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Russia

Muslims comprise the Russian Federation’s second largest confes-
sional group, numbering some 15 million (10 percent of the overall 
population), and are divided by geography, history, ethnicity and 
confessional differences.1  Although Islamic institutions were largely 
destroyed and believers forced underground under Soviet rule, Islam 
has experienced a quick, vibrant, variegated but still ill-defined 
revival since the collapse of the USSR, with various tendencies com-
peting for the support of society and state. Since the late Soviet era 
of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reformist restructuring, or perestroika, the 
number of Islamic communities in Russia has grown exponentially. 
Among Russia’s Muslims, the explosion of ethno-nationalism sparked 
by the USSR’s implosion in the late 1980s and early 1990s has been 
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replaced to a considerable degree by religious identification. How-
ever, only a small portion of Russia’s Muslims have Islamist tenden-
cies, and a fraction of those have been drawn to a violent Islamism 
or jihadism since the period between the first and second post-Soviet 
Russian-Chechen wars.

ISLAMIST ACTIVITY
The Caucasus Emirate
The main jihadist group, a network of jihadist cells (or jamaats) 
spread across the North Caucasus called the “Imarat Kavkaz” or 
“Caucasus Emirate” (CE), evolved through the radicalization of the 
Chechen national separatist movement community. 
 The CE and its predecessor organization evolved from the 
Chechen separatist movement that emerged as the Soviet Union 
began to collapse in the early 1990s. Although there were some 
radical political Islamic elements within Chechen society and first 
Chechen president Dzhokar Dudaev did implement elements of 
sharia law, the Chechen movement was a predominantly national-
ist movement through the first post-Soviet Russo-Chechen war in 
1994-1996. However, following the 1996 Khasavyurt peace agree-
ment signed between Russian President Boris Yeltsin and Dudaev’s 
successor, Aslan Maskhadov, the quasi-independent Chechen 
Republic of Ichkeria (ChRI) devolved into a state of permanent 
chaos, criminality, and civil strife. The political vacuum was used 
by a small number of internal Islamist-oriented wartime field com-
manders and foreign jihadist elements, including al-Qaeda, to estab-
lish a jihadi bridgehead in the form of indoctrination and terrorist 
training camps.
 As early as 1996, Osama bin Laden’s chief deputy, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, attempted to visit incognito and establish a presence in 
Russia, but he was discovered and deported. In a subsequently pub-
lished book, he targeted Russia for jihad and the establishment of 
an expansive southern Eurasian caliphate.2  At about the same time, 
Shamil Basaev, then a Chechen field commander, visited Afghan-
istan and received training there in 1994 and 2001.3  Thereafter, 
al-Qaeda operative Abu Ibn al-Khattab arrived in Chechnya, and 
amid the inter-war lawlessness established camps where perhaps 
several hundred foreign jihadi fighters as well as locals trained in 
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terrorist tactics. These units spearheaded the August 1999 invasion 
of Dagestan organized by Basaev and Khattab and aimed at creat-
ing an Islamist enclave there—an offensive which set off the second 
post-Soviet Chechen war.4

