part ners and are thus in her ently un sta ble and un cer tain.11

Such as ser tions are not en tirely wrong. They are, how ever, in -
com plete and overly sim plis tic. The op er a tion of Mus lim or ga ni za -
tions can not be put in sim ple terms of ac com mo da tion or
an tag o nism to ward the state. These or ga ni za tions are nei ther mere
or gans of state power nor in cip i ent ve hi cles of antistate ac tion. The
cre ation of these in sti tu tions re flects the re gime’s ac com mo da tion to
socioreligious forces that ex ist in So viet so ci ety, but this ac com mo da -
tion must be un der stood in the con text of the com ple tion of a de ci -
sive and fun da men tal trans for ma tion of so cial and po lit i cal re la tions 
in the USSR. The So viet re gime ini ti ated a rec on cil i a tion with the
Mus lim clergy only af ter it had suc cess fully un der mined their po lit i -
cal rel e vance.12 More over, the in sti tu tional char ac ter of the re li gious
boards shapes the terms by which the re li gious elites ar tic u late and
ex press their iden tity.’

The sim plis tic view of the Mus lim Re li gious Boards as obe di ent
in stru ments of the So viet state leads to the as sump tion that these ad -
min is tra tions are rig idly formalistic in both con cep tion and prac tice
and that they are un con nected and ir rel e vant to the con stit u en cies
which they os ten si bly serve.13 In fact, West ern schol ars place too
much em pha sis on the for eign pro pa ganda role of the So viet Mus lim
elites, while they con sider their do mes tic ac tiv i ties to be in con se -
quen tial. In rel e gat ing the role of the Mus lim elites to do mes tic in sig -
nif i cance, many schol ars fail to eval u ate and an a lyze their role in
re de fin ing the form and con tent of Is lam in So viet so ci ety.

RELIGIOUS “MODERNIZATION,” MUSLIM ELITES,
AND THE SOVIET REGIME

One of the fun da men tal fea tures of change in Is lam dur ing the
So viet pe riod is the re in ter pre ta tion and ad ap ta tion of re li gious
thought and prac tice. Based in the re li gious boards, the Mus lim cler i -
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cal elite is the ini ti a tor of these re li gious in no va tions. The re in ter pre -
ta tion of Is lam has been pro mul gated in So viet Mus lim pub li ca tions
and con fer ences, in re li gious-educational es tab lish ments, and most
im me di ately through the coun try wide net work of mosques and or -
ga nized par ishes. In ef fect, all the in sti tu tional chan nels avail able to
the Mus lim elite have been mo bi lized to pro mote not only the prin ci -
ple of re li gious re in ter pre ta tion, but also its theo log i cal and prac ti cal 
ap pli ca tions. West ern stud ies of this re li gious in no va tion are in vari -
ably based on So viet schol ar ship. There fore, it is use ful to re view the
as sump tions of the So viet un der stand ing of this pro cess be fore a dis -
cus sion of West ern per spec tives.

The cam paign for the re in ter pre ta tion of Is lam in the con text of
So viet so ci ety has re ceived wide at ten tion in So viet stud ies of Is -
lam.14 In So viet lit er a ture this pro cess is most com monly re ferred to
as Is lamic mod ern iza tion (modernizatsiia) or Is lamic re newal
(obnovlenie). A pe rusal of So viet lit er a ture on Is lamic mod ern iza tion
re veals abun dant in for ma tion and—al though vari a tions and dis tinct 
dif fer ences in per spec tive ex ist—a fairly co her ent ar gu ment about
the char ac ter and in tent of this mod ern iza tion. Gen erally, the So viet
ar gu ment goes like this: based on the ma te rial trans for ma tion of so -
ci ety, a spir i tual-ideological trans for ma tion has also been achieved.
That is, not only has a new so cio eco nomic “base” been cre ated, but
also a “su per struc ture” has been es tab lished that gen er ally (though
not com pletely) cor re sponds to this novel so cial ist base. There fore,
in the con di tions of a So viet so cial ist so ci ety the coun try’s tra di tion -
ally Mus lim pop u la tions have as sim i lated ma te ri al ist con cep tions of 
his tory and the com plex set of So viet val ues founded in this new so -
ci ety (col lec tiv ism, equal ity, de moc racy, and the like). The Mus lim
elite, in this ar gu ment, has been obliged to adapt to the con di tions of
a new so ci ety and a new pop u lar con scious ness in or der to main tain
its now ob jec tively base less but none the less re sid ual sta tus. A mi nor -
ity of schol ars also ar gues that Is lamic mod ern iza tion is in tended not 
only to pre vent the fur ther de te ri o ra tion of the so cial and spir i tual
po si tion of the Mus lim elite but aims to “re gain lost ground” as
well.15

Com par i sons of re li gious mod ern iza tion in the USSR and in the
de vel op ing world high light the spec i fic ity of Is lamic mod ern iza tion
in the USSR. In the de vel oped and de vel op ing cap i tal ist coun tries,
re li gious ren o va tion is un der taken to pro mote the in ter est of the
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dom i nant class. In con trast, re li gious mod ern iza tion in the So viet
Un ion serves only to pre vent, or at least to slow down, the ob jec tive
elim i na tion of Is lamic “ves tiges” that have re mained in so cial ist so ci -
ety.16 The Mus lim elite, by way of re in ter pre ta tion, strives to re an i -
mate the ves ti gial el e ments of Is lam to main tain its ob jec tively
base less so cial sta tus. In the con di tions of mass athe ism based on a
new so cial or der, Mus lim elites must prove their “use ful ness” to the
pop u la tion and must adapt their con cep tion of re li gious iden tity and 
prac tices in or der not to alien ate their al ready ten u ous sup port re -
main ing in the pop u la tion at large.17

The gen eral out lines of the So viet ar gu ment about Is lamic mod -
ern iza tion are log i cal, but the ar gu ment does not cor re spond to the
ac tual state of af fairs. While one could ar gue with ease that So viet
schol ars fail ad e quately to sub stan ti ate their case about the trans for -
ma tion of pop u lar con scious ness in the USSR, there are more sig nif i -
cant the o ret i cal prob lems. The So viet ap proach is overly mech a nis tic 
and one-dimensional in as sum ing a di rect and uni lat eral de ter mi na -
tion of so cial con scious ness by so cial struc ture.18

The West ern ap proach to Is lamic mod ern iza tion is dis tinct yet
re lated to its So viet coun ter part. West ern schol ars most fre quently
dis cuss this is sue only in de scrip tive terms by eclec ti cally ap pro pri -
at ing in for ma tion from So viet sources and in the pro cess strip ping
any facts from the con cep tual frame work in which they were orig i -
nally pre sented. In ef fect, one is pro vided with a rep e ti tious sum -
mary of pre vi ously pub lished fac tual in for ma tion (al beit in Rus sian
or other lan guages of the USSR); some times one co mes across the in -
ser tion of parts of ar gu ments ap pro pri ated from the same sources.
One scholar, for ex am ple, af ter para phras ing vir tu ally a sin gle So viet 
mono graphic source, con cludes that the whole pro cess of re li gious
mod ern iza tion is “strange” in that it oc curs in a pre sum ably athe is tic 
state.19 Yet an other West ern scholar si mul ta neously pro vides lim -
ited ev i dence of re li gious change and then de nounces it as “in sig nif i -
cant.”20 This same au thor con tin ues: “Un der the So viet re gime
[Mus lim re li gious cus toms and rit ual] have nei ther been mod i fied
nor sim pli fied, though some fell into dis use through ne glect.”21 This 
view ig nores a great deal of con trary in for ma tion in both So viet and
West ern lit er a ture (see be low). More gen er ally, how ever, it re flects
se ri ous the o ret i cal in ad e qua cies. As noted, the as sump tion that Is -
lam ex ists au ton o mously from so cial re la tions al most in ev i ta bly
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leads to the de scrip tive particularization that dom i nates West ern
study of So viet Is lam. By con cen trat ing on the de tails of the re in ter -
pre ta tion of re li gious thought and prac tices, West ern schol ars for get
that these de tails are part of a larger so cial pro cess of re li gious
change.

While dif fer ent in con tent, the con cep tual un der stand ing of the
or i gins of Is lamic ren o va tion im plicit in the con ven tional West ern ar -
gu ments is strik ing in its struc tural sim i lar ity to con ven tional So viet
in ter pre ta tions. Both ar gu ments ap proach Mus lim re form in a uni di -
rec tional man ner, as crib ing the de ter mi na tion of re li gious re con sti -
tu tion to ei ther the re gime (the West ern vari ant) or pop u lar
con scious ness (the So viet vari ant). Both of these per spec tives, more -
over, em pha size the prag matic, es sen tially op por tu nis tic char ac ter
of re li gious in no va tions. Yet it is cru cial for an un der stand ing of re li -
gious change to rec og nize that the mo ti va tions of the So viet Mus lim
elites are based not just in po lit i cal ex pe di ency, but also in their own
con cep tion of re li gious iden tity.22

A CONCEPTUAL APPROACH TO RELIGIOUS CHANGE

Change in So viet Is lam has been char ac ter ized as “re li gious
mod ern iza tion” in both So viet and West ern lit er a ture. Use of the
term “mod ern iza tion” is, how ever, mis lead ing since it as sumes that
there is some tran si tion from “tra di tional” to “mod ern” forms of re li -
gion. I will use the term re li gious re con struc tion since it gives the
sense that re li gion is re in ter preted and re cast in new (not nec es sar ily
mod ern) forms and with new con tent in re sponse to changed or
chang ing sociopolitical con di tions. Re li gious re con struc tion does
not in volve the sim ple re place ment of old forms of re li gious ex pres -
sion with “mod ern” ones; nor does it im ply the re af fir ma tion or rep -
li ca tion of tra di tional forms of re li gion. The re con struc tion of
re li gion is a novel ar tic u la tion of the forms and sub stance of re li -
gion.23

An im por tant di men sion of re li gious re con struc tion is the re for -
mu la tion of the role of re li gious or ga ni za tion in so cial life.24 In So -
viet Is lam, the prac ti cal ini ti a tor of re li gious re con struc tion is the
Mus lim cler i cal elite. In part, changes in the com po si tion of the So -
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viet Mus lim elite ac count for re li gious in no va tion in So viet Is lam.25
How ever, while the re con struc tion is led by the Mus lim elite, the
pro cess is founded in the new so cial and po lit i cal con di tions of the
con tem po rary USSR. In this way, re li gious in sti tu tions in the post -
war USSR to a cer tain ex tent serve as trans mit ters of re gime val ues.
Lo cated in the Mus lim Re li gious Boards, the Mus lim clergy ar tic u -
lates no tions of so cial prog ress, col lec tiv ism, equal ity of peo ples and
the sexes, and so forth. These no tions form the foun da tion of the So -
viet re gime’s value sys tem and es tab lish guide lines for the di rec tion
of so cial and po lit i cal be hav ior.

This does not mean, how ever, that So viet Mus lim or ga ni za tions 
are mere mouth pieces for the re gime. So viet Mus lim elites have ap -
pro pri ated of fi cial So viet val ues and ex pressed them in terms of their 
own sym bolic sys tem—Is lam. This en tails not sim ply Mus lim me di -
a tion of re gime val ues and be hav ioral norms. Rather, the Mus lim
elite has as sim i lated it self into the dom i nant sociopolitical sys tem
through the ap pro pri a tion of the he ge monic goals and val ues of that
sys tem; and in ex press ing those val ues through its own ideo log i cal
con structs, it re as serts its own so cial le git i macy. The ap pro pri a tion
of re gime val ues and their re cast ing in terms of Is lamic the ol ogy is,
in short, a fun da men tal com po nent of the re con struc tion of Is lam.

Is lamic re con struc tion, how ever, does not sim ply re flect the ex -
is tence of a he ge monic So viet ide ol ogy and po lit i cal or der. Nor does
it merely con sti tute a new Is lam in op po si tion to the So viet re gime.
Re con structed Is lam also re flects the sociopolitical con di tions in
which it oc curs. At the same time, it con sti tutes a new so cial iden tity
by us ing Is lamic theo log i cal con cepts to ar tic u late dom i nant, sec u lar
val ues in what Bryan S. Turner calls a “cu ri ous blend of the new and
tra di tional.”26 This re cast ing of Is lam syn the sizes a new Mus lim
iden tity in which Is lam and So viet so cial ism are rec on ciled and a
novel form of So viet iden tity is ex pressed and le git i mated in the re -
con structed cat e go ries of Is lamic doc trine.

As a re sult, the “re newal” of So viet Is lam is not fun da men tally
or nec es sar ily a cen trif u gal force in So viet so ci ety. The re as ser tion of
Is lamic iden tity is not au to mat i cally a threat to the re gime.27 In deed
it is im por tant not to con fuse sym bolic form and sym bolic func tion.28
Sym bolic form re fers to the spe cific mode through which mean ings
are con veyed (e.g., rit ual or cer e mony). Sym bolic func tion re fers to
the spe cific mean ing that is con veyed (e.g., sol i dar ity or equal ity).
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Many schol ars of So viet Is lam con flate these two con cepts.* They
rec og nize the main te nance of the tra di tional sym bolic forms of Is lam
and as sume that the same func tions are be ing ac com plished. But
through the pro cess of re li gious re con struc tion, old sym bolic forms
of Is lam have been re de fined and in fused with new mean ings. Thus
in So viet so ci ety uni ver sally rec og niz able Mus lim sym bolic forms
per form new, dif fer ent sym bolic func tions.

In ef fect, the So viet Mus lim elite’s re con struc tion of Is lam can
be viewed in what Ste ven Lukes has called a “sym bolic strat egy”—
that is, a rit ual com plex that serves to de fend a group’s power with
re spect to other groups.29 Ap plied to the re spec tive po si tions of the
So viet po lit i cal elite and the Mus lim elite, Lukes’ dis tinc tion be -
tween the uses of the “mo bi li za tion of bias” for dom i nant and sub or -
di nate groups is es pe cially per ti nent. He em pha sizes that the
sym bolic strat egy of a sub or di nate group can be ei ther fun da men -
tally destablilizing or “sub or di nate and oppositional but not threat -
en ing to the so cial and po lit i cal or der.”30 Treating the Mus lim elite’s
re con struc tion of Is lamic iden tity as a par tic u lar sym bolic strat egy
can re ori ent the study of Is lam and re li gious change in the USSR. The 
is sue is no lon ger the ex tent to which the Mus lim elite or an Is lamic
“re vival” poses a threat to the So viet re gime. Rather, the fun da men -
tal ques tion be comes whether Is lamic re con struc tion is an in te gra -
tive or sub ver sive pro cess.

My the sis is that the Mus lim re li gious es tab lish ment pro motes
in te gra tion into the So viet so cial or der based on re con structed con -
cepts of spe cif i cally Is lamic re li gious cat e go ries. The ar tic u la tion of a 
new So viet-Muslim sym bolic sys tem re for mu lates what the re gime
in tends to be in te gra tive sec u lar val ues; nev er the less, re con structed
Is lam at once pos its a Mus lim sub group sol i dar ity and pro motes the
in te gra tion of the sub group into the larger so cial group—the So viet
so cial or der. The Mus lim elite strives to es tab lish both a new So viet
and a new Mus lim iden tity—iden ti ties which are de fined as mu tu -
ally com pat i ble and not con tra dic tory to the in te gra tion pro moted
through purely So viet val ues. In short, the no tion that one can be
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both a “good” Mus lim and a “good” So viet cit i zen is put forth.31
‘The Mus lim elite’s re for mu la tion of the Is lamic sym bolic uni verse,
there fore, not only re flects the trans formed po lit i cal and so cial con -
di tions of the USSR, but it also par takes in that trans for ma tion in its
at tempts to es tab lish a pos i tive iden tity for So viet Mus lims con gru -
ent with the So viet sociopolitical or der.32 Re li gion is not some thing
that ei ther main tains it self un changed or is swept away by the forces
of po lit i cal and so cial de vel op ment. Re li gion con tin ues to ex ist, but
its form and sub stance are re con structed in light of the chang ing
sociopolitical cir cum stances in which it op er ates.

ISLAMIC RECONSTRUCTION: RELIGIOUS DOCTRINE AND RITUAL

The Mus lim cler i cal elite has in tro duced in no va tions in Is lamic
eth i cal-moral norms and the ol ogy.33 In Is lamic theo log i cal terms, re -
con struc tion has been pro moted through the doc trinal con cept of
ijtihad. Ijtihad in volves di rect con sul ta tion and in ter pre ta tion of the
Qur’an and other re li gious scrip tures that form the foun da tion of the 
Is lamic re li gion. As a So viet re li gious leader has writ ten, suc ces sive
gen er a tions ap proach the scrip tures of Is lam with equal re spect, but
each new gen er a tion in ter prets the es sence of these scrip tures in a
new way and finds new ideas that had pre vi ously gone un no ticed.34

One of the ma jor themes among the re form-conscious So viet
Mus lim elites is the rec on cil i a tion of Is lamic and So viet iden ti ties.
Thus the elites place em pha sis on sociopolitical in te gra tion, not sub -
ver sion. Mus lim val ues are re cast in So viet terms, and So viet val ues
are re cast in Mus lim terms. An il lus tra tion of the for mer is how the
con cept of ji had has been re de fined from strug gle for the faith against 
non be liev ers into strug gle for so cial trans for ma tion and equal ity
con gru ent with So viet aims.35 Sim i larly, So viet val ues are ex plained
and le git i mated in re li gious cat e go ries. So viet Mus lim lead ers note
that Al lah pre pared Marx, Engels, and Le nin for ser vice on earth and
that the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion has put into prac tice many Qur’anic val -
ues, in clud ing equal ity of na tions and sexes, free dom of re li gion, se -
cu rity of hon or able work, and own er ship of land by those who till
it.36 For So viet Mus lim elites, the fact that the lead ers of the USSR, as
ad mit ted athe ists, ac tively ful fill Is lamic re li gious pre scrip tions ap -
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par ently poses no con tra dic tion in their re con structed views of Is lam 
and the sec u lar state.

In doc trine and so cial thought, the Mus lim elite’s re con sti tu tion 
of Is lam takes es sen tially two forms: his tor i cal and scrip tural. That
is, new def i ni tions of Is lam are es tab lished through both his tor i cal
and scrip tural ref er ences. His torically, Mus lim elites re fer to a se -
lected set of Is lamic theo lo gians and lead ers whose ideas and ac tions 
are re cast—fairly or un fairly—in terms that re in force con tem po rary
in ter pre ta tions of Is lam.37 They em pha size the works or ac tiv i ties of
his tor i cal Mus lim fig ures, es pe cially the nu mer ous nine -
teenth-century Mus lim re form ers of Tsar ist Rus sia, who pro moted
the ideas of so cial prog ress, na tional and sex ual equal ity, and other
cur rently dom i nant so cial and po lit i cal val ues. In this way, the Mus -
lim elites con struct a his tor i cal Is lam that is “pro gres sive” in terms of 
the con tem po rary value sys tem. The Ta tar re li gious leader Rizaetdin
Fahretdinov (1859–1936), for ex am ple, is lauded for his pro gres sive
ideas and his abil ity to com bine re li gious con vic tion and so cial re -
spon si bil ity. In ef fect, Fahretdinov is es tab lished as a role model for
the So viet Mus lim be liever-citizen:

Re li gion in no way ham pered Rizaetdin Fahretdinov from par tic i -
pat ing ac tively in the so cial and po lit i cal life of our coun try. With
a feel ing of great emo tion he used to speak of quite a large num -
ber of things of which he dared only dream be fore the Great Oc to -
ber Rev o lu tion, like the gen eral ed u ca tional fa cil i ties, the
eman ci pa tion of our women, the flour ish ing in all spheres of our
sci ence, cul ture and art, which have now a days be come a re al -
ity.38

The Mus lim elites also re fer to sem i nal re li gious scrip tures in
their ef forts to re cast Is lam as “pro gres sive.” Aside from the ac tiv i -
ties and in ter pre ta tions of his tor i cal theo lo gians, the es sence of the
Is lamic re li gious doc trine is por trayed in terms that are con gru ent
with con tem po rary val ues. Thus in his ser mon at Tashkent’s main
mosque, the head of the Mus lim Re li gious Board for Cen tral Asia
and Kazakhstan cites the Qur’an in pro mot ing the no tion of la bor
dis ci pline and pro duc tiv ity and ap par ently con demn ing sec -
ond-economic ac tiv ity:
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Only those per sons re ceive their bless ings who en deavor to mas -
ter a trade or pro fes sion . . . since Al lah re gards a crafts man as
akin to him self, while he con demns all loaf ers, idlers, and
good-for-nothing per sons. . . . In no re li gious dogma does there
ex ist any jus ti fi ca tion for idle ness or ac cu mu la tion of wealth by
easy and doubt ful ways or by ei ther theft or beg gary.39

The re con struc tion of Mus lim re li gious thought there fore op er ates
on two lev els. The So viet Mus lim elite is en gaged in the re con struc -
tion of a his tor i cal Is lam and socio-religious doc trine to pro duce an
Is lamic iden tity that is con du cive to in te gra tion in the dom i nant so -
cial or der, yet through this in te gra tion in terms of the Is lamic re li -
gion (and not merely by pro mot ing So viet val ues as So viet val ues
but as Mus lim val ues), the Mus lim elite as serts the au thor ity and le git -
i macy of Is lam as well.40

The Is lamic rit ual com plex has also un der gone ad ap ta tion and re -
in ter pre ta tion in the re con struc tion pro moted by the Mus lim elites. Re -
li gious rit u als con tinue to play an im por tant role in the life not only of
the be liev ing Mus lim pop u la tion, but among the sec u lar ized sec tors of
the pop u la tion as well. It is of ten noted that Is lamic fu neral rites and cir -
cum ci sion are vir tu ally uni ver sally ob served in tra di tion ally Mus lim
ar eas and that other re li gious rit u als and fes ti vals such as the an nual
fast ing dur ing the month of Ramazan and the birth of Mu ham mad
(mavliud an-nabi) con tinue to be widely ob served.

Mus lim elites have not only phys i cally adapted and changed a
num ber of im por tant rit u als by sim pli fy ing and short en ing them,
but they have also en gaged in the re def i ni tion of the role and pur -
pose of rit ual. For ex am ple, ob ser vance of the an nual fast ing dur ing
Ramazan has in many in stances been short ened, and only nom i nal
fast ing dur ing var i ous points dur ing the pe riod is pre scribed.41 This
and many other changes were os ten si bly in sti tuted so as not to in ter -
fere with the ful fill ment of state-defined eco nomic tar gets, es pe cially 
since Ramazan of ten co in cides with the har vest sea son. Be yond this
type of change, re li gious cer e mo nies have been re in ter preted to ac -
cord with “mod ern” so cial val ues. The rit ual wash ing of feet be fore
prayer is ex tolled for its hy gienic value, and the per for mance of the
prayer (namaz) is praised for its con tri bu tion to phys i cal health.42
Thus while many Is lamic rit u als main tained in the USSR ap pear sim -
i lar to rit u als found in pre-Soviet (or even for eign) Mus lim so ci ety,
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the Mus lim elites have in fused these rit u als with new sym bolic
mean ings. Sym bolic forms have re mained the same, but their sym -
bolic func tion has changed.

The pro mo tion of re li gious rit ual as a com po nent of the iden ti -
ties of the var i ous offically rec og nized “na tion al i ties” in the So viet
Un ion is one of the most fun da men tal in no va tions in the re con struc -
tion of Is lamic rit ual. The mix ing of re li gious and na tional el e ments
is a sig nif i cant el e ment in the main te nance of Is lam in the So viet con -
text.43 Mus lim re li gious elites ac tively pur sue this theme in the re -
def i ni tion of Is lam. For ex am ple, they as sert that the per for mance of
re li gious rites ex presses not only re li gious sol i dar ity, but na tional af -
fil i a tion and eth nic iden tity as well.44 For the sec u lar ized strata of
the pop u la tion, the con nec tion be tween re li gious rit u als and na -
tional iden tity is es pe cially im por tant to main tain the con tin ued
pop u lar ity of these rites. As a re sult of the mix ing of re li gious and na -
tional iden ti ties, So viet schol ars point out, many non re li gious peo -
ple ob serve re li gious rit u als.45

The as ser tion that re li gion is an es sen tial com po nent of na tional 
iden tity is im por tant with re spect to the ar gu ment that Mus lim elites
have adapted Is lam in the face of changed pop u lar at ti tudes. The
view that Is lam is the pri mary and most com pre hen sive ex pres sion
of the pop u la tion’s iden tity is a com mon fea ture of the con ven tional
lit er a ture on So viet Is lam.46 In con trast, one of the cen tral fea tures of
So viet de vel op ment is the phys i cal and ideo log i cal con struc tion of
ex plic itly dis tinct and hi er ar chi cally or ga nized na tions and na tion al -
i ties in the USSR.47 The re li gious es tab lish ment’s at tempts to pres -
ent rit ual and even re li gion more broadly in terms of na tional and
not just re li gious iden tity in ef fect rec og nize the new sta tus of na tion -
al ity, in the So viet Un ion. More over, this new sta tus can be placed in
light not only of the re gime’s con struc tion of na tion al ity, but also of
the evo lu tion of the so cial con scious ness of the So viet “Mus lim”
pop u la tion. The Mus lim re li gious elite’s ef forts to “na tion al ize” Is -
lamic rit ual, there fore, not only re flect the new So viet so cial and po -
lit i cal or der, but also re spond to changes in pop u lar world views.
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THE SOVIET MUSLIM ELITE: AUTHORITY AND LEGITIMATION

The Mus lim elite’s pro mo tion of a re con structed Is lam is nei ther a
con flict-free nor a ho mo ge neous pro cess. An es sen tial el e ment in the
elite’s re articu la tion of Is lam is the re def i ni tion of the role of the Mus lim 
lead er ship in so cial and re li gious life. His torically, Is lam was a sys tem
of com mu nally de fined tra di tions and be liefs; one of its fun da men tal
char ac ter is tics was the ab sence of a hi er ar chi cally or ga nized ad min is -
tra tion or “church.” The do main of the So viet Mus lim elite, how ever, is
in fact a hi er ar chi cal ad min is tra tive ap pa ra tus.

The Mus lim elite in fact as serts its le git i macy and au thor ity
through Is lam by de fin ing Is lam, yet it must also over come el e ments
that pro vide com pet ing un der stand ings of re li gious ide ol ogy and
prac tice. Thus the Mus lim elite at tempts to es tab lish its own le git i -
macy and au thor ity through the re con struc tion of Is lam. In the Mus -
lim elite’s terms, re li gious re con struc tion is the re es tab lish ment of a
true, pu ri fied Is lam in the best jadid tra di tion.48 The elite de fends an
Is lam that it con sid ers au then tic; none the less, its be hav ior also re -
flects a keen aware ness of po lit i cal cir cum stances. The less con trol
the elite has over the def i ni tion of “Is lam,” the less so cial au thor ity
and legitmacy it will be able to ob tain or main tain among the So viet
au thor i ties as well as the Mus lim com mu nity.

The Mus lim elite strives to es tab lish its socio-religious au thor ity
through its own “sym bolic strat egy” and in sti tu tional con trol over rit -
ual ac tiv ity. The ba sic in stru ment through which it can ex press its au -
thor ity is the com plex of Mus lim in sti tu tions: the Mus lim press,
Mus lim ed u ca tional es tab lish ments, and the net work of mosques and
re li gious func tion ar ies un der its ju ris dic tion. Through these in sti tu -
tions, the elite strives to pro mote its own de fin i tive forms of Is lamic
iden tity. Tra di tionally, any one fa mil iar with rit ual dis course could le -
git i mately of fi ci ate dur ing re li gious ac tiv i ties. The Mus lim elite, by
con trast, is at tempt ing to dis place tra di tional loci of re li gious ex pres -
sion and place re li gion clearly within the realm of the mosque and the
of fi cial re li gious bu reau cracy—that is, un der the ad min is tra tive and
ideo log i cal con trol of the Mus lim Re li gious Boards.*
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 Ad min is tra tive and re li gious pro nounce ments (fetwa), ser -
mons, and other state ments re pro duced in the So viet lit er a ture on Is -
lam or in the jour nal of the Tashkent Mus lim Re li gious Board,
Mus lims of the So viet East, at test to the di rec tion of the Mus lim ad min -
is tra tive elite’s ef forts to pro mote its own au thor ity and un der mine
any al ter na tive au thor ity. The es tab lish ment of the Mus lim elite’s au -
thor ity pro ceeds (as noted) through its pro mo tion of a true, au then tic 
Is lam purged of his tor i cal im pu ri ties. In this way, the late mufti of
Tashkent has been praised for his sem i nal ef forts and achieve ments
in “unit ing all Mus lims [and] erad i cat ing all [things] alien to Is lam in 
[his] strug gle against her esy, prej u dices and su per sti tions.”49 Fun -
da men tal to the re con struc tion of Is lam, there fore, is not only the
iden ti fi ca tion of what Is lam is, but also what it is not. The Mus lim ad -
min is tra tion thus not only op poses var i ous man i fes ta tions of
“non-Islamic be hav ior,”50 but it also calls for strict ad her ence to its
in struc tions on the per for mance of re li gious rit ual and the ar tic u la -
tion of re li gious pre cepts.51

The Mus lim elite through the Mus lim Re li gious Boards’ mul ti ple
in sti tu tional chan nels seeks not just to de fine Is lam, but also to de fine it -
self as the sole le git i mate in ter preter of the faith. In de fin ing its ad min is -
tra tive net work as the sole lo cus of re li gious au thor ity, the Mus lim elite
at tempts to con sol i date its au thor ity. The im por tance given to the in sti -
tu tional struc tures of Is lam is es pe cially ev i dent. The re li gious boards
em pha size and pro mote the mosque as the cen ter of re li gious life, and
some de nounce the per for mance of re li gious ser vices in the home or
pil grim ages to tra di tional holy sites.52 Con nected with this, Mus lim
elites speak of the “mis sion and right ful place” of the cleric in so ci ety
and his tasks in “root ing out” var i ous kinds of her e sies and su per sti -
tions that are not con sid ered part of Is lam but are none the less wide -
spread among the pop u la tion.53

The re con struc tion of Is lam, then, is not just a mat ter of theo log -
i cal de bate among iso lated Mus lim elites. It is a strat egy to rec on cile
Is lam with changed sociopolitical cir cum stances. The So viet Mus lim
elite, in an es sen tial part of this strat egy, seeks to es tab lish its own
socio-religious au thor ity. Re in ter pre ta tions of Mus lim iden tity are
ex pressed through an or ga ni za tional ap pa ra tus whose role it self has
been re de fined.
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STRATEGIES OF RECONSTRUCTION:
HOMOGENIZATION VS. REGIONALIZATION

While I have thus far con cen trated on the gen eral char ac ter of re li -
gious re con struc tion, this does not mean that it is a uni tary pro cess
through out the USSR. It is im por tant to dis tin guish be tween the forms
of Is lamic bu reau cratic ad min is tra tion and the par tic u lar so cial role
these ad min is tra tions play. The in sti tu tional struc tures of the Mus lim
Re li gious Boards are fairly stan dard ized through out the coun try. From
all avail able ac counts, the model of the re gional ad min is tra tion with its
nu mer ous de part ments and the lo cal mosque with ex ec u tive and other
com mit tees ap pears to be uni ver sal.54 Other purely ad min is tra tive
fea tures dif fer be cause of spe cific re gional or geo graphic cir cum -
stances. Thus since the Mus lim com mu nity in Azerbaijan is pre dom i -
nantly Shi’ite, the Transcaucasian Mus lim Re li gious Board com bines
two po si tions of re li gious lead er ship—a Shi’ite sheikh ul-Islam and a
Sunni mufti. Also, the Tashkent ad min is tra tion has “branch” of fices
headed by a re li gious func tion ary (qazi) in each of the Cen tral Asian re -
pub lics since this ad min is tra tion’s ju ris dic tion ex tends over five siz -
able ter ri to rial units.55

Not with stand ing these fairly stan dard ized, con sis tent in sti tu -
tional fea tures, the ad min is tra tions op er ate un der vastly dif fer ent
cir cum stances in dif fer ent re gions of the USSR. These in clude each
re gion’s con tem po rary and his tor i cal level of so cio eco nomic de vel -
op ment, cul tural leg acy, the par tic u lar lo cal forms of re li gious ex -
pres sion, and the na ture and char ac ter is tics of the re gional
ad min is tra tion’s con stit u ency. Con trast, for ex am ple, the con ser va -
tive sem i nar ian tra di tion of the Cen tral Asian ad min is tra tion to the
mod ern ist her i tage of the Ufa ad min is tra tion; com pare the fairly ur -
ban ized, na tion ally ho mo ge neous con stit u ency of the Baku re li gious 
es tab lish ment with the ru ral, mul ti na tional, and strongly
Sufi-oriented pop u la tions un der the North Cau ca sian ju ris dic tion.

In ter est ingly, the Mus lim elites them selves re al ize the sig nif i -
cance of re gional vari a tions and the po ten tial of these dif fer ences for
re li gious life:

[The re li gious boards] con duct use ful work in dis sem i nat ing
among their flocks the teach ings of the Qur’an and the sunnah in
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con for mity with the dog mas of the shariat which have their own
spir i tual weight in re spec tive places.56

More over, the Mus lim elites re al ize that the re work ing of re li gious
rit ual, while fa cil i tat ing ac cep tance in one area, may com pli cate mat -
ters in other ar eas due to spe cific re gional dif fer ences. “The fun da -
men tals of Is lam,” they note, “are not al ways as sim ple as they
ap pear to be.”57 So viet schol ars of Is lam re mark on these vari a tions
as well. Ashirov points out that quite sim ply in a large coun try like
the USSR, dif fer ences in the in ter pre ta tion of the Qur’an are bound
to ex ist and that, in ad di tion, the pro cess of Is lamic mod ern iza tion it -
self is an un even de vel op ment de pend ent on lo cal so cio eco nomic
and his tor i cal cir cum stances.58 Sim i larly, R. Aslanova de scribes
how the mod ern iza tion of Shi’ite Is lam pro ceeds sig nif i cantly more
slowly than Sunni Is lam.59 The ob ser va tion that the mix ing of na -
tional and re li gious iden ti ties and the “lib er a tion” of na tional iden -
tity from re li gious in flu ences are un even pro cesses high lights the
po ten tial for vari a tion in the forms and sub stance of re li gious
change in dif fer ent parts of the USSR.60

Even with the lim ited in for ma tion on re li gious de vel op ment
un der the four Mus lim Re li gious Boards, many dif fer ences are ev i -
dent in re li gious ori en ta tions and prac tices, es pe cially with re spect
to the sta tus of women in re li gious life.61 It is an a lyt i cally use ful to
iden tify two dis tinct trends in the de vel op ment of Is lamic re con -
struc tion led by the re gional Mus lim elites: ho mog e ni za tion and
regionalization. While these trends are in prac tice not nec es sar ily
mu tu ally ex clu sive, there is a fun da men tal ten sion be tween them.
Each of these trends can be an a lyzed in the con text of each re gional
Mus lim Re li gious Board’s ef forts to es tab lish and con sol i date its
own socio-religious au thor ity within its re spec tive ju ris dic tion.

The pro cess of ho mog e ni za tion be gan with the im po si tion of
stan dard ized in sti tu tional struc tures on the var i ous Is lamic tra di -
tions in the USSR.62 In deed while the move ment to ward uni form in -
ter pre ta tion of re li gious rit ual and ide ol ogy is con di tioned by the
cul tural en vi ron ments of par tic u lar Mus lim elites, the Mus lim Re li -
gious Board for Cen tral Asia and Kazakhstan, es sen tially in the
hands of the Uz bek Mus lim elite, is nev er the less the driv ing force for 
the ho mog e ni za tion of Is lam in the USSR.63
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In its pro mo tion of a uni tary def i ni tion of Is lam, the Uz bek
Mus lim elite has at its dis posal a num ber of in sti tu tional mech a -
nisms through which it can as sert its power and au thor ity. Al though
they over lap, one can dis tin guish three chan nels: the ed u ca tional es -
tab lish ments, the re li gious in struc tions (fetwa), and the press. The
most im por tant and ev i dent is Uz bek con trol of the only two Mus lim
ed u ca tional fa cil i ties in the coun try: the medresas of Bukhara and
Tashkent. Aside from the re stricted al ter na tive of theo log i cal ed u ca -
tion abroad, the two Uz bek sem i nar ies are the only train ing grounds
for as pir ing cler ics, who come from through out the coun try to at tend 
these in sti tu tions.* The cur ric u lum of these in sti tu tions is strictly
con trolled and is it self an im por tant means through which the Uz bek 
elite pro motes its own un der stand ing of ijtihad. This is achieved
through the study of theo log i cal texts that con form (or are in ter -
preted to con form) to a par tic u lar def i ni tion of Is lam in its spir i tual
and prac ti cal forms.

Two other items stand out. One is that along with in struc tion in
Eng lish, Rus sian, and Arabic, Uz bek lan guage and lit er a ture are sub -
jects of study at the medresas. From de scrip tions of life at the sem i -
nar ies (and for that mat ter, interadministration af fairs), it is not clear
which is the lan guage (or lan guages) of in struc tion or com mu ni ca -
tion. It ap pears, how ever, that just as Rus sian has a “spe cial” role as
the lan guage of inter-nationality com mu ni ca tion and “friend ship”
among So viet peo ples, Uz bek—the “lan guage of sci ence and cul -
ture”64—may play a sim i lar role in the USSR’s Mus lim ad min is tra -
tions. More sig nif i cant than lan guage is the con tent of the ed u ca tion
at these sem i nar ies. In this re spect, the in clu sion of the fetwa pro mul -
gated by the Tashkent ad min is tra tion into the cur ric u lum is im por -
tant. As piring re li gious func tion ar ies from through out the USSR are
in structed in the au thor i ta tive re li gious pre scrip tions of the Cen tral
Asian re li gious board. These pro nounce ments on the def i ni tion of
cor rect re li gious life, Is lamic rit ual, and the role and sta tus of Is lam in 
con tem po rary so ci ety are meant to be as sim i lated by the peo ple who
will di rect re li gious in sti tu tions in their re spec tive re gions.65
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The role of the Tashkent re li gious board’s fetwa out side of the
medresas is a sep a rate chan nel of in sti tu tional au thor ity. So viet Mus -
lim lead ers stress the im por tance of the fetwa in es tab lish ing of fi -
cially sanc tioned re li gious au thor ity and in im ple ment ing elite
in struc tions on re li gious prac tices and be liefs.66 Yet it is not clear
what the re la tion of the Tashkent mufti’s fetwa is to those of other ad -
min is tra tions. It is in struc tive to note the Tashkent ad min is tra tion’s
as sis tance in the re li gious life of the North Cau ca sus and par tic u larly 
the use of the Tashkent fetwa in strength en ing the po si tion of the
North Cau ca sian re li gious board.67

Re lated to the use of the fetwa is the con ven ing of theo log i cal
and other con fer ences in Tashkent, for both the Cen tral Asian ad min -
is tra tion spe cif i cally (at which in any case rep re sen ta tives from other 
ad min is tra tions of ten at tend) and the broader au di ence of all So viet
Mus lim elites. Aslanova notes that these con fer ences, while not al -
ways suc cess ful in es tab lish ing the Tashkent ad min is tra tion’s de fin i -
tive au thor ity, none the less are in tended to unify and mod ern ize
So viet Is lam along spe cific lines.68 Apart from these con fer ences,
for eign re li gious del e ga tions in vari ably spend most of their time in
Uzbekistan with Uz bek re li gious lead ers, and So viet re li gious del e -
ga tions that travel abroad are com posed al most al ways of Uz bek
elites.69

Finally, the Uz bek Mus lim elite has a vir tual mo nop oly on the
pub li ca tion of re li gious ma te ri als in the coun try. This does not re fer
solely to the pub li ca tion of the Tashkent ad min is tra tion’s quar terly
jour nal (which in any case is of du bi ous ac ces si bil ity). The Tashkent
Mus lim Re li gious Board pub lishes edi tions of the Qur’an and also
the works of au thor i ta tive Mus lim theo lo gians (in clud ing of course
the writ ings and fetwa of the Tashkent mufti). The sig nif i cance of
these pub li ca tions is not slighted by the Cen tral Asian ad min is tra -
tion. One of its rep re sen ta tives noted the fol low ing on the pub li ca -
tion of the works of an (ap proved) Is lamic theo lo gian:

The edi tion of Sahih of al-Bukhari marks the fi nal vic tory of Is lam
over su per sti tion and ob scu ran tism. . . . This book will sat isfy all
the spir i tual needs of Mus lims. We are now well armed to de fend
our selves against the temp ta tions of false theo lo gians and false
proph ets. This edi tion is a di vine gift which will help our ad vance 
along the right path.70
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Thus the Uz bek elites cham pion such pub li ca tions as im por tant
steps in the re con struc tion of a true Is lam and in the strug gle against
non con form ist he ret i cal ideas and prac tices. Sig nif i cantly, it is the
Uz bek elite that de cides which in ter pret ers of the faith are to be pub -
lished, as well as how these works are to be un der stood.

In con trast to the ho mog e niz ing trend, one can iden tify a move
to ward lo cal dif fer en ti a tion of Is lamic iden tity in what I have re -
ferred to as regionalization. The con flict be tween these two trends
can be il lus trated by a quo ta tion at trib uted to the mufti of the North
Cau ca sian Mus lim Re li gious Board:

I think that [Tashkent mufti] Zia ud-din Babakhanov’s fetwa do
not cor re spond to Is lam. . . . Close ties be tween the two muftiats
were only es tab lished [at the Tashkent Mus lim Con gress in
1970].71

The regionalization of Is lam in volves an at tempt by re gional re li -
gious elites to for mu late an ef fec tive strat egy in re sponse to the lo cal
cul tural tra di tions of their re spec tive re gions. Con sidering the mark -
edly dif fer ent cir cum stances in which the re gional Mus lim elites op er -
ate, the re work ing of lo cally ori ented strat e gies nec es sar ily im plies a
dif fer en ti a tion of Is lamic iden tity and prac tice. As a trend in Is lamic re -
con struc tion, regionalization can be dem on strated through a com par i -
son of the North Cau ca sian and Transcaucasian re li gious boards.

The North Cau ca sus is highly het er o ge neous in its eth nic com -
po si tion and lin guis tic va ri ety.* His torically the pri mary ex pres sion
of re li gi os ity in the re gion is Suf ism. The “mosque ten dency,” char ac -
ter ized by its sem i nar ian tra di tion and or tho dox clergy, is rel a tively
weak. Orig i nating from the Naqshbandiyya and Qadiriyya Sufi lin -
eages, the wide spread net work of Sufi or ders links the North Cau ca -
sus’s dis pa rate eth nic, lin guis tic, clan, and vil lage com mu ni ties.
Suf ism is es pe cially im por tant in the re gion since most mosques in
the area were de stroyed dur ing the de por ta tion of Chechens and
Ingushes in World War II.72 In these cir cum stances, the North Cau -
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ca sian re li gious board most clearly fits the de scrip tion of an of fi cial
Mus lim elite iso lated from the masses. The Makhachkala board’s ac -
com mo da tion to the strong Sufi or ders would en tail the con tam i na -
tion of its ideo log i cal and or ga ni za tional in teg rity. For the Ma-
khachkala elite to pro mote its own au thor ity in the re gion, it must
dis tin guish it self from the too vi a ble al ter na tive au thor ity to its own
def i ni tion of Is lam—the Sufi move ments.73

The North Cau ca sian re li gious board’s def i ni tion of Is lamic
iden tity and prac tice is thus or tho dox and exclusionary. The prac ti cal
re sult of this iden ti fi ca tion with a pris tine Is lam is min i mal or even no
ac com mo da tion to lo cal tra di tions. The North Cau ca sian board em -
pha sizes mosque wor ship and the re li gious au thor ity and pri macy of
the of fi cial cleric. Pil grim ages to lo cal shrines (the mazar, or saint’s
tomb) are dis cour aged, and the be liev ing pop u la tion is en cour aged to 
par tic i pate in re li gious rit u als per formed by of fi cial cler ics in the
state-registered mosques.74 The board is cau tious not to overtly at -
tack the pop u lar Sufi or ders, yet a num ber of its pol i cies re flect its
anti-Sufi ori en ta tion. Its dis cour ag ing of pil grim ages to the
mazar—tra di tional meet ing places of Sufis—is a case in point. The
North Cau ca sian clergy has is sued a fetwa pro hib it ing women from
lead ing re li gious as so ci a tions. This can be un der stood as a mea sure
aimed against the nu mer ous Sufi or ders that are led by women and
whose mem ber ship is en tirely fe male.75

In re sponse to the cul tural par tic u lar i ties of its ju ris dic tion, the
North Cau ca sian elite has for mu lated a strat egy which is con gru ent
with the con ser va tive, or tho dox in ter pre ta tion of Is lam pro moted by 
the Cen tral Asian Mus lim clergy. Nu mer ous North Cau ca sian cler ics 
are trained in the or tho dox sem i nar ies of Cen tral Asia, and the
Tashkent-based re li gious board pro vides lo gis ti cal and moral sup -
port to the Makhachkala ad min is tra tion.76 In short, the North Cau -
ca sian ad min is tra tion has adopted the dog matic vari ant of Is lamic
iden tity ar tic u lated by the Tashkent Mus lim es tab lish ment.

In con trast to the North Cau ca sian ad min is tra tion, the
Transcaucasian Mus lim elite op er ates un der vastly dif fer ent con di -
tions. Aside from its ju ris dic tion over Mus lims in Ar me nia and Geor -
gia (where in any case most Mus lims are eth nic Azerbaijanis), the
Baku re li gious board is staffed by Azerbaijanis and serves an
Azerbaijani com mu nity. The Baku ad min is tra tion can thus be char -
ac ter ized as an Azerbaijani na tional in sti tu tion. In Azerbaijan the
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over lap ping of re li gious and na tional cus toms and iden ti ties is more
com mon and likely since “Mus lim” is co ter mi nous with
“Azerbaijani.”* The Baku ad min is tra tion is also heir to a re li gious
ad min is tra tion es tab lished dur ing the Tsar ist pe riod and thus may
have some his tor i cal le git i macy for the pop u la tion.77 Prob a bly more 
im por tant, how ever, is that Azerbaijan’s Mus lim com mu nity is pre -
dom i nantly Shi’ite. In con trast to Sunni Is lam, for mal re li gious hi er -
ar chy is not for eign to the his tor i cal de vel op ment of Shi’ite Is lam.
Thus the op er a tion of of fi cial in sti tu tions reg u lat ing re li gious life
can be seen as part of Azerbaijan’s Shi’ite her i tage.78

The Mus lim Re li gious Board in Baku thus op er ates in a cul tur -
ally much more in tel li gi ble en vi ron ment than the board of the North
Cau ca sus. Since in this sense it en joys a greater de gree of le git i macy
in pop u lar eyes, it can more eas ily ac com mo date par tic u lar pop u lar
tra di tions by ap pro pri at ing them as its own le git i mate re li gious tra -
di tions. For ex am ple, while vis i ta tions to saints’ tombs or other holy
sites have been crit i cized as he ret i cal by the Tashkent and North
Cau ca sian es tab lish ments, the Baku Mus lim elite has en cour aged
such vis i ta tions by or ga niz ing pil grim ages un der its aus pices to holy 
sites in Azerbaijan.79 In gen eral, the in ten sity of Is lamic re con struc -
tion is much less pro nounced in the Azerbaijani ad min is tra tion.80
The Baku elite’s ap pro pri a tion of pop u lar Azerbaijani tra di tions
serves its quest to con sol i date its socio-religious au thor ity and le git i -
macy, whereas the Makhachkala ad min is tra tion must op pose and
dis tin guish it self from wide spread pop u lar cus toms in or der to as -
sert its au thor ity.

In gen eral, then, re gional dif fer ences in the ex tent of ho mog e ni -
za tion re flect dif fer ences in the strat egy adopted for con sol i dat ing
the re gional Mus lim elite’s au thor ity through the re li gious boards.
Taking into ac count the his tor i cal and sociocultural vari a tions and
re gional par tic u lar i ties of Is lam in the USSR, the boards have to
adopt dif fer ent strat e gies of re li gious re con struc tion to both main -
tain their or ga ni za tional and ideo log i cal in teg rity and de fend and
ex tend their socioreligious au thor ity. While the strat e gies of Is lamic
re con struc tion take dif fer ent forms in re sponse to dif fer ent cir cum -
stances, this pro cess is mod er ated by the cen trip e tal, ho mog e niz ing
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ten dency pro moted by the Uz bek Mus lim elite in the Cen tral Asian
Mus lim Re li gious Board.

CONCLUSION

Con ven tional West ern stud ies of Is lam in the USSR con sis tently 
main tain the fun da men tal in com pat i bil ity of Is lam and com mu nism. 
They as sert that Is lam and So viet so cial ism are mu tu ally ex clu sive
phe nom ena—if not prac ti cally, at least ideo log i cally.81 Ac cord ingly,
ob serv ers con clude that ei ther So viet Is lam has be come iso lated from 
so ci ety through its co op er a tion with the re gime, or that Is lam by its
mere ex is tence poses a threat to the So viet state. In ter est ingly, con -
ven tional So viet and West ern stud ies of Is lam tend to ward a sim i lar
ar gu ment that So viet Is lam rep re sents past tra di tion and a cus tom -
ary way of life; its con tin ued ex is tence in the USSR is ex plained ei -
ther as an “ob jec tively base less” col lec tion of feu dal-type rem nants
or the proud per sis tence of an en tire so ci ety and cul ture de spite So -
viet ef forts to de stroy it.

Here I have ex am ined the prob lem of Is lam in the USSR in an -
other way. Rather than as sume that Is lam is sim ply a ves ti gial phe -
nom e non, I have ar gued that Is lam is ac tively re pro duced in So viet
so ci ety and in sti tu tion ally main tained through the Mus lim Re li -
gious Boards. Is lam is not sim ply an un changed tra di tion; rather,
through the in ter ven tion of the Mus lim cler i cal elites, it rep re sents a
novel so cial iden tity—a re con structed Is lam.

The re con struc tion of Is lam not only re flects trans for ma tions in
the ma te rial and ideo log i cal con di tions of so ci ety and in pop u lar
self-identification, but it also con sti tutes a novel un der stand ing of
so ci ety and so cial con scious ness. This re for mu la tion of re li gious
iden tity is not a pe cu liarly So viet de vel op ment, but rep re sents a
com mon re sponse to the con fron ta tion of Mus lim so ci ety with Eu ro -
pean mo der nity. Al though re li gious change in Is lam is a uni ver sal
pro cess, in the USSR the spe cific forms of Is lamic re con struc tion re -
flect the con di tions of So viet so ci ety and par tic u lar cul tural and his -
tor i cal leg acy of the coun try’s di verse Is lamic her i tage. So viet
Mus lim elites posit new def i ni tions not only of Is lam, but also of So -
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viet so cial ism, in which the two are ap par ently rec on ciled. Through
re li gious re con struc tion, the So viet Mus lim clergy seek to in te grate
them selves and their com mu ni ties into the he ge monic So viet or der
while si mul ta neously as sert ing and re as sert ing their own
socio-religious le git i macy.

This pro cess, how ever, is not con flict-free. The Mus lim elites face
not only ob sta cles from the re gime, which is aware of the role re li gious
in no va tion plays in the re vi tal iza tion of Is lam, but also from the pop u -
la tion, where the Mus lim elites must over come pop u lar al ter na tives to
their re con structed forms of re li gious iden tity. Finally, re li gious re con -
struc tion is not a uni tary pro cess rather it as sumes dif fer ent forms in re -
sponse to di ver gent cul tural en vi ron ments of the sev eral tra di tion ally
Mus lim re gions in the USSR. In short, of fi cial Is lam in the So viet Un ion
is not a stag nant, iso lated bu reau cracy but a dy namic so cial force re -
spon sive to re gional vari a tion and lo cal cir cum stances.

I have em pha sized the in te gra tive qual i ties of Is lamic re con -
struc tion while only briefly not ing the points of ten sion and con flict.
Sim i larly, I have con cen trated on elite mo ti va tions and be hav ior
more in terms of their ideal in ter ests than in their ma te rial, prag -
matic con cerns. This ap proach is per haps par tially in re sponse to the
con trary, dom i nant trend in the West ern study of So viet Is lam. Yet I
should qual ify my ar gu ment fur ther. To date, the re li gious boards
have fairly ef fec tively de mar cated a path to in te grate their con stit u -
en cies on two lev els—the Mus lim and the So viet. Yet it re mains to be
seen to what ex tent the Mus lim elite’s re con structed Is lam will suc -
cess fully es tab lish an in te gra tive and com ple men tary iden tity or be -
come an al ter na tive, sub ver sive source of iden tity. As I have ar gued,
re li gious re con struc tion is not some thing that “be gins” with tra di -
tional re li gion and “ends” with the es tab lish ment of mod ern re li -
gion. Is lamic re con struc tion is an on go ing re sponse to so cial
change—hence its de vel op ment is con tin gent on both sociopolitical
con di tions and ef fec tive cler i cal strat e gies. Like the New So viet Man, 
the New So viet Mus lim is still be ing built.
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NOTES

 1. Some of the re cent lit er a ture in cludes John L. Esposito, ed., Is lam and De vel -
op ment: Re li gion and Sociopolitical Change (Syr a cuse: Syr a cuse Uni ver sity
Press, 1980); Dan iel Pipes, In the Path of God: Is lam and Po lit i cal Power (New
York: Ba sic Books, 1983); James P. Piscatori, ed., Is lam in the Po lit i cal Pro cess
(Cam bridge: Cam bridge Uni ver sity Press, 1983). (The ar ti cle by Fouad
Ajami, in all fair ness, does not fit well into the Piscatori vol ume’s over all
per spec tive.)

 2. AIexandre Bennigsen, “Mod ern iza tion and Con ser va tism in So viet Is lam,”
in Re li gion and Mod ern iza tion in the So viet Un ion, ed. Den nis J. Dunn (Boul -
der: Westview Press, 1977), p. 258. In his as sump tion of a transhistorical
“Mos lem unity,” Bennigsen also re fers to the ”Mos lem mil let“ of Tsar ist Rus -
sia, thus draw ing a false anal ogy be tween a spe cific Ot to man in sti tu tion, the 
mil let sys tem (along with all its sociohistorical im pli ca tions), and the so cial
struc ture of the Mus lim re gions un der Tsar ist Rus sian do min ion (Alexandre 
Bennigsen and Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay, Les Musulmans oubliés:
L’Islam en U.R.S.S. aujourd’hui [Paris: Maspero, 1981], pp. 29, 35, as well as in
other works by the same au thors).

