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Alexandre Bennigsen

he impact on Soviet Muslims of the war in
Afghanistan and the Islamic Revolution in Iran
has been the subject of considerable debate
over the last few years. Soviet sources, as usual, pro-
vide only incomplete information. Some Western ob-
servers have taken the position that a destabilized
Muslim world on the immediate borders of the USSR
has had virtually no impact on Soviet Muslims, such IS
the advanced state of Soviet Central Asia’s “moderni-
zation,” secularization, and *social mobilization.” By
this reckoning, Soviet efforts to purge the Muslim Cen-
tral Asian population of its Islamic consciousness
have been broadly successful, and consequently Is-

| lam is no longer important in the makeup of the iden-_

tity of Soviet Muslim elites (although it has greater in-
fluence among the more conservative masses).' Other
pbservers insist that Islam remains a common denom-
inator among the Turco-Iranian peoples of Soviet Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus.? This being the case, it is
inconceivable that Soviet Muslims can remain unaf-
| fected by the turmoil just across their borders, and it

}s probable that information and ideas, particularly.
undamentalist ones from Iran and Afghanistan, will-

Continue to penetrate the borders of the USSR. .

Th{:ieddet?ate. often centers on the idea of “spillover.”
Sore F?a lluminates less than it obscures for two rea-
Tan » n drskf itis not necessary for ideas to “spill” from
giver, the ghanistan into the USSR to Have an effect;

drop can

have an im N - I. - : L " i s
act w
Second, * P ell in excess of its volume.

Shllover” implies that Soviet Central Asia is

— = TTPles that Soviel Lerftal.nsid B
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Closed nature of Soviet society the merest

somehow an empty vessel; in fact, Soviet Muslim

territories—with their long Islamic tradition—are simi- |~

lar to the other parts of the Muslim world where a new .
upsurge of Islamic awareness is evident. This aware-

ness among Soviet Muslims did not begin with the

events in Iran but was in fact visible considerably
earlier, being the resuit of local factors in Turkestan
and the Caucasus. An Islamic religious revival (partic-
ularly noticeable in the activities of underground, or
“parallel,” Islamic organizations), a new pride in past
glories, cautious manifestations of cultural national-
ism, and a growing xenophobia all began to surface
after Stalin’s death. It would be a mistake to believe
that events in Afghanistan and lran are contributing to
the ‘closed society of Soviet Central Asia something
that was not already there in substance. Their impor-
tance is that they have imparted additional energy and
self-awareness to an Islamic milieu already character-
ized by considerable political dynamism and religious
activity. |

There can be little doubt that Soviet authorities are

worried about the “Islamic problem.” They under- |-~

stand that Islam isbecoming more difficult to control

| in Central - Asia and thé Caucasus, that events In

Afghanistan and Iran have made this situation worse,
and that the worsening situation could be exploited by
foreign’ powers. In-a recent article about Soviet reac-
tions to events in Iran during 1981, Yaacov Ro'i sum-
marizes this concern: e

The fact that the republican party press has spelt out
its anxieties so plainly clearly demonstrates a serious
problem, That the central, all-Soviet media have not

o —————————————————————————————————————

'See, o.g.. Martha Brill Olcott, “Soviet Isiam and World Revolution,” World Politics
(Princeton, NJ), July 1982, pp. 487-505.

*This opinion, which happens to be that of the present author, is shared with other
scholars, e.8., Michael Rywkin, Moscow’s Muslim Challenge, New York, M. E.
Sharpe, 1982.
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themselves directly (0 this question,
the existence of any Muslim problem
hardly-convince the analyst elther of
or of official Soviet indifference to it.?

81 the volume of material in the
news media that has been -de-
" has grown enormously,
lus provided by occur-
Iran. This literature not

s the problem’s existence, but also de-
of its aspects in detail. The analysis that

follows 1S hased primarily OnN suqh Sovi_et sources,
nainly Caucasian and Central ASI_an-pe(_lod:ca|s.:‘ It
alSo draws on personal contacts with Soviet Muslims
abroad; on the testimony of numerous foreign visitors
to Central Asia in the period from 1982 to the present
(these include Europeans, Americans, Muslims from
different countries, and even 2 number of Afghans
who have recently been in the USSR ‘and have since

-

syaacov Ro'l, “The Impact of the Islamic Fundamentalist Revival of the Late 1970s
on the Soviet View of Islam,” in Yaacov Ro’i, Ed., The USSR and the Muslim World,
London, George Allen & Unwin, 1984, p. 168.

‘There are now a number of good sources of translations of the Central Asian
press. For this study, in addition to my own reading of the primary sources, | have
used three in particular: Foreign Broadcast Information Service, USSR Report,
Political and Sociological Affairs, Central Asian Press Survey (Washington,
DC—herealter FBIS); The Central Asian Newsletter of the Society for Central Asian

over, since 19
al Asian
“|slamicC problem
ggesting @ stimu
fghanistan and

Joted to the

only confirm
scribes some

Studies, Oxford: and Radio Liberty, Digest of the Native Language Press in the USSR:

Caucasian, Central Asian and Turkic (Munich). The FBIS reports unfortunately do
not give transliterations of the original titles of articles, which makes it somewhat
more difficult to use for those who read the languages of Central Asia and wish to

examine the original material.
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defected): and on increasing evidence In Central
Asian and Cqueasian samizdat.

