Russian Muslims suffer soviet-style practices
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KAZAN, Russia -- In the ancient heart of Islam's most northern outpost, a giant new mosque is slowly rising toward the sky.

Turkish construction workers are clambering over the half-built brick minarets, just a few metres from government offices in a

historic Russian fortress near the Volga River. 

The massive mosque is a symbol of Russia's Islamic revival. More than 400 years ago, a legendary old mosque on the same

site was destroyed by Ivan the Terrible during his brutal conquest of the Tatar khanate at Kazan. Today an Islamic crescent is

displayed on the tallest tower in the fortress, signalling the rebirth of the religion. 

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, pundits warned that the Islamic revival could pose a formidable challenge to Russia's

political leaders. The Tatars, the second-biggest ethnic group in Russia, were seen as one of the most likely challengers. Their

oil-rich republic, about 700 kilometres east of Moscow, occupies a strategic territory in the Russian heartland. But in the

confrontation between secular and religious authorities in Tatarstan, the Islamists have suffered a crushing defeat. While their

mosques are expanding, their political influence is weakening. They have proved no match for the authoritarian tactics of the

shrewd ex-Communist leaders who still control this region. "We lost, and the state has won this game," says Gabdoulla

Galioullin, the former head of the Tatarstan Muslims. 

Mr. Galioullin, a fiercely independent mufti, was elected the leader of the region's estimated one million Muslims in 1992. He

often clashed with the Tatarstan government. But in February the government called a meeting of the Muslims, stacked it with

handpicked delegates and paid for their travel expenses. The delegates obediently voted to depose the mufti and replace him

with a pro-government loyalist. "I was not considered politically reliable to the state," the mufti said in an interview in his office

in a nineteenth-century mosque in the centre of Kazan. 

The defeat of the Islamists is a testament to the power of Russia's regional chieftains. Tatarstan's president is Mintimir

Shaimiyev, a veteran Communist Party functionary who served as the Communist boss of this region when the Soviet Union

was still alive. Like many other governors and presidents across the country, Mr. Shaimiyev rules his region with an iron fist,

brooking little opposition from any independent political or religious groups. In 1995, dozens of militant Muslim students threw

a scare into the president when they stormed and seized a former Islamic college in Kazan and occupied it for five days, defying

the armed riot police who surrounded the building. 

The students insisted that the building must be converted to a madrasa, as it was before the 1917 revolution. "It was like a

revolt, a political bomb," Mr. Galioullin said. "It was a shock to the state. It was the first time since 1917 that anyone had taken

this kind of action." The Muslims won the skirmish, and the building became an Islamic college again. But the rebellion

prompted Mr. Shaimiyev to launch a crackdown on the Islamic movement. Their leader, Mr. Galioullin, was subjected to

criminal charges and lengthy police interrogations. He was prohibited from leaving the city for eight months. Since then, the

pressure has tightened. 

Of the 22 mosques in Kazan, only nine are considered to be independent of government control. The region's secret police, a

former branch of the Soviet KGB, closely monitors the activities of the independent mosques. The police wiretap their

telephones and recruit informers in the mosques. Only the most loyal imams are allowed access to broadcast time on the local

television channels. The independent mosques are plagued by financial problems. Their newspaper was forced to close last

summer because of a shortage of money. There is still no Islamic university in Kazan, so the imams must travel to Uzbekistan

for their religious training. Friday prayers are often led by visiting Muslim clerics from Turkey. "In the villages and remote areas,

the salary of the imams and the heating and electricity is all paid by the state," Mr. Galioullin said. "That might be why they can

control us."

Mr. Shaimiyev, meanwhile, has consolidated his power as the dominant figure in Tatarstan. When he ran for re-election in

1996, not a single candidate dared to oppose him. He won a Soviet-style victory with 97.5 per cent of the vote. Shortly

afterward, the Tatarstan constitution was amended to allow him to seek a third term in office in 2001. After his election triumph,

Mr. Shaimiyev issued a presidential decree making it illegal for the media to insult him. Fines of up to $8,500 can be levied

against anyone who insults him in public. Such incidents are unlikely. The president maintains tight control over all of the local

media. Last week, the sole remaining opposition newspaper in Tatarstan was forcibly shut down. A local court ordered the

paper to be closed because of an obscure technical violation -- it was registered as a Tatar-language publication, yet it was

publishing in both Russian and Tatar. The biweekly newspaper, Golden Horde, was published by the main Tatar nationalist

group, known as Ittifak. 

Once a major rival of the president, the Tatar group has been forced to the sidelines. "I can't even hold a meeting of our

members because we don't have a building," said Bernard Kasimov, chairman of the Kazan branch of the 4,000-member

association. "We had a building, but it was taken away from us. Then our bank account was closed because we have no office.

They're trying to destroy all opposition."

The Muslims are philosophical about their fate. Unlike the more militant Islamic separatists of Chechnya, the Tatar Muslims are

isolated in the centre of Russia, thousands of kilometres away from the nearest Islamic nation. They have intermarried with their

Russian neighbours for centuries. After more than 70 years of official atheism in the Soviet era, they see the Islamic revival as a

slow and gradual movement. It will take many years for Tatarstan to achieve political and religious freedom, Mr. Galioullin said.

"This was a totalitarian state," he said. "We were always afraid to express our opinion. It was inborn. And the fear is still inside

us."
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