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Notes on Translation and Transliteration
All translations from Arabic and Russian are mine unless indicated otherwise 
or quoted from a published translation. For quotations from the Qur’an I use 
the English translation by Abdullah Yusuf Ali completed in 1937.

I use the names of Daghestani intellectuals as they are mainly known in 
the historiography, i.e., mainly as Russian or Russi ied names. Additionally, at 
their irst appearance in the text, I also mention the Arabic version of their 
names with which they signed their articles in the Arabic language newspapers 
or where mentioned by their contemporaries’ Arabic language texts (e.g. ‘Ali 
Kaiaev [‘Alī al-Ghumūqī]). 

Transliterations from the Arabic and Cyrillic alphabets adhere to the 
following charts, except for names and words widely known in English by other 
spellings.

1 The Holy Qur’an. Translated by Abdullah Yusuf Ali and edited by Tom Grif ith. Wordsworth 
Editions Limited, 2000.
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From Arabic and Turkic

’ ء ṣ ص u/v و

b ب ḍ ض y ی

t ت ṭ ط ā آ

th ث ẓ ظ ī ی

j ث ‘ ع ū و

ḥ ح gh غ a َ

kh خ f ف i ِ

d د q ق u ُ

dh ذ k ک p پ

r ر l ل ch چ

z ز m م zh ژ

s س n ن g گ

sh ش h ه

From Cyrillic

а a м m ч ch

б b н n ш sh

в v о o щ shch

г g п p ъ “

д d р r ы y

е,ё e с s ь ‘

ж zh т t э e

з z у u ю iu

и, й i ф f я ia

к k х kh

л l ц ts
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Introduction
The main goal of this dissertation is to analyze the Daghestani reformists 
discourse over the visions of Daghestan’s future which took place between 
the February Revolution and the repressions of the Daghestani intellectuals 
between 1917 and 1929 and to follow their statebuilding agendas in the context 
of the revolutions of 1917 and the subsequent Sovietization of the North 
Caucasus. My investigation has two interconnected dimensions: the cooperative 
relations between the reformist-minded part of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ (plural 
of ‘ālim, scholar of Islam) and the Bolsheviks, on one hand, and between the 
reformists and the other ‘ulamā’, on the other. My focus is on the discourse 
of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ about state-building and community-constructing 
processes in post-revolutionary Daghestan. Important in this context is also 
the analysis of texts about Muslim education and linguistic issues, in particular 
regarding which language should be the idiom of education. 

In the context of the Soviet Union’s Muslim-majority regions (the Caucasus, 
Volga-Ural region and Central Asia), the question of how socialism was 
established in a Muslim country with a highly traditionalist population guided 
by conservative religious elites has always been approached from the viewpoint 
of the Soviet center and based on Russian sources preserved in central archives. 
What emerged was the success story of the Bolsheviks: they won the Civil War 
and eliminated all political opponents. In the 1920s they still used the services 
of Muslim educational reformists (often called Jadīds in the historiography), 
from whose ranks many educators and politicians came during the USSR’s early 
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years. But by the 1930s there were enough Soviet-educated cadres to dispense 
of these reformists; thus, many of them were incarcerated, exiled or killed. This 
tradition of scholarship has nothing to say about how the local scholarly elites 
saw the Bolsheviks, how they made sense of the new political environment 
after the collapse of the empire or how they tried to implement their agendas 
to establish a state capable of development.

Transimperial political discourses 
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ideas about the 
necessity of change in the state model were spreading in different regions of 
the Muslim world, such as the in the Ottoman, Russian and British Empires. 
The intellectuals in these different regions interpreted these ideas through the 
prism of local particularities of cultural and political life and integrated them 
into their local communities while taking into consideration these communities’ 
speci ic characters.2

Sandwiched between the Ottoman, Iranian and Russian Empires, Daghestani 
intellectuals participated in these discussions as they unfolded both inside 
Russia and in the Middle East. This participation can likely be explained by 
the historical ties between Daghestan and the countries of the Middle East as 
well as by the supremacy of the Arabic written tradition in Daghestan, which 
maintained popularity among religious elites right up to the early Soviet 
period.3 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Egypt became 
the epicenter of the cultural movement known as al-Nahḍa—literally “rising 
up,” but usually glossed as “renaissance” or “awakening.” As Jens Hanssen 
and Max Weiss noticed, “an-Nahḍa was neither a uni ied process nor a stable 
actor-category nor can it be traced back to a single, incontestable moment 
of inception.”4 This uncertain bedrock of cultural self-re lection spread not 
only to Ottoman-ruled Arabic-speaking regions but also outside the Ottoman 
Empire, reaching the Muslim regions of the Russian Empire as well as India. In 
these places reform impulses from abroad strengthened indigenous critiques 

2 Tasar, Eren. Soviet and Muslim: The Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2017; Meyer, James. Turks Across Empires: Marketing Muslim Identity in the 
Russian-Ottoman Borderlands, 1856-1914. Oxford University Press, 2014.
3 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Muslim Reformism in Dagestan (1900-1930),” State, Religion and Church. 1, 
no. 3 (2018): 35-63. 
4 Hanssen, Jens, Weiss, Max, eds. Arabic Thought beyond the Liberal Age: Towards an Intellectual 
History of the Nahda. Cambridge University Press, 2016. P. 1.
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of traditional Muslim culture. The idea of reforms in Islamic education, as a 
part of an-Nahḍa, as well as the counter-ideas emerging with the spread of 
an-Nahḍa reached a peak in the second half of the nineteenth century amidst 
European colonization. As Charlene Tan states, Muslim “reforms of religious 
educational systems and institutions are underpinned by two distinctive ideas: 
that the acquisition of knowledge is both a lifelong pursuit and a religious duty 
for Muslims, and that there must be a correlation between knowledge and 
action for the welfare of the Muslim community and humanity in general.”5 
In the context of reforms in Islamic education, Charlene Tan speaks about 
signi icant changes that had far-reaching repercussions. The irst, as he states, 
“was the introduction of secular laws that were supported by foreign state 
apparatuses, modes of administration, law and social institutions.” 6 As for the 
second change, it “was the introduction of a “modern” Western-type education. 
Such an education was marked by the promotion of the language of the colonial 
powers (such as English, French or Dutch), limited enrolment of a select 
number of locals at European schools, and dual nature of the colonial school 
system. In concert with the promotion of secularism, secular education was 
introduced where it aimed principally at the development of the rational life 
of every individual, premised on a form of reality that is restricted to sensual 
experience, scienti ic procedure or processes of logic.”7 

Daghestani scholars were actively engaged in these developments of 
the Middle East. They were in constant contact with Muslim scholars from 
Shāfiʿī centres in Syria, Egypt, Yemen and Najd through the second decade of 
the twentieth century. The ideas of the Egyptian reformists Jamāl al-Dīn al-
Afghānī (1839–1897), Muḥammad ‘Abduh (1849–1905) and Muḥammad 
Rashīd Riḍā (1865–1935), whose works were popular in Dagհestan and often 
quoted in manuscripts as well as in the press, exerted a substantial influence 
on the Daghestani reformation discourse. Besides this influence through books 
and periodicals, influence was also exerted through personal networks with 
Egyptian reformists. 

Among the Daghestani scholars participating heavily in this discourse 
was ‘Alī Kaiaev (al-Ghumūqī, 1878-1943). Born in 1878 in the Lak village of 

5 Tan, Charlene. “Introduction.” In Reforms in Islamic Education International Perspectives. 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2014. P. 4.
6 Ibid., 4.
7 Ibid., 5.
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Kazi Kumukh, ‘Alī Kaiaev studied in several Daghestani madrasas, the type of 
Islamic school commonly found in Daghestan through the end of the 1920s.8 
One of the decisive points in his life became his travel from Astrakhan to Cairo 
in 1905 to study at the famous al-Azhar university. He stayed in Egypt for only 
two years. In Cairo he grew close to one of the major Muslim reformists, Rashīd 
Riḍā, and contributed to his journal al-Manār (“The Lighthouse,” 1898–1935),9 
Being in Egypt, he was highly influenced by the reformist ideas of Muḥammad 
‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā. 

Returning to Daghestan, ‘Alī Kaiaev became an editor of Jarīdat Dāghistān 
(“Daghestan Newspaper”). This Arabic-language newspaper came into 
existence on 7 January 1913. At first, the tsarist administration financed the 
project because it wanted to use an Arabic-language platform to bring official 
news to the attention of people in the Daghestan region. Thus, the newspaper 
was designed to publish translations from the newspaper Daghestanskie 
oblastnye vedomosti (“Daghestani regional news”) published in Russian, a 
language unpopular among the Daghestanis. Unlike Russian, Arabic had been 
the language of Daghestani elites for centuries. After a year of publishing, the 
Tsarist administration cut its financial support since the newspaper turned out 
to be unprofitable and did not live up to the hopes placed on it by the regional 
military administration. From 1914 onward the newspaper was published at 
the personal expense of Badawi Saidov and Magomed (Muḥammad)-Mirza 
Mavraev (1878-1964), giving even more room to the reformists to spread their 
ideas. Even before that, though the Jarīdat Dāghistān was publishing the official 
orders of the imperial administration, it had already become an outlet of the 
Muslim reformists of Daghestan.

The journal’s de facto editor and its most active contributor was ‘Alī Kaiaev, 
who was involved in the newspaper starting in 1913. Together with his Egyptian 
trip, this period of ‘Alī Kaiaev’s life was crucial for his ideological formation. If 
in Egypt he became familiar with reformist ideas, after his return to Daghestan 
he found a platform to spread those ideas and became an influential figure in 
the region. 

8 Shikhaliev, Shamil, Navruzov, Amir. Iz istorii zhizni i tvorchestva Ali Kaiaeva i Saifulla-kadi 
Bashlarova: dokumenty i materialy. Makhachkala, 2018. P. 8-9.
9 More about al-Manār see, Yasushi, Kosugi. “Al-Manar revisited: the “lighthouse” of the Islamic 
revival.” In Intellectuals in The Modern Islamic World: Transmission, Transformation, Communication, 
edited by Dudoignon, Sté phane A, Komatsu, Hisao and Kosugi, Yasushi. Routledge, 2006. P. 3-39.
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Another possible pipe through which reformist ideas reached Daghestan 
were the Tatar Muslims of Inner Russia. The Russian Empire’s Muslim 
reformism emerged among the Turkic nations, mainly among the Crimean and 
Volga Tatars. The Crimean Tatar İsmail Gasprinskii (Gaspıralı, 1851–1914) is 
considered the founder of Jadidism (from uṣūl-i jadīd, “new method”). İsmail 
Gasprinskii developed a new system of teaching the Arabic script, in which he 
emphasized the phonetic values of the letters instead of their Arabic names 
and the Arabic compositions that had previously been the basis of learning 
how to read and write.10 At the beginning of the twentieth century, this 
method spread to the other Islamic regions of the Russian Empire, including 
Daghestan.11 

The Tatar Jadīd connection to the North Ca ucasus is clearly visible in the 
person of another major protagonist of Daghestani reformism, Abū Sufyān 
Akaev (al-Ghazānishī, 1872-1931). Before his travel to Cairo (1905), Abū 
Sufyān Akaev accompanied Magomed-Mirza Mavraev on a trip to the Crimea 
in order to become familiar with typesetting in Gasprinskii’s famous printing 
house. In his Autobiography, Akaev describes how the experience of Jadid-
schools reached Daghestan. The Autobiography also reports on his visit to 
Central Asia and the Middle East in search of a way to develop Daghestan.12 

This dissertation investigates the confluence of these Muslim reformist 
trends in the work of Daghestani scholars and investigates the Daghestani 
reformists as a group of individuals brought together by Egyptian and Tatar 
influences but even more so by their opposition to the traditional environment 
of Islamic scholarship in Daghestan and eventually by their relationship with 
the Bolsheviks.

Researching Daghestani ‘ulamā’
There are several different narratives in the existing historiography of the 
Daghestani ‘ulamā’. These narratives are sometimes intertwined. 

10 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan.” Asiatische Studien 69, no. 3 (2015): 594.
11 Ibid.
12 al-Ghazānishī, ‘Abī Sufyān. Tarjama ḥāl al-Ḥaqīr Abī Sufyān Ibn al-Qādī al-Marḥūm al-Ḥājj 
Ākāy al-Dāghistānī al-Ghazānishī. IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 6, O. 2. D. 162. FOL. 2; “Avtobiogra iia” 
Abusu iana Akaeva (trans. from Turkic (Azerbaijani dialect) and Arabic by Gasan Orazaev and Amri 
Shikhsaidov). In Abu Sufyan Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. Makhachkala, 2012. P. 174-175.
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The Soviet narrative. The Soviet narrative has two sub-narratives. The 
irst one deals with the ‘ulamā’ who were against the Bolsheviks such as Najm 

al-Dīn Gotsinskii (al-Ḥuzī, 1859-1925) and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii (al-Aqūshī, 
1847-1930). This narrative portrays these ‘ulamā’ as stagnant elements of 
the society who did not understand the demands of the new time. This image 
portraying the ‘ulamā’ as counterrevolutionaries and irrelevant for the new 
times was developed in the history books dedicated to the Sovietization of 
Daghestan, some of which are discussed in the irst chapter of this thesis. The 
Soviet historiography distinguishes between the powerful Muslim scholars 
who fought against Bolshevik rule and the intellectuals who sided with the 
Bolsheviks, adopting their ideology and terminology.

The second sub-narrative of Soviet historiography deals with the ‘ulamā’ 
who had been cooperating with the Soviet state and were included in the 
Soviet system during the 1920s. Many of these ‘ulamā’, including ‘Alī Kaiaev 
and Abū Sufyān Akaev, were later repressed by the Soviets. This meant that 
research on their lives and works was made impossible or at least was not 
supported. It was only in the late Soviet period that some Daghestani historians 
started to review the lives and works of these reformists, and they were still 
constrained by ideological limitations. One of these rare works was the book Ali 
Kaiaev: Life, scienti ic and socio-political views written by Magomed Abdulaev 
and Yusup Medzhidov in 196813 and dedicated to ‘Alī Kaiaev. In this book the 
authors represent Kaiaev as an intellectual who sought progress and reform; 
however, Abdulaev and Medzhidov fail to characterize this reform as Islamic; 
rather they stress the discussions of rational sciences on the pages of Jarīdat 
Dāghistān to argue that Kaiaev’s understanding of progress was similar to that 
of the Bolsheviks.14 Talking about Kaiaev’s life after the February Revolution, 
the authors portray him as a politically active revolutionary who, as a result 
of his activities, gained enemies in the person of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and 
his adherent Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii (al-Salṭī, 1848-1920).15 Written under the 
dominance of Soviet ideology, this book portrays ‘Alī Kaiaev as a Bolshevik. 
Evaluating Kaiaev’s life and heritage through the Marxist-Leninist methodology, 
the authors claim that ‘Alī Kaiaev, “despite the barriers built by the old 

13 Abdulaev, Magomed, Medzhidov, Yusup. Ali Kaiaev. Zhiznennyi put’, estestvennonauchnye i 
obshestvenno-politicheskie vozzreniia. Makhachkala: Dagestanskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1968. 
14 Ibid., 17-27.
15 Ibid., 29-30.
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intelligentsia and the traditional Arab-language education system,” succeeded 
in overcoming them and recognized “the value of the ideological and political 
bases of Marxism and the socialist character of the Soviet government.”16 In 
1993, after the collapse of the USSR, Abdulaev and Medzhidov published a 
second book dedicated to Kaiaev. The value of this work is, perhaps, increased 
by the inclusion of a inal section where the authors placed Russian translations 
of ‘Alī Kaiaev’s works.17 Nevertheless, they dealt with his heritage selectively 
and published only those works which strengthened their argument on the 
ideological trajectories of Kaiaev as a Marxist-Leninist. In other words, these 
early studies are largely written from the perspective of how the Jadīds paved 
the way for socialism. 

