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Abstract

This article uses Soviet-era manuscripts to examine the transmission and 
transformation of Islamic knowledge in the Volga-Ural region from the late 
nineteenth century to 1991. From the 1930s to the 1980s, practicing Mus-
lims in the Volga-Ural region preserved, read, and copied Muslim texts 
from the pre-Soviet period. Some of them used pre-revolutionary texts to 
assemble new miscellanies of Islamic knowledge. Over time, these mis-
cellanies evolved into coherent religious guidebooks that expressed these 
Soviet Muslims’ understandings of what knowledge, beliefs, and acts com-
prised proper Islam, how one was to live in a Muslim way, and how one 
might gain a reputation for piety and religious expertise. This new Islam 
was not a remnant of a waning faith, but rather a complex, sophisticated 
system of beliefs, ethics, and practices comparable to twentieth-century 
Islamic movements.
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0.0 Introduction

On January 26, 1918, the Orenburg Muslim Military Revolutionary Com-
mittee confiscated Waqīt Press’s equipment, paper, and the more than 
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500,000 rubles in its bank account.1 The other publishing houses in Kazan, 
Ufa, and Orenburg that had specialized in Arabic-script publishing faced 
similar fates in 1917–1920, closing amid revolutionary chaos and econom-
ic collapse or being commandeered to serve the nascent Bolshevik govern-
ment. The closure of these presses marked the end of an era in the mass 
production of Muslim religious texts in Russia that had begun with Cath-
erine II’s issuing of a royal decree for the printing of the Qur’an in St. Pe-
tersburg in 1787.2 From the beginning of the nineteenth century to 1917, 
Muslims in the Volga-Ural region had enjoyed access to an ever-increasing 
range of Islamic literature, including the Qur’an, hadith collections, legal 
digests, theological commentaries, prayer books, tales of the prophets, bi-
ographies of Muḥammad, biographical dictionaries, histories of Islam, Sufi 
poetry, and textbooks on the fundamentals of the faith.3 This literature had 
been relatively affordable and accessible, mass-produced on cheap paper 
in runs of thousands or tens of thousands of copies and available to read-
ers through bookstores, bazaars, madrasas, fledgling public libraries, and 
itinerate book peddlers.4 By the early 1920s, this seemingly endless flow 
of Islamic legal, theological, Sufi, and instructional literature ceased. The 
mass production of Muslim religious literature in the Volga-Ural did not 
return to anywhere near its pre-revolutionary level until after 1991.

While Muslim publishing as a private enterprise came to an end in the 
civil war and the early Soviet years, the lives of the books and pamphlets 
produced before 1917 did not. In the decades following the Russian Revo-
lution, these books continued to circulate. They were read, studied, lent, 
gifted, taught from, worn out, stitched into miscellanies, copied, and re-
copied. Over the decades, as Tatar and Bashkir Soviet citizens interested in 
Islam gathered, combined, repaired, and recopied these books, they made 
decisions about which texts and which knowledge mattered, about what 
should be preserved and passed on and what could be let go. Their choices, 
enshrined in the miscellanies and instructional manuscripts they assem-
bled, offer glimpses into how sensibilities about what Islam was and what 
it meant to be a Muslim evolved over the course of the Soviet era.

Recent studies of Islam under Soviet rule have fundamentally chal-
lenged previous generations of historians’ views about the position of Is-
lam in Soviet society, the Soviet government’s relationship to Islam, and 
individual Soviet citizens’ relationships to both religion and state. The 
Soviet government, despite its identity as the head of a self-proclaimed 

1 Rämi & Dautov 2001, 61.
2 Rezvan 2004, 169.
3 Karimullin 1974, 236–298; Rorlich 1986, 69–72; Ross 2020a, 141–170, and 2020c, 

38–80.
4 Rorlich 1986, 72–75; Tuna 2015, 156.
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atheist state, proved willing to express support for Islam (and other faiths) 
when such support was perceived as useful for winning the support of its 
own citizens or building relationships abroad.5 The foundations laid during 
World War II were expanded upon to create a set of state-supervised reli-
gious institutions and sustained relationships between the Soviet govern-
ment and its Muslim citizens.6 Allen Frank’s recent work on gulag inmates 
and Red Army soldiers has illustrated how, for the citizenry of the USSR’s 
Central Asian republics, Islamic holiday celebrations, life-stage rituals, 
prayers, songs, and literature remained central to their outward and inner 
lives even through the Stalinist period.7 Alfrid Bustanov’s work continues 
to reveal the activities and emotional worlds of individual Muslim schol-
ars educated in the pre-Soviet period as they tried to survive the 1920s–
1930s.8 His work on family libraries and the cultivation of Sufi gardens 
also suggests ways in which aspects of pre-revolutionary Muslim culture 
were preserved in the private spaces of the home and the dacha through 
Soviet period.9

Scholarship on Soviet Islam has also shifted from analyzing govern-
ment policies on Islam to exploring the histories of specific communities 
and the biographies of practitioners. This shift in perspective from “top-
down” to “bottom-up” has begun to chip away at the totalizing narrative 
of the decline of Islam in the face of aggressive Soviet programs of social 
engineering. As the contributors to Stéphane A. Dudoignon and Christian 
Noack’s volume, Allah’s Kolkhozes, have shown, ethnic composition, 
class, local economy, accessibility, pre-revolutionary culture, and the ac-
tions of individual community members and Soviet officials converged 
in hundreds of Muslim communities across the USSR to produce widely 
variable experiences of Islam and Soviet power, even within the same ad-
ministrative district. This new emphasis on local perspectives has been 
accompanied by an expansion of our understanding of what constituted 
“Islam” in late imperial and Soviet-ruled Muslim communities. Histori-
ans and anthropologists have moved from a narrow definition of Islam as 
confined to mosques, madrasa, classically trained ʿulamāʾ, and scholarly 
discourses to a broader definition of Islam that encompasses community 
rituals, officially unrecognized spiritual authorities and interlocutors with 
the supernatural, domestic and workplace practices, literature and literary 
allusions, cosmology, morality, and social relations. When Islam in the So-
viet era is examined through this expanded understanding of what Islam 

5 Eden 2021, 31–88; Kane 2015, 159–163.
6 Tasar 2017, 1–14.
7 Frank 2019, 13–16, and 2022, 69–199.
8 Bustanov 2017 and 2022a.
9 Bustanov 2022b and 2019.
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was and is, a much more varied picture of Islamic belief and lived Islam 
emerges.10 These studies suggest that the Soviet approach to erasing Islam 
in the 1920s–1930s by eradicating the madrasa-educated Muslim scholarly 
elite (a goal that, as the recent scholarship by Frank, Bustanov, and others 
suggest, was never fully achieved) bespoke a particular understanding of 
what constituted Islam. This understanding was at variance with how Islam 
was, in fact, constructed, engaged with, and perpetuated within the Muslim 
communities that the USSR acquired from its imperial predecessor.11

This essay continues the trend of examining Islam on the ground and 
from a perspective other than that of Soviet officialdom. Specifically, I 
seek to reconstruct the textual construction and transmission of Islamic 
knowledge in two locations in the South Urals, Orenburg’s Arenda District 
and Miyakinskii Raion in the Baskhir ASSR, through the preservation, re-
pair, and reproduction of pre-revolutionary texts. Since the 1970s, state 
and university libraries and academy of sciences institutes across the Vol-
ga-Ural region have turned to caches of books and manuscripts gathered 
from mosques and private homes across the Volga-Ural region to expand 
their collections.12 This practice of viewing manuscripts and inscriptions 
fortuitously “found” in and around Muslim homes, communal buildings, 
and cemeteries as inert repositories of information on the past grows out 
of similar approaches by early architects of Tatar national and Volga-Ural 
Muslim history, who were informed, in turn, by the practices of Russian 
imperial ethnographers and archaeologists.13

Far less attention has been given to these texts’ lives prior to the en-
counters that brought them into academic institutions. When post-Soviet 
scholars address the origins and working lives of texts, they have tended 
to focus on known authors and private libraries with clear provenance. 
For example, in Bustanov’s study of the library of Zaynap Maksudova, 
the chain of ownership of the library and its eventual transfer from private 
hands to a public institution are well-documented. Likewise, in Bustanov’s 
studies of Soviet-era Muslim poetry and eschatological writings, the au-
thorship of the texts is usually known. This makes it possible to position 
the texts in relation to the authors’ education, background, and the his-
torical circumstances in which they wrote. Such texts and libraries are in-
valuable for recovering the histories of individual Muslim scholars and 
networks of knowledge. They also shed light on continuities in Islamic 
legal knowledge and literary genres across the 1917 divide. However, they 

10 Sartori 2019, 1–40; Abashin 2014, 178–200.
11 DeWeese 2002, 307–308.
12 Märdanov 1994, 61–66; Akhmetzianov 2011, 14; Äkhmätjan 2009, 52–54.
13 Fatkhi 1960, 4–5; Baibulatova 2006, 58–68; Geraci 2001, 158–194; Ross 2020d, 

117–118.
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account for only a fraction of the Soviet era-manuscripts preserved in ar-
chives, academic libraries, and private collections today.

