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ABSTRACT This work examines Russia’s security narratives on Islam. Using a 
social constructivist framework and employing securitization theory, this 
paper attempts to assess the three primary sources of these narratives. I 
argue that the historiography of the Golden Horde rule over the Slavic 
principalities in 14th century, the mandated Islamic religious institutions 
and the Western influence constitute the primary sources of Russia’s secu-
rity narratives on Islam. By employing examples from the past and today, 
I demonstrate that these narratives have the potential to be utilized to 
politicize or securitize a portion of Muslims or Islam in Russia.
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Introduction

Muslims constitute almost ten percent of the Russian population to-
day. The Muslim population lives in different regions of Russia, 
speaking different languages and representing diversified socio-po-

litical dynamics. For instance, Tatarstan, located in the middle of the Russian 
Federation, has just over fifty percent Turkic-Muslim population; whereas 
the Chechen Republic located in the southernmost flank of Russia has over 
ninety percent Chechen-Muslim population. In addition, Russia’s metropoles 
are home to millions of Muslims who have migrated from the Muslim regions 
of Russia and from the post-Soviet countries. Russia also shares borders with 
multiple Muslim majority countries and often engages in dialogue with several 
Muslim communities in different regions. 

Islam is not a novel phenomenon for Russia. The Russian history is deeply 
intertwined with the histories of Muslim communities that have lived inside 
and around the territories of today’s Russia. The Russians have had periods of 
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conflict, competition, subjugation and cooperation 
with Muslims located inside and outside of Russia. 
The deep roots of Islam in Russia make the image 
of Islam and Muslims in Russia both complex and 
specific. I argue that the image of Islam in Russia 
impacts the way the nation deals with Muslim com-
munities. Russia produces diversified narratives of 
Islam and these narratives have the potential to be 
used to politicize or securitize at least a portion of 
Muslims. This work examines three primary narra-
tives on Islam that stem from diversified roots. 

The first narrative stems from the period when Orthodox Russians were sub-
jugated by the Golden Horde, whose rulers converted to Islam in the 14th cen-
tury. The rule of Golden Horde is still remembered as the Tatar yoke in mod-
ern Russian historiography. Such narrative impacts the way Russia considers 
Muslims, especially communities in the Volga region, and creates tension be-
tween today’s Russian Federation and the Republic of Tatarstan.

The second narrative stems, from the period when the Russian Empire ex-
panded becoming a heterogeneous Empire, with a significant Muslim popula-
tion. From the mid-18th century, the Russian Empress Catherine II1 attempted 
to employ a portion of Muslim ulama2 in order to integrate Muslim commu-
nities into the imperial structure. The Muslim population who were connected 
to the Empire through religious channels would be deemed trustworthy while 
others who follow different paths would be punished. The tradition of culti-
vating a trustworthy Muslim religious caste would survive the Soviet Union. 
Today, the Russian state still maintains ties with certain religious figures in 
different Muslim regions. 

The third narrative stems from the openness of Russia to the Western influ-
ence. In the early 18th century, Peter the Great embarked on his moderniza-
tion project, through which he introduced Western technology and customs 
to Russia. This was the beginning of a long period of ambivalent relations with 
the West. On the one hand, Russia aspired to become a European power by 
adopting European-style reforms and becoming more engaged with European 
politics. Europe, on the other hand, has never readily accepted Russia to the 
club but has readily exported a European way of life. The image of Muslims in 
Russia has not been independent from the Western influence as well. As a re-
sult, the image of Islam in the West has influenced the image of Islam in Russia 
on multiple occasions. 

To examine the security narratives of Islam in Russia, I use a social constructiv-
ist framework and benefit from the premises of securitization theory. A social 
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constructivist framework enables us to examine the practical consequences 
of the image of Islam in Russia. The securitization theory helps examine how 
Islam is considered a threat to not only the Russian state, but also Russian civ-
ilization and state sovereignty. Using securitization theory, I identify the way 
Islam is coded in the Russian psyche and the threat Muslims were supposed to 
pose to state, sovereignty and civilization.

