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  Introduction


  Olga Oliker


  Violence and conflict between, by, and against religious groups are surely as old as both faith and fighting themselves. In the Russian Federation, as elsewhere in the world, religious teachings and philosophies are used to both justify and combat violence, whether that violence is political, criminal, and/or domestic. Both the state and its opponents use violence in efforts to prevent violence, sometimes engendering more. Groups and individuals justify violent action on the basis of their religious beliefs or those of their victims. And while many, including Russian authorities, increasingly view religious conflict in that country through the prism of violent radical Islamic jihadism, the full picture is much more multifaceted. It includes religious propaganda employed by violent ultra-right-wing groups, continuing violent repression of religious communities and organizations by local and federal authorities, and conflict within confessions. Moreover, violent action may be couched in the language of self-defense as modernity clashes with a multitude of perceived and real traditions. A better understanding of the dynamics at the heart of religious violence in Russia, in its many manifestations, is critical to the country’s future development and its security.


  We conceived and began this project, with the generous support of the Henry Luce Foundation, because we wanted to contribute to that better understanding. The complicated nature of the problem creates, in our view, an imperative to develop stronger analyses and deeper insights into the causes and effects of the various sorts of conflict in evidence. Such analyses and insights can inform policy solutions that do a better job of making Russia and Russians of all religions (and no religion) safer and more secure.


  Some argue that it is impossible to separate violence rooted in religion from a variety of other types of violence. Indeed, in Russia’s diverse, multiethnic and multireligious society, religious violence is far from unitary. Identities historically linked to ethnicity and culture can be difficult to parse from those tied to religious belief. These overlaps between religion, ethnicity, and culture in Russian public and social perceptions make religious violence and ethnic/xenophobic violence overlapping phenomena. Yet, it is also clear that religion does play its own role: for one thing, it is cited as a factor by those who justify and perpetrate intolerance and violence. Indeed, even a brief reading of typical xenophobic writings in Russia reveals a religious component, albeit one tied closely to culture and ethnicity.


  We do not pretend to cover all of the different ways in which religion and violence overlap in the Russian Federation. We seek instead to fill a few gaps in the literature, and on that basis identify other areas for research and analysis. When we began this project, we were struck by a relative absence of cross-confessional comparisons; the lack of study on the impact of state policy on religious violence; and incomplete understandings of the links between violent religious groups in Russia and those in other parts of the world. We also wanted to improve our understanding of the implications of social media and other new technology for religious conflict and to ask how lessons from global experience may be applied to Russia. We found a paucity of efforts to parse the role of religion in the context of other sorts of xenophobic violence in Russia and very little on the evolving situation in Russia’s Volga region. We noted that the question of effective policy solutions, whether for Russia’s national and local governments, other states, or nonstate actors, remained vastly underexplored.


  We believe that this resulting volume usefully elucidates some of the critical building blocks of these dynamics, even as it identifies further areas in need of research and analysis. Alexander Verkhovsky provides a detailed discussion of how Russian legislation concerning religion and extremism may affect religious violence. Marlene Laruelle and Natalia Yudina ask whether Islamophobia is on the rise. Geraldine Fagan and Olga Sibireva describe the rise in violence toward groups deemed “nontraditional” or “sects.” Two papers consider propaganda of various sorts. Jean-François Ratelle and Ekaterina Sokirianskaia describe how violent Islamists seek to recruit Russian Muslims, particularly through the Internet. Irina du Quenoy and Dmitry Dubrovskiy assess whether and how the rhetoric of Orthodox “traditional” values is used to justify certain types of violence. Bringing in an international dimension, Jeffrey Mankoff and Alexei Miller consider the role of the Russian Orthodox Church, as well as other religious institutions, in the war in Ukraine. Finally, we ask how these factors play out in some specific parts of Russia. Sufian Zhemukhov, Sergey Markedonov, and Akhmet Yarlykapov provide an overview of the situation in and near the North Caucasus, while Denis Sokolov and I present the complicated dynamics in play in the multi-ethnic regions of Tatarstan, Tyumen, and Astrakhan.