In contrast to Bustanov’s work, the present article considers what 
knowledge about Islam in the Soviet era can be gleaned from the mass 
of surviving manuscript religious texts that are not original compositions 
and are not part of well-preserved, carefully curated private collections. 
These texts, which include hadith collections, legal manuals, munājāts, 
prayer books, miracle stories, lives of the prophets, Sufi devotional texts, 
madrasa textbooks, and didactic texts for Muslim believers, make up a 
large proportion of the works in the collections gathered by the Soviet-
era archaeographic expeditions in the Volga-Ural region as well as those 
accumulated in post-Soviet mosques. Certainly, these collections present 
historians with the possibility of finding original compositions from the 
Soviet era or key pre-revolutionary historical sources that were previously 
unknown or presumed lost. However, treating such collections purely as 
potential repositories for works by prominent local scholars neglects other 
kinds of information that they can provide about patterns of religious read-
ing and practice in the Soviet era. Even the accumulations of old books at 
mosques, which are, all too often, a chaotic amalgam of discarded personal 
libraries, can shed light on the conscious choices made by readers about 
which texts mattered. The shape of these collections of orphaned and dis-
carded works can provide clues about the development of religious sensi-
bilities over the course of their past careers as living, cherished belongings. 
In this way, they can serve as a resource for recovering the religious lives 
of Muslim readers and practitioners who were not as closely tied to the 
pre-revolutionary high Muslim intellectual culture as many of the figures 
whom Bustanov has brought to light.

In this paper, I will use marginalia, ephemera, colophons, evidence of 
repair and recopying, and association among works through their being 
packaged, bound/sewn, or transcribed together to reconstruct the work-
ing lives of books and manuscripts from the South Urals. Situating these 
works chronologically in relation to one another enables me to construct 
a narrative of the transmission of Islamic knowledge in written form from 
the 1920s to the 1980s. What emerges out of this study of the creation, us-
age, and eventual obsolescence of texts is a trajectory along which Islamic 
instructional literature developed during the Soviet period. This evolution 
was not coincidental. Rather, it reflected conscious choices made by the 
texts’ producers and readers. In this sense, the history of creating written 
instructions on Islam in the South Urals very much reflects historians’ re-
cent findings that Islam under Soviet rule was not simply a survival of the 
pre-revolutionary period, but rather a set of beliefs, practices, and relation-
ships that were refined and reconfigured in response to the changing politi-



56 Danielle Ross

cal, economic, social, and cultural circumstances in which Soviet Muslims 
found themselves.14 That said, it should also be emphasized that Islam in 
the Soviet-era Volga-Ural region was not a monolith. The texts, practices, 
and beliefs examined in this article existed in the same society alongside 
the continuation of pre-revolutionary genres of Sufi poetry and eschato-
logical writing examined by Frank and Bustanov. This same society also 
included at least a small number of pre-revolutionary scholarly families 
who preserved their family libraries and their consciousness of their heri-
tage as the children and grandchildren of Islamic jurists and imams despite 
the Soviet repression of religion. Finally, in the self-consciously atheist 
environment of the Soviet state, there were people who engaged with Islam 
minimally or not at all. The texts examined here represent only one facet of 
a complex Soviet spiritual landscape.

An exploration of Soviet-era Islamic instructional and devotional lit-
erature also allows for comparisons between the development of popular 
Islamic knowledge in the Soviet Union and in Muslim societies elsewhere. 
The 1920s–1980s was a period of democratization of Islamic knowledge 
and reconceptualization of Muslim identity throughout the Muslim world. 
During the age of late colonialism and the process of decolonization that 
lasted from the 1920s to the 1970s, Muslim political leaders experiment-
ed with nationalism, secularism, and communism as bases for building 
“modern” societies. Opponents of these western forms of organization el-
evated Islam as a more moral, just, and culturally appropriate basis for 
post-colonial political, social, and economic relations.15 The teaching of 
religious literacy, Qur’an reading, and proper performance of rituals, of-
ten to lower- and working-class people by teachers from outside the tradi-
tional scholarly establishment, was a central feature of the rise of Islamism 
and Salafism in the mid-twentieth century.16 A comparison of the content 
of Islamic instruction in the Soviet Union with the content of Islamic in-
struction in Egypt or Pakistan enables us to complicate characterizations 
of Soviet religious minimalism by examining the Soviet popular Islamic 
education in comparison with a global intellectual turn that is already taken 
seriously by scholars of Islam in the Middle East, Africa, South Asia, and 
Southeast Asia.17 That is to say, if religious minimalism – for example, 
the neglect or rejection of the classical body of legal and theological com-
mentaries and the madrasa-educated elites trained to preserve and expand 
it, the belief that meaning of the Qur’an is self-evident and can be grasped 
by any Muslim able to read in Arabic, or the rejection of complex philo-

14 Dudoignon & Noack 2014, 9–10; Garipova 2021, 43–44.
15 Lauzière 2016, 7–10; Hamdeh 2021, 1–6.
16 Euban & Zaman 2009, 1–48; Mahmood 2004, 79–117.
17 Privatsky 2001, 90–91.
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sophically-based theological debates in favor of belief in a set of axioms 
about the nature of God – can be found in multiple contexts, one must ask 
how much of Soviet religious minimalism is based in the specific experi-
ence of those living under the Soviet regime. Moreover, one might ask at 
what point a form of religious practice ceases to be minimalist. When the 
practitioners of religious minimalism become the new spiritual authorities, 
as Rozaliya Garipova has suggested is the case with Rashida Iskhaki and 
her family, can we still speak of the form of Islam they espouse as religious 
minimalism?18 If so, what, then, is the non-minimalist alternative?

My intention here is not to diminish the devasting impact of Soviet rule 
on pre-Soviet Islamic knowledge, institutions, and specialists: the closure 
of mosques and madrasas, the repression and marginalization of Islamic 
scholars educated in the pre-Soviet era, and the loss, retreat, or repression 
of certain spheres of Islamic knowledge and genres of literary expression. 
Rather, I wish to consider how rising literacy, social mobility, destruction 
of old intellectual networks, and even Soviet notions of morality, citizen-
ship, and good comportment created spaces for some individual believers 
to curate and transmit a body of Islamic knowledge that did not draw its 
legitimacy through strong and explicit connections to the elite, madrasa-
centered Islamic intellectual culture of the pre-Soviet era. I would also 
like to consider the ways in which the development of Islam in the Soviet 
Union in the 1930s–1950s may have conditioned Soviet Muslims to em-
brace some trends over others as they began to gain greater access to holy 
sites, education, and religious literature from outside the USSR.

1.0 The Sources

1.1 The Origin and Locations of the Texts

This article is based on two collections of texts. The first collection comes 
from the Sulaimaniia Mosque in the Arenda district of Orenburg. It was 
gathered and curated by Gülfäridä Vahapovna Abubakirova (1941–2017), 
then the mosque’s abıstay. Gülfäridä abıstay graduated from the newly 
founded Khusainiia Madrasa in 2002. She began to work as a cashier at 
Sulaimaniia Mosque in 1994 and simultaneously to teach courses in Arabic 
script, fiqh, and Islamic history.19 In 1999, she began to collect books, man-
uscripts, photographs, and material cultural artifacts from the surrounding 
community with the goal of establishing at the mosque a museum dedi-
cated to local Muslim culture and history.20 When I photographed this col-

18 Garipova 2021, 43–44.
19 Krai Orenburgskii, 164; Regional’noe dukhovnoe upravlenie, 1.
20 Krai Orenburgskii, 164.
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lection onsite at the mosque in the summer of 2012, it contained 48 Arabic-
script books printed in Kazan, Orenburg, and other Russian towns from the 
1880s to 1917 and 20 manuscripts, most of which were produced in the 
1900s–1940s. This collection will be referred to throughout the rest of the 
article as the Arenda collection.

