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The article explores the evolving role of Islamism in Russian national security
discourse from the post-Soviet conflicts in the North Caucasus to present Russian
engagement in Syria. It traces the development of the term “Wahhabi” as a shorthand
for Islamist practices, including subversive and violent activity, and how that label has
come to be replaced by an even more amorphous specter of “international terrorists”
as the main source of such threats. The article concludes that in Russia, as in many
other countries, the arbitrary divide between “good Muslims” and “bad Muslims” in
national security discourse is largely subordinate to, and serves to obscure, more
important realpolitik aims.
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l. Introduction: a new enemy?

On 28 September 2015, two days before the Russian Air Force began conducting
airstrikes in the Syrian Arab Republic, Russian President Vladimir Putin stood before the
70th session of the United Nations General Assembly in New York and called upon the
world’s leaders to remember their history. “In 1945, the countries that defeated Nazism
joined their efforts to lay solid foundations for the postwar world order,” Putin said. “I remind
you that the key decisions on the principles guiding the cooperation among states, as well
as on the establishment of the United Nations, were made in our country, in Yalta, at the
meeting of the anti-Hitler coalition leaders.” In his speech, Putin laid the groundwork for a
new coalition, this time to fight a different enemy on a different stage: the Islamic State in
Syria and Iraq (ISIS or IS). Just like the Allied Powers in World War Il, this new coalition
would “unite a broad range of forces that are resolutely resisting those who... sow evil and
hatred of humankind”.”

In his speech, Putin emphasized that the Islamic State and its ilk were not new
opponents for Russia: he cited his country’s own more recent history of “consistently fighting
terrorism.” The speech is a specimen of the global “war on terrorism” national security
discourse which uses terrorism as a shorthand for “Islamist political violence” and neatly
elides the many differences and tensions between different Islamist groups and various
forms of political violence to serve a specific discursive end. Putin implied that Russia was
uniquely equipped to come to the aid of Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria and confront “the
Islamic state and other terrorist organizations” not only because of its demonstrated
leadership in the 20th-century fight against fascism, but also because of its singular
experience fighting terror at home. Although Putin did not go into detail about the history of
Islamist insurgency in Russia and the bloody North Caucasian conflicts of the 1990s and
2000s, he referenced a concern clarified elsewhere that anything short of alignment with
Assad presented a domestic threat to Russia: “We cannot allow these criminals who already
tasted blood to return back home and continue their evil doings”. The day before, on an
American television program, he had been more specific: “More than 2000 fighters from
Russia and ex-Soviet Republics are in the territory of Syria. There is a threat of their return
to us. So, instead of waiting for their return, we are better off helping Assad fight them on
Syrian territory”.2

This rhetoric was used to justify the Russian intervention in Syria. Still, while
counterterrorism was one of Russia’s motivations, it was hardly the only one and might not
have even been the main one: as argued by many, the intervention primarily sought to
prevent another instance of Western-backed violent regime change, in post-Libya context,
and, at least at the time, to also force Russia’s way back into dialogue with the international
community, in post-Crimea crisis context, through a power play in a strategically significant
region.® In general, Russian foreign policy preceding the Syrian intervention had been
characterized by a transition from aggressive anti-Islamism to greater acceptance of certain
Islamist movements as part of pluralistic divisions of power, as in Palestine and Lebanon.
Regardless, the Islamist terrorism threat has remained in the foreground of official discourse
on Syria from the 2015 intervention through the declaration of “victory” against ISIS in 2017
and up to present-day confrontations with militant groups like “Hayat Tahrir al-Sham” in
ldlib.* Because of this, it remains worthwhile to examine the recent history of this narrative in
Russia. Although Islamophobia is a global phenomenon woven deeply into the fabric of
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21st-century national security discourse which predates the attacks of September 11, 2001
in the United States, understanding how perceptions of the “Islamist threat” have manifested
themselves in Russia over the past decades provides important context, as Russia
continues to play a role in (re)building state structures in Syria, Libya and beyond.