  As our work took shape, we noticed a common thread running through almost every context examined. Narratives of “traditionalism” are at the center of religious debates in Russia, and have a tremendous impact on how violence and conflict do and do not manifest. Religious and secular officials, social groups, and others discussing religion in Russia present certain behaviors and beliefs as “traditional” to the Russian Federation and therefore positive and in line with Russian values. That which is not “traditional” is foreign, undesirable, and often “extremist”—often with attendant legal repercussions. Thus, the language of “tradition,” including as used by the state, is instrumentalized to delegitimize and justify violence against the “nontraditional,” and is difficult to counter, particularly when it is picked up by multiple voices and in the media. This factor creates particular challenges for improving public policy to prevent and mitigate the dangers of religious violence, as it justifies as acceptable attacks—including, in some cases, violent attacks—against the “nontraditional,” whether those attacks emanate from the state or from nonstate actors.


  APPROACH


  Russia’s pre-Soviet history, like that of Europe as a whole, is fraught with brutality against religious minorities. During the seven decades of communism, and especially in the 1920s and 1930s, religious institutions and believers were subjected to often violent repression by the state, which pushed much religion and religious practice underground. This history of religious and anti-religious violence in Russia is comparatively well documented. The situation today is not as well understood, however, even as violence in the name of religion and violence against religious groups continue to shape Russian society and its politics.


  In light of these circumstances, we did not take a historical approach, but focused on documenting the situation as it stands today. Wanting to ensure that we were interdisciplinary and inclusive of both Western and Russian experience, we first convened a steering group of experts, comprising Marlene Laruelle, Jeffrey Mankoff, Sergey Markedonov, Denis Sokolov, Alexander Verkhovsky, and myself. The steering group refined the list of topics and identified possible participants. We then selected research teams, including steering group members, to investigate the eight topics selected and produce papers. Each paper is a result of collaboration between at least one Russia-based scholar and a scholar based in North America or Western Europe. The coauthor teams were designed to help incorporate both Western and Russian perspectives and to bring a broader base of international experience to the discussion. We are also very pleased to report that the papers collected here reflect original analysis, in many cases drawing on new and extensive field-work. This means that this volume is able to genuinely shine light where there was previously darkness, and raise questions and start conversations that have not previously gotten the attention they are owed.


  As our work developed, we gathered to discuss our methodologies and findings, both in closed workshops and in a public conference. Consequently, the papers presented in this compendium are also the result of collaboration within the entire set of authors. Chapter contributors provided multiple drafts to the group and received comments from other participants through an open, iterative, and collaborative peer review process. This approach improved all of our work and leveraged the wide-ranging expertise we had assembled. It also enabled all participants to more usefully question the assumptions each of us brought to discussions of religion and violence in Russia.


  One of our primary challenges was rooted in language. As already discussed, the importance of narratives surrounding what is, and is not, “traditional” is central to many of our papers, and runs through this book as a whole. We thus had to grapple with how we ourselves would use this word and others that pose similar challenges. Aside from “traditional,” we found that terms such as “radical” and “extremist”—to say nothing of “violence” and “religion”—carry different weights and different meanings with different audiences, despite their widespread use. This situation is not unique to Russia, but in the Russian Federation, as elsewhere, its repercussions range from the social to the juridical: the same legal language means different things to different people. Indeed, the ways such words are used in both Russian legal documents and in rhetoric, government and otherwise, are a critical component of how religious conflict is exacerbated in Russia.


  In response, we first sought to collaboratively reach agreed-upon definitions to some of the most contested terms. However, two factors made that impossible to do in a comprehensive way. First was the reality of the aforementioned diverse governmental definitions, which we had to acknowledge, even if we did not agree with them. Second was the challenge of words that are not, and perhaps cannot be, objectively defined to our satisfaction. Extremism and radicalism, for example, are relative descriptors—one is extreme or radical compared to something else, even though the words themselves are often used without clear references. After much discussion, we decided that what was most important was not necessarily using identical definitions, but making sure to be precise and concrete in our language to the best of our abilities. All participants agreed to be clear when using the definitions of others, for instance by putting the relevant word in quotation marks, and to explain the ways in which each set of authors defines the terminology they use. Several authors chose to avoid their own use of words such as “traditional” and “extremist,” including the terminology only in reference to others’ use of it.


  This agreement did not address two words that did require common definitions: religion and violence. When it came to religion, we agreed that as long as those involved referenced religion, it could be included in our research. For violence, we started from the definition in the Oxford Dictionary, but adapted it to include not just acts, but also threats, as follows: behavior involving physical force intended to hurt, damage, or kill someone or something, or the threat (explicit or implicit, including the perceived threat) of such behavior. We felt it was important to include implicit and perceived threats of violence in our definition, as well as public incitement to violence, so that we were not limited to physically destructive acts that had already occurred.


