
Languages of Islam and Christianity in Post-Soviet Russia: institutional
discourses, community strategies and missionary rhetoric
Sibgatullina, G.

Citation
Sibgatullina, G. (2019, February 20). Languages of Islam and Christianity in Post-Soviet
Russia: institutional discourses, community strategies and missionary rhetoric. Retrieved from
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/68576
 
Version: Not Applicable (or Unknown)

License: Licence agreement concerning inclusion of doctoral thesis in the
Institutional Repository of the University of Leiden

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/68576
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/68576


 
Cover Page 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

The following handle holds various files of this Leiden University dissertation: 
http://hdl.handle.net/1887/68576 
 
 
Author: Sibgatullina, G. 
Title: Languages of Islam and Christianity in Post-Soviet Russia: institutional discourses, 
community strategies and missionary rhetoric 
Issue Date: 2019-02-20 

https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/handle/1887/1
http://hdl.handle.net/1887/68576
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/handle/1887/1�


  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

LANGUAGES OF 
ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY 

IN POST-SOVIET RUSSIA 
 

Institutional Discourses, Community Strategies 
and Missionary Rhetoric



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Cover illustration: The Temple of All Religions in Kazan, Russia, 
by Madrugada Verde. 
 
An electronic version of this dissertation is available at the Leiden University Repository 
(https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl). 

 



  

 
 
 
 

LANGUAGES OF 
ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY 

IN POST-SOVIET RUSSIA 
 

Institutional Discourses, Community Strategies 
and Missionary Rhetoric 

 
 
 

PROEFSCHRIFT 
 
 

ter verkrijging van 
de graad van Doctor aan de Universiteit Leiden, 

op gezag van Rector Magnificus prof.mr. C.J.J.M. Stolker, 
volgens besluit van het College voor Promoties 

te verdedigen op woensdag 20 februari 2019 
klokke 13.45 uur 

 
 

door 
 

GULNAZ RIFKHATOVNA SIBGATULLINA 
 

geboren te Yelabuga, Rusland 
in 1992 



  

 
Promotores    Prof. dr. J. Schaeken 

Prof. dr. M. Kemper, Universiteit van Amsterdam 
 

Promotiecommissie Prof. dr. V.O. Bobrovnikov, National Research University 
Higher School of Economics 
Prof. dr. A.K. Bustanov, European University at St. 
Petersburg 

    Prof. dr. M.G. Kossmann (secretaris) 
    Dr. K.M.J. Sanchez 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The research for this book was carried out as part of the project “The Russian Language of 
Islam” (PR-12-78), financed by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO). 



  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To Alfina and Rifkhat 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 





 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................................................ xi 
Abbreviations ............................................................................................................................................... xiii 
Notes on Translation and Transliteration ................................................................................................. xv 
Tables and Figures ..................................................................................................................................... xvii 
 
CHAPTER 1 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Languages across faith communities ......................................................................................................... 3 
1.1.1 The Russian language of Islam ........................................................................................................... 5 
1.1.2 The Tatar language of Christianity ..................................................................................................... 8 

1.2 Research questions ..................................................................................................................................... 13 
1.3 Religious language ..................................................................................................................................... 14 

1.3.1 Form .................................................................................................................................................. 14 
1.3.2 Meaning ............................................................................................................................................ 16 
1.3.3 Authority .......................................................................................................................................... 18 

1.4 Methodological framework....................................................................................................................... 20 
1.5 Data .............................................................................................................................................................. 21 
1.6 Outline of chapters ..................................................................................................................................... 22 

 
CHAPTER 2 
Mapping the Discourse on Religion in Russia ....................................................................................... 27 

2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................................ 28 
2.2 Russia’s “traditional” Islam and Christianity vis-à-vis the state ......................................................... 28 
2.3 The many faces of Russia’s Orthodox Christianity ................................................................................ 35 