 3. For a clear ex am ple of this, see M. V. Vagabov, Is lam i voprosy ateisticheskogo
vospitaniia [Is lam and prob lems of athe ist ed u ca tion], 2d ed. (Mos cow:
Vysshaia Shkola, 1982), pp. 109–18.

 4. For an ex po si tion of this ar gu ment, see Pe ter L. Berger and Thomas
Luckmann, The So cial Con struc tion of Re al ity (Gar den City, N.Y.: An chor
Books, 1967). Mary Douglas and Pe ter Berger, who of ten dis agree on other
is sues, also view re li gion as a cul tural sys tem that is so cially con structed.
For an over view of their con tri bu tions to the so ci ol ogy of re li gion, see the
rel e vant chap ters of Cul tural Anal y sis (Lon don: RKP, 1984).

 5. For a con cise over view of the ad min is tra tions’ op er a tions, see Alexandre
Bennigsen and Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay, “’Of fi cial’ Is lam in the So viet 
Un ion,” Re li gion in Com mu nist Lands 7, 3 (Au tumn 1979).

 6. Timur Kocaoglu, “Is lam in the So viet Un ion: Athe is tic Pro pa ganda and ‘Un -
of fi cial’ Re li gious Ac tiv ities,” Jour nal In sti tute of Mus lim Mi nor ity Af fairs 5, 1
(Jan u ary 1984): 147.

 7. Ibid.

 8. See in par tic u lar: Alexandre Bennigsen and Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay,
“Mus lim Re li gious Con ser va tism and Dis sent in the USSR,” Re li gion in Com -
mu nist Lands 6, 3 (Au tumn 1978): 154; Alexandre Bennigsen, “So viet Mus -
lims and the World of Is lam,” Prob lems of Com mu nism, March–April 1980:
42–43; Bennigsen, “Mod ern iza tion and Con ser va tism” p. 253; James
Critchlow, “Is lam and Na tion al ism in So viet Cen tral Asia,” in Re li gion and
Na tion al ism in So viet and East Eu ro pean Pol i tics, ed. Pedro Ramet (Dur ham,
N.C.: Duke Uni ver sity Press Pol icy Studies, 1984); and Da vid Nissman,
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“Iran and So viet Is lam: The Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan SSRs,” Cen tral
Asian Sur vey 2, 4 (De cem ber 1983): 58.

 9. This view is ex pressed quite bluntly in Bennigsen, “So viet Mus lims,” p. 46.

10. Clan des tine Sufi or ders are among such as so ci a tions whose ac tiv i ties are
not of fi cially con doned and eval u ated as more threat en ing (Bennigsen and
Lemercier-Quelquejay, “’Of fi cial’ Is lam,” pp. 153, 157).

11. Ma rie Broxup, “Re cent De vel op ments in So viet Is lam,” Re li gion in Com mu -
nist Lands 11, 1 (Spring 1983).

12. The sig nif i cance of such trans for ma tion and its di vest ing of tra di tional so -
cial in sti tu tions of their po lit i cal im pli ca tions is un der scored by Ken Jowitt
in his con cep tion of the role of fam ily and vil lage in col lec tiv ized Le nin ist
sys tems. See The Le nin ist Re sponse to Na tional De pend ency (Berke ley: In sti tute 
of In ter na tional Studies 1978), pp. 63–73. As noted be low, So viet au thors ex -
plain the de vel op ment of pro-state ori en ta tions among the Mus lim clergy in 
terms of the suc cess ful con struc tion of so cial ism and the de struc tion of the
in sti tu tional and so cial ba sis of anti-Soviet and antistate ac tiv ity (A.
Akhmedov, Sotsial’naia doktrina islama [Mos cow: Politizdat, 1982], p. 120).

13. See ref er ences in note 8, es pe cially Nissman.

14. All ma jor So viet stud ies of Is lam in the USSR dis cuss re li gious mod ern iza -
tion. For some of the best ex am ples, see Nugman Ashirov, Evoliutsiia islama v 
SSSR [The evo lu tion of Is lam in the USSR] (Mos cow: Politizdat, 1973); T. S.
Saidbaev, Is lam i obshchestvo [Is lam and so ci ety], 2d ed. (Mos cow: Nauka,
1984); and Is lam v SSSR [Is lam in the USSR] (Mos cow: Mysl’, 1983), esp. ch.
8.

15. Vagabov, p. 122.

16. G. Khälilov, “Azärbaïjanda shäriät galyglarynyn müasir väziïïätinä dair”
[On the con tem po rary sit u a tion of shariat ves tiges in Azerbaijan],
Azärbaïjan dövlät universiteti, Elmi äsärlär, Tarikh, hügug vä fälsäfä seriïasy 3
(1971): 83.

17. This ac count was based pri mar ily on Is lam v SSSR, pp. 105–6; Vagabov, pp.
103–26; Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, chs. 1 and 4; and Khälilov.

18. This ap proach is es pe cially ap par ent in Vagabov’s dis cus sion of the rea sons
for the main te nance of re li gious ves tiges. Ac cord ing to him, re sid ual Is lam
is di rectly ex plain able in its scope and depth with ref er ence to vari a tions in
the ma te rial con di tions of the tra di tion ally Mus lim re gions of the USSR (see
pp. 109–18). An ex cep tion to the crudely ma te ri al ist the ory of So viet Is lam is
Saidbaev.

19. Hélène Carrère-d’Encausse, “Is lam in the So viet Un ion: At tempts at Mod -
ern iza tion,” Re li gion in Com mu nist Lands 2, 4–5 (July–Oc to ber 1974): 19.

20. Bennigsen, “Mod ern iza tion and Con ser va tism,” p. 251.

21. Ibid., p. 259.
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22. Is lamic re con struc tion thus re flects not sim ply the ma te rial but also the ideal
in ter ests of the So viet Mus lim elite. See Ken Jowitt’s elab o ra tion of Weber’s
dis tinc tion be tween ideal and ma te rial in ter ests in “Sci en tific So cial ist Re -
gimes in Af rica: Po lit i cal Dif fer en ti a tion, Avoid ance and Un aware ness,” in
So cial ism in Sub-Saharan Af rica: A New As sess ment, ed. Carl G. Rosberg and
Thomas M. Callaghy (Berke ley: In sti tute of In ter na tional Studies, 1979), pp.
148–49.

23. In this sense, I agree with Mi chael Taus sig that novel re li gious con cepts are
not sim ply ves tiges of tra di tional su per sti tions. He over states his case, how -
ever, by qual i fy ing these re con struc tions as “pre cise for mu la tions” and
“sys tem atic cri tiques” of the so cial or der. More over, he tries too hard to em -
pha size that these re li gious in no va tions rep re sent ar tic u late re jec tions of the 
in cip i ent cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion, whereas clearly in the case of So viet
Is lam, the un der ly ing mo tive of re con struc tion is ac com mo da tion, not op -
po si tion. See his “The Gen e sis of Cap i tal ism amongst a South Amer i can
Peas antry: Devil’s La bor and the Bap tism of Money,” Com par a tive Studies in
So ci ety and His tory 19 (April 1977), es pe cially the con clu sion.

24. Madzhidov, “Modernistskie tendentsii v islame v usloviiakh sotsializma”
[Mod ern ist ten den cies in Is lam in the con di tions of so cial ism], Voprosy
nauchnogo ateizma 31 (1983): 223–24.

25. Ibid., p. 225.

26. Bryan S. Turner, Weber and Is lam: A Crit i cal Study (Lon don: RKP, 1974), p.
148. My use of the con sti tu tion/re flec tion di a lec tic fol lows from the dis cus -
sion of cul ture and cul tural pro duc tion in Ray mond Wil liams, Marx ism and
Lit er a ture (Ox ford: Ox ford Uni ver sity Press, 1977), pp. 11–20ff.

27. Many West ern ob serv ers view Is lam as cen trif u gal pre cisely be cause they
de fine Is lamic and So viet iden ti ties to be in con gru ous and view these iden ti -
ties in rei fied terms. It thus fol lows that a re as ser tion of Is lam is log i cally
anti-Soviet in na ture. For a con cise ex po si tion of this per spec tive, see
Alexandre Bennigsen and Ma rie Broxup, The Is lamic Threat to the So viet State
(Lon don: Croom Helm, 1982).

28. This dis tinc tion is put forth by Ab ner Co hen in Two-Dimensional Man (Berke -
ley: Uni ver sity of Cal i for nia Press, 1974), pp. 3–4, 26–30.

29. Ste ven Lukes, “Po lit i cal Rit ual and So cial In te gra tion,” So ci ol ogy 9, 2: 302.

30. Ibid., p. 305.

31. For ex am ples of the Mus lim elite’s po si tions along this line, see Is lam v
SSSR, pp. 108–14; and Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, esp. ch. 2.

32. Sim i larly, Turner (pp. 137–50) points out that Is lamic re form es tab lishes a re -
li gious iden tity that is con gru ent with sociopolitical change in mod ern so ci -
et ies.

33. For an over view in Eng lish, see Carrère-d’Encausse.

34. Mus lims of the So viet East 4 (1984): 11. The So viet Mus lim elite’s re as ser tion of 
the re li gious au thor ity of these sem i nal writ ings is a fea ture com mon to the
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scripturalist or re form ist move ment in other Mus lim so ci et ies. The re course
to re li gious scrip tures and Is lamic law, more over, re flects Is lam’s ra tio nal
qual ity and com pat i bil ity with the mod ern age. See Clif ford Geertz, Is lam
Ob served: Re li gious De vel op ment in Mo rocco and In do ne sia (Chi cago and Lon -
don: Uni ver sity of Chi cago Press, 1968), pp. 65ff., and Turner, pp. 146–47.

35. Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, pp. 11–17. For an anal y sis of the vari ant uses of ji had in
dif fer ent sociopolitical con texts, see Hannah R. Rahman, “The Con cept of Ji -
had in Egypt: A Study of Majallat al-Azhar (1936–1982),” in Is lam, Na tion al ism 
and Rad i cal ism in Egypt and the Su dan, ed. G. R. War burg and U. M.
Kupferschmidt (New York: Praeger, 1983).

36. Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, pp. 39–42.

37. In or der to jus tify the doc trine of ijtihad, or rather to es tab lish it as a fun da -
men tal di rec tion in Is lam, the Mus lim elites cite his tor i cal Mus lim lead ers
such as Abu Hanifa (767–800) and Shihabeddin Marjani (1818–99) to por tray 
the le git i macy of this doc trine. For ex am ples, see Ashirov, Evoliulsiia, as well 
as rel e vant ar ti cles from the jour nal Mus lims of the So viet East.

38. Mus lims of the So viet East 1 (1984): 12. (Here and be low, I have ed ited the
prose in all se lec tions from the Eng lish-language edi tion of this jour nal.)

39. Ibid. 4 (1983): 3.

40. Mus lims can thus par tic i pate in rev o lu tion ary trans for ma tions and main -
tain their Mus lim iden tity. This per spec tive per me ates pro nounce ments of
of fi cial So viet cler ics: “Dur ing the past 60 years, the pre vi ously back ward
peo ples of the So viet East have in deed at tained his toric suc cess in eco nomic
and cul tural con struc tion and have shown the en tire world that Mus lims,
too, can at tain the heights of prog ress” (Mus lims of the So viet East 4 [1977]: 1, as
quoted in Akhmedov, pp. 124–25; em pha sis added).

41. Khälilov, pp. 85–86.

42. These and other ex am ples abound in Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, ch.5.

43. This is sue is dis cussed ex ten sively in Nugman Ashirov, Is lam i natsii [Is lam
and na tions] (Mos cow: Politizdat, 1975). For a shorter but valu able state -
ment, see A. M. Shükürov and S. Ä. Mähärrämov, “Dini vä milli
aïry-sechkilik galyglarynyn älagäsinä dair” [On the con nec tion of the ves -
tiges of re li gious and na tional prej u dice], Azärbaïjan SSR Elmlär Akademiïasy, 
Khäbärlär, Tarikh, hügug vä fälsäfä seriïasy 2 (1980).

44. Is lam v SSSR, pp. 30, 39; Shükürov and Mähärrämov, pp. 125–26ff.

45. Ibid., p. 126.

46. For ex am ple, with ref er ence to the Uigurs, one au thor pos its a con tra dic tion
be tween re li gious and na tional iden tity and notes a “more pow er ful at tach -
ment to a su pra-national group ing, that of the com mu nity of Mus lims” (Jon
Soper, “Un of fi cial Is lam: A Mus lim Mi nor ity in the USSR,” Re li gion in Com -
mu nist Lands 7, 4 [Win ter 1979]: 229). The un crit i cal and ahistorical as sump -
tion of a fixed, all-encompassing Is lamic iden tity is com mon not only in the
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con ven tional lit er a ture on Is lam in the USSR, but also in stud ies of So viet
na tion al ity pol icy.

47. In some re spects, this ac cords with Greg ory Massel’s no tion of “tac ti cal na -
tion-states” in So viet de vel op men tal strat egy. See The Sur ro gate Pro le tar iat:
Mos lem Women and Rev o lu tion ary Strat egies in So viet Cen tral Asia, 1919–1929
(Prince ton: Prince ton Uni ver sity Press, 1974). For a shorter ex po si tion of
this per spec tive, see his “Mod ern iza tion and Na tional Pol icy in So viet Cen -
tral Asia: Prob lems and Pros pects,” in The Dy nam ics of So viet Pol i tics, ed.
Paul Cocks (Cam bridge, Mass.: Har vard Uni ver sity Press, 1976).

48. Jadid re fers to the Is lamic re form move ment in nine teenth- and early twen ti -
eth-century Tsar ist Rus sia that orig i nated in Mus lim ef forts for ed u ca tional
re form (hence usul-i jadid, or “new method” schools). For use ful short bi og -
ra phies of the ma jor re form ers, see Alexandre Bennigsen and S. End ers
Wimbush, Mus lim Na tional Com mu nism in the So viet Un ion (Chi cago: Uni ver -
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Politiques, No. 141; and Serge A. Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Is lam in Rus sia
(Cam bridge, Mass.: Har vard Uni ver sity Press, 1960). Pu ri fi ca tion of his tor i -
cally “cor rupted” re li gion and the re as ser tion of an “au then tic” Is lam in op -
po si tion to pop u lar ex pres sions of re li gion are com mon el e ments in move -
ments for Is lamic re con struc tion through out the Mus lim world. In part, it is
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Rahman, Is lam, 2d ed. (Chi cago: Uni ver sity of Chi cago Press, 1979), pp.
193–234; and Turner, pp. 144–50.

49. Mus lims of the So viet East 1 (1984): 17.

50. Ibid. 1 (1983): 1–2.
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53. Ibid. 3 (1982): 17.

54. See, for ex am ple, A. Vakhabov, Mus lims in the USSR (Mos cow: Novosti,
1980), pp. 23–33.

55. Vakhabov, pp. 25–26. In this re spect, it is not clear if the Transcaucasian ad -
min is tra tion sim i larly has rep re sen ta tive of fices for the Mus lim mi nor i ties
of Geor gia and Ar me nia un der its ju ris dic tion.

56. Mus lims of the So viet East 2 (1982): 7; em pha sis added.

57. Ibid. 2 (1983): 10.

58. Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, in tro duc tion.
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59. R. Aslanova, “Shiälikdä modernizmin kharakteri” [The char ac ter of mod -
ern ism in Shi’ism], Azärbaïjan dövlät universiteti, Elmi äsärlär, Tarikh, hügug vä 
fälsäfä seriïasy 4 (1979): 41.
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perezhitki [Suf ism in Turkmenistan: Evo lu tion and ves tiges] (Ashkhabad:
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beks (Bennigsen and Broxup, pp. 139–40).
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vari a tions in re li gious ex pres sion and note the con flicts that arise from these 
vari a tions. For ex am ple, the Le nin grad mosque’s newly ap pointed re li gious 
leader, who was ed u cated in Cen tral Asia, was re moved from his po si tion
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Cen tral Asian re li gious board has re stricted the ob ser vance of this rit ual to
mosques (Ashirov, Evoliutsiia, pp. 10–22).
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“Is lam and Athe ism in the North Cau ca sus,” Re li gion in Com mu nist Lands 9,
1–2 (Spring 1981): 40–41.

86  Mark Saroyan



73. Avksent’ev stresses that the reconstructionist (mod ern ist) ten dency in the
North Cau ca sus is ev i dent solely in the of fi cial clergy of the re li gious board
and that this ten dency is weakly re flected in the prac tic ing re li gious com -
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Mus lims of the So viet East (4 [1983]) pro vides nu mer ous ex am ples of such as -
sis tance.
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co ali tion be gan to dis in te grate un der the Qajar dy nasty, but north ern
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Pre cise in for ma tion on the train ing of the Azerbaijani clergy is not avail able, 
but the fact that the sheikh ul-Islam of the Transcaucasian re li gious board
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81. Hélène Carrère-d’Encausse, De cline of an Em pire: The So viet So cial ist Re pub -
lics in Re volt (New York: Newsweek Books, 1979), pp. 263–64.
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THE RESTRUCTURING OF SOVIET ISLAM IN THE
GORBACHEV ERA: INTERETHNIC FRAGMENTATION

AND THEMATIC CONTINUITY

A cen tral tenet of West ern study of the So viet Un ion in the 1970s 
and 1980s was that the coun try’s Mus lim pop u la tion posed a se ri ous
threat to so cial and po lit i cal sta bil ity.1 The ar gu ments pre sented
were at once com plex and sim ple. His tor i cal an i mos i ties be tween
Rus sian col o niz ers and the Mus lim col o nized were so lid i fied, in this
main stream per spec tive, by an in ev i ta ble con flict be tween Rus sian
com mu nism and re li gion. Along more con tem po rary lines, the So -
viet Un ion was clearly fac ing an im mi nent eco nomic and po lit i cal
cri sis, and a per ceived de mo graphic boom among So viet Mus lims
ap peared to por tend in creas ing de mands in con di tions of in creas ing
scar city. With the rise of Mus lim fun da men tal ism in some coun tries,
the So viet in va sion of Af ghan i stan, and the Is lamic rev o lu tion in
Iran, West ern fear of Is lam and Mus lims in gen eral served to ex ac er -
bate pre dic tions of an Is lamic-based in sta bil ity in the So viet Un ion.

It has be come ba nal—al beit not in ac cu rate—to note that the So -
viet Un ion is in cri sis. The state is rap idly dis in te grat ing and the
coun try is wracked by deep eco nomic cri sis, the af ter math of a failed
coup, re pub lics that have ef fec tively es tab lished their in de pend ence, 
and the per sis tence of sev eral interethnic civil wars. Given all this, it
may be fair to ask: Where is the Is lamic threat to the So viet state so
com monly talked about in re cent years?

One of the as sump tions of main stream West ern study of So viet
Is lam was a nat u ral di vi sion be tween Is lam and the So viet state. This
view, com bined with pre sump tions about the nat u ral unity of all
Mus lims, led to the ar gu ment that So viet au thor i ties would strive to
in hibit the pre sumed unity of Is lam. This pol icy, the ar gu ment went,
was made most man i fest in the es tab lish ment of the Mus lim Re li -
gious Boards (dukhovnoe upravlenie). Given the col lapse of the So viet
state, the as sump tions of this ar gu ment would have led us to ex pect
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a weak en ing of So viet pol i cies of di vide and rule and the im mi nent
re ver sion of Is lam to its “nat u ral” state of re li gious sol i dar ity and
unity. In fact, there was vir tu ally no im pulse to ward unity among
Mus lims in the So viet Un ion. Rather, the ten dency was to ward in -
creas ing frag men ta tion along eth nic, sec tar ian, and in sti tu tional
lines. The dis crep an cies be tween the con ven tional per spec tive and
my view re volve around two ba sic prob lems, the first the o ret i cal and 
the sec ond meth od olog i cal. Let me be gin with the the o ret i cal.

De pending on taste and in cli na tion, ob serv ers of pol i tics, from
the so cial sci en tist to the jour nal ist, reg u larly fo cus on a wide range
of sub jects such as in sti tu tions, so cial forces, his tory, and per son al i -
ties. In the study of Is lam, how ever (and es pe cially Is lam in the So -
viet Un ion), po lit i cal anal y sis fre quently moves into the realm of the
meta phys i cal. Is lam is con sid ered mono lithic and un chang ing and
dis con nected from so cial forces, his tory, in sti tu tions, and per son al i -
ties; it is thus trans formed into a concretized thing—a think ing and
act ing sub ject. Only in this per spec tive can “Is lam” be seen as a non -
hu man kind of pow er ful force, a threat to sta bil ity that must ei ther be 
tamed (the mod er ate view) or elim i nated (the ex treme view) lest it
over whelm ev ery thing that is non-Islam.

I have con ducted re search among Mus lims through out the So -
viet Un ion—from Tbilisi to Irkutsk, from Baku to Bukhara. I have
spo ken with many peo ple and seen many things, but I have yet to
find Is lam. I have never in ter viewed Is lam. That is be cause Is lam
does not ex ist. Mus lims, how ever, do ex ist. Like other hu mans, Mus -
lims live in specifiable so cio eco nomic, po lit i cal, his tor i cal, and cul -
tural con texts. And they have in ter ests and at ti tudes based in part on 
these con texts and their un der stand ing of Is lam. In their “nat u ral”
state, then, Mus lims are as di verse as the con texts in which they live
and the Islams that they imag ine.

My op po si tion to an anal y sis that as sumes a fixed and mono -
lithic Is lam im plies a cer tain kind of meth od olog i cal ap proach. This
pa per is not about some ab strac tion we call Is lam. Rather, it is about
changes within So viet Mus lim re li gious in sti tu tions—par tic u larly
the Mus lim Re li gious Boards and the net works of re li gious or ga ni za -
tions that op er ate un der their aus pices. Is lam has no in ter ests, but
Mus lim cler ics do. Is lam has no opin ions, but the ed i tors of Is lamic
mag a zines do. By fo cus ing on the ac tiv ity of these real peo ple work -
ing in real in sti tu tions, I hope to high light both the trans for ma tions
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tak ing place among So viet Mus lims and my cri tique of what may be
de scribed as a meta phys ics of Is lam.

One of the most strik ing con se quences of the re struc tur ing
(peres troika) of the So viet Un ion is the in ter nally gen er ated re struc -
tur ing of the coun try’s Is lamic in sti tu tions. This ad min is tra tive re -
struc tur ing has pro ceeded largely ac cord ing to eth nic and sec tar ian
dif fer ences within the Mus lim com mu nity. My fo cus on the Mus lim
Re li gious Boards and their af fil i ated or ga ni za tions is jus ti fi able on a
num ber of grounds. Since World War II they have had an in sti tu -
tional mo nop oly on Is lamic thought and prac tice. More over, even
though in the Gorbachev era they were in creas ingly con front ing
chal lenges from newly or ga nized, in de pend ent Mus lim move ments
and or ga ni za tions, they re mained pow er ful ac tors in the Mus lim
com mu nity. In deed their fi nan cial and hu man re sources, not to men -
tion their or ga ni za tional strength and co her ence, re mained un ri -
valed. The CPSU’s time may have passed, but the Mus lim Re li gious
Boards were vi tal par tic i pants in the pol i tics of Is lam through out
Gorbachev’s ten ure.

Change in re la tions be tween Is lam and the state be gan, iron i cally,
with the 1988 cel e bra tions of 1,000 years of Chris tian ity in Rus sia.
There af ter a gen eral re lax ation of in sti tu tional and po lit i cal re stric tions
on re li gious ac tiv ity be came ev i dent, and So viet tra di tions of an ti re li -
gious po lem ics gave way to more pos i tive eval u a tions of the role of re li -
gion in So viet so ci ety. In ef fect, jour nal ists and pol i ti cians in creas ingly
adopted tra di tional cler i cal ar gu ments about the ben e fi cial role of re li -
gion in so ci ety, thus trans form ing the clergy’s some time oppositional
dis course into a tenet of main stream po lit i cal thought.

Both in sti tu tion ally and ideo log i cally, such changes in pre dom -
i nant at ti tudes to ward re li gion had a pro found im pact on the scope
and na ture of Mus lim re li gious life through out the coun try. The gen -
eral trend to ward lib er al iza tion had both quan ti ta tive and qual i ta -
tive con se quences for So viet Is lam. Many of the changes rep re sented
an ex pan sion—some times dra matic—of in sti tu tions and prac tices
that char ac ter ized re li gious life dur ing the pe riod of zastoi (stag na -
tion) un der Brezh nev. In other cases, the ac tiv ity of the Mus lim Re li -
gious Boards un der went an im por tant re struc tur ing with pro found
im pli ca tions for the fu ture of the Mus lim com mu nity.

Among the quan ti ta tive changes, per haps the most vis i ble was
the cam paign, ini ti ated af ter 1988, to open new mosques through out
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the coun try. Var i ous bu reau cratic and po lit i cal ob sta cles that had
tra di tion ally im peded the op er a tion of mosques—and in deed fre -
quently had led to their il le gal clo sure—were cleared away, al low ing 
for a rapid in crease in the build ing of new houses of wor ship and the
res to ra tion to re li gious com mu ni ties of older mosques.2

The sud den ex pan sion in the num ber of mosques cre ated a per -
son nel cri sis in the Mus lim com mu nity. More mosques meant a
greater need for re li gious of fi cials, es pe cially par ish imams. To meet
these needs, two paths were fol lowed by the lead er ship of the Mus -
lim Boards. In nu mer ous cases, un reg is tered cler ics who per formed
re li gious ser vices on an in for mal (and non le gal) ba sis were cer ti fied
by the boards and in cor po rated into the of fi cial struc ture of the or ga -
nized Mus lim com mu nity. For the long-term needs of the com mu -
nity, how ever, new cen ters for re li gious ed u ca tion were set up
through out the coun try. In the post war So viet Un ion, only two re li -
gious schools op er ated for the train ing of cler ics: the Mir-Arab
medresa in Bukhara (a mid dle school in So viet ed u ca tional terms) and 
the al-Bukhari Is lamic In sti tute in Tashkent (an es tab lish ment with
the sta tus of higher ed u ca tion). Un der Gorbachev, Is lamic mid dle
and higher schools were opened in Ufa (Bashkiria), Baku
(Azerbaijan), and Makhachkala (the cap i tal of Dagestan). In Cen tral
Asia, schools were opened in Alma-Ata (Kazakhstan), Dushanbe
(Tajikistan), and Tashauz (Turkmenistan). The ed u ca tional pro gram
of these es tab lish ments var ied from two to five years, and like their
older coun ter parts, they were not de signed to pro vide re li gious ed u -
ca tion for the gen eral pop u la tion. Rather, they pro vided solely for
the ed u ca tion and train ing of young men who planned to en ter re li -
gious ser vice as mosque-based of fi cials or ad min is tra tors in one of
the Mus lim Re li gious Boards.

Dur ing the pe riod of stag na tion, the Mus lim Re li gious Boards
had a lim ited but reg u lar pro gram of pub li ca tions. These in cluded
the print ing of an nual Mus lim cal en dars and var i ous re li gious
books, in clud ing edi tions of the Qur’an and au thor i ta tive col lec tions 
of pro phetic tra di tions. The Cen tral Asian Mus lim Board also pub -
lished a quar terly jour nal, Mus lims of the So viet East, which was cir cu -
lated only among cler ics and read ers abroad.

In the Gorbachev era these pub lish ing ac tiv i ties were ex -
panded. In ad di tion to more book ti tles with higher press runs, the
Mus lim Board for Cen tral Asia, for ex am ple, ini ti ated pub li ca tion of
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Mus lims of the So viet East in Uz bek in both the Arabic and the more
widely ac ces si ble mod i fied Cy ril lic script. Once dif fi cult to ob tain,
the jour nal’s press run grew to 50,000 and was dis trib uted via the of -
fi cial state press dis trib u tor in towns and cit ies through out
Uzbekistan and other parts of Cen tral Asia.

Even more sig nif i cant was the cre ation of a mass-circulation
Mus lim press. In 1990 Is lam Nuri (Light of Is lam), a bi weekly news -
pa per ed ited by the Cen tral Asian Mus lim Board, be came the first
Mus lim news pa per to be pub lished in the So viet Un ion since the
1920s. In 1991 an other bi weekly news pa per, Is lam, joined the ranks
of the So viet Mus lim press as the or gan of the Mus lim Re li gious
Board for Transcaucasia.

Apart from an ex ten sion of the tra di tional ac tiv i ties of the Mus -
lim Re li gious Boards, a num ber of in no va tions had sig nif i cant im pli -
ca tions not just for the boards’ ac tiv i ties, but also for the Mus lim
com mu nity as a whole. Among the most far-reaching was the re es -
tab lish ment of waqf, or re li gious en dow ments, which had been na -
tion al ized by the So viet gov ern ment in the 1920s. Re li gious
en dow ments were set up both un der the di rect su per vi sion of the
Mus lim Boards and in as so ci a tion with mosques that op er ated un der 
board su per vi sion.

In Cen tral Asia and parts of Azerbaijan, the waqf typ i cally con -
sisted of plots of land used for farm ing and live stock herd ing. The
Transcaucasian and Cen tral Asian Mus lim Boards came to con trol at
least one hun dred hect ares of land each. In Uzbekistan it be came reg -
u lar prac tice in the Gorbachev era to al lo cate two or three hect ares of
land in con nec tion with the as sign ment of land for the con struc tion
of new mosques. The ag ri cul tural and live stock-breeding un der tak -
ings of the ma jor ity of waqf were sup ple mented by other, less es sen -
tial but po ten tially prof it able ac tiv i ties. For ex am ple, in 1991 the
Transcaucasian Mus lim Board opened a well-stocked car pet and
folkcrafts shop in the heart of Baku’s old city.

The re es tab lish ment of the re li gious en dow ments was of im -
mense sig nif i cance in that it pro vided the clergy—for the first time in 
de cades—with an in de pend ent source of fi nanc ing. As a con se -
quence of their ex pan sion and strength en ing, cleri cally led re li gious
in sti tu tions were even better po si tioned to mo bi lize the com mu nity
around their no tions of Is lam. At the same time, the es tab lish ment of
waqf less ened the clergy’s fi nan cial de pend ence on the vol un tary
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con tri bu tions of the faith ful to fund the range of re li gious ac tiv i ties it 
su per vised.

The most im por tant of the in sti tu tional changes in Mus lim re li -
gious or ga ni za tions were re vealed in two trends: first, frag men ta tion 
along eth nic and sec tar ian lines within the Mus lim com mu nity, and
sec ond—and more sur pris ing—an es sen tial con ti nu ity in the
clergy’s im age of Is lam in So viet so ci ety.

Within the post war So viet Mus lim com mu nity be fore
Gorbachev, which had been con di tioned by both ex ter nally im posed
po lit i cal re stric tions and an in ter nally gen er ated cler i cal vi sion of a
pris tine Is lam, one of the most sa lient ten den cies was a trend to ward
uni fi ca tion. As a re sult of the con cen tra tion of re li gious train ing in
only two es tab lish ments and the reg u la tion of all re li gious life by the
Mus lim Boards, the cul tur ally and re li giously di verse So viet Mus lim 
com mu nity be fore 1985 had been grow ing in creas ingly stan dard -
ized. The ten dency dur ing peres troika, in con trast, was to ward lo cal -
iza tion and frag men ta tion. Greater lo cal au ton omy of re li gion led to
an in creas ingly frag mented com mu nity where sep a ra tion and con -
flict ran in creas ingly along both eth nic and sec tar ian lines.

Un like most So viet in sti tu tions, the ju ris dic tion of the Mus lim
Boards had tra di tion ally ex tended across re pub lic bor ders. For ex -
am ple, the most pop u lous ju ris dic tion was that of Cen tral Asia,
which in cluded Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Kirgizia, and
Kazakhstan. In the Gorbachev era, how ever, the geo graphic range of
the Mus lim Boards was in creas ingly de fined by the bor ders of the
Un ion re pub lics. In Jan u ary 1990 an as sem bly of Mus lim cler ics and
oth ers in Alm-Ata de clared the for ma tion of a Mus lim Re li gious
Board for Kazakhstan.3 Ratbek Nisanbayev, who at the time was
serv ing as the Cen tral Asian board’s ap pointed rep re sen ta tive in
Kazakhstan, was elected to the po si tion of mufti and chair of the new 
board.

At the time of the split, the new Kazakh mufti did not at tempt to 
hide the eth nic di men sion of the for ma tion of a Mus lim Board for
Kazakhstan. He em pha sized the need for greater lo cal au ton omy in
ad min is tra tive and re li gious af fairs and spoke of the im por tance of
more ef fec tive re li gious train ing for Kazakh cler ics—in Kazakhstan
it self and, of course, in the Kazakh lan guage.

The ex tent of con flict over the for ma tion of the Kazakh board
re mains un clear. In my in ter views with Uz bek of fi cials who run the
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Cen tral Asian board (based in Tashkent), it was sim ply pointed out
that the Cen tral Asian board had not rec og nized the new board and
mufti, and they em pha sized that the cen tral gov ern ment had not rec -
og nized the board ei ther. More over, they pointed out that in the Uz -
bek-populated south ern parts of Kazakhstan, lo cal mosques
re mained loyal to Tashkent and re fused to rec og nize the au thor ity of 
the new board in Alma-Ata.

Changes in the North Cau ca sus were even more strik ing and
con fus ing. Tra di tionally a sin gle Mus lim Board op er ated out of
Makhachkala in Dagestan to serve the pan o ply of au ton o mous re -
pub lics and even more nu mer ous eth nic groups (Dagestan alone has
half a dozen ma jor na tion al i ties). Re cently, how ever, the very ex is -
tence of the Mus lim Board for the North Cau ca sus had been called
into ques tion.4 A con fer ence of re li gious lead ers from the re gion de -
clared the dis so lu tion of the North Cau ca sian board. In its place they
pro posed the for ma tion of “re li gious cen ters” for each of the eth nic
au ton o mous re gions in the area.

The North Cau ca sian ex pe ri ence, though dis tinct due to the ap -
par ent dis so lu tion of the Mus lim Board, ex hib ited some par al lels
with the Cen tral Asia/Kazakhstan case. First, the changes re flected
an au thor ity cri sis in re li gious lead er ship. While one part of the
clergy as serted it self, an other frac tion acted to an nul or sim ply ig -
nore the de ci sions of fel low cler ics. As in the case of Tashkent’s at ti -
tude to ward Kazakhstan, re li gious au thor i ties in the “cen ter”—in
this case, Makhachkala—ad a mantly re fused to rec og nize the de ci -
sion to dis solve the North Cau ca sian board. Of course con flicts such 
as these seem typ i cal and are to be ex pected. What is more sug ges -
tive is a sec ond par al lel. As with Kazakhstan, the for ma tion of new
re li gious cen ters in the North Cau ca sus was based on the ex is tence
of na tional-territorial states set up by the Bolsheviks in the 1920s. As 
a re sult, the acts of de fi ance served to af firm the ter ri to rial sta tus
quo. The pro cess of re struc tur ing the Mus lim Boards, while ap peal -
ing to eth nic dis tinc tions among So viet Mus lims, was in fact based
on eth nic dif fer ences that had been en shrined in part in the most
fun da men tal po lit i cal in sti tu tions of So viet rule—the na tional state.
In call ing for the for ma tion of new re li gious ad min is tra tions, the
North Cau ca sian “re form ers” de clared the cre ation of re li gious bod -
ies not sim ply for each na tion al ity, but for each au ton o mous na -
tional state.

94  Mark Saroyan



In this re gard, the ethnicization of Is lam in the So viet Un ion
should not be viewed wholly as the re turn of some tra di tional,
pre-existing eth nic ity. Rather, while eth nic prej u dices and his tor i cal
eth nic con flicts def i nitely played a role in the changes, the “eth nic -
ity” to which Mus lims ap pealed was in many re spects a mod ern
sense of iden tity forged dur ing de cades of So viet rule.

In this con text of emer gent eth ni cally in fused ju ris dic tional
con flicts, the pro file of So viet mosques was also un der go ing a trans -
for ma tion. Tra di tionally, So viet mosques served the gen eral Mus lim
pop u la tion. A con se quence of the lim ited num ber of mosques in the
past had been the mix ing of dif fer ent na tion al i ties and sec tar ian ori -
en ta tions within the same re li gious com mu nity. In Dagestan, for ex -
am ple, a town’s only op er at ing mosque would gen er ally serve the
Mus lim pop u la tion of var i ous na tion al i ties. In such cir cum stances,
ser mons dur ing Fri day com mu nal prayers would fre quently be de -
liv ered in two or more lan guages. Like wise, in pre dom i nantly Sunni
Cen tral Asia Shi’i be liev ers would par tic i pate in re li gious ser vices
de signed for the area’s Sunni pop u la tion.

The pro lif er a tion of mosques in the 1970s and 1980s, par tic u larly
af ter 1988, al lowed for greater dif fer en ti a tion along both eth nic and sec -
tar ian lines. With the ex pan sion of mosques, ev ery one ap peared to be
ob tain ing his “own” mosque. In Sunni Uzbekistan, for ex am ple, Shi’i
Mus lims were al lowed to wor ship in a newly opened mosque in
Bu-khara. Like wise, in the North Cau ca sus, both new and
long-established mosques were in creas ingly af fil i ated with one or an -
other eth nic group. In Azerbaijan, new mosques were or ga nized ex -
plic itly to meet the needs of non-Azerbaijani groups in the re pub lic’s
north ern ru ral dis tricts, such as the Ingilois (Geor gian Mus lims) and
Avars.

Al though this pro cess in part had its own in ter nal dy nam ics,
non re li gious con flicts among var i ous Mus lim na tion al i ties deep -
ened it. Mas sa cres among Uz beks and Kirgiz in Kirgizia’s Osh re gion 
or the on go ing con flicts be tween Chechens and Ingush in the North
Cau ca sus were just two ex am ples that found their re flec tion in the
eth nic pat tern of or ga ni za tion and prac tice in So viet mosques.

Just as far-reaching in its im pli ca tions for the So viet Mus lim com -
mu nity was the emer gence of new fa cil i ties for the train ing of clergy un -
der the dif fer ent Mus lim Boards. As noted, be fore the pe riod of
re struc tur ing, So viet Mus lim cler ics were trained at one of only two es -
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tab lish ments in Uzbekistan, one in Bukhara and one in Tashkent. Since
the end of the 1980s new medresas were set up not only in cen tral Asia,
but else where as well (Makhachkala, Ufa, Kazan, and Baku).

The inaugauration of these new ed u ca tional es tab lish ments re -
flected not just a need for more trained clergy to serve in lo cal mosques,
but also fol lowed from the in ter ests of lo cal Mus lim Re li gious Boards to
in struct their fu ture cler ics in lo cal forms of Is lam. In the Transcaucasus, 
where the ma jor ity of Mus lims are Shi’i, the new medresa in Baku was
the first post revo lution ary ed u ca tional es tab lish ment solely de voted to 
in struc tion in the fun da men tals of Shi’i Is lam. Shi’i Is lam was in cor po -
rated into the cur ric u lum of the Uz bek medresas only in 1970, and it is
not clear to what ex tent the for mal teach ing of Shi’i tra di tions was con -
ducted there. In speak ing of plans for the new medresa,
sheikh-ul-Islam Pashazadä com plained that Azerbaijanis had to go to
Tashkent and Bukhara to re ceive re li gious train ing, but clearly the is sue 
of re li gious ori en ta tion played a role in the de ci sion to es tab lish a fo rum
for lo cal ed u ca tion. Of the mem bers of the three non-Central Asian
Mus lim Boards, only mufti Talgat Tajuddin of the Eu ro pean board
(mainly Ta tar and Bashkir) in di cated any in ter est in main tain ing re la -
tions with ed u ca tional es tab lish ments in Uzbekistan.

The es tab lish ment of new medresas not only al lowed for the de -
vel op ment of dif fer en ti a tion based on de nom i na tional dis tinc tions,
but also fur ther di vided So viet Mus lims by na tion al ity. In Cen tral
Asia, for ex am ple, the in au gu ra tion of new train ing cen ters for the
clergy in the var i ous re pub lics meant that Turkmen Mus lims stud ied 
in Turkmen medresas and Tajiks stud ied in Tajik medresas.
Moreoever, the Tajik medresa, along with re li gious sub jects, also
pro vided in struc tion in Tajik his tory and cul ture, which clearly im -
plied a novel na tion al iz ing of the cur ric u lum. Thus with out the
bonds of a com mon in sti tu tional ex pe ri ence and ed u ca tional pro -
cess, Mus lim cler ics in creas ingly had con tact only with mem bers of
their own na tion al ity and preached a more lo cal ized form of Is lam.

Ac com panying this frag men ta tion within the So viet Is lamic
com mu nity were grow ing con tacts be tween So viet and non-Soviet
Mus lims. The Mus lim Re li gious Boards had tra di tion ally cul ti vated
ties with for eign Mus lims, and the vol ume of these con tacts in -
creased sig nif i cantly in the Gorbachev era. So viet Mus lim lead ers,
es pe cially those from Cen tral Asia, reg u larly par tic i pated in the ac -
tiv i ties of in ter na tional Mus lim or ga ni za tions. In ad di tion, each year
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the Cen tral Asian board sent stu dents for sup ple men tal train ing to
the ma jor theo log i cal schools of the Mid dle East, in clud ing (among
oth ers) Karaouyin in Mo rocco and al-Alzhar in Egypt. Other fea -
tures of the ex panded re la tions were novel, how ever, such as the in -
fu sion of fi nan cial re sources from abroad and other do na tions in
kind (es pe cially Qur’ans and other re li gious pub li ca tions).

In part, the ex pan sion of So viet/non-Soviet ties af firmed Mus -
lim sol i dar ity across po lit i cal bound aries. How ever, it also re flected
and con sol i dated the pro cess of in ter nal frag men ta tion of Is lam in
the So viet Un ion.

In the past, the Cen tral Asian Mus lim Board had been the most
ac tive par tic i pant in the de vel op ment of for eign ties for a num ber of
rea sons. His torically Cen tral Asia was viewed by the rest of the Is -
lamic world as more sig nif i cant, and in the So viet pe riod Cen tral
Asia had the larg est con cen tra tion of Mus lims in the So viet Un ion. In 
any case, it is fair to say that the other Mus lim Boards gen er ally
played sec ond fid dle to the Cen tral Asian, es pe cially Uz bek, re li -
gious lead er ship.

With the ad vent of peres troika, how ever, pos si bil i ties for for eign
con tacts mul ti plied, and Mus lim lead er ships took ad van tage of these
new op por tu ni ties to ini ti ate or ex pand their re la tions with Mus lim
coun tries and for eign Mus lim re li gious or ga ni za tions. Re flecting the
avail abil ity of more choices, a pat tern of So viet/non-Soviet re la tions
emerged based on a vary ing com bi na tion of ge og ra phy, sec tar ian and
eth nic dis tinc tions, and the di rec tion of lo cal (re pub li can) for eign pol -
icy ini tia tives.

Azerbaijan is a con ve nient ex am ple. Un der the lead er ship of
the chair of the Baku-based Mus lim Board (him self a suc cess ful hold -
over from the pe riod of stag na tion), the pre dom i nantly Azerbaijani
board cul ti vated re li gious ties with its two neigh bors, Tur key and
Iran. While ties with Mus lims in other coun tries were not re jected,
the main em pha sis of the Azerbaijani board was on these two states.
This in volved the con ven tional ex changes of del e ga tions and stu -
dents, but also the im por ta tion of pub li ca tions and re li gious ex per -
tise. As piring Azerbaijani cler ics were sent to Qom and Tabriz in Iran 
for re li gious ed u ca tion. At the same time, the Ira ni ans helped in the
prac ti cal or ga ni za tion of the new Baku medresa.

It should be noted that the de vel op ment of ties with Tur key and
Iran was con so nant with sec u lar Azerbaijani for eign pol icy that fo -
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cused on in creased eco nomic and po lit i cal ties with these coun tries.
Apart from geo graphic con ti gu ity and pol i tics, re li gious and eth nic
af fin i ties also played a role in the di rec tion of Azerbaijani in ter ests.
The Turks speak a lan guage dis tinct from but re lated to Azerbaijani,
and cul tural ties be tween Azerbaijan and Tur key run deep. In the
case of re la tions with Iran, sec tar ian af fin i ties ap peared to take pre -
ce dence over eth nic dis tinc tions. While Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als
com monly crit i cized the anti-Azerbaijani pol i cies ad vo cated by Per -
sian chau vin ists in Iran, for many Azerbaijani re li gious lead ers the
Shi’i re li gious es tab lish ment pro vided an im por tant re source that
could not be ig nored. In an other iden ti fi able trend, Shi’i Azerbaijan
was the only So viet Mus lim area in the peres troika pe riod that em -
pha sized re la tions with Iran. Cen tral Asia’s re li gious lead er ship
showed lit tle in ter est in Iran. Even the pre dom i nantly Sunni Tajiks,
who speak a lan guage re lated to Per sian, were more in volved in
purely sec u lar cul tural ex changes with Iran.

As noted, the Cen tral Asians also en gaged in re la tions with for -
eign Mus lim states, among which the main con tact seemed to be
Saudi Ara bia. In deed un like the Shi’i Azerbaijanis, who were rel a -
tively ig nored by the Sau dis, the Cen tral Asians have bene fited from
Saudi lar gesse. The Sau dis fun neled large amounts of cap i tal into
Cen tral Asia, es pe cially Uzbekistan, for the res to ra tion of im por tant
mosques and the de vel op ment of fa cil i ties at the Tashkent-based
Mus lim Board. One newly built mosque was even named af ter the
Saudi king, Fahd, in rec og ni tion of his fi nan cial pa tron age. In ad di -
tion, the Sau dis made a one-time do na tion of one mil lion cop ies of
the Qur’an, and through the Is lamic World League they pur chased a
state-of-the-art Ger man print ing press to fa cil i tate the Tashkent
board’s pub lish ing pro gram. The Sau dis also do nated a mil lion dis -
pos able sy ringes for dis tri bu tion by the Mus lim Board.

In deed So viet Mus lims—whether Shi’is in the Cau ca sus or
Sunnis in Cen tral Asia—proved quite ca pa ble of cap i tal iz ing on the
leg acy of re li gious re stric tions im posed on them to gain the sym pa -
thy of for eign Mus lims. In the case of fi nan cially well-off Mus lim
states, this meant an un prec e dented level of for eign in vest ment in
So viet Mus lim re li gious in sti tu tions. (The only pre ce dent in the re li -
gious realm is prob a bly large do na tions made by for eign Ar me ni ans
to ben e fit the Ar me nian Ap os tolic Church.)
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Nev er the less, the in flu ence of for eign Mus lim pow ers like Iran
and Saudi Ara bia on So viet Mus lims was min i mal. The So viet Mus -
lim lead ers had a rich re li gious tra di tion to build on, and hav ing
fought to main tain their iden tity with the So viet Com mu nist Party,
they were not about to im port Is lam from for eign sources. More over,
like the grow ing di ver sity of the Mus lim or ga ni za tions and lead er -
ships de scribed above, the civil lead er ships in Mus lim re pub lics
were also in creas ingly di verse in re gard to their at ti tudes and pol i -
cies to ward do mes tic Is lam. In Azerbaijan, for ex am ple, both the
gov ern ment (“re formed” Com mu nist na tion al ists) and the op po si -
tion (non-Communist na tion al ists) were uni fied in their anticlerical
if not an ti re li gious at ti tudes. As a re sult, re li gion has had lit tle role in
the pro cess of state-building. In Uzbekistan, in con trast, the re pub lic
gov ern ment (also “re formed” Com mu nist na tion al ists) pro moted
the in cor po ra tion of Is lamic re li gious law into the re writ ing of the re -
pub lic’s con sti tu tion. In the Uz bek law on land there were clauses on
the op er a tion of waqf that would be un heard of in neigh bor ing
Turkmenistan. In Tajikistan sev eral ma jor Is lamic holy days were de -
clared pub lic hol i days, but in Kirgizia the par lia ment voted to re -
place the West ern cal en dar not with the Is lamic cal en dar but with a
pre-Islamic an i mal cal en dar (re lated to the Chi nese calendric sys -
tem).

De spite the gen eral “na tion al iza tion” of the So viet Is lamic com -
mu nity, what was most sur pris ing was the es sen tial con ti nu ity with
the tra di tions of pre-perestroika Is lamic ar gu ment. In deed the im age 
of Is lam and the Mus lim com mu nity pro duced by the clergy was
largely a re prise of post war themes. The Mus lim com mu nity, cler ics
still ar gued, had fallen into un-Islamic ways and needed cler i cal
lead er ship in or der to re turn to the fun da men tals of the faith. Not
only were there now new oppportunities for re li gious and sec u lar
de vel op ment, but also Mus lims would in fact be ac tive par tic i pants
in the con struc tion of a re newed so cial and po lit i cal or der.5

Armed with the lan guage of glas nost, cler ics con tin ued to pro -
mote their no tions of dis tinc tion and in te gra tion with re gard to the
Mus lim com mu nity. If in the past they had praised So viet power for
the re al iza tion of Is lamic ide als, they now praised the in no va tions of
glas nost and peres troika for al low ing a res ti tu tion of re li gious rights
and self-esteem to the pi ous pop u la tion.6 Glas nost, they pointed out, 
should as sure free dom of re li gious con vic tion for all So viet cit i zens.
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As the qazi of Turkmenistan stated, “Peres troika has put an end to
the view that be liev ers are nar row-minded, even back wards, and
that they are the car ri ers of a dif fer ent ide ol ogy alien to the of fi cially
ac cepted dog mas.”7

While the es sen tial con tent of Mus lim re li gious dis course re -
mained largely un changed in the pe riod of re form, there were
changes in the tone and form of cler i cal ar gu ments. For ex am ple,
Mus lim cler ics ex hib ited a greater will ing ness to place blame for the
Mus lim com mu nity’s re li gious ig no rance on the po lit i cal re stric tions 
im posed dur ing the past seven de cades of So viet power.8 At the
same time, cler ics ap pro pri ated the lan guage of peres troika and glas -
nost to crit i cize them selves—for fail ures rang ing from a lack of re li -
gious vig i lance to cor rup tion within the ranks of the clergy.9

The rap idly chang ing po lit i cal en vi ron ment not only af forded
the tra di tional cen ters of Mus lim re li gious life new op por tu ni ties,
but also cre ated con di tions for new forms of Mus lim re li gious as so ci -
a tion. In the past, the Mus lim Re li gious Boards could rely in part on
the co er cive power of the So viet state to pre vent the emer gence of in -
de pend ent Mus lim re li gious cen ters. In the peres troika era, how ever, 
lib er al iza tion al lowed for the emer gence of sev eral new Mus lim re li -
gious move ments. Thus as the Mus lim Re li gious Boards con fronted
a new set of re li gious and po lit i cal chal lenges, they also in creas ingly
faced a chal lenge from be low—from Mus lim re li gious move ments
that op er ated in de pend ently from the boards.

In con trast to the Mus lim Boards, how ever, whose
well-developed in sti tu tional reach ex tended across en tire re pub lics
and re gions, new Mus lim re li gious move ments emerged in rel a -
tively few places and were gen er ally highly lo cal ized. The larg est
and most ac tive of these move ments emerged in the North Cau ca sus
and parts of Cen tral Asia. The most im por tant in cluded the Is lamic
Dem o cratic Party in Dagestan, the Turkestan Is lamic Party cen tered
in Uzbekistan’s Fergana Val ley, and the Is lamic Re nais sance Party in
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.10

The Turkestan Is lamic Party is typ i cal of these in de pend ent op -
po si tion move ments.11 Mis tak enly iden ti fied in the West as a
Wahhabi move ment, Mus lims in the Fergana town of Namangan be -
gan their move ment with the take over of a mosque that had been
used as a stor age fa cil ity for wine.12 Af ter mak ing ren o va tions to the
build ing, the Namangan Mus lims chose an imam and mosque coun -
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cil and opened the mosque for reg u lar wor ship. In this way, the
mosque be came the first in the post war So viet Un ion to op er ate out -
side the ju ris dic tion of a Mus lim Re li gious Board. In the en su ing
months, lo cal ac tiv ists be gan the con struc tion of a medresa along -
side the mosque. Un like the schools af fil i ated with Mus lim Boards,
the Namangan medresa was in tended to pro vide re li gious ed u ca tion 
for young peo ple in gen eral and not just train ing for cler ics.

What was most sig nif i cant about the Fergana Val ley move ment
and other in de pend ent re li gious move ments that emerged in the late 
peres troika era was the na ture of their oppositional chal lenge. The
chief op po nent of these new Mus lim move ments was not pri mar ily
the So viet state but the Mus lim Re li gious Boards that dom i nated the
re li gious life of the Mus lim com mu nity. A par tic u lar tar get was the
lead er ship of the Mus lim Boards, which was con demned as
self-serving and cor rupt. In ter est ingly, one of the op po si tion’s main
cri tiques of the Mus lim Boards was not that they had been agents of
state power but that they were par a sitic or ga ni za tions that ex ploited
the good will of the Mus lim com mu nity. In this view, fi nan cial cor -
rup tion in the Mus lim Boards had im peded the role of the clergy as
re li gious lead ers of the Mus lim com mu nity. Thus it fell to the new
Mus lim move ments to take over com mu nity lead er ship where the
Mus lim Boards had failed.

That the Mus lim op po si tion’s chal lenge to the Mus lim Boards
con cerned mainly the of fi cial clergy’s in sti tu tional au thor ity was
high lighted by the fact that in many re spects the op po si tion shared
the stated re li gious val ues and ide als es poused by the boards. Like
the board clergy, many ac tiv ists in the in de pend ent move ment con -
demned the com mu nity’s fall into de gen er ate ways and crit i cized
saint wor ship, lo cal pil grim ages, and the use of am u lets. Like wise,
they ad vo cated a recentering of Is lam around the Qur’an and pro -
phetic tra di tions, and they wanted their own re li gious lead er ship to
ef fect such a re ori en ta tion within the Mus lim com mu nity.

