Studying Islam in Russia: Family, Society and State

The study of Russian and Soviet history has been dominated by the binary model
of an all-powerful, all pervasive state and a passive, or at most resistant, society; and this
tendency continues to the present day. It is true of course that the power of the Tsarist and
Soviet state was very great. But the top-down approach to analyzing relations between
state and society was never satisfactory. As ‘revisionist’ historians began to discover in
the 1970s, even under Stalin Soviet society was far from quiescent, and the state often
found itself reacting to situations not of its making. By adopting a society-focused,
bottom-up approach historians have discovered valuable insights into the dynamics of
political and social change.
I believe a similar situation applies where the study of Islam and Muslim
communities in contemporary Russia is concerned. Government policies, religious
institutions and their leaders, challenges to state authority from radical Islamic
movements dominate this field. It is true that there are also some excellent studies of
Muslim communities (notable among them Hilary Pilkington & Galina Yemelianova,
Islam in Post-Soviet Russia, 1963). But what is less in evidence are links between these
different areas of research.
Here I want to draw attention to a seminal article by Paul Ginsborg, “Family,
Civil Society and the State in Contemporary European History” (Journal of
Contemporary History, 1995, vol. 4, part 3. In it he emphasizes the importance of
looking at the relationship between the family and politics, exploring the links between
the private and the public, and recognizing that the family is, in the words of Susan
Moller Okin, ‘a political institution of primary importance’. Its potential role in this

respect was famously defined by John Stuart Mill: ‘The family is a school of despotism,
in which the virtues of despotism, but also its vices, are largely nourished…. The family
justly constituted would the real school of the virtues of freedom.’
Muslim families like all families in contemporary Russia have of course borne the
brunt of the massive, often traumatic economic and social, political and ideological
changes since the fall of Communism. Their role in enabling individuals to cope with the
virtual collapse of the welfare state, with the impact of ‘economic reforms’ on the labour
market, with the loss of guaranteed employment, with the corruption of the apparatus of
state, and with many other problems of daily life, cannot be overestimated.
The Muslim family’s political significance can be observed in numerous spheres.
If time permitted I would explore the role of the family as preserver of Islamic traditions
and belief through the Soviet period, and its central part in the post-1991 project of
creating nation states with an ethnic-religious identity.
Or examine the role of the family in the political elite. As the case of the Yeltsin
‘family’ demonstrated, and that of Shaimiev continues to, the family as metaphor is
matched by the reality of the family as the locus of power and influence. Nepotism is a
fact of political life, and as ubiquitous in Islamic communities as any others in the
Russian Federation.
The family’s role in generating extreme Islamic radicalism is also worth studying.
This is not the monopoly of alienated young men. Hatred of perceived oppressors and
implacable opposition to the status quo can be and often are handed down from one
generation to another, as the example of Irish republicanism in Ulster showed for many

years. Similarly, memory of the Chechen deportation of 1944 may well be a major
contributory factor to Islamic terrorism in the North Caucasus.
Another important and hitherto neglected topic is that of Muslim migrant
communities in Russian cities. Here I would mention pioneering work by a young British
researcher, Dr Madeleine Reeves of Manchester University. Her study of Kirghiz
migrants in Mosow, currently being prepared for publication, provides a revealing
perspective on relations between migrants, their families and the state. Decisions about
which members of the family should go are typically taken by parents. Their sons go to
work in the big city, sometimes with their wives, even their children. As always in
Russian history, the zemlyachestvo plays a key role in finding work for the new migrants,
obtaining work permits and registration documents from officials and police. Since many
documents are in fact false, the great majority of migrants are ‘outside the law’, and as
such highly vulnerable to exploitation, both by employers and by the state’s
representatives.
These are some examples of topics that would repay close analysis, but there are
many others. My key point is the importance for the study of Muslim communities – and
this applies to Britain no less than to Russia - of exploring the links between different
areas and levels of human association. As E. M. Forster said, ‘Only connect’.
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