2.3.1 Monarchists ...................................................................................................................................... 35 
2.3.2 Fundamentalists................................................................................................................................ 38 
2.3.3 Liberals .............................................................................................................................................. 41 

2.4 Competing definitions of the Tatar Islam ............................................................................................... 43 
2.4.1 Traditionalists ................................................................................................................................... 44 
2.4.2 Tatar nationalists .............................................................................................................................. 49 
2.4.3 Moderate Salafī groups ..................................................................................................................... 51 

2.5 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 52 
 

PART I 
THE RUSSIAN LANGUAGE OF ISLAM 

 
CHAPTER 3 
Translating Islam into the Language of the Russian State and the ROC .......................................... 57 

3.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................................ 58 
3.2 Data .............................................................................................................................................................. 60 
3.3 Lexical aspects ............................................................................................................................................. 62 

3.3.1 Meta-discourse: academic discussion on the translation of religious terms ...................................... 66 
3.4 Textual structures ....................................................................................................................................... 68 

3.4.1 Meta-discourse: the image of the pernicious West ............................................................................ 70 



v i i i   Tab l e  o f  Cont ent s  

3.4.2 The “traditionalism” discourse ......................................................................................................... 72 
3.4.3 Rossiiskoe musul’manstvo (Russia’s Islam)...................................................................................... 73 

3.5 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 75 
 
CHAPTER 4 
The Russkii Islam: Discursive Strategies in Conversion Narratives of Russian Muslims ............ 77 

4.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................................. 78 
4.2 Conversion to Islam in the post-Soviet period ....................................................................................... 80 
4.3 Data ............................................................................................................................................................... 85 
4.4 Discursive strategies in conversion narratives ....................................................................................... 87 

4.4.1 First strategy: “new” Muslims as speakers of pure and correct Islamic Russian ............................. 87 
4.4.2 Second strategy: intellectual motives for conversion to Islam ........................................................... 92 
4.4.3 Third strategy: redefining “Russianness” beyond traditional religious labels ................................. 95 

4.5 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 97 
 
CHAPTER 5 
Viacheslav Ali Polosin: Envisioning a Russian(-speaking) Umma ................................................... 99 

5.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................... 100 
5.2 Biography and conversion ....................................................................................................................... 101 
5.3 Islam as a liberal state ideology (2000-2006) ......................................................................................... 105 

5.3.1 Russian as the language of Muslim mission ................................................................................... 107 
5.4 The path of moderation (2007-2015) ....................................................................................................... 114 

5.4.1 The doctrines of Russia’s Islam ....................................................................................................... 117 
5.5 Defining the “right” Muslims (2016-present) ....................................................................................... 119 
5.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................. 121 

 
PART II 

THE TATAR LANGUAGE OF CHRISTIANITY 
 

CHAPTER 6 
Daniil Sysoev: Mission and Martyrdom ............................................................................................... 125 

6.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................... 126 
6.2 The making of a saint ............................................................................................................................... 128 
6.3 Uranopolitism versus patriotism .............................................................................................................. 131 
6.4 Evangelism among Muslims ................................................................................................................... 134 

6.4.1 Mission in Islamic vernaculars ....................................................................................................... 138 
6.4.2 Disputes with Muslim authorities .................................................................................................. 141 

6.5 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................. 147 
 
CHAPTER 7 
From Religious to Ethnic Minority: Discourses on Kräshen History, Language and 
Ethnicity ..................................................................................................................................................... 151 

7.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................... 152 
7.2 Constructing the Other: imperial and Soviet policies .......................................................................... 154 
7.3 Kräshen ethnic identity in the post-Soviet period ................................................................................ 159 

7.3.1 Tatar nationalist discourse .............................................................................................................. 160 
7.3.2 Pro-Tatarstani Kräshen group ........................................................................................................ 162 
7.3.3 Kräshen nationalists ........................................................................................................................ 165 

7.4 Alternative Christianity ......................................................................................................................... 166 