Along with the de vel op ment of ten sions along sec tar ian and
eth nic lines, then, a strug gle emerged for re li gious and po lit i cal au -
thor ity. In this con test, the ad van tages of the Mus lim Boards were
enor mous. With sev eral de cades of in sti tu tional de vel op ment be -
hind them, they had huge or ga ni za tional, hu man, and fi nan cial re -
sources at their dis posal. The new Mus lim move ments, while
in creas ingly pop u lar within the com mu nity, none the less had sig nif i -
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cantly fewer de vel oped re sources and re mained rel a tively lo cal ized
in the scope of their ac tiv i ties. More over, the board-affiliated
clergy’s cam paign to re form it self se verely un der cut the power of
oppositional cri tiques con cern ing the boards’ re puted in ter nal cor -
rup tion and faulty re li gious lead er ship.

The emer gence of a crit i cal bent in the So viet Mus lim clergy,
whether di rected in ter nally at de vel op ments within the Mus lim
com mu nity or ex ter nally against the in jus tices prac ticed against Is -
lam dur ing the pe riod of So viet rule, must be un der stood in con text.
In Gorbachev’s So viet Un ion some po lit i cal ac tiv ists pub licly
equated com mu nism with fas cism, cur rent and for mer lead ers of the
Com mu nist Party reg u larly con demned party pol i cies in the harsh -
est terms, and de pic tions of the So viet Un ion as an em pire held to -
gether by vi o lence and co er cion be came part of main stream
jour nal is tic prac tice. In this sense, the Mus lim clergy ap peared not as 
a rad i cal but as a deeply con ser va tive so cial force. The clergy did en -
gage in some times harsh crit i cisms of past So viet pol i cies and prac -
tices with re gard to re li gion and re li gious in sti tu tions, but Mus lim
re li gious lead ers did not re ject the So viet Un ion or the So viet po lit i -
cal sys tem whole sale. Given the po lit i cal con text briefly de scribed
above, the tenor of cler i cal crit i cisms con tin ued to re flect the Mus lim
clergy’s po si tion as an un usu ally loyal op po si tion.

NOTES

 1. Alexandre Bennigsen and Ma rie Broxup, The Is lamic Threat to the So viet State
(New York: St. Mar tin’s Press, 1983).

 2. It should be noted that nearly ninety mosques were re ported to have been
opened in the pe riod of stag na tion be tween 1977 and 1987 (“Novoe
myshlenie i svoboda sovesti,” Literaturnaia gazeta, 18 May 1988, p. 10).

 3. For an ac count of the Kazakh mufti, see Paul Goble, “The New Mufti of
Alma-Ata,” Re port on the USSR, 22 June 1990.

 4. Kommunist (Baku), 10 March 1990.

 5. Mus lims of the So viet East 1 (1989): 2.
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 6. For a main stream cler i cal per spec tive, see Abdulgani Abdulla,
“Musul’mane v usloviiakh glasnosti, perestroiki i novogo myshleniia,” in
Na puti k svobode sovesti (Mos cow: Prog ress, 1989).

 7. Mus lims of the So viet East 2–3 (1989): 10.

 8. See, for ex am ple, the Cen tral Asian mufti’s crit i cal com ments as de scribed
in Paul Goble, “The Mufti on Tele vi sion,” Re port on the USSR, 4 May 1990.

 9. Self-criticism was a com mon theme at the fourth con gress of the Cen tral
Asian Mus lim Re li gious Board held in 1989 (Mus lims of the So viet East 2–3
[1989]).

10. For a use ful sur vey of the Is lamic Re nais sance Party, see Bess Brown, “The
Is lamic Re nais sance Party in Cen tral Asia,” Re port on the USSR, 10 May 1991.

11. This ac count of the po si tions of what I am call ing a Mus lim op po si tion is
based in part on the So viet press, in ad di tion to in ter views con ducted in
Cen tral Asia in 1990 and the Cau ca sus in 1991.

12. For a view of the Namangan move ment as Wahhabi, see James Critchlow,
“Is lam in the Fergana Val ley: The Wahhabi ‘Threat,’” Re port on the USSR, 8
De cem ber 1989.
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AMBIVALENCE, AUTHORITY, AND THE
PROBLEM OF POPULAR ISLAM1

“When ever one sees a dome, one thinks
”it’s the shrine of an imam.”

—Azerbaijani folk saying2

Con ven tional stud ies of Is lam in the for mer So viet Un ion of ten
as sumed a sharp dis tinc tion be tween “of fi cial” and “pop u lar” Is lam. 
The Is lam of the mosque and the USSR’s of fi cially sanc tioned cler i cal 
in sti tu tions was por trayed as an in stru ment of state pol icy, while the
pop u lar Is lam of the shrine, as well as of the Sufi or ders, was treated
as a ha ven for an antistate, anti-Soviet op po si tion. In some cases, the
ar gu ment went so far as to por tray pop u lar re li gious prac tices as the
foun da tion of an oppositional coun ter cul ture.3 In fact, ac tual prac -
tices in shrine and mosque were far more am biv a lent. Un der stood in
terms of the forms of in sti tu tions and prac tices, the of fi cial/pop u lar
di chot omy did cap ture some sig nif i cant dif fer ences. But un der stood
in terms of func tion and mean ing for those who en gaged in them, re li -
gious prac tices reg u larly vi o lated these cat e gor i cal bound aries. 

The ten dency to di vide So viet Is lam into of fi cial and pop u lar
was tied to an in ter pre ta tion of So viet Is lam through the fa mil iar lens 
of tra di tion/mo der nity. An au then tic, re li gious, preindustrial feu dal 
so ci ety (pop u lar) was op posed to an ar ti fi cial, sec u lar, mod ern, in -
dus tri al ized state (of fi cial). Ob servers then “dis cov ered” what ap -
peared to be tra di tional forms (e.g., the shrine) and con cluded that
sim i larly tra di tional func tions and mean ings nec es sar ily fol low.
And pop u lar prac tices, many of which pre dated So viet rule, were in -
ter preted as in di ca tors of a tra di tional men tal ity that was in her ently
antimodern, con ser va tive, and a po ten tial chal lenge to the au thor ity
of the So viet state.

Ev i dence of form is there fore taken, mis tak enly, as ev i dence of
func tion. The pre sumed dis junc ture be tween scripturalist rep re sen ta -
tions of Is lam me di ated by a stra tum of re li gious in tel lec tu als, the
ulama, and the nonscripturalist, nonclerical forms of socio-religious
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prac tice pro duced within the Mus lim com mu nity at large sug gested a
clear di vi sion be tween of fi cial/pop u lar, or tho dox/het ero dox kinds of
Is lam. 

De spite in creas ing crit i cism, the sep a ra tion of Is lam into the or -
tho dox faith or ga nized around the ulama and mosque and the pop u -
lar or folk re li gion of the saints and shrines has re mained quite
du ra ble in the lit er a ture. Even as some have tried to rec tify an
imbalanced fo cus on the of fi cial by em pha siz ing pop u lar di men -
sions of re li gion, they tended to re pro duce the mis lead ing di chot -
omy.4 Growing at ten tion to pop u lar, het ero dox, folk prac tices
im plic itly ac cepted the mu tual ex clu siv ity of of fi cial and pop u lar
cat e go ries.

Other at tempts to re think cat e go ri za tion schema were also
prob lem atic. Nu mer ous au thors, for ex am ple, of fered the no tion of
“nor ma tive” Is lam to re place the less pre cise term “or tho dox.” How -
ever, “nor ma tive Is lam” was again used to re fer to the cleri cally pro -
duced pre scrip tive rep re sen ta tion of Is lam.5 In deed, some schol ars
went so far as to ar gue that the Mus lim clergy pro duced not re li gious 
or tho doxy or a sys tem of cor rect be liefs, but an “orthopraxy,” a set of
pre scrip tions for cor rect re li gious prac tice.6

In ac tual prac tice, how ever, the mosque of ten func tioned as a
shrine, while the of fi cially sanc tioned clergy of ten ap pro pri ated
shrine pil grim ages for their own ends. Thus the mean ing of Is lam
was it self trans formed by the in ter play of the of fi cial and the pop u -
lar.

The blur ring of “of fi cial” and “pop u lar” in prac tice chal lenges
not only tra di tional un der stand ings of So viet Is lam, but also the
“orientalist” ap proach to Is lamic stud ies more gen er ally. The
orientalist tra di tion held that Is lam was largely de fined by its found -
ing sa cred texts, which rei fied the re li gion into an un chang ing,
ahistorical “es sence.” Re vi sion ists, in con trast, tend to stress the
ways in which these his tor i cal and tex tual tra di tions have been
trans formed through re li gious prac tice. Is lam, then, is not just a dis -
course rooted in the Qur’an and the sunna (the cor pus of pro phetic
tra di tions), but is also con sti tuted by the lived ex pe ri ences and re li -
gious prac tices of those who iden tify them selves as Mus lim. In stead
of an anal y sis of the de scrip tive ac counts of the dis cur sive pro duc -
tion of an “Is lam,” it is there fore nec es sary to ex plore the ways in
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which “Is lam” was re ceived and re pro duced in so cial and re li gious
prac tice.7 

FORMAL ASPECTS OF SHRINE PRACTICE 

Most shrines in Azerbaijan are known as pir. This word, of Per -
sian or i gin, can mean both “saint” or an old, hence im plic itly wise,
per son. In the lat ter case, an ap pro pri ate Eng lish equiv a lent is “el -
der.” This us age re fers to the fact that many shrines are re puted to be
the gravesites of re spected el ders or other re li gious fig ures. In con -
tem po rary Azerbaijan, no ver bal dis tinc tion is made be tween the pir
as a liv ing or dead per son and the pir as a sa cred place, whether a
crypt or an other kind of holy site. In deed pir in Azerbaijani can re fer
not just to gravesites, but also to shrines that are dis tinc tive nat u ral
fea tures, such as hills or rocky for ma tions, wa ter falls, nat u ral
springs, and trees. Some times, such nat u ral shrines are re ferred to as
ojakh (lit er ally, “hearth”), but the more com mon use of the term pir
for these sites sug gests that the term has ob tained a more com mon
mean ing of “spirit” as well as “saint.” The use of the term “shrine” in
this pa per —a sa cred, ven er ated site—is there fore a con ve nient, al -
beit im pre cise, trans la tion of the Azerbaijani pir. Sev eral for mal as -
pects of shrine prac tice stand out as par tic u larly dis tinct from
mosque prac tice. These for mal dis tinc tions fol low the di chot omy of
mosque and shrine with oppositions of closed/open, ur ban/ru ral,
male/fe male, and pub lic/pri vate.

Äli ayaghï (Äli’s Foot), lo cated in Buzovna, a sub urb of Baku on
the Apsheron Pen in sula, is a typ i cal shrine. One de fin ing fea ture that 
con trasts it with mosques is the rel a tively free ac cess of the in di vid -
ual pil grim to the shrine. A small, square, two-roomed struc ture with 
a dome, Äli ayaghï is lo cated on a rocky cliff over look ing the beach
along the Cas pian Sea. Its main at trac tion is an in den ta tion in the
rock, re puted to be the foot print of Ali. Oth ers claim that the foot -
print is of Ali’s horse. Pil grims to the shrine gen er ally take lit tle in -
ter est in its pre cise ge ne al ogy since for them what is sig nif i cant is
that the shrine is “a place of the imams” (in Azerbaijani, imamlarïn
yeri). Each of the rooms has an en trance, but no door. Un like
Buzovna’s mosque, which is al ways closed and locked at night and
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of ten dur ing the week days as well, the shrine at Äli ayaghï is ac ces si -
ble at any time. At the mosque, ac cess is es sen tially at the dis cre tion
of the clergy, but the shrine is avail able at the dis cre tion of the pil -
grim.8

An other for mal dif fer ence is that while typ i cally mosques are
con sid ered to be ur ban, shrines are con sid ered ru ral. Among the
hun dreds of shrines that have been de scribed by the spe cial ized lit -
er a ture in Azerbaijan, rel a tively few are lo cated within ur ban ized ar -
eas. Many are lo cated just out side towns, but even more can be found 
in vil lages or in re mote lo ca tions. Shrines may be lo cated on the crest
of a hill, prom on tory, or other nat u ral fea ture, and they are of ten
found in cem e ter ies. In some cases, a cem e tery has de vel oped
around one or more im por tant shrines. An Azerbaijani spe cial ist of
shrine ven er a tion has claimed, prob a bly with out much ex ag ger a -
tion, that in a num ber of the re pub lic’s re gions it is dif fi cult to find a
vil lage with out a shrine of some sort.9

In con trast to the mosque, where re li gious rites are both ori -
ented to ward and dom i nated by males, shrines serve as ha vens for
fe male Mus lims. All sur veys of shrine pil grim age in Azerbaijan
agree that women con sti tute the vast ma jor ity of pil grims to shrines,
and my own field work in the shrines of the Apsheron Pen in sula con -
firms these ob ser va tions.10 In neigh bor ing Dagestan, as well as the
coun try’s other Mus lim re gions, pil grims are also more likely to be
women than men.11 Un like the mosques, in which women re main
seg re gated from men, there is usu ally not a sep a rate women’s space
at shrines, and women pray un fet tered in any part of the shrine. As a
sphere of re li gious prac tice, shrines may be con sid ered a pre dom i -
nantly fe male realm, but the spa tial or ga ni za tion within a given
shrine is not gen der-specific. 

Women are not only more ac tive in vis it ing shrines, but they
also fre quently serve in po si tions of re li gious au thor ity as the pir
sahibi, or shrine guard ian. For ex am ple, the pir sahibi at the Äli
ayaghï shrine in Buzovna is a woman. Shrines are ac ces si ble to both
men and women, but at times women ap pear to have greater pres -
tige, es pe cially those with fe male guard ians. On nu mer ous oc ca sions 
when en tire fam i lies come to per form a rit ual sac ri fice of an i mals at
the shrine of Äli ayaghï, the men and boys re main out side the shrine
to slaugh ter a lamb or chicken while only the women en ter the shrine 
it self to pray and make de vo tional of fer ings. 
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In ad di tion to be ing typ i cally open, ru ral, and fe -
male-dominated, shrines tend to be pri vate, whereas the mosque is
con sid ered pub lic. The de gree to which a shrine is pri vate var ies con -
sid er ably, de pend ing on the size of the com mu nity it serves. Some
shrines may be clas si fied as re gional shrines since they at tract pil -
grims from nearby towns or dis tricts. Most shrines, how ever, are
highly lo cal ized and serve only the pop u la tion of a sin gle vil lage. In
some cases, the “mod ern,” So viet-organized state and col lec tive
farms have their own shrines. The most spe cific shrines are those pa -
tron ized only by cer tain fam i lies. In Rustov, a vil lage in the Guba dis -
trict, a clus ter of four shrines serves only a few lo cal fam i lies.

The large num bers of vil lage-specific shrines, along with the ex -
is tence of an un known num ber of fam ily shrines, re flects the in di vid -
u al ized char ac ter of pil grim ages and de vo tional acts at the shrines.
Shrine prac tice is, in ef fect, a pri vate mat ter. There are no for mal ized
rit u als, nor are there fixed times for vis i ta tion at the shrines. In prin -
ci ple, Shi’i Mus lims con sider Thurs days to be the “best” day to make 
a pil grim age, but my field work sug gests that Sun days, a day most
peo ple have off work, is the most pop u lar day of the week to visit a
shrine. What for some schol ars ap pears to be an in her ent con tra dic -
tion be tween the mod ern work sched ule and the re quire ments of a
tra di tion-based Is lam is in fact su per seded in the flex i bil ity of so cial
prac tice.

THE RELIGIOUS USES OF SHRINES

With the no ta ble ex cep tion of the cleri cally su per vised col lec -
tive pil grim age to Qöy Imam, shrine pil grim age in con tem po rary
Azerbaijan is a highly in di vid u al ized, pri vate ac tiv ity. Un like the re -
li gious prac tices that are or ga nized and reg u lated un der cler i cal
guid ance, which are marked by their col lec tive, pub lic form, shrine
pil grim ages are reg u larly per formed pri vately by in di vid u -
als—alone or in small groups of friends or rel a tives—with very spe -
cific in ten tions. An ethnographic ac count of shrine pil grim ages and
an anal y sis of the socio-religious func tions they ful fill for the pil -
grims can help to elab o rate this point.
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One of the cen tral re li gious func tions of the shrine is the pro vi -
sion of in ter ces sion be tween the de ity and the in di vid ual. In ter ces -
sion is con sid ered one of the es sen tial fea tures of un or tho dox or
pop u lar Is lam. In or tho dox Is lam, a Mus lim pre sum ably has a di rect,
un me di ated re la tion with God since all Mus lims have equal stand -
ing be fore the de ity as re vealed in the Qur’an. In Is lam as it is prac -
ticed in Azerbaijan, how ever, a pir, whether a liv ing per son or a spirit 
em bod ied in a shrine, pos sesses a higher socio-religious sta tus. 

 A dis tinc tion can be made be tween gen eral or uni ver sal and
spe cial ized shrines. Uni ver sal shrines per form an “all-purpose”
func tion, while spe cial ized shrines pro vide for spe cific needs, such
as the cur ing of ill nesses. Shrines that at tract large num bers of pil -
grims are typ i cally con sid ered to be uni ver sal. This re flects the fact
that the clas si fi ca tion of the shrines is based in part not sim ply on the
pe cu liar i ties of the shrine it self, but also on the range of re li gious
func tions that it serves for pil grims. Shrines that have a larger fol -
low ing and con se quently at tract pil grims with more di verse needs
tend to be con sid ered uni ver sal. Dif fer ent lists of Azerbaijan’s uni -
ver sal shrines have been sug gested by var i ous ob serv ers, but these
sources gen er ally agree on the over all num ber of the larg est shrines,
rang ing from ap prox i mately ten to twenty.12 

The “spe cial ized” shrines are much more nu mer ous. Their to tal
num ber is usu ally es ti mated to be from two to four hun dred, though
the ac tual fig ure is quite pos si bly much higher. In di vid ually, how -
ever, they are fre quented by fewer pil grims due to their more lim ited
func tion. The Aghdash shrine in the vil lage of Novkhanï on the
Apsheron Pen in sula has a rep u ta tion for re stor ing the fer til ity of bar -
ren women. And the Närärjan shrine in the vil lage of the same name
lo cated in the Khachmaz dis trict is be lieved to pro vide cures for
rheu ma tism, fe vers, and tooth aches. 

The spe cial ized and uni ver sal func tions of the shrines are not
mu tu ally ex clu sive. One of the char ac ter is tics of the shrines is the
many lay ers of mean ing in vested in them by the pil grims who seek
in ter ces sion.13 Among many women, for ex am ple, the shrine of Pir
Seyid in Nardaran has the rep u ta tion of a “chil dren s shrine” (ushag
piri) where women take their chil dren to be healed of var i ous health
prob lems. At the same time, Pir Seyid has also been clas si fied as a
uni ver sal shrine since it is ar gu ably the most pop u lar shrine of the
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greater Baku re gion and at tracts large num bers of peo ple with quite
di verse in ter ests.14

The dis tinc tion be tween uni ver sal and spe cial ized shrines is
note wor thy, but it should not ob scure the fact that from the per spec -
tive of Azerbaijani Mus lims, all shrine pil grim age is in fact spe cial -
ized ac tiv ity. The vis i ta tion to a lo cal shrine is usu ally ac com plished
with a spe cific in ten tion or re quest. In Azerbaijani, this in ten tion is
re ferred to as niyyät. Whether or not the shrines can be dis tin guished
as all-purpose or spe cial-purpose types, pil grims gen er ally have a
spe cific pur pose, a niyyät, for mak ing the pil grim age.15 Many
Azerbaijani Mus lims ex plain that one never vis its a shrine with out
niyyät, or a spe cific re quest, in mind.16

Sev eral ex am ples of So viet sur vey re searchcar ried out at
shrines in the North Cau ca sus con firm the no tion that pil grims al -
ways have a def i nite pur pose for a lo cal pil grim age. Al though the
way in which these sur veys were ad min is tered may be doubted and
the re sults are not re ported in a very clear man ner, they are none the -
less use ful as in di ca tions of the mean ings at trib uted to shrine prac -
tice. In a month-long sur vey at Shalbuz Dagh, a shrine along the
Azerbaijani-Dagestani bor der, Kaflan Khanbayev en coun tered 170
pil grims. When he asked about their rea sons for vis it ing the shrine,
he ob tained the fol low ing re sponses:

An other so cio log i cal study of 351 pil grims in Chechen-
Ingushetia pro vides a sim i lar sense that pil grims par take in de vo -
tional ac tiv i ties at the shrines with spe cific in ten tions in mind. The
con tent of the first and last cat e go ries used in the sur vey, “To ful fill a
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Rea son Women Men To tal

Ill ness 72 24 96

Ste ril ity 37 -.- 37

Fam ily prob lems 20  4 24

Other spe cific re quests  6  7  13*

*The sur vey was con ducted be tween 18 July and 12 Au gust 1985. Of the 170
pil grims, 135 were women and 35 were men (Khanbaev, p. 132).



prior vow” and “Other rea sons,” are not en tirely clear, but the break -
down of re main ing rea sons is none the less in dic a tive of trends in
shrine wor ship. In an swer to the ques tion, “Why did you come to the 
shrine?,” the re search ers ob tained the fol low ing re sponses:

1. To ful fill a pre vi ously made vow 23.4%

2. For emo tional com fort 11.7

3. Cure for dis ease 6.5

4. Prayer for health of chil dren 10.0

5. Prayer for wel fare of fam ily 10.0

6. Ac cord ing to tra di tion, for hol i day 4.8

7. Other rea sons 33.6*

As par tially re flected in these data, the in ter ces sion of a shrine is 
sought es pe cially dur ing pe ri ods of height ened per sonal anx i ety,
such as ill ness or fam ily prob lems. Ziyarät (pil grim age—see be low)
is also per formed as part of a rite of pas sage, which, due to its tran si -
tional na ture, is marked by fears of an un suc cess ful out come. Such
tran si tions may in clude the more so cially rec og nized rites of pas sage 
ob served at birth, cir cum ci sion (com ing of age), mar riage, and
death. Or they may be of a more in di vid ual na ture, such as a house -
warm ing or send ing a son off to mil i tary ser vice.

Pil grims visit shrines with niyyät, but what does one do to ob -
tain the spir i tual as sis tance of the shrine? This is the es sence of shrine 
prac tice. The an swer is that pil grims bring not only their niyyät, but
also näzir. The näzir is com monly a gift to the shrine, or per haps more 
pre cisely an of fer ing to the saint or sa cred spirit that in hab its the
shrine. The näzir es tab lishes a re la tion of rec i proc ity be tween the pil -
grim and the shrine: in re turn for the näzir the saint of the shrine re -
turns the gift of spir i tual as sis tance to the pil grim. In the event of
vows pre vi ously made, the pil grim’s gift re turns the fa vor al ready
granted.17

Näzir take many dif fer ent forms and vary de pend ing on the
spe cific fea tures of the shrine. For ex am ple, the shrine of Pir Seyid in
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Nardaran is com posed of two crypts ad join ing a vault that is sit u ated 
par tially un der ground. The crypts are sep a rated from the vault by a
metal grate, and pil grims toss their näzir of pa per money, coins, or
other ob jects into the crypt (the bars pre vent oth ers from tak ing the
cash of fer ings). Apart from cash, the most com mon näzir, which are
of ten sim ply left at the shrine by pil grims, in clude silk and other
cloth (es pe cially scarves), sugar cubes (known as gänt), tea, and
other food stuffs such as hal vah. 

The cat e gory of näzir in cludes not only the of fer ing of a phys i -
cal gift, but also the per for mance of a de vo tional act. The most wide -
spread of such acts is the ty ing of rib bons or strips of cloth at or near
the shrine. At the en trance to the Pir Seyid shrine in Nardaran, a cy -
clone fence is reg u larly cov ered with mul ti col ored strips of cloth. Pil -
grims like wise make use of vir tu ally all the avail able spaces on some
nearby tombs to tie their de vo tional cloth strips. The light ing of can -
dles is also a wide spread de vo tional act at shrines, and the many
black ened spots from can dles af fixed to in te rior walls, en trances,
and other parts of a shrine are a com mon re minder of this prac tice. 

On more im por tant oc ca sions, such as a re li gious hol i day, the
cir cum ci sion of a son, or the build ing of a new home, pil grims bring
chick ens or sheep to slaugh ter at the shrine, and they then take them
home to pre pare. Given the fam ily ori en ta tion of this kind of prac -
tice, en tire fam i lies make an out ing to the shrine to par tic i pate in the
rit ual. At shrines where rit ual sac ri fice has be come es pe cially pop u -
lar, elab o rate fa cil i ties are some times set up to make the slaugh ter of
an i mals more con ve nient.

Can dle light ing or rib bon ty ing are per formed at vir tu ally all
shrines in Azerbaijan, but at cer tain shrines one can find nu mer ous
in stances of shrine-specific de vo tional acts. At some shrines, known
as “rock shrines” (dash piri) in the spe cial ist lit er a ture, pil grims bring
rocks which they pile up at the shrine. At oth ers, such as Baba Dagh
in the Guba dis trict, pil grims take rocks away from the shrine to use
as tal is mans at home.18 Apart from the wa ter shrines at nat u ral
springs, creeks, or wa ter falls, some shrines (for ex am ple, Äli ayaghï
in Buzovna) have wells from which pil grims drink to re ceive shäfa, or 
heal ing, as a part of other de vo tions. There are, in ef fect, as many
kinds of näzir as there are pil grims and shrines.

Due to the al most in her ently spe cial ized and in di vid u al ized
char ac ter of be liev ers’ re quests, which usu ally pro vide the pur pose
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of the visit to the shrine and näzir, the func tion of the prac tice has a
cen tral sig nif i cance in con sti tut ing the forms of Azerbaijani Is lam.
Em pha sizing the cen tral ity of func tion over form shows that dis tinc -
tions be tween “of fi cial” and “pop u lar” erode at the level of mean ing
and the sig nif i cance of prac tice.

In the next sec tion, I will look at the mosque as of ten used qua
shrine and how the clergy ap pro pri ates lu cra tive shrine pil grim ages. 
Noting the sim i lar i ties on the level of func tion be tween shrine and
mosque qua shrine shows that the char ac ter iza tion of of fi cial Is lam
as an in stru ment of the state and pop u lar Is lam as an ex pres sion of
op po si tion in so ci ety is prob lem atic and mis lead ing. I make the case
that cler i cal au thor ity, as well as re li gious prac tice, is am big u ous. In
con trast to con ven tional views that as sume the clergy is ab sent from
the shrines, the Azerbaijani clergy ap pro pri ates shrine prac tice into
its own im age of le git i mate Is lamic prac tice. In the case of the
mosques, through an anal y sis of rit ual, re li gious prac tices si mul ta -
neously af firm and sub vert the au thor ity of the clergy, dem on strat -
ing how the ex ten sion of the for mal cat e go ries of of fi cial and pop u lar 
do not nec es sar ily al low us to in fer func tional dif fer ences from for -
mal.

Con trary to the as sump tion that the rel a tive ab sence of cler i cal
lead er ship at the shrines is ev i dence of pop u lar prac tice as a ha ven
for na scent antistate/anti-Soviet op po si tion, of fi cial cler i cal au thor -
ity is re in forced through the ap pro pri a tion and le git i ma tion of cer -
tain shrine prac tices. This ap pro pri a tion shows that in many ways
of fi cial prac tices clearly vi o late the ob server-imposed con cep tual
bound aries be tween of fi cial and pop u lar. This con cep tual bor der
war is by no means one-sided, how ever. The of fi cial is pen e trated by
the pop u lar dur ing the am biv a lent mo ments when or di nary Mus -
lims ap pro pri ate the mosque and re in vest it with the func tions of the
shrine for their niyyät and näzir rit u als.

THE “OFFICIAL” APPROPRIATION OF “POPULAR” PRACTICE

The Mus lim Boards for Cen tral Asia and the North Cau ca sus
have re peat edly ex pressed their op po si tion to shrine prac tices. The
Boards’ antishrine po si tion has been made re peat edly, be gin ning in
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the 1950s and con tin u ing into the 1980s, in the form of fetwas, or re li -
gious edicts, as well as other more in for mal con dem na tions of su per -
sti tions and shrine-related prac tices.19 The cler i cal es tab lish ment of
Transcaucasia, how ever, has is sued no such con dem na tions of saint
wor ship and shrine pil grim age. Rather, in es tab lish ing its re la tion to
the ven er a tion of shrines, the Transcaucasian cler i cal es tab lish ment
not only re jects con dem na tion of shrine wor ship, but it also ac tively
em braces such wor ship. The “or tho dox” clergy of Transcaucasia
thus pur sues a strat egy of ap pro pri at ing the pop u lar ven er a tion of
shrines and in sti tu tion al iz ing it into its own con cep tion of le git i mate
Is lam in or der to le git i mate its au thor ity in the Mus lim com mu nity.

In con trast to com monly held Sunni tra di tions, par tic u larly re -
form ist ten den cies within Sunnism that have re jected the ven er a tion
of shrines as he ret i cal and non-Islamic su per sti tion, the Shi’i clergy
has de vel oped a his tor i cal tra di tion of shrine wor ship. The
Azerbaijani clergy, strongly in flu enced by the re li gious con ven tions
of the Shi’i hi er ar chy of Iran, is a par tic i pant in this larger Shi’i tra di -
tion. Shi’i tra di tion ac cepts the sig nif i cance of the hajj, or pil grim age
to the holy Is lamic cit ies of Mecca and Me dina. In ad di tion, Shi’i cler -
ics have ren dered the tombs of the Shi’i imams as im por tant sites of
re li gious wor ship and pil grim age. Dis tinct from the hajj, this type of
pil grim age is known as ziyarät in Ira nian and Azerbaijani us age.20

The Shi’i ven er a tion of the imams’ shrines has been traced back
as early as the tenth to twelfth cen tu ries. Af ter the proc la ma tion of
Shi’ism as the of fi cial re li gion of the Safavi dy nasty in Iran, the sig -
nif i cance of pil grim age to the shrines was re vived and re in forced as a 
means to but tress the so cial and po lit i cal po si tion of the Shi’i state.
Dur ing Safavi rule, nu mer ous shrines were re built and en larged, in -
clud ing the tomb of Imam Hussein at Kerbala (Iraq) and tombs of
other imams and their rel a tives lo cated at Najaf (Iraq) and Mashhad
and Qom (Iran). As in the case of Mecca, by which the pil grim ob -
tains the hon or ific ti tle hajji, pil grims to the shrines at Kerbala and
Mashhad of ten re ceive equiv a lent hon or ific ti tles of karbelayi and
mashhadi. Pro moted un der Safavi aus pices, pil grim ages to the
shrines be came in sti tu tion al ized. More gen er ally at this time, vis i ta -
tion to any re puted grave of an imam, known col lo qui ally as an
imamzadä (lit er ally, a de scen dent of the imam), was en cour aged by
the Shi’i cler i cal au thor i ties.21 The shrines of Qöy Imam near
Kirovabad, Imamzadä in the dis trict of Bärdä, and Bibi Heybat just
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south of Baku are among the most prom i nent sites in the Azerbaijani
re pub lic con sid ered to be imamzadä.

The Transcaucasian Mus lim Re li gious Board’s po si tion to ward
shrine ven er a tion is ex pressed not only in the par tic u lar ity of its re li -
gious dis course, but also in the forms of re li gious prac tice that it au tho -
rizes and or ga nizes at a prac ti cal level. The re puted mau so leum of a
me di eval Shi’i re li gious fig ure, lo cated sev eral miles out side the city of
Kirovabad in the west ern part of Azerbaijan, is one ex am ple of this
prac ti cal in cor po ra tion of shrine ven er a tion.22 Known pop u larly as
Qöy Imam, or “Blue Imam,” a ref er ence to the shrine’s blue dome, it
was rec og nized as a le git i mate site of re li gious pil grim age by the
sheikh-ul-Islam of Transcaucasia, Akhundzadä, in the pre-Soviet pe riod. 
Af ter the re es tab lish ment of the Transcaucasian Mus lim Re li gious
Board dur ing World War II, the site was granted le gal sta tus as a shrine
un der the Board’s su per vi sion. As such, it was the only Mus lim re li -
gious site in the So viet Un ion that was reg is tered solely as a shrine and
rec og nized by a Mus lim Re li gious Board. Each year, the Baku Mus lim
Board spon sored a pil grim age to the shrine, thereby trans form ing what 
is com monly con sid ered pop u lar prac tice into a com po nent of of fi cial,
cleri cally le git i mated re li gious prac tice. 

An other ex am ple of the clergy’s ap pro pri a tion of shrine wor -
ship is Pir Seyid, a nine teenth-century mau so leum lo cated in the
town cem e tery of Nardaran, a sub urb of Baku on the Apsheron Pen -
in sula. One of the more pop u lar shrines of Azerbaijan, the shrine
was le gal ized as a mosque in the 1950s through the ef forts of the
leader of the Transcaucasian Mus lim Board, sheikh-ul-Islam
Suleymanzad. In the case of Pir Seyid, then, Azerbaijani cler ics af fil i -
ated with the Mus lim Board have in cor po rated the shrine into their
own in sti tu tion al ized net work of re li gious in sti tu tions. In this way,
Pir Seyid func tions as both an of fi cial mosque and a site of pop u lar
re li gious pil grim age.

The ex tent of of fer ings made at shrines such as Qöy Imam, ad min -
is tered un der the au thor ity of the Mus lim Re li gious Board in Baku, is
ev i dence of an ad di tional ma jor func tion that ap pro pri a tion of the
shrine per forms for the clergy. For the years 1975, 1977, and 1979, the an -
nual in come re ported by the cler i cal of fi cials su per vis ing the shrine
amounted to 22,615, 20,516, and 19,756 rubles re spec tively. Enor mous
amounts of cloth, of ten tied to aläm (dec o rated poles) dur ing
Muharram rit u als, are also col lected at the shrine. In ad di tion to more
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than 1,500 scarves and hand ker chiefs col lected each year, mis cel la -
neous lengths of cloth amounted to 1,416, 949, and 1,230 me ters dur ing
each of the three years noted.23 Thus, the fi nan cial func tion for which
the pil grim age is sanc ti fied helps ac count for the trans for ma tion of
forms of of fi cial wor ship. As well as ap pro pri at ing the as pects of shrine
prac tice in or der to ex tend the au thor ity of the of fi cial clergy, the Baku
Board re ceives sub stan tial in come from the Kirovabad shrine. As one of 
the most fa mous shrines in Azerbaijan, Qöy Imam may be able to gen er -
ate un usu ally large of fer ings, es pe cially since the Azerbaijani clergy or -
ga nizes an nual pil grim ages to the shrine and as an imamzadä it is an
im por tant site for the rites of mourn ing dur ing Muharram. Qöy Imam
thereby serves as a site for the re pro duc tion and ex ten sion of cler i cal
au thor ity into the realm of the pop u lar.

These sorts of ap pro pri a tion are ev i dence of the am biv a lence of
prac tice which problematizes the of fi cial/pop u lar di chot omy, par -
tic u larly on the level of func tion. The same holds true when or di nary
be liev ers ap pro pri ate the mosque of the of fi cial realm and in vest it
with an am biv a lent sta tus by us ing it as a shrine.

MOSQUE QUA SHRINE: THE PENETRATION OF THE “OFFICIAL”
BY THE “PO PULAR”

Mosques are fre quently con sid ered to be sites where only of fi cial
re li gious rites un der cler i cal su per vi sion are per mit ted. In prac tice,
how ever, mosques fre quently serve as ha vens for var i ous kinds of un -
of fi cial re li gious ac tiv ity. Mosques com monly at tract peo ple who are
in volved in the buy ing and sell ing of im ported Qur’ans, pri vately re -
pro duced re li gious texts, and re li gious par a pher na lia nei ther pro -
duced nor di rectly sanc tioned by the Mus lim Re li gious Boards.

As of 1987, sev en teen mosques were reg is tered with the gov -
ern ment in Azerbaijan and op er ated un der the ju ris dic tion of the
Mus lim Re li gious Board for Transcaucasia.* Many of Azerbaijan’s
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larg est cit ies have at least one work ing mosque. Baku has two
(Äzhdärbay and Täzäpir), and Sumgayït (Jorat), Kirovabad, and
Nakhchïvan each have one. Per haps more sig nif i cant is the fact that
most of Azerbaijan’s mosques are lo cated in or within close prox im -
ity of ur ban cen ters. 

Cler i cal as pi ra tions to au thor ity made in prin ci ple are ac com -
plished in prac tice through the rites of the mosque. Rit uals are an im -
por tant ve hi cle for the le git i ma tion of au thor ity re la tions be tween a
lead er ship and its con stit u ency. At the same time, rit u als pro vide an
op por tu nity for sub al tern groups to ex press var i ous forms of re sis -
tance.24 In the case of the So viet Mus lim com mu nity, both con sent
and re sis tance are ex pressed in the rit ual con duct of the mosques.
The am biv a lence is ev i dent in the way that the of fi cial is, in part,
trans formed by the pen e tra tion of the pop u lar. That is, what counts
as “Is lam” changes as a trans fu sion of pop u lar prac tices is in jected
into the cor pus of of fi cial Is lam. This is par tic u larly so in the case of
the in di vid u ally spe cific niyyät and näzir that can trans form the
mosque into a site of shrine prac tice.

Whether the mosque func tions in its usual ca pac ity or as an er satz
shrine de pends on the per spec tive and in ten tion of the be liev ers. For
ex am ple, mosques are de signed for the per for mance of quin tu ple daily
prayers (in Arabic, salat; in Azerbaijani us age, namaz) and the con gre ga -
tional Fri day prayers (in Azerbaijani, jümä namazï), and it is for these
rites that the mosques are most sys tem at i cally used. As one of the five
pil lars of the Mus lim faith, it is through these theo log i cally pre scribed
prac tices (ibadat) that the be liever achieves spir i tual com mu nion with
God. De spite the clergy’s po si tion rec om mend ing per for mance of the
namaz, daily prayers are not held on a reg u lar ba sis in many of
Azerbaijan’s mosques. In the ory, few cler ics would deny the sig nif i -
cance of the quin tu ple daily prayer, but in prac tice they rarely de -
nounce peo ple for fail ure to per form these prayers. More over, many
mosques re main closed dur ing the week days, thus pre clud ing any reg -
u lar ob ser vance of the daily prayers by lo cal com mu ni ties. 

The of fi cial/pop u lar di chot omy in Is lam im plies that the of fi -
cial cleric per forms only those gen eral, theo log i cally con doned rites
as so ci ated with formalistic mosque prac tice. For the more im me di -
ate sat is fac tion of so cial, med i cal, and other needs, the Mus lim must
turn to what Ernst Gellner has de scribed as the al ter na tive or sub sti -
tute re li gion of the saints and shrines. But the rit ual role played by

Am biv a lence, Au thor ity, and the Prob lem of Pop u lar Is lam  117



the Shi’i cleric dur ing the ob ser vance of the Fri day prayers in
Azerbaijan dis plays the cler i cal ca pac ity to per form both the gen eral, 
theo log i cal func tions as so ci ated with the clergy and the spe cific,
prac ti cal func tions as so ci ated with the shrines.

At Shi’i prayers in Azerbaijan, the de liv ery of the ser mon
(moizä) is gen er ally fol lowed by salavat (lit er ally, prayer). Dur ing the
salavat, wor ship ers at the mosque re quest bless ings from the pre sid -
ing imam. The func tion of the postsermon salavat in many re spects
par al lels the pri vate prac tice of pil grim age per formed at the shrine.
The wor shiper of fers the imam a gift (in this case, the näzir is usu ally
cash), and the imam re cip ro cates by his of fer ing of a bless ing tai lored 
to the dev o tee’s re quest. As the imam con cludes his ser mon, men
walk up to the min bar, hand the imam some money—a three- or
five-ruble note, for in stance—and qui etly re quest a spe cial prayer or
bless ing. It is only men who par take in the salavat since women re -
main se ques tered be hind the mosque par ti tions. Typically, one asks a 
bless ing for an ill rel a tive or friend. The imam then re sponds with a
for mu laic prayer rel e vant to the re quest, such as “In the name of god, 
the be nef i cent, the mer ci ful, let us pray for Ähmäd that he re gain his
good health.”

Through this prac tice, the su pe rior re li gious au thor ity of the
cleric is pub licly rec og nized and re pro duced in the act of seek ing his
in ter ces sion with God. Through his in di vid u al ized de liv ery of a
salavat in re turn for näzir, the mosque imam in ef fect plays the same
in ter me di ary role for the wor shiper that the shrines play. What dif -
fers, how ever, is that the salavat of an imam is per formed in a pub lic
man ner in the mosque and in sti tu tion al ized within this set ting as a
com po nent of the cleri cally su per vised prayer. The dis tinc tion be -
tween the socio-religious func tion of the of fi cial cleric and the saint
of a shrine, can on ized into the oppositions of of fi cial/pop u lar, or tho -
dox/het ero dox, uni ver sal/par tic u lar, pub lic/pri vate, and un me di -
ated/me di ated, be comes blurred in the rit u al ized con duct of both
cleric and com mon be liever.

The ob ser vance that mosque rites are rigid and formalistic fol -
lows from a con fu sion of the spe cific rites of the rou tine mosque
prayers with the more gen eral cat e gory of mosque prac tices. Apart
from the for mal con duct of prayers al ready de scribed, mosques also
serve as an im por tant realm for a va ri ety of re li gious prac tices, in -
clud ing pri vate prayer (theo log i cally dis tin guished as du’a, in con -
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trast to the oblig a tory quin tu ple prayers, salat or namaz). These
pri vate prayers, per formed in for mally at the mosque, re flect many
of the same forms and func tions as the rites ob served at the shrines.
In this re gard, there is con sid er able over lap in both the forms and
mean ings of “sep a rate” mosque and shrine prac tice. 

Most com monly, the prac ti tio ners of these in for mal rites are
women. Dur ing the Fri day prayers or at other times when the mosques
are open to the pub lic, women en ter the mosque to tie silk scarves or
other strips of cloth around an aläm (see be low), which de spite its wide -
spread as so ci a tion with the rites of Muharram is usu ally kept year
round in a con ve niently ac ces si ble lo ca tion (for women) in the
mosque.* Oth ers pur chase can dles from the mosque cus to dian and
light them in spe cial niches set aside for can dle light ing, usu ally lo cated 
in an an te room or aux il iary en trance to the mosque. 

Other kinds of näzir are also prac ticed, es pe cially dur ing pe ri -
ods of spe cial re li gious sig nif i cance. Some prac tices re quire as sis -
tance or guid ance, which in the mosque is pro vided not by a pir
sahibi but by an avail able cleric. Dur ing Muharram com mem o ra -
tions, for ex am ple, women and some times men ap proach a mosque
of fi cial with an of fer ing (gen er ally cash) for the right to walk un der
the min bar at the front of the mosque. Pass ing un der the min bar, like
other de vo tions per formed at mosques and shrines, is con sid ered a
means to ob tain a bless ing. In this case, the min bar, a sym bol of the
clergy’s higher re li gious sta tus and au thor ity to de liver a ser mon,
serves as a spir i tual in ter me di ary be tween god and the dev o tee. 

Even mosques that are not le gally op er at ing un der cler i cal su -
per vi sion can serve as sites for the per for mance of in for mal re li gious
prac tices. Again, build ings that would for mally be con sid ered
mosques in fact func tion as shrines. Apart from its reg is tered
mosque-shrine, the small town of Nardaran in Baku’s sub urbs has as
many as six or seven “closed” mosques, in clud ing the large Fri day
mosque. There is no reg u lar su per vi sion of these mosques by the
cler ics or with the Mus lim Re li gious Board, and no reg u lar re li gious
rites are held there. The mosques like wise lack lo cal res i dents who
would act as “shrine” guard ians. But all the town’s mosques are left
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un locked, and some of the smaller build ings, now in dis re pair, even
lack doors. As a re sult, they pro vide a con ve nient site for reg u lar vis -
i ta tion by lo cal Mus lims. In Nardaran’s mosques, for ex am ple, there
is am ple phys i cal ev i dence of pil grim ages to the mosques, where pil -
grims light can dles at the mih rab and min bar, tie rib bons to the doors
and win dows, or per form other kinds of näzir to ac com pany their
prayers and re quests. In the minds of the be liev ers and in the prac -
tices they ob serve, there is thus lit tle to dis tin guish the
socio-religious use of the mosques from the shrines.

Sunni Mus lims some times use the mosque for zikr (lit er ally,
mem ory), though the rite is also per formed in the home. In many
Mus lim so ci et ies, the zikr is as so ci ated with mys ti cal rites of Sufi or -
ders.25 In the Sunni-populated ar eas of north ern Azerbaijan, zikrs
have of ten lost their Sufi con no ta tions and con sist mainly of the col -
lec tive chant ing of a se ries of re li gious for mu las. The phrases of the
zikr are of ten quite re pet i tive, which for its prac ti tio ners is pre sumed 
to fa cil i tate mys ti cal one ness with the de ity. Since many of
Azerbaijan’s Sunni Mus lims are not eth nic Azerbaijanis but be long
to a num ber of dis tinct eth nic groups, zikrs are some times re cited in
com bi na tions of Arabic, Azerbaijani, and other North Cau ca sian lan -
guages such as Lezgiu or Avar. Com po nents of the zikr may also be
quite sim ple, such as the re peated rec i ta tion of short in vo ca tions or
one of the names of God, “Al lah.” 

Much like the mosque prayers, the zikrs can per form the col lec -
tive func tion of so lid i fy ing a gen eral at tach ment to the Mus lim com -
mu nity and God. But in their Transcaucasian form, zikrs are also
typ i cally per formed as a kind of col lec tive näzir. Groups of rel a tives
and friends gather for a wide ar ray of spe cific, pri vate pur poses,
from the bless ing of a new house to prayer for a son who is leav ing
for mil i tary ser vice. 

A zikr is also chanted as a kind of re quiem ser vice to com mem o -
rate a death in the fam ily or of any per son whom the Mus lim re -
spected in life and de sires to honor at death. One in for mant in
Azerbaijan, a Sunni Dargin woman orig i nally from a vil lage in
Dagestan, re lated to me a story about her mother, who en gaged a lo -
cal cleric to con duct a zikr upon the death of Viacheslav Molotov, the
So viet min is ter of for eign af fairs un der Sta lin. This story pro vides an
in di ca tion of the va ri ety of uses to which re li gious prac tices such as
the zikr are put. More over, the fact that an in for mal re li gious rite can
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be used to com mem o rate the death of a So viet po lit i cal leader
destabilizes a com mon as sump tion that pop u lar Is lam is in her ently a 
chal lenge to the au thor ity of the state.

Täzä-pir is an ex cel lent ex am ple of the mosque as shrine. While
it func tions mainly as a mosque, dur ing the day and eve ning of tasu’a 
and ashura, Täzä-pir is in fact trans formed into a ma jor shrine for
thou sands of Mus lims.* In a fes ti val-like at mo sphere, the mosque
and its court yard fill with pil grims, preach ers, beg gars, and sim ple
ob serv ers. Through out the mosque com pound, Mus lim Board of fi -
cials set up sites for de vo tions sim i lar to those ob served at the
shrines. Most prom i nent among these sites are the doz ens of de vo -
tion stands where aläm are dis played. 

The aläm con sists of a pole topped by an open hand, which is
var i ously in ter preted as rep re sent ing the hand of Ali or the five
mem bers of the holy fam ily of the prophet (Mu ham mad, Ali, Mu -
ham mad’s daugh ter and Ali’s wife Fatima, and their two sons,
Huseyn and Hasan). The aläm are at tached to blue-painted metal
boxes for the col lec tion of cash do na tions. The boxes are clearly
marked with the sten ciled let ters näzir chutes (of fer ing box). Un der
the su per vi sion of mosque of fi cials or vol un teers, pil grims place
their do na tion into the metal box and tie silk scarves or other large
strips of cloth to the aläm. As at the shrine, the ty ing of cloth to the
aläm sym bol izes the pil grim’s of fer ing to God. One mosque vol un -
teer de scribed the cloth-covered aläm as “the flag of Is lam” (Islamïn
bayraghï), thus iden ti fy ing a spe cific Shi’i prac tice with the more gen -
eral at tach ment to Is lam.

Thus the pen e tra tion of one con cep tual realm by the other oc -
curs in a bidirectional man ner. The of fi cial ap pro pri ates the pop u lar,
and the pop u lar in vests el e ments of the of fi cial with new mean ing.
No clear-cut im pli ca tions of sta bil ity or in sta bil ity can be in ferred.
Cler i cal and pil grim us age of shrine and mosque chal lenge the ex -
ten sion of the di chot omy be yond the level of form and into the level
of func tion. Thus one can not sim ply con clude that the pop u lar is
purely a ha ven of re sis tance, while the of fi cial is purely a source of
re pres sion. The ques tion that emerges from the chal lenge to move
be yond the di chot omy of of fi cial/pop u lar re gards the po lit i cal and
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an a lyt i cal im pli ca tions of iden ti fy ing hu man in sti tu tional ar range -
ments and prac tices as am biv a lent.

RECONSIDERING THE IMPLICATIONS OF AMBIVALENCE

There is a need to re con sider overgeneralized and dichoto -
mized clas si fi ca tions of re li gious prac tice. Es pe cially with re gard to
the lo cal con sti tu tion of cler i cal au thor ity, the Azerbaijani clergy’s
ex ten sion of its in sti tu tional au thor ity over the shrines and the rit ual
trans for ma tion of of fi cial mosques into shrines call into ques tion the
con cep tual util ity of dis tin guish ing ax i om at i cally be tween cler i cal
and nonclerical spheres of re li gious prac tice.

By fo cus ing on the dis tinct na ture of the forms of of fi cial and
pop u lar re li gious ac tiv i ties, in con trast to the func tions and mean -
ings that they as sume for Mus lim prac ti tio ners, I have at tempted to
show the ways in which the pen e tra tion of pop u lar re li gious prac tice 
within the mosque serves to both con firm and sub vert cler i cal he ge -
mony in the Mus lim com mu nity. In this sense, the rit u al ized re sis -
tance to cler i cal au thor ity ex pressed in the Muharram chant ing at
Täzä-pir si mul ta neously chal lenges and re pro duces the lead ing re li -
gious role of the clergy. 

The mo ments in which the forms of seem ingly dis tinct and sep -
a rate in sti tu tions and prac tices are ap pro pri ated and re in vested with 
new func tional sig nif i cance are mo ments of am biv a lence in which
the very iden tity of hu man ar range ments is sub ject to trans for ma -
tion. What is most sig nif i cant, both an a lyt i cally and po lit i cally, is
that this trans for ma tion can not be char ac ter ized as a sim ple choice
be tween the sta bil ity or in sta bil ity of the sta tus quo. Rather, these
contestations of mean ing and func tion, which en gage both the of fi -
cially au tho rized cleric and the or di nary Is lamic pil grim, are the very 
dy namic by which So viet Is lam it self was con tin u ously for mu lated
and re for mu lated, con sti tuted and re con sti tuted, cre ated and trans -
formed.
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NOTES

 1. This pa per was be ing writ ten by the au thor with help from Maranatha
Ivanova, a Ph.D. can di date in po lit i cal sci ence at UC Berke ley at the time of
the au thor’s death. It was com pleted by Ms. Ivanova.

 2. “Poslovtsy shirvanskikh ta tar,” in Sbornik materialov dlia opisaniia mestnostei i 
plemen kavkaza, v. 24 (Tiflis, 1898), p. 3.

 3. Chris tian Coulon, Les Musulmans et le pouvoir en Afrique noire (Paris:
Karthala, 1983); Fazlur Rahman like wise de scribes Suf ism as an ex pres sion
of pro test against cler i cal re li gion (Is lam, 2d ed. [Chi cago: Uni ver sity of Chi -
cago Press, 1979], pp. 150–51.)

 4. See, for ex am ple, the con cise cri tique pro posed by Dale F. Eickelman,
“Changing In ter pre ta tions of Is lamic Move ments,” in Is lam and the Po lit i cal
Econ omy of Mean ing: Com par a tive Studies of Mus lim Dis course, ed. Wil liam R.
Roff (Berke ley and Los An geles: Uni ver sity of Cal i for nia Press, 1987), p. 18,
and more thor oughly in Dale F. Eickelman, Mo roc can Is lam: Tra di tion and So -
ci ety in a Pil grim age Cen ter (Aus tin: Uni ver sity of Texas Press, 1976).

 5. Jacques Waardenberg, “Of fi cial and Pop u lar Is lam,” So cial Com pass 25, 3/4
(1978). The term is also em ployed by Ira Lapidus in his His tory of Is lamic So ci -
eties (Cam bridge: Cam bridge Uni ver sity Press, 1988).

 6. John L. Esposito, Is lam: The Straight Path (New York: Ox ford Uni ver sity
Press, 1988).

 7. This method is ad vo cated, for ex am ple, in Coulon, pp. 7–9.

 8. This phys i cal de scrip tion of shrines in Azerbaijan shares many com pa ra ble
fea tures to those in Mo rocco de scribed by Clif ford Geertz, Is lam Ob served
(New Ha ven: Yale Uni ver sity Press, 1968), pp. 49–50.

 9. The au thor, M. A. Balayev, names the fol low ing dis tricts: Astara, Lerik,
Massallï, Länkäran, Shamakhï, Guba, and Nakhchïvan ASSR;
“Azärbayjanda ‘mügäddäslärä’ pärästish galïglarï”; Ph.D. dis ser ta tion,
Azerbaijan SSR Acad emy of Sci ences, In sti tute of Phi los o phy, Baku, 1969.

10. See, for ex am ple, Z. Zülalova, “Gadïnlar arasïnda dindarlïghïn täzahürläri
vä elmi ateist tärbiyäsi mäsäläläri”; Ph.D. dis ser ta tion, Azerbaijan SSR
Acad emy of Sci ences, In sti tute of Phi los o phy, Baku, 1974, pp. 53–57.