  FINDINGS


  Despite the centrality of the “traditionalism” narrative to many of our findings, its formulation is comparatively new. Du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy date the incorporation of this language into Russian government rhetoric to 2012. Then and since, official statements and documents have sought to portray Moscow as the defender of that which is “traditional” against enemies foreign and domestic. The language of “traditionalism” is closely linked to the discourse regarding “radicalism” or “extremism,” which are typically portrayed as the antithesis of “traditional” approaches to religion. Although, as already discussed, these are relative concepts, they are generally presented as recognizable and concrete evils and threats to Russia, whether they have violent components or not. Often but not always linked to religion, they are presented as threatening either because they are described as inherently violent (most often in regard to Islam) or because they seek to change Russia’s moral character (e.g., through conversion to other, foreign, faiths).


  The identification of “radicalism” and “extremism” with opposition to “tradition” has significant implications, because it effectively equates nonviolent challenges to a vaguely defined concept of “traditionalism” with violent attacks on civilians and the state, treating them as equivalent crimes. Verkhovsky traces the implications through Russian legislation. He finds that Russian lawmakers’ efforts to write laws that support “tradition” and place limits on “radicalism” and “extremism” have created a legal framework that allows prosecution for activities that pose no discernable threat to individuals, state, or society. Broad legislative definitions of “extremism” can easily include simple professions of faith, and have been interpreted to include the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ ban on blood transfusions and now, Jehovah’s Witnesses as a religion. And while earlier enforcement of laws against “extremism” successfully limited the activities of some violent neo-Nazi groups, Verkhovsky demonstrates that today these laws are consistently used to target Muslim and non-Orthodox Christian communities. Moreover, it is notable that while violent Islamist groups are consistently also prosecuted under these statutes, groups that use Orthodox imagery and concepts, even when they do so explicitly with the aim of inciting violence, are often left alone.


  Du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy argue that this situation has emerged in part because the language of “traditionalism” has fostered an atmosphere that justifies violence in its defense. One manifestation is the blind eye authorities often turn to violent activists who describe themselves as defending traditional values. This toleration of violence is particularly common, they argue, when it comes to violence ostensibly in support of Russian Orthodoxy and the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church.


  Du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy’s assertion that this sort of selective prosecution normalizes certain kinds of violence holds up to the evidence presented in other chapters. Indeed, it appears that government inaction can be as influential as government action when it comes to perpetuating violence. The lack of any state sanction against groups that use Orthodox religious imagery and symbolism to promote violence or attack Protestants or Muslims as “nontraditional,” while non-violent Muslims are arrested and Jehovah’s Witnesses banned as “extremist,” suggests that it is the latter that is viewed as criminal, and the former all but sanctioned by the state.


  Indeed, both du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy and Sokolov and I note cases in which victims of attacks faced trouble with authorities while perpetrators went free. In some cases, this situation stems from preexisting relationships between authorities and religious leaders, something Sokolov and I also report. As du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy, and to a lesser extent Sokolov and I, note, the media also plays a role, by echoing dominant narratives and further normalizing them.


  But if these “traditional values” narratives are often linked to Orthodoxy, the state-sanctioned leaders of other religions, including Islam, Buddhism, and Judaism, also use this language to promote their own approaches and silence others, du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy point out. Their argument is further supported by evidence presented in the discussion of Tatarstan, Tyumen, and Astrakhan by Sokolov and me, and aspects of the same phenomenon are also evident, if not explicitly discussed, in Chapter 8 on the North Caucasus by Zhemukhov with Markedonov and Yarlykapov. In many parts of Russia, Muslim religious leaders define themselves and their approaches as “traditional” while more fundamentalist, and younger, preachers are delegitimized (and, indeed, accused) as foreign-influenced, “radical” and “extremist” “Salafis.” Indeed, in almost all cases of denunciation of other religious approaches and beliefs, the accusation of “foreign” roots plays an important role, something noted also by Verkhovsky, Laruelle and Yudina, Fagan and Sibireva, and du Quenoy and Dubrovskiy. Importantly, these narratives resonate in media, including social media, with substantial effects.