Tab le  o f  Cont ent s   i x  

7.4.1 The new Kräshen mission ............................................................................................................. 166 
7.4.2 The community of baptized Tatars .............................................................................................. 169 

7.5 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................... 171 
 
CHAPTER 8 
Battle of the Books: Tatar Translations of the New Testament ......................................................... 175 

8.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 176 
8.2 Translation projects ................................................................................................................................ 178 

8.2.1 The IBT project .............................................................................................................................. 178 
8.2.2 The NWT project .......................................................................................................................... 180 
8.2.3 The RBO translation..................................................................................................................... 182 

8.3 Translation strategies ............................................................................................................................. 184 
8.3.1 References to God, the Son and the Holy Spirit .......................................................................... 186 
8.3.2 Use of Arabic and Persian terms.................................................................................................. 188 
8.3.3 Replacements for Christian terms ................................................................................................ 192 
8.3.4 Translation of proper names ......................................................................................................... 194 
8.3.5 Use of Slavic religious terms ........................................................................................................ 194 

8.4 Non-Orthodox Tatar Christian communities ................................................................................... 195 
8.5 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................... 197 

 
CHAPTER 9 
Conclusions ................................................................................................................................................ 199 

9.1 Convergence in the “traditionalism” box .......................................................................................... 199 
9.2 Language as a mirror ............................................................................................................................. 202 

9.2.1 Religious language as a marker of in-group identity ................................................................. 203 
9.2.2 A marker of ethnic identity........................................................................................................... 204 
9.2.3 A marker of national identity ....................................................................................................... 206 
9.2.4 A marker of non-religious identity .............................................................................................. 207 

9.3 Toward a painful merger ...................................................................................................................... 207 
 
Appendices ................................................................................................................................................... 211 

Appendix I. The linguistic corpus: Discourse of Mufti Gainutdin .......................................................... 211 
Appendix II. The linguistic corpus: Conversion narratives of ethnic Russian converts to Islam ....... 219 

 
References ..................................................................................................................................................... 223 
 
Summary ...................................................................................................................................................... 249 
Samenvatting in het Nederlands ............................................................................................................... 253 
 
Curriculum Vitae ......................................................................................................................................... 257 





 

Acknowledgments  

This thesis is the result of research conducted over four years, during which many 
people helped, inspired and supported me. Without them this work would not have been 
possible and it is my pleasure to acknowledge them here. 

My thanks go first and foremost to my Doctorväter, Jos Schaeken and Michael 
Kemper. Being raised by two fathers can be a tricky path, but I was very lucky to grow up 
as a scholar under their watchful eye. Jos and Micha, I am incredibly grateful for your 
unfailing trust in me from the very beginning of our project, and for your truly fatherly 
support and patience.  

I also want to thank Alfrid Bustanov, Danis Garaev, Vladimir Bobrovnikov, Shamil 
abїy Shikhaliev and the group of friends at the European University in St. Petersburg, who 
gave me a warm welcome to the academic world. A special word of thanks should also go 
to my colleagues in the Russian Studies department in Leiden and the European Studies 
department in Amsterdam, who provided me with a very stimulating but safe environment 
in which I could learn, make mistakes and gain experience that goes beyond this thesis. 

I am deeply grateful to Marlène Laruelle, Marina Terkourafi, Hephzibah Israel, 
Pajeshwari Pandharipande and Şebnem Susam-Saraeva for taking an active interest in my 
research and for their exceedingly generous support and input at various points of this PhD 
journey. These bright female scholars have taught me by example what it means to be both 
a good scientist and a gracious colleague. I have deep admiration for their struggle to 
achieve an inclusive academia without gender, age, racial and ethnic biases. 