The post-Soviet person-oriented Daghestani narrative. While since 
the late 1960s it was possible to conduct research and publish books on ‘Alī 
Kaiaev and Abū Sufyān Akaev, other ‘ulamā’ such as Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, 
the Daghestani shaykhs of the Naqshbandīya ṭarīqa (brotherhood), Uzun Ḥajjī 
Saltinskii and ‘Alī Ḥajjī (1847-1930), continued to be regarded as enemies of the 
working people and remained silenced. Some aspects of these igures’ life were 
discussed already in post-Soviet Daghestan. The Daghestani historian Khadzhi 
Murad Donogo authored the irst huge volume on the life of Gotsinskii.18 Unlike 
the Soviet historiography, he portrayed Gotsinskii as a brilliant scholar and a 
freedom ighter for Daghestan. The same narrative of highly educated scholars 
of Islam acting for the future progress of Daghestan was developed in the post-
Soviet works dedicated to Uzun Ḥajjī19 and Akushinskii.20 

Also, reformist scholars such as Abū Sufyān Akaev, repressed by the Soviets 
and ignored by Soviet historiography, received new attention. Already in 
1992, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the irst collection of articles was 
published dedicated to the 120th anniversary of Abū Sufyān Akaev.21 Twenty 

16 Ibid., 181.
17 Abdulaev, Magomed, Medzhidov, Yusup. Ali Kaiaev. Ocherk zhizni i tvorchestva. Makhachkala, 
1993.
18 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinkii. Makhachkala, 2011.
19 Nakhibashev, Makhach. Uzun-Khadzhi Saltinskii – obshchestvenno-politicheskii i religioznii 
deiatel’ Dagestana i Chechni. Makhachkala, 2009.
20 Kakagasanov, Gadzhikurban, Gazhiev, Adilgerei. Ali-Khadzhi Akushinskii – shaykh-ul’-islam 
Dagestana, patriot i mirotvorets. Makhachkala: Yupiter, 1998.
21 Literaturnoe i nauchnoe nasledie Abusuf’iana Akaeva: sbornik statei i materialov. Makhachkala, 
1992.
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years later, in 2012, the second collection of articles was published. These two 
collections contain not only articles discussing different aspects of the works 
of Akaev but also translations of Akaev’s works originally written in Turkic or 
Arabic, including his autobiography as well as articles from periodicals. This 
pioneering work on the life and work of Akaev was done by Gasan M.-R. Orazaev 
and was based mostly on Akaev’s Turkic-language heritage.22 Next to these, the 
lives of Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov (al-Qarākhī, 1875-1929) and Mavraev also 
received the attention of Daghestani historians.23 A step forward was made by 
Imanutdin Sulaev, who investigated religious leaders’ relations with the state. 
Sulaev’s research relying on original documents focuses on the Su i leadership 
rather than the ‘ulamā’ in general.24

These studies are often motivated by the desire to prove the existence of the 
vernacular literature of Daghestan as well as by the post-Soviet nationalism that 
appeared at the end of the twentieth century. One of the characteristics of these 
works is the desire of their authors to create positive images of the individual 
personalities discussed, a feature already inherent in the Western Sovietology 
school (as will be discussed in the irst chapter). This scholarship in many 
cases identi ies “the Jadids as modernists, or as engaging with ‘modernity’ in 
a positive way.”25 In the case of Daghestani scholarship, this positive image-
making works not only in the case of the reformists but also regarding anti-
Jadīd religious and political leaders.26 They are all represented as part of a 
national and ethnic heritage that Daghestanis should be proud of. This positive 
image-making inherently lacks any critical analyses of these individuals. In 
this thesis, I try to deal with these individuals in the context of their time and 

22 Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’: : sbornik statei, perevodov i materialov, edited by 
Gasan M.-R. Orazaev. Dagestanskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo: Makhachkala, 2012.
23 Isaev, Amirkhan A. Magomedmirza Mavraev – pervopechatnik i prosvetitel’ Dagestana. 
Makhachkala: Dagestanskii nauchnyi tsentr RAN, 2003; Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, 
Dakhdugadzhi. Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhskii). Na Izlome Vekov. Makhachkala: Epokha, 
2015.
24 Sulaev, Imanutdin. Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo Dagestana i vlast’: Istoriia vzaimootnoshenii. 
(Doctoral dissertation). Makhachkala, 2009; Sulaev, Imanutdin. Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo 
Dagestana i sovetskaia vlast’: bor’ba i sotrudnichestvo. Makhachkala, 2004.
25 DeWeese, Devin. “It was a Dark and Stagnant Night (‘til the Jadids Brought the Light): Clichés, 
Biases, and False Dichotomies in the Intellectual History of Central Asia.” Journal of the Economic 
and Social History of the Orient 59, no. 1-2 (2016): 59.
26 The same positive image was also created for the Bolshevik leaders of Daghestan. For instance, 
for the Makhach Dakhadaev. See, Gadzhiev, Abdulatip. Makhach Dakhadaev – vydaiushchiisia 
revoliutsioner Dagestana. Makhachka: Epokha, 2017.
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in view of their relationships, and to discuss their competing or overlapping 
agendas without evaluating their standpoints positively or negatively. Thus, I 
pay attention not only to the role and standpoint of the reformists but also to 
the agendas of their allies and foes, such as the traditional ‘ulamā’ of Daghestan, 
some of whom came to an agreement with the reformists and the Bolsheviks 
against the rest of the traditional ‘ulamā’. 

This characteristic has its consequences not only in historiography but also 
in the perceptions of the Daghestani reader. During one of my trips to Daghestan, 
I was working in the Central State Archive of Daghestan, where the employees 
were very kind to me. Sitting around a tea table, I was replying to their questions 
about the personalities covered in my thesis. When discussing two individuals—
Kaiaev and Gotsinskii—I casually mentioned they were enemies and produced 
texts criticizing each other. As a proof of my words I showed them the Russian 
translation of a poem by Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii where he criticized and even 
insulted Kaiaev. I noticed the pain on the face of a Lak woman employee of the 
archive who only could pronounce the words, “Why did he [the Avar Najm al-
Dīn Gotsinskii] write these words?” The historiography had created a positive 
image of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii as a Muslim who struggled for the better future 
of all Daghestanis. On the other hand, the same Daghestani historiography also 
created a positive image of Kaiaev, who was a Lak in origin, and who, on his own 
terms, struggled for the future prosperous Daghestan. In creating two separate 
positive images of Daghestanis acting at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
this historiography failed to bring Kaiaev and Gotsinskii into connection and to 
demonstrate their ideological and political confrontation.

The Jadīd narrative: The next strong narrative developed in the 
historiography is the Jadīd narrative. Having ties with both the Soviet 
and the post-Soviet narratives, this Jadīd narrative celebrates only those 
Muslim scholars who “with their enthusiastic embrace of modern science 
and education”27 launched a new discourse among the Russian Muslims.28 

27 Starr, S. Frederick. Lost Enlightenment: Central Asia’s Golden Age from the Arab Conquest to 
Tamerlane. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013. P. 534.
28 For example, Lazzerini, Edward, “Ǧadidism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century: A View from 
Within.” Cahiers du monde russe et soviétique 16 (1975): 245-277; Lazzerini, Edward. “Beyond 
Renewal: The Jadīd Response to Pressure for Change in the Modern Age.” In Muslims in Central Asia: 
Expressions of Identity and Change, edited by J.-A. Gross. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University 
Press, 1992. P.: 151-166; Khalid, Adeeb․ The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central 
Asia. University of California Press, 1999․ 
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This narrative of trend-setter Jadīds was also developed in Daghestan, and 
historians began portraying this group of scholars as innovators.29 The main 
thing distinguishing this narrative from the post-Soviet Daghestani narrative 
is the fact that the Jadīd narrative represents only the reform-minded scholars 
in a positive light while the Daghestani post-Soviet narrative also presents the 
opponents of these reformists positively.

Recently, scholars began to question the use of the term Jadidism. While 
this question is an inherent part of the historiography of the Muslims of Russia 
in general, it is also vital in the case of Daghestan. Given the overall similarities 
and differences between the Egyptian reformists and the Daghestani 
reformists, on the one hand, and the Jadīds of the Central Asia and Volga-Ural 
and the Daghestani reformists on the other, the question arises as to whether 
we should see the Daghestani reformists as a strain of Jadīds. 

There are several reasons why it is dif icult to simply subsume Daghestani 
reformists under the same label as Tatar and other modernists of Jadidism. 
Among these reasons is the question of the self-identi ication of the scholars 
with Jadīds. “Unlike many ‘-isms,’ Jadidism is not just a category invented by 
historians; it is based on terms found in indigenous sources from at least as far 
back as the early twentieth century (for example, the Uzbek phrase jadīdchilik 
ḥarakatï, “Jadidism movement”).”30 Thus, I found it important to consider 
whether the scholar considered himself a Jadīd or not. As Daghestani sources 
demonstrate, among the reformists of Daghestan it was Abū Sufyān Akaev 
who spoke about the importance of implementing the new-method schools 
in Daghestan while talking about his trip to Central Asia in his Autobiography. 
Akaev’s description of his intention for the trip demonstrates that the desired 
exchage of experience was related to schooling and not Jadidism in general. ‘Alī 
Kaiaev, by comparison, never mentioned the term “Jadīd” in his writing and did 
not identify himself with Jadidism. 

Another signi icant difference was found in the ethnic contexts of the Jadīds 
of the Volga-Ural region and Daghestan. Ideas about a pan-Turkic Muslim nation 
and the predominance of the Turkic language in the educational process, as well 

29 For example, Navruzov, Amir. “Dzharidat Dagistan” – araboiazychnaia gazeta kavkazskikh 
dzhadidov. Moscow: Mardzhani, 2012; Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, Dakhdugadzhi. 
Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhskii). Na izlome vekov. Makhackala, 2015. P. 25-39.
30 Eden, Jeff, Sartori, Paolo, DeWeese, Devin. “Moving Beyond Modernism: Rethinking Cultural 
Change in Muslim Eurasia (19th-20th Centuries).” JESHO 59. no. 1-2 (2016): 2
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as the integration of the Jadīds into imperial political and social institutions, 
characterized the Jadīds of the Volga-Ural region. These ideas were not central for 
the reformists of Daghestan. Giving an overall characterization of the Daghestani 
reformism, Michael Kemper and Shamil Shikhaliev, among other distinctive 
features, make especial mention of its multiethnic environment and the increased 
role played by the language issue.31 This distinguishes the development of 
Daghestani Jadidism, as it was named by Kemper and Shikhaliev, from that of the 
Turkic-speaking Volga Tatars and Bashkirs in Central Russia.32 Even Abū Sufyān 
Akaev, himself a Kumyk, and thus a “Turkic-speaker,” did not give any priority to 
Turkic bonds, in the sense of pan-Turkism; rather, he subordinated that feature of 
his people to “Muslimness” and being “a Daghestani.” 

Involvement in political discussions are another characteristic feature of 
the Daghestani reformists. However, detecting the political nature of particular 
debates is not always easy. Shamil Shikhaiev states that “political issues rarely 
arose in the discourse of Daghestani reformists and their opponents. On the 
whole, discussion focused on speci ic problems that were tied to the system of 
Muslim law, dogmatics and questions of education and science.” He argues that 
the debates among the reformists took place “in a kind of political vacuum.”33 
While the schooling or language issues indeed dominated their discourse, my 
research demonstrates that political issues were not ignored at all. The political 
meanings are often camou laged by the religious terminology and images 
employed. For instance, while talking about freedom, the reformists rarely 
discussed it in the sense of freedom vis-à-vis God but instead were concerned 
about the political dimension; when talking about language, they meant its 
role in the future of Daghestan; and when justifying their cooperation with 
the Bolsheviks, they characterized the Soviet system as in accordance with the 
Islamic model of consensus. These issues were political, while the arguments 
and language were religious. 

Although Egyptian reformism also in luenced Tatar Jadidism heavily, 
especially in the early twentieth century, there are some nuances related 

31 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Dagestanskoe musul’manskoe reformatorstvo pervoi 
treti XX veka kak raznovidnost’ dzhadidizma.” In Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. 
Makhachkala, 2012. P. 52-58.
32  Ibid., 53.
33 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Muslim Reformism in Dagestan (1900-1930),” State, Religion and Church. 
1, no. 3 (2018): 41-44.
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to the notion of tajdīd, i.e., “renewal” in the Daghestani context. Ingeborg 
Baldauf noticed that Gasprinskii did not apply the typical religious 
terminology of tajdīd [“renewal”], which would have centered on the term al-
iṣlāḥ [“religious reform, repair of damage accumulated over time”]. The key 
idea of iṣlāḥ is repairing and restoration, a replacement of decayed particles 
with solid and healthy ones in order to re-establish the previous righteous 
conditions prevalent during the Golden Age of Islam, which came to an end 
with the Prophet and the al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ—the pious ancestors, i.e., the irst 
three generations of Islam, whose exemplary method of understanding and 
implementing the Qurʾan and Sunna all Muslims are called to follow. Citing 
Edward J. Lazzerini, Ingeborg Baldauf states that proponents of “islah are 
regressive rather than progressive since they postulate the superiority of 
the past and attempt to revive it. Gasprinskii’s worldview, however, was 
a progressive one. He was striving for a future for the Muslim community 
that would not only be better than their present condition but also better 
than that of any bygone age.”34 As Shamil Shikhaliev argued, the idea of the 
Dagestani reformists, like in Egyptian reformism, “did not lie in the building 
of a principally new society, but were based on a return to the golden age 
of Islam, when in the areas of science and education Muslim civilization 
rapidly developed and was ahead of the rest of the world.”35 As in the case 
of the Egyptian journal al-Manār, the Daghestani reformists also translate 
“reformation” with the term al-iṣlāḥ. Daghestanis use these terms in the same 
context that the Egyptian reformists used them. Additionally, the Dagestani 
reformists in their polemical works used the special term jadīd or Ḥizb al-
Jadīd— “the party or group of jadīd.” However, in the Daghestani Arabic 
language tradition this term refers exclusively to those who supported the 
ideas of absolute ijtihād.36 Consequently, Daghestani reformists evaluated 
their activities as “restoration” or “renewal” and never as the “creation of the 
new” to which the “Tatar” term jadīd can be related. It is no accident that 
polemical works against ijtihād (“the exercise of rational faculties in pursuit of 

34 Baldauf, Ingeborg. “Jadidism in Central Asia within Reformism and Modernism in the Muslim 
World” Die Welt des Islams 41, no. 1. (2001): 74; Lazzerini, Edward J. “Beyond Renewal. The Jadid 
Response to Pressure for Change in the Modern Age.” In Muslims in Central Asia. Expressions of 
Identity and Change, edited by Jo-Ann Gross. Durham/London, 1992. Pp. 151-166.
35 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Muslim Reformism in Dagestan (1900-1930),” State, Religion and Church. 
1, no. 3 (2018): 38.
36 Ibid.



27

dynamic codes of law”) describe ijtihād as jadīd, “new.” Those inclined to the 
absolute ijtihād often were accused of bid‘a, i.e., of bringing “unacceptable” 
innovations into religion. This means that Jadidism had another meaning in 
the Daghestani discourse. Moreover, despite the in luence of Jadidism on the 
sphere of education reforms, the Dagestani written tradition does not refer to 
advocates of this ield as Jadīds.37

Finally, the term “reformist” has its shortcomings as well. These 
shortcomings are due especially to the absense of a coherent movement. This 
circumstance was also observed in the case of Jadidism.38 Like in the case of 
Jadidism, what might be called “reformism” or “Daghestani reformism” “was 
not a coherent political or cultural “movement” but, rather, a set of cultural 
practices enmeshed in a derivative discourse of Islamic reformism.” 39 Analyzing 
the possible groupings of Daghestani scholars of Islam, Shamil Shikhaliev 
states that there were three types of reformists: 1) reformists who proposed 
reforming only the Islamic educational system while supporting the tradition 
of the Shā iʿī legal school; 2) reformists who advocated an expansion of the 
framework of the Shā iʿī legal school in addition to the reform of education 
and 3) reformists who proposed reform of the system of Islamic education, 
criticized the legal schools and called for independent judgement in matters 
of Islamic law beyond the framework of the legal schools.40 This division 
demonstrates that Shikhaliev sees the sphere of education as a shared sphere 
among different types of reformists. This is indeed a very useful categorization. 
Nevertheless, there is another prime characteristic which also unites different 
types of reformists. This is their purist approach, i.e., the idea they had of true 
Islam. The development of this idea can be followed through the reformist 
newspapers and journals published during the 1910s and 1920s.