 As during the first Chechen war, Russia deployed a brutal 
offensive, and by 2002 had defeated the militants in conventional 
war, driving the bulk of the ChRI government and parliament into 
foreign exile; many finding refuge in places like Washington, Lon-
don, Istanbul, Baku, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar. The 
more die-hard extremist elements retreated into the mountain for-
ests in southern Chechnya and Georgia, where the ChRI began a 
classic guerilla insurgency campaign punctuated by occasional 
large-scale attacks. With the national separatists isolated abroad, the 
jihadists gradually consolidated power over the movement over the 
next five years.
 In summer 2002, an expanded emergency meeting of the 
underground remnants of the ChRI government and armed forces 
convened in the mountains of Chechnya. The meeting was attended 
by President Maskhadov, internationally-wanted terrorist Shamil 
Basaev, the ChRI’s leading field commanders, and several foreign 
jihadists and al-Qaeda operatives. The meeting was a coup d’etat of 
sorts; as a result, a sharia-based order was adopted, with the goal of 
expanding the insurgency across the North Caucasus.5 
 Thereafter, Basaev began to travel across the Caucasus 
seeking out young radicals and establishing a network of combat 
jamaats in Ingushetia, Dagestan, Kabardino-Balkaria, and Kara-
chaevo-Cherkessia.6  The results of Basaev’s organizational activity 
soon produced a series of terrorist incidents. The most prominent 
was the Dubrovka theatre hostage-taking in October 2002, which 
ended in 130 deaths when Russian forces stormed the theater. In 
2003, there was a series of suicide attacks in Moscow that killed and 
wounded over 100.7  2004 saw a summer of terror, included the 
June 2004 attack on Nazran’s MVD building, the bombing of an 
outdoor concert, and suicide bombings, including the simultaneous 
mid-air explosions of two airliners. This terror offensive concluded 
with the seizure of School No. 1 in Beslan in early September – a 
terrorist incident in which 333, including 186 children, were killed. 
Since then, however, jihadi terrorist activity has been confined to 
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the North Caucasus’s Muslim republics, in particular Ingushetia, 
Chechnya, Dagestan, and Kabardino-Balkaria, where mujahideen 
have carried out 200-400 attacks per year on civilian, police, secu-
rity and military officials and servicemen.8

 In March 2005, Russian forces apprehended ChRI presi-
dent Maskhadov, and his bodyguards reportedly killed him so he 
would not fall into enemy hands. He was succeeded by Sadulaev, 
who quickly institutionalized the broader Caucasus jihad, creat-
ing Caucasus and Dagestan Fronts that encompassed Ingushetia, 
Kabardino-Balkaria, and Karachaevo-Cherkessia as well. The fol-
lowing months included an upsurge in jihadist violence, most 
prominently an October 2005 attack by approximately two hun-
dred mujahideen in Kabardino-Balkaria’s capitol, Nalchik, that 
killed 47 and wounded more than one hundred.9  Then, in early 
2006, Basaev called for the establishment of a council of Islamic 
scholars (ulema) who would be charged with selecting the emir of 
the Caucasus. In May 2006 ChRI president/amir Sadulaev declared 
the formation of Urals and Volga Fronts, institutionalizing his occa-
sional calls for the liberation of all “Muslim lands” on Russian ter-
ritory. Sadulaev in turn was killed by Russian forces in June 2006, 
and was succeeded by Doka Umarov, who appointed Basaev to the 
posts of premier and vice president, making him Umarov’s de facto 
top deputy and designated successor. But with Basaev’s subsequent 
death, and because of some Russian successes and policy adjust-
ments (among them a broad amnesty from September 2006 to Jan-
uary 2007, and the creation of a national and regional antiterrorism 
committees), the ChRI mujahideen witnessed a major downturn in 
their fortunes.10  However, in Spring 2007, the ChRI rebounded 
thanks to a number of internal changes, from the retargeting of its 
operations from Chechnya to Ingushetia to a fundraising campaign 
conducted on Arab language sites.11  Since summer 2007, Ingush-
etia has been the center of the Caucasus jihad, with more terrorist 
attacks occurring in that republic than in any other in summer and 
fall 2007, in 2008 (372 attacks total, 138 in Ingushetia), and 2009 
(511 attacks, 175 in Ingushetia).12