  The same phenomena are further illustrated by Fagan and Sibireva’s reporting on a congruence of government restrictions on, Orthodox church denunciation of, and violent action against groups termed “sects.” The most notable group thus targeted is Russia’s Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose religion is now banned as an “extremist” organization. Other faiths, including Roman Catholics and Pentecostals, have also faced similar pressure. Perpetrators of violence against these groups, which is well documented throughout Russia (although underreporting is likely), rarely face legal sanction. Fagan and Sibireva note the parallels between “anti-sect” campaigns today and the state-sanctioned ones of the Soviet period.


  Islamophobia in Russia follows some similar patterns. Laruelle and Yudina find that while anti-Muslim sentiment generally remains at lower levels in Russia than in much of the rest of Europe, it also appears to be increasing. Despite the challenges of differentiating prejudice based on ethnicity from religious prejudice against Muslims, the authors find ample evidence that religion is a factor. They also note the rise in the securitization of Islam by the Russian government, including a disproportionate focus on Islamic groups, Muslim individuals, and Islamic religious texts in arrests, prosecutions, and bans on grounds of extremism, something Verkhovsky also identifies. Laruelle and Yudina see examples of Islamophobia in Russian mass media and social media. Opinion polls also support their conjecture that anti-Muslim feeling is on the rise. It is notable that manifestations of Islamophobia in Russia (as elsewhere) are in some ways gendered, for instance in disproportionate attention to policing women’s dress and behavior. More evidence of similar phenomena is presented in Chapter 7 by Sokolov and me and also referenced by Zhemukhov with Markedonov and Yarlykapov.


  The violent jihadism that is dangerously conflated with other sorts of religious activity by Muslims also, of course, presents a very real threat itself. Ratelle and Sokirianskaia describe the evolution of violent jihadist recruiting among Russia’s Muslims, including the rise of social media as a recruiting tool. The latter has coincided with the growth of ISIS in Russia and the participation of Russians and other post-Soviet citizens in the Syrian conflict. Through these connections, ISIS has become particularly adept at targeted approaches that focus on specific demographics within Russia. In the meantime, Russian authorities have sought to deploy a range of tools to counter this messaging and its effectiveness. However, their broad definitions of extremism and failure to differentiate between the violent and the fundamentalist (documented in other chapters) indicate that some of these policies may prove counterproductive.


  The Orthodox Church and the question of what is traditional present an entirely different picture when it comes to the conflict in Ukraine, the subject of Chapter 9 by Mankoff and Miller, and the only chapter of this volume whose focus lies outside of Russia. We included the war in Ukraine because religion, and indeed, the Moscow Patriarchate, continues to play a role there, suggesting a potential for the Russian Orthodox Church to serve as a mechanism to either exacerbate or tame fighting beyond Russia’s borders. Moscow has pegged this conflict as at least partly a defense of “Russianness” against foreign interference, in line with the broader “traditionalism” narrative. Indeed, some have tried to capitalize on Orthodox unity to the benefit of the separatist fighters the Kremlin has backed in Ukraine’s east. However, in the face of a counternarrative that it is Russian culture, language, and religion that are foreign to Ukrainian “tradition,” this approach has largely backfired. Instead, individual churches and religious leaders affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate have increasingly sought to distance themselves from the separatists, their cause, and Moscow’s rhetoric even as their ties to Moscow have cost them followers. Churches without a Russian affiliation have, for their part, benefited, being able to stake the claim of being untainted by Russia and truly in line with Ukrainian “tradition.”


  In summary, the chapters presented here provide both overviews and deeper assessments of some of the key topics and themes relevant to understanding religious conflict, broadly defined, in Russia today. We conclude by drawing from all eight papers developed for this project the key recommendations that participants derived from their research, and the areas for further analysis that they identified. We are very pleased with what we have accomplished, which provides, in our view, fresh, interdisciplinary, research-based, and methodologically sound looks at a series of topics too often discussed in a framework of hyperbole and in the absence of reliable data. We therefore hope that our work as presented in this volume elucidates the situation as it stands and helps define the way forward for further research and analysis in this field. We are also very hopeful that this volume can contribute to efforts by policymakers, advocates, and people of faith to reduce the threat of violence linked to religion.
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  Religion, “Extremism,” and Violence: The Context
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  The State Against Violence in Spheres Related to Religion


  Alexander Verkhovsky


  INTRODUCTION


  Religion and violence can meet in many possible ways in modern society. We can point out at least three parameters that describe the intersection of religion and violence, and all three can take different values. In this context, we focus only on violence in its literal sense (physical attacks against people or property) or on public calls for this kind of violence.