The aim of this work is threefold: first, to assess to what extent memory cre-
ated by the historical shifts in power dynamics between the Russian rule and 
the Muslim population influences the national securitization language vis-à-
vis Islam; secondly, to examine how Russia’s securitization language vis-à-vis 
Islam differentiates from that of the West; and, last but not least, to analyze the 
properties of Russia’s securitization narrative towards Islam.

Theoretical Framework

This work benefits from the securitization theory and uses a social constructivist 
framework. I examine how Russia sees Islam and how Russia’s narrative on Islam 
enables extraordinary measures against Muslim communities by the Russian 
state. Social constructivism helps to analyze the impact of Russia’s perception 
of Islam on its dealings with Muslim communities. Securitization theory helps 
understand and explore how these narratives can be politicized and securitized.

Social Constructivism
Social constructivism sees the social world as one of our own making and con-
siders language as the most important way to making the world what it is.3 
Constructivism was first conceptualized in 1989 by Nicholas Onuf, in World of 
Our Making, where the author argued that the phenomenon of international 
relations depends on how we think about it.4 The framework was popularized 
by Alexander Wendt, a leading figure in constructivist theory in international 
relations discipline. Wendt used the famous statement ‘anarchy is what states 
make of it’ as the title of his oft-cited article and employed constructivism to 
build a bridge between rationalist-reflectivist and realist-liberal debates in the 
international relations discipline, promoting constructivism as via media.5 
It is important to note that Wendt has thoroughly benefited from Anthony 
Giddens’ structuration theory.6 With reference to Giddens’ structuration the-
ory, Wendt challenged the structural approaches of Alexander Waltz and Im-
manuel Wallerstein in International Relations discipline.7 He proposed an ap-
proach that takes social structures into consideration in analyzing the affairs 
of international politics.8

Social constructivism underlines the role of agents in constructing structures. 
Agents are human or non-human entities that act on behalf of human beings 
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within the framework of the role attributed to them. Institutions are con-
structed by these agents who act in accordance with their presence and con-
struct institutions by acting on them. Rules constitute an important part of the 
interaction between agent and structure by making the process of interaction 
continuous and repetitive. Rules gain function through agents who abide by 
them.9 According to Onuf, rules play both constitutive and regulative role in 
this process of interaction.10 To sum up, per social constructivism, agents and 
institutions interact in a social construction within the framework of certain 
rules that govern these interactions.

This framework helps understand and explain how societies make people and 
how people make societies, as well as the roles of rules and institutions in this 
process. Although it is not originally an international relations theory, social 
constructivism gained significant popularity in this discipline. Security is one 
of the areas where the framework was used to explain the way certain issues 
become the matters of security and addressed accordingly.

Securitization Theory
Securitization theory attempts to explore what quality makes something a se-
curity issue and what do terms ‘existential threat’ and ‘emergency measures’ 
mean.11 The concept of securitization was first used by Ole Wæver in 199512 
and further developed in 1998 by Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap De Wilde 
in a book titled as Security: A New Framework of Analysis. As presented by Bu-
zan and Wæver, securitization theory uses a constructivist framework.13 
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Securitization can be defined as the practice of framing an issue as something 
beyond politics or above politics. According to securitization theory, an issue 
can be classified in a spectrum ranging from non-politicized (handled within 
the framework of established rules of the game) through politicized (requiring 
governmental action) to securitized (constituting existential threat to a certain 
referent object).14 

There are three units in securitization theory: referent object, securitizing actors 
and functional actors. Referent objects are things that are claimed to be existen-
tially threatened and have a legitimate claim to survival. Traditionally, states are 
considered as referent objects in international relations theory. Securitization 
theory enables the examination of not only the military threats but also eco-
nomic, political and societal security threats to not only states but also societies, 
governments and other forms of real or imagined communities.15 Securitizing 
actors are the ones who securitize certain issues by declaring that a referent ob-
ject is existentially threatened. A president, king or an opinion leader can act as 
securitizing actor. Functional actors are neither referent objects nor securitizing 
actors but they significantly influence decisions in the field of security.16 