 The CE functions as a decentralized network, consisting of 
local combat jamaats loosely tied together and subordinate to sec-
tors, which are in turn subordinated to the CE’s virtual ‘provinces,’ 
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referred to by the mujahideen in the Arabic as veliyats, and fronts. 
Subordination is indicated by the taking of the Islamic loyalty oath 
(bayat). The CE includes six known veliyats: Veliyat Nokchicho 
(Chechnya); Veliyat Gyalgyaiche (Ingushetia and Ossetia); Veliyat 
Dagestan; the United Veliyat of Kabardia, Balkaria, and Karachai 
(the KBR, the KChR, and probably Adygeya); and Veliyat of the 
Nogai Steppe (Krasnodar Krai and Stavropol Krai). The CE’s new 
structure and organization included Umarov’s abolition of the ChRI 
government and parliament in exile and is thereby a complete break 
with the nationalist separatism of the past.13  An emir who has taken 
the Islamic loyalty oath or bayat to the CE cheif heads each veliyat. 
The CE’s military structure includes: Caucasus, Dagestan, Volga, 
and Urals Fronts. Combat jamaats are allowed to design and under-
take small-scale operations independently, but larger operations in 
theory require approval from a higher-ranking emir.14 
 The size of the CE’s network is extremely difficult to esti-
mate. Jihadi sources are silent on the subject, except to refute the 
accuracy of official Russian estimates. The most reliable, recent, 
official estimates from the security and law enforcement bodies put 
the number of active fighters in a range from 400-1,500.15  Politi-
cians put the numbers much lower and absurdly so, with Chechen 
President Ramzan Kadyrov having claimed victory over the jihadists 
several times over, and putting their numbers in Chechnya at just 
50-60.16  The CE’s operational capacity, reflected in the number of 
attacks and other indicators, suggest membership may be closer to 
the higher end of law enforcement’s estimates. It is reasonable to 
assume that there may be more than 1,000 CE fighters, and thou-
sands of additional facilitators.17

  The CE retains the late ChRI’s goals of establishing a 
sharia-based Islamist state across the Caucasus and eventually lib-
erating all Muslim lands in Russia.  The CE has retained the Urals 
and Volga Fronts, which target Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and per-
haps other regions where Muslim khanates existed in the past and 
Muslim populations survive into the present in the Urals and Volga 
areas. In late 2004, then-field commander and ChRI security coun-
cil chairman Umarov called for the liberation of Siberia, where a 
Tatar khanate once existed, and the Far East, and outlined a plan 
for the creation of three new, large sectors, mega-sectors or zones 
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– Western, Siberian, and Far Eastern – in order to extend war and 
terror to Russia’s “economic heart.”18  In a February 2010 interview, 
Umarov vowed to liberate once-Muslim lands in Krasnodar Krai, 
Astrakhan and the Volga.19   Ultimately, the CE’s conceptualization 
of “Muslim lands” in Russia is indefinite. Thus, a map of the future 
“Caucasus Emirate” that CE-affiliated websites circulate shows the 
entire North Caucasus region from the Black to the Caspian Seas, 
including non-Muslim republics like Krasnodar and Stavropol krais 
and North Ossetia, to be CE territory.  Moreover, Russian territory 
‘proper’ to the north of the North Caucasus as well as the Transcau-
casus (Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan) to the south are labeled as 
“Muslim lands occupied by infidels and apostates.”20 
 In his declaration of the CE’s creation, its emir, Doku Uma-
rov, also declared jihad against all those fighting against mujahideen 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, Palestine, or anywhere in the world – a state-
ment tantamount to a declaration of war against the U.S., Great 
Britain, Israel, and their allies.21  The CE’s ideology finds its inspira-
tion in the same ideological and theological works that permeate 
the global jihadi movement.22  In short, the CE has ideologically 
and politically allied itself with the most virulent elements of the 
global jihadist movement, including al-Qaeda, the Taliban, Islamic 
Jihad, Hezbollah, and others, and repeatedly posts articles in sup-
port of their respective jihads.
 The CE is composed of members from each of the Muslim 
ethnic groups in Russia, as well as members of non-Muslim ethnic 
groups. Chechens, Ingush and various Dagestani (Avars, Dargins, 
Kumyks, Nogais, Tabasarans, etc.) predominate, but the Muslim 
Alans (Karachais and Balkars) and Circassians (Kabards, Cherkess, 
and Adygs) are also well represented. In short, the CE puts into 
practice the jihadi principle that Islam is universal; the ‘lifting of 
Allah’s word above all others’ countenances no ethnic or national 
boundaries.
 During the first Russo-Chechen war and in the period there-
after, the ChRI received funding from elements of the Chechen 
mafia, narcotics trafficking, illicit oil exports, and the lucrative hos-
tage-taking industry run by Chechen field commander and Moscow 
mafia chief, Khozh-Akhmed Nukhaev.23  For the most part, these 
sources were cut off with the onset of the second war, the displace-
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ment of the ChRI leadership abroad, and a more aggressive interna-
tional and Russian effort to combat money-laundering as a source 
of terrorist financing.
 There is little original source material regarding the CE’s 
current sources of financing. It remains likely that Arab and other 
foreign Islamic governments, businesses, and philanthropists still 
provide funds, despite the Russian authorities’ efforts to put an end 
to such activity. It is believed that elements in local government and 
criminal circles, including narcotics traffickers, provide budget and 
illicit funds, respectively, to the CE by way of money laundering 
and other activities.24  According to both the Russian authorities 
and the mujahideen themselves, the local population provides lim-
ited financial support and considerable logistical and other material 
support, such as weapons, safe houses, and food provisions.25 
 The declaration of the CE has coincided with an upsurge in 
mujahideen operations. In 2008, the first full year of the CE’s exis-
tence, its mujahideen executed 372 attacks/incidents, 370 of them 
in the North Caucasus.26  In 2009, the CE’s capacity strengthened 
significantly in potency if not in reach, with 511 attacks/incidents. 
Moreover, the CE revived the late Basaev’s unit for suicide martyr-
dom operations, the ‘Riyadus Salikhin’ Martyrs Battalion, and car-
ried out 17 successful suicide bombing attacks in 2009.27

