
INTRODUCTION 

The crimes of 20th century Nazi and Stalinist totalitarianism enveloped a vast 
portion of the globe, inflicting mass arrests, enslavement, genocide, ethnic 
cleansing, and generalized terror and social disruption on diverse populations, 
communities, and cultures. Among Western historians in particular, the 
experience of Muslims with totalitarianism, especially during the Second 
World War, is most commonly addressed with respect to colonized 
populations. The interactions between Nazi Germany and the Islamic world 
are often depicted as continuing the Imperial German policy of encouraging 
Muslims under French and British colonial rule to rebel against their 
overlords, or otherwise assist in the German war effort.1 Similarly, we have 
studies of how the British and French governments, both perpetrators of 
atrocities in their own Muslim colonies during the Second World War, 
managed their Muslim subjects, as well as the propaganda threats emanating 
from Nazi Germany.2 If we take into account the relatively limited, and – in 
contrast to the 21st century experience – benign, wartime interactions of the 
United States with the Islamic world during the Second World War, it is not 
surprising that from the vast literature on the social impacts of Nazi and 
Stalinist crimes, one is left with the impression that Muslims escaped 
relatively unscathed, if only thanks to geography.3 Muslims, however, made 
up a significant proportion of the Soviet Union’s citizenry, and like every 
other ethnic or religious community in that country, suffered severely under 
Stalinist rule. These include Muslim communities in the Crimea, the 
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Caucasus, the Volga-Ural region, Siberia, and above all, Central Asia, the 
region on which this study is focused. In the broad and often quite excellent 
historical literature devoted to the Gulag, and its impact on Soviet society, the 
Muslim perspective, and especially the Muslim religious perspective, is 
largely or entirely absent. One of the goals of this work are to consider this 
religious facet of Soviet Muslim society, as well as to take into account the 
experience of totalitarianism for Muslims outside of the Middle East, and the 
French, British, and Dutch colonies. 

To the degree that studies of Stalinist atrocities against Muslim populations 
in the Soviet Union have been the topic of scholarly study, historians have 
generally examined them through a secular lens. Scholarly approaches that are 
sensitive to the religious interpretations of totalitarian crimes are far more 
evident in studies of Christianity, and especially Judaism. 4   Religious 
interpretations of the Holocaust as it was experienced by Jewish religious 
communities, particularly the Hasidim, are relevant to this study, because of 
some similarities in conceptions and manifestations of religious authority 
between Hasidism and Sufism, and also due to similarities in the narrative 
traditions of both communities. Publications of Hasidic tales, a vital 
compositional genre that serves some of the same didactic and biographical 
functions in Hasidism as the Sufi hagiographies discussed in this study – and 
that also share some of the latter genre’s demotic qualities – have permitted a 
broader public to gain insights into religious interpretations of the Holocaust 
beyond more abstract theology and moral philosophy.5 In studies of Soviet 
Muslim communities, the privileging of an ethno-national over a religious 
conceptual representation is, ironically, at least partially conditioned by Soviet 
ideology. A secular orientation is no less evident in examinations of earlier 
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episodes of massive state violence directed against nomads. Such an approach, 
originating in Cold War Sovietology, continues to generate an ever-growing 
literature devoted to the deportation of various Muslim nationalities of the 
Crimea and the North Caucasus.6 There is an even wider literature, primarily 
in Russian and Turkic languages, on the persecution of the national – and 
basically secular – elite: nationalist figures, intellectuals, scholars, the 
bourgeoisie, etc. These are important studies, that emphasize the personal 
tragedies of individuals, and sometimes evaluate Stalinist repression more 
broadly, as it affected Muslim nations, either through mass deportations of 
entire ethnic groups, or the metaphoric decapitation of the nation by the 
elimination of its supposed national elite.7 The imposition of secularism on 
the populations of the former Russian Empire, including its Muslim subjects, 
was a declared goal of both Soviet cultural policy, and of local elites in varying 
degrees. In this, the Soviets were largely successful, in part thanks to social 
disruption brought about through the massive application of state violence. 
Tellingly, during the Cold War, anti-communist critics discussed Muslim 
communities and Islam almost entirely within a framework of Soviet 
definitions, and this framework has by no means lost its appeal, if not its 
fashionableness.8 However, as with all cultural policies in the Soviet era, even 
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secularization was in some important ways negotiated, and achieved on the 
ground with a degree of compromise, despite the Soviet state’s ability and 
willingness to unleash violence to achieve its goals. Absent from these studies 
of the Muslim experience of Stalinism is the religious dimension, and religious 
responses of the Muslim community.9 The religious, Islamic, aspects of the 
topic are relevant to the study of Stalin-era crimes against Soviet citizens 
because the repression of Islamic institutions and religious figures was a very 
public aspect of Soviet cultural policy. The destruction of “religion” or 
“religious institutions” was also explicitly conjoined with the suppression of 
older, religiously conceived, relationships, forms of identity and cultural 
practices. 10  In addition to banning Islamic education, and closing down 
mosques, the Soviet authorities targeted religious leaders of the Muslim 
community, including the ʿulamāʾ, but also expressly Sufi ishans. Not only 
were religious leaders targeted, but their families were, too, threatening the 
survival of the lineages themselves. Given the existence of strong religious 
bonds between ishan lineages with non-holy descent groups (evident among 
the Kazakhs in particular, but also among the Turkmens and Uzbeks), violent 
repression directed against these ishan lineages affected rural Kazakh society 
in profound ways, even beyond the immediate catastrophes of mass famine 
and collectivization. 
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SOVIET ISLAM 