11. Kaflan Khanbaev, “Kritika islamskoi kontseptsii svobody voli”; Ph.D. dis -
ser ta tion, Dagestan State Uni ver sity, Makhachkala, 1986, p. 132. Ac cord ing
to a Tajik scholar, in Tajikistan 70 per cent of pil grims are women (R. M.
Madzhidov, Osobennosti formirovaniia ateisticheskogo mirovozreniia zhenshchin
(na materialakh Tadzhikskoi SSR) (Dushanbe, 1977), p. 43.

12. For a use ful study of the shrines, see Abdulla Ähädov, “Mügäddäslärä”
pärästishin mahiyyäti vä müasir galïglarï haggïnda (Baku: Azärbaïjan SSR
“Bilik” Jämiyyäti, 1986), and Balayev.

13. I. I. Meshchaninov, Piry Azerbaidzhana (Le nin grad, 1931).

14. Balayev.
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15. Com pare this to the more gen eral con cept of niyyät, con sid ered as a man da -
tory psy chic prep a ra tion be fore per for mance of the mosque prayer. In some
schools of Shi’i the ol ogy, niyyät, or pu rity of in ten tion, is con sid ered a fun -
da men tal pre con di tion to the pi ous per for mance of any rit ual (Moojan
Momen, An In tro duc tion to Shi’i Is lam [New Ha ven: Yale Uni ver sity Press,
1985], p. 178).

16. From in ter views con ducted among pil grims on the Apsheron Pen in sula
dur ing fall 1987.

17. In his pi o neer ing work on gift ex change, Mar cel Mauss con sid ers rec i proc ity 
to be one of the fun da men tal fea tures of the gift (The Gift: The Form and Rea -
son for Ex change in Ar chaic So ci eties [New York: Norton, 1990]).

18. On the range of rock-oriented re li gious prac tices, see H. A. Guliev and A. S.
Bäkhtiyarov, Azärbayjanda gädim dini ayinlär vä onlarïn maïshätdä galïglarï
(Baku, 1968).

19. On the early fetwas, see T. Izimbetov, Is lam i sovremennost’ (Nukus, 1963), p.
98. One of the more re cent fetwas, en ti tled “On eth ics in vis it ing mazars (holy 
places),” was drafted in 1983 (MSE 2 [1983]: 17).

20. The ziyara, or shrine pil grim age, is a com mon fea ture of Is lamic prac tice
most usu ally as so ci ated with the ven er a tion of Sufis. See, for ex am ple,
Esposito, p. 110.

21. Momen, pp. 181–82.

22. The mau so leum is re puted to be the grave of the third son of Abujäfär
Mähämmäd ibn Zeïnalabdin, the fif teenth imam rec og nized in Shi’i tra di -
tion. For a dis cus sion of the shrine’s his tory (and pseudo-history), see
Ähädov.

23. The pro vider of these de tails, for merly head of the state com mit tee for re li -
gious af fairs un der the Azerbaijani SSR Coun cil of Min is ters, also notes that
dur ing 1968–71, the shrine at Qöy Imam col lected over 30,000 rubles a year
in cash alone (Ähädov, p. 25).

24. Ste phen Lukes, “Po lit i cal Rit ual and So cial In te gra tion,” So ci ol ogy 9, 2 (May
1975).

25. For a So viet study of the zikr and its con nec tion to Suf ism in Dagestan, see
Mustafinov, Zikrizm i ee sotsial’naia sushchnost’. For a West ern de scrip tion of
the zikr based on sim i lar So viet sources, see Alexandre Bennigsen and S. E.
Wimbush, Mys tics and Com mis sars: Suf ism in the So viet Un ion (Berke ley: Uni -
ver sity of Cal i for nia Press, 1985), pp. 77–83.
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MAJORITY-MINORITY RELATIONS IN THE
SOVIET REPUBLICS

As a child, I was fas ci nated by my world globe. The shapes and
col ors of the dif fer ent coun tries rep re sented an un fath om able realm
of far away places and cul tures. Fol low ing the lon gi tudes on the re -
volv ing sphere with my fin ger, it was im pos si ble not to won der
about the un usu ally large and in vari ably pink patch on one side of
the globe. This patch, of course, was the Un ion of So viet So cial ist Re -
pub lics, a place that we more com monly re ferred to with the less
cum ber some name—Rus sia.

To a great ex tent, the geo graphic rep re sen ta tion of the So viet
Un ion as a sin gle, pink-colored coun try re flected our tra di tional un -
der stand ing of the So viet po lit i cal sys tem. In this view, the So viet
Un ion was a uni tary, mono lithic, and ho mo ge neous state where con -
for mity was forc ibly en sured by an om nip o tent Com mu nist Party.
And, given com mon as sump tions about the na ture of this state, the
name Rus sia ap peared an ad e quate de scrip tion.

Clearly, con tem po rary events in the So viet Un ion have ren -
dered the fac ile (and in cor rect) ap pel la tion “Rus sia” ob so lete as a de -
scrip tive de vice for the vast and var ie gated coun try we more
prop erly call the So viet Un ion. Now, it seems, the rise of po lit i cal
move ments among the non-Russian pop u la tions of the So viet Un -
ion—pop u la tions that con sti tute one half of the to tal So viet pop u la -
tion—re quire us, if not yet to re draw the map en tirely, at least to give
it more than one color.

But the rise of pow er ful and very de ter mined po lit i cal move -
ments among the non-Russian pop u la tions of the So viet Un ion has
led us into an other quan dary of over sim pli fi ca tion. In place of Rus -
sia, we now of ten see a brightly col ored and ever-moving ka lei do -
scope of dif fer ent na tions and eth nic groups voic ing com pet ing
claims for greater eth nic rights in a re form ing So viet pol ity. As a re -
sult, we tend to con flate all sorts of na tional ac tiv ism into a sin gle
type, as sum ing that ev ery na tional move ment must nec es sar ily be
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de fined around op po si tion to Rus sian he ge mony and the main te -
nance of So viet power. In ef fect, we have moved from the over sim -
pli fi ca tion of think ing about the So viet Un ion as Rus sia to the
equally sim plis tic im age of the So viet Un ion as a pleth ora of na tion -
al i ties clam or ing for lib er a tion from the yoke of So viet Rus sian rule.

In this light, my com ments are di rected at ex am in ing the va ri ety 
of eth nic po lit i cal move ments in to day’s So viet Un ion. In par tic u lar, I 
want to fo cus on what I con sider a fun da men tal con flict be tween the
po lit i cal move ments of na tional ma jor i ties in the re pub lics and the
eth nic ac tiv ism of mi nor ity com mu ni ties that op er ate within or
across cur rent re pub lic bor ders. Given the wide spread as sump tion
that the only dif fer ence among So viet nationalisms is the name of the 
given eth nic group act ing na tion al is ti cally, the need for a more
nuanced un der stand ing of the or i gins and po lit i cal tra jec to ries of na -
tional ac tiv ism is es pe cially acute. In both the acad emy and the jour -
nal is tic com mu nity, talk of “the re pub lics” has be come
com mon place. But too fre quently cat e go ries such as “na tion al i ties”
and “na tion al ism” are mixed in with this talk, as if each re pub lic
were com pre hen si ble in terms of its tit u lar na tion al ity and that all
nationalisms could be treated as un dif fer en ti ated, amor phous
masses in the four teen non-Russian re pub lics of the So viet Un ion.

West ern anal y sis of con tem po rary So viet pol i tics has tended to
un der stand the So viet Un ion’s na tion al ity prob lem as con sist ing
chiefly of Mos cow’s re la tions with the na tional re pub lics. This trend
fre quently fol lowed from a def i ni tion of the na tion al ity ques tion that 
pre dom i nated (and pre dom i nates) in Mos cow pol icy cir cles. Given
the fun da men tal as sump tions of Mos cow’s pol icy on ques tions of
na tion al ity, one of the cen tral gov ern ment’s so lu tions to the rise of
na tion al ism in the coun try was re flected in the slo gan: “a strong cen -
ter and strong re pub lics.” Mos cow pol icy-makers, how ever, soon re -
al ized their poor choice of lan guage, and not long af ter its ini tial
an nounce ment they quickly moved to trans form the slo gan (if not
the pol icy) to the po lit i cally more ac cept able for mu la tion “a strong
un ion and strong re pub lics.” Re flected in both slo gans was Mos -
cow’s hope that it would be able to main tain the power of the cen tral
gov ern ment while de volv ing greater power and au thor ity to the re -
pub lics.

Un for tu nately for both West ern anal y sis of So viet pol i tics and
Mos cow-based pol icy-making, there is more to na tion al ity pol i tics in 
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the So viet Un ion than just Mos cow and its prob lem atic re la tions
with the re pub lics. While it is true that this is an im por tant as pect of
con tem po rary po lit i cal con flicts in the coun try, what it leaves out is
that na tional move ments are based not only on the re pub lics as dis -
tinct units of po lit i cal ac tion, but also fre quently op er ate at the
subrepublic level—both within and across the un ion re pub lics. In
this re gard, Mos cow’s at tempts to solve the coun try’s na tion al ity
prob lem by re de fin ing re la tions be tween the cen ter and the re pub -
lics by passes some of the fun da men tal na tion al ity-based con flicts in
the coun try. As West ern ob serv ers of So viet pol i tics, there is prob a -
bly lit tle we can do to rem edy the fact that lo cal nationalisms have al -
ready tran scended Mos cow’s at tempts to neu tral ize them. But we
are in a po si tion to gain a better un der stand ing of con tem po rary So -
viet pol i tics by re vis ing the way we look at the pol i tics of na tion al ism 
in the USSR.

One of the ba sic sources of na tion al ity-based po lit i cal con flict in
the So viet Un ion to day is that the de mo graphic eth nic map and the po -
lit i cal eth nic map do not match. Con flicts that are based on this lack of
cor re spon dence de rive from the na ture of the So viet po lit i cal sys tem it -
self, in which the or ga ni za tion of state ad min is tra tion is closely linked
with both ter ri tory and na tion al ity. In ef fect, So viet state for ma tion fos -
tered the de vel op ment of sep a rate forms of eth nic state ad min is tra tion
to pro vide po lit i cal rep re sen ta tion for a range of dis tinct na tional com -
mu ni ties. Re ferred to as na tional-statehood in So viet po lit i cal dis -
course, So viet pol i cies spon sored the de vel op ment of a hi er ar chy of
state ad min is tra tive di vi sions that were de fined in eth nic terms. The
col lec tion of un ion re pub lics, au ton o mous re pub lics, au ton o mous re -
gions, and au ton o mous dis tricts that com posed the So viet Un ion were
not sim ply units of po lit i cal ad min is tra tion but were dis tinct
ethnoterritorial state for ma tions.

The So viet in sti tu tion of ter ri tori ally based na tional-statehood
was fur ther con sol i dated by pro mul ga tion of the pol icy of
korenizatsiia, or nativization, a pro gram of af fir ma tive ac tion in state,
party, and eco nomic ad min is tra tion. Viewed as an an ti dote to Rus -
sian po lit i cal he ge mony un der Tsar ism, nativization fos tered the de -
vel op ment of lo cal na tional elites to run the af fairs of the newly
form ing na tional ad min is tra tions. But while the pol icy of
nativization, im ple mented in the in sti tu tional con text of the na tional 
state, af forded a priv i leged sta tus to the so-called tit u lar na tion al ity

Ma jor ity-Minority Re la tions in the So viet Re pub lics  127



of each ethnoterritorial ad min is tra tion, the pol icy at the same time
dis en fran chised the nontitular pop u la tions of the given ter ri tory.
Thus, in an at tempt to solve the prob lem of Rus sian/non-Russian re -
la tions in the pe riph ery, So viet pol i cies fos tered new forms of eth nic
dis crim i na tion in re la tions be tween the var i ous non-Russian na -
tional com mu ni ties res i dent in the re pub lics.

Given this form of state ad min is tra tion, it is not sur pris ing that
na tion al ity con flicts op er ate not only be tween the na tional re pub lics
and the cen tral po lit i cal lead er ship, but also within the multi-ethnic
so ci et ies of each na tional re pub lic. When speak ing of na tional move -
ments in the So viet Un ion, there fore, we must be care ful to dis tin -
guish those na tional move ments that are based on a par tic u lar
na tional re pub lic and those move ments that cross eth -
nic-administrative bor ders. Thus, our in creased at ten tion to the na -
tional move ments of Uz beks, Lat vi ans, and Geor gians in their own
re pub lics must be com ple mented by a re al iza tion that there is also
the dis tinct ques tion of Tajiks in Uzbekistan, Ar me ni ans in
Azerbaijan, and Ukrai ni ans in the Pa cific coast re gion. Of course, we
also should not leave out the equally im por tant prob lem in na tional
re la tions of the Rus sian pop u la tions res i dent in the non-Russian re -
pub lics from the Baltics to Cen tral Asia.

The va ri ety of subrepublican na tional move ments and their po -
lit i cal tra jec to ries fre quently op er ate in com pe ti tion with and in op -
po si tion to na tional move ments based on the na tional re pub lic it self.
More over, the dif fer ences be tween re pub lic-based and subrepublic
na tional move ments are ex ac er bated by cur rent Mos cow pol i cies
that seek to de volve more power and au ton omy to the na tional re -
pub lics. Thus, while the cen ter is os ten si bly at tempt ing to pro vide
greater sov er eignty to the na tional re pub lics the lo cal con cep tion of
sov er eignty in those re pub lics, of ten dif fers mark edly from Mos -
cow’s.

While Mos cow may view the re pub lic as a form of gov ern ment
that guar an tees rights to all the cit i zens res i dent within it, the lo cal
un der stand ing of sov er eignty fre quently re volves not around the re -
pub lic it self but rather the tit u lar na tion of the given na tional for ma -
tion. The dif fer ence lies in the dis tinc tion be tween the no tion of the
re pub lic as rep re sen ta tive of the to tal ity of its res i dent cit i zens and
the more lim ited no tion of the re pub lic as a po lit i cal form to rep re -
sent only the mem bers of a par tic u lar na tion. In the law on sov er -
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eignty passed in Azerbaijan in Oc to ber 1989, for ex am ple, ref er ence
is made to the So viet Un ion not as a fed er a tion of un ion re pub lics but 
as a fed er a tion of na tions. In this way, the Azerbaijanis con sider their 
re pub lic and their na tion to be in ter change able, ef fec tively ex clud -
ing res i dent non-Azerbaijanis from po lit i cal rep re sen ta tion.

The re pub lic has, in ef fect, ceased to ex ist as a ter mi nal po lit i cal
com mu nity and no lon ger pos sesses in trin sic po lit i cal value. In -
stead, the re pub lic ex ists solely as an in stru ment by which the given
na tion that dom i nates it seeks to ex tract po lit i cal, eco nomic, and so -
cial ben e fits from the sys tem. It is im por tant to em pha size, more over, 
that the trans fer ral of po lit i cal loy alty from the re pub lic to the na tion
is not an in no va tion of the Gorbachev pe riod. Rather, this mode of
ethnopolitical iden ti fi ca tion has deep roots in post-Stalin de vel op -
ments, par tic u larly in the realm of cul ture.1

The marked ten dency to iden tify po lit i cally with one’s na tional
com mu nity is com pli cated in the Cau ca sus in par tic u lar—but, to an
in creas ing de gree, in the rest of the So viet Un ion as well—by the de -
vel op ment of na tional move ments that op er ate within or across re -
pub li can bor ders. Thus, at the same time re pub lic ad min is tra tions
are be ing re claimed in the name of the re pub lic’s tit u lar na tion al ity,
nontitular na tion al i ties liv ing in the re pub lics are also in creas ing
their claims on the re pub lic for rights and pro tec tion. Fail ing that,
such subrepublic na tional move ments are seek ing so lu tions from
out right sep a ra tion from the re pub lic (the Ar me ni ans of the
Nagorno-Karabakh Au ton o mous Re gion [NKAO] or the Abkhaz in
Geor gia) to the or ga ni za tion of eth nic-political au ton omy within the
re pub lic (the Ger mans of Kazakhstan and the RSFSR or the Poles of
Lith u a nia).

Among con flicts that have op posed na tion al i ties of the same re -
pub lic against each other, the ear li est and most per sis tent has been
the Ar me nian move ment cen tered around the NKAO in Azerbaijan.
Both West ern and So viet me dia have por trayed the strug gle for con -
trol of the NKAO as a con flict be tween two re pub lics—Ar me nia and
Azerbaijan. While it is true that the con flict has evolved into a dis -
pute of interrepublic di men sions, the move ment was orig i nated and
has been con tin ued by the Karabakh Ar me ni ans them selves in re la -
tion to the Azerbaijani po lit i cal lead er ship in Baku. That is, the most
fun da men tal com po nent of this con flict is the strug gle of the Ar me -
ni ans of the NKAO from within the Azerbaijani re pub lic to sep a rate
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their prov ince from Azerbaijan and form a un ion with the neigh bor -
ing Ar me nian re pub lic. In its or i gins and de cades-long de vel op -
ment, the Karabakh move ment claimed civic, eco nomic, and cul tural 
rights for the Ar me ni ans liv ing in Azerbaijan, and only fol low ing the 
fail ure to se cure these rights within the con text of the Azerbaijani re -
pub lic was un ion with Ar me nia con sid ered to be in dis pens able.
Thus, Karabakh Ar me ni ans em pha size that theirs is a move ment for
na tional self-determination and not a case of “for eign” in ter ven tion
of the Ar me nian re pub lic in Azerbaijani af fairs. Thought of in this
light, the dead lock in the “Ar me nian-Azerbaijani” dis pute is not so
much be tween Ar me nia and Azerbaijan as it is be tween the NKAO
Ar me ni ans and the eth nic Azerbaijani po lit i cal lead er ship of the
Azerbaijani re pub lic.

Subrepublic and transrepublic na tional move ments have
emerged as im por tant po lit i cal play ers not only in their own right,
but they have also in some cases con trib uted to the for ma tion of re -
lated (and more fre quently, op posed) na tional move ments. Thus, the 
in tense po lit i cal con flict over the NKAO and its re ver ber a tions in
Mos cow raised the is sue of the rights of na tional mi nor i ties (of
so-called nontitular na tion al i ties) to an all-Union level. The rise of
peres troika-in spired in de pend ent po lit i cal ac tiv ism among
Azerbaijanis, for ex am ple, is in sep a ra ble from the Karabakh Ar me -
nian move ment. Not only did the lo cal Ar me nian move ment cat a -
lyze the early for ma tion of an Azerbaijani na tional move ment, but
the Karabakh ques tion has con tin ued to plague Azerbaijani pol i tics
as a piv otal is sue.2

Like in Azerbaijan, the emer gence of na tional ac tiv ism among
mi nor ity pop u la tions in Geor gia has played an im por tant role in cat -
a lyz ing the for ma tion of the majoritarian na tional move ment. Thus,
in its early stages the Geor gian na tional move ment emerged as a re -
sponse to the po lit i cal strug gle of the re pub lic’s Abkhaz mi nor ity for
po lit i cal sep a ra tion from Geor gia. Since that time, not only the
Abkhaz move ment but also the rise of po lit i cal ac tiv ism among the
sub stan tial mi nor ity pop u la tions of Ossets, Ar me ni ans, and
Azerbaijanis has served to re mind us of Geor gia’s sta tus as “tiny em -
pire” and has in formed the cur rent po lit i cal pro cess in the re pub lic.
In Ar me nia proper, the Karabakh move ment cat a lyzed from be yond
the re pub lic’s bor ders the for ma tion of oppositional po lit i cal move -
ments. To day, those same Ar me nian po lit i cal ac tiv ists that acted in
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sol i dar ity with the NKAO have risen to power in the re pub lic’s par -
lia ment and gov ern ment.

All these na tional move ments have their spe cific or i gins and
tra jec to ries, but one fac tor that unites them is the quest for na tional
sov er eignty. Given con di tions in which the in sti tu tions of po lit i cal
rule are de fined in eth nic terms, how ever, it ap pears in ev i ta ble that
con flicts will arise be tween majoritarian move ments that seek the
renationalization of their re spec tive re pub lics and mi nor ity move -
ments that have emerged at the same time with more vo cal claims for 
their own na tional rights. In this light, the So viet Un ion’s new
nationalisms do not sim ply re flect pri mor dial eth nic sen ti ments that
have been “un leashed” by Gorbachev, but they fol low from the na -
ture of So viet eth nic po lit i cal in sti tu tions, which them selves have
fos tered a whole se ries of struc tural po lit i cal con tra dic tions be tween
eth nic com mu ni ties.

The po lit i cal ef fect of claim ing one’s rights while de ny ing those
of oth ers is readily ap par ent in Transcaucasia. For ex am ple, the Ar -
me ni ans of the NKAO have ar gued for more eco nomic, po lit i cal, and
cul tural au ton omy from Azerbaijan. In seek ing to im ple ment their
own ver sion of the Gorbachevian pro grams of self-financing and
self-management, the Karabakh Ar me ni ans pro pose: “We are go ing
to sell our prod ucts to our Ar me nian co-nationals in Ar me nia; we do
not have to sell any thing to Baku.” Azerbaijani po lit i cal lead ers in
Baku re ject the Ar me nian claims and ar gue that as an in alien able
part of the Azerbaijani re pub lic the NKAO must sub mit to the re pub -
lic’s au thor ity and co or di nate its econ omy with the rest of
Azerbaijan. At the same time, the Azerbaijanis draw from a like con -
cep tion of rights to ar gue for greater po lit i cal and eco nomic au ton -
omy of Azerbaijan in the all-Union con text. Like the NKAO
Ar me ni ans, the Azerbaijanis de mand the au ton o mous right to mar -
ket the re sources and prod ucts of their re pub lic to whom ever they
wish.3

Like wise, NKAO Ar me ni ans have con demned Azerbaijani vi o la -
tions of their na tional rights and called for the in ter ven tion of cen tral
au thor i ties to se cure their phys i cal and cul tural sur vival in Azerbaijan.
But the ma jor ity Azerbaijanis con sider any such in ter ven tion a vi o la -
tion of their own na tional sov er eignty. The con tra dic tions be tween the
two po si tions ap pear vir tu ally ir rec on cil able. Im por tantly, the ques tion 
of mi nor ity and ma jor ity pop u la tions tran scends that of the fu ture de -
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vel op ment of So viet pol i tics, be cause ir re spec tive of whether there ex -
ists an in de pend ent Azerbaijan (or Geor gia, for that mat ter) or an
Azerbaijan within the So viet Un ion, a sim i lar set of na tion al ity con flicts
will con tinue to plague the re gion.

Any one who has trav eled to the Cau ca sus knows that the peo -
ple are ex tremely hos pi ta ble. In the past two years, how ever, tra di -
tional Cau ca sian hos pi tal ity has un der gone a spe cific
trans for ma tion that I would re fer to as the ide ol ogy of hos pi tal ity. In
the con text of this ide ol ogy, Azerbaijanis point out that they have
been hos pi ta ble to the Ar me ni ans. Since the in cep tion of the
Karabakh move ment, a whole se ries of po lem i cal and his tor i cal ar -
gu ments have been de ployed by the Azerbaijanis to prove that the
Karabakh Ar me ni ans are rel a tively re cent im mi grants to the re gion.
The point is to prove to the Ar me ni ans that they are guests in the
NKAO and the rest of Azerbaijan and that they should be grate ful to
the Azerbaijanis for their hos pi tal ity. And of course no body ap pre ci -
ates guests that com plain. In Azerbaijan, hos pi tal ity has reared its
head in the most per verse of times. Thus, dur ing the large-scale
move ment of Rus sians and Rus sian-speakers out of Azerbaijan in
the wake of the fi nal round of anti-Armenian po groms in Jan u ary
1990, the Azerbaijani press was lit er ally filled with pro nounce ments
laud ing Azerbaijani hos pi tal ity in an ef fort to re duce the con tin ued
exit of Rus sians and other non-Azerbaijanis from the re pub lic.

Sim i larly, the ide ol ogy of hos pi tal ity informs cur rent Geor gian
dis course on eth nic re la tions. In dis cuss ing the Abkhaz ques tion,
Geor gians ar gue that the Abkhaz are not in dig e nous to the Abkhaz
au ton o mous re pub lic and only in the past few cen tu ries im mi grated
to Geor gia. Geor gians, whose rep u ta tion for hos pi tal ity prob a bly
sur passes that of the rest of the Cau ca sus, are quick to as sume their
hos pi ta ble role but in sist that their Abkhaz guests must act ac cord -
ingly—as doc ile, de na tion al ized guests. In po lit i cal terms, then, the
ide ol ogy of hos pi tal ity serves to dis en fran chise mi nor ity pop u la -
tions of any sense of right. Rather mi nor ity na tional com mu ni ties are 
guests whose priv i leges (and not rights) are granted at the plea sure
of the dom i nant, but al ways hos pi ta ble, na tion al ity. In this con text,
po lit i cal, cul tural, eco nomic, and other ben e fits ac corded to mi nor ity 
pop u la tions are not viewed as the in alien able rights of cit i zen ship;
rather, they are re vo ca ble priv i leges which are en joyed at the whim
of an other na tion.
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It is in ter est ing to note that this ide ol ogy of hos pi tal ity is in a
cer tain sense not a re cent in no va tion, since al though its terms are
new, it none the less re pro duces the con ven tional So viet con cep tion
of the re la tion of eth nic ity to po lit i cal ad min is tra tion. Based on the
for ma tion of na tional-statehood, So viet ethnographic and po lit i cal
clas si fi ca tions draw a sharp dis tinc tion be tween “na tive” (korennoi)
and “non-native” (nekorennoi) pop u la tions of a given ethnoterritorial 
unit. In this scheme, Ar me ni ans who have lived for sev eral gen er a -
tions in the city of Baku are con sid ered to be “non-natives” in
Azerbaijan, whereas Azerbaijanis who were born and raised in Iran
and who in the past de cade came to Baku as ref u gees from the
Khomeini rev o lu tion are con sid ered to be “na tives” of the
Azerbaijani re pub lic. In a po lit i cal sys tem where in digen ous ness is
an eth nic ad min is tra tive cat e gory and not a re flec tion of ac tual or i -
gins or the his tor i cal length of res i dence, the con di tions for the rise of 
an ide ol ogy of hos pi tal ity as well as other more del e te ri ous forms of
eth nic dis crim i na tion are set.

These are pre cisely the terms that have come to in form
majoritarian at ti tudes in the na tional re pub lics vis-à-vis mi nor ity,
“non-native” com mu ni ties. Azerbaijanis ar gue that since the NKAO
is an in alien able part of Azerbaijan, if lo cal Ar me ni ans in sist on act -
ing like Ar me ni ans, they should sim ply pick up and go to Ar me nia.
Such an at ti tude im plies a so lu tion of the intrarepublican na tional
ques tion by means of forced or vol un tary pop u la tion trans fer be -
tween re pub lics. In the case of Ar me nia and Azerbaijan, with the ex -
cep tion of the NKAO, such a “so lu tion” has al ready been
ac com plished with un de ni ably tragic con se quences. It is a far more
prob lem atic sit u a tion for the Abkhaz in Geor gia, who are with out
the op tion of mov ing to an Abkhazia be yond Geor gia’s bor ders.

It is true that the rise of move ments to renationalize the na tional 
re pub lics con tains pos i tive di men sions that have con trib uted to re vi -
tal iz ing the life of the tit u lar na tion al i ties in the re pub lics. At the
same time, how ever, such move ments have tended not only to dis en -
fran chise nontitular na tional groups in the re pub lics but in nu mer -
ous cases to threaten the phys i cal se cu rity of those groups.

To con clude, I would like to un der score that given the rise of
nationalisms in both the So viet Un ion and East ern Eu rope, there has
been much dis cus sion about the dis tinc tions be tween eth nic and
civic move ments. Eth nic move ments are con sid ered nar rowly na -
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tional and pa ro chial, while the civic-oriented move ments are seen as
re flect ing a kind of uni ver sal iz ing cit i zen ship of the West ern Eu ro -
pean type. More of ten than not, the na tional move ments of ma jor i -
ties and mi nor i ties in the So viet Un ion and East ern Eu rope are
con demned as nar rowly na tion al is tic and dan ger ously chau vin is tic.
But while this may be a fair in ter pre ta tion, West ern Eu rope is mis -
tak enly raised in con trast as a com par a tive model of the suc cess of
uni ver sal cit i zen ship. The sug gested dis tinc tion be tween eth nic and
civic is a false one, since cit i zen ship, wher ever it has emerged—in -
clud ing the na tion-states of West ern Eu rope—has al ways had an
eth nic com po nent.  In con di tions of in creas ingly stri dent, na tion al -
ity-based po lit i cal con flicts and pe ri odic bouts of intercommunal vi -
o lence, the chal lenge to na tional move ments in the So viet Un ion is
not to em u late a false model of West Eu ro pean suc cess. Rather, na -
tional ac tiv ists must forge in no va tive mod els of state for ma tion and
na tion-building that move be yond the his tor i cally formed in sti tu -
tional frame work of So viet rule. In or der to re duce the level of
interethnic col lec tive vi o lence, the var i ous na tional move ments need 
to es tab lish a po lit i cal sys tem that up holds the rights of all, ir re spec -
tive of eth nic dis tinc tions. Only such an achieve ment would se cure
the fi nal dis man tling of one of the foun da tions of the Sta lin ist po lit i -
cal or der.

NOTES

1. See Mark Saroyan, “Be yond the Na tion-State: Cul ture and Eth nic Pol i tics in
So viet Transcaucasia,” So viet Un ion/Un ion Soviétique 15, 2–3 (1988).

2. For an elab o ra tion of what I call the “Karabakh syn drome” in Azerbaijani
pol i tics, see my “The Con tra dic tions of Po lit i cal Re form in Azerbaijan,”
Prob lems of Com mu nism (forth com ing 1990). [Ed i tor’s note: Is sued as “The
‘Karabakh Syn drome’ and Azerbaijani Pol i tics,” Prob lems of Com mu nism,
Sep tem ber–Oc to ber 1990.]

3. For ex am ple, while there is very lit tle oil left in the re pub lic, Azerbaijanis ar -
gue that they should be able to sell their pe tro leum prod ucts in for eign mar -
kets at world prices in stead of sell ing them for soft cur rency (of ten at a loss)
to the un ion.
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BEYOND THE NATION-STATE: CULTURE AND ETHNIC
POLITICS IN SOVIET TRANSCAUCASIA

INTRODUCTION

Eth nic ac tiv ism has emerged as one of the most dif fi cult chal -
lenges for the USSR in the Gorbachev era. From the Bal tic re pub lics
to the Cau ca sus and Cen tral Asia, the scope and in ten sity of eth nic
ac tiv ism, along with the di ver sity of the is sues raised, came as some -
thing of a sur prise both for So viet lead ers in Mos cow and ob serv ers
of So viet pol i tics in the West. West ern an a lysts of the So viet eth nic
pol i tics have tra di tion ally fo cused on the chang ing nu ances of mean -
ing ar tic u lated in party ideo log i cal tracts and na tion al i ties pol icy,
but re li ance on of fi cial po lit i cal dis course has willy-nilly been con -
sid er ably dis cred ited as a ba rom e ter of the di verse so cial and po lit i -
cal in ter ests emerg ing in the USSR’s mul ti na tional so ci ety. In the not
too dis tant past, the le git i mate is sues of eth nic pol i tics were largely
de fined by this of fi cial dis course that tended to con cen trate its at ten -
tion on re la tions be tween the cen ter and the re pub lics and be tween
the dom i nant Rus sian pop u la tion and the rest of the coun try’s eth nic 
com mu ni ties. Now, it is eth nic ac tiv ism it self, as di verse as the eth nic 
com mu ni ties in which it is based, that has in creas ingly come to de -
fine the is sues on the USSR’s eth nic po lit i cal agenda.

The overt ar tic u la tion of eth nic po lit i cal in ter ests in po lit i cal
rhet o ric was con strained by a for mu laic obei sance to the ideo log i cal
ten ets of a “new his tor i cal com mu nity, the So viet peo ple” and the
“friend ship of peo ples,” but other fields pro vided more open and
flex i ble fo rums for the elab o ra tion of eth nic in ter ests. One of these
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realms was that of cul ture, the prod ucts of lit er ary, ar tis tic, and other 
in tel lec tual en deav ors. In deed, some of the ma jor trends in eth nic
cul ture of the post-Stalin pe riod pre fig ured the con tours of eth nic
pol i tics in the Gorbachev era. The themes of yes ter day’s eth nic cul -
ture have of ten emerged as the is sues of to day’s eth nic ac tiv ism.
Thus, the ob so lete no tion that cul ture in the USSR is a pas sive vic tim
of state pol icy needs to be re placed with a view of cul ture as an ac tive 
par tic i pant in the def i ni tion of so cial in ter ests and the for ma tion of
po lit i cal agen das.

The emer gence of pub lic pro tests and con flict over Karabakh, a
pre dom i nantly Ar me nian en clave in the Azerbaijani re pub lic, not only
rat tled po lit i cal sta bil ity in the Cau ca sian re pub lics, it also raised the is -
sue of the rights of eth nic mi nor i ties out side their home re pub lics to the
all-Union level. But the Karabakh con flict and the tragic vi o lence that it
con tin ues to pro duce are best un der stood in this broader con text of the
in creas ingly vo cal as ser tion of po lit i cal and cul tural rights for eth nic
pop u la tions with out ad min is tra tive au ton omy. This ar ti cle ex am ines
the cul tural or i gins of this di men sion of eth nic ac tiv ism among the Ar -
me ni ans and the Azerbaijanis. It re views the ways in which Sta lin ist
pol i cies shaped the con struc tion and re con struc tion of eth nic iden tity
and the changes that rep re sen ta tions of eth nic iden tity un der went in
the post-Stalin pe riod. In this pro cess of na tion-building, cul ture, es pe -
cially na tional lit er a tures and historiographies, has served to le git i -
mate the chang ing con cep tions of eth nic iden tity. But the pro duc tion of
cul ture does not pro ceed in de pend ently of pol i tics and in sti tu tions. In -
sti tu tions do not uni lat er ally de ter mine the forms and con tents of cul -
ture, but the novel forms of po lit i cal or ga ni za tion brought by So viet
rule in the Cau ca sian re pub lics es tab lished a new con text for both cul -
tural ac tiv ity and eth nic pol i tics in the USSR.

STALIN ANSWERS THE NATIONAL QUESTION:
NATIONAL-STATE CONSTRUCTION

One of the cru cial is sues fac ing the young So viet gov ern ment
was the de vel op ment of new forms of po lit i cal or ga ni za tion for the
coun try’s multi-ethnic pop u la tion. Early So viet pol i cies con cerned
with state for ma tion were de ci sively in flu enced by Jo seph Sta lin’s
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1913 ar ti cle “Marx ism and the Na tional Ques tion.” The core of this
ar ti cle is Sta lin’s def i ni tion of a na tion: “A na tion is a his tor i cally con -
sti tuted, sta ble com mu nity of peo ple, formed on the ba sis of a com -
mon lan guage, ter ri tory, eco nomic life, and psy cho log i cal make-up
man i fested in a com mon cul ture.”1

Sta lin’s def i ni tion of a na tion has elic ited much de bate and crit i -
cism, but one of the points least dis cussed is his in clu sion of ter ri tory
as an at trib ute of the na tion.2 The sa lience of the ter ri to rial di men -
sion to Sta lin’s un der stand ing of na tion al ity is re flected in the text of
the ar ti cle it self, which reads like an ex tended po lemic against
Austro-Marxist the o ries of the na tional ques tion that iden tify na -
tional rights with the eth nic com mu nity, or na tion, ir re spec tive of lo -
ca tion. It is against the Austro-Marxist con cep tion of the na tion and
the re lated pro gram for ex tra-territorial cul tural-national au ton omy
that Sta lin es tab lished his coun ter-program for the
self-determination of ter ri tori ally based na tions.

It was only af ter the 1917 rev o lu tions that the Bolshevik lead er -
ship em braced the no tion of fed er al ism—an idea that had pre vi ously 
been ve he mently de nounced in Le nin’s writ ings on the na tional
ques tion. One of the fun da men tal in no va tions of fed eral state for ma -
tion un der So viet rule was based in the Sta lin ist link age of eth nic ity,
ter ri tory, and po lit i cal ad min is tra tion and en shrined in the idea of
na tional state hood (natsional’naia gosudarstvennost’). The con cept of
na tional state hood was made an in sti tu tional re al ity by the cre ation
of a fed er a tion of po lit i cal di vi sions that were in fact eth no-territorial 
units and or ga nized into an ad min is tra tive hi er ar chy ex tend ing
from the high est form of na tional state hood, the na tional re pub lic, to
the low est, the na tional dis trict (natsional’nyi okrug). In this way, the
build ing blocks for the new So viet fed eral sys tem were not sim ply
geo graphic ad min is tra tive di vi sions but a col lec tion of na -
tional-territorial states.

The po lit i cal prac tices that grew out of the idea of na -
tional-statehood con trib uted to the de vel op ment of na tional iden ti fi -
ca tion within the bounds of the ter ri to rial state as a means to
“mod ern ize” So viet so ci ety along the lines of an es sen tially West Eu -
ro pean model—de spite the some times assimilationist views of
Bolshevik lead ers.3 Na tion-building in the re pub lics was en gi neered 
in or der to co in cide with the eth no-territorial or ga ni za tion of So viet
state for ma tion. Tra di tional so cial iden ti ties that had been con -
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structed around so cial cat e go ries such as class, clan, tribe, and lo cal
pat terns of ur ban and ru ral res i dence gave way, un der So viet pol i -
cies, to a newer, over arch ing iden tity based on eth nic ity. Thus, eth -
nic con sol i da tion, not as sim i la tion nor the at ten u a tion of eth nic
iden tity, has be come one of the hall marks of So viet power. The So -
viet state fur ther in sti tu tion al ized eth nic iden tity in 1932, when it in -
au gu rated an in ter nal pass port sys tem that in cluded an of fi cially
rec og nized eth nic af fil i a tion for each So viet cit i zen. Through the
pass port sys tem the state es tab lished it self as a reg u la tory agency for 
eth nic ity, since it both en dowed its cit i zens with an eth nic marker
and re served the rights to main tain or change their for mal eth nic -
ity.4

Azerbaijan pro vides an ex am ple of the reg u la tory func tion of
the state in for mal eth nic iden tity. In 1937, the majoritarian pop u la -
tion of the Azerbaijani re pub lic, for merly known as “Türk,” was
reidentified with a new ethnonym, “Azerbaijani” (in the Azerbaijani
lan guage, “azärbaïjanly”). The eth no-genesis of the Azerbaijani na -
tion can thus be traced, in a for mal, bu reau cratic man ner at least, to
the late 1930s. Hardly unique in the his tory of the So viet or other
states, the Azerbaijani case dem on strates the logic of Sta lin ist na -
tional-state con struc tion, whereby the for ma tion of a So viet re pub lic
named Azerbaijan re quired the ex is tence of an Azerbaijani na tion to
in habit it.5

More than just name changes, the for ma tion of na -
tional-territorial ad min is tra tions served to pro mote and re in force
eth nic co he sion in a num ber of ways. Most ba si cally, the cre ation of a
state ap pa ra tus en dowed with the fea tures of a mod ern na tion-state,
in clud ing na tional flags, seals, and an thems in the lan guage of the
tit u lar na tion al ity of each re pub lic, pro vided a sense of po lit i cal and
sociocultural se cu rity for each tit u lar na tional com mu nity. For Geor -
gians and Azerbaijanis, whose ter ri to ries were dom i nated un der
Tsar ism by a com bi na tion of Rus sian po lit i cal ad min is tra tion and
Ar me nian, Rus sian, and, to some ex tent, Eu ro pean eco nomic elites,
So viet power pro vided the sym bolic at trib utes of na tional
self-determination. For the Ar me ni ans, the ex is tence of one’s own
na tional state pro vided an im por tant sense of psy cho log i cal and
phys i cal se cu rity for a pop u la tion at least one quar ter of which was
com prised of ref u gees from the wide spread mas sa cres in Tur key.6
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The fed eral sys tem of na tional re pub lics es tab lished not just the
sym bolic trap pings of mod ern na tion-states, but also the in sti tu -
tional ba sis for the for ma tion of in dig e nous eth nic lead er ships. The
pol icy of korenizatsiia (nativization), adopted at the So viet Com mu -
nist Party’s Tenth Con gress in 1921, pro moted per son nel from each
re pub lic’s tit u lar na tion al ity into a pro gram of train ing and re cruit -
ment for ser vice in the re pub lic’s po lit i cal, eco nomic, and cul tural
ad min is tra tion. Al though af ter 1934 the pace of nativization fal tered, 
the net re sult was the cre ation of an eth nic ad min is tra tive elite that
re mains du ra ble to this day. De spite the po lit i cal ups and downs of
cen tral iz ing and de cen tral iz ing ten den cies in the So viet fed eral sys -
tem dur ing var i ous pe ri ods of its his tory, the day-to-day man age -
ment of pol i tics, eco nom ics, and cul ture has re mained es sen tially in
the hands of Ar me ni ans in Ar me nia and of Azerbaijanis in
Azerbaijan. Par tic u larly in the cul tural sphere, overrepresentation of 
the tit u lar na tion al ity in terms of its pro por tion of the re pub lic’s pop -
u la tion is not un com mon, even in the post-Stalin pe riod.7

CULTURE AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF AN ETHNIC HABITUS

The trans for ma tion of cul tural in sti tu tions and prac tices played
an im por tant part in the Bolshevik vi sion of how to con struct a so cial ist
state. Le nin him self ar gued that one of the es sen tial foun da tions of the
new so cial and po lit i cal or der was the learn ing of so cial ism, and so the
pro duc tion of a new cul ture was aimed at in struct ing the peo ple in so -
cial ism.8 Es pe cially in the wake of the cul tural rev o lu tion of the late
1920s and early 1930s, the pro duc tion and dis tri bu tion of cul ture was
or ga nized in and through a se ries of or ga ni za tions, from the state pub -
lish ing houses and the min is tries of cul ture and ed u ca tion to the cre -
ative un ions of art ists, writ ers, ar chi tects, and other cul tural pro duc ers.

In the na tional re pub lics, the for ma tion of this net work of cul -
tural ad min is tra tions and the forms of cul tural pro duc tion they pro -
moted re flected the en cour age ment of na tion-building within the
con text of Sta lin ist na tional-state for ma tion. Cul tural in sti tu tions in
the na tional re pub lics or ga nized the cre ation, not sim ply of a na -
tional cul ture in gen eral, but of one that would con trib ute to the
iden tity-formation and eth nic co he sion of the po lit i cally des ig nated
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tit u lar na tion al ity of each re pub lic. In the realm of cul ture, the in ter -
con nec tion be tween the in sti tu tional form of the na tional re pub lic
and the pro gram of nativization and na tion-building be came most
ap par ent. The for ma tion of cul tural or ga ni za tions and the or ga ni za -
tion of cul tural prac tice re flected a po lit i cally in spired op er a tional
code of “one re pub lic—one cul ture” that fit se curely within the
institutionalization of the Sta lin ist troika: one na tion—one ter ri -
tory—one re pub lic. In this sense, the sta tus of “tit u lar na tion al ity” in
a na tional-state ad min is tra tive ter ri tory pro vided more than merely
a nom i nal pres tige; in fact, such sta tus en ti tled the given eth nic com -
mu nity to cul tural he ge mony within its own ter ri tory.

The con sci en tious pro mo tion of an eth nic cul ture dur ing the pe -
riod of na tional-state con struc tion did not sim ply re flect ex ist ing forms
of cul tural and eth nic iden tity; rather it ac tively con sti tuted a dis tinct
sociocultural space and iden tity for the tit u lar com mu nity of each re -
pub lic. While the cul tur ally me di ated “na tion al iza tion” of the re pub -
lics of ten re ferred back to eth nic tra di tions, the pro cess of
na tional-cultural con struc tion de vel oped not sim ply from the amor -
phous activization of “tra di tion” by the cul tural in tel li gen tsia but re -
flected the “mod ern” in sti tu tional in no va tions of So viet na tional-state
for ma tion. Cul tural pro duc ers or ga nized in the var i ous cre ative un ions 
of ten en gaged in the in ven tion and reinvention of tra di tions that would 
re in force the po si tion of the tit u lar na tion on the ter ri tory of each na -
tional re pub lic. The he ge mony of the tit u lar na tion al ity was re pro -
duced in all spheres of cul tural prac tice, from the pub lish ing of books,
pe ri od i cals, and news pa pers to the ac tiv i ties of the ater and folk loric
song and dance en sem bles.9 For ex am ple, the for ma tion of the
Azerbaijani Writers’ Un ion brought to gether writ ers mainly of
Azerbaijani na tion al ity to or ga nize and reg u late the pro duc tion of a So -
viet Azerbaijani lit er a ture— not sim ply lit er a ture in So viet Azerbaijan.

Dur ing the Sta lin ist pe riod of na tional-cultural con struc tion,
the for ma tion of an eth nic en vi ron ment cen tered around the pro duc -
tion of cul tural rep re sen ta tions of eth nic iden tity in which the link -
age of na tion and ter ri tory was de ci sive. Thus, eth nic cul tural
prac tices pro moted, as a rule, a con cep tion of na tional iden tity that
was in sep a ra ble from the given ter ri tory of the na tional re pub lic.10
In the Ar me nian re pub lic, for ex am ple, a topo nym ic trans for ma tion
dur ing the So viet pe riod re placed a ma jor ity of the pre vi ously wide -
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spread Turkic or Mus lim place names with Ar me nian topo nyms that 
more ap pro pri ately iden tify the given ter ri tory as Ar me nian.11

His to ri og ra phy was pro duced back wards from the cur rent con -
nec tion be tween na tion al ity and ter ri tory, and, as a re sult, the of fi -
cially can on ized his tory of the tit u lar na tion al ity and that of the
re pub lic be came vir tu ally in ter change able. Azerbaijani his to ri ans
pro duced his to ries of “Azerbaijan” in the me di eval pe riod based not
on the his tor i cal facts of a prior na tional state but on the as sump tion
that the ge ne al ogy of the pres ent-day Azerbaijani re pub lic could be
traced in terms of pu ta tive eth nic-territorial con ti nu ity. Sim i larly, the 
his tory of the early me di eval Chris tian king doms of Cau ca sian Al ba -
nia that de vel oped on the ter ri tory of the pres ent-day re pub lic was
as sim i lated by Azerbaijani his to ri ans into the his tory of the
Azerbaijani na tion, de spite the ab sence of lin guis tic and cul tural
sim i lar i ties be tween the Cau ca sian Al ba nians and the con tem po rary
Azerbaijanis. In this way, cul tural prac tices sub stan ti ated claims to
eth nic con ti nu ity based on the mod ern form of the ter ri to rial na -
tional state.

In lit er a ture, the pro duc tion of his tor i cal nov els, in clud ing works
ide al iz ing the rel a tively re cent ex pe ri ences of rev o lu tion and col lec tiv -
iza tion, con trib uted to the his tor i cal re con struc tion of na tional iden tity
and of ten glo ri fied eth nic her i tage and con ti nu ity largely within the
con text of the na tional home land—that is, the na tional re pub lic. In Ar -
me nia, the writ ing of his tor i cal nov els of ten served to as sim i late
pre-Armenian his tory into the his tory of the Ar me nian na tion.12

ETHNIC HEGEMONY AND MINORITY CULTURE IN
THE NATIONAL REPUBLICS

The he ge mony of the tit u lar na tion al ity was re flected not only
in the cul tural prac tices of the dom i nant na tion al ity, but also in the
cul tural in sti tu tions and prac tices of eth nic mi nor i ties—that is, the
nondominant na tional com mu ni ties of each re pub lic. Eth nic cul tural 
in sti tu tions for the so-called “nonindigenous” na tional com mu ni ties 
are weak, un like in their home re pub lics.13 While there are na -
tional-language schools, news pa pers, and dra matic and lit er ary as -
so ci a tions form ing the nu cleus of a cul tural life for nontitular eth nic
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com mu ni ties, these cul tural in sti tu tions are few and op er ate with
lim ited re sources. More over, they lack the infrastructural sup port of
the en tire net work of cul tural or ga ni za tions in the home re pub lic. In
prac tice, the priv i leges granted to the tit u lar na tion al ity led to the de -
pri va tion of other na tion al i ties res i dent in the re pub lic.

The con sol i da tion of the tit u lar na tional com mu nity’s he ge -
mony re sulted in the historiographic and pres ent-day
compartmentalization of other eth nic groups in ev ery thing from the
writ ing of his tory to the pres er va tion of his tor i cal and cul tural mon -
u ments.14 The Azerbaijanis, once a ma jor ity of the pop u la tion of
pres ent-day Ar me nia, re main to this day a peo ple with out his tory, at
least in Ar me nia. Sim i larly in Azerbaijan, the leg acy of Baku’s flour -
ish ing Ar me nian cul tural past is not a topic for lo cal re search agen -
das. In a re cent Azerbaijani study of nine teenth-century ar chi tec ture
in Baku, Ar me nian ar chi tects are as sim i lated into the broader cat e -
gory of Rus sian and Eu ro pean ar chi tects, and Baku’s nu mer ous
mon u ments of Ar me nian ar chi tec ture are lit er ally writ ten out of the
city’s his tory.15

Nontitular na tion al i ties were elim i nated not only from the past
but from the pres ent as well. Thus, if one walks through the over -
whelm ingly Ar me nian-populated dis tricts of Havlabar in Tbilisi or
Ermänikänd in Baku (lit er ally, “Ar me nian vil lage”), street mark ers,
store front signs, and other ba sic fea tures of the ur ban land scape are
uni formly in the tit u lar na tion al ity’s lan guage (Geor gian or
Azerbaijani) as well as Rus sian. The nu mer ous Azerbaijani vil lages
of Ar me nia and Geor gia like wise dis play a “typ i cally” Ar me nian or
Geor gian char ac ter. More over, they lack the cul tural fea tures such as
book stores full of lit er a ture in the na tional lan guage or mon u ments
to heroes of eth nic his tory that one could find in pro fu sion in sim i lar
re gions of the home re pub lic. In ef fect, the cul tural con struc tion of
so cial space re mains re mark ably loyal to the logic of the na tional
state. As sim i lated into the dom i nant eth nic en vi ron ment, very lit tle
dis tin guishes these “dis tinct” eth nic ar eas from the sur round ing
land scape ex cept for the eth no-cultural iden tity of the in hab it ants.

Apart from the in sti tu tional lim i ta tions on the cul tural ac tiv ity
of nontitular na tional com mu ni ties, the ex tent of which is only now
emerg ing in the So viet me dia, the compartmentalization of eth nic
cul ture is ev i dent in the dom i nant themes of these groups’ cul tural
prac tices. Whereas in the home re pub lic eth nic ity is an im por tant
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theme of cul tural pro duc tion, and na tional cul ture and his tory are
con ven tional sub jects of glo ri fi ca tion and ide al iza tion, out side the
home re pub lic there is a vir tual ab sence of self-conscious, ex plic itly
eth nic themes. In the mi nor ity na tional schools out side the home re -
pub lic, in struc tion, though con ducted in the mi nor ity lan guage,
does not in clude na tional his tory and cul ture. The genre of the his -
tor i cal novel, which has served as an in dis pens able ve hi cle for the re -
con struc tion of eth nic his tory in the home re pub lics, is ab sent from
the works of Ar me nian writ ers ac tive in Azerbaijan and Geor gia. In
this sense, cul tural prac tices among these mi nor i ties re flect an op er a -
tional code that largely pre cludes the con struc tion of mi nor ity na -
tional cul ture out side the home re pub lic.16

CHANGING ETHNIC REPRESENTATIONS:
FROM NATION-STATE TO NATION

So far it has been ar gued that the for ma tion of eth nic iden tity in
the Transcaucasus was struc tured by the es tab lish ment of na tional
re pub lics and a pro cess of cul tural con struc tion that fa vored a na -
tional con scious ness based on the iden ti fi ca tion of the na tion and
with a spe cific ter ri tory and state ad min is tra tion (the home re pub -
lic). Dur ing the Sta lin ist pe riod of So viet his tory, two no ta ble ex cep -
tions to this trend oc curred in the im me di ate post-World War II
pe riod in both Ar me nia and Azerbaijan.

Prior to and dur ing the for ma tion of a pro-Soviet Azerbaijani
state in North ern Iran dur ing 1945–46, eth nic cul ture in So viet
Azerbaijan was mo bi lized to as sert the ex is tence and eth nic rights of
the Azerbaijani na tion out side the home re pub lic—namely, in the
short-lived Dem o cratic Re pub lic of Azerbaijan. Cul tural ref er ences
to Ira nian Azerbaijan mul ti plied, im plic itly ar gu ing that the
Azerbaijani na tion was sig nif i cantly larger than sim ply the So viet re -
pub lic of Azerbaijan.17 In Ar me nia, wide spread me dia cov er age
was given to the lot of Ar me ni ans in the for eign di as pora in con nec -
tion with the cam paign to en cour age re pa tri a tion to the Ar me nian
re pub lic, par tic u larly from the Mid dle East, that be gan in the im me -
di ate post war pe riod. Whereas in the Sta lin ist pe riod ref er ence to the 
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na tional rights of the Ar me nian di as pora would have been con sid -
ered na tion al ist de vi a tion, now pub lic cul ture in Ar me nia fo cused
on Ar me nian na tional com mu ni ties out side of the re pub lic’s bor -
ders.18 These de par tures, by which cul tural dis course in cluded
Azerbaijanis and Ar me ni ans liv ing out side their home re pub lics as
parts of their re spec tive na tions, came to an end by 1949, when cul -
tural prac tices once again re fo cused on the na tional re pub lic as the
sole ha ven of eth nic ex is tence.