Putin’s apparent concern over radicalized Russian Muslims fighting in Syria has
parallels in the late Soviet period, predating the wars in Chechnya. As part of its
engagement in the Islamic world, both the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation
instrumentalized their native Muslim populations to present a dichotomy between “good,”
assimilated, moderate Muslims and “bad” extremists. Although a relatively minor aspect of
the national security discourse, it still bears examination as it persists into the present day
and informs the Russian government’s interactions with domestic and foreign Muslims.

Mahmood Mamdani, in his 2004 exploration of the roots of modern terrorism and
Islamophobia, “Good Muslim, Bad Muslim”, describes the Global War on Terrorism — and
specifically the September 11 attacks — as “the unfinished business of the Cold War”.’ He
refers to a legacy of violence and propaganda that has created the Western understanding
of Islam today. This is largely a consideration of America’s relationship to radical Islam as a
counter-Communist force during the Cold War, particularly in the Middle East and in
Southwest Asia: once mobilized against the existential threat of the Soviet Union, Islam
subsequently came to replace it as the dominant “other” against which the West defined
itself. After 9/11, Mamdani argues, American Muslims were obliged to justify their existence
as “good Muslims,” joining in a war against “bad Muslims.” A similar dichotomy emerged in
counterterrorism discourse in Russia and the former Soviet Union since the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan and through the present day.

Il. “Good” Russian Muslims and “bad” Russian Muslims

Russia’s intervention in Syria was its first military excursion in a faraway theatre of war
since the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.® There, the Soviet Union was also explicitly
confronting an lIslamist threat: Soviet troops invaded to quash a rebellion by mujahidin
guerrilla fighters threatening the pro-Moscow government. The United States, Saudi Arabia
and Pakistan funded and armed those rebels, some of whom would later be declared
enemies of both Russia and the United States as members of al-Qaeda and the Afghan
Taliban.

At the time, Islam in Russia was officially organized in a system of regional governing
bodies established as part of Josef Stalin’s larger program of religious reform, following the
repressions of the 1930s. In their domestic role, these Muslim Religious Boards represented
a continuation of fumbling Russian imperial attempts to create a hierarchical, bureaucratic,
and therefore more easily controlled “church for Islam”, borrowed directly from the model of
the Muslim Spiritual Assemblies established by Catherine Il in the 1780s.” Although
nominally independent and funded by donations of believers, the Religious Boards
answered to a Moscow-based governing body. The Religious Board for Central Asia and
Kazakhstan, which was the largest and most influential of the four, published an official
magazine in Uzbek, Arabic, English and French which served as a mouthpiece for “officially
sanctioned” Soviet Islam.® As the Afghan invasion proved increasingly unpopular in the
Muslim world, souring relationships with some post-colonial Arab states (which had been
carefully cultivated under the leadership of Nikita Khrushchev), the official representatives of
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Soviet Islam responded to the events through this magazine. In the first issue of 1980, the
head Mufti of the Religious Board, Ziyovuddin Babakhanov, presented a philosophy of
“progressive Islam” in opposition to the fundamentalist precepts of the mujahidin. A true
“reversion to the teachings of the Holy Qur'an”, Babakhanov asserted, does not entail the
renunciation of modernity, but rather demands learning from it and from the wider world,
Muslim and non-Muslim: “The present-day Muslim in fact imbibed into himself all the
experiences and knowledge of his predecessors and was given the opportunity to analyze
all valuable experiences which were achieved by various other nations”.?