Other Jihadist Groups
In the past, likely al-Qaeda operatives such as Khattab, Abu Walid, 
Abu Havs and now Abu Seif and Muhannad have joined the ChRI/
CE, but there is no open source evidence that al-Qaeda or other 
foreign jihadist groups operate in Russia independently from the 
CE. Russian law enforcement occasionally claims that al-Qaeda 
operatives number among killed and captured CE mujahideen, but 
such claims are never documented. The only other jihadist organi-
zation recently reported to be active in Russia is the Uighur-Bulgar 
Jamaat (UBJ), members of which went on trial in April 2009 pursu-
ant to their arrest the previous August after a shootout with Bashkir 
police in Salavat, Bashkortostan. According to Bashkir authorities, 
the Uighur-Bulgar Jamaat operates along the Afghanistan-Pakistan 
border and was founded by Pavel Dorokhov, a native of Bashkiria’s 
Baimak district, who was trained in al-Qaeda and Taliban camps.28  
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The UBJ may or may not be one and the same organization as 
the apparently ethnic Tatar ‘Bulgar Jamaat’ currently fighting in 
Afghanistan.29

Other domestic groups
Several small Tatar groups have Islamist tendencies but are at least 
equally or predominantly national separatist in nature, confining 
their activity to Tatarstan and, to a lesser degree, Bashkortostan. 
They include: Ittifak, Mille Mejlis, and elements within the All-
Tatar Public Center.30  In the past year, these organizations contin-
ued to confine themselves to occasional declarations, conferences, 
and small demonstrations. Some of their official statements and 
documents are sent to the North Caucasus mujahideen websites, 
but unlike a few years ago it is unclear whether these documents 
were sent by Tatars to the mujahideen sites.31 

ISLAMISM AND SOCIETY
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Islam has undergone a revival 
among its traditionally Muslim ethnic groups. According to Russia’s 
leading mufti, Chairman of the Council of Muftis of Russia (CMR) 
Ravil Gainutdin, the number of mosques in Russia grew from 150 
in 1991 to some six thousand by October 2005.32 

Russia’s Muslims are divided by geography, history, ethnicity, and 
divergent confessional movements (Sufis, Sunnis, and Shi’ites) and 
legal schools (maskhabs). The overwhelming majority of Russia’s 
Muslims are Sunni. Shi’a are predominantly located in the southern 
North Caucasus, particularly among Dagestan’s rather small ethnic 
Lezgin population. Sufism predominates in the North Caucasus, 
consisting mostly of Naqshbandi and Qadiri tariqats (brotherhoods 
or orders). There are some 15 such brotherhoods in the Republic of 
Dagestan alone. Brotherhoods tend to be mono-ethnic, or nearly 
so. Each Islamic school of jurisprudence, or maskhab, is represented 
in Russia, but almost all of Russia’s Muslims adhere to the Hanafi 
interpretation. There is, however, a significant Shafi presence in the 
North Caucasus. Tatarstan’s Muslims and the Tatar internal dias-
pora, meanwhile, are experiencing a revival of the Islamic reformist 



	 russia

or ‘jadidist’ school of Islamic thought.