It was not un til af ter Sta lin’s death in 1953 that sig nif i cant
changes in the the matic pat terns of cul tural pro duc tion in Ar me nia
and Azerbaijan be gan to emerge in a con sis tent man ner. If rep re sen -
ta tions of eth nic ity un der Sta lin were gen er ally re stricted to the So -
viet na tion-republic, in the post-Stalin pe riod these rep re sen ta tions
were re con structed in a more in clu sive con cep tion of eth nic ex pe ri -
ence un fet tered by con tem po rary po lit i cal bor ders. This meant that
cul tural prac tice came to con sti tute na tion hood, not just within the
realm of the of fi cially des ig nated So viet na tion-homelands, but more 
broadly, in the ex pe ri ence of the given na tional com mu ni ties, ir re -
spec tive of geo graphic lo ca tion. Whereas eth nic cul tural prac tices
had been com part men tal ized through the state-sponsored pro gram
of na tion-building or ga nized around the iden tity of state, ter ri tory,
and eth nic ity, the cul tur ally me di ated pro cess of na tion-building
now moved to in cor po rate na tional ex is tence be yond the bor ders of
the na tional re pub lic.19

THE DECOMPARTMENTALIZATION OF ETHNICITY IN
ARMENIA AND AZERBAIJAN

The cul tural re con struc tion of a sin gle Ar me nian na tion that ex -
tends be yond the bor ders of the So viet Ar me nian re pub lic has been
most vis i ble in the for ma tion of an of fi cial dis course about West ern
Ar me nia, the geo graphic name given to the once Ar me -
nian-populated prov inces of the East ern Ot to man Em pire.20 In this
way, Ar me nian na tion hood was cul tur ally decompartmentalized
from em pha sis on the Ar me nian re pub lic to in cor po rate the once
large Ar me nian pop u la tions of West ern Ar me nia into the broader
cat e gory of the Ar me nian na tion.
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The re in te gra tion of West ern Ar me ni ans into So viet dis course
about the Ar me nian na tion de vel oped along a num ber of lines, but
one of the more im por tant themes of this dis course con cerns the
geno cide of West ern Ar me ni ans that took place in the Ot to man state
dur ing the First World War. The geno cide is one of the most sig nif i -
cant events of mod ern Ar me nian his tory, but So viet Ar me nian writ -
ing on this sub ject de vel oped only in the early 1960s. The
au thor i ta tive bench mark for this new, in clu sive his to ri og ra phy was
the pub li ca tion of Jon Kirakosyan’s The First World War and the West -
ern Ar me ni ans, pub lished in 1965 and re vised for sec ond pub li ca tion
in 1967. The mid-1960s wit nessed the pro duc tion of a num ber of
other works on the geno cide, yet it was only dur ing the late 1970s
and 1980s that a num ber of Ar me nian schol ars un der the spon sor -
ship of Kirakosyan be gan to turn out an en tire se ries of publicistic ar -
ti cles and stud ies ex am in ing the geno cide and coun ter ing Turk ish
gov ern men tal and ac a demic de ni als of the mas sa cres. Apart from
the geno cide, an in creas ing num ber of stud ies were pro duced on the
nine teenth- and early twen ti eth-century so cial, eco nomic, and po lit i -
cal his tory of West ern Ar me nia.21

West ern Ar me nian themes also de vel oped in lit er ary stud ies,
where, as in his to ri og ra phy, they emerged only in the late 1950s and
early 1960s.22 This schol ar ship has pro duced not just gen eral crit i cal
his to ries of West ern Ar me nian lit er a ture, but also works on in di vid -
ual writ ers and move ments within the broader phe nom e non. Along
with the ac a demic study of lit er a ture, more and more at ten tion has
been given to the pub li ca tion and dis tri bu tion of West ern Ar me nian
po ets and prose writ ers, and ma jor West ern Ar me nian lit er ary fig -
ures were well rep re sented in the multi-volume se ries, the Li brary of
Ar me nian Clas sics, that be gan pub li ca tion in the 1970s.

Not only has schol ar ship on and pub li ca tion of West ern Ar me -
nian lit er a ture de vel oped dur ing the post-Stalin pe riod, but the
West ern Ar me nian theme has be come pop u lar in the lit er ary pro duc -
tion of So viet Ar me nian writ ers them selves. Po etry with West ern Ar -
me nian themes has been pro duced by lead ing Ar me nian lit er ary
fig ures, in clud ing Hovhannes Shi raz, Paruyr Sevak, and Gevorg
Emin. Strongly nos tal gic prose, es pe cially works de voted to the
nine teenth-century Ar me nian rev o lu tion ary move ment in the Ot to -
man Em pire, has fig ured among the most pop u lar writ ing in con tem -
po rary So viet Ar me nia.23 Dur ing the 1960s and 1970s, Ar me nian
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lit er a ture de vel oped its own ver sion of vil lage prose, but the genre
of ten re flected eth nic ex pe ri ences in the ru ral ar eas of West ern Ar -
me nia prior to the geno cide dur ing the First World War out side,
rather than in, So viet Ar me nia it self. By the mid-1980s, West ern Ar -
me nian themes had be come so wide spread in So viet Ar me nian lit er -
a ture that the for mer head of the Ar me nian Writers’ Un ion, Vardges
Petrosyan, com plained, in his ad dress to the Ninth Con gress of Ar -
me nia’s writ ers in 1986, that West ern Ar me nian themes had vir tu -
ally over whelmed in dig e nous So viet Ar me nian lit er a ture.24

Along with West ern Ar me nia, the world wide Ar me nian com -
mu ni ties that com prise an eth nic di as pora (in Ar me nian, spyurk)
have be come an in creas ingly pop u lar theme in So viet Ar me nian cul -
ture. Sim i lar to the West ern Ar me nian the matic, diasporan themes
emerged as a sig nif i cant trend only in the post-Stalin pe riod, par tic u -
larly in the wake of Khrush chev’s destalinization cam paign ini ti ated 
at the party’s Twen ti eth Con gress.25 Es pe cially dur ing the late 1950s
and 1960s, a range of his tor i cal and po lit i cal stud ies of the Ar me nian
com mu ni ties of the Mid dle East and else where con trib uted to the in -
te gra tion of diasporan Ar me nian ex pe ri ence into the his to ri og ra phy
of the Ar me nian na tion as a whole.26 By the time of the pub li ca tion
of the first vol ume of the Ar me nian So viet En cy clo pe dia in 1974, it
seemed only nat u ral that the geo graphic di ver sity of Ar me nian na -
tional ex is tence be re flected. At the end of each ar ti cle de voted to a
spe cific coun try and some times even city, the en cy clo pe dia’s ed i tors
in cluded de scrip tions of the his tory and pres ent state of the given lo -
cale’s Ar me nian com mu ni ties.

Along with the dis cur sive in clu sion of diasporan Ar me ni ans
into the cat e gory of “his tory of the Ar me nian peo ple,” diasporan
writ ers and lit er a ture have been in creas ingly in cor po rated into the
dis tri bu tion of lit er a ture in So viet Ar me nia. Not only is diasporan
Ar me nian lit er a ture now a spe cific topic of So viet Ar me nian lit er ary
stud ies, but also an thol o gies and sep a rate pub li ca tions of diasporan
lit er a ture have be come in creas ingly ev i dent in So viet Ar me nia’s lit -
er ary land scape.27 Lo cal So viet Ar me nian lit er ary prac tice has also
in cor po rated diasporan themes, such as the pop u lar trav el ogues of
the poet Silva Kaputikyan, that have served to ex tend cul tural rep re -
sen ta tions of eth nic ity from So viet Ar me nia to a shared yet dis tinct
Ar me nian eth nic ex pe ri ence in Leb a non, Ar gen tina, and the United
States.
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One of the sig nif i cant trends within the diasporan theme in So -
viet Ar me nian cul tural pro duc tion is the “in ner di as pora” theme (in
Ar me nian, nerkin spyurk)—that is, the his tory and cul ture of Ar me -
nian set tle ments within the cur rent ter ri tory of the So viet Un ion.
This trend in cludes stud ies of the for merly large Ar me nian com mu -
ni ties of the Ukraine, Mos cow, and Pe ters burg along with smaller
com mu ni ties in the Cri mea and Cen tral Asia.28 While the gen eral
diasporan themes de vel oped be gin ning in the late 1950s, So viet Ar -
me nian writ ing on the “in ner di as pora” emerged much later and
much more slowly. More over, the pro duc tion and dis tri bu tion of
knowl edge about the in ner di as pora has, es pe cially in com par i son
with the non-Soviet diasporan theme, in the case of his tory writ ing
of ten been re stricted to the prerevolutionary, pre-Soviet pe riod.29

Of fi cial his to ri og ra phy of the in ner di as pora of ten ends in 1917,
but the con tin u ing vi tal ity of Ar me nian cul tural prac tice out side Ar -
me nia be came a sub ject of greater at ten tion in the 1970s and 1980s.
Studies of Ar me nian cul tural de vel op ment in So viet Geor gia, es pe -
cially in the fields of lit er a ture and the ater, have fig ured prom i -
nently. Ar me nian cul ture and lit er ary ac tiv ity of the Ar me nian
com mu ni ties in South ern Rus sia and along the Black Sea coast have
more re cently been high lighted.30 Some at ten tion has been given to
Ar me nian cul tural ac tiv ity in So viet Azerbaijan, but re cent Ar me -
nian pub li ca tions have tended to fo cus on the poor state of Ar me nian 
cul tural mon u ments in that re pub lic’s for merly Ar me nian Karabakh
and Nakhichevan re gions.31

In Azerbaijan, the themes of post-Stalin cul tural pro duc tion
have like wise been decompartmentalized to al low a more in clu sive
rep re sen ta tion of Azerbaijani eth nic ex pe ri ence. In post-Stalin
Azerbaijani cul ture the rep re sen ta tion of an Azerbaijani na tion now
ex tends be yond the bor ders of the re pub lic to in cor po rate the
Azerbaijani pop u la tions of north ern Iran, known in Baku as South -
ern Azerbaijan, as well as the Azerbaijanis of Ar me nia, Geor gia, and
Dagestan.

In deed, one of the main trends of So viet Azerbaijani cul ture
dur ing the post-Stalin pe riod has cen tered around South ern
Azerbaijan, of ten re ferred to sim ply as the South (in Azerbaijani,
Jänub). In the late 1970s and into the 1980s, the South be came an in -
creas ingly vis i ble com po nent of Azerbaijani cul tural pro duc tion in
Baku. In lit er a ture, the abun dance of South ern themes has even
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given rise to the for ma tion of an en tire subgenre of So viet
Azerbaijani lit er a ture, dubbed the “lit er a ture of long ing” (in
Azerbaijani, häsrät ädäbiïïaty) by its prac ti tio ners.32 Prose writ ers
such as Mirzä Ibrahimov, and po ets, in clud ing Balash Azäroghlu,
Süleïman Rüstäm, Äli Tudä, and oth ers, many of whom were born in 
Iran and later em i grated to So viet Azerbaijan, have been at the fore -
front of this cul tural move ment which has warmly em braced the
South as an in te gral part of the Azerbaijani na tion. This de vel op ing
re in te gra tion of the eth nic ex pe ri ences of the South ern Azerbaijani
pop u la tions with those of their north ern co-nationals was of ten ex -
em pli fied in works with ti tles such as We Were Sep a rated from One
Root, sug gest ing that a sin gle Azerbaijani na tion ex ists in spite of its
di vi sion be tween two states.33

Poets have been es pe cially ac tive in the pro duc tion of a lit er a -
ture of long ing that per me ates con tem po rary Azerbaijani lit er ary
prac tice. Re marking that the South has played an im por tant role in
Azerbaijani lit er a ture’s re turn to its roots and to its iden tity, the for -
mer head of the Azerbaijani Writers’ Un ion, Ismaïyl Shykhly, in his
ad dress to the Eighth Con gress of Azerbaijan’s writ ers, was moved
to claim that: “We can find long ing for the South and pain for the
South in the works of prac ti cally all our po ets.”34

In deed, not only has the South be come a theme of a do mes ti -
cally pro duced So viet Azerbaijani cul ture, but the 1980s has wit -
nessed an in crease in the pub li ca tion and dis tri bu tion of South ern
Azerbaijani lit er a ture in Baku. One large-scale un der tak ing in this
trend is the pub li ca tion of a four-volume an thol ogy of South ern
Azerbaijani lit er a ture, of which three vol umes have al ready been
pub lished.35

Con com i tant with the rise of South ern thematics in lit er ary pro -
duc tion, So viet Azerbaijani his to ri og ra phy has in creas ingly fo cused
its at ten tion on the his tory and cul ture of the South. Re flecting on the 
need to re con struct the pub lic dis course on Azerbaijani his tory, the
head of the His tory Fac ulty at Azerbaijan State Uni ver sity, I.
Mahmudov, re cently noted: “We have [pre vi ously] tried to look at
our peo ple’s his tor i cal past only within the frame work of So viet
Azerbaijan’s cur rent bor ders. As far as I’m con cerned, when dis cuss -
ing all is sues of our an cient, me di eval, and con tem po rary his tory, the 
his tory of South ern Azerbaijan must not be for got ten.”36
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The fo cus of this new, decompartmentalized his to ri og ra phy
most of ten ex plores the mod ern his tory, cul ture, and pol i tics of the
South.37 One of the more im por tant pub li ca tions in this field is a re -
cent vol ume that pro vides a com pre hen sive his tory of South ern
Azerbaijan af ter 1828—the first Azerbaijani his tory that con cen trates 
on the South’s dis tinct de vel op ment since the di vi sion of Azerbaijan
be tween the Per sian and Rus sian em pires.38 Thus, at the same time
that Azerbaijani his to ri ans are en dow ing the South with its own his -
tor i cal iden tity, they are also work ing to re in te grate the South into
their rep re sen ta tion of a uni fied his to ri og ra phy for a uni fied
Azerbaijani na tion.

But the dis cur sive uni fi ca tion of North and South in con tem po -
rary Azerbaijani cul tural prac tice should not over shadow the more
gen eral ex pan sion of the idea of a sin gle Azerbaijani cul ture and na -
tion, as is of ten the case with po lit i cal re cep tion and in ter pre ta tions
of this trend in the West.39 Rep re sen ta tions of Azerbaijani na tional
ex is tence have si mul ta neously ex panded to in clude the large
Azerbaijani com mu ni ties of pres ent-day Ar me nia, Geor gia, and
Dagestan. The le git i ma tion of this trend was re cently ar gued by an
Azerbaijani in tel lec tual, who pro posed that: “The arts and cul ture of
the Azerbaijanis liv ing in Geor gia, Ar me nia, Cen tral Asia and Ira -
nian Azerbaijan are with out a doubt an in sep a ra ble part of the arts
and cul ture of the en tire Azerbaijani peo ple.”40

Al though in Azerbaijani cul tural dis course there is not, as yet, a
no tion sim i lar to the Ar me nian one of an eth nic di as pora, nev er the -
less the cul ture of Azerbaijanis liv ing out side both North and South
has gained in creas ing at ten tion in Baku. Es pe cially prom i nent in this 
trend is the in clu sion of Azerbaijani his tory and con tem po rary cul -
tural ac tiv ity on the pres ent ter ri tory of the neigh bor ing re pub lics of
Ar me nia and Geor gia.41 The de vel op ment of Azerbaijani cul ture,
es pe cially lit er a ture, in Dagestan has also been a sub ject of emerg ing
ex plo ra tion.42 At times, this trend has come to in clude ref er ences to
a Turkic-speaking eth nic group in Iraq, the Turkmens, who are con -
sid ered in Baku to be the de scen dants of Azerbaijani em i grants.43
Taken as a whole, these trends fo cus ing on the South and the
Azerbaijani com mu ni ties out side Azerbaijan re flect a cor re spond ing 
shift in the op er a tive code of cul tural prac tice from the com part men -
tal ized Sta lin ist no tion of “one re pub lic—one cul ture” to the
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post-Stalin prin ci ple of “one na tion—one cul ture,” ir re spec tive of
po lit ico-administrative and geo graphic con sid er ations.

CULTURAL CONTEXT AND THE LEGITIMATION OF
ETHNIC DEMANDS

Con ven tional po lit i cal com men tary on the or i gins of the cur -
rent up surge of eth nic de mands points to the role that Gorbachev’s
pol icy of glas nost has played in le git i mat ing the ex pres sion of eth nic
claims and de mands. Some ex ag ger ate the role of state pol icy and ar -
gue that glas nost has some how “caused” the ex pan sion and in ten si -
fi ca tion of these de mands. While it is un de ni ably true that cur rent
pol i cies have served to le git i mate the claims for na tional and cul tural 
rights “from above,” there has also been a le git i ma tion of eth nic de -
mands “from be low,” es pe cially from within the realm of cul tural
pro duc tion.

In Ar me nia and Azerbaijan, cul tural prac tices have pro vided a
fo rum for the post-Stalin re con struc tion of eth nic iden tity that em -
braces the na tion as a whole and not just the pop u la tion of the na -
tional re pub lic. The cli mate of opin ion formed in the realm of
cul tural prac tice has led to a cri sis of po lit i cal rep re sen ta tion, in
which de mands for the na tional and cul tural rights of co-nationals
liv ing be yond the bor ders of the home re pub lics have fig ured prom i -
nently. In this way, not only has glas nost had an im pact on cul tural
prac tices un der Gorbachev, but the pol i tics of cul ture has de ci sively
in flu enced the cul ture of pol i tics in Ar me nia and Azerbaijan. By pro -
vid ing a novel frame work for the con cep tion of eth nic iden tity, cul -
tural prac tices have con trib uted to the le git i ma tion of an agenda of
eth nic rights which in clude prob lems of na tional ex is tence be yond
as well as within the bor ders of the re pub lics.

It is in this con text that the Ar me nian move ment for Karabakh
emerged. In view of the post-Stalin shift in eth nic iden tity de scribed
in this pa per, in which the cul tur ally me di ated def i ni tion of the na -
tion em pha sized eth nic and cul tural at trib utes over po lit i cal and ter -
ri to rial fea tures, the de mand for the le git i mate re in te gra tion of the
Ar me ni ans of Karabakh into the Ar me nian na tion as a whole is a nat -
u ral one.
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The Ar me nian strug gle over Karabakh was ex pressed most
overtly in its ter ri to rial de signs, but be hind the calls for an nex ation
was the larger, in deed, more com plex, is sue of the rights of na tion al i -
ties liv ing out side their home re pub lics.44 One of the fun da men tal
thrusts of the Ar me nian move ment for Karabakh has been the res ti -
tu tion of Ar me nian na tional-cultural rights in Azerbaijan—from the
pro vi sion of Ar me nian-language tele vi sion and ra dio broad cast ing
to the im prove ment of Ar me nian ed u ca tional, pub lish ing, and other
cul tural fa cil i ties in the dis puted re gion. In a word, Ar me ni ans de -
manded that the same na tional and cul tural rights ac corded to Ar -
me ni ans in the Ar me nian re pub lic be pro vided to the Ar me nian
pop u la tions of Azerbaijan.

The Karabakh ques tion is only one of a se ries of is sues fo cus ing
on the rights of Ar me ni ans to their lan guage, his tory, and cul -
ture—to their na tional iden tity—be yond the bor ders of their re pub -
lic. In this sense, even the suc cess ful an nex ation of the Karabakh
au ton o mous re gion to Ar me nia would leave un solved the re lated
prob lem of na tional-cultural rights for the large Ar me nian com mu -
ni ties of Azerbaijan that are lo cated out side the re gion.45

Prompted in part by the pan-Armenian eu pho ria over
Karabakh, the Ar me nian re pub li can me dia have re flected an up -
surge of in ter est in the Ar me nian di as pora both within and be yond
So viet bor ders. Dur ing the past year, the mul ti pli ca tion of de mands
for ed u ca tional and cul tural rights of Ar me ni ans out side the re pub -
lic has pro duced a pat tern of con ces sions that have ei ther fol lowed or 
pre empted these de mands. In ad di tion to the con ces sions made in
Karabakh, Ar me nian schools in Geor gia are be ing re built and ren o -
vated, and the teach ing of Ar me nian his tory in Geor gia’s Ar me nian
schools has been im proved with the pub li ca tion of new Ar me -
nian-language text books and the cre ation of teacher-retraining pro -
grams.46

Sim i lar de vel op ments out side the south ern Cau ca sus have re -
ceived wide at ten tion in Ar me nia’s me dia. In or der to meet the cul -
tural needs of the grow ing Ar me nian com mu nity in Mos cow, an
Ar me nian cul tural cen ter was re cently opened at the Per ma nent
Rep re sen ta tion of the Ar me nian SSR in the So viet cap i tal, where, in
ad di tion to other ac tiv i ties, spe cial courses in Ar me nian lan guage
are now of fered.47 In Rostov, the site of an old Ar me nian col ony, a
new as so ci a tion, “Nor Nakhichevan,” re cently be gan op er a tion, and
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in struc tion in Ar me nian lan guage and lit er a ture has be gun.48 New
Ar me nian cul tural or ga ni za tions have also been or ga nized for the
Ar me nian com mu ni ties in Le nin grad, Tallinn, Riga, Lvov, Kharkov,
and Simferopol, among oth ers.49

This pat tern of de mands for the rights of a peo ple be yond their
na tional re pub lic has also been rep li cated in the case of the
non-Soviet Ar me nian di as pora. Spe cial con sid er ation to Ar me nia’s
re la tions with the di as pora was given dur ing a ple num of the Ar me -
nian Com mu nist Party in Sep tem ber 1988. In line with the re newed
at ten tion to the Ar me nian di as pora, Norayr Adalyan, a sec re tary of
Ar me nia’s Writers’ Un ion and the for mer ed i tor of the un ion’s
weekly news pa per, Grakan Tert, has ar gued that the “half of our peo -
ple” liv ing in di as pora merit greater con sid er ation from Ar me nia’s
po lit i cal and cul tural lead ers. He com plained that the ef forts to ex -
pand di as pora-homeland re la tions through the state Com mit tee for
Cul tural Re la tions with Ar me ni ans Abroad have been in suf fi cient.
He called for Yerevan to pub lish at least five or six books per year by
diasporan writ ers, and added that lo cal pub li ca tions should be
printed in larger press-runs to meet de mands for their dis tri bu tion in 
the di as pora.50

A num ber of or ga ni za tional changes have also been pro posed
to ex pand re la tions with the di as pora. One of the points of the un of fi -
cial Karabakh com mit tee’s pro gram was the for ma tion of Ar me nian
rep re sen ta tions in for eign coun tries with large Ar me nian com mu ni -
ties.51 The re cent open ing of Yerevan of fices for the for eign-based
Ar me nian Gen eral Be nev o lent Un ion and the Ar me nian As sem bly
of Amer ica, re port edly planned be fore the earth quake, pro vides ex -
panded or ga ni za tional chan nels for the de vel op ment of close re la -
tions be tween the Ar me nian re pub lic and Ar me ni ans of the
di as pora.52

De mands for the ex pan sion of re la tions with diasporan Ar me -
ni ans have ob tained an eco nomic di men sion as well. In his ad dress
to the Sep tem ber 1988 ple num of Ar me nia’s Com mu nist Party’s
Cen tral Com mit tee, First Sec re tary Suren Arutunian (Harutyunyan)
em pha sized that peres troika al lows for the im prove ment of eco nomic
co op er a tion be tween Ar me nia and the diasporan Ar me nian com mu -
ni ties. Echoing this po si tion, one re cent ar ti cle called for the cre ation
of a spe cial gov ern ment of fice to fos ter greater eco nomic col lab o ra -
tion be tween Ar me nia and Ar me ni ans in the di as pora.53 Such an or -
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ga ni za tion could more ef fi ciently pro mote in vest ment by diasporan
Ar me ni ans who have be come es pe cially ac tive in the re con struc tion
of the earth quake-devastated re gions of north ern Ar me nia.

Though very few Ar me ni ans re main in pres ent-day Tur key, the
cause of West ern Ar me nia has not lost its con tem po rary po lit i cal rel -
e vance. As a di rect re sult of pop u lar de mands voiced dur ing the
Karabakh cri sis, the re pub lic’s lead er ship of fi cially rec og nized the
geno cide of the West ern Ar me ni ans as a na tional trag edy and pro -
claimed 24 April a re pub li can hol i day to com mem o rate the event.
More than of just sym bolic im por tance, West ern Ar me nia has the po -
ten tial to be come a prac ti cal po lit i cal cause. De spite the cur rent lack
of suc cess in the cam paign to an nex Karabakh to Ar me nia, Viktor
Hambartsumyan, pres i dent of Ar me nia’s Acad emy of Sci ences and a 
mem ber of the Con gress of Peo ple’s Dep uties, spoke to the Su preme
So viet to voice Ar me nian po lit i cal and ter ri to rial claims to the West -
ern Ar me nian prov inces now in Tur key.

In Azerbaijan, po lit i cal de mands for na tional rights for
Azerbaijanis liv ing out side the re pub lic de vel oped in the con text of
an in clu sive cul tural dis course on Azerbaijani na tion hood, but there 
is lit tle doubt that the po lit i cal cat a lyst for the re cent up surge of de -
mands is the Ar me nian move ment for Karabakh. In this sense, glas -
nost has per me ated Azerbaijani po lit i cal life as a re sult of the
pres sures of Ar me nian ac tiv ism from be low and not just at the be -
hest of Mos cow.

Of ten for mu lated as a set of coun ter-demands to the Ar me nian
strug gle for Karabakh, Azerbaijanis have voiced re peated con cern
over the fate of their co-nationals and de manded the pro tec tion of
their cul ture in the Ar me nian re pub lic.54 Like the Ar me nian com -
plaints, Azerbaijanis point to ex am ples of cul tural re pres sion in the
Ar me nian re pub lic and call for the pro vi sion of full na tional and cul -
tural rights for the Azerbaijanis of Ar me nia.55 In re sponse to pop u -
lar Azerbaijani de mands for the elim i na tion of Karabakh’s
au ton o mous sta tus, nu mer ous Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als have ar gued 
in stead for the for ma tion of an au ton o mous dis trict for Azerbaijanis
in Ar me nia in or der to pro tect their sta tus as a na tional com mu -
nity.56

Azerbaijanis have also made broader claims for the pro tec tion
of their na tion hood. In re view ing the threat to Azerbaijani na tional
ex is tence out side So viet Azerbaijan, the di rec tor of the Nizami In sti -
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tute of Azerbaijani Lit er a ture, Ïashar Garaïev, com plained that the
more than 15 mil lion Azerbaijanis in Iran are de prived of their rights
to cul tural and so cial de vel op ment. Garaïev also points out that the
large Azerbaijani com mu ni ties in Geor gia, Ar me nia, and Dagestan
are gen er ally less de vel oped and not ac corded the same rights as
other lo cal in hab it ants. At tacking the in at ten tion to Azerbaijani cul -
tural fa cil i ties in these re pub lics, he fur ther com plains that the Ar me -
nian gov ern ment has changed Azerbaijani topo nyms in Ar me nia in
an ef fort to de prive Azerbaijanis of their own his tory.57 Sim i larly,
Anar, the cur rent head of Azerbaijan’s Writers’ Un ion, has made ap -
peals to safe guard the Azerbaijani pat ri mony out side the re pub lic by 
link ing the pro tec tion of na tional mon u ments to the de vel op ment of
eth nic cul ture and na tional self-preservation in Ar me nia and else -
where.58

De spite in creased at ten tion to the plight of Azerbaijanis liv ing
in Ar me nia and other parts of the So viet Un ion (to a large ex tent a re -
sponse to the Ar me ni ans’ Karabakh move ment), the for mu la tion of
eth nic de mands em a nat ing from Baku has in creas ingly re volved
around the Azerbaijanis “on that bank”—that is, the Azerbaijani
pop u la tions liv ing south of the Araz River that sep a rates the USSR
from Iran. Garaïev’s com ment rings a com mon note of con cern:
“Through out his tory Azerbaijan has been par celed up many times.
Three-fifths of its ter ri tory and its pop u la tion have re mained on that
bank of the Araz. This is a his tor i cal in jus tice.”59

In a re cent se ries of es says on his tory, cul ture, and ed u ca tion
spon sored by the lit er ary monthly Azärbaïjan, the in clu sion of
“South ern” themes in school and uni ver sity cur ric ula was a re peated 
point of con cern. A Baku lit er ary critic com plained that the teach ing
of lit er a ture in the re pub lic gives the im pres sion that Azerbaijan is a
na tion of only five mil lion, not twenty mil lion.60 Sim i lar de mands
for in clud ing study of South ern lit er a ture, his tory, and ge og ra phy
have been voiced by other Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als.61 The de mands
to pub lish more lit er a ture on South ern Azerbaijan, as well as to pub -
lish more lit er a ture from writ ers liv ing in Iran, are made in the name
of the en tire Azerbaijani na tion. Thus, the in creased at ten tion to
South ern is sues in Baku of ten re flects the per ceived po lit i cal re spon -
si bil ity of So viet Azerbaijanis to act on be half of their for eign com pa -
tri ots, whose eth nic cul tural ac tiv ity is strin gently re stricted by the
Ira nian gov ern ment.62
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Con nected with the is sue of South ern Azerbaijan is the im por -
tant prob lem of ac cess. Con tem po rary So viet Azerbaijani is writ ten
with a mod i fied Cy ril lic script, but ma te ri als pub lished in South ern
Azerbaijan are in the tra di tional Arabic al pha bet. As one critic com -
plained: “One peo ple with two al pha bets! There is n’t a sec ond phe -
nom e non like this in the world. The al pha bet di vides not only our
his tory but also our ge og ra phy into two.”63 Such de mands for ex -
panded in struc tion in the “old” al pha bet have been met by re quir ing
coursework in the Arabic script for all stu dents in the hu man i ties
and so cial sci ences at Azerbaijan State Uni ver sity, and Azerbaijan’s
Bilik (Knowl edge) so ci ety has in tro duced a new pub lic pro gram to
teach Azerbaijani in the Arabic al pha bet. Pro moters of the plan note
that the al lo ca tion of ad di tional re sources nec es sary for the de vel op -
ment of text books and other read ing ma te ri als has not yet oc -
curred.64

The de sire for ex pand ing re la tions with Azerbaijanis abroad
has also in creased. In 1988, the new Vätän (Home land) so ci ety was
or ga nized to pro mote and reg u late ties be tween the re pub lic and
Azerbaijanis liv ing out side the USSR. Formed out of the Azerbaijani
com pa tri ots’ de part ment at the Azerbaijani So ci ety for Cul tural Re -
la tions with For eign Coun tries, the new or ga ni za tion pro vides an
im por tant in sti tu tional chan nel for the de vel op ment of re la tions not
only with South ern Azerbaijan, but also with Ira nian Azerbaijani
em i grants now liv ing in the West, es pe cially Eu rope and North
Amer ica.65

None the less, a re view of Vätän‘s ac tiv i ties dem on strates the
still lim ited po ten tial for a rap proche ment of So viet and Ira nian
Azerbaijan. In this re spect, re cent com plaints voiced in the
Azerbaijani press point out that im proved ac cess to rel a tives,
friends, and com pa tri ots liv ing in Iran can not be met with out the
right of free move ment across the So viet-Iranian bor der: “I well un -
der stand that the claim to change cur rent bor ders means cre at ing the
dan ger of war. But along with re spect ing to day’s bor ders, is n’t it
[pos si ble] to broaden eco nomic and cul tural ties be tween North and
South Azerbaijan and to guar an tee travel back and forth [across bor -
ders] on cer tain days of the week?”66
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ETHNIC CULTURE AND THE EMERGENCE OF
CROSS-REPUBLIC CONTACTS

The Home land So ci ety in Azerbaijan and Ar me nia’s Com mit tee 
for Cul tural Re la tions with Ar me ni ans Abroad each pro vide or ga ni -
za tional chan nels for the de vel op ment of con tacts be tween the re pub -
lic and co-nationals res i dent out side the USSR. A seem ingly more
con ten tious is sue is the de vel op ment of re la tions be tween the na -
tional re pub lic and na tion als liv ing be yond the re pub lic’s tra di tional
po lit i cal ju ris dic tion. Ap peals for the pro tec tion of na tional com mu -
ni ties out side the home re pub lic are of ten linked with pro pos als to es -
tab lish cross-republic in sti tu tional ties aimed at an im prove ment of
eth nic in te gra tion re gard less of tra di tional ju ris dic tional bound aries. 
Ap prox i mately one-third of the USSR’s Ar me ni ans live out side the
home re pub lic; hence the per ceived need for greater ex tra-territorial
cul tural pro tec tion is par tic u larly acute for the Ar me ni ans.67

Since the for ma tion of a spe cial gov ern ment ad min is tra tion for
Karabakh in Jan u ary 1989, cul tural in sti tu tions in the re gion have de -
vel oped greater or ga ni za tional con nec tions with like in sti tu tions in
Ar me nia, thus pro vid ing a model for an emer gent pat tern of hor i -
zon tal ties be tween re pub lic-based na tions and ex tra-republican na -
tional com mu ni ties. Yerevan stu dents have or ga nized vol un teer
groups to work tem po rarily in Karabakh, while ad mis sion of
Karabakh stu dents to Ar me nia’s in sti tu tions of higher ed u ca tion, es -
pe cially teacher-training in sti tutes, has been fa cil i tated. While the
pros pects of open ing a branch of Yerevan State Uni ver sity in
Karabakh are dim, nu mer ous newly es tab lished cul tural or ga ni za -
tions there have pro moted a se ries of co op er a tive agree ments with
their coun ter parts in Ar me nia. Em pha sizing the im por tance that
these mea sures hold for the cul tural and eth nic in te gra tion of the Ar -
me nian na tion, ac tiv ists have ar gued that the cul tural con tacts are
con ceived of as ties be tween “two sec tions of the same peo ple.” Like -
wise, Ar me nian cul tural lead ers un der score that the fur ther de vel -
op ment of eth nic cul ture must tran scend po lit ico-administrative
di vi sions and op er ate on the prin ci ple of “one peo ple—one cul -
ture.”68

The ex pan sion of Ar me nia’s cross-republic in sti tu tional ties has 
not been lim ited to Karabakh. The Ar me nian Writers’ Un ion re cently 
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an nounced its in ten tion to de velop con tacts with Ar me nian writ ers
through out the So viet Un ion, es pe cially the strong lit er ary com mu -
ni ties of Tbilisi, Baku, Rostov, and Sukhumi.69 Re marking on the ad -
vanced Ar me nian lit er ary and pub lish ing life of Sukhumi in the
pre-Soviet pe riod, one mem ber of a Writers’ Un ion del e ga tion vis it -
ing Ar me ni ans along the Black Sea coast, Vazgen Kansuzyan, asked
rhe tor i cally: “[And] now? Not one Ar me nian pa per, not one page,
not one word.” In view of the sit u a tion, Kansuzyan called not only
for better or ga ni za tion of Ar me nian writ ers in the re gion, but also for 
the ex pan sion of pos si bil i ties for pub lish ing the works of lo cal Ar me -
ni ans in Yerevan. In ad di tion, he pointed to the need for
Yerevan-based teacher-training courses to im prove in struc tion in
the Ar me nian schools of Abkhazia.70

In the var i ous So viet cit ies where Ar me nian cul tural cen ters
have opened to serve the lo cal Ar me nian com mu ni ties, cul tural ac -
tiv ists have ap pealed for ma te rial as sis tance, as well as moral sup -
port, from the home re pub lic. In Tallinn, Ar me nian re quests for a
per ma nent build ing to house the cul tural as so ci a tion were re cently
met by lo cal au thor i ties, but Tallinn’s Ar me nian ac tiv ists plan to ex -
pand and ren o vate the pre mises by se cur ing the aid of the Ar me nian
re pub lic’s var i ous cre ative un ions.71 In or der to ac com mo date the
sud den in crease in cul tural re la tions be tween the re pub lic and Ar -
me nian com mu ni ties through out the USSR, the Ar me nian his to rian
Sergei Vardanyan has pressed for the for ma tion of a new gov ern -
ment com mit tee to or ga nize and pro mote these cul tural ties. The
model for his pro posal is the Com mit tee for Cul tural Re la tions with
Ar me ni ans Abroad, an or ga ni za tion whose ju ris dic tion is over only
Ar me ni ans out side the USSR.72

Azerbaijani mea sures to es tab lish re la tions with co-nationals
out side their re pub lic have been es pe cially con cerned with the large
com mu nity in Geor gia, in part be cause most of the once large
Azerbaijani pop u la tion of Ar me nia has now em i grated. Dur ing the
1987 visit of the Tbilisi Azerbaijani writ ers’ group Dan Ulduzu to
Baku—it self a prod uct of im prov ing ties—mem bers of the
Azerbaijan Writers’ Un ion em pha sized that the re pub lic’s cul tural
as so ci a tions had spe cial tasks to ful fill since Azerbaijani cul ture ex -
tended far be yond the cur rent po lit i cal bor ders of Azerbaijan. At a
meet ing with the Dan Ulduzu or ga ni za tion, Anar, head of the
Azerbaijan Writers’ Un ion, ad dressed the di rec tors of pub lish ing

Be yond the Na tion-State: So viet Transcaucasia  157



houses and the ed i tors of ma jor Baku pe ri od i cals by name, to em pha -
size the need for them to fa cil i tate lo cal pub li ca tion of Azerbaijani lit -
er a ture from Geor gia.73

By 1989, the cen tral com mit tees of Geor gia’s and Azerbaijan’s
Com mu nist par ties had de vel oped a pro gram for the ex ten sion of
rights to Geor gia’s Azerbaijani com mu nity. Ac cord ing to the agree -
ment, Azerbaijani lan guage ed u ca tion in Geor gia is to be ex panded
and im proved and is to in clude in struc tion in the his tory and cul ture
of Azerbaijan. An Azerbaijani cul tural cen ter, to be es tab lished in
Tbilisi, will serve as a base for the ex change of cul tural work ers from
the Azerbaijani re pub lic and house mu se ums de voted to Azerbaijani 
heroes; spe cial re tail out lets for Azerbaijani prod ucts and other cul -
tural fa cil i ties are planned for the Azerbaijani-populated dis tricts of
Geor gia.74

Azerbaijan’s pro mo tion of ex tra-republican cul -
tural-institutional ties has reached Mos cow as well. The es tab lish -
ment of an Azerbaijani cul tural cen ter in Mos cow to serve the
cul tural needs of the Azerbaijani “di as pora” has re cently been com -
ple mented by the in tro duc tion of Azerbaijani ra dio broad casts to
bring mu sic and news of the home re pub lic to the es ti mated 50,000
Azerbaijanis res i dent in the coun try’s cap i tal.75

NATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY AND SOVIET POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

Eth nic pol i tics in the na tional re pub lics has in creas ingly re -
volved around claims for sov er eignty and the rights of cit i zen ship in
an ef fort to sub stan ti ate de mands for more con trol over lo cal af fairs.
Claims of sov er eignty are hardly new in So viet pol i tics.76 But to day
ar gu ments are no lon ger made for the sov er eignty of the na tional re -
pub lics; eth nic ac tiv ists cur rently con ceive of a kind of sov er eignty
that in heres not sim ply in the na tional re pub lic but in the na tion,
with out re gard to po lit i cal bor ders. The decompartmentalization of
eth nic iden tity de vel oped in the realm of cul ture through out the
post-Stalin pe riod has now emerged full-blown in so cial and po lit i -
cal ac tiv ism un der Gorbachev.

The ex plo sion of de mands for eth nic rights in the na tional re -
pub lics has been met with the Kremlin’s prom ise of greater au ton -
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omy and the de cen tral iza tion of de ci sion-making in po lit i cal,
eco nomic, so cial, and cul tural af fairs. None the less, the emer gent
prin ci ple of a “strong cen ter and strong re pub lics” has done lit tle to
meet the chal lenge of de mands in Transcaucasia, which move across
re pub li can bor ders to fo cus on the rights of na tional com mu ni ties
liv ing out side their home re pub lics. In the wake of the Karabakh cri -
sis, and es pe cially since the Nine teenth Party Con fer ence held in
1988, the Kremlin lead er ship has ex pressed a pre pared ness to pro -
tect the rights of na tional com mu ni ties with out forms of ad min is tra -
tive au ton omy, in clud ing eth nic groups liv ing out side their
des ig nated home lands.77 But this ten dency rep re sents more a col -
lec tion of ad hoc mea sures in face of acute eth nic po lit i cal cri ses than
the re flec tion of a co her ent na tion al ity pol icy.

The prob lem of eth nic mi nor i ties is es pe cially chal leng ing since
the pro vi sion of greater au ton omy to the na tional re pub lics of ten
con tra dicts the cen ter’s pro fessed con cern for the pro tec tion of mi -
nor ity civil and cul tural rights. Eth nic lead er ships in the na tional re -
pub lics of Transcaucasia are in creas ingly re spon sive to de mands for
the “re struc tur ing” of eth nic cul tural in sti tu tions to ben e fit the tit u -
lar na tional com mu ni ties at the same time that mi nor ity na tional
com mu ni ties are de mand ing more re sources for their own cul tural
de vel op ment. In Azerbaijan, for in stance, dis cus sions of lan guage
pol icy have con cen trated on the ex ten sion and re in force ment of
Azerbaijan im prove ment of their own eth nic cul tural fa cil i ties in the
re gion; the Azerbaijanis have em pha sized the need to ear mark these
na tional lan guages.78

More over, com pe ti tion over the al lo ca tion of scarce re sources in 
the Cau ca sus has re peat edly led to con flict be tween the re gion’s
dom i nant and nondominant eth nic groups. This eth nic com pe ti tion
is one of the rea sons for the con tin u ing po lit i cal cri sis over Karabakh; 
while Ar me ni ans are claim ing spe cially al lo cated gov ern ment re -
sources for the im prove ment of their own eth nic cul tural fa cil i ties in
the re gion, the Azerbaijanis have em pha sized the need to ear mark
these re sources for the de vel op ment and pro tec tion of Azerbaijani
cul ture in the Azerbaijani-populated ar eas of Karabakh.

A sim i lar con flict over the or ga ni za tion and fi nanc ing of eth nic
cul tural de vel op ment has emerged in the case of Geor gia’s Abkhaz
mi nor ity. This con flict has re sulted not in greater pro tec tion of
Abkhaz cul ture but in the activization of anti-minority chau vin ism
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among the Geor gians. In this con text, the emer gence of more stri dent 
eth nic ac tiv ism among the Geor gian re pub lic’s large Ar me nian and
Azerbaijani mi nor i ties lies om i nously on the ho ri zon.

Where na tional re pub li can lead er ships are in tent on fur ther
“na tion al iz ing” their eth nic space, mi nor ity eth nic com mu ni ties
quickly learn the im pli ca tions of in creas ingly “strong re pub lics.”
The mas sive, vi o lent ex change of eth nic pop u la tions that oc curred
be tween Ar me nia and Azerbaijan in the fall of 1988 came af ter nearly 
a year of tense po lit i cal strug gle, but it ul ti mately re flected a kind of
com mon sense im posed by the logic of the na tion-state. Es pe cially in
the Transcaucasus, the prom ise of greater au ton omy and sov er eignty 
for re pub lics founded on an eth nic prin ci ple can thus eas ily trans late
into the pow er ful and even vi o lent dom i na tion of tit u lar na tions
over na tional com mu ni ties that are in sti tu tion ally de prived of the
ben e fits of such newly gained power.

De spite the ex pressed will to solve the com plex chal lenge of the
So viet Un ion’s new na tional ques tion, the Gorbachev lead er ship has
in ef fect pro posed po lit i cal so lu tions to a fun da men tally in sti tu -
tional prob lem. Thus, while the Kremlin moves to re in force the
rights of the na tional re pub lics and re de fine So viet fed er al ism, eth -
nic pol i tics has al ready tran scended the in sti tu tional bounds of the
na tional-republic sys tem. The emer gence of cross-republican cul -
tural ties has mit i gated the se ver ity of eth nic com pe ti tion, but these
de vel op ments in the Cau ca sus, even in the case of Ar me nia’s re la -
tion with Karabakh, re main fairly lim ited.

To bor row a met a phor from Sam uel Hun ting ton, eth nic po lit i -
cal ac tiv ism has out paced the state’s ca pac ity for in no va tive po lit i cal
institutionalization.79 Pop u lar par tic i pa tion in move ments for na -
tional rights out side the home re pub lic has greatly out flanked the
abil ity of party and state of fi cials to find new forms to man age the
na tional-cultural de mands of these com mu ni ties with out ad min is -
tra tive-territorial au ton omy. In deed, as long as the sys tem of na -
tional states re mains one of the or ga niz ing prin ci ples of So viet rule,
the prob lem of mi nor ity pop u la tions res i dent in some one else’s eth -
no-territorial space will con tinue to chal lenge So viet pol icy-makers
as a liv ing leg acy of Sta lin ist na tional-state for ma tion.
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NOTES

 1. J. V. Sta lin, Works, vol. 2 (Mos cow: For eign Lan guages Pub lishing House,
1953), p. 307.

 2. For re cent West ern dis cus sions of Sta lin and the na tional ques tion, see
Walker Connor, The Na tional Ques tion in Marx ist-Leninist The ory and Strat egy
(Prince ton, N.J.: Prince ton Uni ver sity Press, 1984), and Hélène
Carrère-d’Encausse, Le Grand Défi: Bolchéviks et na tions, 1917–1930 (Paris:
Flammarion, 1987).

 3. On the con nec tion be tween na tional-state for ma tion and so cial mod ern iza -
tion, see Greg ory J. Massel, The Sur ro gate Pro le tar iat (Prince ton, N.J.: Prince -
ton Uni ver sity Press, 1974).

 4. On the work ings of the pass port sys tem in So viet eth nic re la tions, see Vic tor
Zaslavsky, The Neo-Stalinist State: Class, Eth nic ity and Con sen sus in So viet So -
ci ety (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 1982), pp. 91–129.

 5. In ad di tion to the “eth nic” Azerbaijanis, dis tinct eth nic groups liv ing in
Azerbaijan, in clud ing the Talysh, Kurds, and oth ers, were also reidentified
as Azerbaijani dur ing this pe riod. The prom i nent Azerbaijani his to rian
Süleïman Äliïarov has re cently ar gued that the full his tory of ethnonymic
changes un der gone by the Azerbaijanis should be come pub lic knowl edge
and no lon ger hid den. See his com ments in “Bizim sorghu,” Azärbaïjan, no. 7 
(1988): 176. In fact, the 1937 name-change was only the last move in a
lengthy de bate that emerged in the late nine teenth cen tury over how to
name the Azerbaijanis. For a brief dis cus sion, see E. M. Akhmedov, Filosofia
azerbaidzhanskogo prosveshcheniia (Baku: Azämäshr, 1983).

 6. For es ti mates on the in flux of Ar me nian ref u gees into Rus sian Ar me nia
from Turk ish Ar me nia, see G. E. Avagyan, Haykakan SSH bnakchutyune
(Yerevan: Yerevani Hamalasarani Hratarakchutyun, 1975), pp. 32–33.

 7.  Grey Hodnett, Lead er ship in the So viet Na tional Re pub lics: A Quan ti ta tive
Study of Re cruit ment Pol icy (Oakville, On tario: Mo saic Press, 1978), p. 399.

 8.  V. I. Le nin, “The Tasks of the Youth Leagues,” in his Se lected Works, vol. 3
(Mos cow: Prog ress, 1971), pp. 470–83.

 9. For a re cent gen eral dis cus sion of trends in the pro duc tion and con sump tion 
of tit u lar na tional cul ture in the re pub lics, see Sotsial’nokul’turnyi oblik
sovetskikh natsii (Mos cow: Nauka, 1986), esp. pp. 180–295.

10. Here, as else where in this ar ti cle, I am em pha siz ing pre dom i nant trends in
cul tural prac tice. Nev er the less, cases in which eth nic rep re sen ta tions move
be yond the na tional re pub lic can be iden ti fied in, for ex am ple, lit er ary pro -
duc tion. For in stance, Vahan Totovents’ three-volume novel pub lished in
the 1930s, Baku (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1930–34), and Mämmäd Said
Ordubadi’s three-volume novel of the same pe riod, Dumanlv Täbriz (Baku:
Azämäshr, 1930–48).
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11.  A use ful ref er ence for study of Ar me nia’s topo nyms is A. A. Aslanyan and
H. Gh. Grgearyan, Haykakan SSH ashkharhagrakan anunneri hamarot bararan
(Yerevan: Haykakan SSH GA Hratarakchutyun, 1981).

12. For ex am ple, see the myth i cal re con struc tion of pre-Armenian his tory in
Sero Khanzadyan’s novel Taguhin havots (Yerevan: Sovetakan Grogh, 1978).

13. Ter mi no log i cal us age serves to re in force this ideo log i cal ten dency. Thus,
Ar me ni ans who for cen tu ries have lived in Baku or Azerbaijanis who have
sim i larly pop u lated the coun try side of con tem po rary Ar me nia are clas si -
fied as “non-indigenous” (nekorennyi) na tional com mu ni ties.

14. I am grate ful to Louisa Schein for sug gest ing the met a phor of
compartmentalization.

15. Sh. S. Fatullaev, Gradostroitel’stvo i arkhitektura Azerbaidzhana XIX—nachala
XX veka (Le nin grad: Stroiizdat, 1986).

16. This anal y sis is based on my read ing of con tem po rary Ar me nian prose and
po etry pub lished in Tbilisi and Baku and the Ar me nian lit er ary jour nals
Grakan Adrbejan (Baku) and Kamurj (Tbilisi). The com plaints of Ar me nian
writ ers and other cul tural work ers in Baku and Tbilisi, col lected dur ing my
field work in these cit ies, con firm the lim i ta tions placed on the ex pres sion of
“na tional” themes out side the home re pub lic.

17. For more de tailed treat ments of these cul tural trends, which vir tu ally dis ap -
peared by the late 1940s, see Da vid B. Nissman, The So viet Un ion and Ira nian
Azerbaijan: The Uses of Na tion al ism for Po lit i cal Pen e tra tion (Boul der, Colo.:
Westview, 1987).

18. On the Ar me nian re pa tri a tion, see Claire Mouradian, “L’Immigration des
Arméniens de la Di as pora vers la RSS d’Arménie, 1946–1962,” Ca hiers du
monde russe et soviétique, 20, 1 (Jan u ary–March 1979).

19. A sim i lar shift oc curred in the o ret i cal eth nog ra phy, where the con cept of
“eth nos” pro vided a way in which to dis cuss eth nic ity be yond the geo -
graphic and tem po ral re stric tions in scribed in the Sta lin ist def i ni tion of na -
tion. See Iu. V. Bromlei, Ocherki teorii etnosa (Mos cow: Nauka, 1983).

20. For a de tailed study of So viet Ar me nian in ter est in West ern Ar me nia and
the di as pora more gen er ally, see Claire Mouradian, “L’Arménie soviétique
depuis la mort de Staline,” Ph.D. dis ser ta tion, EHESS, Paris, 1982.

21. Kirakosyan, up to his death in the mid-1980s, served as Ar me nia’s min is ter
of for eign af fairs and pro duced a two-volume work, Yeritturkere
gatmutyanggdatastani araj (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1982–83). Ar ti cles con demn -
ing Turk ish his to ri og ra phy of the geno cide con tinue to be pub lished by his
col leagues in the monthly jour nal Sovetakan Hayastan.

22. This is cor rob o rated in the in tro duc tion to a re cent an thol ogy of West ern Ar -
me nian po etry: V. A. Kirakosyan, Arevmtahay banasteghtsutyune 1890–1907
tt. (Yerevan: HSSH GA Hratarakchutyun, 1985), p. 5.

162  Mark Saroyan



23. See, for ex am ple, Mushegh Galshoyan’s Dsori miron (Yerevan: Sovetakan
Grogh, 1983); and Khachik Dashdents, Ranchparneri kanche (Yerevan:
Sovetakan Grogh, 1984).

24. Grakan Tert, 23 May 1986.

25. H. U. Meliksetyan, Havrenik-Spyurk arnchutyunnere yev hayrenadardsutyune
(1920–1980 tt.) (Yerevan: Yerevani Hamalsarani Hratarakchutyun, 1985), p.
13.

26. These works in clude, for ex am ple, A. G. Abrahamyan, Hamarot urvagitz hay
gaghtavayreri patmutyun, 2 vols. (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1964); S. Gasparyan,
Spyurkahay gaghtojakhnern aysor (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1962). For a fairly
com plete bib li og ra phy, see Meliksetyan, p. 97.

27. While con ven tional rep re sen ta tions of Ar me nian eth nic ity in the di as pora
were lim ited to “pro gres sive” Ar me nian cir cles, more re cent writ ings have
in cluded pos i tive ap pre ci a tions of com mu nity life con nected to the tra di -
tion ally anti-Soviet Ar me nian Rev o lu tion ary Fed er a tion (the so-called
“dashnaks”). See, for ex am ple, Silva Kaputikyan’s re cently pub lished
Argentinian trav el ogue, “Bue nos-Ayres hska kaghakum,” Sovetakan
Grakanutyun, no. 8 (1987), and Maro Margaryan, “Kilikyan hayatyan
arzhanavor zharangnere,” Sovetakan Grakanutyun, no. 12 (1987).

28. For ex am ples of this his to ri og ra phy, see V. A. Mikayelyan, Ghrimi haykakan
gaghuti patmutyun, 1800–1917 tt. (Yerevan: Haykakan SSH GA
Hratarakchutyun, 1964); A. A. Grigor’iants, Armiane v srednei azii (Vtoraia
polovina XIX v.-1917 g.) (Yerevan: Izd-vo AN ArmSSR, 1984). On Mos cow,
see A. Arsharuni, Moskvayi usanoghutyune (Yerevan, 1965), and also his
Moskvayi hay mamule (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1971).

29. This lim i ta tion was re cently crit i cized by the Ar me nian his to rian Sergei
Vardanyan in “Menk partavor enk,” Sovetakan Hayastan, 9 Feb ru ary 1989,
pp. 2 and 3.

30. On the his tory of So viet Ar me nian lit er a ture in Geor gia, see A. Mkhitaryan,
Vrastani sovetahay grankanutyune (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1966); and A.
Mkhitaryan [Mkhitaryan], Armianskaia literatura v gruzii (Yerevan:
Sovetakan Grogh, 1980). On the lit er a ture of the Hamshen Ar me ni ans along
the Black Sea coast, see the an thol ogy pub lished in Sovetakan Grakanutyun,
no. 10 (1987): 69–79, as well as the more gen eral study of Hamshen Ar me -
nian cul ture pre sented in A. E. Ter-Sarkisiants, “Sovremennyi byt armian
abkhazii,” in Kavkazskii etnograficheskii sbornik, vol. 8 (Mos cow: Nauka,
1984).

31. Shahen Mkrtchyan, Lernayin Gharabaghi patmachartarapetakan
hushardsannere (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1985). On the his tory of Karabakh, see B. 
Ulubabyan, Artsakhe patmakan aghbyurnerum yev patmagitakan grakanutyan
mej (Yerevan, 1969); G. A. Hovhannisyan, Sovetakan ishkhanutyan hastatume
Lernayin Gharabaghum (Yerevan, 1971). Ar me nian his tor i cal mon u ments of
Nakhichevan have been de scribed in Argam Ayvazyan, Nakhijevani
patmachartarapetakan hushardsannere (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1978); Jugha
(Yerevan: Sovetakan Grogh, 1984); and Agulis (Yerevan: Hayastan, 1984).