New “Enemies”

-——_________'____———__—__—_-_-

Until 1980, Soviet authorities for the most part pub-
licly dismissed the possibility of Central Asia’s becom-
ing contaminated from abroad. Moreover, when the
Soviet media occasionally did allude to an external
threat, the anti-Soviet influences were always
identified as “Western imperialism™ or “Zionism.” Be-
ginning in about 1982, however, the tendency to see
only the West as the perpetrator and beneficiary of
destabilization in Soviet Muslim territories changed
significantly. Today Soviet observers frequently cite
Middle Eastern influences as the most dangerous.

This new emphasis on the Middle East as a sourcei/\;
of subversive ideas is exemplified in the works of Pro- -
fessor A. Doyev, holder of the chair of Scientific Athe-
ism at Frunze University in Kirghizia. Doyev singles
out such Islamic organizations as the Afghani Hezb-1
Islami and Jamiat-i Islami, the Rabitat ul-Alam al-
Islami of Mecca (which he denounces as a “terrorist
organization”), the Syrian and Egyptian Ikhwan al-
Muslimin (“Muslim Brothers”), and several Turkestani
and Caucasian émigré groups in Saudi Arabia, Tur-
key, Indonesia, the United States, and West Germany
as ones seeking to spread their influence in Soviet
Central Asia. He also points an accusing finger at ra-
dio broadcasts to Central Asia from ‘lran (Radio

970US heresy..
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. hidin, and Soviet Muslims

'S, Muj

ad Urumal

ave focused on three main themes
SV S?:grctise r;s|amic threat. First, they argue, Is-
: as an offensive instrument by for-
Soviet Muslims against the Soviet
Russian ‘‘elder brothers.”

s to incite |
d against their
we read:

oign POWE
gystem an
For example,

preach pan-Islamic ideas and ideolog-

disguised as dogma; they interfere In
ciety and spread hostility among So-

| Foreign circles
ical subversion

the life of our SO
viet nations.®

Also:

The number of foreign radio stations broadcasting re-
ligious lectures in the different languages of the Soviet
nations has significantly increased during the last
years. Imperialist forces exploiting events in Poland, in
Afghanistan, and in Iran are working hard to reinforce

religious propaganda.”’

Second, Soviet sources accuse foreign propaganda
organs of attempting to show—implicitly in the case of
A_yatollah Ruhollah Khomeyni's destruction of the lra-
nian communist left and explicitly in the case of Soviet
_ at_tempt_s to eliminate Islamic resistance forces in
Nghanlst_an-—that Islam and Marxism are inherently
[Pcompatlble.'This is not a message the Soviet author-
€S want their Muslim population to accept, and con-
sequently they have spent a good deal of time and ef-

f :
;”O:? refute it. A recent statement by a Professor
-Jrtiqov of Tashkent University is typical:

(0, -
d ur) enemies and adversaries in the Near and Mid-

le E - :
Unb ast distort the facts in order to negate

ZDeki ’ .
[ 'Stan’s achievements. They spread the lie that

eninism js .
patib} unacceptable to Muslims and is incom-

A
1sensi ngf Islam. They attempt to arouse religious
ngs. Theing, o imbue them with anti-Soviet feel-
Nt <ty m s e unscrupulously falsifyi -
ts:tuat:on of Islam in U?e USS;}:; . sitying tI{e pres
A Doyev, i _—

"Islam ang :
PP. 68.74, Atheistic Work,” Kommunist (Frunze), No. 2, 1984,
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nniver: epuly chairman of the KGB of the Turkmen SSR on the
ary of the CHEKA, Sovet Tdrkmenistany (Ashkhabad),
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v ";Jmmumst (Baku), Jan. 28, 1983
» The Leninist Friendsh . .

nFBIS, July 20 Ip of Peoples,” Sovet Ozbekistoni (Tashkent),

ont on Fep 16—1'7 1983, p. 37. This item was a report at a conference
etween Soviet Peo. |1 983, on the theme of "Brotherhood and
®) werg Cited i Ples.” Both the Ortiqov article and that of Doyev

abj an excellent e 4 .
2 (Lundon). No. 36, July l;an: IT:I;.:! o ey T

. in the People’s Republic of

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeyni and his Islamic Revolu-
tion have suppressed lran’s communist movement
and also pose a threat of revolutionary contagion lo

Moscow’s Muslim subjects in Central Asia.— """
—Ledru/SYGMA.

Third. with respect to current events in lran and
Afghanistan, Soviet sources insist that Islam there Is
primarily the refuge of “fanatics” and other anti-Soviet
elements, and that these extremists are encouraged
by foreign agents. Explicit in this line of argument IS
the fear that the Afghan example might inspire similar
wtanatics” within the USSR. Professor Anvar Qasimov

of Tashkent University spoke to this danger:

___ the Afghan counterrevolutionaries’ goal is the
overthrow of the [Afghan] government and the estab-
lishment of either a monarchy or a conservative 1s-
lamic republic. [Afghan] clerics ... back the counter;
revolutionaries and attempt to promote a “holy war
under the green banner of Islam.... Counterrevolu-
tionary ideologists accuse the Afghanistan People’s
Democratic Party of planning to eradicate Islam, of
burning mosques and holy books, of banning religious
rites, and of teaching atheism in the schools. ... EM
emy propaganda claims the USSR invaded Afghant
stan in order to establish its own institutions 1N that
country. These lies have an effect on backward and