Although Muslim communities can be found all across the length 
and breadth of the vast federation, the largest concentrations of 
ethnic Muslims (ethnic groups that traditionally have adhered in 
overwhelming numbers to the Islamic faith) are found in the North 
Caucasus’s Muslim republics—Chechnya, Ingushetia, Dagestan, 
Adygeya, Kabardino-Balkaria (KBR), and Karachaevo-Cherkessia 
(KChR)—and in the Volga and Urals republics of Tatarstan and 
Bashkortostan. There are also large Muslim populations in Moscow 
and St. Petersburg, but these are more Russified, urbanized, and sec-
ularized than those in other regions, especially the North Caucasus. 
The Muslims of the North Caucasus remain largely rural, tradition-
ally religious, and indigenously ethnic or clan-oriented.

The North Caucasus’s Muslims are divided into three linguistic 
groups (Turkic, Persian, and Ibero-Caucasian) and some 40 tradi-
tionally Muslim ethnic groups. The ethnic groups are themselves 
divided by various administrative-territorial borders and strong 
sub-ethnic clan allegiances.

Russia’s other main ethnic Muslim groups, Tatars and Bashkirs, 
are concentrated to a great extent in the Tatarstan and Bashkorto-
stan Republics. Tatars make up a slim majority in Tatarstan, while 
ethnic Russians outnumber Bashkirs in Baskortostan (Bashkiria). 
Both Tatars and Bashkirs are better integrated into Russian life 
than are the North Caucasians. In recent years, some historically 
non-Muslim ethnic groups are seeing some of their members con-
vert to Islam, including ethnic Russians.33  Ethnic Russian Muslims 
have organized their own socio-political organization, the National 
Organization of Russia’s Muslims (NORM), which purports to 
have 2,500-3,000 members.34 

Russia’s Muslims are not strongly self-organized. Rather, they are 
well-organized “from above” by the Islamic clergy and the Russian 
state. Muslim communities must be registered with the govern-
ment, and each is then incorporated into a regional Muslim Spiri-
tual Administration (MSA), every one of which is included under 
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one of the three main Muslim umbrella organizations: the Council 
of Muslims of Russia (CMR), the Central Muslim Spiritual Admin-
istration (CMSA), and the Coordinating Council of the Muslims of 
the North Caucasus (CCMNC). The CMR at present is the most 
influential of the umbrella organizations, with its leader, the ethnic 
Tatar mufti Ravil Gainutdin, on good terms with the Kremlin. Two 
smaller umbrella organizations – the MSA of the European part of 
Russia and the MSA of the Asian part of Russia – are subordinated 
to two of the abovementioned. In all, there are known to be approx-
imately 60 regional MSAs, all of which are included under one or 
another of the umbrella organizations.35  These various structures 
help organize Muslims’ hajj travel and study abroad, support Islamic 
universities and madrassas in Russia, and recruit and train Islamic 
clergy. The various Muslim spiritual councils (Dukhovnyie Upravle-
nii Musulman or DUM in Russian) receive state funding for mufti’s 
salaries, university and madrassa development, and the building 
of mosques. Independent Muslim communities and mosques per-
sist but are illegal and are usually discovered by the authorities and 
incorporated into the official administrations. Typically, these have 
manifested Islamist tendencies, and some have produced jihadist 
terrorist organizations, leaders, and cadres.36 

With regard to political ideology, Russia’s Muslims are divided 
among democrats, conservatives, Eurasianist and Islamist reac-
tionaries, much as ethnic Russians are divided among democrats, 
conservatives, Eurasianist and Russian nationalist reactionaries. 
However, since under Russian law political parties based on any 
communal identification are forbidden from participating in elec-
tions, it is difficult to attain a detailed picture of Muslims’ distribu-
tion on Russia’s political spectrum. 