The second collection upon which this article is based comes from Mi-
yakinskii Raion of the Republic of Bashkortostan. It was assembled by 
Vener Akhmetov, an independent researcher, from residents of his native 
district. At the time we met, Akhmetov had completed university course-
work in ethnography and linguistics, but had not secured an academic ap-
pointment. He was a mentee of Marsel Akhmetjanov, then a cataloger and 
oriental manuscripts specialist at the G. Ibragimov Institute of Languages, 
Literatures, and Art in Kazan, Tatarstan. Akhmetov’s motivation for col-
lecting manuscripts and old books was his academic and personal inter-
est in Tatar and Bashkir folk culture, religious practice, and history. We 
photographed his collection in the summer of 2015 at the house of one of 
his acquaintances in Mirnyi Poselok. The goal of photographing it was to 
create digital copies of the texts before he turned them over to the Insti-
tute of Language, Literature, and Art. At the time it was photographed, the 
Miyakinskii collection contained 133 manuscripts, some of which were 
bound or packaged with pre-1917 books or fragments of books. Of these 
manuscripts, 47 were created before 1917. The rest were created in the 
1920s–1980s. This collection will be referred to through the rest of the 
article as the Miyakinskii collection.

1.2 The Nature of the Collections

The Arenda collection and the Miyakinskii collection are similar in nature. 
Both are composed of texts that were donated or discarded. They came into 
the possession of Abubakirova and Akhmetov specifically because their 
previous owners no longer found them to be useful or emotionally signifi-
cant. In most cases, these texts had belonged to people who had passed 
away. Sometimes, surviving relatives donated the texts (this was often the 
case with items in the Arenda collection). In other cases, they stored them 
away in an attic, basement, or barn, or threw them away (often the case 
with the items in the Miyakinskii collection). Abubakirova and Akhmetov, 
seeing value in these discarded texts as artifacts of their community’s past, 
took possession of them and added them to their collections. Both collec-
tors demonstrated a wide range of interests, keeping not only intact texts, 
but damaged texts and accompanying ephemera and objects, so the pro-
cess of culling that these texts underwent in their transition from their last 
owners’ families to their new collections seems to have been minimal. For 
Akhmetov in particular, each bit of writing was a potentially vital piece for 
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reconstructing the Soviet and pre-Soviet past. As a result of this collection 
strategy, both collections would seem to provide a relatively representative 
cross-section of the kinds of sources available for the study of South Urals 
Muslim textual culture.

It should be emphasized that neither of these collections was created 
in the pre-Soviet or Soviet periods, although both contain within them 
multiple small personal libraries, albeit some kept more intact than others. 
By approaching these collections as a cross-section of the kinds of works 
that were preserved or created over the twentieth century, it is possible 
to draw some conclusions about communitywide reading preferences and 
text-production habits. However, it is not possible to use this material to 
extrapolate textual practices for eras before the mid-nineteenth century, the 
period from which the oldest items in the collection date. Nor is it neces-
sarily possible to distinguish gendered patterns in textual production and 
consumption. The genders of some texts’ owners can be confirmed by the 
presence of their names on items and, in one case, by a floral scarf wrapped 
around the texts in question. But many texts give no clear indication of the 
genders of the copyists or readers. Thus, the present article will focus on 
the texts’ content rather than gendered differences in their usage.

2.0 The Pre-Soviet Texts

2.1 Published Works

The Arenda and Miyakinskii collections both contain a significant number 
of pre-Soviet published books, albeit differing somewhat in topic and situ-
ated differently in relation to the collections’ manuscripts.

The Arenda collection contains 47 Arabic-script books, all of them 
printed before 1917. Pre-1917 books and book fragments make up about 
two-thirds of the collection. Just over half of these texts relate to Islam. The 
titles may be categorized as follows:

Miracle Stories and Romances
(1)  The Song of Shāhmārān (Qiṣṣa-i Shāhmārān21 [cover and title-

page missing; text incomplete])
(2)  The Song of Seyyid Baṭṭal / (Qiṣṣa-i Seyyid Baṭṭal [cover and 

titlepage missing; text incomplete])
(3)  The Book of Joseph (Qiṣṣa-i Yūsuf [two copies; both incomplete 

and missing cover and title page])

21 Shāhmārān is a mythical figure with the upper body of a woman and the lower body of 
the snake. She is associated with knowledge and wisdom.
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Lives of the Prophet Muḥammad
(1)  The Century of Happiness (ʿAṣr-i Saʿādat [cover and titlepage 

missing])
(2) Riḍaʾaddīn bin Fakhraddīn, Muḥammad (Orenburg, 1908).
(3) Celebi, Muḥammadiyya [cover and titlepage missing]

Moral-didactic texts
(1)  The Book of End Times (Akhırzamān kitābı [cover and titlepage 

missing])
(2)  The Song of Ṣilṣāl (Qiṣṣa-i Ṣilṣāl [title page obscured by being 

glued to the cover])
(3)  The Triumph of Salvation (Fawz al-Najāt [two copies; both in-

complete and missing cover and title page])
(4)  The Noble Treatise (Tājaddīn Yālchīgūl’s Risāla-i ʿAzīza [two 

copies; both incomplete and missing cover and title page])
(5)  Strength for the Weak (Ṣūfī Allahyār’s Thabāt al-ʿĀjizīn [no 

cover or titlepage; incomplete])
Textbooks and Primers

(1)  Book Three in Arabic Grammar Lessons for Students in Elemen-
tary School (Al-kitāb al-thālith fīl-durūs al-naḥawiyya li-talmid-
hat al-madāris al-ibtidāʾiyya (Kazan: Tipo-Litografiia nasled-
nikov M. Chirkovoi, 1895).

(2)  The Tales of the Great Prophets and the Accounts of the Great 
States of Islam (ʿAbdarraḥman bin Ismāʿīl bin ʿUmar al-
Ashtrakhānī, Qiṣāṣ al-Anbiyāʾ al-ʿAthām wa tarjama aḥwāl du-
wal al-Islām (Kazan: Lito-Tipografiia Kharitonova, [no publish-
ing date]).)

(3)  Guide to Islam (Rahbar-i Islām [no cover or title page; missing 
pages])

(4) Unidentified fragment of guide to basic Islamic practice
(5) Unidentified fragment of a book on the fundamentals of Islam
(6)  Unidentified fragment of a book on how to divide inheritance 

according to Islamic law
Prayer books

(1)  (Duʿā-i sayfī khāṣiyatlare berlān (Kazan: Tipografiia Torgovago 
Doma Brat’ev Karimovykh, 1903).

(2) A fragment of a prayer book
Elegies and Songs

An Elegy for the Noble Shaykh Makhdūm son of Shaykh Qāḍī 
Muḥammad (Marthiya al-Shaykh Makārim Makhdūm ibn al-
Shaykh Qāḍī Muḥammad Quṭb al-Aqṭāb (Orenburg: Tipografiia 
G. I. Karimova, 1901).)
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Reference Works
A guide for converting between the Muslim and Julian calendars

Sermons
A fragment of a book of Turkic-language sermons

The remaining identifiable texts among the published books in the Arenda 
collection include two geography textbooks, a mathematics textbook, five 
Tatar-language primers, a Russian-language textbook, one natural sciences 
textbook, one social studies textbook, two fragments of unidentified nov-
els, one fragment of an unidentified play, three collections of short stories, 
a volume of poetry for girls, Jamāladdīn Valīdī’s The Direction of Devel-
opment of Tatar Literature, a biography of Gafur Kolakhmetov, a book on 
home medicine, and a cookbook. In total, 24 of the 47 published books 
preserved in the Arenda collection are Muslim devotional, informational, 
reference, or didactic texts.

The Miyakinskii collection contains far fewer published books. Of its 
133 items, only 9 include printed items, intact or in fragments. These in-
clude:

(1) Risāla-i Nūrnāma
(2)  A fragment of the journal Religion and Life (Dīn wa Maʿīshat) from 

1906
(3) A fragment of a prayer book
(4) Riḍaʾaddīn bin Fakhraddīn, Ibn ʿArabī 
(5) Kitāb-i Bukharzadā
(6) Khūtbā-i Ādām ʿalayhi as-salām khāṣiyatlare berlān
(7) Baqırgān kitābı
(8)  Rauḍ nāqiṣ kitābı wa ham qırıq farḍ bayānenda (Kazan: Vyacheslav, 

1883)

When the published works from the Arenda collection and the Miyakin-
skii collection are examined together, two observations can be made. First, 
nearly all the religious works preserved in both collections would have 
been familiar and understandable to a non-madrasa-educated reader (al-
though they could certainly be read by more educated readers as well). 
There is little in the way of complex discussions of philosophy, theology, 
or legal theory in most of these works. Second, the older, traditional works 
outnumber the new instructional works produced by reformist scholars in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In other words, despite the 
wide range of literature (religious and otherwise) to which early twentieth-
century Muslim readers had access, the items that appear most likely to 
have been saved were copies of works that had been read in the Volga-Ural 
region since the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.