Securitization theory assumes that naming something as ‘security issue’ con-
stitutes the first step towards securitization. That is, security issues are secu-
ritized through linguistic exercises that legitimize extraordinary measures 
against certain issues. Here, it is important to note that securitization theory 
interacts with speech-act theory.17 According to the speech-act theory, say-
ing is a commitment that brings about action, as in betting or promising. In 
this vein, when a statesman utters the word ‘security,’ he/she commits himself 
to take extraordinary measures against a threat.18 Securitization is a linguistic 
practice that aims to convince a certain audience to accept that an issue is 
threatening enough to deserve an immediate extraordinary measure.19 There-
fore, inasmuch as the units listed above, the target audience also plays an im-
portant role in the process of securitization. 

By employing securitization theory and a social constructivist framework, this 
article examines the way Islam is perceived to be a security issue for Russia. I ex-
amine how Islam is presented as a non-military threat to various referent objects 
by Russia and how these processes affect policy making. Securitization theory 
enables the examination of cases where securitizing actors may construct objects 
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other than states as referent object. This approach helps distinguish between the 
ways Islam is securitized in terms of the referent object it threatens. Securitiza-
tion theory does not rule out the possibility of an overlay of an external actor to 
a security complex as well.20 This work benefits from this premise in assessing 
how the Western narrative influences Russia’s securitization narrative of Islam.

History of Islam in Russia

This study claims that Russia’s security narratives are historically rooted. Rus-
sia’s past encounters with Muslims have a significant impact upon the way 
Russia constructs security narratives around Islam. Thus, before moving on 
to examine Russia’s security narratives on Islam, I provide a brief historical 
background of Islam in Russia.

Islam made its first inroads into the Caucasus in the 7th century with the arrival 
of Arab merchants. By the 10th century, Islam was entrenched as demonstrated 
by Volga Bolgar Khanate’s declaring Islam to be the state religion. The first 
serious encounter between the Russians and the Muslims took place following 
the rapid expansion of Chingizid Empire. Kievan Rus’, the predecessor to the 
Russian Empire, was invaded by the Chingizid Army in 1237. Subsequently, 
Russia’s Mongol rulers declared Islam as the state religion in the 14th century. 
During two hundred years of subsequent Mongol rule over the Slavic prin-
cipalities, the Russian principalities were governed under a central authority 
through a complicated taxation, fiscal and communication system, laying the 
groundwork for the subsequent Russian Empire. 

For centuries, Islamic civilization developed in the east of Moscow, primarily 
around the upper Volga region, prior to the expansion of Muscovy in the 16th 
century. The Mongol invasion of the Rus’ was followed by the dominance of 
Turkic-Muslim khanates over the Slavic principalities, a period that would be 
remembered as the ‘Tatar yoke.’21 This exercise of remembering a period with 
charged language –that makes an ethnic distinction– has played a significant 
role in defining the image of Muslims in the minds of Russians. 

The Russian victory against the Muslims of Volga region in 1552 shifted the 
balance of power in favor of Russia, against the Kazan, Crimean, Astrakhan, 
Sibir Khanates and Nogay horde.22 The invasion of Kazan in 1552 made Islam a 
domestic issue with the inclusion of significant Muslim-inhabited regions into 
the Russian state. Russia initially attempted to deal with this issue with forcible 
conversion, massacre and relocation of communities. 23 When this proved coun-
terproductive, Russia sought to resolve the issue through an imperial divide-
and-rule policy. The foundation of Orenburg Spiritual Board24 under Catherine 
II transformed Russia’s relations with its Muslim subjects. Accordingly, Islam 



2017 Fall 143

THE ROOTS OF SECURITY NARRATIVES ON ISLAM IN RUSSIA: TATAR YOKE, OFFICIAL RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND THE WESTERN INFLUENCE

would be deemed harmless and helpful to the state 
as long as it was practiced under the patronage of 
the said state. It is noteworthy that Catherine’s aim 
to market her rule in the West as an enlightened one 
has affected this move. 