This purist approach is known in modern Islamic studies as Sala ism or 

37 Shamil Shikhaliev analyzes the works of the Dagestani theologian ‘Abd al-Hā iz Omarov in this 
respect, noticing that Omarov, like other Dagestani authors, uses the term jadīd exclusively for 
adherents of absolute ijtihād. Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Muslim Reformism in Dagestan (1900-1930),” 
State, Religion and Church. 1, no. 3 (2018): 38-39.
38 Eden, Jeff, Sartori, Paolo and DeWeese, Devin. “Moving Beyond Modernism: Rethinking Cultural 
Change in Muslim Eurasia (19th-20th Centuries).” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the 
Orient 59, no. 1/2 (2016): 14.
39 Eden, Jeff, Sartori, Paolo, DeWeese, Devin. “Moving Beyond Modernism: Rethinking Cultural 
Change in Muslim Eurasia (19th-20th Centuries).” JESHO 59. no. 1-2 (2016):14.
40 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Muslim Reformism in Dagestan (1900-1930),” State, Religion and Church. 
1, no. 3 (2018): 48-54.
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Sala īya (from al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ). Expressed in simple words, the Sala ī doctrine 
is expressed in its basic tenet: a strict belief in the unity of God (tawḥīd), which 
excludes the association of any partners to God (shirk) and rejects unlawful 
innovations (sing. bidʿa) that have no root in the Prophet’s example.41 The need 
for Islamic renewal or reform in order to modernize and update the religious 
law is the main thesis of the Sala īya. To implement these reforms, the Sala īya 
proposed to marry “an Islamic trend that called for going back to the early 
sources of Islam (i.e. the Qur’an and the Hadith) shunning harmful innovations 
(bid‘a) that came later, and the modern Western trend of thought.”42 In this 
understanding, it is a modernist movement accepting Western ideas but only 
within the general Islamic cultural framework.

In Egypt and Syria, the names of Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, Muḥammad 
‘Abduh, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Kawākibī (1855-1902) and Rashīd Riḍā were 
connected with the early development of the S ala īya. In Cairo in 1898, Riḍā 
created al-Manār, the most in luential organ of the Sala īya.43 Henri Lauzière in 
his recent contribution, The Making of Sala ism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth 
Century, calls ‘Abduh, Riḍā and their followers modernist or balanced (muʿtadil) 
Sala is.44 In his article “Anatomy of the Sala i Movement,” Quintan Wiktorowicz 
differentiates between three major factions in the Sala ī community: the 
purists, the politicos and the jihadis. “The purists,” as Wiktorowicz states, 
“emphasize a focus on nonviolent methods of propagation, puri ication, and 
education. They view politics as a diversion that encourages deviancy. Politicos, 
in contrast, emphasize the application of the Sala i creed to the political arena, 
which they view as particularly important because it dramatically impacts 
social justice and the right of God alone to legislate. Jihadis take a more militant 
position and argue that the current context calls for violence and revolution. 
All three factions share a common creed but offer different explanations of 
the contemporary world and its concomitant problems, and so they propose 

41 Weismann, Itzhak. “New and Old Perspective on the Study of Sala ism.” The Middle East Book 
Review. 8, no. 1 (2017): 23.
42 Haddad, Mahmoud. “The Manarists and Modernism: An Attempt to Fuse Society and Religion.” 
In Intellectuals in The Modern Islamic World: Transmission, Transformation, Communication, edited 
by Dudoignon, Sté phane A, Komatsu, Hisao and Kosugi, Yasushi. Routledge, 2006. P. 56.
43 Ibid., 55.
44 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. Columbia 
University Press. 2015. P. 35.
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different solutions. The splits are about contextual analysis, not belief.”45 The 
Manarists/Sala is, as they are called by Mahmoud Haddad, acquiesced in or, 
rather, called for the separation of religion and politics.46

This separating approach was not followed among Daghestani scholars. In the 
context of Daghestani reformism, the discussion of some Sala ī approaches would 
be best described as a combination of the irst two groups, i.e., the purists and 
the politicos. Here we see the emergence of the phenomenon which Daghestani 
scholars called “politician-scholars” (ahl al-siyāsa min al-‘ulamā’), which in their 
understanding combined a) non-violent methods in the puri ication of religion, 
b) education of society and c) participation in state-building and governance. 
Contrary to the categories proposed by Wiktrowicz, according to which purists 
accept “politics as a diversion that encourages deviancy,” in the case of Daghestan 
the purists were also politicos. In Daghestan, scholars such as ‘Alī Kaiaev, Abū 
Sufyān Akaev and Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov were representatives of those ahl 
al-siyāsa min al-‘ulamā’ who had enough authority to explain issues related 
to religion as well as to be involved in the implementation of state-building in 
accordance with the Sharī’a. Consequently, my analysis identi ies three core 
elements inherent to the Daghestani reformist scholars of Islam: educational 
and other reforms, the Sala i creed, and political engagement. From these 
three components, the political engagement and reformist inclination would 
become the platform where the vision of the Daghestani reformists and that 
of the Bolsheviks overlapped, creating the possibility for a shared rhetoric and 
cooperation. In different phases of the revolutionary developments, certain 
aspects of their agenda also overlapped with the agenda of other (non-reformist) 
scholars, making it sometimes dif icult, if not impossible, to draw clear lines 
between the reformists and the other scholars. 

Based on these core elements, as well as the similarities and differences 
with the Jadīds of Russia, the question arises as to what we should call these 
Daghestani scholars of Islam․ Throughout this thesis, I will use the neutral term 
“reformist,” hoping to come back to this question again after investigating the 
sources. 

45 Wiktorowicz, Quintan. “Anatomy of the Sala i Movement.” Studies in Con lict & Terrorism 29, no. 
3 (2006): 208.
46 Haddad, Mahmoud “The Manarists and Modernism: An attempt to fuse society and religion.” 
P. 56.
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New approaches in the historiography. To date there are only a few in-
depth studies of the discourse between the ‘ulamā’ during the period under 
discussion in Daghestan. Among them are articles and books by Michael 
Kemper, Shamil Shikhaliev and Amir Navruzov. Without focusing on individual 
personalities, Amir Navruzov discusses the topics that were hotly debated in 
the Arab-language press of Daghestan, such as the newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān 
and the journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq.47 

In 2018, Shamil Shikhaliev and Amir Navruzov authored a book on Kaiaev 
and the Naqshbandī-Shādhilī shaykh Sayfallāh Bashlarov (al-Nitsovkrī, 1853-
1919).48 The book shed a bright light on his life and works. This book also 
contains many original Arabic-language documents and their translations. 
Another signi icant contribution to the study of reformism in Daghestan is the 
article “Qadimism and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century Daghestan”49 by Michael 
Kemper and Shamil Shikhaliev. Having educational methods for teaching Arabic 
and Islam as their focus, the authors’ observations challenge the widespread 
assumption that Jadidism was an overall success story. The article by Kemper 
and Shikhaliev uses non-Jadīd sources to investigate reformism in Daghestan 
and applies this approach in order not to reproduce the narratives of Jadidism. 

Recent works have improved the situation to some extent, opening broader 
scopes for analysis of the discussions of the ‘ulamā’ and the context in which 
they were acting. Still, our knowledge of how Daghestani Muslim intellectuals 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were linked to the Islamic 
discourses of other Muslim regions of Russia and the Middle East is in its 
infancy. Furthermore, no research has been done on rhetorical similarities and 
shared agendas between the ‘ulamā’ of Daghestan and the Bolsheviks, or on an 
ideological confrontation between the two.

In this thesis, I seek to contextualize the works of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ 
in several dimensions—the local Daghestani, the Islamic (Muslim regions of 

47 Navruzov, Amir R. “Dzharidat Dagistan” – araboiazychnaia gazeta kavkazskikh dzhadidov. 
Moscow: Mardzhani, 2012; Navruzov, Amir “Voprosy musul’manskogo prosvetitel’stva v gazete 
‘Dzharidat Dagistan’ (1913-1918) i zhurnale ‘Baian al-khakaik’”. Vestnik Instituta IAE 1 (2008): 
43–50; Navruzov, Amir. “‘Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’ – zhurnal uchenykh-arabistov Dagestana pervoi treti 
XX veka,” Islamovedenie 3 (2011): 82-93.
48 Shikhaliev, Shamil, Navruzov, Amir. Iz istorii zhizni i tvorchestva Ali Kaiaeva i Saifulla-kadi 
Bashlarova: dokumenty i materialy. Makhachkala, 2018.
49 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan,” Asiatische Studien 69, no. 3 (2015): 593-624. 
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Russia and the Middle East) and that of Soviet Russia. My hope is to discuss 
the works produced by the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ but move that discussion away 
from a single-minded focus on its speci ication and uniqueness as well as avoid 
being trapped by any of the above-mentioned narratives. Rather, I seek to show 
the connections and ties across a larger geographical space and balance the 
local and the global in the themes that I examine to show how the Daghestani 
scholars of Islam made use of these connections. For this purpose, I place the 
works and life trajectories of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ within the larger context 
of various currents and focus on the discourse of progress and visions for a 
future state, looking not only at works by the reform-minded scholars but also 
at those who can be labelled as traditionalists or those in between. 

I use the word ‘ulamā’ as an umbrella term covering Muslim scholars of 
different religious and political orientations, such as various reform-minded 
scholars and Su i authorities whether they supported the Bolsheviks or spoke 
out against them. Using this broad context and including individuals with their 
own agendas, I demonstrate that religious and political priorities were being 
pushed forward not only by the reformists but also by others. In this not-only-
reformist context the overlapping political agendas and religious standpoints 
become more visible. The processes of cooperation and confrontation between 
the ‘ulamā’ and the Bolsheviks, as well as between the ‘ulamā’ themselves are 
the key topics of my research. In this complex ield of Daghestani, Russian and 
broader Islamic entanglements, there are several overall issues that this thesis 
illuminates.

The Research Questions
This thesis grounds its discussion of the visions that the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ 
had for the future of Daghestan, the question of religious authority and the 
question of political leadership in that context in an analysis of unpublished 
treatises and the contributions they made to the periodicals of time. 

There are three main groups of questions this thesis seeks to answer. The 
irst group of questions relates to religious authority and political leadership 

in the post-imperial period. In the years after the February Revolution, the 
disappearance of imperial limitations in Daghestan allowed for the religious 
igures to engage in signi icant political activities. To gain leadership, each one 

of these religious authorities emphasized his own religious viewpoint as the 
only true guide for creating a prosperous future for Daghestan. This group 
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included questions such as the following: How did the ‘ulamā’ substantiate 
their role in politics? What religious and political concepts were decisive in their 
agendas? Which state models were backed by these religious authorities? And 
what was the linkage between a state model and the potential in luence of the 
‘ulamā’? 

The second group of questions deals with the reaction of the ‘ulamā’ to 
the 1917 February Revolution and its consequences in Daghestan. This group 
included the following kinds of questions: What did the collapse of the autocracy 
mean for the Daghestani scholars of Islam? How did that in luence the attitude 
towards jihād against Russia? What was the role of the Bolsheviks in Daghestan 
of 1917? How did the shared platform between the Bolsheviks and certain ‘ulamā’ 
come into being? 

The third and last group of questions which, however, is not the primary 
focus of this thesis, touches upon the larger context of ideas in transition. Long 
before the 1917 revolutions in Russia, ideas about the necessity of reforms and 
ideal models of possible states and educated society were already “travelling” 
around circuits of Muslim scholars in the Ottoman and Russian Empires. On 
local levels, the ‘ulamā’ were adapting them to their local environment and 
making use of them. Related to this issue of idea transmission are the following 
questions: How did the local historical and cultural constraints shape the 
perception of these “travelling” ideas among the Daghestani ‘ulamā’? Why did 
the ‘ulamā’ of Daghestan accept certain ideas received from the Middle East and 
the Muslim regions of Russia while others were ignored or denied? What role did 
language have on the perception of the Daghestani receiver?

My overall aim is to reveal the main patterns of the development of discourse 
over the future of Daghestan among the ‘ulamā’ from the period when there was 
an absence of a central power in Russia after the 1917 revolutions through the 
period of the Sovietization of the country and to identify the main ambitions 
and aims of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’. I identify what ideas were signi icant to the 
Daghestani context and how the local situation helped to generate the agendas 
of ‘ulamā’. 

Sources: Contextualizing the Materials from State and Private Archives
My work is based on the rich sources kept in the Central State Archive of the 
Republic of Daghestan; the fonds of the Institute of History, Archaeology and 
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Ethnography of the Daghestan Federative Research Center, Russian Academy 
of Sciences; private archives discovered in villages of Daghestan, such as 
the Archive of ‘Alī Kaiaev; and the Central Historical Archive of Georgia. The 
sources that I found in these archives were periodicals published between 
1913 and 1928 and manuscripts in the Arabic and Turkic (Kumyk) languages 
as well as in Russian. A small part of these sources is Soviet-era state 
documentation while a signi icant portion of my sources is comprised of 
historical documents (mainly unpublished) written by the Daghestani scholars 
between the 1910s and 1930s. Whereas the periodicals cast light on day-to-
day historical developments in revolutionary Daghestan, the manuscripts 
written by the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ provide the keys for understanding the 
religious and political developments of those days as seen through the eyes of 
the scholars themselves. These manuscripts consist of historical treatises on 
the 1917 revolutions in Daghestan, memoirs of the reformists about the world 
surrounding them, protocols of discussions of political and religious issues 
that the ‘ulamā’ encountered and of other materials. Notably, there are several 
prominent examples of autobiographical writing that enable us to investigate 
the individual dimension of the revolutionary events, rarely ever taken 
seriously by the existing scholarship. Among these autobiographical writings 
are the memoirs of Kaiaev50 about the events of 1917 and the autobiography 
of Akaev.51 Both works remained far out of the reach of censors and so give us 
an opportunity to look at the world as really seen through the authors’ eyes. 
Additionally, they are a signi icant source for helping us to understand how the 
‘ulamā’ positioned themselves. 

To collect these sources, I regularly visited Daghestan and Georgia between 
2016 and 2020. During my research trips, I had a chance to study and collect 
a broad array of texts composed by Daghestani ‘ulama’, some of which will be 
presented here for the irst time. For instance, Kaiaev’s Memoirs of the 1917 
Revolutions were discovered by Shamil Shikhaliev and myself in the private 
archive of Kaiaev and have never been studied before. 

50 Kaiaev did not entitle his memoirs. Given the content of the work, here I title it Memoirs of the 
1917 Revolutions. al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Memoirs of the 1917 Revolutions. Ilyas Kaiaiev’s (‘Alī Kaiaev’s 
grandson) Collection. № 218.
51  al-Ghazānishī, ‘Abī Sufyān. Tarjama Ḥāl al-Ḥaqīr Abī Sufyān Ibn al-Qādī al-Marḥum al-Ḥāj Akāi 
al-Dāghistānī al-Ghazānishī. IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 6, O. 2. D. 162. Fol. 2; “Avtobiogra iia” Abusu iana 
Akaeva (trans. from Turkic (Azerbaijani dialect) and Arabic by Gasan Orazaev and Amri 
Shikhsaidov), in Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. Makhachkala, 2012. P. 174-175.
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Methodology
My work is a counterpoint to the existing historiography on Daghestan between 
1917 and 1929. This thesis prioritizes the local sources in Arabic that were 
produced by competing camps within the Islamic elite. 

The discourse of the Muslim ʿ ulamāʾ in Daghestan have mostly come down to 
us in manuscript form. Furthermore, the largest part of these manuscripts was 
kept in private archives in different villages of Daghestan and did not become 
accessible until recently. These sources present a formidable challenge in 
terms of archeography—that is to say, they need to be deciphered, understood 
and compared. Oftentimes political or educational issues were expressed in 
the classical genres of the Islamic tradition, including commentaries referring 
to earlier works and various forms of poetry. More straightforward are the 
available educational projects composed in systematic manners.