62 Danielle Ross

The different genres of pre-Soviet popular Islamic literature came to-
gether to form a coherent, mutually enforcing structure of Islamic knowl-
edge. Primers such as Imān shārtı taught readers the basic beliefs and ritu-
als. Didactic poems such as The Book of End Times articulated the benefits 
of leading a moral Muslim life and the cost of immorality. Prayer books 
offered formulas for appealing to God. Stories such as the Book of Joseph 
related examples of God responding to the supplications of the faithful. 
Together, these works helped Muslims to understand who they were, what 
their relationship with God was, and how they were supposed to live their 
daily lives.22 The newly authored works of the early twentieth century that 
found their way into the Arenda and Miyakinskii collections tended to be 
ones that could be fit into this existing structure. New histories of Islam and 
lives of the prophets offered content that pre-revolutionary readers could 
readily place within their existing framework of Islamic knowledge. Like-
wise, new textbooks for learning the Arabic language or the fundamentals 
of Islam could fulfill the same purpose as older didactic works: imparting 
Muslim ethics and morality, helping Muslims read and recite key formulae 
and phrases, and helping Muslims properly perform their religious obliga-
tions.

2.2 Manuscript Works

Manuscript books produced before 1920 are present in both the Arenda 
and Miyakinskii collections, albeit of differing quantity and content.

The Arenda collection contains only five manuscripts produced be-
fore the Soviet period. These include: (1) a book of folk medicine (copied 
sometime in the nineteenth century); (2) a fragment of book of prayers and 
blessings (early twentieth century); (3) two notebooks containing spiritual 
and political poems and songs (early twentieth century; and (4) a notebook 
containing prayers, general information about Islamic doctrinal matters, 
and basic instructions for performing daily prayers and other rituals.

The Miyakinskii collection contains forty-six manuscripts produced be-
fore the Soviet period. Most were copied between the 1860s and the 1910s. 
Many are miscellanies rather than single works. They often include poetry, 
usually in Turkic, and prose works, usually in Arabic. Two representative 
samples from this group are:

(1)  A miscellany belonging to Sabirjān Subḥān-ulı ʿAlīraḥmanov, the 
imam of one of the congregational mosques in Miyakinskii. It in-
cludes a collection of Turkic-language poems on Muslim morality. 
These are bound together with an Arabic-language book on prayer 

22 Kefeli 2014, 60–116.
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and ablutions, an Arabic-language work on inheritance, and a Tur-
kic-language book of questions and answers about Islamic law.

(2)  A miscellany of Arabic-language works including Kitāb-i 
Bukharzāda, Ḥujja al-maʿrūf, and several works on Islamic law 
as it relates to prayer, fasting, inheritance, and hajj. All these were 
copied by Fattāḥaddīn bin Ḥakīmjān in the 1890s.

The pre-1917 manuscripts in the Arenda collection and those in the Mi-
yakanskii collection offer glimpses into two intersecting and mutually re-
inforcing spheres. The works represented in the Arenda manuscripts, like 
many of the published works from the same collection, are fragments of 
pre-1917 popular Islamic culture, a culture in which believers of all gen-
ders, ages, and levels of education took part. This culture consisted of the 
rituals and practices of daily life (five daily prayers, ablutions, keeping of 
a ḥalāl diet, contemplation through the reading of devotional texts, prayers 
for divine intervention), the holy day rituals (Mawlūd, Ramaḍan, ʿEid al-
Fiṭr, ʿEid al-Aḍḥā/Qurbān bayram), and the rituals connected with the life-
stages of birth, naming, marriage, and death. Meanwhile, the pre-Soviet 
manuscript texts in the Miyakinskii collection reflect the culture of the 
madrasa-educated Muslims who led community worship and acted as au-
thorities on Islamic knowledge. Their community leadership and advisory 
activities are reflected in collection’s many Arabic-language manuscripts 
on matters of Islamic doctrine, ritual, and law. A few of these madrasa-
educated individuals possessed enough time and money to take part in a 
life of ʿulamāʾ gatherings, lively debates, and literary pursuits, but this life 
was unattainable for most imams of the Volga-Ural region, much less for 
the peasants who made up the majority of most of the region’s maḥallas.

2.3 The Past and the Future

The above analysis of the pre-1917 content of the Arenda and Miyakinskii 
collections is useful for considering what texts and information comprised 
Islamic knowledge before the rise of the Soviet Union. But it also estab-
lishes a starting point from which to follow the development of Islamic 
textual production through the Soviet period. First, these texts offer insight 
into the kinds of knowledge that were seen by individual believers as valu-
able or relevant enough to be saved and handed down over the decades of 
Soviet rule. Second, these pre-revolutionary texts represent what the Mus-
lims who went on to create the Soviet-era miscellany and personal librar-
ies that eventually entered the Arenda and Miyakinskii collections had to 
draw upon as they negotiated the fraught and shifting relationship between 
Soviet power and Islam.
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3.0 Preserving and Creating Islamic Knowledge  
in the Soviet Period

3.1 The First Years: 1922–1928

In the early years of Soviet rule in the Volga-Ural region, official policy 
toward Islam was caught among conflicting interests. In early 1918, the 
Bolsheviks initially took an aggressive stance against Muslim and national 
institutions in the Volga-Ural region, but as the civil war unfolded, they 
adopted a more lenient approach, promising not to interfere with Muslim 
religious institutions so long as the Muslims who managed them remained 
loyal to the emerging Soviet state.23 This attitude continued until 1922, 
when the Soviet government began to implement new policies on the sepa-
ration of “secular” and “religious” schools and attempted to assert greater 
control over Muslim institutions and the activities of imams, and teachers 
of religion.24 In 1923, the Soviet government ordered all Islamic schools 
in the Volga-Ural region to be closed, but ended up permitting the renewal 
of Islamic education later that year in response to appeals from the Sec-
ond All-Russian Muslim Congress and the fact that Muslim parents had 
turned to unregistered, illegally organized Muslim schools to educate their 
children.25 This policy of permitting, but controlling Islam continued until 
1926–1927. By that time, Soviet officials seem to have become increasing-
ly frustrated by the ongoing vitality of Islam and the failure of more Tatars 
and Bashkirs to choose Soviet atheism over Islam. The Soviet approach to 
Islam in the Volga-Ural region shifted from controlling, monitoring, and 
compromise to tactics of restricting imams and teachers and undermining 
Muslim community and educational institutions.26

The manuscripts from the Miyakinskii and Arenda collections reveal 
little specifically about the Muslim textual culture of the 1920s. But they 
do give some insight into the broader cultural continuities between the last 
decade of imperial rule and the first decade of Soviet rule. The Arenda col-
lection contains two notebooks of poems composed by a woman named 
Salīma Galeeva in 1922–1928. Most of the contents deal with themes of 
love and personal emotions. In one poem, Galeeva contemplates her be-
loved as she looks at his photograph.27 In another, she relates how hearing 
a mournful song reminds her of Tatar melodies and makes her feel “As if 
I could see with my own eyes / Bulghar and the lands along the Aghidel 

23 Usmanova et al. 2008, 22–23.
24 Usmanova et al. 2008, 24–26.
25 Usmanova et al. 2008, 30–31.
26 Usmanova et al. 2008, 27–28.
27 Galeeva 1926c, 33.
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[River].”28 In another poem entitled “Education,” Galeeva praises educa-
tion as helping people “adhere to Islam and the straight path.”29

The style and content of Galeeva’s poems captures the influence (or 
lack thereof) of Soviet culture on South Urals Muslims in the early years 
of the USSR. Despite two revolutions, five years of civil war, and several 
years of Soviet rule, Galeeva’s poems preserve the symbols, styles, and 
moral-ethical world of the Volga-Ural Muslim communities of the late im-
perial period. Her reference to Bulghar (designated as a sacred space in 
Volga-Ural Muslim spiritual geography and coopted into pre-Soviet Tatar 
nationalist narratives) and to the moral-educational power of Islam make 
her work indistinguishable from the poems composed by young Muslims 
who had received their education in the madrasas or, after 1900, the Mus-
lim girls’ schools.30 If the early Soviet government had set before itself the 
goal of transforming the inner worlds of young Muslim women like Gale-
eva, it would appear that they had not made much progress.