The presence of Ottoman Empire as the khalifate 
that pledged to protect Muslims at its frontiers made 
members of this community appear more threaten-
ing for the Russians.25 This factor pushed Russia to 
provide a solution to religious heterogeneity within 
the Empire. From the 18th century on, after observing 
the failure of oppressive policies, Russia’s treatment 
of Muslims relented. As such the Russian imperial 
bureaucracy cooperated with a portion of Muslim 
ulama to strengthen the bonds between the Empire 
and its Muslim subjects. This process of collabora-
tion between the Muslim ulama and the Russian 
state culminated in the foundation of a loyal ecclesi-
astical structure of Islamic faith. The Orenburg Spiri-
tual Board, founded in 1788 within the framework of 
this new policy approach of Catherine II, securitized 
the Muslim who did not practice their religious be-
lief within the framework of the official imperial line.

The Soviet Union had its own securitization narrative vis-à-vis Muslims based 
on Marxist principles. However, a policy conducted under the guidance of the 
exclusivist nature of the Marxist doctrine, which considered religion to be the 
‘opium of the people,’26 would antagonize the Muslims. The Bolsheviks were 
aware of this and acted accordingly. Following the October Revolution, the 
Bolsheviks issued the ‘Declaration of Rights of the Peoples of Russia’ in which 
they guaranteed nationalities’ self-determination demands.27 In December 
1917, the Bolsheviks issued another declaration that directly addressed the 
Muslim communities as: “All you, feel free to live according to your religious 
beliefs, your national and cultural institutions are independent and inviola-
ble.”28 By the mid-1920s a relentless campaign against Muslims along with 
all religions ensued. Thus, by 1930, the waqf29 institutions were swept away,30 
more than 10,000 of the 12,000 mosques were closed and over 90 percent of 
Muslim clergy were banned from performing their duties.31

Despite the Soviet antagonism against all forms of religion, the Soviet state 
supported the expansion of the reach of the official Muslim institutions in ex-
change for a call to arms against Nazi Germany.32 This was a significant and 
critical juncture enabling the Soviet Union to adopt a similar securitization 
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narrative towards Islam with its predecessor Russian 
Empire. For decades, official Islamic activity could 
function while any kind of religious activity outside 
of the official boundaries was subject to punishment 
and labeled as charlatanism.33

The official grip over religious institutions relented 
following the demise of the USSR. However, the 
habit of employing official ulama figures and exclud-
ing other Islamic activities survived. Today, there are 
numerous Muslim religious institutions that con-
tinue to play a significant role in religious life across 
Russia. While current laws do not monopolize state 
authority over Islamic institutions, there are several 
limitations the Islamic institutions face to secure 

their loyalty to the state structure. These institutions play a significant role in 
maintaining the loyalty of the Muslim communities to the state. In the case of 
Chechnya and the Crimea, the Kremlin has effectively collaborated with reli-
gious authorities to suppress dissentious Muslims. 

One can spot certain continuities in Russia’s dealings with its Muslim question. 
First, the religious difference between the Slavic Orthodox and the Muslim com-
munities has been a defining factor in relations between the Russian state and 
the communities. More than ethnicity, language and national identity, religious 
identity impacted the way Muslim communities are treated. Secondly, follow-
ing the establishment of a Russian state structure, we can observe a tendency 
to develop a loyal ecclesiastical Muslim community and benefit from them to 
establish control over the wider community. The Islamic activities and person-
alities that fall outside of this official lineage have been subject to securitization. 