Decades later, Russian Muslim leaders have mobilized in similar ways to lend
legitimacy to Russian efforts in Syria. The Head of the Chechen Republic, Ramzan Kadyrov
is probably Russia’s most famous Muslim, although he is not technically a religious leader
like, for example, Grand Mufti Ravil’ Gaynutdin. Kadyrov frequently presents himself on the
world stage — and is presented by the Kremlin — as the voice of Russian Islam. In 2016, after
it was reported that two battalions of military police from Chechnya were being deployed to
Syria, Kadyrov wrote on social media that he would eagerly join forces to combat
international terrorism and “would be happy and proud to immediately go to Syria to fight the
scum”.'® Ramzan Kadyrov’s father, Akhmad Kadyrov, had supported calls for jihad against
Russia during the First Chechen War in 1994, but subsequently aligned himself with
Moscow in the Second Chechen War. Elected President of Chechnya in 2003 and
supported by the Kremlin as part of its Chechenization policy, Kadyrov senior became a
vocal opponent of foreign, fundamentalist “Wahhabi” influence — an earlier version of the
“scum” — that was held to undermine Chechnya’s relatively moderate Sufi tradition. His son
Ramzan would take up this mantle after his father’s assassination months later. It is back in
the 1980s, within a few years of the publication of the article in “Muslims of the Soviet East”
promoting a vision of civilized and cosmopolitan Soviet Islam, that the term “Wahhabi” had
entered the parlance of then-Soviet leaders as a shorthand for the opposite of this vision —
“fundamentalist,” regressive strains of Islamic theology and practice deemed unacceptable
and subversive.

lll. From Afghanistan to the North Caucasus: the rise of “Wahhabism” in Russia

“Wahhabism” is a term usually used to refer to followers of the 18th century Najdi
religious leader Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab who declared all religious practices that
deviated from the Quran and Hadith'' to be heresy. Al-Wahhab allied with the founder of
the First Saudi State, Muhammad bin Saud, in a pact advantageous to both parties, and Al-
Wahhab’s precepts would become the state theology of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Acolytes tend to refer to themselves more readily as “Muwahiddun” (believers in the
oneness of God, or “Tawhid”) rather than Wahhabis, but the latter term was being used by
critics of Al-Wahhab’s doctrine from as early as the 19th century, when British colonizers
employed it to denigrate the Islamic organizations mobilizing against the British rule in
India.” In the Arab world as in the former Soviet Union, “Wahhabi” is often used alongside
or interchangeably with the term “Salafi” that literally refers to a follower of the generation of
the first Muslims. The boundaries of Salafi and Wahhabi are blurred in both Islamic religious
history and taxonomies of national security discourse: in 2018, Saudi Crown Prince
Muhammad Bin Salman said that “no one can define Wahhabism”."* This is certainly the
case in the post-Soviet space where the “Wahhabi” label has been used more freely than in
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the West to refer to aberrant or subversive Islamic practices. The terms “Islamism” and
“‘extremism” have gradually lost their specificity in similar ways: the former term technically
refers to political movements informed by Islamic fundamentalist precepts, but it is often
muddled with the nebulous threat evoked by the latter).

In those post-Soviet regions where Sufi traditions dominated, the prevailing
‘madhhab”, or school of Islamic jurisprudence, was Hanafi, which is traditionally more open
to discourse on new religious ideas than the strict traditionalist Hanbali madhhab with which
Wahhabism is aligned. Hanafi Sufism was promoted as the acceptable form of practice,
celebrated in nationalistic terms and frequently against interloping Wahhabism. There are
conflicting theories as to the origins of this phenomenon. Alexander Knysh posits the growth
in the use of the “Wahhabi” label around the fall of the Soviet Union as an attempt by
secular post-Communist regimes to overcome their lack of Islamic legitimacy: the cultural
and scientific achievements of Islamic civilization and traditional regional practices were
celebrated as objects of national pride while Wahhabism, a philosophy centered on the
rejection of religious “innovations,” was itself presented as a deviant innovation and a malign
foreign incursion.” In the 1990s and early 2000s, the term was deployed to silence all
political criticism with Islamic inflections. It was far more useful as a means of undermining
opposition than as a precise theological term. Knysh emphasizes the political expedience of
such a label, with its invocations of menacing fanatics cloaked in black: “One might venture
a guess that if Wahhabism had never existed, presidents Karimov of Uzbekistan, Shaymiev
of Tatarstan and their colleagues in the Northern Caucasus would have invented it. Or
perhaps, invent it they did?”"®