The purpose of this work is two-fold. On the one hand, I seek to explore the 
experiences and responses of Muslim religious communities under totalitarian 
oppression, in this case looking at Kazakh holy lineages during the Stalin era. 
On the other, I hope to challenge, or at least qualify, some of the commonly-
encountered ideas that dominate much of the discussion of Islam in the Soviet 
Union, namely, that the Soviet era severed the link between the Muslim 
community and Islamic knowledge, that Islamic knowledge was relegated to 
the “family” sphere, and that, effectively, because of Soviet policies, Islamic 
knowledge could no longer be transmitted in the communal sphere.11 This line 
of thinking, most prominently argued by Adeeb Khalid, holds that Central 
Asians’ understanding of Islam became less a universal body of ethics, 
relationships, and rituals, than an “ethno-national” conception incubated 
within the family environment.12  The Kazakh environment, with its kinship-
based social structures, provides good ground to challenge these hypotheses. 

While this book focuses in particular on the interpretation by Muslim 
religious communities of their own experience of Stalinism, including the 
Gulag experiences of their leaders and ancestors, it is also looks at the 
collective survival of several Muslim religious communities in Kazakhstan, 
as narrated in their own treatises. The study highlights 1) the continuity of 
conceptions and practices rooted in medieval Sufism, 2) the role of these Sufi 
ideas in maintaining the cohesion of these communities against the challenges 
of state-imposed secularism and Stalinist repression, and 3) the ways in which 
Stalinism, and the Soviet system more generally, influenced these selfsame 
Sufi practices and conceptions. All of these questions are relevant to 
understanding how these Sufi communities dealt with Stalinist repression, 
how they adapted to it, and how they survived it. 

This study is based primarily on Kazakh-language sacred literature 
produced by and for Muslim holy lineages. These include hagiographies 
embedded within genealogical treatises, and shrine catalogs published in 
independent Kazakhstan. The sources are Kazakh variations of a well-
established Islamic compositional genre firmly linked to Sufism, and dating 
from the 11th century CE. These sources require us to qualify much that has 
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been written about Soviet and Post-Soviet Islam, where the apparent success 
of a type of secularization is thought to distinguish the former Soviet Union 
from the supposedly insufficiently secularized parts of the Islamic world that 
remained outside of the Soviet Union. But these sources equally demonstrate 
that, in keeping with the holy lineages’ role in their societies as “Islamizers” 
and bearers of Islamic norms of behavior and morality, elements of Soviet 
secularism could become objects of Islamization, even during the Soviet era. 
In any case, it is evident that older conceptions and expressions of sacred 
communal affiliations derived from Sufism, from Islamic ideas more broadly, 
and from Inner Asian social structures, survived the Soviet era, reemerged 
after 1991, and, remain relevant. On the one hand, these hagiographies and the 
stories they contain are documents of independent Kazakhstan, and of modern 
Kazakh society. On the other, as collective documents of Kazakh historical 
tradition that memorialize older religious sensibilities and historical 
judgments, they are also public documents of descent groups and religious 
communities, and as such, represent collective understanding and memory. 
Being historical works, they are informed by the documentary methodology 
of Kazakh oral tradition, derived in part, from hadith methodologies, with its 
documented chains of transmission (isnad). Such elements are strongly 
evident in Kazakh Islamic historiography composed before and during the 
Soviet era, and remains evident particularly in genealogical publications in 
independent Kazakhstan. To dismiss these accounts as “merely” post-Soviet 
writings that have no authority for the period they describe would be a failure 
to appreciate the role and evolution of these narratives in their communities, 
their historiographical context, and their collective, public nature. 