Components of Russia’s Securitization of Islam

In this part, I examine three salient dynamics in Russia’s securitization of Is-
lam. The first way to securitize Islam has been in the form of seeing Islam as 
an uncivilized Eastern savagery. The roots of this narrative can be found in the 
psychological effect of the domination of the Golden Horde over the Slavic 
principalities across Eurasia. This narrative had an impact on Russia’s imagi-
nation of the Muslim peoples of the east of Volga Region. A second narrative 
stems from the idea of distinguishing within Muslims through institutional ar-
rangements to secure the loyalty of at least a portion of the Muslim population. 
The Muslims who did not conform to the official boundaries have been called 
heretical and been subject to judicial procedure. A third narrative stems from 
the Western influence on Russia.

While current laws 
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Islamic institutions, 
there are several 
limitations the 
Islamic institutions 
face to secure their 
loyalty to the state 
structure



2017 Fall 145

THE ROOTS OF SECURITY NARRATIVES ON ISLAM IN RUSSIA: TATAR YOKE, OFFICIAL RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND THE WESTERN INFLUENCE

Impact of Russian Historiography on the Golden Horde of the Russian Narrative  
on Muslims
Aside from the real impact of the Golden Horde on Russian state tradition, 
the imprint of ‘Tatar’ rule was by no means positive in the Russian psyche. 
The popular discourse regarding the rule of the Golden Horde suggests that 
it prevented the Russians from benefitting from the European enlightenment, 
pioneered a traditional Oriental despotism in Russia and exploited Russia to 
the point of leaving it permanently backwards.34 This narrative is used to iden-
tify a threat that is against Russian statehood as well as the civilization that 
accompanies it. The ‘Tatar yoke’ has been part of Russian historiography and 
narrates how the Golden Horde ruthlessly demolished the Byzantine-inspired 
Russian Orthodox civilization and replaced it with a highly centralized and 
totalitarian regime. 

The formative narratives of Russian history, as constructed by scholars like 
Tatischev, Karamzin and Solov’ev, relied heavily upon the old chronicles, which 
examined the Golden Horde from a religious perspective and saw the rulers as 
Tatar infidels who sought to harm good Christians.35 As late as the end of the 
19th century, Russian intellectuals were fearful of a new Tatar yoke expressing 
the belief that Mongols would cooperate with the Chinese and enslave Rus-
sia.36 The Russian elite’s conceptualization of the Tatar yoke remained almost 
unchanged until the Soviet era, when state identity underwent a fundamental 
transformation.37 In August 1944, when historical Tatar hero Idegei appeared 
in a newspaper article, the Central Committee of the Communist Party, after 
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heated discussions, ruled that the 
article was anti-Russian thereby put 
an end to all positive narratives on 
Tatar-Mongol leaders.38 Under the 
Soviet Union, the narrative on the 
Golden Horde and the history of 
Tatars remained antagonistic.

Following the demise of the USSR, 
Yeltsin’s education policy aimed to 
dismantle the one-sided centralized 
communist ideology from text-
books. This attempt brought about 

a fragmentation of historical discourse. In 2003, it was brought to Putin’s at-
tention that a textbook, recommended by the Ministry of Education, stated 
Putin’s Presidency was the result of a coup d’etat arguing that he was construct-
ing a police state. Following this incident, Putin met with historians and aca-
demicians at Lenin Library and suggested the history should not be discussed 
on political grounds and emphasized one’s feelings of pride about the nation’s 
past.39 This incident paved the way for closer government control over text-
books and increased uniformity of historiography.