Be yond the Na tion-State: So viet Transcaucasia  163



32. For an ex am i na tion of this genre see Da vid B. Nissman, “The Or i gin and
Devolopment of the Lit er a ture of ‘Long ing’ in  Azerbaijan,” Jour nal of Turk -
ish Studies, no. 8 (1984).

33. Müzäffär Shükür, Bir kökdän aïryldyg (Baku: Ïazychy, 1987).

34. Ismaïyl Shykhly, “Ädäbiïïatymyzyn väziïïäti vä väzifäläri,” Ädäbiïïat vä
Injäsänät, 30 May 1986, pp. 2–4.

35. Jänubi Azärbaïjan ädäbiïïty antoloqïïasy (Baku: Elm; vol. 1, 1981; vol. 2, 1983;
vol. 3, 1988).

36. Quoted in “Kechmishin Öïränilmäsi: problemelär, väzifälar,” Kommunist, 2
March 1989, p. 2.

37. For some re cent ex am ples of this work, see Jäfär Khandan, Ughur ïolu: Jänubi 
azärbaïjanda ädäbiïïat, mätbuat, maarif vä injäsänät (Baku: Azänäshr, 1987); M.
M. Chesmazar, Azärbaïjan Demokrat Partiïsynyn Ïaranmasy vä fäalliïïäti: Jänubi 
Azärbaïjan 1945–1946-chy illär (Baku: Elm, 1986). On premodern his tory, see
Hüsein Äli Dalili, Azärbaïjan jänub khanlyglary (Baku: Elm, 1979).

38. Jänubi Azärbaïjan tarikhinin ocherki, 1828–1917 (Baku: Elm 1985).

39. I have in mind Nissman’s works, cited above, as well as S. End ers Wimbush,
“Di vided Azerbaijan: Na tion-Building, As sim i la tion and Mo bi li za tion in
Three States,” in So viet Asian Eth nic Fron tiers, ed. Wil liam McCagg, Jr. and
Brian Sil ver (New York: Pergamon, 1979).

40. Ingilab Kärimov, “Bir daha ïazylmyshlar haggynda,” Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät,
21 June 1985, p. 3.

41. On Azerbaijani cul ture in Geor gia, see A. Hajyïev, Tiflis ädäbi mühiti (Baku:
Ïazychy, 1980); A. Hajyïev, Tiflis Azärbaïjan teatry (Baku: Ishyg, 1984). For Ar -
me nia, see Sabir Rzäiev, Azärbaïjan teatry Ermänistanda (Baku: Azärbaïjan
Teatry Jämiïïäti, 1963); Hidaïät, “Burdan min atli kechdi,” Azärbaïjan, no. 1
(1988). This trend is also ev i dent in pub li ca tions out side the Azerbaijani re -
pub lic. See Adil Mishiïev, Azärbaïjan Ïazychylary vä Tiflis ädäbi-ijtimai mühiti
(Tbilisi: Ganatleba, 1987).

42. See the an thol ogy of Dagestani Azerbaijani po ets re cently pub lished in
Baku: Daghystan töhfäläri (Baku: Ïazychy, 1987), as well as Mövlud
Ïarähmädov, Azärbaïjan-Daghystan ädäbi älagäläri tarikhindän (Baku: Elm,
1985), which, de spite the name, em pha sizes Azerbaijani lit er ary pro duc tion
in Dagestan.

43. “Irag Türkmanlary,” in Azärbaïjan Sovet Ensiklopediïasy, vol. 4, pp. 500–501;
and the ac count by Räsul Rza, Azärbaïjan, no. 2 (1961).

44. Use ful col lec tions of ma te ri als re lat ing to the Karabakh move ment in clude:
Artsakhean daregrutiown (Los An geles, Ca lif.: Asbarez, 1988), and The
Karabakh File (Cam bridge, Mass.: Zoryan In sti tute, 1988).

45. In Azerbaijan alone, for ex am ple, the Ar me nian pop u la tion of Baku is still
nearly twice as large as that of Karabakh, even af ter the mass mi gra tion of
late fall, 1988.

164  Mark Saroyan



46. Hayrenih dsayn, 19 Oc to ber 1988, p. 4.

47. Grakan Tert, 4 No vem ber 1988, p. 1, and Asbarez, 7 Jan u ary 1989, p. 7.

48. The city of Rostov de vel oped and even tu ally in cor po rated the Ar me -
nian-founded col ony of Nor Nakhichevan. On the new or ga ni za tion, see T.
Liloyan, “Doni hayeri enkerutyune,” Sovetakan Hayastan, 4 Feb ru ary 1989,
p. 3.

49. “Khorhdaktsutyun HKK kentkomum,” Grakan Tert, 31 March 1989, p. 1. On
the “di as pora” Ar me nian cul tural as so ci a tion of Riga, see K. Margaryan,
“’Spyurk’ latviayi hoghum," Sovetakan Hayastan, 7 No vem ber 1988, p. 3. For
the Tallinn re port, see Petros Demirchyan, “Arzhe Khorhel,” Grakan Tert, 10
March 1989, p. 2.

50. Born in the Cri mea, Adalyan has per son ally ex pe ri enced the needs of the di -
as pora, both in ter nal and ex ter nal, that he ex presses in “Grakan entatske
yev ardiakanutyune,” Sovetakan Grakanutyun, no. 8 (1986): 120–21.

51. “Hayots Hamazgayin Sharzhum,” Artsakhean daregrutiown, p. 1–10.

52. On the AGBU of fice, see the re port in Asbarez, 8 March 1989, p. 9.

53. In ter est ingly, the au thor of the piece sees home land-diaspora eco nomic co -
op er a tion as a means not just to stem the tide of em i gra tion from Ar me nia
but to en cour age new im mi gra tion as well as the re turn of for mer res i dents
of the re pub lic. H. Hakopyan, “Nor moretsum hayrenik-spyurk kaperin,”
Hayreniki Dsayn, 2 No vem ber 1988, pp. 3–4.

54. Such claims, al beit much less stri dent, were made be fore the Karabakh cri -
sis. See Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 12 April 1985, p. 8.

55. For a se lec tion of these de mands, see Bäkhtiïar Vahabzadä, “Täläblärimiz,”
Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 25 No vem ber 1988, p. 2; Sabir Azäri, “Aghy garadan
sechmäïi bajarag,” Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 2 De cem ber 1988, p. 5; Ä.
Dashdämirov, “Aghy garadan sechmäk lazymdyr,” Kommunist, 3 De cem ber 
1988, p. 3.

56. For ex am ple, Bäkhtiïar Vahabzadä, “Birliïï äldän vermäïäk, tämkinli olag,”
Kommunist, 25 No vem ber 1988, p. 4.

57. Ïashar Garaïev, “Millilik amili,” Azärbaïjan, no. 8 (1988): 151. Vilaïät Guliïev
makes sim i lar charges against Ar me nia and Geor gia, and calls for the col lec -
tion of Azerbaijani his tor i cal topo nyms within and out side the “pres ent bor -
ders” of the re pub lic. Vilaïät Guliïev, “Bizim sorghu,” Azärbaïjan, no. 7
(1988): 183.

58. Anar, Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 8 July 1988. An ear lier call for the pro tec tion of
Azerbaijani cul tural mon u ments in Ar me nia, Geor gia, and Dagestan was
made by Mäshädikhanym Ne’mätova, “Kitabälär gorunurmu?” Ädäbiïïat vä 
Injäsänät, 11 March 1988.

59. Ïashar Garaïev, “Millilik amili,” Azärbaïjan, no. 8 (1988): 158.

60. Imamverdi Äbilov, “Bizim sorghu,” Azärbaïjan, no. 10 (1988).

Be yond the Na tion-State: So viet Transcaucasia  165



61. See Vilaïät Guliïev, “Bizim sorghu,” Azärbaïjan, no. 7 (1988): 185, and
Bähriïïä Mämmädova, “Bizim sorghu,” Azärbaïjan, no. 12 (1988): 171.

62. “Ingilab vä poeziïa,” Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 12 July 1985, p. 7.

63. Ïashar Garaïev, “Millilik amili,” Azärbaïjan, no. 8 (1988): 151.

64. On the uni ver sity cur ric u lum, see Tofig Hajyïev, “Gashy düzältdiïïmiz
ïerdä,” Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 2 De cem ber 1988, p. 8. On the Bilik so ci ety’s un -
der tak ing, see Z. Ähmädzadä, “Köhnä älifbaïa täza häväs,” Kommunist, 7
Feb ru ary 1989, p. 4.

65. Azerbaijani me dia now carry reg u lar re ports on the ac tiv i ties and con tacts
of the new so ci ety. See Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 8 July 1988; 21 Oc to ber 1988; 4
No vem ber 1988, p. 7; 25 No vem ber 1988, p. 2.

66. Babäk Ädaläti, “Söz vakhtyna chäkär,” Ädäbiïïat vä Injäsänät, 25 No vem ber
1988, p. 1.

67. By con trast, only about 15 per cent of the USSR’s Azerbaijani pop u la tion
lives out side Azerbaijan. For pre cise data, see Brian D. Sil ver, “Pop u la tion
Re dis tri bu tion and the Eth nic Bal ance in Transcaucasia,” in Transcaucasia:
Na tion al ism and So cial Change, ed. Ron ald G. Suny (Ann Ar bor: Mich i gan
Slavic Pub li ca tions, 1983), p. 375.

68. See the in ter view with heads of six cul tural or ga ni za tions in Karabakh dur -
ing their work ing visit to Yerevan, “Hamategh ashkatenk mshakuyti
asparezum,” Sovetakan Hayastan, 8 March 1989, p. 4.

69. There are also plans to pub lish an thol o gies of works of Ar me nian writ ers
from Geor gia, Abkhazia, and other parts of the Cau ca sus along the lines of
the re cently pub lished col lec tion Grakan Gharabagh of Karabakh Ar me nian
lit er a ture (Asbarez, 11 Jan u ary 1989), p. 5.

70. See “Barev, Hamshentsi hayer,” Grakan Tert, 11 No vem ber 1988, p. 2.

71. Petros Demirchyan, “Arzhe khorhel,” Grakan Tert, 10 March 1989, p. 2.

72. “Menk partavor enk,” Sovetakan Hayastan, 9 Feb ru ary 1989, pp. 2 and 3.

73. Per sonal ob ser va tion of the au thor in Baku (30 Oc to ber 1987).

74. See the re port in Kommunist, 12 May 1989, p. 1.

75. “Moskvada Azärbaïjan evi,” Kommunist, 8 Jan u ary 1989, p. 1; “’Araz’
ümumittifag efirindä,” Kommunist, 21 March 1989, p. 3.

76. For ex am ples from the Cau ca sus, see M. A. Kafarzade, “Azerbaidzhanskaia
SSR—suverenaia respublika v sostave SSSR,” un pub lished Ph.D. dis ser ta -
tion, Mos cow, 1955, and Sh. N. Petrosian, Istoriia konstitusionnogo razvitiia
sovetskoi gosudarstvennosti v Armenii (Yerevan: Mitk, 1968).

77. The plat form on the pro tec tion of eth nic mi nor ity rights out side their re pub -
lics, adopted at the Nine teenth Party Con fer ence, con tin ued to form the ba -
sis for Gorbachev’s pol icy one year later. See his ap peal broad cast on So viet
tele vi sion, re printed in the cen tral and re pub li can press on 2 July 1989.

166  Mark Saroyan



78. These dis cus sions of lan guage use were es pe cially prom i nent in
Azerbaijan’s press dur ing the fall, 1988.

79. Sam uel Hun ting ton, Po lit i cal Or der in Changing So ci eties (New Ha ven.
Conn.: Yale Uni ver sity Press, 1968).

Be yond the Na tion-State: So viet Transcaucasia  167



TROUBLE IN THE TRANSCAUCASUS

More than di sas ter re lief was on the minds of So viet au thor i ties
in the wake of the 7 De cem ber earth quake that dev as tated two ma jor
cit ies and in nu mer a ble towns and vil lages in the north of the tiny re -
pub lic of Ar me nia. Profiting from the di ver sion of pub lic at ten tion to 
the trag edy, the So viet gov ern ment un leashed a co or di nated at tack
against the move ment for the an nex ation of Karabakh, an Ar me nian
en clave in the neigh bor ing re pub lic of Azerbaijan. Sev eral mem bers
of Ar me nia’s un of fi cial Karabakh com mit tee were jailed, and a me -
dia blitz was launched against the lead er ship of the move ment in
both Ar me nia and Azerbaijan. For the mo ment, Mos cow has set
aside the new pol i tics of ac com mo da tion in fa vor of old-style co er -
cion, in an ef fort to sti fle a cam paign that over the past year had
pushed glas nost to its lim its.

When hun dreds of thou sands of Ar me ni ans be gan gath er ing in
pro test ral lies in late Feb ru ary 1988, few imag ined that their ac tion
would pro duce a civic move ment that would force Gorbachev into a
quan dary. Op ti mis tic about the prom ise of peres troika, Ar me ni ans
ex pected au thor i ties to re solve their de mands quickly by al low ing
them to an nex Karabakh. For its part, the Mos cow lead er ship
thought that a 400-million-ruble ($560 mil lion) re de vel op ment pro -
gram for Karabakh, thrown to gether last March, and in creas ing con -
tacts be tween Ar me nia and the dis puted re gion would mit i gate the
cri sis if not re solve it. In a So viet tele vi sion in ter view af ter his tour of
the earth quake-ravaged zone, Mikhail Gorbachev com plained that
the gov ern ment’s fi nan cial gen er os ity to the tiny en clave should
have been enough to sat isfy the Ar me ni ans. But a leader of the
Karabakh com mit tee re sponded that Mos cow had merely ap plied an 
eco nomic so lu tion to a po lit i cal prob lem.1

Af ter a year, the Ar me nian-Azerbaijani strug gle for Karabakh
has pro duced two pow er ful, broad-based so cial move ments that
have ex posed con tra dic tions in the So viet po lit i cal sys tem as well as
in Gorbachev’s vi sion of re form ing it. And nei ther West ern nor So -
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viet jour nal ists have been much help in in ter pret ing the con flict:
both groups have ex plained it largely in terms of tra di tional en mity
be tween Chris tian Ar me ni ans and Mus lim Azerbaijanis, with out ex -
plor ing the two peo ples’ in ter twined his to ries. The ac tual his tor i cal
leg acy sug gests that the con flict is more than a nat u ral con se quence
of eth nic and re li gious dif fer ences.

The dis pute over Karabakh is some what dif fer ent from the
usual So viet na tion al ity prob lem, in which pri mary con flicts oc cur
be tween the he ge monic Rus sians and the rest of the coun try’s eth nic
pop u la tions. Else where Gorbachev has faced un prec e dented chal -
lenges from the na tion al i ties: ri ots broke out in the Kazakh cap i tal of
Alma-Ata when he re placed a cor rupt party chief with a Rus sian;
and Bal tic groups have sought to ex tend eco nomic and po lit i cal re -
forms far be yond what even rad i cal re form ers in Mos cow have ad vo -
cated. Gorbachev’s han dling of these con flicts has won enor mous
re spect in the West, if not at home. The Karabakh cri sis, by con trast,
has pit ted two neigh bor ing re pub lics against each other in a se ries of
po lit i cal bat tles and re cur rent vi o lence; Rus sian in ter ven tion has
been re quired to main tain or der. And the cri sis has left Gorbachev at
an im passe.

Baku, the pres ent cap i tal of Azerbaijan, was an in dus trial cen ter 
in Tsar ist Rus sia. Its oil fields pro duced about half of the world’s oil
sup ply be fore World War I, stim u lat ing an in dus trial boom in the late 
nine teenth cen tury and con trib ut ing to the for ma tion of an Ar me -
nian eco nomic elite, based in the cit ies of Baku and Tbilisi, cap i tal of
neigh bor ing Geor gia. This emerg ing cap i tal ist class formed the nu -
cleus of an Ar me nian so ci ety out side what is now Ar me nia, com -
plete with po lit i cal as so ci a tions, an ac tive press, and cul tural
es tab lish ment, churches, and schools. When smaller num bers of
Azer- baijani en tre pre neurs be gan to en ter into their own re gion’s
de vel op ment, they met head on with the al ready pow er ful and
well-established Ar me ni ans, who main tained he ge mony un til the
col lapse of Tsar ism.

In the heart of Baku’s com mer cial dis trict, an Ar me nian church
built in 1863 stands as a his tor i cal re minder of Ar me nian pros per ity
in Azerbaijan. Early this cen tury, Tsar ist au thor i ties scrapped pro -
pos als to build a cen tral mosque for Shi’ite Azerbaijanis in the same
dis trict be cause of the church’s prox im ity, and the mosque was even -
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tu ally tucked away in a Mus lim neigh bor hood out side the city cen -
ter.

While Ar me nian so ci ety was flour ish ing in ur ban cen ters, the
ter ri tory of what is now So viet Ar me nia re mained an un de vel oped
ag ri cul tural re gion, dom i nated by large Azerbaijani land own ers and 
pop u lated by a mostly Azerbaijani peas antry. Ar me ni ans were a ma -
jor ity in only three of the seven dis tricts that formed the pres ent Ar -
me nian re pub lic. Even Yerevan, now the cap i tal of Ar me nia, was a
small town with nu mer ous Azerbaijani ba zaars and mosques sur -
round ing the city cen ter.

So while Ar me ni ans dom i nated Azerbaijan eco nom i cally and
po lit i cally, Azerbaijanis con sti tuted a de mo graphic force in the heart
of the tra di tional Ar me nian home land. In this brew of class dis tinc -
tions re in forced by eth nic and re li gious dif fer ences, ten sions flared
dur ing pe ri ods of in sta bil ity. The Rus sian rev o lu tions of 1905 and
1917 re sulted in intercommunal vi o lence and mas sa cres that spread
across both ter ri to ries. In the wake of the 1917 rev o lu tion, Ar me nian
ir reg u lars razed doz ens of Azerbaijani vil lages in Ar me nia, ex pel -
ling the res i dents. Anti-Armenian vi o lence also struck Azerbaijan,
and in 1919 most of the Ar me nian pop u la tion of Shushi, once the cul -
tural cen ter of Karabakh, was forced to leave.

The Rus sian rev o lu tion of 1917 re shaped the con stel la tions of
power in the re gion, known as the Transcaucasus. Af ter Tsar ist au -
thor ity col lapsed in Feb ru ary 1917, a Transcaucasian fed er a tion at -
tempted to unite Ar me nian, Azerbaijani, and Geor gian po lit i cal
par ties. But the ef forts soon failed, and in May 1918 three sep a rate,
in de pend ent re pub lics were set up in Geor gia, Ar me nia, and
Azerbaijan. Be lea guered by mil i tary con fron ta tions over bor ders
and by their own in ter nal con flicts, the fledg ling in de pend ent states
were ul ti mately sovietized, and the three Transcaucasian peo ples
came back into the fold of the new So viet em pire.

Bolshevik lead ers de cided to build so cial ism on the ba sis of a
fed eral sys tem of na tional re pub lics. “Na tional-state con struc tion”
was to re make eth nic re la tions in the So viet Un ion by es tab lish ing
eth nic ad min is tra tions in each of the coun try’s non-Russian com mu -
ni ties. Fol low ing Marxian no tions of level of eco nomic de vel op ment
and size of pop u la tion, each eth nic com mu nity was en dowed with
its own ter ri tory. The ter ri to ries were then or ga nized into fif teen na -
tional re pub lics and doz ens of less prom i nent au ton o mous re pub -
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lics, prov inces, and re gions. The Moun tain ous (Nagorno) Karabakh
Au ton o mous Prov ince was one of these re gions, cre ated in 1923 for
the Ar me ni ans who, as a re sult of the mil i tary bal ance of power be -
fore sovietization, had re mained within the newly formed
Azerbaijani re pub lic.

At the top of this hi er ar chy, na tional re pub lics were given all the 
trap pings of mod ern na tion-states: flags, na tional an thems, and min -
is tries—even min is tries of for eign af fairs. A pan o ply of
state-sponsored cul tural in sti tu tions, in clud ing schools, re search in -
sti tutes, and lit er ary and ar tis tic un ions, pro moted the cul tural de -
vel op ment of the dom i nant com mu nity, the so-called tit u lar
na tion al ity, in each re pub lic. In ad di tion, an in sti tu tion al ized pro -
gram of af fir ma tive ac tion, known as nativization, trained eth nic
cad res for ser vice in the state and party ap pa ra tus. This con trib uted
to the for ma tion of eth nic elites com posed of the tit u lar na tion al ity in 
each of the ter ri to rial ad min is tra tions. In a sys tem where eth nic iden -
tity is or ga nized by the state and eth nic af fil i a tion is in cluded on each 
cit i zen’s in ter nal pass port, eth nic ity can be con sid ered in ev ery thing
from po lit i cal re cruit ment to job pro mo tions.

With this sys tem, the Bolsheviks hoped to en sure more eq ui ta -
ble re la tions be tween the tra di tion ally dom i nant Rus sians and the
for merly sub ject na tions of the Tsar ist em pire. But the same in sti tu -
tions that have, in the So viet view, solved the na tional ques tion by
grant ing spe cial priv i leges to eth nic com mu ni ties in their own re -
pub lics have also cre ated new forms of op pres sion. The po lit i cal bor -
ders of the na tional re pub lics of ten do not cor re spond with eth nic
bor ders, and eth nic com mu ni ties with out their own ad min is tra tions
or res i dent out side their of fi cially des ig nated “home lands” are of ten
de prived of the priv i leges and rights they would re ceive in abun -
dance in the home re pub lic.

So the seem ingly ir ra tio nal in tran si gence of the Ar me nian
move ment’s de mand to an nex Karabakh to Ar me nia in fact makes
po lit i cal sense. Ar me ni ans in the Karabakh au ton o mous prov ince
com plain of sev enty years of abuse by Azerbaijani au thor i ties in
Baku. Re sources for eco nomic de vel op ment have been with held or
di verted else where, they ar gue, and Ar me nian cul tural and ed u ca -
tional fa cil i ties in the prov ince have been sys tem at i cally
underfunded and re stricted. Ar me ni ans in Karabakh rightly rec og -
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nized that only the Ar me nian re pub lic’s ad min is tra tion would as -
sure their se cu rity and de vel op ment.

But Gorbachev and his col leagues in Mos cow face more than
just the un in tended con se quences of So viet na tion al ity pol icy. They
must now deal with Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis who have turned
the slo gans of glas nost and peres troika to their own ends and have
ac quired im mense po lit i cal power gen er ated by the in ter nal course
of their so cial move ments.

When mass pub lic dem on stra tions broke out in Ar me nia last
spring, many West ern ob serv ers as sumed that ral lies of such size and
dis ci pline must have been or ga nized by the Com mu nist Party. In stead,
by the time of these dem on stra tions, sev eral years of ef fort by the Ar me -
nian cul tural in tel li gen tsia had al ready mo bi lized Ar me nian con -
scious ness. Dur ing the Sta lin, Khrush chev, and even Brezh nev pe ri ods, 
Ar me nian in tel lec tu als spear headed cam paigns to in cor po rate
Karabakh into the Ar me nian re pub lic, but they re mained si lent as
count less let ters and pe ti tions sent to Mos cow were shelved and for got -
ten. When Gorbachev came to power, an nounc ing his rad i cal pro grams
of re struc tur ing and open ness in a new So viet Un ion, Ar me ni ans em -
braced the pro grams as a means to re vive their pur suit of the Karabakh
is sue. Ar me nian me dia ref er ences to Karabakh mul ti plied, and Ar me -
nian ac a dem ics en gaged in heated schol arly bat tles with their
Azerbaijani col leagues over the his tory of the re gion.

By fall 1987, the Karabakh cam paign had moved from schol arly
jour nals to the pub lic arena. Pe ti tioners re port edly col lected 400,000
sig na tures in Ar me nia sup port ing an nex ation of Karabakh.2 Later in 
the fall, Haidar Äliyev, an Azerbaijani, was re moved from his post in
the Com mu nist party’s rul ing Po lit buro, and Ar me ni ans as sumed
that the last high-level op po nent to their de mands was now out of
the pic ture. Dur ing a No vem ber trip to West ern Eu rope,
Gorbachev’s top eco nomic ad viser, Abel Aganbegyan, an Ar me nian
born in Geor gia, pub licly spoke of the eco nomic ra tio nal ity of unit -
ing Karabakh with Ar me nia. News of Aganbegyan’s com ments
reached an ea ger Ar me nian pop u la tion, gal va niz ing sup port for the
cam paign among Ar me ni ans in both Karabakh and Ar me nia. News
also spread quickly to Baku, where by early De cem ber, in tel lec tu als
had turned lit er ary events into ses sions de nounc ing Aganbegyan
and the Ar me nian claims to Karabakh.3
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The mass pub lic ral lies in Yerevan in late Feb ru ary 1988 were
cat a lyzed by a spe cial ses sion of Karabakh’s re gional coun cil, which
is sued a call for the prov ince’s trans fer to Ar me nia. In mid-March,
the lo cal party or ga ni za tion in Karabakh took a sim i lar po si tion.
Within weeks, Ar me ni ans were mo bi lized in a pan-national cam -
paign for Karabakh. Or ga nizing com mit tees for the Karabakh cam -
paign sprang up in fac to ries, col lec tive farms, schools, and in sti tutes. 
Workers staged gen eral strikes un prec e dented in So viet his tory, and
es tab lish ment in tel lec tu als co op er ated with party and gov ern ment
of fi cials to seek a “pos i tive so lu tion” to the Karabakh ques tion.

De spite some times tragic de vel op ments, in clud ing
anti-Armenian ri ots and kill ings in the Azerbaijani town of Sumgait,
tens of thou sands of Ar me ni ans re al ized that they could make party
and state or ga ni za tions work in their in ter ests and that they could
or ga nize pub lic pro tests with out fear of ret ri bu tion from Mos cow.
They lob bied mem bers of the re pub lic’s Su preme So viet, or par lia -
ment, threat en ing not to vote for them in up com ing elec tions if they
failed to sup port the pop u lar de mands. Once the broad-based so cial
move ment had ob tained a mea sure of po lit i cal power un imag in able
in the Brezh nev pe riod, few were will ing to give it up.

Mos cow’s fail ure to sat isfy Ar me nian de mands, com bined with 
this new sense of power and sol i dar ity ce mented by weeks of strikes
and pub lic pro tests, re in forced Ar me nian de ter mi na tion and em -
bold ened the pop u la tion to con tinue the strug gle for Karabakh. But
the or ga nized civic cam paign broad ened to in clude prob lems of the
en vi ron ment, Ar me nian cul ture, and other so cial and cul tural is sues. 
The old prac tice of co vert pol i tics and back room dis cus sions gave
way to pub lic pol i tics in the streets of Ar me nia and Karabakh, trans -
form ing them into com mon ground for hun dreds of thou sands of
Ar me ni ans—for merly sub jects, now cit i zens.

The scope and per sis tence of the Ar me nian move ment for
Karabakh also left its mark on the Azerbaijanis. His torically,
Azerbaijani na tion al ism formed in re ac tion to a dom i nant Ar me nian
na tion al ism, and this ten dency has been rep li cated in the Karabakh
move ment. Azerbaijanis, too, be gan or ga niz ing pro test ral lies to
prove them selves ca pa ble of greater po lit i cal so phis ti ca tion than
they ex hib ited in the vi o lent Sumgait ri ots. The themes were sim i lar
to the Ar me ni ans’: his tor i cal claim to Karabakh, dis tor tion of the is -
sues and the move ment by the news me dia in Mos cow, de mands for
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pro tec tion of their co-nationals in the neigh bor ing Ar me nian re pub -
lic. Just as Ar me ni ans had drawn on Le nin ist lan guage and the So -
viet con sti tu tion to ar tic u late their de mands, Azerbaijanis branded
Ar me nian ac tiv ism with the tra di tional So viet ep i thets of ex trem ism
and na tional chau vin ism and ac cused Ar me ni ans of vi o lat ing So viet
laws and the Le nin ist prin ci ple of friend ship of na tions.

Azerbaijani ac tiv ists, too, em braced a broad range of so cial and
cul tural is sues re volv ing around their new sense of cit i zen ship and
na tional iden tity. Dur ing the pub lic gath er ings in Baku, some
Azerbaijanis called for the elim i na tion of Karabakh’s au ton o mous
sta tus, but more au thor i ta tive voices ad vo cated in stead es tab lish ing
an Azerbaijani au ton o mous re gion in Ar me nia.4 If Ar me ni ans could
claim their na tional rights, so could Azerbaijanis.

Gorbachev’s re sponse was avoid ance. He main tained that the
ac cu mu la tion of prob lems for the Ar me ni ans of Karabakh was a Sta -
lin ist leg acy that had been left to fes ter dur ing the pe riod of stag na -
tion, the cur rent catch phrase for the lengthy Brezh nev era.
Gorbachev has yet to ad mit that the Karabakh cri sis was in part due
to the eth nic po lit i cal in sti tu tions that de fine So viet rule. At the party 
con fer ence last June he skirted di rect dis cus sions of the Karabakh
cri sis and in stead spoke vaguely of in creas ing the au ton omy of the
re pub lics. He has con tin ued to avoid the is sue by point ing to the con -
ces sions al ready made and by hold ing out the prom ise of a spe cial
party ple num de voted to na tion al ity prob lems some time this year.

Gorbachev ap par ently hoped that time would mit i gate the Ar -
me nian-Azerbaijani con flict. In stead, ten sions have in creased.
Growing frus tra tions re sulted in iso lated in ci dents of armed strife
be tween Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis un til late last fall, when the
con flict es ca lated to the verge of a civil war. Fearing that an up com -
ing meet ing on Mos cow’s pro ject for con sti tu tional re forms would
au tho rize Karabakh’s trans fer away from Azerbaijan, Azerbaijani
crowds at tacked the Ar me nian neigh bor hoods of Kirovabad, a city
north of the Karabakh prov ince. Anti-Armenian at tacks spread
through out the re pub lic, lead ing to a mass ex o dus of tens of thou -
sands of Ar me ni ans. Back in Ar me nia, Ar me ni ans re plied in kind, at -
tack ing Azerbaijani vil lages and forc ing thou sands of Azerbaijanis
out of the re pub lic. As each side wit nessed the vi o lence and mas sive
de por ta tions of their com pa tri ots from the neigh bor ing re pub lic,
Gorbachev and the Mos cow lead er ship stood help less. Ar me ni ans
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who had car ried Gorbachev’s por trait dur ing the spring ral lies now
joined Azerbaijanis in de nounc ing the cen tral gov ern ment for its in -
abil ity to main tain the se cu rity of So viet cit i zens out side their home
re pub lic.

The year-old cri sis be tween Ar me nia and Azerbaijan over the
iso lated Ar me nian moun tain dis trict of Karabakh has con fused the
So viet lead er ship. Gorbachev and his col leagues in Mos cow have cir -
cled round and round the is sue, try ing to re solve one of the most fun -
da men tal po lit i cal cri ses in con tem po rary So viet pol i tics with ad hoc
mea sures. In yet an other ini tia tive in De cem ber, prom i nent So viet
ac a de mi cian Andrei Sakharov went on a peace mak ing mis sion to the 
Transaucasus with full sup port from Gorbachev, but he re ceived a
luke warm re cep tion in Ar me nia and was sim ply re buffed in
Azerbaijan.

In frus tra tion, the Kremlin lead er ship has re treated to the
Brezhnevist tac tics of ar rests and in tim i da tion to un der cut the move -
ment’s strength. This may prove to be a se ri ous mis cal cu la tion. Over
the past year, thou sands of Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis have
learned the pol i tics of pro test, and both peo ples are pre pared to set -
tle in for their own ver sion of cit i zens’ move ment, So viet style.

NOTES

 1. “In ter view with Levon Ter Petrosyan,” Asbarez (Glen dale, Ca lif.), 24 De cem -
ber 1988.

 2. Ar me nian Weekly, 3 Oc to ber 1987.

 3. Azarbaijan (Baku), no. 2 (1988).

 4. Kommunist (Baku), 25 No vem ber, 3 De cem ber 1988.
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THE “KARABAKH SYNDROME” AND
AZERBAIJANI POLITICS

In fu ture his to ries of the So viet Un ion un der Mikhail
Gorbachev, Azerbaijan will hold a place of par tic u lar dis tinc tion.
The Azerbaijani re pub lic will be re mem bered as one of the first sites
where in de pend ent po lit i cal forces mo bi lized as a pop u lar move -
ment in the spirit of peres troika. At the same time, Azerbaijan will be
re corded in his tor i cal an nals as the first re pub lic to ex pe ri ence an
acute col lapse of the Sta lin ist sys tem of party rule and Brezhnevist
stag na tion along with the vi o lent re pres sion of po lit i cal forces mil i -
tat ing for a new, Gorbachev-style So viet pol i tics.

The pro cess of re form ini ti ated by the Gorbachev co ali tion in
Mos cow is fre quently per ceived as a top-down pro cess be gun at the
cen ter and ex tend ing to the pe riph ery. By con trast, the im pulse for
po lit i cal change in Azerbaijan came not from Mos cow but from
Azerbaijan’s own pe riph ery—the Nagorno-Karabakh Au ton o mous
Oblast (NKAO), a largely ru ral, Ar me nian-populated prov ince sit u -
ated on the re pub lic’s west ern bor der. Using the Gorbachevian lan -
guage of peres troika, glas nost, and de moc ra ti za tion, Ar me nian
dep u ties to the re gion’s pro vin cial coun cil gath ered on 20 Feb ru ary
1988, in the ad min is tra tive cen ter, Stepanakert, to ar tic u late in le gal
form their de cades-old as pi ra tions for un ion with Ar me nia. The en -
su ing con tra dic tions of change in Azerbaijan, marked by tense po lit -
i cal strug gle and punc tu ated with bloody intercommunal con flict,
reached a cli max with a fi nal round of anti-Armenian vi o lence in
Baku in mid-January 1990. The mas sive in ter ven tion of So viet troops 
in Azerbaijan’s cap i tal on 19–20 Jan u ary 1990 brought to a close the
ini tial pe riod of peres troika in Azerbaijan.

This ar ti cle ex am ines the or i gins of po lit i cal change in con tem -
po rary Azerbaijan, the trou bles at tend ing the ef forts to pro mote a
de moc ra tiz ing pol i tics, and the con tra dic tory im per a tives of re form
in a re pub lic with a multi-ethnic pop u la tion and com pet ing vi sions
of peres troika. While much of the ex pe ri ence of the past two years
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speaks to the unique his tor i cal and de mo graphic con di tions in
which a new kind of pol i tics emerged, de vel oped, and ul ti mately
failed in the re pub lic, the Azerbaijani case holds im por tant les sons
for the re form pro cess in other So viet re pub lics.

As in Azerbaijan, pol i tics in the Gorbachev era in all the So viet
re pub lics is a com pli cated pro cess of ne go ti a tion, com pro mise, and
re cur ring con flict in volv ing the lo cal and cen tral ap pa ra tuses of the
Com mu nist Party, newly form ing yet quite pow er ful in de pend ent
po lit i cal as so ci a tions, and pop u la tions that have largely failed to ex -
pe ri ence the ben e fits of a de moc ra tiz ing pol ity and a marketizing
econ omy. Given the mul ti na tional com po si tion of the pop u la tions in
the re pub lics—ag gra vated by the un equal dis tri bu tion of po lit i cal
power, cul tural pres tige, and eco nomic re sources—the im pli ca tions
of eth nic dif fer ences in form the larger set of com plex and trou ble -
some chal lenges to the suc cess of re form in the re spec tive re pub lics
and the So viet Un ion as a whole. It is thus the depth of the sim i lar i -
ties, and not the equally im por tant dif fer ences, that draws at ten tion
to Azerbaijan as an ex am ple of the ways in which con flicts be tween
the old sys tem and an emer gent new pol i tics can re sult in failed, and
po ten tially vi o lent, out comes.

INSTITUTIONAL ORIGINS OF CONTEMPORARY ETHNIC POLITICS

One of the fun da men tal in sti tu tional in no va tions car ried out by 
the So viet lead er ship in the wake of the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion was the
link ing of eth nic ity, ter ri tory, and po lit i cal ad min is tra tion in the pro -
cess of state-building. Termed “na tional state hood,” the So viet im -
age of a new form of the state was put into prac tice through the
cre ation of a hi er ar chi cal sys tem of eth no-territorial ad min is tra tive
di vi sions ex tend ing from the na tional re pub lic down to the na tional
dis trict (okrug). The build ing blocks of the new So viet fed er a tion thus 
did not sim ply rep li cate the geo graphic di vi sions ex ist ing un der
Tsar ist do min ion. Rather, the So viet fed eral sys tem fos tered new, na -
tional-territorial for ma tions that would con trib ute to the con sol i da -
tion of eth nic iden tity by in sti tu tion al iz ing na tion al ity at the level of
the state.
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The So viet pro cess of na tion-building was planned in or der to
co in cide with the for ma tion of the novel na tional-state struc tures.1
Cul tural or ga ni za tions, from state pub lish ing houses and min is tries
of cul ture and ed u ca tion to un ions of writ ers, art ists, ar chi tects, and
oth ers, were es tab lished to aid in cre at ing new cul tures or, at times,
ren o vat ing an cient cul tures. Pri macy in So viet cul tural con struc tion
was ac corded to the “in dig e nous” na tional com mu nity of the given
na tional-territorial ad min is tra tion, re ferred to as the “tit u lar na tion -
al ity” in West ern Sovietological dis course.

In Azerbaijan, for in stance, the ar tis tic un ions en gaged chiefly
in or ga niz ing and reg u lat ing the pro duc tion of a spe cif i cally
Azerbaijani cul ture. As a po lit i cal cor ol lary to the ben e fi cial ar range -
ments pro vided for the “in dig e nous” na tion al ity, other na tional
com mu ni ties liv ing in the re pub lic, ir re spec tive of how long they
had lived on the ter ri tory of the given re pub lic, were con sid ered
“nonindigenous” and es sen tially ex cluded from the broader pro cess
of re pub lic-based na tional-cultural de vel op ment. Ira nian-speaking
Talysh and Kurds, and Dagestani groups such as Lezgius and Avars,
as well as other smaller eth nic com mu ni ties res i dent in the
Azerbaijani re pub lic, were as sim i lated into the dom i nant
Azerbaijani na tion al ity. Na tional cul tural de vel op ment for other
com mu ni ties, such as the Ar me ni ans, with their stron ger sense of
eth nic iden tity forged in na tional in sti tu tions with a lon ger his tory,
was fre quently re stricted or sim ply ne glected.

At the level of the na tional re pub lic, then, tra di tional so cial
iden ti ties of the “in dig e nous” com mu nity, based on clan, re gion, ur -
ban res i dence, and even class, gave way un der So viet pol i cies to the
for ma tion of a mod ern, over arch ing eth nic iden tity de vel oped
through new po lit i cal and cul tural in sti tu tions in scribed in the na -
tional re pub lic. The state’s role in con sol i dat ing na tion-building is
es pe cially ev i dent in the case of Azerbaijan, where with the ex cep -
tion of the short-lived in de pend ent Re pub lic of Azerbaijan
(1918–1920), there was no prior his tory of in de pend ent, spe cif i cally
Azerbaijani state-building.

So viet power not only pro vided the Azerbaijanis with their first 
long-term and ex ten sive ex pe ri ence in na tional-state build ing, but it
also gave them their name. In the late nine teenth cen tury,
Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als had en gaged in lengthy de bates over how
to name their na tion, since they were var i ously re ferred to as Cau ca -
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sian Turks, Mus lims, or Tatars in of fi cial Tsar ist us age, as well as in
lo cal Rus sian and Ar me nian his tor i cal and lit er ary sources.2 Early
So viet ter mi nol ogy iden ti fied them as “Turk.” Be gin ning in the late
1930s, how ever, the in dig e nous pop u la tion of Azerbaijan was
reidentified as “Azerbaijani” (in Azerbaijani, “azärbayjanlï”).3

A pro gram of “nativization” (korenizatsiia) com ple mented the
na tion-building pro cess by fos ter ing the cre ation of a na tive eth nic
lead er ship through tar get pro grams of re cruit ment and train ing for
ser vice in the na tional re pub lic’s po lit i cal, eco nomic, and cul tural
ad min is tra tion. Korenizatsiia as a kind of in sti tu tion al ized pro gram
of “af fir ma tive ac tion” for the “in dig e nous” na tion al ity has re sulted
in the for ma tion of na tional elites in the na tional re pub lics.
Nativization also re sulted in the po lit i cal dis en fran chise ment of
so-called nonindigenous groups. This pol icy proved to be es pe cially
im por tant in le git i mat ing So viet power among the Azerbaijanis of
the re pub lic, who in the prerevolutionary pe riod had been dom i -
nated po lit i cally by the Tsar ist Rus sian ad min is tra tive elite and eco -
nom i cally by a mix of mainly Ar me nian and Rus sian en tre pre neurs.4
The es tab lish ment of So viet au thor ity in the re gion thus served to
dis en fran chise the Rus sian and, es pe cially, Ar me nian elites while it
em pow ered Azerbaijanis in the fields of po lit i cal ad min is tra tion and 
eco nomic man age ment. How ever, these So viet-sponsored po lit i cal
in sti tu tions and prac tices cre ated con di tions for the emer gence of
eth nic-based con flicts un der a more lib er al ized re gime.

KARABAKH AND THE ORIGINS OF
POLITICAL CHANGE IN AZERBAIJAN

Sev eral years into Gorbachev’s pro gram of po lit i cal and eco -
nomic re form, Azerbaijan was one of many re pub lics that re mained
aloof from the pro cesses of re newal emerg ing through out the So viet
Un ion.5 Kämrän Baghïrov, the first sec re tary of the Com mu nist
Party of Azerbaijan, was quite rep re sen ta tive of the at ti tudes of his
party or ga ni za tion. In ad dresses to re pub lic and all-Union party
meet ings, he barely paid lip ser vice to peres troika, glas nost, and de -
moc ra ti za tion. In prac tice, re form touched nei ther the Azerbaijani
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party ap pa ra tus and gov ern men tal ad min is tra tion nor Azerbaijani
so ci ety as a whole.

Al though in de pend ent po lit i cal forces have usu ally emerged in 
ur ban ar eas, a co ali tion for po lit i cal re newal in Azerbaijan first de -
vel oped among the Ar me ni ans liv ing in Nagorno-Karabakh—a re -
mote ru ral area along the re pub lic’s west ern bor der. The fact that the
first and most per sis tent bear ers of a glas nost-style po lit i cal ac tiv ism
in Azerbaijan emerged not among the ma jor ity Azerbaijanis but
from within the Ar me nian pop u la tion of the NKAO would set the
pro cess of po lit i cal change in the re pub lic along a trou bled, con tra -
dic tory path.

The move ment for the un ion of NKAO with the Ar me nian re -
pub lic is of ten cast in terms of a ter ri to rial con flict be tween the two
neigh bor ing re pub lics of Ar me nia and Azerbaijan. And the
Karabakh move ment did in deed de velop into an un prec e dented
inter-republican cri sis that by the fall of 1989 had grown into
full-scale war fare be tween the two re pub lics. How ever, con trary to
Azerbaijani crit ics who have sought to paint the move ment solely as
a prod uct of for eign Ar me nian ag i ta tion and in ter ven tion in
Azerbaijani af fairs pro moted by na tion al ist Ar me nian po lit i cal or ga -
ni za tions op er at ing out side the re pub lic and the So viet Un ion,6 the
move ment for Karabakh’s un ion with Ar me nia was ini ti ated—and
has been con tin ued—pri mar ily by the Ar me ni ans liv ing in the
NKAO it self.7 Given the na tional-state for ma tion of the So viet Un -
ion as out lined above, Karabakh Ar me nian ar gu ments for un ion
with the Ar me nian re pub lic can be seen more as an autochthonous,
ra tio nal re sponse to con tem po rary in sti tu tional con straints than as
the amor phous erup tion of la tent, pri mor dial eth nic and re li gious
sen ti ments.8

In deed, the list of Ar me nian com plaints in the cul tural sphere,
from underfunding of lo cal Ar me nian ed u ca tion to the lack of Ar me -
nian-language text books and tele vi sion broad casts, is com pre hen si -
ble in an in sti tu tional con text in which the state’s sub si di za tion of
cul tural de vel op ment fa vored the Azerbaijanis over other eth nic
com mu ni ties res i dent in Azerbaijan. In this re gard, the dra matic
mul ti pli ca tion of de mands for more cul tural ties be tween Karabakh
and the Ar me nian re pub lic re flects the his tor i cal lack of at ten tion
that Azerbaijani re pub li can min is tries have ac corded spe cif i cally Ar -
me nian in ter ests in the sphere of cul tural pro duc tion as much as it
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does the de sire for un ion with Ar me nia. In a re cent exposé on the ex -
tent of cul tural dis en fran chise ment in Karabakh, in struc tively en ti -
tled “Why and How All This Started,” an Ar me nian
cin e ma tog ra pher re counted a story of the shelv ing of a doc u men tary 
film ded i cated to the six ti eth an ni ver sary of the NKAO. The rea son,
the film-maker notes, was that the film was con sid ered by au thor i -
ties in Baku to be “too Ar me nian” in its con tent, de spite the fact that
it re counted the his tory of a re gion with a ma jor ity Ar me nian pop u -
la tion.9 A sim i lar pat tern was re flected in the com plaints of Ar me -
nian writ ers and jour nal ists in Baku, who ar gued that Ar me nian
na tional themes were not con sid ered a le git i mate field of lo cal cul -
tural ex pres sion in the Azerbaijani cap i tal.10

The leit mo tif of cul tural dis en fran chise ment runs through out
the Karabakh Ar me nian move ment, but this should not turn one’s
at ten tion away from equally im por tant is sues of po lit i cal and eco -
nomic au ton omy. In fact, one of the ear li est Ar me nian samiz dat texts,
orig i nat ing from Stepanakert in 1962, was much more stri dent and
ex pan sive on eco nomic prob lems than on cul tural is sues in the
NKAO. The com plaints raised in this doc u ment range from
underinvestment in the NKAO econ omy to nu mer ous ex am ples of
the sub or di na tion of lo cal en ter prises to the ad min is tra tive con trol of 
or ga ni za tions and other en ter prises lo cated in Baku and in other cit -
ies out side the au ton o mous oblast.11

Al most three de cades later, these same is sues form the nu cleus
of con tem po rary Ar me nian claims to eco nomic au ton omy in the
NKAO. Ma nip u lating the Gorbachevian lan guage of khozraschet
(self-financing and eco nomic self-management), Ar me -
nian-dominated en ter prises in the NKAO have cho sen to de velop
eco nomic ties with Ar me nia at the ex pense of ad min is tra tive link -
ages with the Azerbaijani econ omy. Thus, lo cal en ter prises have in -
creas ingly sought to pro duce man u fac tured goods and other
com mod i ties not ac cord ing to the Azerbaijani state plan but in line
with mar ket and plan ning needs in Ar me nia.

The vir tual in de pend ence of eco nomic de ci sion-making emerg -
ing in the NKAO has put an ironic twist on eco nomic de mands em a -
nat ing from Baku. While Azerbaijani econ o mists are ar gu ing for
greater de vo lu tion of eco nomic de ci sion-making to the re pub lic
level,12 the re fusal of NKAO en ter prises to sup ply Azerbaijani com -
mod ity mar kets and the ne go ti a tion by them of con tracts with firms
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based in the Ar me nian re pub lic have elic ited Azerbaijani con dem na -
tion of lo cal eco nomic au ton omy in the NKAO as a vi o la tion of
Azerbaijan’s sov er eignty and calls for the re as ser tion of re pub lic
con trol over the pro duc tion and dis tri bu tion of goods in Karabakh.

In po lit i cal af fairs, the Karabakh move ment threat ened the
Azerbaijani re pub lic not just with Ar me nian na tion al ism, but also
with in de pend ent po lit i cal ac tiv ity by tra di tional or gans of the party
and state con trol ap pa ra tus. One of the first eth nic-based splits in the 
Com mu nist Party ap pa ra tus un der Gorbachev took place be tween
the Com mu nist Party of Azerbaijan and the once-subordinate Ar me -
nian-controlled NKAO oblast party com mit tee (obkom). De spite ini -
tial hes i ta tion of party or ga ni za tions in the NKAO, by mid-March of
1988, the NKAO obkom pub licly backed the 20 Feb ru ary 1988 re -
quest by the NKAO oblast so viet of peo ple’s dep u ties for un ion with
Ar me nia. Faced with a lack of pos i tive re sponse from Mos cow and
Baku, NKAO po lit i cal au thor i ties have in creas ingly taken the man -
age ment of lo cal po lit i cal af fairs into their own hands.

KARABAKH AS CATALYST FOR ETHNIC ACTIVISM IN AZERBAIJAN

The NKAO Ar me nian move ment and sub se quent de vel op ment
of a po lit i cal cri sis over Karabakh cat a lyzed Azerbaijani con scious ness
not only about events in the trou bled re gion, but also about broader is -
sues fac ing the Azerbaijan SSR. None the less, Azerbaijanis rec og nize
the piv otal role that Ar me nian mil i tancy has played in in form ing
Azerbaijani na tional and po lit i cal self-awareness. In a re veal ing com -
men tary given to a Turk ish news pa per re porter, an Azerbaijani jour nal -
ist pro vided a con cise re flec tion on this phe nom e non.

We had a weak sense of sol i dar ity in the past and minded our
own busi ness. The de vel op ments [in the NKAO, Ar me nia, and
Azerbaijan] have helped to unite us. A na tional feel ing and state
of aware ness have emerged in the com mu nity for the first time.
We had not ob served this in the past. I can say that Azerbaijan has 
changed. It is as if the Ar me nian at ti tude has awak ened the peo -
ple and moved them to safe guard their rights.13
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Even a brief re view of the emer gence of in de pend ent
Azerbaijani pol i tics re flects the deep and de ci sive way that the Ar -
me nian move ment has in formed a range of is sues brought up by
Azerbaijanis. The re ac tive, at times even em u la tive, char ac ter of the
Azerbaijani move ment with re gard to the Ar me ni ans is clear. At pro -
tests in No vem ber 1988, for in stance, Azerbaijani mil i tants de -
manded that some form of au ton omy be es tab lished for Ar me nia’s
Azerbaijanis on the model of the NKAO in Azerbaijan. Such de -
mands were sub se quently re flected in the ar gu ments of Azerbaijani
in tel lec tu als pub lished in the re pub lic press.14

The pat tern of re ac tion to Ar me nian ac tiv ism at times led to
irony. An Azerbaijani jour nal ist, com ment ing on the Azerbaijani re -
sponse to Ar me nian ef forts to ex tract them selves from Azerbaijani
rule, ar gued that the Azerbaijanis wanted “the Ar me ni ans of
Nagorno-Karabakh to re spect Azerbaijani laws. They are act ing as if
they were free.”15 In this sense, Ar me nian “free dom” was seen as a
di rect chal lenge to Azerbaijani in ter ests in the re pub lic.

Azerbaijanis of ten at tempted to down play the ac tual stim u lus
that mo ti vated the can did ex pres sion of their con cern by shift ing fo -
cus from the NKAO to other prob lems in the re pub lic. The
Azerbaijani poet Hidayat, for ex am ple, con trasted the poor so cio eco -
nomic con di tions about which the Ar me ni ans of the NKAO were
com plain ing to the sit u a tion in Baku, which, he ar gued, was much
more se ri ous than in the au ton o mous prov ince.16 Sim i larly, af ter the
mas sa cre of Ar me ni ans in the in dus trial town of Sumgait in Feb ru -
ary 1988, the idea of “Sumgait” emerged in the Azerbaijani imag i na -
tion not as a trag edy of anti-Armenian vi o lence but as a
man i fes ta tion of the city’s en demic so cial, eco nomic, and en vi ron -
men tal prob lems.17 Azerbaijani jour nal ists fo cused their at ten tion
on the de struc tive ef fects of in dus trial pol lu tion in the area and the
si mul ta neous need for the de vel op ment of the lo cal econ omy and the 
ex pan sion of pub lic ser vices.18 In the spring of 1989, Azerbaijani
tele vi sion broad cast a pro gram on Sumgait that was much com -
mented on in the re pub lic press.19 En ti tled “Death Zone” (Ölü zona),
the broad cast iron i cally ig nored the mas sa cre of Ar me ni ans and
other ci vil ians in Sumgait to fo cus on the fa tal ef fects of in dus trial
pol lu tion on the city’s res i dents.
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THE POLITICS OF PARTY PARALYSIS

De spite the quick pace of events in early 1988, from the be gin -
ning of the pop u lar move ment in Karabakh and the mas sa cre of Ar -
me nian ci vil ians at the end of Feb ru ary to Mos cow’s an nounce ment
of a pro gram of so cial and eco nomic de vel op ment for the NKAO on
26 March, Azerbaijani po lit i cal au thor i ties were slow to re spond to
pres sures at home for a more ac tive stance with re gard to the Ar me -
nian move ment. At meet ings of the Cen tral Com mit tee of the Com -
mu nist Party of Azerbaijan in late April, party ac tiv ists, led by First
Sec re tary Baghïrov, fo cused pri mar ily on the se ri ous eco nomic sit u a -
tion fac ing the re pub lic and called for more party con trol and for im -
prove ment in the pro vi sion of so cial ser vices.

But the on go ing po lit i cal con flict over the sta tus of the NKAO
soon fully dis cred ited Baghïrov as re pub lic party chief. At a May
party ple num, the party named Äbdülrähman Väzirov, a for mer
Komsomol of fi cial and So viet am bas sa dor to Pa ki stan, to re place
Baghïrov as party first sec re tary. Väzirov faced a dou ble chal lenge.
On the one hand, he had to re vi tal ize the party or ga ni za tion in line
with the gen eral pro cess of po lit i cal and eco nomic re form oc cur ring
in the rest of the coun try. On the other hand, he had to re store so cial
or der and at tempt to re build the Azerbaijani pop u la tion’s con fi -
dence in a party that seemed to have been in ca pa ble of de fend ing
Azerbaijani na tional in ter ests from the threat of Ar me nian na tion al -
ism in the NKAO and in Ar me nia.