Political Islam is in evidence at both the official and unofficial lev-
els. Media controlled by official Islamic structures carry numerous 
articles on introducing elements of sharia law in Russia, including 
the introduction of Islamic banking and insurance.37  Also, there 
are strong anti-American, anti-Western, anti-Israeli, and even anti-
Semitic tendencies not just among Russia’s Islamists but among 
Russia’s traditional Muslims as well.38   
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Generally, however, there is very limited support for Islamism in 
both Russia’s Muslim and non-Muslim populations. The country’s 
Islamic clergy feels threatened and virulently opposes manifes-
tations of political Islam, and Islamists have found limited sup-
port in the Muslim community. That said, many young Muslims 
are increasingly fascinated by – and sympathetic toward – radical 
trends, including Islamism as represented by charismatic mujahji-
deen like Caucasus Emirate rising star Said abu Saad Buryatskii. 
Perhaps because of this lack of support, Muslim communities in 
the North Caucasus have tended to radicalize quickly, evolving into 
jihadist groups.39

ISLAMISM AND THE STATE
The Russian state, federal and/or local, depending on the region, 
pays some part of official muftis’ salaries and finances the building of 
mosques, madrassas, and Islamic universities and centers. The Rus-
sian state’s alliance with the official Islamic clergy is complicated by 
generational and demographic factors, however. Many official muf-
tis and imams hail from the Soviet era and may be tainted by coop-
eration with the atheist regime and poor knowledge of Islam. These 
factors and corruption, both real and perceived, among officials and 
allied official clergy serve to discredit both, especially in the eyes of 
younger Muslims. High fertility rates in places like the North Cau-
casus relative to the rest of the country make this a demographic 
critical for overall Russian political stability, and containment of the 
jihad that has characterized politics in the North Caucasus for two 
decades.40 

Both the Russian state and official Islamic clergy are strongly 
opposed to and greatly fear any manifestation of Islamism. As a 
result, the state has banned political parties based on religion (as 
well as on ethnicity and gender), and the Islamic clergy cooperates 
closely with the state apparatus in combating independent Islamic 
or Islamist groups and supporting reformist, Euro-Islamic, and 
other more secularized Islamic trends as an antidote to Islamism. 
The leading mufti Gainutdin, as well as the leadership of the Repub-
lic of Tatarstan, has led in this effort.41 
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Past experience has taught Russian authorities to treat Islamists 
severely, and they move quickly and often illegally to put them away 
for long terms. Arrests of Islamists in non-violent but illegal organi-
zations such as HuT and Tablighi Jamaat are often accompanied by 
official charges of conspiracy to commit terrorist attacks and claims 
that searches produced not only extremist literature but also weap-
ons and explosives.42

The extent to which these policies and practices lead to significant 
violations of Muslims’ civil, political, and human rights, creates a 
tendency of Muslim youth to leave for the forest, mountains, and 
jihad. Putin-era amendments to Russia’s laws “On Extremism” and 
“On Combating Terrorism” give the Federal Security Service (FSB), 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), Justice Ministry, and Gen-
eral Prosecutor’s Office broad leeway in holding suspects and deter-
mining what constitutes “extremist literature.” Searches are con-
ducted on shaky pretexts, detention can often result in beating, and 
some convictions are based on trumped up charges. These practices 
are more prevalent in the North Caucasus, especially in Chechnya 
under President Ramzan Kadyrov, where authorities have even car-
ried out extra-judicial retribution against the families of suspected 
and actual terrorists, including the abductions of relatives and the 
burning of homes. It needs to be stressed that some of this extra-
legal law enforcement activity is carried out by special battalions 
comprised of former separatist fighters and is driven by local Cauca-
sus customs of blood revenge.
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