Many people have generously shared their research ideas with me and commented 
on earlier drafts of the chapters, from which this research has greatly benefitted. I am 
indebted to Allen Frank, Boris Knorre, Teija Greed, Denis Brylev and Alexander Egorov for 
their help in collecting and analyzing data and their extremely useful suggestions. I would 
also like to thank my research participants for having agreed to meet with me and to give 
interviews, despite the uneasy political climate in which we came to know each other. My 
sincere thanks also go to friends and colleagues who in no small way made possible my 
field trips to Tatarstan and Moscow. 

Gratefully received financial support from the Leiden University Fund gave me the 
opportunity to do research at the University of Edinburgh. There I had the good fortune to 
work with Lara Ryazanova-Clarke, to whom I owe much gratitude for her valuable 
feedback and inspiring discussions. With generous support from the Russian, East 
European and Eurasian Centre, I was able to conduct library research at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and collect data for this thesis. While there, I also met Farzad 



xi i   Ack nowledgm ent s  

Karimzad, who later became my friend and co-author; I would like to thank him for exciting 
publication collaborations and for good memories of conference travels. 

Being a PhD candidate at Leiden University Centre for Linguistics (LUCL) meant I 
was part of a lively and highly diverse community. There I was lucky to meet many 
colleagues with whom I shared numerous happy moments and who cheered me up and 
helped me to overcome the inevitable lows of the thesis writing. Olga Kepinska, Kate 
Bellamy, Aliza (and Stefan) Glasbergen-Plas, I very much enjoyed our energizing coffee 
breaks, interesting talks and peals of laughter. My PhD Council colleagues – Elly Dutton, 
Viktorija Kostadinova, Hanna Fricke, Nurenzia Yannuar, Nazar Nazarudin, Cesko Voeten, 
Menghui Shi – thank you for the sweet moments of small victories and for the fun we had 
together. These years at LUCL also mark the start of close and dear friendships. Marijn van 
‘t Veer, Bobby Ruijgrok, Eugénie Stapert and Xander Vertegaal – your ways of thinking 
about the world have strongly influenced me and I cannot thank you enough for the 
memories we share. 

Embarking on a PhD was combined with moving to a new country, and I am 
fortunate to have been surrounded by a wonderful set of people, who made me feel that I 
belong here. Thomas Westerhout, Alex Friso, Benjamin van der Burgh, Isabel van Schie and 
Mikel Folgerts, thank you for turning the language and culture barriers into exciting 
opportunities to learn more about each other. Hendrik Böttcher, thank you for – among 
many other things – keeping me in touch with nature. Hussain Sarkeshikian, motashakkeram 
for your patience, support and Persian language classes. Ebrar Kaya, çok teşekkürler for 
being a great friend who understands the peculiarities of growing up in a Turkish family. 
 My parents have always been a great support in so many ways; I am grateful for 
their unconditional love and for the freedom to explore they have given to me. It is to them 
that I dedicate this thesis, for their sacrifice in my education and upbringing, and for 
instilling in me an interest in scientific research. My deepest gratitude goes to my 
“acquired” family in the Netherlands – to Sybeline and Hans, to Constant (whom I miss 
terribly) and Gerda, who have opened their homes to me.  

Last but not the least, I am deeply indebted to you, canɩm, for your trust and 
understanding, and for being there for me. With you, the walls turn into doors, and 
collapsing worlds are reassembled. I am looking forward to exploring unknown terrains 
together and living our new adventures. 



 

Abbreviations 

CN  Conversion narrative 
DUM Spiritual Directorate of Muslims (Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man) 
DUMER  Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of European Russia (Dukhovnoe 

upravlenie musul’man Evropeiskoi chasti Rossii) 
DUM RF Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of the Russian Federation 

(Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Rossiiskoi Federatsii) 
DUM RT  Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of the Republic of Tatarstan 