My methodology takes into consideration these problems by operating in a 
snowball manner. I started with the published texts in Arabic-language journals 
like Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq and Jarīdat Dāghistān. My perusal of these issues gave me 
an overview of the major authors who contributed to the debates about Islam, 
Islamic education and Islamic law as well as a sense of their standpoints in 
the question about which languages should be promoted in Daghestan—local 
vernaculars, Arabic or Russian. I also determined the educational backgrounds 
of these authors, their networks and their contacts with colleagues in Russia, 
Azerbaijan and the Middle East. The research suggests that informal contacts 
between individuals, like, for example, the relationship between Rashīd Riḍā 
and ‘Alī Kaiaev, were indeed signi icant.

In the case of the journals, I investigate them not only as written texts but also 
take into consideration the special environment they created for their editors-in-
chief (‘Alī Kaiaev and Abū Sufyān Akaev were editing Jarīdat Dāghistān and Bayān 
al-Ḥaqā’iq, respectively.). These periodicals were not only vital for spreading 
ideas but also for obtaining news and new ideas. Regularly receiving telegrams 
and article submissions covering a wide range of topics related to events in places 
as far apart as Europe and Japan, these scholars found themselves at the center 
of events happening all over the world: education change, ongoing war, frontiers, 
religious debates, etc. As editors, they had the power to decide which news was 
more important and which should not be published. In the other words, they had 
a large impact on the discourses of Daghestan.
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The next step was linking the publications to the available manuscript 
sources. The latter are scattered over various collections (often not catalogued, 
incorrectly catalogued or not dated). Here, more actors come into the picture 
along with more interpretations, or variants of interpretations. 

My work with individual texts develops in three steps: I analyze each 
document in isolation, then connect it to other writings by the same author 
and bring the documents into engagement with the writings of the author’s 
opponents. During my analysis I pay special attention to the linguistic 
forms (language use, translation of concepts, change of meanings during 
the translation, adaptation of variants and the spread of terminology from 
published to manuscript works and back). I am interested in how Islamic terms 
were employed to explain the political events of post-revolutionary Daghestan. 
I detect how Russian terms appear as calques or are represented by Arabic 
equivalents (soviet, “council,” can be su iātī as well as shurā; “revolution” can 
be revoliutsiia or inqilāb). Here the preference for the Russian terminology can 
imply a political stance. Additionally, I am trying to follow the socio-political 
scenarios hidden behind these terms. 

Structure of this thesis
My dissertation irst presents the historical and historiographical background 
of Daghestan between 1917 and 1929, that is to say, the context in which the 
ʿulamāʾ were acting and later evaluations of this context. It then turns to the 
three main spheres of the discourse developed by the ʿulamāʾ: the question 
of state model, of education system, and of religious authority within the new 
Soviet system. 

In the first chapter I provide a general analysis of the political situation in 
Daghestan after the February Revolution. By covering the time frame between 
1917 and 1929, this chapter provides the reader with the necessary historical 
and historiographical background. Throughout the chapter I discuss the key 
political events and persons and attach a brief overview of existing scholarship 
to situate my own research. On the basis of available primary sources from 
Daghestan, I de-Bolshevize the history of the Russian Revolutions of 1917 in 
Daghestan by liberating it from the Red/White dichotomy and establishing 
Daghestani Muslim leaders as agents in their own right. I examine the political 
constellations that formed around such figures as Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, Uzun 
Ḥajjī Saltinskii and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii and the rhetoric that they employed. 
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Furthermore, I demonstrate the interplay of various forces with the outbreak 
of the February Revolution. I conclude that the confrontation between the two 
political camps led by Akushinskii and Gotsinskii respectively resulted in the 
political failure of both, enabling the Bolsheviks to get power in Daghestan 
despite their anti-religious reputation. Later, as my research shows, the idea of 
Sharī‘a justice that was significant between 1917 and 1919 lost its popularity 
after that and the Bolshevization of the revolutionary language took place. 
I demonstrate how the Sovietization of Daghestan resulted in the gradual 
reduction of the social field of Islamic law.

While the first chapter provides the reader with background information 
and serves as a reference for the entire thesis, the second chapter focuses on 
the discourse of the ʿulamāʾ over a desired state model which would protect 
the freedom gained by the revolution. Hence, I begin with a discussion of the 
phenomenon of “revolution” and the evolution of the concept of freedom 
actualized by the revolution along with the role of “the imamate” in that concept. 
Then, I focus on the polemics about the re-establishment of the imamate among 
the Daghestani ʿulamāʾ. I also highlight the elements around which these 
religious polemics evolved, including the role of the Ottoman Sultan as the 
formal leader of all Muslims, the personal qualities of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii 
and the impact of Imām Shamīl’s political heritage on Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii’s 
career. Sources demonstrate that the arguments of both supporters and 
opponents of the imamate were well-grounded in the religious debate but what 
truly mattered was politics. The character of these debates, i.e., the combination 
of theological and purely political reasoning, demonstrates the complexity of 
practical steps and the variety of tactical agreements that dominated in the 
North Caucasus. The February Revolution was conceptualized by the ʿ ulamāʾ as 
an event of political and cultural liberation. However, the political dominance 
of the Bolsheviks left no room for the previous Muslim liberation paradigm; 
the ʿulamāʾ were forced to elaborate a language of compatibility between Islam 
and socialism.

The third chapter is divided into two main education-related topics that 
the Daghestani intellectuals discussed heatedly. In this chapter, first I discuss 
the question of the school system. My research demonstrates that education 
served as the main shared platform for reformists and Bolsheviks. Their 
confrontation with the Muslim traditionalists on the aspects of education 
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made the reformists build bridges towards the socialists and emphasize the 
rational sciences and new schools. However, I argue that despite the shared 
rhetoric, the actual goals of the reformists and Bolsheviks greatly differed. Most 
prominently, the reformists did consider the rational sciences an essential 
means for progress but at the same time did not negate the role of religious 
subjects. For them, a combination of rational and religious sciences was an ideal 
combination. On the contrary, the Bolsheviks considered religion to be an old-
fashioned framework that needed to be replaced by the concept of “scientific 
atheism.” The second main part of the chapter discusses the role of language 
in the projects for the future. At the turn of the century, language became a key 
national and religious marker in multi-language Daghestan, as the promotion 
of vernaculars served as a powerful platform for state-building. The imperial 
administration understood this very well and hence tried to promote the spread 
of Russian in the region. After the outbreak of the revolution, in Daghestan the 
competing projects had their own visions concerning which language should 
be dominant. I argue that there were several models envisaged by Daghestani 
intellectuals: a) an Islamic state ruled by an imām, a Muslim theocratic leader, 
that should have Arabic as the main language of instruction in schools; b) a 
semi-secular government (independent or autonomous) with the Daghestani 
vernacular languages as the main languages of instruction and Arabic as the 
language of religion; and c) a subject of Russia with Russian as the dominant 
language. In this chapter, I demonstrate a direct link between the choice of 
political project and the preferred language of instruction.

The fourth and final chapter of my thesis is devoted to the reformists’ 
project of representing themselves as a religious authority speaking from the 
standpoint of the pure religion in spite of their interpretations overlapping with 
Soviet foreign and domestic politics. For this purpose, I examine the journal 
Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq. Before analyzing the main topics of the journal, I delve into 
the question of how the reformists became a part of the Soviet system and what 
their role in this new situation was. In the 1920s, the reformists in Daghestan 
had to show that they were the religious force that was empowered to make 
religious decisions and show what true Islam was. This reformist aspiration 
overlapped with the Soviet policy towards the musdukhovenstvo (the Bolshevik 
term for “Islamic spiritual cadres”) in the 1920s. Whereas some Sufi leaders 
denounced any cooperation with the Bolsheviks, others saw the potential for 
common ground with the new regime. It is in this context that the journal Bayān 



al-Ḥaqā’iq was established. From the very beginning, the authors emphasized 
their authority in pure Islam, on one hand, and their loyalty to the Soviets, on 
the other. The rhetoric of the journal, as it turned out, while sharing some of 
the ideas of the Soviet State, such as anti-colonialism, remained within the 
Islamic debates over pure Islam. Moreover, this “orthodox” position opened 
the door to criticize Muslims other than reformists and placed the Daghestani 
reformists at the center of intra-Islamic debates.



Chapter I

Picture: Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and Uzun Ḥajjī painted by Khalil-Bek Musaiasul
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Histori(ographi)cal Background:
The Russian Revolution and Early Soviet Rule

in Daghestan (1917-1929)52 

1.1. Introduction
This irst chapter of my thesis covers the years between 1917 and 1929, i.e., 
from the February Revolution up to the irst massive repressions in Daghestan, 
in a chronological fashion. The chief aim of the chapter is to provide a critical 
assessment of the history and historiography of the Russian Revolution of 
1917 and the irst Soviet decade in Daghestan. Alongside my discussion of the 
existing historiography, I also seek to de-Bolshevize the history of the Russian 
Revolution in Daghestan. One of the ways of clearing the exaggerated roles of the 
Bolsheviks out of the perceived history of the period is to emphasize the value 
of the primary Arabic-language sources produced by the Daghestani scholars 
who were playing active roles in Daghestan during the 1917 revolutions and 
Sovietization period. On the basis of these unstudied sources, I will peer into the 
political projects for the future of Daghestan that emerged during those days. 
Among them, the most in luential one was that of the imamate, the discourse 
about which touched all groups acting in Daghestan, including the reformists, 
the main protagonists of my thesis. 

52 A part of this chapter was published in my article on the language issues in Daghestan. See 
Sahakyan, Naira. “Language debate and visions of the future in revolutionary Dagestan,” Caucasus 
Survey 6, n. 2 (2018): 147-162.
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The Russian Revolutions of 1917 and the ensuing Russian Civil War, 
which also raged in the North Caucasus make Daghestan a unique case for 
studying ethno-national, religious and social con licts. The revolutions of 
1917, a breakthrough event of the twentieth century, have been examined 
by scholars for one hundred years. Having no access to the Soviet archives, 
Western historians focused mainly on events in the metropolises—Petrograd 
and Moscow—and created a dominant narrative for the revolution according 
to which the Bolsheviks, against all odds, managed to lead the revolution to 
success. Moreover, after the establishment of Soviet power, the Bolsheviks 
uni ied the revolutionary lexicon and Bolshevized revolutionary history, 
in which the history of the victors seems to dominate the whole historical 
process.53 This Soviet historiography in luenced the Western historiography 
because the scholars had to base much of their research on the works of their 
Soviet colleagues. 

The changes in the Soviets’ archival policy in the last decades of the USSR 
and especially the archival revolution of the 1990s launched a new phase of 
studies focused on the imperial and Soviet history of Russia.54 As a result, the 
historical narrative of the Russian Revolution has been greatly diversi ied55, 
mainly through the inclusion of multiple voices from the peripheries.56 The 
scholars Ronald Suny57, Orlando Figes58 and Donald Raleigh59 authored 
pioneering works on the history of the Russian Revolution on Russia’s fringes. 
And recent studies have blurred the once sharply de ined borders between the 

53 Badcock, Sarah. Politics and the People in Revolutionary Russia. A Provincial History. Cambridge 
University Press. 2007. P. 3.
54 More on archival revolution see, Ab Imperio. Nature and Nurture: Ecology of Imperial Gardens 
4 (2008); Raleigh, Donald J. “Doing Soviet History: The Impact of the Archival Revolution.” The 
Russian Review 61, no. 1 (January 2002): 16-24.
55 See, Kolonitsky, Boris. Simvoly i bor’ba za vlast’: K izucheniiu politicheskoi kul’tury Rossiiskoi 
revoliutsii 1917 goda. Sankt-Peterburg, 2001; Retish, Aaron. Russia’s Peasants in Revolution and 
Civil War: Citizenship, Identity, and the Creation of the Soviet State, 1914-1922. Cambridge University 
Press, 2008.
56 Novikova, Liudmila. “The Russian Revolution from a Provincial Perspective.” Kritika: 
Explorations in Russian and Eurasian history 16, no. 4 (2015): 769-785.
57 Suny, Ronald. The Baku Commune, 1917-1918: Class and Nationality in the Russian Revolution. 
Princeton University Press, 1972.
58 Figes, Orlando. Peasant Russia, Civil War: The Volga Countryside in Revolution (1917–1921). 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.
59 Raleigh, Donald J. Revolution on the Volga: 1917 in Saratov. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1986.
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ideological camps by paying attention to pragmatic choices and alliances at the 
peripheries of the former empire.60 Still, while some periods of history in the 
North Caucasus, such as the Caucasian Wars, have been explored in depth, the 
years of 1917 to 1925, a crucial period of post-imperial politics that provided 
a brief moment of freedom wherein the mountaineers of the North Caucasus 
were able to assert their own political ambitions, have received scant attention. 

“The Tsar’s fall precipitated an empire-wide crisis,” writes Michael Reynolds 
in his article “Native Sons: Post-Imperial Politics, Islam, and Identity in the North 
Caucasus, 1917-1918,” “yet the mountaineers reacted to the news neither by 
rising in revolt nor by waiting in callow passivity. Rather, they began forming 
councils of various political orientations at home and dispatching delegates to the 
congresses of Russian Muslims in Moscow and Baku.”61 A revolutionary situation 
at the Russian center activated local discussions on the future of Daghestan. There 
was a consensus on the necessity of a new order, the model of which became a 
topic of heated debate. While Reynolds speaks of “a moment of political opening 
and opportunity,” thereby alluding to the rise of separatist inclinations, Elizabeth 
Bosp lug, analyzing the texts from the First All-Russian Muslim Congress that took 
place in Moscow (May 1917), demonstrates that there were two distinct camps 
of Russian Muslims, the so-called “Federalists” and the “Unitarists,” with different 
ideological views and political goals. The Federalists desired autonomous ethnic 
republics within a federative Russia while the Unitarists preferred to be citizens 
of a “Muslim nation” within a unitary Russian state.62 Bosp lug discusses only the 
case of the First All-Russian Muslim Congress, where the participants did not raise 
the question of a separate independent state. My analysis of the texts produced 
by Daghestani ʿulamāʾ demonstrates the local dynamics and the different agendas 
of various actors at the fringes of empire. I argue that the majority of these actors 
did not share the desire of the participants of the Moscow Congress to stay within 
Russia. For them, a separate state was not only possible but also desirable. Thus, 
I will seek to investigate the agendas of the local leaders and ind out where their 
interests overlapped or contradicted each other.

60 Iskhakov, Salavat. Rossiiskie musul’mane i revoliutsiia (vesna 1917g.-leto 1918g.). Moskva, 2003.
61 Reynolds, Michael A. “Native Sons: Post-Imperial Politics, Islam, and Identity in the North 
Caucasus, 1917-1918.” Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas, Neue Folge 56, no. 2 (2008): 225.
62 Bosp lug, Elizabeth. “The Muslim „Federalist debate“ in Revolutionary Russia.” Ab Imperio 1 
(2017): 159-161.
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1.2. The years of freedom and the main actors in revolutionary Daghestan
1.2.1. The irst revolutionary turbulences in Daghestan
The February Revolution, the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II and the collapse 
of the old order in the Russian Empire in 1917 set in motion a period of 
intense transformation in the political horizons of the Daghestani ʿulamāʾ. The 
Arabic-language newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān published the Declaration of the 
members of the Provisional Government of Daghestan, which stated:

Oh, Daghestani brothers in faith! Be aware that the workers, soldiers 
and other inhabitants of the country have risen because of their love for 
their homeland (al-waṭan) and their great desire to set up brotherhood 
(ukhūwa) among people and to equate (taswiya) all nations living in 
Great Russia (al-Rūsīya al-‘uẓmā), despite their national differences.63 

At irst glance, this letter aims to raise patriotic feelings, positive attitudes 
among Daghestani people to the Russian state and a hope for the future 
national equality. The end of despotism and the proclamation of freedom 
and equality served the people and their homeland, “Great Russia,” which 
of course clearly resembles the rhetoric of revolution then circulating in the 
Russian capital.64 However, this letter was published precisely by the kind of 
people—Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, Magomed Mirza Mavraev, Gaidar Bammat, 
Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov and others—who had their own ideas of what the 
future of Daghestan should look like, whether together with “Great Russia” or 
apart from it.