When the Republic of Tatarstan achieved partial sovereignty under the Rus-
sian Federation in the mid-1990s, the discourse became controversial as the 
nationals of this almost sovereign republic are called as Tatars as well.40 Con-
sequently, Tatar scholars began to challenge the Russian historiography that 
represented Muslim Tatars antagonistically. While the Tatar historians are di-
vided internally as to how to re-evaluate the period of Golden Horde, they all 
challenge the discourse of the Tatar yoke. The majority of Tatar historians ad-
opted a position that maintains the Golden Horde has contributed to the mod-
ernization of not only the Tatars but also Russians. They have also downplayed 
the influence of the Mongol aristocracy and emphasized the Turkic identity 
of the Golden Horde.41 Another group of Tatar historians emphasized the Ta-
tars’ Bulghar identity, which dates to the 10th century Bulghar Khanate. They 
accepted the cruelties of the Golden Horde and attempted to dissociate today’s 
Tatars from the Golden Horde. 42 Although Tatar scholars could not realize a 
revision of the era of Golden Horde in history textbooks through the Ministry 
of Education, they made significant progress by negotiating with multiple Rus-
sian publishing houses which accepted revisions in their history textbooks in 
order to get a share from Tatarstan’s textbook purchases.43

It can be argued this narrative has not been fully securitized by a Russian 
authoritative voice. However, the discourse revolving around the heritage of 
two centuries of Turkic-Muslim rule over Russia has been highly politicized 
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on multiple occasions. Tatarstan’s effort to renew the image of Tatar identity 
through pursuing revision in dominant historiography and Russia’s ensuing 
uniformity in history textbooks could be considered within the framework of 
politicization. The employment of this collective memory within a securitiza-
tion narrative is contingent upon the tensions between Russia and the Muslims 
of Volga region. A shift in power relations between the Russian center and 
Muslim periphery in Volga region can bring about the strengthening of this 
securitization narrative in the future. 

Russia’s Use of the Imperial Policy of Divide and Rule to Securitize Disloyal Muslims
Following the foundation of Orenburg Spiritual Board, the Russian state could 
incorporate a portion of Muslims into the Imperial structure. Subsequently, 
the Russian state adopted a habit of considering Muslims that are incorporated 
through the official channels as trustworthy. The Muslims and the ulama fig-
ures who act outside of the officially mandated structure have been called as 
heretic and punished.

Towards the end of 19th century a religious figure named Bagautdin Vaisov pi-
oneered a revisionist movement against the Orenburg Spiritual Board. The of-
ficially sanctioned Muslim ulama prevented Vaisov from gaining real ground 
with the help of the imperial state authorities. Eventually, the local police in 
Kazan stormed the building where the followers of Vaisov were barricaded 
themselves, killing several in the group.44 This incident demonstrates the na-
ture of cooperation between the imperial authorities and the officially sanc-
tioned ulama. 

The Soviet Union adopted a tough stance towards any manifestation of re-
ligion but eventually adopted a similar securitization narrative during the 
WWII. Under the Soviet Union, the so-called ‘parallel Islam’ referred to the 
Sufi Muslim networks that developed on illegal platforms and were often bru-
tally suppressed by the state apparatuses.45 For their part, the official institu-
tions promulgated fatwas46 designed to delegitimize the activities of Sufi orders 
with the help of a linguistic exercise labeling such activities as “charlatanism” 
and “fanaticism,” and spreading superstition as well.47 

More recently, the Russian Federation adopted a similar stance towards Islamic 
activities under its domain. The accusations of heresy, fanaticism, banditry 
and terrorism are used to supplement the extraordinary security measures by 
state apparatuses on various groups of Muslims who fall outside of the polit-
ical aims of the ruling party. For instance, Putin has committed to solve the 
Chechen conflict by eliminating ‘radical Islam’ through protecting and restor-
ing ‘traditional’ Islam. In June 2002, Putin would declare that ‘not all’ Chech-
ens are terrorists.48 Putin further solidified his policy approach by co-opting 
the former Mufti of the Chechen resistance, Ahmad Kadyrov. Following Ah-
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mad’s murder, Ramzan Kadyrov re-
placed his father as the head of the 
Chechen Republic. It is ironic that 
Ramzan Kadyrov, prone to sharing 
his extravagant lifestyle with his fol-
lowers on social media49 and infa-
mous for the human rights records 
in his statelet,50 fits the image of the 
leaders of the Chechen resistance. 