The book is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 addresses the use of 
hagiographies as a source for the social history of Central Asia and the Volga-
Ural region. To provide an example of fully fledged hagiographical tradition, 
and the application of hagiographies to social history. The chapter then looks 
at the inclusion of hagiographical elements in a broad range of compositional 
genres, demonstrating the breadth of hagiography, and its literary and social 
function in Central Asia and the Volga-Ural region. Here we find 
hagiographical elements in a wide array of compositional genres, including 
local and regional histories, genealogical charters, travel literature, epic poetry, 
and others. Finally, in this chapter we discuss the development of hagiography 
in independent Kazakhstan, tracing its connections to older compositional 
genres, and the emergence of new ones, and the social function of hagiography 
in Kazakh society. 



 Gulag miracles 15 

Chapter 2 examines Sufi communities and the meaning of miracles, using 
hagiographical works as sources for the social history of sacred lineages 
(khojas and others) in Kazakhstan. First, we identify and outline four of the 
sacred lineages whose members appear repeatedly in our study. These 
lineages claim descent from Shāh-i Aḥmad as-Ṣābawī (1812–1878), Maral 
Ishan Qŭrmanŭlï (1782–1841), Isabek Ishan Mŭratŭlï (1792–1871), and 
Ayqozha Ishan (1773–1856), looking at their biographies, and the dynasties 
they established in various regions of the country. The chapter also discusses 
how these sacred lineages are treated in Soviet and “Sovietological” sources. 
The discussion then shifts to the Sufi dimensions of these sacred lineages, their 
social functions in Kazakhstan, and the basis of religious authority for these 
sacred descent groups. These 19th and early 20th century communities are 
discussed in the context of Devin DeWeese’s theory of the “disordering” of 
Sufism, while at the same time, acknowledging the social and religious 
significance of the master-disciple metaphor in social relations between sacred 
and “non-sacred” lineages. The next part of the chapter is devoted to the role 
of miracle stories in these hagiographies, and their meaning in the Kazakh 
social context. This discussion is above all informed by the writings of Devin 
DeWeese on the rhetorical and social significance of miracles. Here examples 
from Kazakh hagiographical literature reveal miracles to be central narrative 
elements in defining the creation of a religious community. Anticipating the 
Stalin era, the final portion of the chapter looks at the relationship between 
sacred lineages and the state, and the depiction of saintly ancestors in their 
relations with Muslim and infidel rulers before the Soviet era. 

Chapter 3 examines how the historical relationship – between Sufis and 
Sufi communities on the one hand, and the various states on the other that 
ruled the Kazakh steppe from the 18th century down to the Soviet era – is 
reflected in the hagiographical sources. The sources depict relations with the 
Russian authorities as generally hostile, and the anti-religious campaigns of 
the Stalin era are described as part of a continuum with the Imperial Russia 
era. The sources also describe the strategies undertaken by the holy lineages 
to resist persecution, and continue their task of serving as religious examples 
to their communities. 

Chapter 4 is devoted to the depiction of Stalinist collectivization, famine, 
and repression in Kazakh hagiographies, and the effects of such policies on 
sacred lineages. First, it provides a timeline of legal and policy measures that 
lead to the persecution of Muslim religious leaders in general. Then, it 
examines, based on hagiographical treatises, how Stalinist repression was 
implemented, how this repression, and the experience of the Second World 
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War, affected members of sacred lineages, and the strategies they 
implemented for their survival. The chapter next addresses the significance of 
the widely encountered phenomenon of “Gulag miracles” – accounts of 
miracles that saints were said to have performed in the Stalinist prison system. 
It also looks at the role of sacred relics in these accounts, in conjunction with 
the “Gulag miracles,” and their way these stories of miracles assert the 
relevance and holiness of these lineages. 

The final chapter looks at how, following the Second World War, these 
lineages accommodated Soviet rule, and how this accommodation was 
reflected in these hagiographies. It examines the Soviet career paths favored 
by members of these lineages, parallel with the maintenance of their sacred 
authority, and their continued relationship with Kazakh kinship groups. In this 
period, we see new miracles emerge, showing saints using their miraculous 
powers to intercede with Soviet industrial technology, such as tractors, to 
benefit their communities, and maintain their status. It also notes the role of 
sacred lineages in the official Soviet Islamic religious bureaucracy – the 
Tashkent Muftiate, and as “official” Soviet Muslim clerics. Finally, it 
examines appraisals of the Stalin era found in these hagiographies. 

 