The marginalia of the ʿAlīraḥmanov family’s legal miscellany (in the 
Miyakanskii collection) tells a similar story of continuity in rural South 
Urals Muslims’ personal spirituality from the late imperial period through 
the 1920s. The miscellany’s history began with Subḥān, who copied the 
works contained within it in 1864.31 As the decades passed, the margins 
became populated with notations relating to births of children and grand-
children, financial transactions, and annotations to the main text. The old-
est dated notation was added in 1893 and the most recent in 1933.32 Some 
of the later notations are made in Yangalif Latin script (in use from 1927 to 
1938), but none are in Cyrillic-script Tatar. The timespan of the marginalia 
suggests the professional lifespan of the miscellany. Created in the 1860s, 
it was passed down over eight decades from Subḥān to Sabirjān to ʿAinān 
to Raḥman to Mīngebay. (Sabirjān was the son of Subḥān, and Raḥman 
was the son of ʿAinān, but the specific relationship between the rest of 
these men is unclear.) The transition from empire to Soviet Union did not 
disrupt the transmission of the book. While it is difficult to reconstruct 
the professional lives of the miscellany’s keepers based on the texts and 
marginal notes alone, it is clear that they still opened the volume and oc-
casionally added to it in the 1920s and the early 1930s. It is also clear that 
the family’s engagement with the miscellany as either a reference book or 
a family history record ended sometime in the 1930s. After that, the book 
was relegated to the status of scratch paper fit for children’s doodles.

28 Galeeva 1926b, 51.
29 Galeeva 1926a, 14.
30 Frank 1998, 1–12.
31 ʿAlīraḤmanov, 74, 88ob, 91ob.
32 ʿAlīraḤmanov, 90, 152, 152ob, 180ob, 191, 211.
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Galeeva’s poetry and the ʿAlīraḥmanov family miscellany confirm 
Bustanov’s observations of Muslim writings from the 1920–1930s insofar 
as they suggest that Muslims who had received all or part of their edu-
cation within the pre-revolutionary madrasas and Muslim girls’ schools 
continued to cling to the literary genres, rhetorical styles, and religious-
cultural knowledge that had made up the cultural capital of the pre-Soviet 
Muslim scholarly elite, even as they came to realize that this cultural capi-
tal held little or no value for the new Soviet regime. Beneath the opening 
and closing of schools, struggles between Muslim intellectuals and Soviet 
officials, and government anxieties over illegal Muslim organizations, pre-
revolutionary ideas about what constituted Islamic knowledge and Muslim 
ethics carried on, at least for a short time. However, as evidenced in the 
ʿAlīraḥmanov miscellany (and, also, in the 1930s writings of prominent 
theologians such as Jihangir Abyz’gildin)33 the intensified pressure brought 
to bear by the Soviet government on Islamic knowledge-bearers, institu-
tions, and practices made the preservation and transmission of this pre-
Soviet cultural capital increasingly difficult and hazardous.

3.2 Repression and Transformation: 1929–1963

In April 1929, the act “On religious organizations” banned all forms of 
organized religious education, except for those directly authorized by the 
NKVD.34 This policy followed two years of Tatar and Bashkir Muslim 
teachers organizing unregistered “illegal” schools and being investigated 
and arrested for doing so.35 At the same time, the few Islamic publications 
that had been allowed to open in the Volga-Ural region in the 1920s were 
closed down.36 In 1927–1930, the imams and their families experienced 
a first round of repressions, confiscation of property and crippling taxes. 
They also became the target of aggressive anti-religious propaganda and 
had their mosques closed.37 In 1930–1933, numerous Muslim religious 
scholars were accused of participating in counterrevolutionary networks, 
and faced public trials, imprisonment, and some cases, execution.38 All 
these measures were designed to induce imams to resign, which many did. 
In 1927, according to Soviet records, there had been between 3,600 and 
3,900 imams and muezzins in the Volga-Ural region. By 1934, there were 
only 1,000 still employed at mosques and over 500 more had been dispos-

33 Bustanov 2022a, 169–178.
34 Usmanova et al. 2008, 36.
35 Usmanova et al. 2008, 37–39.
36 Usmanova et al. 2008, 39.
37 Usmanova et al. 2008, 40.
38 Usmanova et al. 2008, 41.
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sessed of their mosques.39 In 1936–1937, Volga-Ural imams faced a second 
repression, which included the “purge” of the Muslim Spiritual Assembly 
following the death of Mufti Riḍāʾaddīn b. Fakhraddīn.40 Some who had 
been arrested in 1929–1934 and had returned to resume their work were 
re-arrested.41 Muslim scholars who had previously worked with the Soviet 
state through the institutions and publications previously established ad-
minister Islam were imprisoned and executed.42 In the Bashkir ASSR, as 
many as 700 imams were arrested and repressed during this brief period.43

As one moves from statistics to individual stories, the monolithic nar-
rative of the Soviet campaign against Islam quickly splinters into a diz-
zying array of contradictory experiences. Some Muslim scholars evaded 
repression, while others were arrested but survived imprisonment to return 
to their communities, where, by the 1940s and 1950s, they were able to 
resume their duties.44

Other Muslim scholarly families felt the full lethal force of the repres-
sions. For example, Bībīrabiʿa Sāfina was the daughter of Muḥammadsafa 
bin Muḥammadʿarīf, an imam in Simet village. She was married to 
Sunʿatullāh Badraddīnov, the imam of Güberchäk village, 85 kilometers 
east of Kazan. In the 1920s, four of her brothers were also imams in villag-
es east of Kazan. In 1929, Bībīrabiʿa’s husband, Sunʿatullāh, resigned his 
post as imam. In 1930, one of Bībīrabiʿa’s brothers was arrested, convict-
ed of participating in a kulak-religious organization, and sentenced to ten 
years’ imprisonment. He never came back. In 1933, Bībīrabiʿa’s husband 
was arrested, and returned home, but two of Bībīrabiʿa’s brothers were less 
lucky. They were executed following their arrests. At some point in this 
period, her fourth brother was also arrested and disappeared into the gulag 
system. Finally, in 1937, her husband, Sunʿatullah, was arrested a second 
time. This time he was executed. Like Bībīrabiʿa’s husband, each of her 
brothers left behind a widow and young children designated as enemies of 
the people for their connection to their repressed husbands and fathers.45

Recent research sheds light on how individual Muslim scholars re-
sponded to the anti-religious campaigns, the purging of their colleagues, 
and their own imprisonment and exile. As Allen Frank has documented, 
“miracle” stories, already a firmly established genre within Sufi litera-
ture, became integrated into Muslim gulag survivors’ narratives of their 

39 Usmanova et al. 2008, 41.
40 Bustanov 2022a, 178–182.
41 Usmanova et al. 2008, 39, 42
42 Usmanova et al. 2008, 42.
43 Garipova 2017, 160.
44 Minnullin 2014, 421–453; Sagitova 2014, 454–493.
45 Nurullin 2016, 72–74.
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ordeals.46 Rather than inventing new frameworks to make sense of their 
misfortune, Frank’s subjects turned to well-established pre-Soviet Muslim 
narratives about suffering, patience, faith, and salvation. Meanwhile, as 
Bustanov has illustrated, some Tatar religious scholars persisted in adher-
ing to their pre-Soviet worldview while others adopted Soviet rhetoric to 
defend or advance themselves at the expense of their colleagues.47

Evidence in the Arenda and Miyakinskii collections suggests another 
way that some Muslim scholarly families responded to the repressions. 
Many of the Arabic-language legal digests in the Miyakinskii collection 
are in a state of poor repair, missing pages, and covered with children’s 
scribbles. In some, such as the ʿAlīraḥmanov miscellany, no further dat-
ed marginalia was added after the early 1930s. When one considers that 
some of these miscellanies had served multiple generations of scholars 
over fifty years or more (and that no new copies of the works contained 
in them were being printed), their sheer dilapidation is worth pondering. 
It appears that the damage in these manuscripts is not simply a function 
of age. Rather, it seems that at some point, people ceased to take care of 
them. One might propose various reasons for their neglect: fear of So-
viet authorities, distress over the loss of loved ones, or the inability of the 
younger generation to decipher them. It is also worth considering that there 
had been movements toward the rationalization, updating, and vernacular-
ization of Islamic legal education in the Volga-Ural region already in the 
1900s–1910s. This new direction in Islamic education and scholarship led 
away from handwritten, Arabic- and Persian-language compendia and to-
ward the translation into Turkic of existing legal and theological texts and 
the production of new, streamlined Turkic-language reference books and 
learning aids.48 Some pre-revolutionary scholars and intellectuals called 
for the reconceptualization of Islam as something that could be understood 
and lived without years or decades of madrasa training.49 While the havoc 
wreaked by the Soviet campaigns against Islam should not be dismissed, 
neither should they be treated as the sole defining factor in the transforma-
tion of Islamic knowledge and knowledge transmission. After all, Islam did 
continue to exist in the Volga-Ural region; some repressed Muslim scholars 
did return from imprisonment and exile, and those who did not left behind 
relatives who could and sometimes did take up their parents’ mantles as 
community knowledge-bearers and spiritual authorities. They could have 
revived aspects of the old pre-1917 Islamic legal knowledge culture. But 
the manuscripts found in the Arenda and Miyakinskii collections suggest 

46 Frank 2019, 40–41, 85–102.
47 Bustanov 2022a, 169–182.
48 Ross 2020c, 38–80.
49 Ross 2019, 1–18.
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that they did not. Rather, the 1930s repressions seem to have hastened a 
transformation of Islamic knowledge that had begun in the decade before 
the revolution, insofar as they facilitated a shift away from some of the 
classical scholarly genres and broke the pre-Soviet scholarly elite’s control 
over the production and transmission of Islamic knowledge.