Russia’s securitization narrative that targets figures remaining outside of the 
official structure can provide an explanation to this dilemma.

The process following Russia’s annexation of the Crimean Peninsula from 
Ukraine was another manifestation of this securitization narrative. This time, 
Russia acted quicker than it did in the Chechen case in dividing friends and 
enemies within the Crimean Tatar community. With the help of Ravil Gainut-
din, the head of one of the most influential religious organizations, Russian 
Council of Muftiates, Russia would soften the stance of the Crimean Tatar 
Mufti Emirali Ablayev against the Russian occupation.51 On the other hand, 
the sovereign elected body of the Crimean Tatar Meclis,52 which opposed the 
annexation of Russia was labeled as ‘extremist’ and persecuted. Because of this 
securitization, influential members of Meclis were barred from entering the 
peninsula and their activities forcibly terminated.53 

The most solid foundation of Russia’s securitization narrative vis-à-vis Islam is 
based on the arbitrary division between heretic/parallel/extremist/fanatic and 
traditional/official/moderate Islam and Muslims in Russia. For the past three 
hundred years, there have been numerous occasions where Muslims who had 
fallen outside the Russian bureaucracy were securitized by the central authority. 
While the securitization language has evolved over time, this distinct quality of 
Russia’s securitization narrative vis-à-vis Muslims has hardly transformed.

Impact of the Western Discourse on Islam and the War on Terror on Russia’s 
Securitization Narrative
In this part, I examine the impact of the Western securitization narrative vis-
à-vis Islam. Russia’s attempts to modernize in a European way began with the 
Petrine reforms in the early 18th century. While it was the European navy that 
allured Peter the Great, his modernization attempts enabled the ideas and at-
titudes developed in the West to influence Russia as well. Although the ex-
perience of Europe with the Muslims was significantly different, Russia has 
adopted Europe’s narrative of Islam on multiple occasions.

Early examples of such influence can be seen in Catherine II’s correspondence 
with Western intellectuals. For instance, the Empress was repeatedly encour-

The generic image of Chechen 
fighters during the first 
Chechen War, as evident in their 
description in the news, was 
largely a group of cruel bandits 
terrorizing the region



2017 Fall 149

THE ROOTS OF SECURITY NARRATIVES ON ISLAM IN RUSSIA: TATAR YOKE, OFFICIAL RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND THE WESTERN INFLUENCE

aged by Voltaire to exterminate the two great scourges on earth: the plague and 
the Turks and to crush the Ottoman Empire in its weakness.54 The backing of 
enlightenment philosophers, who shaped public opinion throughout Europe, 
shaped the image of Muslims in Russia as well.55 In Europe, it was legitimate 
violence when applied to the Muslims that helped the Empress to appear less 
of a despot and more enlightened. 

Russia adopted the Western securitization narrative during the Chechen up-
rising as well. The U.S. securitization of Islam in the late 20th century was a 
watershed move not only for the national security but also for global security 
–playing a significant role in every major power’s securitization narrative to-
wards Islam. In Russia, securitization on religious grounds would gain ground 
as well, following the 9/11 attacks when Russia bandwagoned the U.S. security 
master narrative on Islam.56

Following the dissolution of the USSR, Chechnya declared independence un-
der the name of Chechen Republic of Ichkeria. The ensuing battle between 
the Russian army and the Chechen forces followed by the Khasavyurt Agree-
ment failed to bring stability to the region. In 1999, groups of Chechen fighters 
made an incursion into Dagestan and clashed with the police. It is notewor-
thy that it was later revealed that Russian billionaire Boris Berezovskiy was 
involved with the financing of the operation and the high-ranking Russian 
bureaucracy was hardly surprised when the incursion occurred.57 Neverthe-
less, this incident brought about a decree, from the Duma that associated the 
Chechen government with international terrorism.58 The controversial Mos-