Although the protracted war in Afghanistan was influential in the establishment of this
paradigm, it is the conflicts in the North Caucasus which played the greatest role in shaping
it. The Chechen Wars fundamentally shaped the image of Islam and state policy towards it
in the early years of the Russian Federation and continue to reverberate in Russia’'s
domestic and foreign policy. Notably, though, Chechnya’s Islamic heritage and the concept
of political Islamism played only minor roles in the early years of the conflict. The “jihadist”
and “Wahhabi” labels are often retroactively applied to the first years of post-Soviet
Chechen resistance even though they were rarely invoked at the time. As Knysh notes, they
remain important markers in Muslim communities in Tatarstan and post-Soviet Central Asia.

When Russian President Boris Yeltsin launched a major military operation against the
self-declared independent Chechen Republic of Ichkeria in 1994, Chechnya was largely
secular.’® The post-Soviet Islamic revival was in its infancy, but the 1994 conflict accelerated
it, providing Islamist leaders an opportunity to harken back to the region’s pre-Soviet
heritage. As Moshe Gammer writes, “the war enhanced the Islamic dimension of mainly (but
not only) Chechen identity. It brought to the fore memories of the Islamic resistance to
Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Chechnya, in Dagestan and in other
parts of the Caucasus. Most important, the war triggered the Islamization of politics in
Chechnya and it catapulted the ‘Wahhabis’ and their ideology into center stage of both
republics”."’

In 1995, the “Wahhabi” specter of the Chechen Wars entered the conflict. Unlike the
vast majority of the Muslims against whom this label would be deployed in post-Soviet
Russia, this variety was, indeed, of Saudi origin. Saudi-born Samir Saleh Abdullah, known
as Emir Khattab, would become one of the most feared commanders to confront Russian
forces in both Chechnya and Dagestan.'® His story, like that of many of the foreign fighters
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involved in such conflicts, began years earlier in Afghanistan. The country became a training
camp for militants devoted to what they conceived of as a holy struggle, or jihad. After
Soviet troops withdrew in 1988—-1989, these men dispersed across Southwestern Asia and
Eurasia, often in search of new battlegrounds.'® Although a ceasefire was signed in August
1996 that technically ended the First Chechen War, after the Taliban came to power in
Afghanistan in the following month, Russian leadership began complaining that
Afghan-trained militants like Khattab were moving into Chechnya en masse. In addition to
“Wahhabi,” these foreign fighters were sometimes simply referred to as “Afghans,” although
they came from all over the world. Khattab and the Chechen commander Shamil Basayev
were declared to have “hundreds” of Arabs and other foreign “Wahhabis” among their
forces.” These figures have never been verified.

In 1997, Aslan Maskhadov was elected president of unrecognized Ichkeria. Although
he had competed in the elections by promoting his Islamic credentials, he was quickly
undermined by his more radical rivals — most prominently Basayev — who mobilized to unite
Dagestan and Chechnya as a single “Islamic nation”.?' Maskhadov quickly found use for the
“Wahhabi” label to undermine these opponents as a group. As usual, he implied that they
were foreign, although he also suggested that they were specifically allied with the Russian
government — an ironic discrepancy, given the Russian government’'s own fixation on
confronting foreign Islamists in the North Caucasus.?’ The typical narrative of the Second
Chechen War is that it began with a Chechen militant invasion of Dagestan. However, as
Miriam Lanskoy points out, it was more precisely the arrival of Dagestani radicals into
Chechnya which facilitated the consolidation of forces that sought to seize power in
Dagestan and triggered the Russian intervention.?®