The neglect of the Arabic-language scholarly works in the Arenda and 
Miyakinskii collections becomes even clearer when one compares their 
fate with that of popular Islamic instructional and devotional texts in the 
1930s–1950s. Newly printed copies of these works had not been available 
since 1922. In the 1930s, in the absence of new, printed copies, believers 
began to make manuscript copies of these works. The Arenda collection 
contains a copy of Duʿā-i ḥatm copied in 1934 from an edition published 
in 1909. The copyist reproduced the original printed text as closely as pos-
sible, repeating not only the text of the work, but the typeface and even the 
geometric patterns that decorate the headings and the borders of the text.50 
These new, homemade texts were treated with the same level of respect as 
their pre-revolutionary counterparts, and were sometimes bound together 
with pre-1917 printed texts. This was the case with one of the volumes in 
the Miyakinskii collection, which consists of an 1896 edition of Khuṭba 
Ādām ʿalayhi as-salām khāsiyatlare berlān bound to a neatly handwritten 
version of Conditions of the Faith (Sharāʿiṭ al-Imān).51

The hand-copying of didactic books, tales of the prophets, and books 
of supplications continued into the 1940s and 1950s. In some cases, the 
copyists tried to update the works to make them comprehensible to readers 
unfamiliar with the Arabic script. A manuscript from the Arenda collec-
tion copied in 1946 and entitled “These are the times for the Five Dai-
ly Prayers” gives information on how and when to perform namāz. The 
copyist converted the original text from Arabic script to the Yangalif Latin 
script, presumably for readers educated after the 1927 script change.52 But 
many copyists continued to transcribe pre-Soviet works using the original 
pre-Soviet Arabic script, even when they did not try to reproduce every de-
tail of the original books’ designs. This was the case with a short pamphlet 
entitled History of the Prophets (Taʾrīkh al-Anbiyāʾ) copied in the 1940s or 
the 1950s, that presents hagiographies of Yūsuf, Ibrāhīm, ʿ Īsā and Yaʿqūb.53 
The Miyakanskii collection also contains a sermon book (Khuṭbalıq) cop-
ied in the mid-1950s (no earlier than 1954). The manuscript was copied 
from a sermon collection published by the Heirs of Shamsaddīn Ḥusaynov 

50 Duʿāʾ-i ḥatm, 1, 3.
51 Sharāʿiṭ al-Imān, 1–15.
52 Kūnnenda 5 waqıt namāz būlā, 9–11.
53 Tarīkh al-Anbiyāʾ, 1–20
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Printing House in Kazan in the early 1900s.54 The manuscript contains 
sermons for Friday prayer and ʿEid al-Fiṭr. The sermons are provided in 
Arabic and accompanied by Arabic-script Tatar translations. The same 
manuscript includes a Tatar-language text containing admonitions (waʿẓ).

The transcription of shorter texts such as prayers, spiritual songs 
(munājāts), and invocations, already a common practice before 1917 re-
mained part of Muslim religious practice in the 1930s–1950s. Unlike the 
longer works, some of these shorter texts seem to contain material that was 
not prominently represented in pre-1917 published works. For example, 
tucked among the pages of a manuscript prayer book in the Miyakinskii 
collection is a brief text entitled “Traces of the Seven Sultans”, written in 
pencil on a blank receipt from the 1930s.55 The descriptions of the practice 
that this text details and the dedication of each day of the week to one of 
seven Sufi figures (Bāyazīd Basṭāmī, Khwājā Aḥmad Yasawī, Ibrāhīm Ad-
ham, Ismāʿīl Shāh, Maḥmūd Ghaznāwī, Muḥammad Khusrau, and Sanjār 
Madī), can be found in Turkic-language manuscripts produced in the Vol-
ga-Ural region in the mid-nineteenth century.56

Islamic manuscript production in the 1930s–1950s was not limited to 
the reproduction of individual texts. By no later than the 1950s, a new 
genre emerged: the duʿālıq. The term “duʿālıq” had existed in the pre-So-
viet period. It usually referred to collections of prayers, supplications, and 
invocations to be recited in various settings and circumstances. This pre-
revolutionary iteration of the duʿālıq was prevalent enough in the 1910s 
Tatar society to draw ridicule from Muslim reformist writers such as Fatīḥ 
Āmīrkhān (1886–1926), who in his novel Reverend Fatḥullāh, depicts the 
titular character reciting prayers memorized from various duʿālıqs in re-
sponse to every situation from needing money, to flying, to coping with 
the shock of resurrection.57 For reformist Muslim scholars and intellectuals 
in the early twentieth century, duʿālıqs, although highly popular among 
average believers, represented a kind of Islamic religiosity that required no 
intellectual engagement with the sacred texts or the wider scholarly tradi-
tion and, instead, entailed the mechanical (and, possibly, mis-pronounced) 
recitation of Arabic-language formulas that the duʿālıqs’ readers did not 
fully understand. The very concept behind duʿālıqs – that divine interven-
tion into daily human affairs could be obtained through appeals to God, 
the Prophet, the angels, and /or the saints – ran counter to the reformers’ 
vision of achieving both piety and worldly success through individual self-
discipline, self-improvement, and an empirical worldview.

54 Khuṭbalıq, 1–15.
55 Jide sulṭānlārnıng ise, 10ob.
56 Ross 2020b, 128.
57 Ämirkhan 1985, 22.
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However, by the 1950s, the term duʿālıq had taken on a different mean-
ing. This new meaning can be gleaned from an examination of a Soviet 
duʿālıq in the Miyakinskii collection. Assembled in the early 1950s, this 
volume consists of a selection of pre-revolutionary books and Soviet-era 
manuscripts sewn together. The pre-revolutionary texts included in the 
volume are: 

(1)  The Book of the Garden of Imperfections and a Discussion of Forty 
Obligations (Rauḍ nāqiṣ kitābı wa ham qırıq farḍ bayānında (Ka-
zan: Vyacheslav, 1883)): a book detailing forty acts required of all 
Muslims;

(2)  A Poem of Divinity with Portraits of the Prophet, Peace Be Upon 
Him (Qasīda-i rubūbīya maʿ shamāʾil al-nabī ʿ alayhi al-salām (Ka-
zan: Tipo-litografiia Imperatorskago Universiteta, 1882)): a book on 
the deeds and personal qualities of the Prophet, based on the hadiths 
of the Shamāʾil al-Tirmidhī

(3)  A Book of Dictation (Tarjama-i Imlaʾ (Kazan: Tipo-litografiia Im-
peratorskago Universiteta, 1907)): a textbook for learning to read 
and properly pronounce Quranic Arabic

(4)  The Book of the Secret of the End of the Agony of Death (Kitāb 
sirr anjām sakrāt al-maut (Kazan: Tipo-litografiia Imperatorskago 
Universiteta, 1882)): a short book of Turkic-language Sufi poetry 
focusing on the transitory nature of life in the material world and the 
transition to the next world. The book also contains a poet in praise 
of Sufi saint Uways al-Qaranī

These published works are bound together with several manuscripts, some 
in the Arabic script and others in the Cyrillic script. The Arabic-language 
texts are basic formulae such as the Six Traditions (the Kalimāt al-Sitt), a 
recitation of God’s name, and a prayer asking for God’s acceptance (“Al-
lahumma taqbal …”). The Arabic-script Tatar-language texts include the 
Seven Sultans and devotional poems (or songs?). The Cyrillic-script texts 
include transcriptions of Arabic-language formulae to be recited while us-
ing a tasbīḥ as well as Arabic-language prayers.58

While this 1950s duʿalıq included some prayers (duʿalār), it had strayed 
far from its pre-revolutionary predecessor. More than a prayer collection, it 
was a homemade instruction manual. It told the reader which texts Muslims 
should know and how to correctly read those texts. It provided basic infor-
mation about what Muslims were supposed to believe and what kinds of 
rituals they were supposed to perform. It also provided information about 
Muslim morality, Muslims’ proper relationship with the mortal world, and 

58 Duʿālıq, 1ob–2, 14–14ob, 16ob–17.
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what to expect in the next life. Finally, it defined a set of acceptable, easy-
to-execute devotional practices for daily life.