An APC of the 
Russian federal 
troops patrols 
the streets of 
Chechnya’s 
second biggest 
city of Gudermes, 
after Russian 
troops flushed 
out Chechen 
separatist fighters, 
November 12, 
1999.
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cow apartment bombings on Sep-
tember 4, 1999, paved the path for 
the escalation of the securitization 
language. Russian State Duma59 
promulgated another decree un-
derlining the threat of terrorism.60 
The National Security Concept of 
the Russian Federation that was 
promulgated in 2000 delegitimized 
the Chechen bid for independence 
and equated their separation ef-
forts with terrorism.61 The generic 
image of Chechen fighters during 
the first Chechen War, as evident 

in their description in the news, was largely a group of cruel bandits terror-
izing the region.62 At that point, Chechens’ clan-based social structures are 
debated within the framework of the image of an infamous Chechen mafia. 
The sanity of Chechen leaders who directed the insurgency was questioned 
as well. Prominent Chechen leaders, such as Dudaev and Raduev, were often 
described as mentally ill or loony.63 

Following the 9/11 attacks, this narrative was transformed within the frame-
work of a U.S.-led global master narrative. The events of 9/11 significantly 
transformed the way Chechen forces are portrayed. In fact, Putin was the first 
leader to extend his support to Bush against global terrorism. After the attack, 
instead of liberally associating Chechen fighters with anything that is abnor-
mal, the news began to represent the fighters with the image of those who 
were responsible for 9/11. Accordingly, the same forces began to be labeled 
as jihadis, mujahedeen and were associated with Bin Laden.64 This narrative 
enabled Russia to market its Chechnya campaign in the West and legitimized 
Russia’s obstinacy in preventing independence and the disproportionate vio-
lence applied by the state. 

The transformation of Russia’s security narrative in its effort to counter 
Chechen resistance makes a clear case for the impact of the Western securiti-
zation narrative on Russian securitization narrative vis-à-vis Muslims. Russian 
official discourse linked the matter of regional insurgency to a global master 
narrative by magnifying the Islamic identity of the insurgents and their al-
leged connections with transnational terror networks responsible for the 9/11 
attacks.

The consequences of Russia’s borrowing Western securitization narrative have 
been mixed. On the one hand, as in the case of Chechnya, Russia actively ma-
nipulated the Western narrative by dealing with a secessionist movement with-

Russian official discourse 
linked the matter of regional 
insurgency to a global master 
narrative by magnifying 
the Islamic identity of the 
insurgents and their alleged 
connections with transnational 
terror networks responsible  
for the 9/11 attacks
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out any sanction. On the other hand, the securitization narrative of the West 
vis-à-vis Islam has also transformed the image of Islam and Muslims in Russia 
as well. 

Conclusion

Russia’s encounters with Muslims have taken place through subjugation of the 
Turco-Mongol rulers, expansion towards the East of Volga region and com-
petition with the Ottoman Empire around the coasts of the Black Sea. Ac-
cordingly, Russia has experienced the different faces of Islam and developed 
different reactions to its experiences. In addition, Russia’s openness to West-
ern influence brought about the transmission of Western narrative of Islam to 
Russia. 

This work provides multiple assessments on Russia`s securitization narrative 
on Islam. First, Russia`s experience of subjugation under Turkic-Muslim rul-
ers for two centuries created a very deep negative memory which has a poten-
tial to be used in a securitization exercise. Second, Russia is prone to securitize 
a portion of a Muslim community when it expands its territories or influence 
towards a Muslim-inhabited region. In this type of securitization exercise, the 
portion of Muslims that do not cooperate with the central authority is at risk of 
being labeled in a way that suggests this community an illegality and anomaly. 
Lastly, Russia occasionally benefits from the way Islam is securitized by the 
West. 

Appendix – Russia’s Securitization Narratives

‘Tatar yoke’
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Al-Qaeda
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