In fact, the “Wahhabi” specter had been more central to the public conversation around
Islam in Dagestan than in Chechnya up to that point. In the late 1990s, the voice of official
Islam in Dagestan, Mufti Saidmuhammad-Haji Abubakarov, repeatedly declared that “a
believer who kills a Wahhabi will get into paradise, as will a believer who is killed by a
Wahhabi’, effectively encouraging jihad against the proponents of jihad.** In 1997, the
Russian Duma passed the Law on the freedom of conscience. The law itemized offenses
that could serve as the basis for the liquidation of a religious organization, including
“violations of safety and public order” and “actions aimed at carrying out extremist activity.?’
Dagestan quickly passed its own version of the law which was even more severe and
specifically targeted “Wahhabi” organizing in the republic.?® Chechen president Maskhadov,
increasingly threatened by Basayev, Khattab and their allies, issued a similar decree against
“dissident and hostile” forms of Islam in the same year. He was supported in this campaign
by his future successor, Akhmad Kadyrov, who was Chechnya’s Chief Mufti at the time.*’

After Chechen militants entered Dagestan, Russia began its second campaign in
Chechnya. A series of bombings in residential buildings in Moscow, Volgodonsk and
Buynaksk lent further urgency to the operation. Although Russia had established direct rule
over the region by May 2000, the Islamist resistance persisted, and the government’s
attempts to target religious dissidence beyond the battlefield intensified. Wahhabism was
officially “banned” in Dagestan in September 1999, though no official definition was provided
for the term.?® Similar legislation against “extremism” failed to pass in the State Duma due to
its vagueness; the Dagestani parliament’'s attempts to federalize their local law also fell
through in 2000 and 2001.%
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However, the attacks of September 11, 2001 in the United States would shift the
conversation. 9/11 represented the point of convergence for Russian and American anti-
Islamist discourses and ultimately provided the ideological ammunition that Putin would use
in his 2015 United Nations General Assembly speech to justify Russia’s calls for an
international antiterrorist coalition in Syria.

IV. From the Chechen “Wahhabis” to international terrorists: 9/11 to Syria

Although the notion of “Wahhabism” and larger percolating fears of the Islamist threat
had entered the Russian political landscape prior to September 11, the launch of the
American “war on terror’, as George W. Bush first called it in his speech to Congress days
later, helped to firmly instill fears of “Islamic terrorism” in a greater proportion of the Russian
public and lent legitimacy to the new Putin administration’s campaign against it not only in
the North Caucasus, but throughout the Russian Federation.*® Putin’s government quickly
drew connections between the Chechen rebels and al-Qaeda, claiming that militants linked
to Osama bin Laden were among those fighting Russian troops.®! The United States, for its
part, was quick to do an about-face on the Chechen issue. While influential figures such as
Condoleeza Rice and Zbigniew Brzezinski had at one point portrayed the Chechen
separatists as “freedom fighters,” the post-9/11 Bush administration conceded that the North
Caucasus was a legitimate Russian front in “the war on terror”, and the U.S. media reported
that American soldiers were confronting Chechens, among others, in Afghanistan.*

In 2002, a new federal law on “combating extremist activity” was passed in Russia.*
The Dubrovka theatre siege of that year once again heightened the stakes; foreign Muslim
organizations and charities were banned.** However, at the same time, use of the
“Wahhabi” label by both federal and Dagestani authorities began to recede as it was
increasingly viewed as pejorative and perhaps harmful to Russian-Saudi relations.*® It was
also part of a larger shift in Russian policy that began with the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003,
which Russia strongly opposed, ending the rapprochement brought about by 9/11.%° While
the conflict in Chechnya continued to be marked by excessive use of force and civilian
casualties, the Kremlin also embarked on a public relations campaign in the Muslim world.
Government officials stressed Russia’s multiethnic heritage on the world stage, as it had
frequently been done in the Soviet era, and provided support to loyal, moderate Islamic
institutions domestically. Although Russia’s Muslim population is obviously considerably less
than that of the former Soviet Union as a whole, it remains the largest in Europe and is
estimated at anywhere from 10 to 25 million people as of 2018.% President Putin declared
that Russia “is to a significant extent a part of the Muslim world”, and Russia became an
observer member of the Organization of the Islamic Conference.*®