At first glance, one might be tempted to dismiss this new kind of in-
structional manual as a continuation of the pre-revolutionary tradition of 
miscellanies or as pastiches of old knowledge cut-and-pasted together by 
people with little or no understanding of the complexities of the Islamic 
legal and theological traditions. However, when compared to the individ-
ual texts that were copied in the 1930s–1950s, the duʿalıqs appear as the 
culmination of a new religious sensibility. In the nineteenth century, piety 
and religious authority were often measured by a Muslim’s mastery of the 
Arabic and Persian languages and their ability to ground their arguments 
in a body of classical legal and theological commentaries. By the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, reformist scholars pushed for the mea-
surement of scholarly accomplishment by a Muslim’s ability to support 
their legal and theological interpretations with materials drawn directly 
from the Qur’an and the hadiths. Both these visions of a knowledgeable, 
devout Muslim placed the madrasa-educated as the bearers of religious 
authority; they prioritized kinds of knowledge that could only be obtained 
through the madrasas.

By contrast, in the world represented in the Soviet duʿālıqs, piety was 
obtained through one’s command of “correct” knowledge of basic Islamic 
belief, practice, and morality. Being able to pronounce an āyā correctly 
and recite it in the appropriate context was considered more important than 
one’s ability to indulge in a profound exploration of that āyā’s grammar or 
to use the āyā to construct a response to an Islamic legal question. Reli-
gious authority came from the ability to impart this knowledge of current 
belief, daily practice, and morality to others. This new construction of re-
ligious knowledge and religious authority would become important in the 
revival and reconstitution of Islam in public life in the 1960s–1980s.

3.3 The New Tradition Matures: 1965–1989

In the years from 1941 to 1946, a new kind of relations were initiated be-
tween the Soviet government and the major religions within the USSR’s 
borders. In 1941, the Soviet government turned to the pre-Soviet religious 
traditions to rally support against the Axis powers.59 In 1943–1944, four 
muftiates were established to oversee Islam throughout the Soviet Union. 
These included TsDUM (later DUMES), which was reactivated after a pe-
riod of dormancy that had begun in 1936.60 In 1943, Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa 

59 Usmanova et al. 2008, 44.
60 Tasar 2017, 47–48; Usmanova et al. 2008, 45–46.
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was opened in Bukhara, and Baraq-Khan Madrasa in Tashkent in 1956.61 
From this point, madrasa training of Muslim spiritual personnel once more 
became possible on Soviet territory, albeit under the supervision of the 
Soviet government. Under Khrushchev, Soviet atheist campaigns were 
briefly revived. While these campaigns had consequences for how Islam 
was administered in later decades, Khrushchev’s campaign did not lead 
to a repetition of the violence of the 1930s.62 Under Brezhnev, the Soviet 
government’s relationship with Islam generally stabilized and the supervi-
sion of Muslim personnel and institutions became a routine administrative 
matter.63

Despite the liberalization of Soviet official attitudes toward Islam, the 
numbers of official mosques and registered imams in the Volga-Ural re-
gion were far outstripped by the demand. In some Tatar communities, this 
disparity led Soviet citizens to petition for the right to open more mosques 
and to open unofficial mosques and appoint unofficial imams.64 Madrasa 
education was likewise difficult for Volga-Ural Muslims to obtain.65 Gain-
ing admission to the Soviet madrasas or securing permission to study the 
Islamic sciences abroad meant entering a formal relationship with Soviet 
administrative institutions.66 In the Volga-Ural region, interest in Islam, 
combined with the highly limited opportunities and resources available 
through state-sanctioned Islamic institutions, created space for a range of 
non-state spiritual activities and religious authorities. Within this space, the 
new Islamic knowledge that had taken root during the 1930s–1950s pro-
foundly shaped understandings of what made a person a “good” Muslim 
and who had the authority to teach others about the faith.

In the 1960s–1980s, the homemade duʿālıqs became a significant form 
of Islamic manuscript production in the South Urals. Like their predeces-
sors from the 1950s, these new miscellanies stitched together (sometimes 
literally) a variety of instructional, devotional, and moral-ethical texts. Pre-
1917 didactic and devotional works continued to be integrated into some 
of these homemade volumes. For example, the Miyakinskii collection con-
tains a manuscript copy of a text entitled New Badavām (Yanga Badavām), 
originally published in Kazan through the Kharitonov Printing House by 
Idrisov, ʿAliev, and Companions Booksellers.67 Filled with poems with 
titles like “Health” (“Salamatlık”), “The Harm of Wine” (“Khamr ḍararı”), 

61 Kemper et al. 2008, 11.
62 Tasar 2017, 154–297.
63 Tasar 2017, 298–360.
64 Minnullin 2014, 433; Sagitova 2014, 465–470.
65 Usmanova et al. 2008, 45
66 Garipova 2021, 60–61.
67 Yanga Badavām, cover.
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and “The Harm of Opium and Smoking” (“Afiyūn ham tamake ḍararı”), 
this work is an example of the didactic literature produced by reform-
minded Muslim scholars and intellectuals.68 However, it was likely the 
book’s admonitions about clean, ḥalāl living, rather than its historical link 
to the pre-revolutionary reformers, that made it interesting to 1980s Soviet 
Muslim readers. This book was stored together with a pre-revolutionary 
book on Islamic ritual composed in the Arabic language, but fully anno-
tated with vowel signs and diacritics to aid readers not fluent in Arabic. 
Like New Badavām, the appeal of this book to a 1980s audience was not 
its historical relevance, but its usefulness for improving the reader’s piety 
in the present (by helping them learn to read in Arabic).

Collections of prayers, supplications, aphorisms, and Islamic formulae 
make up a large portion of the 1970s and 1980s duʿālıqs in the Miyikin-
skii collection.69 Unlike in the recopied manuscripts and duʿālıqs of the 
1930s–1950s, in the duʿālıqs of the 1970s and 1980s, the provenance of 
the knowledge they contained had become less clear. Some texts may have 
been copied directly from pre-Soviet books. Others may have been copied 
from earlier Soviet duʿālıqs or transcribed during lessons given in home-
based classes and study circles like those described by Rozaliya Garipova 
in her study of Rashida Iskhaqi.70 Indeed, with travel abroad for hajj and 
religious education becoming possible in the 1970s–1980s (at least for a 
small number of people), it is possible that texts brought back from Mecca 
or other parts of the Muslim world could have supplied additional material 
for the duʿālıqs. The 1960s–1980s duʿālıqs sometimes introduced Cyrillic-
script texts to aid readers with comprehension and pronunciation, but the 
predominant language of instruction remained Tatar (with the exception of 
prayers, invocations, and Qur’anic citations, which were presented in their 
original Arabic) and the default script was the Arabic script. Duʿālıqs had 
come to constitute individual examples of their own literary genre, consis-
tent in their content, appearance, and presentation. Anyone who actively 
associated themselves with Islamic study circles or life-cycle rituals could 
have opened any of the 1960s–1980s duʿālıqs now preserved in the Miya-
kinskii collection and immediately recognized what they were.