  First, the religious aspect of violence, like any motive for an action, always pertains to an offender. However, this parameter is two-pronged: in the first case, we focus on a violent perpetrator’s self-identification in religious terms; in the second case, on the way an offender identifies the target of their attack in these terms. Of course, both these versions may be present simultaneously, as in the classic case of followers of one faith being attacked in the name of another. Perpetrators can also attack nonreligious objects in the name of their faith—the examples include attacks against the editorial office of Charlie Hebdo or against the Sakharov Museum exhibitions (occasionally, but not necessarily, attackers define their self-avowedly secular opponents in religious terms, for example as Satanists). However, in the fairly secular Russian society, attacks by nonbelievers against representatives of a certain religion they regard as a dangerous ideology are also quite frequent (this is true for many attacks on Muslim or Orthodox sites).


  Second, if violence takes place on behalf of a certain religious community (whether real or imagined), it can be directed outward, usually against the alleged opponents of the community, or inward, against other members of the same community. The latter case can develop according to one of the two scenarios: the split of a community into the “right” and the “wrong” parts (the practice of takfir in Islam), with violence directed against the latter; or when violence for disciplinary or spiritual purpose (as the group understands it) is inflicted on “righteous” adepts.


  The third factor, important for government policy development, pertains to the target against whom the violence is directed, whether it is the society as a whole, a specific segment of the society, or the state. Once again, we don’t imply a clean split into these groups, but the authorities, at least in Russia, pay great attention to the emphasis of any particular violent practice—whether the act was intended to confront the authorities or to confront another part of society.


  In principle, the state should take all the above-listed parameters into account when formulating its policy in this area, but it does not necessarily need to have a policy formulated specifically on the issue of “religion and violence.” This issue can be addressed in another developed policy protocol, or in several at once. This is exactly the case in modern Russia. Therefore, the purpose of this article is to identify these policies and present an analysis of their origins, the place (and specific aspects) of the issue of religion and violence within each policy, and the actual law enforcement practice. Accordingly, we shall review the legislation being used and its associated conceptual apparatus, as well as key trends in law enforcement in relation to radicalization of Islam, ultra-right ideologies, and several other challenges.


  In the first approximation, it is obvious that the state, as represented by its legislators and political leaders, identifies two key threats to public and state security. The first is subversive political activity that uses religious slogans, for which a template and examples are found in religiously motivated terrorism in the style of the Caucasus Emirate (Imarat Kavkaz) or ISIS. The other perceived threat comes from nonpolitical illegal activities of religious associations and is illustrated by various stories about groups that practice violence against their members, extort their money, and so on. However, conceptualizing these two threats, whether in combination or separately, proved not to be a simple task.


  Looking at the first post-Soviet years, we can recall that the very need to formulate a policy for some kind of selective suppression of a generally legitimate activity related to religion was a challenge for all branches of post-Soviet government in the first years of its existence. The total Soviet bans had just been repealed, and introducing new ones seemed a very controversial undertaking.


  In the mid-1990s, when the post-Soviet conceptual system in the sphere of state and public security was already beginning to form, the threat of religiously motivated terrorism was practically ignored. Religious political radicals were few and far between; nationalism was considered the main threat to security, be it militant (primarily Chechen) separatism or the movement of radical Russian nationalists. The latter were represented at that time primarily by the Russian National Unity (Russkoe Natsional’noe Edinstvo, RNE), which, of course, had its own religious views, and rather exotic ones at that, but for the RNE the religious aspect was secondary; more religious nationalist groups were marginal.


  Meanwhile, the second threat, denoted then and now by the term “totalitarian sects,” prompted one repressive bill after another, beginning as early as 1993. It is important to note that the issues related to actual threats to citizens, be it violence, robbery or sexual exploitation, blended with the perceived threat to the moral foundations of citizens and the country as a whole. These threats were primarily understood not as features of religious life, perhaps temporary and related to the great changes in the wider society, but as a result of purposeful outside influence. In its most coarse version, this theory views real or alleged illegal practices of “totalitarian sects,” including violence, as part of the West’s general policy of corrupting Russian citizens for the purpose of their further enslavement. The same ideas, only in milder and more scholarly form, were also expressed by representatives of official academic science.1 Thus, a typical moral panic about “totalitarian sects” was politicized and took the usual anti-Western direction for the antiliberal part of Russian society, implying the need for specifically political measures.


  However, it took a long time to create
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