These types of statement continued through the end of the Second Chechen War
around 2009. In 2005, Russian presidential administration requested that state television
replaces the word “Wahhabi” with “Islamic extremist,” “jihad” with “subversive/terrorist
activity”, and even “Chechen terrorism” with “international terrorism” (the latter modification
reflected continuing general alignment of Russia’s domestic counterterrorism efforts with the
U.S.-led “global war on terror”, despite growing disagreements over Iraq).*® Although
Ramzan Kadyrov persisted in his criticism of “Wahhabis” in Chechnya, Putin went so far as
to explicitly walk back from his own previous condemnations of this amorphous group: in
January 2006, he stated that “Wahhabism in itself does not pose any threat, but distortion of

180



the norms of Islam, of Wahhabism, this of course cannot be viewed as anything other than
calling for terrorism”.*° In 2009, at the Arab League summit in Cairo, then-President Dmitry
Medvedev proclaimed that Russia “has no need to seek friendship with the Muslim world,
because our country is an organic part of this world”.*’ This was seemingly a response to
U.S. President Barack Obama’s speech made in the same city earlier that month, in which
Obama explicitly sought “a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around
the world, one based on mutual interest and mutual respect”.*? Russia, as now suggested
by the Kremlin, was in no need of renewing ties with a community to which it already
belonged. Putin would reiterate this at a ceremony in Ufa in 2013, calling Islam “a striking

element of the Russian cultural code, an inalienable, organic part of the Russian history”.**

V. Conclusion

All this is to illustrate the gulf across which Putin reached, when, in 2015, he asked for
the help of the international community in combating terrorism in Syria. As the United States
under Obama shifted from the “global war on terror” model to “countering violent
extremism,” or CVE, Russian policymakers would remain more sensitive to extremism in all
forms.** While the United States had been fighting terror beyond its borders for nearly two
decades, supported by the United Kingdom, France, and other NATO member states, Syria
represented Russia’s first international military commitment to this now decades-old struggle
— a struggle that Putin, in his speech, framed simultaneously as a sort of eternal conflict
between the powers of good and evil, going back to World War Il, and as a more recent, but
still historically grounded battle with the forces of “radical Islam” that might be traced back to
the invasion of Afghanistan.

It might be traced back even further, though, to Soviet anti-religious campaigns against
“Sufi fanatics”: now upheld as synonymous with traditional, moderate Islam in many parts of
the former Soviet Union, Sufism was once itself a threatening specter.*® Or perhaps we
might look even further back, to Tsarist Russia’s campaigns against members of the Sufi
Nagshbandiyya tarigat who sought to resist colonization of the North Caucasus in the
1800s. As Dominic Rubin writes, “Chechen Sufism, or muridism as it was dubbed by the
tsarist and then Soviet authorities, was the Wahhabism of its day”.46 Ironically, it seems to
be members of a Sufi wird in Chechnya who were first labeled as Wahhabis by Soviet
special services in the 1970s.*’

The arbitrary quality of the Sufi/Wahhabi divide, and the “national Muslim vs.
international terrorist” dichotomy that it has been supplanted by, reflects the slippery ways in
which the threat of Islamic terrorism has been invoked to obscure more important realpolitik
aims in Russia, just as the more general “good Muslim vs. bad Muslim” divide has been
instrumentalized in the United States and elsewhere. In 2015, analysts found that almost 80
percent of Russia’s declared targets in Syria were in areas not held by the Islamic State:
rather, they were primarily in areas held by other Islamist opposition groups.*® This was not
much of a surprise for most observers. Although Russia has played a lead role in
dismantling genuinely malevolent Islamist militant organizations in Syria, the Islamic State
chief among them, this has come at an enormous cost in civilian lives, much like its
campaigns in the North Caucasus. Ultimately, although official Russian narratives about
Islam and Islamism are important in understanding Russia’s engagements in the Muslim
world, they can only tell us so much.
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