By the 1980s, some duʿālıq makers became more creative in the con-
struction of their miscellany. Some duʿālıqs in the Miyakinskii collection 
contain artistic inserts. For example, one contains a two-sided shamaʾīl ex-
ecuted with felt-tipped pens. One side displays a drawing of a tower beside 
a domed building, almost certainly intended to represent the minaret and 

68 Yanga Badavām, 3, 7, 8.
69 This kind of content can be seen in Manuscripts no. 5 and no. 6 of the Miyakinskii Col-

lection.
70 Garipova 2021, 44–58.
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nearby domed building at Bulghar. The drawing is accompanied by a list 
of some of the formulae commonly found in the duʿālıqs:

I seek refuge with Allah from accursed Satan,
In the name of God most merciful,
The good words,
There is no god but God and Muḥammad is His messenger,
The profession of faith
I profess that there is no god but God
And I profess that Muḥammad is His messenger.
Lord, make it easy and do not make it difficult for us and make it well.71

By the Brezhnev era, Muslim creators of these duʿālıqs paid close attention 
to which expressions of Islam were permitted by the Soviet government. 
One text composed in the 1970s describes the mufti’s hajj journey. The 
writer notes that, to make the journey, the hajj party received the govern-
ment’s permission and traveled on a state airplane. They also noted the full 
cost of the journey. The account, perhaps copied from a newspaper, went 
on to describe everything that mufti and his companions did during their 
18-day-long pilgrimage.72

In the 1960s–1980s, the duʿālıq was integral to two monumental trans-
formations in Volga-Ural Islam. The first transformation was a shift in who 
could claim religious authority. In the pre-revolutionary society, religious 
authority and piety were conveyed by proximity to other pious religious 
authorities. Shaykhly prestige usually passed from a shaykh to one of his 
male relatives or, in the absence of a suitable relative, to one of his dis-
ciples. Young scholars’ reputations were built, in part, upon the reputations 
of the teachers with whom they had studied. Even at the level of the village 
mosque, imam postings often passed from one male relative to the next and 
women’s positions as teachers and abıstays were often (but not always) 
contingent upon their relationship by blood or marriage to the maḥalla’s 
imam.73 The children of madrasa-educated parents were more likely to 

71 Shamaʾīl no. 2, 34ob.
72 Mufti khadratneng hajjga baruı, 3–5.
73 Garipova 2021, 42–43. As Kefeli has demonstrated in Becoming Muslim in Imperial 

Russia (2014) and elsewhere, in Russia’s Kraishen communities, non-madrasa-educat-
ed people from families without a high scholarly background could and did serve as 
teachers and religious authorities within their communities. However, these people’s 
authority was not recognized by any branch of the Russian imperial state, unlike that 
of the state-licensed imams. People found to be preaching and teaching Islam without 
state permission sometimes faced legal consequences, including arrest and exile. Such 
non-licensed teachers seemed to have appeared most often in communities that did not 
have a licensed imam and may not have been allowed to appoint one due to their vil-
lage’s small size, poverty, or remoteness, or their official status as non-Muslims.
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possess the cultural capital and connections required to gain admission to 
madrasa education themselves.74

The 1930s repressions broke the monopoly of the old Volga-Ural Mus-
lim scholarly families over Muslim education and Islamic knowledge. 
Indeed, they swept away the institutional structure within which Islamic 
knowledge had once been generated and disseminated and through which 
religious authority had once been established. At the same time, in the 
process of copying texts and constructing duʿālıqs, believers who chose 
to continue to engage with Islam despite Soviet anti-religion policies took 
control of their own religious education. The seeds of this ascendancy 
of the non-madrasa-educated Muslim as a potential religious authority 
were already planted with the mass production of Islamic texts and re-
formers’ creation of new textbooks and guides. However, the conditions 
of the 1930s allowed that process to reach fruition. Within the resulting 
knowledge ecosystem, anyone who could get hold of the right textbooks 
(mass-produced or copied) and knew how to read Arabic-script Tatar could 
effectively teach themselves Islam. And, having taught themselves, they 
could teach others. Anyone – store clerks, truck drivers, factory workers, 
collective farm workers – could establish themselves as an authority on 
Islam if they had the texts and the commitment, and literally anyone did.

The second transformation in which the duʿālıqs played a central role 
was the construction of a new narrative of what made a person a devout 
Muslim and a worthy teacher. The duʿālıqs presented concrete standards to 
which Muslims should aspire. These standards included: (1) knowledge of 
the main tenets of Islam; (2) knowledge of the key Arabic-language expres-
sions of the faith; (3) knowledge of the obligations that Islam placed upon 
all Muslims; (4) knowledge of the prophets and of Islamic cosmology; 
(5) correct performance of the obligatory rituals of Islam; (6) knowledge 
of how to appeal to God and invoke divine aid; (7) the conduct of a pure 
and moral life. The average believer might strive to achieve all these stan-
dards, but a teacher or religious authority should already have met them as 
a prerequisite to teaching others. When new Soviet-era religious authori-
ties lacked Muslim scholarly genealogies, they made up for this lack with 
biographies that emphasized their adherence to the standards articulated 
in the duʿālıqs. This narrative-building figures prominently in Rashida 
Iskhaqi’s account of her journey from kholkhoznista to religious teacher. 
She positions her future as a religious authority as prefigured by the piety 
of her parents. This piety was defined by their regular performance of daily 
prayer and their holding of the Ramadan fast, even in the turbulent 1930s.75 
It is impossible to know whether or not Rashida abıstay’s parents were in 

74 Ross 2015, 58–89.
75 Garipova 2021, 48.
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fact so unwavering in their maintenance of Islamic ritual. What is more 
important is that by defining her family’s piety in terms of correct and con-
sistent ritual performance, she elevated the very kind of Islam enshrined 
in the duʿālıqs, the same kind of Islam taught by her and other informal 
teachers.

In short, the duʿālıqs were not merely the products of Soviet Muslims’ 
purportedly impoverished understanding of Islam or the last scraps of Is-
lam that happened to survive the Stalinist era. On the contrary, they were 
often precise in their content and correct in their spelling and grammar 
(even Arabic), and articulated a clear and specific vision of what Islam was 
and what it meant to be a pious Muslim. Through reading, teaching, ritual 
performance, lifestyle choices, and narration of self, the Soviet Muslims 
who created and used these duʿālıqs brought to life a particular model of 
Islam and gave it social, cultural, and (in the case of Rashida and her chil-
dren) political power.

The collapse of the Soviet Union marked the end of copying Muslim 
manuscripts in the Volga-Ural region. By the 1990s, believers were greeted 
by a flood of Muslim literature from newly opened local presses as well as 
from abroad. The expansion of the internet further increased post-Soviet 
Muslims’ access to Islamic scripture and informational literature. None-
theless, the development of Islam in the Soviet period strongly shaped the 
reading preferences and religious views of the Russian Muslim consumers 
who encountered this metaphorical smorgasbord of religious literature.

4.0 Conclusion

From the late 1920s to the end of the 1980s, Volga-Ural Muslims’ under-
standings of what constituted Islamic knowledge and devout observance 
of Islam were reconceptualized through manuscript culture. During these 
decades, Muslims living under Soviet rule made conscious choices about 
which texts to preserve and reproduce and which to discard or to allow to 
lapse into irrelevance. While some individuals (like Zaynap Maksudova) 
invested their energy into preserving texts that represented the Muslim cul-
tural capital of the pre-Soviet period, others turned to a kind of Islam that 
could be mastered without years or decades of madrasa education and em-
phasized particular kinds of public and private comportment over arcane 
linguistic, legal, and theological knowledge. Pre-revolutionary mass-print-
ed texts initially provided the primary textual building blocks from which 
this latter group of Soviet Muslims constructed new devotional manuals 
and standards of belief and non-belief. What began as pastiches of old 
books eventually coalesced as authoritative manuals on how to be a proper 
Muslim. While this new Islam may have been minimalist in the sense that 
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it did not demand mastery of many of the pre-Soviet scholarly and literary 
genres, it still demanded significant time and energy from its practitioners 
who had to perform disciplined activities such as reading and writing Tatar 
in the Arabic script, reading and transcribing Arabic-language texts, and 
performing Islamic rituals. In contrast to the Kazakhs studied by Privatsky, 
there is no evidence that they took any steps to abbreviate or substitute 
readings and rituals for those lacking knowledge.76 On the contrary, the 
compilers and readers of these manuscripts seem quite determined to know 
the prayers, scriptures, rituals, ethics, and morals required of Muslims and 
to perform their faith correctly.

There were definite continuities between the Islamic reform movements 
of the early twentieth century and the Islam that took shape in Volga-Ural 
manuscripts from the 1930s to the 1980s. For both, being a “good” Mus-
lim demanded that a believer should master Arabic-script Tatar, numerous 
phrases in Arabic, knowledge about Islamic history and cosmology, dili-
gent performance of rituals, and the self-discipline to refrain from forbid-
den activities. However, the compilers of the duʿālıqs seem to have been 
far less invested in preserving the high intellectual culture of the pre-Soviet 
era. Some reformist texts made their way into the duʿālıqs because they 
provided information on basic religious literacy or promoted values that 
coincided with those of the duʿālıqs’ compilers, but such texts were the 
exception rather than the rule.

In conclusion, the study of the South Urals duʿālıqs, when set beside li-
brary collections like Maksudova’s, suggests that there was no single “So-
viet Islam” in the Tatar and Bashkir lands. Rather, with Stalin’s breaking of 
the pre-Soviet Muslim scholarly elite, multiple branches of Islam emerged, 
each possessing its own authoritative texts, methods of expression, and 
recognized knowledge-bearers. This parting of the ways began before the 
religious revival of the 1960s–1970s.
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