On 1 May 1917, the First All-Mountain Congress was launched in 
Vladikavkaz.65 Many speakers at the congress mentioned the name of Imām 
Shamīl (r. 1834-1859), showing loyalty to his heritage. The congress chairman, 
Basiiat Shakhanov, began his speech by paying homage to the memory of 
Shamīl.66 What is signi icant about this speech is its emphasis on the fact that 
Shamīl was the imām of Chechnya and Daghestan and was ighting against 
the Tsarist regime. Consequently, the revolutionary actions of mountaineers 

63 “ Iʿlān al-jamʿīya al-dāghistānīya al-muwaqqaṭa ṣāḥib al-amr wa-l-ḥukm.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 12 
(1917): 2.
64 Figes, Orlando, Kolonitskii, Boris. Interpreting the Russian Revolution: the Language and 
Symbols of 1917. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999.
65 The materials of the Congress were partly published in Soiuz Ob”edinennykh Gortsev Severnogo 
Kavkaza i Dagestana (1917-1918 gg.), Gorskaia Respublika (1918-1920 gg.). Dokumenty i materialy. 
(Makhachkala, 2013. P. 14-76.
66 Rech’ predsedatelia B. A. Shakhanova.  IIAE DFITs RAN. F. 2. O. 1. D. 57. Fol. 22.



45

were considered as a continuation of his struggle for freedom. Particularly, 
Shakhanov said: 

Almost ifty years ago, tsarism’s heavy oppression crushed the 
freedom of the mountaineers of the Caucasus. Gunib fell on 25 August 
1859.67 Our unforgettable national hero, the imām of Chechnya and 
Daghestan, Shamīl was captured and taken to Kaluga to end his life in 
a vexing gendarme regime.68 We are aware of what came later. In March 
1917, the Russian proletariat and the Russian revolutionary army, in 
alliance with the Russian intelligentsia, having thrown the shackles 
off from the Russian people, also smashed the chains that had bound 
us. So here we are at our Congress of Mountaineers, uniting all the 
Mountaineers from the Black to the Caspian Seas, freely organizing 
into an alliance to consolidate our freedom and structure our lives on 
reasonable, broadly democratic principles.69

Another speaker, Kh. Aghaev, the chairman of the Committee of Baku’s Public 
Organizations, addressed his speech to the “respectable sons of shaykh Shamīl,” 
and the Daghestanis reacted with a round of applause.70 One of the main topics 
running through the discussions surrounded the re-establishment of Islamic 
law (Sharī‘a). The Congress also set up a Caucasian Spiritual Administration of 
the North Caucasus led by an Islamic legal authority called a muftī, which is an 
Islamic authority capable of producing a response to an inquiry. 

Though the Congress did not mention the creation of a separate state, 
the “sharʿī- ication”71 of the state-building discourse and the actualization of 
Shamīl’s heritage led some religious leaders to call for a re-establishment of 
the imamate, i.e., an Islamic state under the religious and political leadership of 
an imām. This in luential group of ‘ulamā’, demanding the re-establishment of 

67 More on Shamīl’s confrontation to the Russian empire see Gammer, Moshe. “Empire and 
Mountains: The Case of Russia and the Caucasus.” Social Evolution & History. (2013): 124–125.
68 In 1969, The Tsar Alexander II allowed Shamīl to go to Mecca for ḥajj (pilgrimage). After Mecca, 
Shamīl visited Medina where he passed away in February 1871 and was buried in Medina at the 
Jannat al-Baqīʿ, Islamic Commentary.
69 “Otkrytie I s”ezda gorskikh narodov Kavkaza.” Soiuz ob’”ediniennykh Gortsev Severnogo 
Kavkaza i Dagestana (1917-1918 gg.), Gorskaia Respublika (1918-1920 gg.). Dokumenty i Materialy. 
Makhachkala, 2013. P. 16. 
70 “Rech’ i zaiavlenie predsedatel’ia komiteta bakinskikh obshestvennykh organizatsii doktora Kh.-B. 
Agaeva.” Soiuz ob”edinionnykh Gortsev Severnogo Kavkaza i Dagestana (1917-1918 gg.), Gorskaia 
Respublika (1918-1920 gg.). Dokumenty i materialy, 17-19.
71 This term was used by Paolo Sartori. Sartori, Paolo. Visions of Justice: Sharīʿa and Cultural 
Change in Russian Central Asia. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2016. P. 315.
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the imamate, was headed by the famous ‘ālim Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, who had 
been elected as muftī of the North Caucasus during the Vladikavkaz Congress, 
and Uzun Ḥajjī, the shaykh of the Naqshbandīya ṭarīqa (brotherhood) who had 
escaped from exile in Astrakhan, gone to Mecca to perform the ḥajj (pilgrimage) 
and then returned to the Caucasus in 1916.72

1.2.2. Restoration of the imamate? The Andi Congress 
The question of the imamate is one of the most debated questions in the 
history of the Islamic world, including Daghestan. In Daghestan, some actively 
regarded the re-establishment of the imamate as highly desirable. Others, 
however, considered the re-establishment of an imamate in Daghestan to be an 
inadmissible step that in fact would be against the Sharīʿa. 

Th is opposition, however, did not hinder the Daghestanis in establishing 
a new imamate at the Caucasus. In the nineteenth century, in many parts of 
the Muslim world new religious movements under Islamic leadership turned 
the teaching of jihād (“ ight or endeavour on the path of God”) into a defensive 
doctrine aimed against European colonialism.73 In Daghestan, the leader of 
that movement became the imām Ghāzī Muḥammad (r. 1829-1832), who 
declared jihād against the Russian Empire.74 Over the next three decades, 
part of Daghestan was proclaimed the land of Islam (dār al-Islām) under the 
leadership of three consecutive imams: Ghāzī Muḥammad, Ḥamza Bek (r. 
1832-1834) and Shamīl—the proclaimed imāms of the Caucasian Imamate.75 
After ierce ighting, the forces of the Russian Empire defeated Shamīl and the 
imamate collapsed in 1859. When in 1877, during the Russo-Turkish War, the 
rumor spread that the Ottoman army was on its way to liberate the Caucasus, 
spontaneous revolts broke out all over Daghestan.76 Muḥammad Ḥajjī (1839-
1877) was proclaimed as imām of Daghestan and Chechnya, but due to the lack 

72 Nakhibashev, Makhach. Uzun-Khadzhi Saltinskii – obshchestvenno-politicheskii i religioznii 
deiatel’ Dagestana i Chechni. Makhachkala, 2009. P. 55.
73 Kemper, Michael. “The Changing Images of Jihad Leaders: Shamil and Abd al-Qadir in 
Daghestani and Algerian Historical Writing.” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent 
Religions 11, no. 2 (2007): 29.
74 Gammer, Moshe. The Lone Wolf and the Bear: Three Centuries of Chechen De iance of Russian 
Rule. University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006. P. 46.
75 On the Caucasian imamate, see Gammer, Moshe. Muslim Resistance to the Tsar. Shamil and the 
Conquest of Chechnia and Daghestan. London, 1994.
76 Kemper, Michael. “Khālidiyya Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād.” Die Welt des 
Islams 42, no. 1 (2002): 49.
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of uni ied leadership and spiritual authority, the uprising of 1877-78 failed.77 
The idea of an imamate was removed from the agenda for about three decades, 
to reappear in 1917.

In the conventional historiography on the issue of an imamate, the events 
are explained through the positive or negative evaluation of Su i networks. 
Soviet historians, such as Khadzhi Alikberov, Nurmagomed Emirov and 
Badrutdin Kashkaev, who relied almost exclusively on the Russian-language 
administrative sources, harshly attacked what they saw as clandestine Su i 
authorities that acted against the Bolsheviks.78 In this literature, the supporters 
of an imamate—Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and his followers—were described as 
the “enemies of working people.” Almost completely ignoring the religious 
nature of the problem, Soviet historians de ined the con lict as a struggle 
between “the laboring” and the “clerical and bourgeois” classes. According to 
Makhach Magomedov, during the struggle for power, the clerical and bourgeois 
classes of the North Caucasus sought to strengthen their positions and began 
“the process of bourgeois-nationalist autonomous state building.79 Soviet 
authors described these Muslim leaders as the enemies of Daghestanis and 
tried to prove that they used the working people for their own purposes. One 
of the main charges against anti-Soviet spiritual leaders was that they tried 
to save the bourgeois system. According to Nurmagomed Emirov, Najm al-Dīn 
and his adherent Uzun Ḥajjī had their own goals which did not coincide with 
the interests of the working people. “Two reactionaries who did the same black 
work disagreed; Gotsinskii considered himself the imām of the anti-Soviet 
gazawat [i.e., jihād] instead of Uzun Ḥajjī, who was only his deputy for the anti-
Soviet struggle in Daghestan.”80 

On the other hand, historians of the Sovietology school, i.e., Alexander 
Bennigsen and his students, portray the same events differently by reading the 

77 Ibid.
78 Alikberov, Khadzhi. Pobeda Sotsialisticheskoi Revoliutsii v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1961; 
Magomedov, Makhach. Gortsy Severnogo Kavkaza i Sotsialisticheskaia Revoliutsiya (pravda istorii i 
domysly antikommunistov). Makhachkala, 1980; Kashkaev, Badrutdin. Bor’ba za Sovety v Dagestane. 
Moskva, 1963; Kashkaev, Badrutdin. Ot Fevralia k Oktiabriu. Moskva, 1972; Emirov, Nurmagomed. 
Iz istorii voennoi interventsii i Grazhdanskoi voiny v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1972.
79 Magomedov, Makhach. Gortsy Severnogo Kavkaza i Sotsialisticheskaia Revoliutsiia, 37.
80 Emirov, Nurmagomed. Iz istorii voennoi interventsii i Grazhdanskoi voiny v Dagestane, 99.
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works of their Soviet colleagues in reverse and then praising the Su i guerrillas.81 
Alexander Bennigsen, in his book Mystics and Commissars, Muslims of the Soviet 
Empire, notes that “the Daghestani-Chechen revolt was a widespread popular 
mass movement, resembling a peasant war, but the guerrilla ighters displayed 
an ef iciency that only a brotherhood leadership comparable to that of Shamil’s 
ighters, with their spirit of total dedication and iron will, could ensure.”82 This 

line was continued by scholars such as Abdurakhman Avtorkhanov and Marie 
Bennigsen-Broxup.83 

Over the last decade this narrative of the Su i resistance to the Russian 
 advance has been greatly challenged by new investigations into the jihād in 
the North Caucasus, by paying attention to pragmatic choices and alliances.84 
Continuing in this line, my work is a contribution to the trend of emphasizing 
actors other than Bolsheviks in the history of the Russian Revolutions of 1917 
in Daghestan. Among these actors were the Daghestani ‘ulamā’, including the 
Su i leaders and the reformists. 

After the Vladikavkaz Congress of May 1917, Najm al-Dīn was not satis ied 
with the role of a muftī, and his supporters took several steps towards the 
declaration of an imamate. In June 1917, Uzun Ḥajjī travelled from Daghestan 
to Chechnya to push the idea that Najm al-Dīn be proclaimed imam. Then Najm 
al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī decided to use as a forum for proclaiming the imamate 
the Second All-Mountain Congress, which opened on 20 August 1917 in 
Andi—the village where Shamīl’s nāiʾbs (deputies) gathered in 1847 to discuss 
organizational aspects of the Caucasian Imamate. For Gotsinskii, Andi was an 
ideal spot for declaring imamate because it could serve symbolically to link his 
new imamate with the legacy of Shamīl (and also because it was very far from 
the cities where his enemies were operating).

81 Kemper, Michael. Studying Islam in the Soviet Union (Oratiereeks). Amsterdam: Vossiuspers 
UvA, 2009.
82 Bennigsen, Alexander. Mystics and Commissars, Muslims of the Soviet Empire. A Guide. 
Bloomington, 1985. P. 25-26.
83 Avtorkhanov, Abdurakhman, Bennigsen-Broxup, Marie (Eds.). The North Caucasus Barrier: The 
Russian Advance Towards the Muslim World. Palgrave Macmillan, 1992.
84 Kemper, Michael. “The Changing Images of Jihad Leaders: Shamil and Abd al-Qadir in 
Daghestani and Algerian Historical Writing.” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent 
Religions 11 (2) (2007): 28-58; “Ghazi Muhammad’s Treatise Against Daghestani Customary Law” 
in Moshe Gammer (Ed.), Islam and Su ism in Daghestan (Suomalaisen Tiedeakatemian toimituksia. 
Humaniora; No. 352). Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 2009. P. 85-100.
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Picture 1: The meeti ng at the village of Andi 85

The other organizers of this congress had different reasons for gathering 
in Andi that were contrary to those of Najm al-Dīn. Invited by the Central 
Committee of the Union of Mountaineers, the congress sought to solve issues 
that had not been settled at the First Congress in Vladikavkaz. In the of icial 
invitation for the congress, the organizers listed eleven important questions 
faced by the Mountain Union: the spiritual issues of Muslims, the organization 
of a national militia, combatting robbery, food supply issues, the organization 
of councils of peasants’ deputies and land committees, the preparation of the 
population for elections to the Constituent Assembly, relations with Georgians, 
the Union’s inances, the internal organization of the union and possible forms 
for a federation of mountaineers.86

However, Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī tried to take control, con ident that 
the Andi Congress would elect Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii as imām of the North 

85  Source: the Fond of Pictures of the Civil War in Dagestan. TsGA RD.
86 “Tsirkuliar okruzhnym i narodnym komitetam”. Materialy po istorii Grazhdanskoi voiny v 
Dagestane. TsGA RD (Central State Archive of the Republic of Dagestan). F. 614-r. O. 1. D. 4. Fol. 
14-14b.
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Caucasus. People started to believe that some kind of proclamation was 
indeed issued, and this news instantly spread around Andi. However, directly 
after this meeting, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii gave a speech declaring that 
“there was no need for an imamate in Daghestan.” 87 The confusing situation 
surrounding the proclamation and its dismissal soon after the gathering 
raised many questions. 

After the meeting in Andi, an article in Jarīdat Dāghistān explained the 
situation surrounding Najm al-Dīn’s imamate by claiming that the meeting 
intended to be the Second All-Mountain Congress in Andi had failed to 
materialize and that only a few participants held a “special meeting” (majlis 
khuṣūṣī) for discussing the candidacy of Najm al-Dīn. The article claims that no 
election of an imām had taken place in Andi: 

Part of the delegates who had arrived in Andi before others held a 
special meeting (majlis khuṣūṣī) during which they decided to establish 
an administration based on Sharī‘a (ta’sīs al-idāra al-sharīʿa) for the 
people (ahl) of Daghestan and the North Caucasus and elected the famous 
‘ālim Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii to be the head [of that administration] (li 
ri’āsatihi), calling him a muftī. As for the news that he was elected for 
the great imamate (al-imāma al-‘uẓmā),88 this has not been proven since 
in his sermon (khuṭba) he [Najm ad-Dīn] declared that there is no need 
for an imamate or caliphate (lā ḥāja lanā al-yaum ilā imāma wa lā ilā 
khilāfa).89

This article shows that Najm al-Dīn was not elected imām and the only aim 
of that “special meeting” was to establish a Sharī‘a administration governed 
by Najm al-Dīn as a ra’īs and muftī. In some other sources, such Najm al-Dīn’s 
letter to the Chechen shaykhs, Najm al-Dīn also used that phrase by writing that 
many people gathered and asked me to be the head of Sharī‘a (ṭalabū minnī an 
akūna lahum raʾīsan sharʿīyan).90 The position of muftī would make Najm al-Dīn 

87 “Al-Nadwā al-Qafqāzīya al-Kubrā.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 31 (1917): 1.
88 There is a difference between imāma and al-imāma al-‘uẓmā. A simple prayer leader is an imām 
while the head of Islamic state is a supreme imām. In other words, he was not just followed by a 
small group of Muslims during their prayer, but rather he is a leader of an entire community of 
believers, the entire umma. At some point this supreme leadership was dubbed ‘the great imamate’ 
(al-imāma al-‘uẓmā or al-imāma al-kubrā) to distinguish it from leadership of other types. Patricia 
Crone. Medieval Islamic Political Thought. Edinburg University Press, 2015. P. 17.
89 “Al-Nadwā al-Qafqāzīya al-Kubrā.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 31 (1917): 1.
90 al-Huzī, Najm al-Dīn. Ilā al-‘ālim al-haram al-shaykh al-Muḥtarram Ṣuhaib wa al-shaykh al-
mukaram Denī. IIAE DFITs RAN. FVR. FMS, O. 5. D. 401. Fol. 1-2b
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a religious leader only, while the term raʾīsan sharʿīyan here means the leader 
according to Islamic law, hence, to be an imām, not a muftī. 