Väzirov’s vi sion of re newal in both the party and so ci ety de vel -
oped along fairly con ser va tive, al most pre dict able lines in the fol -
low ing months. The out lines of his strat egy were re flected in his
ad dress to the Nine teenth All-Union CPSU Con fer ence in July. Al -
most a third of his speech was de voted to ar tic u lat ing Azerbaijani
po si tions on the Karabakh cri sis, but he also fo cused on the po lit i cal
destabilization brought about by the party’s pa ral y sis and the ac cu -
mu la tion of un re solved so cial and eco nomic prob lems in the re pub -
lic. Re marking on the jus ti fied dis sat is fac tion of the Azerbaijani
pop u la tion, he em pha sized the need to “strengthen the lead ing role
of the party” and ar gued that “the Azerbaijani peo ple ties its hopes
and fu ture to the Com mu nist Party.” In this re gard, one of his pro -
posed so lu tions to the cur rent cri sis was the re in vig o ra tion of the
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party ap pa ra tus. Rem i nis cent of Yegor Ligachev’s po si tion at the
CPSU’s twenty-seventh con gress, Väzirov stressed the need for
cadre re newal through im proved re cruit ment and train ing and the
in tro duc tion of cadre ex changes and ro ta tion of du ties.20

Dur ing the late sum mer and fall of 1988, Väzirov be gan to pur -
sue his pro gram for the re newal of the party. In a short two and
one-half months, 43 sec re tar ies of dis trict and city party com mit tees,
in clud ing 22 party first sec re tar ies and 17 chair men of ur ban ex ec u -
tive com mit tees, were re placed.21 A Cen tral Com mit tee ple num in
mid-November adopted a mas sive re or ga ni za tion and stream lin ing
of the Azerbaijani party’s cen tral ap pa ra tus, to take ef fect from the
start of 1989. The num ber of Cen tral Com mit tee sec re tar ies was cut
from 6 to 5, and—mir ror ing the re duc tion of de part ments of the
CPSU Cen tral Com mit tee—Väzirov re duced the num ber of de part -
ments of the Azerbaijani Cen tral Com mit tee from 16 to 6. Viktor
Polyanichko, for merly a high-ranking So viet po lit i cal ad viser in Af -
ghan i stan, was ap pointed to the post of sec ond sec re tary of the
Azerbaijani party and named head of its re or ga nized Or ga ni za tional 
Party Work De part ment. In the course of the re struc tur ing, the party
slashed its reg u lar staff by 30 per cent—from 194 to 136 func tion ar ies. 
In ad di tion, as with the CPSU ap pa ra tus in Mos cow, new Cen tral
Com mit tee com mis sions were es tab lished, in clud ing an Over sight
Com mis sion to mon i tor the ac tiv ity of the re pub lic’s city and dis -
trict-level party or ga ni za tions. The or ga ni za tional struc ture of city
and dis trict party com mit tees was also stream lined.22

Väzirov sought to re new the party’s lead er ship in the so cial
sphere by ini ti at ing a se ries of new pro grams. The most press ing
prob lems in volved eco nomic de vel op ment and in vest ment, es pe -
cially in the poorer ru ral and moun tain ous re gions. At the Cen tral
Com mit tee’s Au gust ple num, party lead ers called for the cre ation of
new jobs in a num ber of the re pub lic’s dis tricts.23 In Oc to ber, the
party an nounced pro grams for the so cial and eco nomic de vel op -
ment of the Nakhchïvan au ton o mous re pub lic (ASSR), as well as of
dis tricts en com pass ing the plains por tion of Karabakh (as op posed
to Karabakh’s moun tain ous por tion, the NKAO).24 The party also
de voted at ten tion to the re pub lic’s ur ban ar eas. An im por tant new
hous ing pro gram de signed to over come the back log in the pro vi sion
of apart ments in both ur ban and ru ral dis tricts was an nounced by
Väzirov si mul ta neously with the Cen tral Com mit tee’s ple num of
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mid-November. One month later, the Azerbaijan Coun cil of Min is -
ters acted on a rec om men da tion from the party’s Cen tral Com mit tee
in an nounc ing a five-year pro gram of so cial and eco nomic mea sures
for Sumgait. The de vel op ment scheme, with a to tal price tag of 500
mil lion rubles, al lo cated nearly 300 mil lion rubles for in vest ment in
pub lic hous ing and so cial ser vices.25

De spite party re struc tur ing and an nounce ments of new so cial
pro grams, mass ral lies erupted in the Azerbaijani cap i tal on 17 No -
vem ber 1988. These stemmed from pop u lar dis sat is fac tion over a
num ber of is sues that the Azerbaijani party and state of fi cials were
fail ing to ad dress, in clud ing that of as sert ing re pub lic con trol over
the NKAO. In par tic u lar, Azerbaijanis were an gered by the con struc -
tion of new fa cil i ties in the NKAO’s Topkhana for est pre serve by an
alu mi num en ter prise head quar tered in the Ar me nian re pub lic. The
Topkhana con struc tion, au tho rized by Ar me nian of fi cials in the
NKAO but not by Baku, was in the Azerbaijani view yet an other Ar -
me nian vi o la tion of the Azerbaijan re pub lic’s sov er eignty.26 A col -
lec tive let ter writ ten by four Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als re flected the
pub lic’s de mands that the CPSU Cen tral Com mit tee and the USSR
Su preme So viet as sure Azerbaijan’s sov er eign rights in the NKAO in 
line with the cen tral gov ern ment’s con fir ma tion of Azerbaijan’s ter -
ri to rial in teg rity ex pressed on 18 July 1988.27 At the same time,
Azerbaijani dem on stra tions were fu eled by fears that an up com ing
ses sion of the USSR Su preme So viet on con sti tu tional re form would
lay the ground work for an even tual trans fer of the NKAO to the Ar -
me nian re pub lic.

The ral lies and dem on stra tions gained in ten sity and spread in
wid en ing cir cles af ter the USSR Su preme Court’s 21 No vem ber an -
nounce ment of a death sen tence for an Azerbaijani in volved in the
Sumgait mas sa cre of Feb ru ary 1988. Large meet ings were staged in
Baku, Kirovabad, Nakhchïvan, Shäki, and Zagatala, and smaller ral -
lies and dem on stra tions took place in Shamkhor, Äli Bayramlï,
Qädäbäy, Minqächevir, and Gutgashen.28 News from the NKAO
and Mos cow and fears of the per se cu tion of Azerbaijani cit i zens in
Ar me nia proper led to mass dis miss als of Ar me ni ans from jobs and
bouts of vi o lence against Ar me ni ans through out Azerbaijan. In the
city of Kirovabad, home to some 50,000 Ar me ni ans, Azerbaijani at -
tacks on Ar me nian neigh bor hoods and the ex pul sion of Ar me nian
res i dents from their homes de vel oped into bat tles with gov ern ment
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troops. A sim i lar pat tern of anti-Armenian vi o lence and con fron ta -
tions with troops was re peated in Baku and other Azerbaijani dis -
tricts hav ing Ar me nian mi nor ity pop u la tions. The re sult was a mass
ex o dus of Ar me ni ans from the re pub lic.

REASSERTING PARTY CONTROL

The “ag i tated days of No vem ber,” as the mass pro tests and vi o -
lence came to be known in the Azerbaijani press, re flected the po lit i -
cal quan dary fac ing Azerbaijan. A move ment of mass pro test
de vel oped in re ac tion to Ar me nian ac tions in the NKAO, cou pled
with the re luc tance of Azerbaijani of fi cial dom to ad dress con tra dic -
tory Ar me nian and Azerbaijani de mands, had led not only to the in -
ten si fi ca tion of interethnic an i mos ity and vi o lence, but also to a
wid en ing gulf be tween the party and an in creas ingly ac tiv ist
Azerbaijani so ci ety. At the same time, how ever, Azerbaijani mil i -
tants were as yet un able to or ga nize them selves into a co her ent po lit -
i cal move ment, and the party was able to take ad van tage of this to
sup press the trou ble some in de pend ent as so ci a tions and to re as sert
it self po lit i cally.

Mos cow’s es tab lish ment of a “spe cial gov ern ment ad min is tra -
tion” for the NKAO on 12 Jan u ary 1989, which came as a be lated
mea sure to fore stall the con tin u a tion of months of intercommunal
vi o lence in the re gion, helped to de fuse ten sions tem po rarily in the
au ton o mous oblast as well as in the rest of Azerbaijan. The in stal la -
tion in the NKAO of a gov ern men tal com mis sion un der the lead er -
ship of the Kremlin’s Karabakh trou ble shooter, Arkadii Vol’skii, was
greeted by the Azerbaijani party as an im por tant mea sure for bring -
ing greater con trol to the oblast. Azerbaijani of fi cials em pha sized
that the es tab lish ment of the Vol’skii com mis sion meant that the
NKAO was to re main within the Azerbaijan SSR, and they wel comed 
the sub se quent dis so lu tion of re cal ci trant, Ar me nian-dominated lo -
cal party and gov ern ment or ga ni za tions in the NKAO.29 These steps 
gave the  Azerbaijan party a brief re spite dur ing which to con cen -
trate on re build ing it self in ter nally and ex ter nally.

On the in ter nal front, the party took its cue from Mos cow’s con -
dem na tion of the in volve ment of party cad res in the vi o lence and ri -
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ot ing of the No vem ber days.30 Three full and two can di date
mem bers of the re pub lic party’s Bu reau, as well as sev eral mem bers
of the Cen tral Com mit tee, were re tired.31 Sim i larly, sev eral lead ing
cad res in the re pub lic Komsomol were stripped of their po si tions in
the youth or ga ni za tion’s Bu reau and Cen tral Com mit -
tee.<P6.5J243>32 In ad di tion, Väzirov un der took a more
broad-ranging purge of the party and se cu rity or gans dur ing De -
cem ber 1988 and early Jan u ary 1989. Com menting vaguely on the ex -
tent of dis miss als from the re pub lic’s KGB and Min is try of In ter nal
Af fairs, Väzirov noted that 2,532 cad res, in clud ing 612 in po si tions of 
lead er ship, were cen sured by the party, and 222 of fi cials were re -
moved from their posts. A to tal of 65 peo ple were ex pelled from the
ranks of the party and the Komsomol.33 How ever, de spite the broad
crit i cisms and forced re tire ments, many party func tion ar ies who had 
been in volved in the un rest ap par ently re mained in their po si -
tions.34

Prep a ra tions for March elec tions to the new USSR Con gress of
Peo ple’s Dep uties, a pro cess that in many other re pub lics pro vided
un prec e dented op por tu ni ties for the ex er cise of pop u lar power, in
Azerbaijan re flected the re gime’s con tin ued con ser va tism. Com plete 
elec tion re sults were never pub lished in the re pub lic press, but party
of fi cials boasted of the high pro por tion of “worker,” “peas ant,” and
“women” can di dates—in many cases far above the all-Union av er -
ages for these cat e go ries.35 This, and the re ported 98.5 per cent pub -
lic par tic i pa tion in the 26 March bal lot ing,36 evoked a Brezhnevist,
not a Gorbachevian, im age.

Al though in com plete press cov er age makes it dif fi cult to judge
ac cu rately, there ap pear to have been cer tain dis crep an cies be tween
the num ber of can di dates elected at the pre-electoral meet ings and
those for mally reg is tered as can di dates in the NKAO by the elec toral
com mis sions.37 A re view of lo cal press ac counts of dis cus sion meet -
ings and reg is tra tion of can di dates and of elec tion re sults pub lished
in Mos cow re veals the over all con ser va tive trends in Azerbaijan’s
sixty-three elec toral dis tricts. Leading Azerbaijani party and gov ern -
ment of fi cials were reg is tered as can di dates in fif teen dis tricts, and
lesser of fi cials ran in five oth ers. With the sole ex cep tion of party
chief Väzirov, party of fi cials never ran un op posed. Yet in ten of
eleven cases, Com mu nist Party of fi cials won their elec tion cam -
paigns against lesser of fi cials or work ers from fac to ries or farms.
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Six dis tricts had sin gle-candidate elec tions: these in cluded the
can di dacy of Väzirov in the Imishli na tional-territorial elec toral dis -
trict and of Vladi mir Chernavin, com mander-in-chief of the So viet
navy and a dep uty USSR min is ter of de fense, in the Länkäran ter ri to -
rial dis trict. In the Imishli dis trict, Väzirov’s can di dacy was dis -
cussed with those of two other in di vid u als, the first sec re tary of the
Füzuli dis trict party com mit tee and the head of the party or ga ni za -
tion at a lo cal col lec tive farm. Rather than chal lenge the re pub lic
party chief, the lat ter two nom i nees with drew from the con test and
backed Väzirov as the dis trict’s sole can di date. Dur ing the elec tion
cam paign fol low ing the elec toral com mis sions’ of fi cial reg is tra tion
of can di dates, the press high lighted vis its by Väzirov and other
party-backed can di dates to their re spec tive dis tricts for meet ings
with vot ers.38

In a num ber of cases, three and even four can di dates ran for a
sin gle seat, but most of these were in the eleven dis tricts where con -
tests were among fe males and of ten quite young peas ants and work -
ers. In the Yevlakh ter ri to rial dis trict, which is prob a bly not atyp i cal,
elec tors ul ti mately en dorsed can di dates that they con sid ered to lack
the nec es sary qual i fi ca tions for dep uty, in clud ing knowl edge of the
Rus sian lan guage.39

TOWARD A POPULAR MOVEMENT

As the re pub lic party moved to re con sol i date power, in de pend -
ent forces were hav ing trou ble es tab lish ing them selves on the re pub -
lic po lit i cal scene. The first con certed ef fort to es tab lish in de pend ent
Azerbaijani po lit i cal as so ci a tions seems to have emerged dur ing the
“ag i tated No vem ber days” of 1988. In an ar ti cle pub lished on the
first page of the re pub lic’s lit er ary weekly, Babäk Ädaläti ex plained
that he and other like-minded in di vid u als had come to gether to form 
what he var i ously re ferred to as a “peo ple’s front” or a “peo ple’s na -
tional front.”40 Adaläti’s pri mary con cern was the ex pan sion of re la -
tions with South ern Azerbaijan—that is, the Azerbaijani pop u la tion
of north ern Iran. The pop u lar ap peal of this theme, one never ad -
dressed by Azerbaijani of fi cial dom, would even tu ally ex ac er bate
ten sions in an al ready destabilized Azerbaijan.41
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This ini tial at tempt at form ing a pop u lar front move ment was
frus trated be fore it re ally even got off the ground. Azerbaijani mil i -
tants ac tive in the pro test ral lies at the time traced its fail ure to gov -
ern ment re pres sion.42 Af ter the im po si tion of mar tial law
through out the re pub lic in late No vem ber, au thor i ties ar rested nu -
mer ous Azerbaijanis who had played a cen tral role in speak ing to the 
crowds as sem bled in Baku’s Le nin Square and charged them with
anti-Soviet ag i ta tion and other vi o la tions of the law. At the Acad emy
of Sci ences and other cul tural in sti tu tions, in tel lec tu als who had
helped in cite the crowds were sub jected to crit i cism and even dis -
missal.43

The po lit i cal en vi ron ment in Azerbaijan was hardly con du cive
to the for ma tion of in de pend ent po lit i cal as so ci a tions. Azerbaijani
po lit i cal life was marked by the con tin ued he ge mony of an en -
trenched party elite that was only be gin ning to be trans formed un -
der the party’s rel a tively new lead er ship. Party of fi cials con demned
the in de pend ent ac tiv ists as “semi-literate, ideo log i cally un prin ci -
pled, and ir re spon si ble.”44 Väzirov re ferred met a phor i cally to the
pro lif er a tion of in de pend ent pub lish ing in the re pub lic as a case of
“ideo log i cal AIDS.”45

Of fi cial in tran si gence was only part of the story. Just as im por -
tant a fac tor in the fail ure of a more ef fec tive in de pend ent
Azerbaijani po lit i cal move ment to emerge was what I would call the
“Karabakh syn drome.” The re lent less in sis tence of the NKAO Ar me -
ni ans on self-determination re peat edly called for Azerbaijani re ac -
tions and made it dif fi cult for the Azerbaijani move ment to shift the
fo cus of its ac tiv ity and of pop u lar Azerbaijani at ti tudes to ward
more broad-based na tional eman ci pa tion, ir re spec tive of the
Karabakh cri sis.46

In March 1989, some two dozen in tel lec tu als or ga nized an “ini -
tia tive group” for an Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front (APF). The group’s
gov ern ing coun cil was com posed en tirely of mid dle-level in tel lec tu -
als, in clud ing jour nal ists and sci en tific re search ers at the Azerbaijani 
Acad emy of Sci ences, all of whom were of Azerbaijani na tion al ity.
Most of the re main ing mem bers of the ini tia tive group had a sim i lar
pro file, al though it in cluded a sprin kling of work ers and two Rus -
sians—one an en gi neer and the other an econ o mist. The ad vi sory
coun cil of the ini tia tive group in cluded sev eral prom i nent
Azerbaijani writ ers such as Ismayïl Shïkhlï, Yusif Sämädoghlu, and
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Sabir Rüstämkhanlï, but with these ex cep tions, writ ers were at first
no ta bly ab sent from the ranks of the APF’s lead er ship.47

The Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front was not an um brella group for
pre vi ously ex ist ing or ga ni za tions but rather was com posed mainly
of in di vid u als. This is an im por tant dis tinc tion, since the APF’s for -
ma tion did not re flect an at tempt to build a co ali tion be tween or ga ni -
za tions that had al ready worked out their own re spec tive pro grams
and con cerns re gard ing po lit i cal, eco nomic, cul tural, or en vi ron -
men tal is sues. Rather, as an as so ci a tion at tempt ing to ac com mo date
vary ing in ter ests and po lit i cal ori en ta tions of di verse in di vid u als,
the APF con tained within its own in ter nal or ga ni za tional struc ture
the pos si bil ity of sharp po lit i cal di vi sions and even tual frag men ta -
tion.

A cen tral po lit i cal aim of the Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front was,
pre dict ably, re jec tion of Ar me nian claims to self-determination in
the NKAO and main te nance of the ter ri to rial in teg rity of the
Azerbaijani re pub lic. The APF also en vi sioned a broad pro gram with 
re spect to po lit i cal, eco nomic, cul tural, and en vi ron men tal is sues in
Azerbaijan. In con trast to the pop u lar fronts in the Bal tic re pub lics,
the APF did not as sert near- or long-term claims for the sep a ra tion of
Azerbaijan from the So viet pol ity; in stead, it fo cused on en hanced
po lit i cal and eco nomic sov er eignty for the Azerbaijani re pub lic
within the con text of the So viet fed eral state.48

The no tion of sov er eignty, a piv otal con cept in the pro gram put
for ward by the APF, com prised two dis tinct aims, one with ex ter nal,
the other with in ter nal di men sions. With re spect to the fed eral struc -
ture of the So viet Un ion, APF ac tiv ists called for greater de vo lu tion
of de ci sion-making au thor ity and au ton omy to the Azerbaijani re -
pub lic in its deal ings with both the cen ter and the other un ion re pub -
lics. Within Azerbaijan it self, the APF pro gram de manded the
es tab lish ment of sov er eign Azerbaijani con trol over the re pub lic’s
po lit i cal, so cio eco nomic, and cul tural life, as well as over the nat u ral
re sources of the re pub lic. One of the key points of the APF’s pro gram
was the ex ten sion of Azerbaijani sov er eignty to the en tire ter ri tory of 
the re pub lic, in clud ing the NKAO and the Nakhchïvan ASSR.

The APF’s vi sion of sov er eignty nec es sar ily called for an end to
the vi o la tion of the re pub lic’s rights by ex ter nal forces—namely,
Mos cow and the Ar me nian re pub lic—as well as by in ter nal
forces—that is, the Ar me ni ans of the NKAO. In this re gard, the APF
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ac tiv ists con demned the ac tiv i ties of the NKAO’s spe cial gov ern -
ment com mis sion headed by Arkadii Vol’skii as a case of Mos cow’s
in ter fer ence in the do mes tic af fairs of the re pub lic. Sim i larly to the
Azerbaijani party lead er ship and pro test ers at pub lic ral lies, the
Azerbaijani Front con demned what it viewed as re peated Ar me nian
vi o la tions of Azerbaijani sov er eignty, whether the sources of such
ac tiv i ties em a nated from the Ar me nian re pub lic or from Ar me nian
mil i tants within the NKAO it self. Thus, the APF’s ap peal for the re -
pub lic’s eco nomic sov er eignty im plied at once greater au ton omy for
Azerbaijan in its for eign eco nomic re la tions—whether within or be -
yond the USSR’s bor ders—and the re in te gra tion of en ter prises in the 
NKAO back into the Azerbaijani econ omy.

De spite the APF’s rel a tively mod er ate pro gram of re form in the
re pub lic, it was re peat edly shunned by the re pub lic’s po lit i cal es tab -
lish ment. Of fi cial ar gu ments on be half of de moc ra ti za tion of the re -
pub lic’s po lit i cal life were of ten cou pled with con dem na tions of
“meet ing dic ta tor ship,” a ref er ence to the fact that the in de pend ent
or ga ni za tions in Azerbaijan of ten de vel oped out of par tic i pa tion in
ral lies held in the re pub lic’s pub lic squares.49 Af ter the for ma tion of
the APF ini tia tive group, Azerbaijani ac tiv ists ap plied to the Su -
preme So viet of the Azerbaijan SSR for le gal iza tion. But in con for -
mity with the con ser va tive prin ci ples of the Väzirov lead er ship, the
Azerbaijani leg is la ture did not even de bate the is sue.

In April 1989, top Azerbaijani party of fi cials, in clud ing Väzirov, 
had sev eral un pub li cized meet ings with rep re sen ta tives of the APF
to dis cuss pros pects for the or ga ni za tion’s le gal iza tion. These early
at tempts at ne go ti a tion failed. The party con demned the APF’s al -
leged as pi ra tions to chal lenge party he ge mony in the re pub lic and
for the time be ing re fused to have fur ther con tacts with the group.

Dur ing Au gust and Sep tem ber, the APF or ga nized in creas ingly
large ral lies and strikes. Väzirov con demned these ac tions, ar gu ing
that they would only dis tract from the so lu tion of the re pub lic’s
“real” prob lems and weaken the strug gle for Azerbaijani sov er -
eignty.50 As un rest in the re pub lic grew, the party first sec re tary
even tu ally be gan to speak as if he was will ing to ne go ti ate with pop -
u lar forces, but he re fused to name as his ne go ti at ing part ner the
Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front.51 The party ap par ently hoped that the
APF would some how sim ply dis ap pear from the Azerbaijani po lit i -
cal scene if it were not of fi cially rec og nized. (The au thor i ties dealt
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more harshly with smaller in de pend ent as so ci a tions, such as Birlik
[Unity], a group seek ing a un ion of So viet and Ira nian Azerbaijan.
Po lice forc ibly dis persed a Birlik rally in early July and ar rested lead -
ers of the or ga ni za tion.)52

In the months fol low ing the for ma tion of the ini tia tive group,
the APF had re mained largely an iso lated group of in tel lec tu als that
failed to win ei ther the ac tive par tic i pa tion of the Baku-based
Azerbaijani in tel lec tual elite or ef fec tive sup port from Azerbaijani
so ci ety at large. This pat tern per sisted even af ter the front’s of fi cial
found ing con gress, held in Baku in mid-July 1989. The prom i nent
Azerbaijani poet Bäkhtiyar Vahabzadä ar gued that “other re pub lics
have pop u lar fronts, why should n’t we have one?”53 But struc tural
im ped i ments block ing the growth of the pop u lar front in Azerbaijan
were stron ger than con vic tions in Azerbaijan sup port ing such an or -
ga ni za tion. In gen eral Azerbaijani so ci ety proved it self to be es sen -
tially con ser va tive and failed to share the APF’s ded i ca tion to the
Gorbachevian ide als of po lit i cal and eco nomic re form or to lend ac -
tive sup port to the move ment. In stead, both out side and within the
front, pop u lar par tic i pa tion in Azerbaijani pol i tics re mained pred i -
cated on anti-Armenian sen ti ments and an in tense in ter est in the
Karabakh cri sis.

The rel a tively con ser va tive spirit of Azerbaijani so ci ety was
com pounded by the in flux dur ing the fall of 1988 of nearly 200,000
Azerbaijani ref u gees dis placed from the Ar me nian coun try side, plus 
nu mer ous ref u gees from the NKAO it self. The ref u gees, who
flooded into Azerbaijan’s ur ban and ru ral dis tricts, had been trau -
ma tized by the com bi na tion of psy cho log i cal ter ror and pe ri odic vi o -
lence against them and en tered a so ci ety al ready strained by high
un em ploy ment, an en demic hous ing short age, and a rel a tively poor
dis tri bu tion of so cial ser vices, not to men tion the po lit i cal cri sis over
the NKAO.54 In this set ting, the ref u gees of ten emerged as the most
ac tive el e ments in Azerbaijani so ci ety and also the ones most per me -
ated with anti-Armenianism. APF ac tiv ists could not ex pect ap peals
for po lit i cal and eco nomic re form to res o nate strongly with the
Azerbaijani pop u la tion and faced the un happy pros pect that only an
anti-Armenian, NKAO-oriented plat form could bring thou sands of
Azerbaijani sup port ers into the streets.

In the APF’s in ter nal strug gle be tween ef forts to ex pand the
agenda  seek ing the de moc ra ti za tion of Azerbaijan and the temp ta -
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tion to ca ter to the acutely anti-Armenian ori en ta tion of the
Azerbaijani pop u lace, the Karabakh syn drome proved the more
pow er ful force. Even Azerbaijan’s in tel lec tual main stream re mained 
aloof and sus pi cious of the APF and its in creas ingly rad i cal po lit i cal
strat e gies, pre fer ring to play a cau tious game by shun ning the front
and fo cus ing on Karabakh as the re pub lic’s pri mary prob lem. Thus,
in late Au gust, sev eral hun dred Azerbaijani in tel lec tu als or ga nized,
with of fi cial con sent, a Com mit tee for Aid to Karabakh that could
serve as an al ter na tive to the front and chan nel pop u lar dis con tent
to ward the nar row goal of se cur ing Azerbaijani rights over the
NKAO.55

By that time, the po lit i cal strug gle be tween Azerbaijan and the
NKAO had in ten si fied. The se ries of at tacks and coun ter at tacks that
had be come com mon in and around the NKAO were on the rise. And 
the Ar me ni ans of the NKAO, con vinced that the Vol’skii com mis sion 
was im ple ment ing pro-Azerbaijani pol i cies in the re gion, or ga nized
un au tho rized elec tions to a Na tional Coun cil to re place the spe cial
gov ern ment com mis sion.56 Pre vented from es tab lish ing di rect un -
ion with Ar me nia, the Na tional Coun cil fash ioned it self as the only
le git i mate au thor ity in the oblast and is sued a proc la ma tion of in de -
pend ence to add an aura of le gal ity to what had long since be come a
po lit i cal fact.

Par a dox i cally, the Azerbaijanis viewed the Vol’skii com mis sion 
with equal sus pi cion, but con demned it for fa cil i tat ing the NKAO’s
un ion with Ar me nia and sub vert ing Azerbaijani sov er eignty over
the re gion. The es tab lish ment of an in de pend ent Ar me nian Na tional
Coun cil in the NKAO only ex ac er bated Azerbaijani re sis tance to the
Ar me nian move ment and cat a lyzed Azerbaijani pop u lar op po si tion
to Azerbaijan re pub lic au thor i ties, who ap peared more and more in -
ca pa ble of re stor ing Azerbaijani con trol over the NKAO.57

In this con text, the APF ini ti ated ap peals for a se ries of in dus -
trial strikes in the re pub lic in or der both to force the gov ern ment to
rec og nize the APF as a le git i mate po lit i cal force rep re sent ing
Azerbaijani pub lic opin ion and to ob tain the re es tab lish ment of di -
rect Azerbaijani rule through out the re pub lic’s ter ri tory, in clud ing
the elim i na tion of the Vol’skii com mis sion in the NKAO. Be yond
these cen tral con cerns, the APF also de manded the nul li fi ca tion of
the March elec tions, the lift ing of the cur few im posed in re sponse to
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the No vem ber 1988 dem on stra tions, and the re lease of im pris oned
po lit i cal ac tiv ists.58

De spite the pow er ful mo men tum cre ated by the strike move -
ment, Azerbaijani po lit i cal au thor i ties con tin ued to shun the front
and its pro gram for a res o lu tion of the Karabakh cri sis. In re sponse,
APF ac tiv ists in ten si fied their strug gle by call ing for a rail way strike
to pre vent the trans port of sup plies to both the NKAO and the Ar me -
nian re pub lic. Al though it was termed “eco nomic ter ror ism” in the
Ar me nian press and was more widely viewed as a “block ade,”
Azerbaijani ac tiv ists de fended the cam paign as a case of “eco nomic
sanc tions” or “re ac tive eco nomic mea sures” against vi o la tions of
Azerbaijan’s na tional-territorial sov er eignty.59 APF rep re sen ta tives
also viewed the rail way strike as an im por tant tac tic in forc ing party
au thor i ties in Azerbaijan to le gal ize the front and ac cede to a se ries of 
other APF de mands. Ac cord ing to APF Ex ec u tive Board mem ber
Äbulfäz Äliyev, the front did not ex clude the pos si bil ity of or ga niz -
ing a gen eral re bel lion.60

THE APF AND THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF
AZERBAIJANI CHAUVINISM

Faced with unabating strikes and ral lies at home and with
threats from Mos cow over its fail ure to ter mi nate the trans por ta tion
block ade, the Com mu nist Party of Azerbaijan granted a se ries of
con ces sions to the APF, in clud ing an ex traor di nary ses sion of the re -
pub lic’s Su preme So viet in mid-September at which front rep re sen -
ta tives were per mit ted to speak. Ful filling de mands of APF ac tiv ists,
the re pub lic leg is la ture voted to abol ish the Vol’skii com mis sion and
to be gin draft ing laws on Azerbaijan’s po lit i cal and eco nomic sov er -
eignty.

In spite of the per mis sion granted to the front to par tic i pate in
the Su preme So viet ses sion and the in cor po ra tion of points from the
APF po lit i cal plat form into state pol icy, the le gal and po lit i cal sta tus
of the Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front it self re mained un cer tain. Ac cord -
ing to an APF rep re sen ta tive, party chief Väzirov at one point in the
leg is la tive de bate threat ened to have front rep re sen ta tives ar -
rested.61 With strikes con tin u ing through out the re pub lic into Oc to -
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ber, rep re sen ta tives of the APF and the Com mu nist Party held tense,
lengthy ne go ti a tions that fi nally brought le gal iza tion of the front.
Al though the party lead er ship ac ceded to the le gal iza tion, it re -
mained deeply hos tile to the front ac tiv ists. Whereas the le gal iza tion
of in de pend ent po lit i cal as so ci a tions in Ar me nia and the Bal tic re -
pub lics to a great de gree marked a wa ter shed in the party’s tol er a -
tion of or ga ni za tional ri vals, in Azerbaijan talks over the rec og ni tion
of the front were con ducted in an at mo sphere of cri sis and threats of
con tin ued strikes.

THE LAW ON SOVEREIGNTY

Apart from the ini ti a tion of pub lic dis cus sions of a draft law on
the re pub lic’s eco nomic in de pend ence, one other achieve ment that
fol lowed in the wake of the leg is la ture’s spe cial ses sion was the
draft ing of a law on sov er eignty. This law was pro mul gated in its fi -
nal form in late Sep tem ber and pub lished in the press in early Oc to -
ber.62 It es tab lished the le gal ba sis for re ject ing fed eral laws that
con tra dict re pub lic laws, but the law was in es sence a mod er ate one,
since the Azerbaijan SSR was pro claimed a “sov er eign so cial ist
state” within the So viet fed er a tion and not a state in de pend ent of the 
So viet pol ity.

The Azerbaijani law on sov er eignty is note wor thy for the ways
in which it ap plies the con cept of sov er eignty within the re pub lic, es -
pe cially con sid er ing the ex tent to which de bates over the law re -
volved around the Karabakh cri sis.63 Pro claimed as a law of the
Azerbaijan SSR’s sov er eignty, the law was in fact a proc la ma tion of
the Azerbaijani na tion‘s sov er eignty over the re pub lic. The law pre -
am ble re fers to the So viet Un ion not as a fed er a tion of in de pend ent
na tional re pub lics but as a “so cial ist fed er a tion of So viet na tions.”
The Azerbaijani lan guage was re con firmed as the state lan guage,64
and the re pub lic’s land and nat u ral re sources were de fined as “na -
tional wealth” be long ing to “the Azerbaijani peo ple.” Ac cord ing to
the law, Azerbaijani sov er eignty ex tends through out the re pub lic,
in clud ing the NKAO and the Nakhchïvan ASSR. The bor ders of the
re pub lic are not to be changed with out ap proval by a pop u lar ref er -
en dum—that is, with out the ap proval of the Azerbaijani na tion.
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In con nec tion with the re as ser tion of le gal au thor ity over the
NKAO, the law notes that the re pub lic re tains the in de pend ent right
to re solve all in ter nal prob lems , and it in cludes ar ti cles by vir tue of
which the re pub lic gov ern ment can pro claim mar tial law in any dis -
trict of the re pub lic and es tab lish or elim i nate au ton o mous dis tricts
within its sov er eign ju ris dic tion. This as pect of the law was in part a
re sponse to APF de mands that the Karabakh cri sis be rec og nized as
an in ter nal Azerbaijani prob lem that could not be de cided in Mos -
cow, Yerevan, or Stepanakert, but only in Baku.65 Thus, the law es -
tab lished the le gal frame work for a po ten tial “res o lu tion” of the
Karabakh cri sis by the im po si tion of mar tial law un der Azerbaijani
aus pices in the re gion or the sim ple ab o li tion of the in sti tu -
tional-administrative ba sis of Karabakh Ar me nian claims to
self-determination and sep a ra tion from the Azerbaijani re pub lic.

THE END OF AZERBAIJANI REFORM

Of fi cial rec og ni tion of the APF’s sta tus as a rep re sen ta tive of the 
Azerbaijani peo ple had the per verse ef fect of ex pos ing the front’s rel -
a tively weak au thor ity over the pop u lar move ment in Azerbaijan.
With only ten u ous sup port from the Baku in tel li gen tsia and rel a -
tively lit tle con trol over the pop u lar move ment on whose shoul ders
it had risen to prom i nence, front ac tiv ists were un able to keep their
part of the bar gain with the party and con vince strik ers to put an end
to the eco nomic sanc tions against Ar me nia and the NKAO that they
had spear headed.66

The con tin u ing Azerbaijani rail way block ade of the NKAO and
Ar me nia served only to heighten the de ter mi na tion of Ar me nian na -
tion al ists in the NKAO and in Ar me nia to take con trol of the oblast.
The in creas ingly in tran si gent po si tions of both Ar me ni ans and
Azerbaijanis led to ex panded armed con flict be tween the two ri val
pop u la tions in the NKAO. Dur ing the fall of 1989, raids and coun -
ter-raids that had be come com mon place in and around the NKAO
mul ti plied and spread to the Ar me nian-Azerbaijani and Ar me -
nian-Nakhchïvan bor der re gions. Al though So viet spokespeople
were hes i tant to ac cept in quis i tive West ern cor re spon dents’ char ac -
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ter iza tion of the con flict as “civil war,” the south ern Cau ca sus was
in deed in a full-scale state of war.67

Faced with in creas ingly stri dent vi o lence, Mos cow again in ter -
vened with ir res o lute po lit i cal mea sures. At the end of No vem ber,
cen tral au thor i ties de cided to abol ish the Vol’skii com mis sion, which 
had proven in ca pa ble of re solv ing the lo cal ten sions. By re es tab lish -
ing Azerbaijani rule over the NKAO, Mos cow thus re turned the re -
gion to a vir tual sta tus quo ante. A new, re pub lic-level over sight
com mit tee, ap pointed by the Pre sid ium of the Azerbaijani Su preme
So viet and staffed pri mar ily by eth nic Azerbaijani of fi cials, was to
take over the day-to-day man age ment of the NKAO un til lo cal party
and state or ga ni za tions could be re sus ci tated.68 To com pound its
mis take, Mos cow re as signed au thor ity for se cu rity func tions in the
NKAO to agen cies of the Azerbaijan re pub lic, clearly a dan ger ous
step con sid er ing the con tin u ing Ar me nian-Azerbaijani hos til i ties.

In Azerbaijan, es pe cially among party of fi cials, Mos cow’s de ci -
sion was em braced as a step to ward re stor ing Azerbaijani sov er -
eignty in the NKAO, al though in prac tice the oblast re mained
be yond the con trol of Azerbaijani au thor i ties. The Ar me nian re -
sponse was pro claimed in Yerevan in a mat ter of days, when in a
joint leg is la tive ses sion, the NKAO’s Na tional Coun cil and the Ar -
me nian Su preme So viet de clared the uni fi ca tion of the two ter ri to -
ries un der a sin gle Ar me nian gov ern ment.69 In the NKAO it self,
Ar me nian au thor i ties re fused to deal with the newly or ga nized over -
sight com mit tee and sought fur ther ex pan sion of po lit i cal, eco nomic, 
and cul tural re la tions with the Ar me nian re pub lic.

With the fail ure of po lit i cal so lu tions to the cri sis, war raged on
be tween Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis in the bor der ar eas. And the
Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front, de spite its en hanced po si tion in so ci ety,
re mained ex cluded from mean ing ful par tic i pa tion in pol icy-making
in Baku. In this sit u a tion, the Pop u lar Front’s in ter nal di vi sions
verged on frag men ta tion. Using the Pop u lar Front’s name,
Azerbaijani mil i tants at tacked party and Min is try of In ter nal Af fairs
of fices in the south ern dis tricts of Jälilabad and Länkäran in De cem -
ber. By the new year, or ga nized groups of Azerbaijani mil i tants with
no ap par ent ties to the Baku-based APF at tacked posts along the So -
viet-Iranian bor der in Nakhchïvan to force an open ing to South ern
Azerbaijan. Pro testers re it er ated long-standing de mands for the ex -
pan sion of di rect re la tions with the large Azerbaijani pop u la tion in
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Iran, as well as the right of Azerbaijani ref u gees from Ar me nia to set -
tle on lands in the wide, un cul ti vated So viet-Iranian bor der zone.70
Rep re sen ta tives of the APF sought meet ings with the re pub lic au -
thor i ties and the pro test ers in a vain at tempt to re store or der, but un -
rest con tin ued for weeks.

Finally, in mid-January 1990, an gry Azerbaijani pro test ers in
the city of Baku turned on the rem nants of the city’s Ar me nian ci vil -
ian pop u la tion for a fi nal round of mur der, pil lage, and de por ta tion.
Hardly ac tive par tic i pants in the mil i tant na tion al ist move ments
forged in the NKAO, the Baku Ar me ni ans were none the less an eas ily 
ac ces si ble tar get for the ex pres sion of Azerbaijani frus tra tions. For
al most a week, groups of Azerbaijanis preyed upon the of ten el derly, 
de fense less Ar me nian res i dents of a city that tra di tion ally prided it -
self on in ter na tion al ism and multi-ethnic tol er ance.

In the con text of armed war in the NKAO, un rest along the
Azerbaijani-Iranian bor ders, and the reeruption of anti-Armenian
vi o lence in the cap i tal, the en demic po lit i cal pa ral y sis of the Com -
mu nist Party of Azerbaijan was quickly trans formed into acute po lit -
i cal col lapse. Party ap peals for calm and an end to vi o lence in Baku
that ap peared in news pa pers and were broad cast by the re pub lic’s
mass me dia fell on deaf ears among a pop u la tion that had lost all
con fi dence in the party ap pa ra tus. Within the Azerbaijani party it -
self, of fi cials as high as Bu reau mem ber Häsän Häsänov pub licly
con demned the party’s pa ral y sis and po lit i cal mis takes.71

The mount ing po lit i cal cri sis and so cial chaos even tu ally
brought Mos cow’s dec la ra tion of mar tial law, first in the NKAO and
then in Baku, and the mas sive in tro duc tion of So viet troops in the re -
pub lic. It is prob a bly too early to piece to gether the chain of rap idly
un fold ing events in De cem ber and Jan u ary and the el e ments of de ci -
sion-making that led to the in ter ven tion of So viet troops in
Azerbaijan over 19–20 Jan u ary 1990.72 Ir re spec tive of any pur ported 
in tent, in prac tice So viet au thor i ties de layed the in tro duc tion of
troops un til the re mains of Baku’s Ar me nian pop u la tion had been
killed or ex pelled. Only then did the cen tral gov ern ment ex er cise its
pre rog a tive to re store or der in Azerbaijan through the of ten bru tal
re pres sion of Azerbaijani pop u lar forces, ap par ently dis crim i nat ing
lit tle be tween those who were vi o lent and those who were not. First
Sec re tary Väzirov was ousted on 20 Jan u ary, and was re placed four
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days later by the chair man of the re pub lic’s Coun cil of Min is ters,
Ayaz Niyaz oghlu Mütälibov, a re search en gi neer.73

It is per haps both fit ting and ironic that si mul ta neously with
the de struc tion of Baku’s Ar me nian com mu nity, at tempts at re form
in Azerbaijan were also dealt a fa tal blow. The con ser va tive moves
to ward po lit i cal re form un der Väzirov, pro moted as they were in
con di tions of un abated cri sis over the NKAO, con trib uted to the to -
tal dis in te gra tion of the party’s so cial au thor ity and or ga ni za tional
in teg rity. More over, the at tempts at dem o cratic co ali tion-building
un der the aus pices of the APF, rad i cal ized by its long ex clu sion from
pol i tics and the in creas ing power of Azerbaijani chau vin ism, col -
lapsed un der the weight of both So viet tanks and the front’s own in -
ter nal frag men ta tion and dis ar ray.

The in ter ven tion of the So viet mil i tary in Azerbaijan pro vided
the Com mu nist Party of Azerbaijan an op por tu nity to re build it self
in ter nally and re es tab lish it self more firmly in the re pub lic’s po lit i cal 
life. By the late spring of 1990, the party ap pa ra tus, but tressed by the
con tin ued pres ence of the mil i tary, al lowed the reemergence of in de -
pend ent po lit i cal as so ci a tions, in clud ing the Azerbaijani Pop u lar
Front.74 None the less, party chief Mütälibov, who had him self
elected pres i dent of the Azerbaijan Su preme So viet, has re mained in -
tent on con trol ling the re pub lic’s po lit i cal pro cess, even if dis play ing
greater con cern for the de fense of Azerbaijani na tional in ter ests. Un -
der Mütälibov, ha rass ment of po lit i cal ac tiv ists has con tin ued, and
the APF news pa per has been shut down on oc ca sion for “slan der”
against the Azerbaijani pres i dent.75 Elec tions to the re pub lic’s Su -
preme So viet hast ily sched uled for au tumn 1990 have al ready been
post poned once; the re sults will most likely dif fer only slightly from
those of the Com mu nist-dominated elec tions of March 1988.

Po lit i cal change in Azerbaijan emerged with its own par tic u lar
tra jec tory, but many of these de vel op ments re flect the more gen eral
con flicts in her ent in any pro cess of rad i cal po lit i cal trans for ma tion
in a multi-ethnic so ci ety. In par tic u lar, the con tra dic tory im per a tives
of the Ar me nian and Azerbaijani na tional move ments in Azerbaijan
re flect a more gen eral set of struc tural con flicts be tween mi nor ity
and ma jor ity nationalisms that ex ist in all the So viet re pub lics with
multi-ethnic pop u la tions. As the mul ti na tional So viet fed er a tion
moves into the 1990s, Azerbaijan stands as a re minder of the dan ger -
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ous po ten tial of eth nic con flict and po lit i cal change un der
Gorbachev’s peres troika.
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THE ARMENIAN PROTESTS: IS IT
PASSION OR POLITICS?

It was in late Feb ru ary when the first re ports of mas sive pro tests 
in So viet Ar me nia reached West ern re port ers. The New York Times
and the Wash ing ton Post pro vided ex ten sive cov er age of this com plex 
break ing news story, which cen tered on Ar me nian ter ri to rial claims
to the pre dom i nantly Ar me nian dis trict of Nagorno-Karabakh in the
neigh bor ing re pub lic of So viet Azerbaijan.

In spite of the vol ume of cov er age, how ever, the Amer i can re -
ports, which fo cused on what was de picted as deep-seated and
seem ingly im mu ta ble hos til ity be tween Ar me ni ans and
Azerbaijanis, failed to ex plore in depth a range of so cial, eco nomic,
and po lit i cal fac tors that were also im por tant el e ments of the story.

By con trast, Le Monde, the Pa ri sian daily noted for its cov er age
of in ter na tional news, re ported eth nic hos til ity but, in ad di tion, un -
der lined the chang ing na ture of the po lit i cal sit u a tion in the
Transcaucasian re gion of the USSR, the eco nomic is sues di vid ing the
Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis, and the sub tle ties of the ne go ti a tions
that took place be tween Mos cow and the lead er ship of the south ern
re pub lics.

The re port ing of this story from Mos cow was a text book case of the 
frus tra tions that face a re porter bent on get ting the facts—even in the
Gorbachev era. Yet, at a time when it is widely agreed that the na tion al i -
ties ques tion is go ing to be high on the So viet agenda for years to come,
it is none too soon for jour nal ists to re con sider their ap proach to this
com plex sub ject and per haps, in light of Le Monde‘s cov er age, to con -
tem plate ad di tional ways of un der stand ing this story.

ARMENIA, THE POST, AND THE TIMES

In the New York Times and the Wash ing ton Post, the events be gin -
ning with the first dem on stra tions in Ar me nia and cul mi nat ing with
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Mos cow’s an nounce ment of mea sures de signed to re solve the cri sis
in late March were pre sented as ex pres sions of a kind of pri mor dial
eth nic sen ti ment. “The ri ots have brought to the sur face deep-seated
bit ter ness be tween two ri val eth nic groups,” Gary Lee, Mos cow cor -
re spon dent for the Wash ing ton Post, wrote in a story pub lished on 3
March. That hos til ity, Lee con tin ued, “has ex isted for de cades and
been left to smol der by past Kremlin pol i cies of be nign ne glect to -
ward the So viet na tion al i ties prob lem.”

In this view, which was ap par ently widely shared among those
re port ing the story, eth nic and re li gious dif fer ences them selves
seemed to pro vide a suf fi cient ex pla na tion of the con flict. This as -
sump tion was ap par ent in cov er age that re peat edly pointed out the
fact that “Ar me ni ans and Azerbaijanis are di vided by re li gion and a
his tory of con flict that pre dates the for ma tion of the So viet Un ion,”
in the words of Philip Taubman, the New York Times Mos cow bu reau
chief, on 6 March. Da vid Remnick, a mem ber of the Wash ing ton Post‘s 
bu reau in Mos cow, also em pha sized such his toric ten sions, quot ing a 
se nior West ern dip lo mat in a re port pub lished on 5 March to the ef -
fect that the con flicts are a prod uct of eth nic re la tions “that go back
deeper in his tory” than the So viet state it self. In stead of de scrib ing
the char ac ter of each na tional claim and the or i gins and na ture of the
con flicts be tween them, such ar ti cles lead to the con clu sion, ob vi -
ously not in tended by the writ ers but sedimented in their texts nev -
er the less, that eth nic en mity is in her ent in eth nic dif fer ence it self.

If eth nic con flict is in ev i ta ble in this view, it seems that it finds
its pri mor dial ex pres sion through re li gion. The fact that Ar me ni ans
are Chris tian and Azerbaijanis Shi’ite Mus lim, for ex am ple, ap -
peared of ten in Post and Times ac counts as the most fun da men tal ex -
pla na tion of con flict be tween the two peo ples. “The most im por tant
dif fer ence be tween them is re li gion,” Gary Lee wrote in a story pub -
lished on 3 March that ex plained the causes of the vi o lent
Azerbaijani pro tests in Sumgait a few days be fore. Two days ear lier,
in fact, he had writ ten, “Whether the Sumgait dis tur bance was in sti -
gated by the ear lier [ter ri to rial] squab bles or not, re li gious dif fer -
ences seem to be at the root of the out breaks.” Re ports ap pear ing in
the Times took a sim i lar po si tion, em pha siz ing what re porter Fe lic ity
Barringer re ferred to on 24 Feb ru ary as “Is lamic-Christian fric tions.” 
An ob ser va tion by Taubman the same day that “most Ar me ni ans are
Chris tian and most Azerbaijanis Mus lim” ap peared un der the sub -
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head “What the Pro tests Are About”—as if the fact of re li gious dif -
fer ence was ad e quate to ex plain the na ture of the com plex con flict.
Un doubt edly in tended to pro vide in for ma tion help ful in un der -
stand ing the cur rent ter ri to rial dis putes, this de scrip tion ap peared,
with some vari a tion, in nu mer ous Times and Post ar ti cles pub lished
dur ing the first weeks of the Nagorno-Karabakh events. By means of
such mantralike rep e ti tion, this ac cu rate de scrip tion of re li gious di -
ver sity was trans formed from a state ment of fact into an ex pla na tion
of events. In deed, lit tle ad di tional anal y sis of the sit u a tion would
seem to be nec es sary once cor re spon dents pres ent as nat u ral and
log i cal the fact that Chris tians and Mus lims do not get along.

With out such fur ther anal y sis of the spe cific cir cum stances of
Ar me nian-Azerbaijani re la tions, it was per haps in ev i ta ble that cor -
re spon dents, seek ing to gauge the sig nif i cance of the con flict, would
be tempted to con flate the Ar me nian-Azerbaijani events with na -
tional con flicts else where in the So viet Un ion. Taubman, for one, in -
cluded the Ar me nian and Azerbaijani pro tests in an ac count of
na tion al ist move ments in the USSR that grouped to gether such dra -
mat i cally dis pa rate cases as Es to nia and Kazakhstan. A day ear lier,
on 24 Feb ru ary, Taubman had al ready pro posed that “many [na tion -
al i ties] re main hos tile to Mos cow and, en cour aged by Mr.
Gorbachev’s calls for in creased open ness and de moc racy, have ag i -
tated for more au ton omy.” As sub se quent Times cov er age made
clear, how ever, dur ing the Ar me nian dem on stra tions that Taubman
was re port ing, pro test ers did not call for more au ton omy from Mos -
cow but ap pealed for Mos cow’s in ter ven tion in lo cal af fairs to sat isfy 
claims against Azerbaijan.

In other re ports, the re li gious di men sion of the con flict was dra -
ma tized by link ing it to the threat to So viet au thor ity posed by the
large Mus lim pop u la tions in So viet Asia. De spite the fact that it was
Ar me nian claims that sparked the pro tests, Taubman wrote in a 6
March story that the pro tests were “most of all a warn ing about po -
ten tial in sta bil ity in pre dom i nantly Mus lim re gions that arc across
the south ern part of the coun try.” The ten dency to in ter pret Chris -
tian Ar me nian ac tiv ism as a warn ing about the po lit i cal in sta bil ity of 
the Mus lim pop u la tion was also in ev i dence in a 1 March Post ar ti cle
by Lee, which re flected on the vi o lent Azerbaijani re ac tions to the
Ar me nian dem on stra tions and ar gued that “the Sumgait clash ap -
peared to il lus trate the vol a til ity of re li gious con flict in of fi cially sec -
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u lar So viet so ci ety and par tic u larly in the south ern Mus lim re pub lics 
lo cated near the Is lamic fun da men tal ist state of Iran.”

AN EMPHASIS ON CONTROL

This view of Ar me nian-Azerbaijani re la tions com ple mented
cer tain as sump tions about the ac tions that the So viet gov ern ment
took in re sponse to the cri sis. De picting na tional con flicts as pri mor -
dial and nat u ral, and there fore prob a bly irresolvable short of true in -
de pend ence, the re port ers could not but pay scant at ten tion to the
con ces sions of fered by the So viet gov ern ment that were in tended to
sat isfy the Ar me nian pro test ers. For ex am ple, the Kremlin’s
seven-year, 400-million-ruble ($668 mil lion) pro gram of so cial, eco -
nomic, and cul tural de vel op ment for Karabakh, an im por tant con -
ces sion de signed to ad dress the of fi cially ac cepted claims of
dis crim i na tion, re ceived lit tle at ten tion in the news pa pers. Sim i larly, 
an im por tant meet ing be tween Gorbachev and Ar me nian writ ers
Zori Balayan and Silva Kaputikyan, dur ing which the Ar me ni ans
listed a range of nonterritorial com plaints, in clud ing a lack of Ar me -
nian tele vi sion broad casts and text books in Azerbaijan, was noted
only briefly in the Amer i can news pa pers.

In stead, re port ers fo cused on So viet ef forts to con trol the pro -
tests. On 3 March, for ex am ple, soon af ter Gorbachev ne go ti ated a
mor a to rium on the Ar me nian street pro tests, Gary Lee turned not to
the im pli ca tions of the re cent ne go ti a tions but to spec u la tions about
how the Kremlin was “ap par ently . . . study ing how se ri ously it
needs to crack down to keep na tion al i ties un der con trol.” In fact,
Lee’s con clu sion on 30 March that the Kremlin’s “pri mary ob jec tive
is the main te nance of law and or der” was rep re sen ta tive of a num ber 
of re ports. Thus, de spite some sto ries de scrib ing dip lo matic moves
to re solve the cri sis, the most sa lient ac counts in these pa pers dur ing
this time fea tured Mos cow’s ef forts to as sert con trol for its own sake.
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THE WORLD ACCORDING TO LE MONDE

Nearby, at the Le Monde of fice, how ever, an other way of look ing 
at the events held sway. In his sec ond re port as the new USSR cor re -
spon dent for Le Monde, pub lished 1 March, Ber nard Guetta com -
pared the Ar me nian dem on stra tions with a di verse group of other
so cial move ments, in clud ing Po land’s Sol i dar ity, the May 1968 stu -
dent re bel lion in Paris, and the 1975 Por tu guese rev o lu tion. “How
can one ex plain that in all lat i tudes and un der all re gimes, great col -
lec tive move ments find, as if in stinc tively, the same ges tures and the
same rhythms?” Guetta asked. To Guetta and his col leagues at Le
Monde, the cause of the Ar me nian pro tests could not be re duced to
the na tional or re li gious char ac ter of the pro test ers alone. In stead, Le
Monde‘s re ports gen er ally por trayed the con flict be tween Ar me ni ans 
and Azerbaijanis as po lit i cal in na ture.