(Dukhovnoe upravlenie musul’man Respubliki Tatarstan) 
ESV  English Standard Version of the Bible 
IBT  Institute for Bible Translation in Moscow 
IUMS  International Union of Muslim Scholars 
NORM National Organization of Russian Muslims (Natsional’naia 

organizatsiia russkikh musul’man) 
NT  New Testament 
NWT  New World Translation 
OOK  Public Organization of Kräshens (Obshchestvennaia organizatsiia 

   kriashen) 
RBO  Russian Bible Society (Rossiiskoe bibleiskoe obshchestvo) 
RCDM  Russian Christian Democratic Movement (Rossiiskoe khristianskoe 

demokraticheskoe dvizhenie) 
ROC  Russian Orthodox Church 
RVS  Revised Standard Version of the Bible 
SMR  Council of Muftis of Russia (Sovet muftiev Rossii) 
TsDUM Central Spiritual Directorate of Muslims (Tsentral’noe dukhovnoe 

upravlenie musul’man) 
Q  Qurʾān 
UBS  United Bible Societies





 

Notes on Translation and Transliteration 

For Arabic and Persian names and terms, I adopt a modified transliteration 
system as used in the third edition of The Encyclopaedia of Islam.1 When transliterated 
from Russian and Tatar, these words are also shown in brackets after their 
Russian/Tatar-based transcription, as given in the quoted source. Thus, I generally use 
jihād, but transliterate it as dzhikhad [jihād] when quoting from, for example, a Russian 
text where the word is mentioned. Titles of newspapers and names of parties and 
organizations, such as “Ittifak” (Unity), which contain Arabic or Persian words, are 
given only in their Russian transliteration and English translation.  

For transliterations from Russian, a simplified version of the Library of Congress 
transliteration system is used, except where there is a widely accepted standard English 
spelling (e.g., Moscow, not Moskva). For Tatar and Kräshen texts written in Cyrillic, I 
follow the transliteration tables given in Nationalities of the Soviet East: Publications and 
Writing Systems by Edward Allworth.2 

All translations from languages other than English are mine unless indicated 
otherwise or quoted from a published translation.  

The Qurʾān and Bible translations 

Unless stated otherwise:  
 English quotations from the Qurʾān are based on the translation by 

Muhammad A. S. Abdel Haleem;3  
 English quotations of the Bible are taken from the English Standard 

Version;4  
 Russian quotations of the Bible are from the Russian Synodal Bible.5 

For Russian translations of the Qurʾān, there is no standard reference source; 
specific references are provided for individual translations.

                                                 
1  K. Fleet et al., Encyclopaedia of Islam. The Third Edition (Leiden: Brill, 2018). Available online at 
<http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-3> (Accessed on 18 July 2018). 
2 E. Allworth, Nationalities of the Soviet East: Publications and Writing Systems (New York, NY: Columbia 
Unversity Press, 1971). 
3 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
4 ESV, The Holy Bible. English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2016). 
5 RBO, Bibliia. Sviashchennoe Pisanie v Sinodal'nom Perevode (Moscow: Rossiiskoe Bibleiskoe Obshchestvo, 
2014). 





 

Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Translation variants of Q 2:15 and Q 8:30 in Russian and English ............................. 111 
Table 2. References to God, the Son and the Holy Spirit ............................................................ 187 
Table 3. Use of Arabic and Persian Islamic terms ........................................................................ 191 
Table 4. Innovations that replace Christian terms ....................................................................... 193 
Table 5. Translations of proper names .......................................................................................... 194 
Table 6. Slavic borrowings .............................................................................................................. 195 
Table 7. Linguistic corpus № 1 ....................................................................................................... 211 
Table 8. Linguistic corpus № 2 ....................................................................................................... 219 
 
Figure 1. Gatekeepers of the mainstream discourse on religion.................................................. 34 
Figure 2. Ravil’ Gainutdin and Damir Mukhetdinov .................................................................... 60 
Figure 3. Viacheslav Ali Polosin ..................................................................................................... 101 
Figure 4. Daniil Sysoev .................................................................................................................... 127 
Figure 5. Page layout of the IBT version of the NT ..................................................................... 181 
Figure 6. Page layout of the RBO version ..................................................................................... 183 
 