A very similar message was also published in the newspaper Vremia (Time):

Scheduled to take place on 20 August 1917 in the village of Andi, 
the Congress of the Mountaineers of Daghestan and of the North and 
the Western Caucasus did not take place due to the no-show of many 
delegates, some of whom were stuck in the village of Vedeno because 
of the lack of transportation facilities. But, on the border of the Andi 
district, a large number of Chechens gathered—about 5,000 people—
and a rumor spread among them about the election of the imām. The 
chairman of the Avar district, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, explained to them 
the current state of affairs, the needs of the mountaineers and the plans 
of the Council of the United Mountaineers. The scholar of Arabic Studies 
and of Sharī‘a, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, was elected as muftī of Chechnya 
and Daghestan.91

Other primary sources, however, argued that the abovementioned “special 
meeting” enclosed the ritual of electing an imām. These sources also hold 
that Najm al-Dīn’s candidacy met the opposition of the in luential Chechen 
Naqshbandī shaykhs Denī (Arsanov) and Ṣuhaib (Goysum)92. Also, some of 
the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ and, particularly, the Daghestani Naqshbandī shaykh 
‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii rejected the imamate of Najm al-Dīn. This opposition of 
in luential leaders placed Najm al-Dīn before the choice of either going against 
the shaykhs of the Naqshbandīya and, consequently, losing his support in 
Chechnya and those parts of Daghestan loyal to ‘Alī Ḥajjī (mainly in the Dargi 
regions), or of refusing the title of imām and accepting the position of muftī of 
the North Caucasus. 

After returning from the meeting in Andi, Najm al-Dīn wrote an open letter 
to the peoples of the Caucasus in which he attempted to explain the purpose of 
the suggestion of the ‘ulamā’ to call him muftī rather than imām. This letter was 
published in Arabic in Jarīdat Dāghistān and in Kumyk in Musāvāt (both issues 
from 18 October 1917). Here I provide an English translation of part of that letter:

91 “Soobshchenie v gazete ‘Vremia’ o sozyve II S’ezda Gortsev Severnogo Kavkaza i Dagestana v 
sele Andi, Dagestanskoi oblasti i soveshchanie posle nego. Vremia. 19 (1917).” Soiuz Ob”edinionnykh 
Gortsev Severnogo Kavkaza i Dagestana (1917-1918 gg.), Gorskaia Respublika (1918-1920 gg.). 
Dokumenty i materialy, 37.
92 al-Huzī, Najm al-Dīn. Ilā al-‘ālim al-haram al-shaykh al-Muḥtarram Ṣuhaib wa al-shaykh al-
mukaram Denī. IIAE DFITs RAN. FVR. FMS, O. 5. D. 401. Fol. 1-2b
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I am far from relying on my own strength but rest on the power of 
Allah. When I went to the Andi mountain, countless peoples gathered 
there—Chechens and other Caucasian peoples. They elected me as imām 
and decided to obey all my commands. I told them: if so, then go back 
to your homes and follow what is the duty of every Muslim... When I 
returned, on the advice of people thinking like me, the majority of the 
people gathered there found it best to call me shaykh al-Islām or muftī. 
We did that to avoid any misunderstandings betw een the Muslims and 
Russians who were aware [of what the election of imām means]. We want 
them not to think that with the election of an imām the peaceful relations 
between the Russians and Muslims would be violated. A spiritual leader 
is required to protect the Sharīʿa, to ight against its enemies and to apply 
the Sharīʿa law. Without these important reasons, I would not agree to 
any requests to assume that position. Therefore, I agreed, and I am ready 
to serve the Sharīʿa as long as my abilities allow me to.93

On the one hand, Najm al-Dīn presented his opponents as “like-minded 
people,” trying to show there was no confrontation between him and those 
Chechen shaykhs. On the other hand, he mentions possible misunderstandings 
on the side of the Russians (such as proclaiming jihād against them) as a reason 
for his refusal to be called imām. The election of the imām and the planned 
congress of the mountaineers had a depressing impact on the Russian troops 
in Daghestan, especially the Botlikh garrison located in the immediate vicinity 
of Andi.94 Maybe, that was the reason that Najm al-Dīn, despite the allure of 
reviving Shamil’s legacy, recognized such a move would produce bloodshed 
and prove counter-productive. However, if that was this reason, why was there 
an attempt to elect him imām in the irst place? 

The language of Gotsinskii’s letter to the Daghestani peoples is very 
impressive. Najm al-Dīn stresses that he did not “dream” about the imamate 
but since the “nations of the Caucasus” elected him to the of ice of imām, he 
was ready to deal with that dif icult mission. Saying that he did not seek power 
but tried to take care of the Sharīʿa, Najm al-Dīn presented his imamate as his 
personal obligation (farḍ) before the Muslim community and before Allah. The 
language of “obligation” is not speci ic to Najm al-Dīn’s letter, for we ind the 
same approach in the speeches and texts of his opponents. Hence, using the same 

93 al-Huzī, Najm ad-Dīn. “Risālat al-muftī Najm al-Dīn ilā ahl al-Qafqāz.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 36 
(1917): 1-2.
94 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Andiiskii s”ezd. 1917 god. Makhachkala, 2017. P. 34.
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language of “obligation,” supporters and opponents of Najm al-Dīn’s imamate 
expressed contradictory opinions. Also, Najm al-Dīn claimed that he was elected 
by “countless people,” thereby asserting that his election was the will of the 
umma (Islamic community). 

Next to the above-mentioned Su i shaykhs from Chechnya, the Daghestani 
Muslim reformers and socialists (the most prominent among the Daghestani 
socialists being Alibek Takho-Godi [1892-1937], Jalāl al-Dīn Korkmasov 
[1877-193 7] and Magomed-‘Alī [Makhach] Dakhadaev [1882-1918]) were 
also against Gotsinskii’s imamate. Seeing the reformers as Najm al-Dīn’s 
main opponents, Michael A. Reynolds writes that “the liberal intelligentsia 
had beaten the Islamists on the Islamists’ own turf.”95 Reynolds considers 
the reformists and also the Daghestani secular intelligentsia the reason for 
Gotsinskii’s defeat. This opinion, however, should be accepted only in part. 
Indeed, the reformists and secular intelligentsia were against Gotsinskii’s 
imamate; however, the opposition of the Chechen and some Daghestani 
shaykhs was decisive. 

Soviet historiography described this event as a gathering of fanatics. 
According to Khadzhi Alikberov, the ‘ulamā’ “sought to impose their will and 
establish an imamate with Gotsinskii as imām through religious blackmail and 
the threat of fanatics. Finding out this plan, many delegates left the ‘congress.’ 
Only spiritual ‘luminaries’ did their work and elected an imām.”96 

In the post-Soviet period, Khadzhi Murad Donogo contributed to the 
topic in both his book devoted to Gotsinskii and brochure on the Andi 
Congress.97 Donogo mentions that this congress was “the irst serious step 
by the mountaineers to make their dream come true, i.e., to build a theocratic 
state.98” Nevertheless, the sources show that this was not the dream of all 
mountaineers and many of them, including the in luential Su i leaders, 
were against that. Additionally, this also cannot count as a irst step, given 
that before Gotsinskii’s attempts to establish an imamate, there had already 
existed Imām Shamīl’s imamate.

95 Reynolds, Michael A. “Native Sons: Post-Imperial Politics, Islam, and Identity in the North 
Caucasus, 1917-1918,” 234.
96 Alikberov, Khadzhi. Pobeda Sotsialisticheskoi Revoliutsii v Dagestane, 50-51.
97 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Andiiskii s”ezd. 1917 god. Makhachkala, 2017.
98 Ibid., 42.
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Due to the in luential opposition and the risks that his in luence would 
be limited to the Avar regions only, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii refused to take the 
position of imām and hence avoided more confrontation. Possibly this is one of 
the reasons why Najm al-Dīn signed his open letters (not only those published 
in the press but also other letters directed to individual addressees) not as 
imām or amīr al-mu’minīn (“Commander of the Faithful”), as Imām Shamīl used 
to do, but as muftī.99 Najm al-Dīn’s message was clear, de facto he was not imām 
of the North Caucasus, not even of Daghestan. While Daghestan’s Avar regions 
supported his imamate, other regions did not.

1.2.3. Con licts between Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii
After the failed meeting in Andi, Najm al-Dīn and his companion Uzun Ḥajjī 
sought to reclaim his position as imām. On 11 January 1918, several thousands 
of mountaineers led by Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī marched to the Daghestani 
administrative center Temir Khan Shura, where they again proclaimed Najm 
al-Dīn to be imām. According to the newspaper Dāghistān,100 Najm al-Dīn 
Gotsinskii and Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii demanded that Najm al-Dīn become the 
great imām (yaṭluba li nafsihi al-imāma al-‘uẓmā).101 

Part of the population respectfully accepted Najm al-Dīn as imām. On this 
incident, Gamzat Kadiev, a follower of Najm al-Dīn, wrote: 

With lags, the Muslim society of Temir Khan Shura was waiting for 
the imām’s visit. Suddenly, during the fourth prayer, the imām appeared 
like a sunrise on the road from Jengutay to Temir Khan Shura. The imām 
welcomed the audience with a brief speech, thanked them and expressed 
his satisfaction.102

The opposition to Najm al-Dīn (including reformists and socialists) was 
strong in Temir Khan Shura although it was not so in Andi, an Avar region 
which fell strongly under Gotsinskii’s in luence. On 12-13 January 1918, 
the Regional Executive Committee, which was a representative organ of the 
Provisional Government, called for a meeting, but Najm al-Dīn did not take 

99 al-Huzī, Najm ad-Dīn. “Khitāb ilā ahālī al-Qafqāz al-Shimālīya.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 37 (1917): 3; 
al-Huzī, Najm ad-Dīn. “Khitāb akhar li al-mu ī aydan.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 37 (1917): 3; al-Huzī, Najm 
ad-Dīn. “Khitāb al-mu ī ilā ḥāl al-Qafqāz.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 38 (1917): 3.
100 In 1918 the newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān was renamed Dāghistān.
101 “Fī Timir Khān Shūra”. Dāghistān. 2 (1918): 3.
102 Khronika Gamzata Kadieva o sobytiiakh Grazhdanskoi voiny. Sobytiia v Dagestane 1917-
1920gg., IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 1, op. 1, d. 431. Fol. 8.
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part in it, explaining that he had caught a cold and was unable to come. The 
Daghestan Regional Executive Committee expressed its bewilderment at the 
proclamation of Najm al-Dīn as imām and sent him an “letter of ultimatum,” 
in which he was asked to explain the situation surrounding the imamate. The 
letter also demanded that he send the armed people who participated in his 
campaign back to their villages.103 The next day, Najm al-Dīn participated in the 
meeting of the Regional Executive Committee. Explaining why he appeared in 
the company of so many armed people, he claimed that since Daghestan and 
Temir Khan Shura needed protection, he brought these soldiers to Temir Khan 
Shura to make them part of the police (militsiia).104 Additionally, Najm al-Dīn 
stated that he agreed with the committee—a member of which he was—that 
he was a muftī.105 

Picture 2. Standing from left to right, Uzun Ḥajjī and Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii with their 
armed guard at Temir Khan Shura106

103 Nakhibashev, Makhach. Uzun-Khadzhi Saltinskii – obshestvenno-politicheskii i religioznii 
deiatel’ Dagestana i Chechni, 60.
104 “Dāghistāndā Tārīkhī G ūnler.” Tāng Cholpān 9 (1918): 9.
105 Ibid.
106 Source: The Fond of Pictures of the Civil War in Dagestan. TsGA RD.
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Picture 3. Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii’s soldiers before retreat from Temir Khan Shura107

In Temir Khan Shura, among those opposed to Najm al-Dīn’s imamate, was 
the key political and religious authority ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii, a shaykh from 
the Naqshbandīya Su i brotherhood who hailed from the village of Akusha 
in Daghestan’s Dargi region. As already seen in the context of the Andi 
Congress, Su i shaykhs were important political and religious actors during the 
revolutions of 1917 and the Civil War. The in luence of the Su i shaykhs on the 
Muslims of Daghestan began to grow especially after the February Revolution, 
when some of them were actively involved in the social and political life of the 
region, siding with different groups. However, there was not one coherent Su i 
movement or coherent ideology that formed these shaykhs’ agendas. As we see, 
both Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī were from the same Naqshbandīya brotherhood 
but they had opposing standpoints towards Gotsinskii’s imamate. The same 
happened in the nineteenth century when, during the years of great jihād of the 
imamate era (1828-1859),108 different leaders of the same brotherhood took 
competing positions. 

All of these religious figures wanted to establish a Sharī‘a state in 
Daghestan. However, not all one of them considered an imamate to be the 

107 Source: the Fond of Pictures of the Civil War in Dagestan. TsGA RD.
108 Kemper, Mikael’. “K voprosu o su iiskoi osnove dzhikhada v Dagestane”. In Podvizhniki Islama: 
Kul’t stiatykh i su izm v Srednej Azii i na Kavkaze. Moskva: Vostochnaia literatura, 2003. P. 278-305. 
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only way to have a state organized in accordance with Sharī‘a law. While Najm 
al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī struggled to establish an imamate, ‘Alī Ḥajjī decided 
to cooperate with the revolutionaries, believing that the Daghestani people 
could not go against them. In his mind, cooperation with the socialists could 
at least establish an autonomy within Russia that would be governed by 
Sharī‘a law. The Bolsheviks understood that they needed religious leaders 
to win the battle for Daghestan and were highly interested in cooperation 
with shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī.109 In his turn, ‘Alī Ḥajjī was sure that the Bolsheviks 
would allow him to create an autonomy regulated by Sharī‘a with him as the 
supreme religious leader. In exchange for this cooperation, the Bolsheviks 
promised ‘Alī Ḥajjī that the legal problems to which the Bolsheviks and ‘Alī 
Ḥajjī had different approaches would be solved in accordance with Sharī‘a 
and not socialism.110

Describing the situation and Najm al-Dīn’s coming to Temir Khan Shura, ‘Alī 
Kaiaev in his History of Revolution in Daghestan111 provides signi icant nuances 
as to why Najm al-Dīn’s attempt failed again and what role ‘Alī Ḥajjī played in 
that failure.

The revolutionaries (inqilābiyūn) wanted to counterbalance Najm 
al-Dīn and his shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī with a similar religious man with a 
lot of followers, a person whose words would have weight among the 
inhabitants of Daghestan and who, in his own words, would build a wall 
between them [on the one hand] and the call issued by Najm al-Dīn and 

109 Kakagasanov, Gadzhikurban, Gazhiev, Adilgerei. Ali-Khadzhi Akushinskii – shaykh-ul’-islam 
Dagestana, patriot i mirotvorets. Makhachkala: Yupiter, 1998. P. 10.
110 Ibid.
111 In the private library of Alī Kaiaev Shamil Shikhaliev and I discovered several manuscripts 
with Kaiaev’s own handwriting. One of them is an untitled manuscript telling the story of the 1917 
Revolution in Daghestan. While there is no title mentioned by Kaiaev himself, someone who added 
page numbers also entitled the manuscript Tārīkh al-Inqilābīyīn (The History of the Revolutionaries). 
Given that this title was not given by the author himself, and also the fact that it seeks to emphasize 
not the history but the role of the revolutionaries, I will use more nautral title Tarīkh al-inqilāb ī 
Dāghistān (History of the Revolution in Daghestan). This is also because the manuscript is mainly 
about the Daghestani actors and not the Bolsheviks per se. The irst examination of the manuscript 
showed that this is a draft work with many repetitions. For example, the story of confrontation 
between Khadjalmakhi and Kuppa from one side and Tsudakhar from the other we came across 
several times. The whole manuscript consists of 52 pages. The main text comprises pages 23 to 
42. The pages before and after these pages mainly duplicate the main text sometimes with minor 
additions. The story starts by the description of the ideological confrontations in Daghestan, gives 
some biographical details about one of the main actors of revolutionary years ‘Alī Ḥajjī. The most 
probable period of writing this manuscript is 1930s. al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tarīkh al-inqilāb ī Dāghistān. 
Ilyas Kaiaev’s Collection. № 209
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Uzun Ḥajjī [on the other] and therefore this person would be able to 
withstand the force that was represented by Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī.