Al though eth nic ity re mained vi tal to Le Monde‘s pre sen ta tion of 
the events, the pol i tics by which it was ex pressed and me di ated were 
of most in ter est to the pa per. In a brief work of Kremlinological anal -
y sis on 6 March, Michel Tatu, the pa per’s for mer Mos cow cor re spon -
dent and one of France’s lead ing jour nal ists writ ing on So viet af fairs, 
dis cussed re cent per son nel trans fers in Azerbaijan. The story, pub -
lished the same day that Taubman was warn ing Times read ers about
the Mus lim arc of in sta bil ity across the coun try’s south ern flank, dis -
cussed what had ac tu ally ag gra vated the Ar me ni ans, in clud ing an
at tempt by an Azerbaijani to rep re sent the Ar me nian city of
Stepanakert in the re pub lic’s Su preme So viet, and a case in which
Azerbaijan’s most im por tant news pa per rid i culed Ar me nia with im -
pu nity. “Put oth er wise,” Tatu wrote, “the of fi cial or gan of the Com -
mu nist party of Azerbaijan al lowed it self to in sult the na tional
dig nity of Ar me ni ans.” These events, in sult ing to Ar me nian pres tige 
and in im i cal to Ar me nian po lit i cal in ter ests, were among the in ci -
dents con trib ut ing to the out break of Ar me nian pro tests in Feb ru ary,
Tatu wrote. Sim i larly, Guetta sought to ex plain Azerbaijani ri ots in
the city of Sumgait in terms of what, con cretely, had irked the
Azerbaijanis. “They were pro test ing, on the one hand, against their
de nun ci a tion [as op pres sors of Ar me ni ans] be fore the world, and on
the other hand, against the pos si bil ity of see ing their re pub lic de -
prived of ter ri tory that they had con trolled since 1923.”
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A 9 March back ground piece by Charles Urjewicz, an in struc tor
at the Institut Na tional de Langues Orientales Vivantes in Paris,
added a his tor i cal and so cio log i cal di men sion to Le Monde‘s re port -
ing. Ac cord ing to Urjewicz, in nine teenth-century Transcaucasia
“cit ies be came cos mo pol i tan cen ters dom i nated by a dy namic and
ex pe ri enced Ar me nian bour geoi sie. In the eyes of Azerbaijanis and
Geor gians,” Urjewicz con tin ued, the Ar me ni ans “be came a sym bol
of for eign cap i tal ism.”

As a re sult of Le Monde‘s close at ten tion to the in ter nal dy nam -
ics of the sit u a tion, the pa per’s cor re spon dents also fol lowed more
closely than did the Amer i cans the po lit i cal ma neu vers of the So viet
lead er ship as it sought to ap pease Ar me nian dem on stra tors. In con -
trast to the sparse cov er age given these ef forts by the Times and the
Post, Le Monde car ried two long ar ti cles that prom i nently fea tured
the Karabakh re de vel op ment pro gram pro posed by au thor i ties in
Mos cow, one by Agence France-Presse, pub lished on 25 March, and a 
sec ond by Guetta on 26 March. Noting that Mos cow’s so lu tion “is n’t
an nex ation to Ar me nia, but is n’t noth ing ei ther,” Guetta un der -
scored the Kremlin’s two-track pol icy to ward the Ar me ni ans: re -
press any fur ther street ac tions and of fer better con di tions for
Karabakh Ar me ni ans in the short term, while hint ing at a prom ise of
more in the fu ture.

Le Monde‘s in ter est in the real pol i tics of the con flict also pro -
duced con sid er able cov er age of de bates within the cen tral Com mu -
nist Party lead er ship over the con flict. Pieces by Guetta and for eign
cor re spon dent Sylvie Kauffman closely an a lyzed the con straints felt
by Mos cow in its ef forts to re solve the cri sis. In fact, Guetta, from his
very first dis patch from Mos cow, fo cused on the iden tity of in ter ests
that emerged be tween Gorbachev and the Ar me nian pro test ers and
spec u lated on fu ture po lit i cal ma neu vers and com pro mises each
side might make. In his ar ti cle, head lined “A Search for Com pro mise
Seems to Take Hold in Ar me nia,” Guetta pro vided a sense of the mu -
tual ac com mo da tion that emerged be tween Gorbachev, the Ar me -
nian party lead er ship, and the pro test ers. “The whis tling that had
wel comed the ap pear ance of the [Ar me nian Com mu nist Party] first
sec re tary ended,” Guetta wrote of one dem on stra tion. “Ev ery one
un der stood that a deal was in the air. Soon men who were in tune
with the crowds took to the mi cro phone . . . to make the crowds un -
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der stand that all one could hope for had been gained and that one
had to let things play them selves out.”

POLITICS ABOVE ALL

In some no ta ble in stances, Amer i can re port ers did pro vide a
de scrip tion of such dy nam ics. A de tailed ar ti cle by Fe lic ity Barringer 
and Bill Keller, pub lished in the Times of 11 March, and a 21 March
piece by Gary Lee in the Post paid more at ten tion to what the Ar me -
ni ans and Azerbaijanis them selves were think ing. Re porters from
both pa pers did de scribe the po lit i cal and dip lo matic so lu tions pro -
posed by Gorbachev, but far less fully than their coun ter parts at Le
Monde. The Amer i can re port ers ba si cally sub scribed to the po si tion
that the is sue is, as Gary Lee put it in the Post of 29 Feb ru ary, one of
“con trol ling res tive na tion al i ties” whose re li gious dif fer ences ap -
peared nat u rally to mo ti vate them to mu tual an tag o nism. Seen from
this per spec tive, no So viet po lit i cal so lu tion was likely pos si ble,
since pri mor dial na tional in ter ests must come into in ev i ta ble con flict 
with (as Taubman put it) the equally im mu ta ble “ethic of So viet so -
cial ism—cen tral con trol, a pre mium on dis ci pline, ab hor rence of dis -
or der.”

For the cor re spon dents of Le Monde, how ever, the con flict be -
tween the So viet state and the so cial ac tors is a dy namic one. In stead
of fo cus ing on the un chang ing na ture of the re la tion ships, the French 
re port ers took So viet pol i tics se ri ously on its own terms, em pha siz -
ing the fluid na ture of the po lit i cal sit u a tion and the give-and-take
among the par ties. With this in mind, they fol lowed closely the dy -
nam ics of the Ar me nian move ment, the Azerbaijani re ac tions, and
the com bi na tion of co er cive and dip lo matic moves by the Gorbachev 
lead er ship to man age, if not to re solve, the ten sions. In do ing so, they 
sketched the out line of in ter est-group pol i tics, So viet style, in con -
trast to the pic ture of erupt ing pri mor dial pas sions that dom i nated
the Amer i can cov er age. For the French jour nal ists at Le Monde it was
pol i tics—eth ni cally mo ti vated—but pol i tics all the same.
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REPRESENTATION AS A REALM OF CONFLICT: TWO
EXAMPLES FROM SOVIET ARMENIAN LITERATURE

In April l965 So viet Ar me nian po lit i cal lead ers ded i cated a
newly built me mo rial com plex on a for ested hill in Yerevan. Con -
structed of large gray gran ite blocks, the mon u ment com mem o rated
the fif ti eth an ni ver sary of the Ar me nian geno cide car ried out by the
Turk ish gov ern ment dur ing World War I. The ded i ca tion of the me -
mo rial sig nalled more than just re spect for a tragic page in Ar me nian
his tory. It an nounced an of fi cial rec og ni tion of a grow ing in ter est in
the sta tus of West ern (Turk ish) Ar me nia in the pub lic life of So viet
Ar me ni ans.

Prior to the l960s, po lit i cal and lit er ary dis course vir tu ally ex -
cluded his tor i cal and con tem po rary ref er ences to West ern Ar me nia
in the ar tic u la tion of a dis tinct So viet Ar me nian iden tity. By the
l980s, how ever, rep re sen ta tions of Ar me nian eth nic ity in all do mains 
of cul tural pro duc tion—from mu sic and the vi sual arts to his to ri og -
ra phy and eth nog ra phy—made the West ern Ar me nian ex pe ri ence
pub licly ac ces si ble to the re pub lic’s pop u la tion.1

The in cor po ra tion of West ern Ar me nian themes was not a
monolitic pro cess but was marked by con flict over the mean ings at -
tached to these themes in con tem po rary So viet Ar me nian cul ture.
This es say takes up the conflictual di men sion of the changes in cul -
tural rep re sen ta tions of Ar me nian iden tity. Through a tex tual anal y -
sis of some re cent Ar me nian lit er a ture, I hope to high light the
con flict ing im pli ca tions of na tional his tory for the con struc tion of
na tional iden tity.2

I have cho sen ex am ples of his tor i cal fic tion that rep re sent Ar -
me nian eth nic iden tity in the con text of So viet power. These are
Mushegh Galshoyan’s no vella Dsori Miro (Miro of the val ley) and
Gevorg Emin’s poem Sasuntsineri pare (The dance of the Sasuners).
Both au thors are “main stream” So viet writ ers. Galshoyan’s no vella
has been pub lished in a run of 20,000, trans lated into Rus sian and
other lan guages, and made into a pop u lar film. Emin’s poem has
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been pub lished twice, most re cently in an il lus trated pro duc tion of
50,000 cop ies—vir tu ally the limit for fic tion pub li ca tions in Ar me -
nia.

Dsori Miro be gins with the trip by a cer tain Miro, who is ac com -
pa ny ing his son to a mil i tary in duc tion of fice at the be gin ning of
World War II. Against this back ground Galshoyan sets up a se ries of
ex changes be tween Miro, his son Harut, and the driver Aro about the 
mean ing of the war. Most of the text re lates Miro’s per sonal rec ol lec -
tions, evoked by dis cus sions of the war. Later scenes in the no vella
tell us that Harut has been killed in the war, that Miro re mar ries and
has a sec ond son (also named Harut), and that even tu ally he sends
this son off to an in sti tute in Yerevan.

Miro, the main char ac ter, rep re sents an un re con structed Ar me -
nian iden tity in the sense that he is rel a tively unintegrated into daily
So viet life. Though pop u larly con sid ered one of the found ers of the
vil lage (now kol khoz) of Karaglukh, he has few friends apart from
two “coun ter-revolutionaries,” Elbek and Babek. The rest of his
friends, it ap pears, have been “taken away.” He was op posed to col -
lec tiv iza tion and con tin ues to avoid ad min is tra tive meet ings of the
kol khoz where he lives. He goes to the kol khoz of fice for his sec ond
visit in seven years only to bor row the kol khoz cart to take his son to
the in duc tion of fice. Si mul ta neous with the char ac ter iza tion of Miro
as alien ated from So viet life, Galshoyan be gins to es tab lish the pro -
tag o nist’s Ar me nian qual i ties by in form ing the reader that he is a na -
tive of Gortsvark vil lage, Khut dis trict, Sasun prov ince, of West ern
Ar me nia. Per haps such a vil lage does not re ally ex ist, but for the Ar -
me nian reader it is enough to know that he is from Sasun, a moun -
tain ous prov ince of West ern Ar me nia re nowned for its rep u ta tion of
proud de fi ance of Ot to man Turk ish rule and the te nac ity of its pop u -
la tion. Hav ing es caped the mas sa cres of the West ern Ar me nian pop -
u la tion dur ing World War I and par tic i pated in the guer rilla
move ment of self-defense, Miro is both an Ar me nian vic tim and an
Ar me nian hero. Such a char ac ter res o nates well with a So viet Ar me -
nian au di ence that shares a com mon ex pe ri ence of the mas sa cres (ex -
cept for the aged, now a days only vi car i ously) and a pop u lar re spect
for those who fought in the fedayi (guer rilla) move ment against Turk -
ish rule.

In constrast to the “Ar me nian” Miro, Galshoyan con structs a
“So viet” Harut. The reader is told lit tle about Harut, but the im pres -

212  Mark Saroyan



sion is given that he is a “typ i cal” So viet youth: he goes to school, is a
mem ber of the Komsomol, and ap pears to be com fort able in his iden -
tity as a So viet per son. In ad di tion, Galshoyan tells the reader that
Harut has tried to ex plain his Komsomol ac tiv i ties and the in tri ca cies 
of world pol i tics (which he learned at Komosomol meet ings) to his
un com pre hend ing fa ther.

From the out set of the story, Galshoyan sets up the con trast ing
char ac ters of Miro and Harut. Harut is a con tem po rary per son, but
Miro—fix ated in his own past—is es tranged from the pres ent. Miro
con stantly drifts from the pres ent to the past and re calls his na tive
vil lage, his fa ther Harut (for whom his son is named), his wife, the
mas sa cres—in a word, any thing con nected with his ex pe ri ence in
West ern Ar me nia. As Miro re lates his life sto ries in the form of ad -
vice to his son, the ex change be tween the fa ther and son is de vel oped 
by Galshoyan to un der score their alien ation from each other and to
es tab lish two con flict ing rep re sen ta tions of the war’s mean ing. 

Dur ing the trip the three men dis cuss ev ery thing from the
weather to Harut’s fiancée, yet the un der ly ing theme of their con ver -
sa tion is the war. At un ex pected mo ments, Miro coun sels his un com -
pre hend ing son with some wise words, the mean ing of which
re mains deep in his mem ory (but is nar rated through the text to the
reader). Re calling how the Turk ish au thor i ties tried to in tim i date his
vil lage, Miro in structs his son that strength is in the unity of the peo -
ple. Re calling his fa ther’s mur der by Turk ish sol diers, his own im -
pris on ment and es cape, and his par tic i pa tion in the fedayi
re sis tance, Miro urges his son to be cou ra geous, loyal, and cun ning
in war. Through such fre quent and ex tended re pro duc tions of Miro’s 
rec ol lec tions, Galshoyan es tab lishes an in ti macy be tween the reader
and Miro. The tex tual ex plo ra tion of Miro’s tragic, yet of ten he roic
mem o ries es tab lishes the reader’s sym pa thy for Miro, as well as an
un der stand ing for his ap par ently cryp tic re marks. Harut’s lack of
un der stand ing and in dif fer ence re in force the reader’s iden ti fi ca tion
with Miro and cre ate dis tance from Harut. Un aware of his fa ther’s
mo ti va tions and con fused by his cryp tic ad vice, Harut ei ther re -
mains si lent, of fers a per func tory “yes, dad,” or tries to re as sure his
fa ther that he takes the ad vice se ri ously. 

It is in these se ries of ex changes that each man’s un der stand ing
of the war’s mean ing is con structed by Galshoyan. Dis cussing the
causes of the war, Harut places the blame on the “fas cists.” Miro dis -
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agrees and ex plains to his son that the prob lem is Hit ler, a “blood rel -
a tive of Sul tan Hamit and the heir of Enver and Talaat.” Later, Miro
again lik ens the Na zis to the Turks. The Turk ish “king” had tricked
the Ar me nian peo ple by of fer ing them a false free dom, and in the
same way the Ger man “king” signed a false peace with the So vi ets.
For Miro, the war is not sim ply against the “fas cist threat” (pre -
sented as Harut’s po lit i cally cor rect con cep tion). Rather he is send -
ing his son to fight against an evil power that he equates with the
Turk ish au thor i ties who mas sa cred his peo ple and usurped his land.

Miro’s ad vice is not with out ef fect. He con tin ues to re late his
un der stand ing of the war to his son, and to ward the end of the jour -
ney Harut be gins to com pre hend his fa ther’s mes sage. Miro talks to
Harut of his ex pe ri ences as a guer rilla, the ded i ca tion of the Ar me -
nian fedayi, and the oath made among peo ple in strug gle. For the
first time Harut is struck by his fa ther’s words and strives to un der -
stand them. Finally his fa ther’s val ues and ad vice make sense, and
Harut won ders about the sources of his fa ther’s in sights.

Galshoyan thus shows the reader the pos si bil ity of trans mit -
ting the les sons of ex pe ri ence from one gen er a tion to the next. Hav -
ing in stilled in his son a re spect for his Ar me nian ex pe ri ence, Miro
pleads with his son: “Harut, don’t fight against the Ger mans for the
big coun try; rather let your fight be for this Karaglukh vil lage, for
your lit tle home.”* Miro clar i fies his mes sage to his son and says, in
re fer ring to the de struc tion of the West ern Ar me nian pop u la tion,

Man’s great est loss is hu man, and hu man loss is ir re vo ca ble. Loss
of the Home land and the soil is great, but land is im mor tal and
won’t ac cept an other mas ter. Land is re lated by blood to its mas -
ter, and the land will wait for its mas ter. One day, they’ll meet
again. The loss of land is not an ir re vo ca ble loss. . . . The So vi ets
will win the war, and they’ll open the way to our Home land.**
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For Miro, the war with the Na zis is not a war of sal va tion for the
So viet home land, not even the So viet Ar me nian home land. Rather, it 
is an op por tu nity to re cover the past, to re gain his lost iden tity
through the re cap ture of his West ern Ar me nian home land. In Miro’s
un der stand ing, iden tity is closely con nected with the no tion of
home land. Miro also be lieves that this link with iden tity and home -
land tran scends pol i tics. For ex am ple, the driver Aro re calls the con -
fu sion of “ten par ties, ten lines” dur ing the fedayi re sis tance. Miro
re sponds by prais ing Gen eral Andranik, who in lead ing the fedayi
forces rep re sents strength in eth nic sol i dar ity and the strug gle for a
na tional home land.* When Harut asks his fa ther about Andranik’s
po lit i cal af fil i a tion, Miro be comes en raged and claims that “Gen eral
Andranik was a man . . . the heav enly and earthly mas ter of the
[West ern Ar me nian] ref u gees,” as if Andranik and his ac tions had a
purely na tional sig nif i cance that can not be re duced to pol i tics or po -
lit i cal loy al ties. 

Harut be comes con fused. In the Komsomol meet ings, he thinks, 
he was told not to spare his life for the So viet home land, but now his
fa ther was pro vid ing a dif fer ent mo ti va tion to fight. Harut is thus
con fronted by an ap par ent con flict be tween the of fi cial So viet mean -
ing of the war and his fa ther’s def i ni tion based on es sen tially pa ro -
chial and eth nic con sid er ations. 

World War II is one of the most com mon met a phors in the So -
viet sym bolic rep er toire. In con struct ing Miro’s par tic u lar con cep -
tion of the war, Galshoyan uses the war as a met a phor for the
strug gle to both re claim lost her i tage and trans mit that her i tage to
the next gen er a tion, rep re sented by Miro’s son. The war is not a trag -
edy for Miro; rather, it is an op por tu nity to of fer his son as a com bat -
ant for the re cap ture of his own per sonal and col lec tive iden tity as an 
Ar me nian. In ad di tion, the war pro vides a means to in still in his son
the mean ing of that iden tity. In this sense, the mean ing of Harut’s
even tual death has two di men sions for Miro, but the ul ti mate out -
come—the loss of iden tity—is the same.
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Galshoyan con tin ues his no vella at a later time in a se ries of
post war vi gnettes. Miro has not changed and is por trayed as ob -
sessed with the pres er va tion of his iden tity—man i fested in his de -
sire for a male heir. Finally, Miro rapes a young woman and then
forces her to marry him. The woman bears a son whom Miro names
Harut. Hav ing in dulged in a crime of pas sion, Miro is os tra cized by
the kol khoz res i dents. But his pas sion was not at all sex ual—his was
an act of eth nic pas sion in formed by the de ter mi na tion to pre serve
and pass on his iden tity.

For Miro, the trans mis sion of the past means more than just
hav ing a son and sym bol i cally nam ing him af ter his mur dered fa -
ther. Rather, it also in volves im bu ing the child (and sym bol i cally, the
en tire new gen er a tion) with an ap pre ci a tion of the in ti mate con nec -
tions be tween home land and iden tity. But Miro’s de ter mi na tion is in
vain. Al though Miro was fi nally able to trans mit some thing to his
first son, there is lit tle un der stand ing be tween Miro and his sec ond
son. Galshoyan pres ents us with a vi gnette that il lus trates the alien -
ation of this sec ond son from his fa ther. Want ing “the best” for his
son, Miro had ar ranged for Harut’s ad mis sion into a Yerevan in sti -
tute. One day Harut re turns to the kol khoz and talks of his ca reer in
“com put ers”—a word Miro does not even un der stand. Harut brings
with him a woman whose man ner of dress only shocks Miro. When
Miro in quires into the pos si bil ity of mar riage, he learns that the two
are al ready mar ried and plan to live in the city.

His au thor ity re jected, Miro feels be trayed by his son. But his
sense of fail ure is greater. Miro can de fine the pres er va tion of iden -
tity only in terms of an at tach ment to the land, and his son’s re fusal
of both his au thor ity and the land rep re sents a re jec tion of the iden -
tity he had done ev ery thing to pre serve. At the end of the no vella, the 
de jected Miro wan ders out into his or chards and re as sures the land,
“Don’t worry; it’s Dsori Miro. Your mas ter has n’t died.”

Gevorg Emin’s epic poem is a very dif fer ent text, but like
Galshoyan’s no vella, it treats is sues of Ar me nian iden tity, na tional
home land, and So viet power in the light of themes of West ern Ar me -
nian ru ral ex pe ri ence, mas sa cres and re sis tance, and a new life in So -
viet Ar me nia.

Emin tells the story of Ashnak, an ac tual vil lage lo cated in So -
viet Ar me nia and pop u lated by Sasun-born ref u gees of the geno cide. 
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He paints an ide al ized pic ture of ru ral life in Ashnak—com plete
with happy homes, fer tile fields, and new brides bear ing chil dren.
He ex plains, how ever, that Ashnak hardly com pares to the town of
Sasun, with its em er ald peaks in the clouds, pure wa ters, and a
church on ev ery hill.* Emin’s ac count af firms to the reader that life is
good in So viet Ar me nia but none the less con trasts it to an “other”: an
idyl lic Ar me nia that ex isted in the not-so-distant past but now lives
on only in the minds of the ref u gees. But this ideal Ar me nia sym bol -
ized by Sasun was de stroyed by the Turks, and its in hab it ants were
forced to flee. Thus the peo ple of Sasun are dis en fran chised from the
foun da tions of their iden tity—the con nec tion with their home land
and way of life.

Emin quickly re turns the reader to Ashnak, where the ref u gees
are try ing to re es tab lish what they had lost in a new land. As por -
trayed by Emin, a suc cess ful recontruction is not pos si ble, how ever,
un til the ad vent of So viet power in East ern Ar me nia:

Un til the blood thick ened
And be came a red-colored flag;
Un til the sickle rose from the soil
And the ham mer flew off the an vil
And the two of them, like broth ers
Rose onto the flag.
And a new sun broke over the land.

In the con text of So viet power, the vil lag ers of Ashnak were able 
to re make their past by rec re at ing Sasun. Thus Ashnak rep re sents
not an ad vance to a new way of life but the res ur rec tion of tra di tion.
This re con struc tion of tra di tional iden tity is de scribed by Emin
through the met a phor of dance. The peo ple of Ashnak can dance just
as they did in Sasun. Through their danc ing, these peo ple in voke
their tra di tional glory and es tab lish the au thor ity of the past for
those in the pres ent. Emin un der scores the fact that it is only in the
new So viet con di tions that Ar me ni ans are able to recontruct their
iden tity ex pressed in both its form (dance) and its con tent (mem ory
of Sasun, tra di tional his tory):
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Sasun danced, and the whole world stood in awe. 
Sasun danced, and the whole world un der stood 
That this was not merely a dance, but the brave 
His tory of a land. 
And noth ing will con quer that an cient peo ple
That with such ef fort and with such will
Can dance.

Emin uses dance as a means to de fine eth nic iden tity by equat -
ing dance with eth nic his tory. He draws an in ti mate con nec tion be -
tween cul tural ac tiv ity (the dance) and the af fir ma tion of one’s
iden tity sym bol i cally em bod ied in the home land, Sasun. It is thus by
their abil ity to dance that the Ashnak vil lag ers re claim the tra di tion
of which they had been de prived:

The spirit of Sasun sparked anew on Mount Aragats.
. . . and Sasun danced again.

But the cul tural form of dance al lows for more than the sym -
bolic re con sti tu tion of iden tity. The dance also serves to en sure eth -
nic re gen er a tion. Iden tity is not merely what ex ists at pres ent (a
sym bolic Sasun rec re ated in Ashnak). It is also what will be. This fu -
ture state is sim i larly achieved through a re cap tur ing of the past, but
in a dif fer ent way. Like Miro’s home land that can ac cept no for eign
mas ter, Emin’s Sasun still cries out for its for mer own ers. Re calling
Sasun’s long ing for its for mer in hab it ants, Emin ends his poem with
an ap peal:

Dance, un til you raise up all Ar me ni ans
And dance this dance
On the slope of Ara rat . . .  

Pre vi ously con fined to the slopes of Aragats (in So viet Ar me -
nia) and the towns and vil lages of So viet Ar me nia, Emin now calls
for a re gen er ated Ar me nian na tion to dance on the slope of Mt. Ara -
rat—an other tra di tional sym bol of Ar me nian iden tity now con spic u -
ously lo cated in Tur key (hence “West ern Ar me nia”). The
re con struc tion of eth nic iden tity is achieved not just by rec re at ing
eth nic his tory, but also by the sym bolic re tak ing of the his tor i cal ob -
ject it self—West ern Ar me nia.
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One of the fea tures com mon to both Galshoyan’s and Emin’s
texts is a con sis tent Armenianization of ex pe ri ence. This is most ob -
vi ous in the case of Galshoyan’s hero Miro, who can make sense of
the war, Na zism, or any thing else only in terms de fined as Ar me -
nian. In the case of Na zism, for ex am ple, he can un der stand it only as 
an evil analagous to the Turks and as a threat to his own Ar me nian
iden tity (and not to the So viet home land). In Emin’s poem, this
Armenianization is even more to tal: the es tab lish ment of So viet
power in Ar me nia is pre sented only in terms of the ben e fits and op -
por tu ni ties it has brought to Ar me nian na tional self-assertion. 

This Armenianization of So viet ex pe ri ence (So viet power, the
Great Pa tri otic War) is sig nif i cant be cause it chal lenges the con ven -
tional West ern view—as well as the oft-stated So viet in ten tion—that
cul tural pro duc tion in the USSR is a means of prop a gat ing of fi cial
So viet val ues such as in ter na tion al ism and friend ship of peo ples.
But be yond this, the two au thors pres ent dif fer ent con cep tions of the
re la tion be tween Ar me nian iden tity and So viet re al i ties. For Emin,
there ap pears to be no con flict be tween the cat e go ries “So viet” and
“Ar me nian.” The in ter re la tion is ben e fi cial (if not par a sitic) from the
de fin i tively Ar me nian point of view, since So viet power has pro -
vided the means for Ar me nian self-assertion. Galshoyan pres ents a
more com pli cated vi sion of So viet-Armenian re la tions. Part of
Miro’s main te nance of his tra di tional Ar me nian iden tity can be at -
trib uted to his re jec tion of things So viet: he re mains far from the kol -
khoz ad min is tra tion and other realms of So viet pub lic life. Like wise,
it is his in tense de vo tion to the pres er va tion of his iden tity that leads
him to his an ti so cial be hav ior. In spite of this, Galshoyan por trays
Miro as a gen u ine hero with whom the Ar me nian reader can iden tify. 
Galshoyan also clearly points to the in com pat i bil ity of Ar me nian
and So viet un der stand ing—a sub ject that Emin avoids. Miro’s and
his son’s con cep tions of the war are pre sented as mu tu ally ex clu sive
and in com pre hen si ble, man i fested by the lack of un der stand ing be -
tween fa ther and son. Sim i lar in their com pre hen sion of re al ity in Ar -
me nian terms, both au thors none the less pro vide con flict ing
rep re sen ta tions of the fate of an Ar me nian iden tity un der So viet rule. 
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NOTES

 1. In a re port to the Ar me nian Writers’ Con gress, Vardges Petrosyan com -
plained of cur rent lit er a ture’s vir tual pre oc cu pa tion with West ern Ar me -
nian top ics and crit i cized their in dif fer ence to ward more prac ti cal is sues of
con tem po rary life in the Ar me nian re pub lic. The text is pub lished in Grakan
Tert (Yerevan), 23 May l986. It seems that cul tural pol icy can dif fer widely
from re pub lic to re pub lic. In his re port to the con gress of the Azerbaijani
Writers’ Un ion, Ismayïl Shïkhlï made a case for the greater in cor po ra tion of
South ern (Ira nian) Azerbaijani themes in So viet Azerbaijani lit er a ture
(Ädäbiyyat vä injäsänät [Baku], 30 May l986).

 2. When they study lit er a ture, so cial sci en tists al most ex clu sively work with a
re flec tion the ory of art. This im plies that art “re flects” re al ity in pro vid ing
ac cess, al beit lim ited, to oth er wise un ob tain able so cial in for ma tion. This
prob lem is not di rectly ad dressed here, but I have writ ten this es say from the 
per spec tive of re cent cri tiques of re flec tion the ory and re lated the o ries of
cul tural rep re sen ta tion (this in cludes prin ci pally Ray mond Wil liams, Marx -
ism and Lit er a ture; Pi erre Macherey, For a The ory of Lit er ary Pro duc tion; and
Hayden White, Tropics of Dis course). While not de ny ing the im por tance of
both re flec tive and rep re sen ta tional di men sions in the so ci ol ogy of lit er a -
ture, I have largely lim ited my self to a rep re sen ta tional anal y sis for this es -
say.

220  Mark Saroyan



AZERBAIJAN LOOKS “WEST”: NEW TRENDS IN
FOREIGN RELATIONS WITH IRAN AND TURKEY

Azerbaijan is a pe riph eral coun try, yet this fact has been a
source of great rich ness and civ i li za tion. One need sim ply con sider
the re gion’s leg acy of eth nic and re li gious di ver sity, po lit i cal lib er al -
ism, and cul tural so phis ti ca tion. But be ing in the pe riph ery has its
dis ad van tages as well. Azerbaijan has in its mod ern his tory been
caught in a tug of war be tween three great em pires: the Ot to man
Turk ish Em pire, the Per sian Em pire (with its var i ous dy nas ties), and
the Tsar ist Rus sian Em pire. Since the be gin ning of the nine teenth
cen tury, how ever, Azerbaijan north of the Araz River had fallen
clearly un der Rus sian do min ion. Azerbaijan’s ori en ta tion to ward
Rus sia—whether Tsar ist or So viet—has had im mense po lit i cal, so -
cio eco nomic, and cul tural con se quences for the area.

As the So viet Un ion as a state was col laps ing, Azerbaijani po lit -
i cal ac tiv ists be gan to re ori ent do mes tic pol i tics and the for eign re la -
tions of their newly emerg ing coun try. This re think ing of Azerbaijani 
po lit i cal iden tity, es pe cially as it re lates to the re pub lic’s emer gent
for eign ties, has nec es sar ily in volved the three “great pow ers” that
sur round the coun try: Rus sia, Tur key, and Iran. It is clear, for ex am -
ple, that the vast ma jor ity of Azerbaijani po lit i cal elites have re -
jected—if not in ac tual prac tice at least for mally—the So viet Un ion
as a fed eral state, the ide ol ogy of So viet so cial ism, and the in sti tu -
tions and pol i cies of what we used to call the “So viet sys tem.”

But Rus sia is not the So viet Un ion. In the past, an a lysts tended
to con fuse “So viet” and “Rus sian,” and while this con fu sion has had
del e te ri ous con cep tual and po lit i cal con se quences that re main to
this day, at the pres ent mo ment the po lit i cal im pli ca tions of such a
mis con cep tion are much more sig nif i cant. In short, most
Azerbaijanis’ re jec tion of “So viet so cial ism” should not be in ter -
preted as an out right re jec tion of Rus sia—in po lit i cal re la tions and
eco nomic ties, and even in cul ture.

None the less, Azerbaijani po lit i cal elites and per haps
Azerbaijani so ci ety as a whole are now en gaged in a ma jor his tor i cal 
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re ori en ta tion away from Rus sia, and the two most im por tant ref er -
ents in this re ori en ta tion are Iran and Tur key. I be gan with ref er -
ences to Azerbaijan’s his tor i cal re la tions with Iran and Tur key, but
this does not mean that his tory de ter mines pol i tics. In deed, if we
sim ply use “his tory” as a model to in ter pret the pres ent and fu ture
course of Azerbaijani pol i tics, all we will ob tain is con fu sion. Tur -
key: the one-party state im posed in the 1920s and 1930s by Kemal
Ataturk, or the marked trend to ward lib eral de moc racy in the past
de cade. Iran: the mod ern iz ing but au thor i tar ian re gime of the Shah,
or the Is lamic Rev o lu tion un der the guid ance of Imam Khomeini.
And these are only a few pos si bil i ties of what “Iran” and “Tur key”
can mean.

More over, many ob serv ers com bine vague no tions of “his tory”
with other ar gu ments of a cul tural de ter min ist sort when they in ter -
pret the di rec tion of con tem po rary Azerbaijani pol i tics. The
ethnolinguistic char ac ter of the Azerbaijanis, it is ar gued, draws
them to Tur key, while their Shi’i Is lamic faith draws them to Iran.
These cul tural sim i lar i ties are im por tant in fa cil i tat ing re la tions be -
tween these states, but the prob lem with most anal y sis is the as sump -
tion that even if other fac tors are rec og nized, lan guage, cul ture, and
re li gion are still viewed as the most fun da men tal de ter mi nants of
pol i tics. This leads anal y sis to odd ex tremes. Many Amer i can com -
men ta tors, for ex am ple, em pha size the role that Is lam plays in the re -
gion but sim ply ig nore the fact that Azerbaijan shares geo graphic
bor ders with Iran and Tur key. Is lam is thus viewed as all im por tant,
and geo graphic con ti gu ity is vir tu ally ir rel e vant.

The “Sovietness” of Azerbaijani pol i tics, which is con cretely ex -
pressed in in sti tu tions and po lit i cal cul ture that have de vel oped
over de cades, will re main at min i mum for sev eral gen er a tions. Yet in 
the pro cess of re for mu lat ing Azerbaijani po lit i cal in sti tu tions and an 
iden tity to match, Iran and Tur key hold an ex tremely im por tant
place in think ing about a newly emerg ing Azerbaijan.

With these con sid er ations in mind, I want to dis cuss cur rent
trends in the evo lu tion of Azerbaijani po lit i cal iden tity. I will be gin
with some gen eral com ments on the place of Iran and Tur key in the
po lit i cal imag i na tion of the Azerbaijani po lit i cal lead er ship and in -
tel lec tual classes. Then I will dis cuss the nu ances of con tem po rary
do mes tic pol i tics in Azerbaijan by fo cus ing on the coun try’s ma jor
sociopolitical forces: the for mer Com mu nist Party ap pa ra tus, the
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pop u lar op po si tion, and the Mus lim clergy. There af ter, I will speak
about the emerg ing pat terns of Azerbaijani for eign pol icy vis-à-vis
Iran and Tur key and the po si tions taken by these three ma jor po lit i -
cal group ings.

Ob servers com monly as sume that Azerbaijani iden tity is con -
fused: on the one hand, the ar gu ment goes, Azerbaijanis, as Shi’i
Mus lims, iden tify with Shi’i Iran; and on the other hand, the close re -
lat ed ness of the Turk ish and Azerbaijani lan guages is the ba sis for a
great in ter est in Tur key. In fact, how ever, out side an a lysts are more
con fused than Azerbaijanis them selves.

If we as sume that the Azerbaijani na tion is a think ing and act -
ing sub ject, then there is a con fu sion. But if we un der stand the
“Azerbaijani na tion” to be a col lec tion of peo ple with vary ing ideas,
iden ti ties, and in ter ests about them selves and their place in the
world, then there is much less con fu sion. There is no one Azerbaijani
po si tion; rather, there are con flict ing po si tions. Of course, some de -
gree of gen er al iza tion is fine, but too much gen er al iza tion is the o ret i -
cally in ac cu rate and po lit i cally dan ger ous.

Among Azerbaijani po lit i cal lead ers and in tel lec tu als, Tur key is
viewed mostly in a pos i tive light. In the late So viet pe riod, for ex am ple,
there was quite a lot of in tel lec tual and po lit i cal in ter est in Tur key. And
de spite the formalistic qual i ties of the of fi cial anti-Ottomanism,
anti-bourgeois na tion al ism, and anti-U.S. im pe ri al ism, there was ac tu -
ally quite a lot of sym pa thy for Tur key, de spite its NATO as so ci a tions.
To put this com ment in per spec tive, one need only men tion pre vail ing
at ti tudes to ward Ar me ni ans and Ira ni ans. Azerbaijanis could com bine
an of fi cial po si tion against the “na tion al ist fal si fi ca tions” of Ar me nian
his to ri ans over the his tory of Cau ca sian Al ba nia with a gen u ine fear
and envy of Ar me nian his to ri og ra phy. Sim i larly, many Azerbaijani his -
to ri ans and po lem i cists ex pe ri enced no con flict of in ter ests in con -
demn ing Kasravi as a Per sian chau vin ist, be it from an “of fi cial So viet”
or “un of fi cial Azerbaijani” point of view. By con trast, many mod ern -
ized Azerbaijanis (in clud ing Com mu nist Party of fi cials as well as au -
ton o mous in tel lec tu als, who them selves were formed by al most two
cen tu ries of mod ern iz ing Rus sian rule) saw Tur key as a more cul tur ally 
in tel li gi ble “Turkic” model of rule: mod ern, in de pend ent, and sec u lar,
yet pro foundly na tional.

The range of Azerbaijani at ti tudes to ward Iran stands in stark
con trast with the pre vail ing sym pa thy ac corded to Tur key. Es pe -
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cially in the late So viet pe riod, Azerbaijani at ten tion in creas ingly
turned to ward South ern Azerbaijan, which in the Ira nian and West -
ern mind is sim ply north ern Iran. In this re gion, there were at least
dou ble the num ber of Azerbaijanis than in the So viet Un ion as a
whole. But un like in the So viet Un ion, where Azerbaijanis had ac -
cess—re stricted and of ten san i tized—to their iden tity as
Azerbaijanis, in Iran they were de prived of even for mal rights to
their iden tity. Un like in the So viet Un ion, they were con sid ered to be
“Turkified Per sians” à la Kasravi. This meant that un like in the So -
viet Un ion, there were no Azerbaijani schools or uni ver si ties and
very lit tle in the way of Azerbaijani cul tural in sti tu tions. None the -
less, un like in Tur key, where speak ing Kurdish was con sid ered a
crim i nal act against the state, semipublic use of the Azerbaijani lan -
guage was per fectly ac cept able.

Thus, for your av er age, na tion ally con scious Azerbaijani, Iran
sym bol ized eth nic op pres sion and Per sian chau vin ism. Of course,
the sit u a tion changed with the Ira nian Rev o lu tion of 1979, when
there was quite a lot of lib er al iza tion as far as Azerbaijani cul tural ac -
tiv ism is con cerned. But for Azerbaijan’s largely sec u lar ized in tel lec -
tual class, it was dif fi cult un equiv o cally to em brace the
po lit ico-religious no tion of vilayat-e-faghih in Iran—even if it meant
more rights for eth nic mi nor i ties.

As for Azerbaijan’s Mus lim re li gious lead er ship, the sit u a tion
is even more com plex. Many Mus lim cler ics had ac cepted the West -
ern and So viet no tion of a sep a ra tion of re li gion from the state, yet
even their po ten tial sym pa thy for a Shi’i Mus lim state was com pli -
cated by their iden tity as Azerbaijanis, who con sider them selves to
be op pressed by that same state.

These re marks may be con fus ing, and for the mo ment they are
nec es sar ily in com plete and pre lim i nary. The most im por tant con sid -
er ation is to keep in mind that in gen eral Azerbaijani at ti tudes to -
ward Tur key in the past and pres ent have gen er ally been fa vor able.
In con trast, the Azerbaijani im age of Iran runs a much broader range
of pos si bil i ties—from the more sim ple but pre vail ing view of Iran
un der the Shahs as an op pres sor state to the more com plex re la tion
be tween vilayat-e-faghih and Azerbaijani na tion al ism.

These ad mit tedly pre lim i nary con sid er ations feed into an un -
der stand ing of Azerbaijani do mes tic pol i tics in the con tem po rary
pe riod. There are fun da men tal de bates about all is sues of hu man life
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go ing on in Azerbaijan, but for lack of space I will con cen trate mostly 
on pol i tics and eco nom ics.

There are two ma jor trends in Azerbaijani pol i tics to day. In the
terms of the de bates that are be ing con ducted over the fu ture of the
re pub lic, these two trends can be re ferred to as an “Ira nian” vs. a
“Turk ish” ori en ta tion. These terms are widely used in the West as
well, but I use them in a very spe cific man ner. The “Turk ish” ori en ta -
tion does not nec es sar ily re flect a de sire for po lit i cal un ion with the
Re pub lic of Tur key. In the same man ner, an “Ira nian” ori en ta tion
does not nec es sar ily mean sym pa thy for Iran and the Is lamic Rev o lu -
tion. Rather, Iran and Tur key—es pe cially in Azerbaijani dis course
on do mes tic pol i tics—stand as pow er ful sym bols whose con tent
must be spec i fied and can not sim ply be as sumed.

An other way of think ing of these two ori en ta tions in do mes tic
pol i tics would be to re fer to the “Turk ish” ori en ta tion as a gen er ally
West ern ized, lib eral-democratic, and mar ket-oriented ide ol ogy. The
“Ira nian” ori en ta tion, how ever, can best be de scribed as a stat ist,
fun da men tally neo-Stalinist ide ol ogy. At its most open and tol er ant,
this po si tion re flects in some ways the re con structed vi sion of So viet
so cial ism pro moted by Mikhail Gorbachev. It should be made clear
from the out set, then, that what I re fer to as an “Ira nian” ori en ta tion
has very lit tle to do with Shi’i Is lam or re li gious iden tity over all.

In dis cuss ing the rel a tive strengths of the Iran vs. Tur key de -
bates in Azerbaijani pol i tics, I want to fo cus on three group ings, all of 
which have their po lit i cal bases in the Azerbaijani cap i tal of Baku.
The first is the for merly Com mu nist Party ap pa ra tus, led by
Azerbaijan’s pres i dent Ayaz Mütälibov. The party has now changed
its name, and de spite con flict and dis sen sion within the party, the
po lit i cal ma chine un der Mütälibov’s guid ance is still one of the most
pow er ful and most ex ten sive po lit i cal forces in the coun try. The sec -
ond group ing is the op po si tion, by which I mean mainly the mod er -
ately pop u lar Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front (with all its in ter nal splits)
and the small but in flu en tial So cial-Democratic Party of Azerbaijan.
Last is the Mus lim clergy as so ci ated with the Mus lim Re li gious
Board of Azerbaijan, led by the chair man of the board and
sheikh-ul-Islam of Azerbaijan, Allahshukur Pashazada.

The most con sis tent ad her ents to a “Turk ish” ori en ta tion in
Azerbaijani pol i tics are the op po si tion. They are on the whole sup -
port ive of a West ern-style, dem o cratic, elec tion-based gov ern ment
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and rel a tively free mar ket re la tions. The APF’s news pa per, for ex am -
ple, has a reg u lar col umn on how Tur key’s par lia ment works. But
Tur key is not sim ply Tur key; it is the West, it is Eu rope and North
Amer ica. For the West ern ized, largely sec u lar Azerbaijani in tel li gen -
tsia that forms the core of the op po si tion, Tur key is a win dow to the
West, a sym bol of prog ress, de moc racy, na tion al ism, in de pend ence,
and sec u lar ism—in short, the ide ol ogy and prac tice of Eu ro pean lib -
eral-democracy—but with a Turk ish face in a Mus lim so ci ety.

While this West ern-oriented ide ol ogy is shared by the op po si -
tion as a whole, some dis tinc tions must be made. There are se ri ous
rifts within the Pop u lar Front it self, and de spite the com mon al ity of
splits in po lit i cal or ga ni za tions based mainly on per sonal con flicts
(such as the Birlik/Erk split in Uzbekistan), the split in the APF runs
much deeper. One of the more sur pris ing events in Azerbaijani pol i -
tics last year came dur ing a ma jor sum mer time as sem bly of the front, 
when the two ma jor group ings in the front failed to break into or ga -
ni za tions. The split con sists of ad her ents of the more tol er ant, lib -
eral-democratic type de scribed above and a much less
dem o crat i cally ori ented group led by peo ple such as E’tibar
Mammadov, whose vi sion of a fu ture Azerbaijan is much more in -
formed by Azerbaijani chau vin ism and po lit i cal au thor i tar i an ism. In 
this way, the more rad i cal na tion al ist wing of the front can be seen as
hav ing a more “Ira nian” ori en ta tion than the rest of the op po si tion.
This may be an ex ag ger a tion, but for the rad i cal wing of the front one 
can sim ply re place the ide ol ogy of neo-Stalinism with that of
Azerbaijani chau vin ism but main tain the in sti tu tional pro file of the
for mer So viet sys tem of rule in tact.

In stark con trast to the op po si tion, the for mer ap pa ra tus of the
Com mu nist Party is prob a bly the most con sis tent sup porter of an
“Ira nian” ori en ta tion. Of course, this does not mean that the
Mütälibov re gime is packed with closet fun da men tal ists. Rather, if
Iran is thought of as a stat ist re gime with ex ten sive gov ern ment reg -
u la tion of the do mes tic econ omy and for eign eco nomic ties, then an
“Ira nian” ori en ta tion among for mer Com mu nists makes per fect
sense.

The main prob lem in the case of the for mer Com mu nist ap pa ra -
tus is that while the com bi na tion of their power and iden tity is based
on the So viet Com mu nist sys tem, they can no lon ger le git i mately re -
fer to So viet com mu nism as a model for Azerbaijan’s fu ture. In this
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sense, as a po lit i cal or ga ni za tion they have ideo log i cally trans -
formed them selves into na tion al ists but in po lit i cal prac tice re main
in dis tin guish able from the ap pa rat chiks they os ten si bly re place.

The po si tion of the Azerbaijani clergy un der Pashazada is prob -
a bly the most com pli cated and for me also the most fas ci nat ing.
Sheikh-ul-Islam Pashazada has dis tin guished him self in Azerbaijani 
pol i tics by sheer po lit i cal savvy and sur viv abil ity. Barely 30 years old 
when elected to his po si tion in the late Brezh nev pe riod, he has sur -
vived all the trans for ma tions of re cent So viet pol i tics. He is prob a bly
one of the most skilled pol i ti cians in post–World War II Azerbaijani
pol i tics. Though an eth nic Talysh, he is de fender of Azer- baijani na -
tion al ism. And though the spir i tual leader of Shi’i Azerbaijan Mus -
lims north of the Araz River, he was once a sup porter of the
Com mu nist re gime. This is in part based on his keen po lit i cal sense
and his will ing ness to co op er ate with any re gime in power in
Azerbaijan.

These con sid er ations are im por tant in eval u at ing his as so ci a -
tion with the “Ira nian” po si tion in Azerbaijani po lit i cal de bates.
Closely aligned with the Mütälibov po lit i cal ma chine, in terms of his
gen eral po lit i cal ori en ta tion, he is al most in dis tin guish able from the
neo-Stalinist group ings within the for mer Com mu nist Party. In this
sense, one of the great est threats to his po si tion is the lib eral wing of
the Azerbaijani Pop u lar Front, which if it came to power may es tab -
lish the West ern no tion of sep a ra tion of church from state (un like the
front’s more chau vin ist wing, which may view Azerbaijani na tion al -
ism and Is lam as a sin gle iden tity).

But Pashazada is not sim ply an un re con structed Com mu nist.
He is a re li gious leader. And just as cur rent and pre vi ous re gimes in
Azerbaijan ma nip u lated the Mus lim clergy for po lit i cal ends,
Pashazada is able to do the same in re verse. Un der the aegis of suc -
ces sive gov ern ments in Azerbaijan’s re cent his tory (Äliyev,
Baghïrov, Väzirov, and now Mütälibov), he has in creas ingly gained
con ces sions from the re gime based on its fear of Is lam and the Mus -
lim so ci ety in which it op er ates. The core lead er ship of the
Azerbaijani Com mu nist Party, it must be em pha sized, was and re -
mains a highly West ern ized (read Russianized) and anti-religious
group of men. Thus, the more the for mer Com mu nists fear the
Islamicization of Azerbaijani so ci ety (which is not as likely as many
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ob serv ers think), the more con ces sions Pashazada will be able to ob -
tain as a dis tinctly Is lamic force for po lit i cal sta bil ity in the re pub lic.

It is in the con text of these do mes tic po lit i cal de bates that the di -
rec tion of Azerbaijani for eign pol icy is for mu lated. But un like in do -
mes tic pol i tics, the po lit i cal and so cial cleav ages in for eign
pol icy-making are much less clear. This re lates not sim ply to lo cal
po lit i cal iden tity and its re la tion to Iran and Tur key, but also to other
do mes tic and in ter na tional fac tors.

Do mes tically (and here I stretch the term al most be yond rec og -
ni tion), the Ar me ni ans of Karabakh and of Ar me nia proper are of
great con cern to the Azerbaijanis. Many Azerbaijani lead ers and
com men ta tors, in their own minds or sim ply as a pop u list means to
main tain pres tige and power over their con stit u en cies, ar gue that
the West, es pe cially France and the United States but also Rus sia, is
con trolled to one ex tent or the other by an or ga nized Ar me nian
lobby. One could cite many ex am ples of this from Azerbaijani po lit i -
cal dis course, but one need only take note that Ar me nia’s new for -
eign min is ter is an Amer i can-born Ar me nian.

In in ter na tional pol i tics, Azerbaijani fears of an Ar me nian con -
spir acy ob tained the ap pear ance of ac cu racy. Note that the United
States ini ti ated dip lo matic re la tions with Ar me nia quite quickly, but
de layed the pro cess with Azerbaijan. The fact that the new UN Sec re -
tary Gen eral Boutros-Ghali, him self a Chris tian Copt, has an Ar me -
nian rel a tive, like wise taints the United Na tions as bi ased in the
Azerbaijani imag i na tion. With these con sid er ations in mind,
Azerbaijan looked to Iran, Tur key, and other Mus lim re gional ac tors
not sim ply be cause of some kind of ge netic Mus lim im pulse but in
part by de fault, since the re pub lic’s lead er ship felt it could not rely
on sup port from the West.

But U.S. pol icy has changed, and Sec re tary of State James Baker
is now will ing to em brace any dic ta tor in the Cau ca sus and Cen tral
Asia in or der to coun ter Amer i can per cep tions of an Ira nian threat in
the re gion. In this move, the United States sees Tur key as a bridge -
head to both Azerbaijan and Cen tral Asia. Symp tom atic of their ob -
ses sion with Is lam in gen eral and Iran in par tic u lar, U.S.
pol icy-makers ap par ently have lit tle con cern about the grow ing ties
be tween Iran and Ar me nia, since quite ob vi ously Iran would have
some dif fi culty ex port ing its Is lamic fun da men tal ist rev o lu tion
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(what ever that means in Amer i can eyes) to a peo ple known as one of
the old est Chris tian na tions in the Near East.

The power of Amer i can for eign pol icy can help sway
Azerbaijan more to ward Tur key and the West, but it need not be seen
as the sole de ter mi nant of Azerbaijani for eign pol icy. The rel a tive
suc cess of the Turk ish econ omy and the struc tures of its do mes tic
and for eign eco nomic pol icy, es pe cially since the in ter na tional lib er -
al iza tion of the 1980s, make it an apt model for Azerbaijan’s own de -
vel op ment. More over, Tur key re mains, as I have said, a win dow on
the West, and if we take the Azerbaijani im age of Tur key as the West,
then all the pop u lar views of the “real” West as over run by Ar me ni -
ans pose much less of an im ped i ment for re la tions with the West.
This view holds es pe cially for the Azerbaijani op po si tion and to a
large ex tent among ac tiv ists in the for merly Com mu nist ap pa ra tus.

At the same time, Iran as a model for de vel op ment and in -
creased ties is more prob lem atic. Un til the re cent re ori en ta tion in Ira -
nian pol i tics, the Is lamic gov ern ment of Iran pur sued highly
pro tec tion ist for eign pol i cies much like those of the for mer So viet
Un ion. As a model of gov ern ment reg u la tion of for eign eco nomic
ties, then, Iran’s po si tion feeds eas ily into the “Ira nian” ori en ta tion
of Azerbaijani pol i ti cians. At the same time, how ever, Iran is of ten
viewed by Azerbaijanis as a pa riah state that main tains re la tions
only with other weaker states: thus, it is not like Tur key, which has
strong as so ci a tions with the rich and pow er ful econ o mies of North
Amer ica and Eu rope.

As I have noted, Azerbaijani bi ases against Iran are wide -
spread. In a re cent in ter view with a mem ber of the gov ern ing board
of the Pop u lar Front, the ac tiv ist spoke of many things but ab so lutely 
re fused to ut ter the word “Iran”. But whereas Azerbaijanis find lit tle
pos i tive in Per sian Iran, they feel com pelled to im prove re la tions
with the Te he ran gov ern ment in or der to de velop more ex ten sive
con tacts with the mil lions of their co-nationals south of the Araz
River. But an odd sit u a tion ob tains. Azerbaijanis north of the Araz
have many more po lit i cal and cul tural am bi tions with re gard to the
South than do Ira nian Azerbaijanis to ward the North. None the less,
it should be em pha sized that Azerbaijan’s in creas ing ties with Iran
are not sim ply with Iran but per haps more im por tantly with Ira nian
Azerbaijan.
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No one can pre dict the course of fu ture events, just as no one
rec og nized the pos si bil ity of the col lapse of the So viet Un ion and the
emer gence of at least fif teen new and in de pend ent states. But given
such fac tors as lo cal Azerbaijani at ti tudes to ward Per sian Iran and
the in creas ingly ag gres sive con duct of Amer i can pol icy in the re -
gion, the ten den cies with Azerbaijani pol i tics are more and more
clearly de fined. Azerbaijan is look ing West, and the West is Tur key.
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