Thus, the revolutionaries turned to ‘Alī Ḥajjī al-Aqūshī, who had a 
large number of murīds and other followers among the inhabitants 
of Daghestan. They followed ‘Alī Ḥajjī, similar to how the other part 
followed Najm al-Dīn and his shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī. The revolutionaries 
intended to bring him over to their side and invited him to Temir Khan 
Shura to meet him. He accepted their call and came to Temir Khan 
Shura at the head of a large procession from among his followers—
residents of Dargi and other districts. He met with the revolutionaries 
and became their assistant against imām Najm al-Dīn, his shaykh Uzun 
Ḥajjī and those who were on the side of the latter [Uzun Ḥajjī]. ‘Alī Ḥajjī, 
with his appeals and sermons, erected a great barrier for the rest of the 
inhabitants of Daghestan against the call of Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī. 
If this had not happened, and if ‘Alī Ḥajjī had joined Najm al-Dīn, then 
there is no doubt all the inhabitants of the Dargi district, as well as all the 
followers of ‘Alī Ḥajjī from Kaitag, Mehtulla, Targu and other lowland and 
mountainous parts of Daghestan would have joined him. And this would 
happen because of the eloquence [of ‘Alī Ḥajjī] and in view of the fact that 
people obeyed him.112

This was a crucial moment in the history of the revolution in Daghestan: 
two in luential leaders—Najm al-Dīn and ‘Alī Ḥajjī—came to demonstrate 
their force and the numbers of their followers. However, ‘Alī Ḥajjī was not just 
a tool in the hands of the socialists. When ‘Alī Ḥajjī went against Gotsinskii, 
Muslims from many districts of Daghestan followed him with only the 
mountainous Avar regions remaining loyal to Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii. Contrary 
to the information given by Kaiaev, who considered ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii as 
the most signi icant actor in the events, Soviet historians such as Khadzhi 
Alikberov, Nurmagomed Emirov and Badrutdin Kashkaev ignored the fact 
that ‘Alī Ḥajjī came not alone but with his followers and that by this step he 
split the Daghestani people into two parts: followers of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii 
and followers of Akushinskii.113 The key argument of Soviet historiography is 
that the socialists initiated the visit of ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii to Temir Khan 

112 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tarīkh al-inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Ilyas Kaiaev’s Collection. № 209. Fol. 27.
113 Alikberov, Khadzhi. Pobeda Sotsialisticheskoi Revoliutsii v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1961; 
Magomedov, Makhach. Gortsy Severnogo Kavkaza i Sotsialisticheskaia Revoliutsiya (pravda istorii i 
domysly antikommunistov). Makhachkala, 1980; Kashkaev, Badrutdin. Bor’ba za Sovety v Dagestane. 
Moskva, 1963; Kashkaev, Badrutdin. Ot Fevralia k Oktiabriu. Moskva, 1972; Emirov, Nurmagomed. 
Iz istorii voennoi interventsii i Grazhdanskoi voiny v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1972.
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Shura to counterbalance Najm al-Dīn. Soviet historians do not discuss ‘Alī 
Ḥajjī’s own ambitions: by minimizing role of ‘Alī Ḥajjī, the Bolsheviks appear 
as the dominant actors in the events. 

‘Alī Ḥajjī’s cooperation with the Bolsheviks had a crucial effect: now the latter 
received support from an Islamic authority and no longer appeared as an anti-
Sharī‘a force. Before that the socialists had been perceived as a force struggling 
against Sharī‘a and pursuing the goal of eliminating Islam from Daghestan. 
Kaiaev stated that ‘Alī Ḥajjī believed in the socialists not being against Islam and 
that through their cooperation Daghestan would be governed by Sharī‘a law. 
For ordinary people this was a decisive moment to accept the revolutionaries 
as their allies rather than as enemies of religion. As Kaiaev mentioned, “seeing 
‘Alī Ḥajjī together with the revolutionaries, the people started to believe that 
such a great scholar and the best of all shaykhs would not have joined them if 
they brought harm and fear of religion and Sharī‘a.”114

Najm al-Dīn left Temir Khan Shura in disagreement not only with ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
and the reformists, but also with Uzun Ḥajjī.115 After leaving he wrote a new 
message to the people of the North Caucasus:

Representatives of Daghestani, Chechen, Circassian and other regions 
of the North Caucasus, ‘ulamā’, good and intelligent people gathered and 
nominated me as the head of the Sharī‘a. The title that they conferred 
upon me was different. But the one to whom they gave these titles is only 
a servant of Allah and sacri icing his life, family and property for the sake 
of introducing and restoring the Sharī‘a.

I hear the rumors, and enemies of the Sharī‘a say that I want to take 
the imamate by force. This is a huge lie. I am a rebuilder of Sharī‘a. If 
any ‘ālim is worthy of taking this duty from me, I give him ten thousand 
rubles.116

In this letter, Najm al-Dīn refers to the Sharī‘a restoration discourse, 
emphasizing his role in the organization of the life of Daghestanis in accordance 
with Sharī‘a. This message was directed not only against those ‘ulamā’ who 
opposed Najm al-Dīn’s imamate but also against the Daghestani socialists who 
started an active propaganda campaign against Najm al-Dīn when he left Temir 
Khan Shura. The events of Temir Khan Shura meant a considerable blow to 

114 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tārīkh al-Inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Fol. 27.
115 Takho-Godi, Alibek. Revoliutsia i kontrrevoliutsia v Dagestane. P. 24.
116 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobiytiia posle revoliutsii). Fol. 24-25.
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Najm al-Dīn’s reputation, but in the mountainous areas of Daghestan, mostly 
among the Avars, he continued to be one of the most in luential igures.

1.2.4. The break between Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī
Already on the eve of the October Revolution, the ‘ulamā’ of Daghestan were 
split into two streams, one of which was headed by shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī and the 
other by Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii. Supporters of the irst stood against Denikin’s 
occupation of Daghestan and supported the Soviet regime. Supporters of the 
second stream were against Soviet power and, out of necessity, were ready to 
support Denikin. Initially, Uzun Ḥajjī was in the second group, but when Najm al-
Dīn Gotsinskii began to pursue a policy of conciliation with Denikin’s Volunteer 
Army (Dobrarmiia), he ceased to support Najm al-Dīn. This shift in relations had 
a signi icant impact on future developments in Daghestan and created a curious 
constellation: Uzun Ḥajjī, ‘Alī Ḥajjī and the socialists against Denikin.117 

In May 1919, General Anton Denikin led his anti-Bolshevik forces into 
Daghestan. Advocating “one undivided Russia,” Denikin refused to recognize 
any independent states in the Caucasus. Thus, the Dobrarmiia tried to conquer 
and subjugate the mountaineers as well. Unable to resist militarily, the new 
government of the Mountain Republic,118 formed in March 1919 by Pshemakho 
Kotsev, tried to negotiate, and in April its delegation met Denikin in person. The 
“White” general latly rejected their claims to independence and demanded 
loyalty to Russia. The Dobrarmia then conquered Daghestan, thereby putting an 
of icial end to the Mountain Republic.119

Some historians misunderstood the role of Najm al-Dīn in the anti-
Denikin events. For instance, Robert Bruce Ware and Enver Kisriev argue 
that “at the forefront of the movement [against Denikin] was Shaykh ‘Alī 
Gadzhi (Akushinskii) from the ethnic Dargin Akusha djamaat. Other 
prominent leaders were Shaykh Uzun-Hadji of Salta, and Mufti Nazhmeidin 

117 See, Kopii vozzvanii, pisem, biogra ii i dr. dokumentov o deiatel’nosti predstavitelei 
kontrrevoliutsionnogo dukhovenstva Nazhmuddina Gotsinskogo, Ali Gadzhi Akushinskogo i Uzun-
Gadzhi. TsGA RD. F. 8-p. O. 3. D. 253. Fol. 43-44. 
118 The Mountainous Republic of the Northern Caucasus or the Mountain Republic was situated 
in the Northern Caucasus and established on the base of the Union of Mountaineers on 11 May 
1918. 
119 Gammer, Moshe. The Lone Wolf and the Bear: Three Centuries of Chechen De iance of Russian 
Rule. P. 128-129.
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Gozinskii.”120 While in the case of ‘Alī Ḥajjī and Uzun Ḥajjī the authors are 
correct, the case of Najm al-Dīn was completely different and he was not 
at the forefront of the anti-Denikin movement. Najm al-Dīn was the most 
prominent among the few who regarded the Bolsheviks as more dangerous 
than the Dobrarmia. This was the main question where the opinions 
of Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī clashed. The overwhelming majority of 
Daghestani leaders, including Uzun Ḥajjī, saw the Bolsheviks as the lesser 
evil. At the beginning of 1919, when Denikin’s army made a successful move 
into Chechnya, the chairman of the government of the Mountain Republic, 
Pshemakho Kotsev (1884 - 1962), met with ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii and Uzun 
Ḥajjī, inviting them to Temir Khan Shura and trying to influence the Chechen 
nation to continue the struggle against Denikin. In April 1919, Uzun Ḥajjī 
joined Kotsev and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii in a call to resist the Dobrarmia. In 
April 1919, a joint session of the Union Council (Parliament of the Mountain 
Republic) and the government of the Mountain Republic was held where 
the Union Council and the government of the republic decided to organize 
a united revolutionary front against the Dobrarmia. Understanding the 
influence of Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii, now the leaders of the 
Mountain Republic sought to attract them to their side. In his history of 
revolution in Daghestan, ‘Alī Kaiaev writes: 

Pshemakho Kotsev also knew that the shaykhs Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī 
Ḥajjī enjoyed great authority in Daghestan. And he did not see any other 
way for the defense of Daghestan and resistance to the Cossacks except 
by attracting these two shaykhs to the government, thereby persuading 
the inhabitants of Daghestan to defend their homeland. Pshemakho 
Kotsev realized that he needed it, that he had no other choice, even if his 
own government would defy his move. He expressed his opinion to the 
parliament, but members of the parliament said that these shaykhs are 
today our enemies and are agitating the people against us. We will not 
be able to persuade them to join our side. Pshemakho Kotsev answered 
the following: “Leave this to me. I will bend both shaykhs to our side 
and invite them to Temir Khan Shura whatever it takes. If they refuse to 
come to us, then I myself will meet with them.” Then Pshemakho Kotsev 
went to Akusha, having agreed that Uzun Ḥajjī would also arrive there. 
He clari ied the current situation to them [Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī] and 
encouraged them to defend Daghestan, promising that if they accept his 

120 Bruce, Ware Robert, Kisriev, Enver. Dagestan: Russian Hegemony and Islamic Resistance in the 
North Caucasus. Routledge, 2009. P. 26
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proposal, he and the government [of the Mountain Republic] would obey 
them. Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī would still be able to do what they want 
and would arrange things the way they want. ‘Alī Ḥajjī and Uzun Ḥajjī 
accepted his offer and Kotsev returned to Temir Khan Shura. A few days 
later the shaykhs arrived there too, and each of them was accompanied 
by ifty horsemen from among their associates (aṣḥāb wa anṣār). They 
took government affairs into their own hands.121

On 19 April 1919, ‘Alī Ḥajjī and Uzun Ḥajjī visited Temir Khan Shura and 
within the framework of that joint session gave speeches calling the nations of 
Daghestan and Chechnya to struggle against Denikin. Additionally, ‘Alī Ḥajjī and 
Uzun Ḥajjī planned the mobilization to defend Daghestan against Denikin.122 

Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī gave a speech at the meeting of the parliament of the 
Mountain Republic․ 

If we were still united and organized, no enemy would dare to cross 
the borders of our Motherland [i.e. Daghestan]. The irst ‘ulamā’ did not 
unite,123 and after them there was a tragedy. The Muslims began killing 
each other. Whatever they were, matters of the past must be forgotten. 
Let’s unite, even now, facing the common danger. Unite, and then no one 
can defeat us. Our holy duty is to respond to the call of our Chechen and 
Ingush brothers,124 otherwise we will end up under the control of the 
Cossacks. There is no bene it from words, we need to act. O, our people, 
wake up from your slumber. ‘Alī Ḥajjī and I, no matter how old,125 let us go 
to die for the people.126

Following Uzun Ḥajjī, ‘Alī Ḥajjī, who supported Uzun Ḥajjī on the issue of 
helping the Chechens and Ingush, added: 

121 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tārīkh al-Inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Fol. 34.
122 Plan osvobozhdeniia territorii Dagestana i Chechni ot iga Dobrovol’cheskoi armii, 
sostavlennyi sheikhami Ali Khadzhi Akushinskim i Uzun Khadzhi Saltinskim (aprel’ 1919). Uzun-
Khadzhi Saltinskii – politichesky i religiozny deiatel’ Dagestana i Chechni (Dokumenty i materialy). 
Makhachkala, 2017. P. 34.
123 Possible by writing “ irst ālims” the author means the scholars of Islam living during the days 
of Imām Shamīl. 
124 Between January and April of 1919, the Dobrarmia conquered Chechnya, Ingushetia, and 
Ossetia. Vachagaev, Mairbek. Soiuz gortsev Severnogo Kavkaza i Gorskaia Respublika. Istoriia 
nesostoiavshegosia gosudarstva (1917-1920). Moskva: Tsentrpoligraf, 2018. P. 187-221.
125 In 1919, Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī were 71 and 72 years old, respectively. 
126 “Pribytie v Temir-Khan Shuru sheikhov Uzun Khadji i Ali Gadji.” Kopii vozzvanii, pisem, biogra ii 
i dr. dokumentov o deiatel’nosti predstavitelei kontrrevoliutsionnogo dukhovenstva Nazhmuddina 
Gotsinskogo, Ali Gadzhi Akushinskogo i Uzun-Gadzhi. TsGA RD. F. p-8. O. 3. D. 253. Fol. 43.



63

Also, from others I hear that in order to protect the republic and 
freedom it is necessary to ight. It is necessary to ight in order to 
guarantee the triumph of our religion. Freedom and independence are 
also dear to us, but each case must be organized in accordance with the 
Sharī‘a prescriptions.127

Nevertheless, though the shaykhs gave these speeches, they avoided 
being actively engaged in that mobilization process. ‘Alī Ḥajjī, announcing 
that he is quite old and had no time during the fasting, left Temir Khan Shura 
for Akusha. On 22 May of the same year the Mountain Republic collapsed. 
Already at the beginning of September 1919, in Vedeno (Chechnya), Uzun 
Ḥajjī proclaimed the establishment of the Emirate of the North Caucasus 
(Severo-Kavkazskoe Emirstvo), with himself bearing the title of both imām 
and amīr, and called for jihād against Denikin’s army.128 Like Najm al-Dīn’s 
case, many of Uzun Ḥajjī’s moves pointed at, and drew legitimacy from, the 
memories of the heroic Islamic resistance of Shamīl: his appropriation of the 
title imām and his choice of Vedeno—Shamīl’s “capital” between 1845 and 
1859—as his own headquarters made that obvious. So did the division of the 
emirate into seven nāʾibs.129

This division between Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī split the movement for 
the re-establishment of the imamate. The confrontation between Uzun Ḥajjī 
and Najm al-Dīn diminished the authority of Najm al-Dīn since he lost not 
only his shaykh and support but also his candidacy for the imamate. While, 
before this shift, Daghestan’s Avar regions were supporting Najm al-Dīn, now 
his authority weakened there too since Uzun Ḥajjī was also of Avar origin and, 
in addition, he was a Naqshbandī shaykh, which was very powerful in the Avar 
lands. Gotsinskii’s in luential (in terms of wealth and knowledge) igure was a 
key factor in Uzun Ḥajjī’s plan. Gotsinskii was more powerful in the Avar region 
than Uzun Ḥajjī though the latter was a shaykh. But Uzun Ḥajjī, like other actors 
of the time, was quite lexible in making relations. When Gotsinskii rejected the 
position of imām for the second time, Uzun Ḥajjī choose ighting against Denikin 

127 Ibid.
128 Bennigsen Broxup, Marie. ‘The Last Gazawat: The 1920-1921 Uprising.” In The North Caucasus 
Barrier: The Russian Advance Towards the Muslim World edited by Abtorkhanov, Abdurahman, 
Bennigsen Broxup, Marie. London: Hurst, 1992. P. 114-115; Gammer, Moshe. The Lone Wolf and the 
Bear: Three Centuries of Chechen De iance of Russian Rule. P. 130.
129 Gammer, Moshe. The Lone Wolf and the Bear: Three Centuries of Chechen De iance of Russian 
Rule. P. 131. 
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in contrast with Gotsinskii. The struggle against the restoration of the Russian 
Empire gave Uzun Ḥajjī the hope of establishing an Islamic state, thus he did 
not hesitate to cooperate with Akushinskii and the Bolsheviks. Once all his aces 
were played, Uzun Ḥajjī decided to establish his own emirate, recognizing the 
Ottoman Sultan as imām. The anti-Soviet powers such as Turkey and Georgia 
tried to use this emirate and thus provided some assistance. However, the 
death of Uzun Ḥajjī, on whose reputation the newly established was built, 
meant the collapse of the state. Furthermore, just before his death Uzun Ḥajjī 
received a letter from the Soviet state insisting he accept the power of the 
Soviet government. Though Uzun Ḥajjī rejected that ultimatum, his successor, 
Shaykh Darvīsh Muḥammed, could not save the emirate. This short-lived state 
formation collapsed in March 1920. 

Picture 4. Detachment of Uzun Ḥajjī. Khasavyurt, 1919 130

During this period, i.e., between January and March 1920, when Uzun Ḥajjī 
tried to reinforce his emirate, the Soviet army launched its successful offensive 

130 Source: the Fond of Pictures of the Civil War in Dagestan. TsGA RD.
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in the Terek and Daghestan regions. On 11 March 1920, the Reds entered 
Vladikavkaz and Nalchik. The Whites tried to keep Port Petrovsk, but already in 
mid-March 1920, the city was controlled by the Red Army.131 

1.3. The irst Soviet decade in Daghestan
1.3.1. Sovietization of Daghestan and the anti-Soviet uprising 
After the break with Uzun Ḥajjī, Najm al-Dīn moved to the Avar regions, 
declaring he preferred Denikin over the Bolsheviks. The Bolshevization of 
Daghestani politics pushed him into taking certain steps against them. In 
September 1920, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii led a large anti-Soviet uprising under 
the banner of Islam, and the mountainous regions of Daghestan supported 
him. The First Secretary of the Daghestan Regional Committee, Najm al-Dīn 
Samurskii, in his work published in 1925 acknowledged that “the uprising 
happened not only because of the in luence of its leader, i.e. Najm al-Dīn, but 
also due to mistakes made by some Soviet of icers.”132 Najm al-Dīn himself 
claimed that the uprising was not planned. As he would later say during his 
interrogation by the OGPU (Ob”edinennoe gosudarstvennoe politicheskoe 
upravlenie, the All-Union State Political Administration), he “stayed at home 
and wanted to surrender to the Bolsheviks.” But he found out that an armed 
group of Bolsheviks was coming to arrest him and thus understood that he 
had no choice but to revolt. Since this is what he said during his arrest and 
interrogation, we may assume that at this point it was in his interest to conceal 
his actions and present them as spontaneous rather than as a planned anti-
Soviet uprising. 

At the beginning of the uprising, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii managed to defeat 
some Red Army units in Botlikh, Khunzakh and Gunib. This success pushed 
the Dagrevkom (Daghestani Revolutionary Committee) to organize a special 
meeting in Temir Khan Shura to discuss their next moves against Najm al-
Dīn. The situation changed in October when groups of the Eleventh Red Army 
coming from Baku reached Daghestan. Although Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii actively 
played the Sharī‘a justice card, his anti-Soviet uprising was soon crushed by the 
Red Army. 

131 Lobanov, Vladimir. Terek i Dagestan v ogne Grazhdanskoi voiny. Religioznoe, voenno-
politicheskoe I ideologicheskoe protivostoianie v 1917-1920-kh godakh. Sankt-Peterburg, 2017. Pp. 
446-448.
132 Samurskii, Nazhmuddin. Grazhdanskaia voina v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1925. P. 14
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After the defeat of Najm Dīn’s uprising, on 13 November 1920, Joseph Stalin 
announced the Declaration of the Soviet Autonomy of Daghestan133 during the 
Congress of the Peoples of Daghestan in Temir Khan Shura. Signi icantly, this 
declaration was emblematic for the policy that the Bolsheviks introduced in 
Daghestan in the irst years after the revolution. It addressed several vital issues 
of those days such as the state order, the role of Sharī‘a and Najm al-Dīn’s revolt. 
One of the central events mentioned by Stalin was the anti-Soviet uprising 
led by Najm al-Dīn. Stalin called upon the people of Daghestan to prove their 
trustworthiness by driving out Najm al-Dīn. At the same time, Stalin insisted 
that “the people of Daghestan were with the Reds and have demonstrated 
their loyalty to the Red lag in ighting against [Najm al-Dīn] Gotsinskii.” Later, 
the Soviet historiography would maintain this interpretation to present the 
uprising as a confrontation between the working people of Daghestan and the 
gangs of Najm al-Dīn. However, from domestic Daghestani sources we learn 
that the Daghestani people preferred to follow various local religious leaders. 
For example, the Dargi regions were following ‘Alī Ḥajjī while the Avar regions 
located in mountainous Daghestan were following Avar religious leaders such 
as Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii. These regions were more 
inclined to re-establish an imamate and opposed Soviet ideology. Reformist 
ideas, by contrast, were widespread in urban centres and in the Kumyk regions 
located near these centers. One may notice that hardly any reformists resided 
in the mountainous parts of Daghestan, while the urban centers and their 
environs were the main centers of Muslim reformism. Even if a few reformists 
were born in mountainous Daghestan, they later moved to the cities.134 The 
Daghestani reformists were mainly operating in the urban regions where they 
found fertile ground for cooperation with the Bolsheviks and their allies in 
order to have a chance to implement their own projects. 

As Stalin stated, the “New Russia”—a Russia of workers and peasants—
granted autonomy to the people of Daghestan allowing them to “enjoy the right 
of internal self-administration while retaining its fraternal tie with the peoples of 
Russia.” According to Stalin, “the Soviet Government is the irst government to 
grant Daghestan autonomy voluntarily.” Here we see a contradiction in Stalin’s 
words: he argued that the people of Daghestan were mature enough to help 

133 Stalin, Joseph. Works, Vol. 4. Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1953.
134 Kemper, Michael. “Khālidiyya Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād.” Die Welt des 
Islams 42. no. 1 (2002): 56.
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destroy the old order and contribute to the revolution, but then he states that 
the autonomy was an expression of the Soviets’ benevolence and not the result 
of the Daghestanis’ political maturity. To enforce this claim, Stalin emphasized 
that “autonomy does not mean independence. The bond between Russia and 
Daghestan must be preserved, for only then can Daghestan preserve its freedom.” 

Continuing to clear the name of the Bolsheviks as an anti-Sharī‘a force, 
Stalin stressed the role of the Islamic law and customary law. As Stalin stated,

Daghestan must be governed in accordance with its speci ic features, 
its manner of life and customs.

We are told that among the Daghestani peoples the Sharī‘a is of great 
importance. We have also been informed that the enemies of Soviet 
power are spreading rumors that it has banned the Sharī‘a.

I have been authorized by the government of the Russian Socialist 
Federative Soviet Republic to state here that these rumors are false. The 
government of Russia gives every people the full right to govern itself on 
the basis of its laws and customs.

The Soviet Government considers that the Sharī‘a, as common law, is 
as fully authorized as that of any other of the peoples inhabiting Russia 
(Sovetskoe pravitel’stvo shchitaet shariat takim zhe pravomochnym, 
obychnym pravom, kakie imeetsia i u drugikh narodov, naseliaiushchikh 
Rossiiu.).

If the Daghestani people desire to preserve their laws and customs, 
the latter indeed should be preserved.135

This statement is, we must assume, deliberately vague. While over the 
centuries the Islamic scholars in Daghestan had been struggling with the 
tension between customary law (‘adat, obychnoe pravo) and Islamic law, Stalin 
in his speech associated Sharī‘a more with tradition and customs than with 
Islam. Moreover, by saying “The Soviet Government considers that the Sharī‘a, 
as common law, is as fully authorized as that of any other of the peoples 
inhabiting Russia,” Stalin represents it as one custom among the many customs 
of the peoples inhabiting Russia, reducing its religious role and countering any 
universalist claims for Islamic law. To Stalin, the Sharī‘a was just an order for 
community organization and could never be the way to attain truth and obtain 
eternal life in the thereafter. 

135 Stalin, Joseph. “Vystuplenie na S”ezde nrodov Dagestana” in Works, Vol. 4. Мoscow, 1947. Pp. 
394–398.
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After the arrival of the Red Army, Najm al-Dīn had to lee and hide in the 
remote alpine areas of Daghestan and Chechnya. Over the next four years 
he would try to mobilize the mountaineers against Bolshevik rule. In 1924 
Gotsinskii issued a note protesting against the policy of the Bolsheviks 
and calling for the introduction of Sharī‘a law. Unfortunately, the surviving 
translations and publications of these document do not provide information 
on the whereabouts of the original letter; given that Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii 
published his letters in Arabic, we must assume that it was written in this 
language. Here I will cite from the English translation published by Vladimir 
Bobrovnikov:

From the imām, who has devotedly followed in the footsteps of the 
four imāms, shunning hypocrites (munā iqūn) and their intrigues, the 
faithful imām of all the people of the Caucasus, Najm al-Dīn al-Ḥuzī.136 

Najm al-Dīn now presented himself as imām after having rejected this title 
twice. His emphasis on his emulation of the four imāms (that is, the three imams 
of 1829-1859, including Shamil, plus the Daghestani imam of the 1877-78 revolt) 
demonstrates that he was still trying to link his imamate to the rule of Shamīl. 

In this letter, Najm al-Dīn demanded that Soviet rule be removed not only 
from Daghestan but also from other Muslim regions of the USSR such as 
Turkestan. Moreover, he even demanded that Christianity should be practiced 
freely.137 It is hard to imagine that in 1924 Najm al-Dīn believed that his letter 
would somehow change the order of things in the region. The USSR was 
already established. This ambitious letter can be considered the inal effort of a 
defeated leader to improve his reputation.

136 “Note from Imam Najm al-Din al-Hutsi to the Soviet Government (1924)” in Islam and Su ism 
in Daghestan edited by Gammer, Moshe. Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 2019. P. 124. In a footnote 
to this document V. Bobrovnikov remarks that with the “four imāms” Najm al-Dīn referred to the 
irst ‘rightly guided caliphs’ (al-khulafā’ al-rāshidūn), i.e. Abū Bakr (632-634), ‘Umar (634-644), 

‘Uthmān (644-656) and ‘Alī (656-661). Given Najm al-Dīn’s previous attempts to link his policies 
to the imamate of Shamīl, I believe that in this letter as well he meant the irst Daghestani imāms 
rather than al-khulafā’ al-rāshidūn.
137 “Note from Imam Najm al-Din al-Hutsi to the Soviet Government (1924)”
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Picture 5. Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii during interrogation after being arrested.
Rostov-on-Don, 1925 138

The letter did not help and Najm al-Dīn could hardly ind support among the 
mountaineers. In 1925 the Soviets managed to defeat Najm al-Dīn’s troops and 
arrest him. On 28 September 1925 Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii was shot in Rostov-
on-Don by the decision of the OGPU.139

1.3.2. Soviet attempts to force the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ to support their 
policies
At the Eighth Congress of the Russian Communist Party in March 1919, Vladimir 
Lenin formulated the Soviet policy towards Islam in the following manner:

What can we do in relation to such people as the Kirghiz, Uzbeks, Tajiks 
and Turkmens, who are still under the in luence of their mullas? Here in 
Russia, the people’s memory of their unhappy experience with the “popes” 
has helped us to throw these off. But you know how badly the decree about 
civil marriage is still being carried out. Can we go to those nations and 
tell them, “Shall we get rid of your exploiters?” We cannot do that because 

138 Source: the Fond of Pictures of the Civil War in Dagestan. TsGA RD.
139 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinkii. Makhachkala, 2011. P. 385; Gammer, Moshe. 
The Lone Wolf and the Bear: Three Centuries of Chechen De iance of Russian Rule. University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2006. Pp. 119-140.
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they are completely subservient to their mullas. We just have to wait for 
the development of each particular nation and for and the inescapable 
differentiation of the proletariat from the bourgeois elements.140 

The Soviet leadership aimed to eliminate all religions, including Islam. 
To reach to this objective, those working on the anti-religious propaganda 
combined different tactics.141 In the 1920s the state policies of discrediting 
Islam were extremely diverse. Lenin’s idea of dealing with every nation 
separately and waiting for the speci ic moment to tackle the issue shows the 
character of the Soviet anti-Islamic policy in general. It was based on patience 
and counted on the uniqueness of every Muslim region of Russia.

The Sovietization of Daghestan gradually reduced the social ield of 
Sharī‘a. As the of icial document “Statute on Shari‘a Courts in the Daghestani 
Autonomous Soviet Republic” issued by the Central Executive Committee of 
the Daghestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (DASSR) (30 July 1922) 
shows, irst the Soviets cut the inancing of these courts, thereby putting the 
onus of their maintenance on the shoulders of communities. Additionally, the 
document shows that people’s courts were preferable and had a higher status 
than Sharī‘a courts.142 Soviet judicial institutions were replacing Sharī‘a courts 
at the district level. Between 1923 and 1926 the number of district Sharī‘a 
courts was reduced from eleven to eight.143

Examining the irst decade of relations between the Daghestani Muslim 
scholars and the Soviet government, Bobrovnikov states that “in the years 
1920-1927 the relationship between the Soviet authorities and the Muslim 
jurisconsults and scholars were not as antagonistic as they are usually 
portrayed.”144 As proof for this argument he provides examples of scholars 
who were allies of the Bolsheviks. As he writes, “It is not a coincidence that 

140 Lenin, Vladimir. O natsional’nom i natsional’nokolonial’nom voprose. Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe 
izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1956. P. 478-79.
141 Bryan, Fanny. “Anti-Islamic Propaganda: Bezbozhnik, 1925–35,” Central Asian Survey 5, n. 1 
(1986): 29-47.
142 “Statute on Shari‘a Courts in the Daghestani Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (DASSR), 
30 July 1922” in Islam and Su ism in Daghestan edited by Gammer, Moshe. Academia Scientiarum 
Fennica, 2019. P. 122.
143 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir, “Muslim Custom versus Socialist Law: Discourse on Shari‘a Courts in 
Postrevolutionary Daghestan” in Islam and Su ism in Daghestan (ed. by Gammer, Moshe). Academia 
Scientiarum Fennica, 2019. P. 116
144 Ibid., 113-114.
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a number of in luential Daghestani ʿulamā’ took active part in the Socialist 
reform of Daghestan. Some of them held positions in Soviet judicial and cultural 
institutions from 1918 onwards. For instance, in 1918-1919 the Naqshbandī-
Shādhilī shaykh Sayfallāh al-Nitsovkrī (Bashlarov, 1853-1919) headed the 
judicial Shari‘a department of the Daghestani Revolutionary Committee 
(revkom). Another well-known Muslim scholar and liberal journalist, Ali 
Kaiaev, was chairman of a district Shari‘a court in his native village of Kumukh 
from 1918-1925.”145 

I agree with Bobrovnikov that some of the scholars cooperated with the 
socialists. However, I would like to focus attention on two debatable nuances. 
First, Bashlarov’s examples relate to the years of 1918-1919 when the USSR did 
not exist yet and consequently this cooperation differs from the cooperation of 
the scholars after its establishment. Another key moment is the example of ‘Alī 
Kaiaev. The new source evaluated in this dissertation—the untitled memoirs 
of Kaiaev, which I discovered in his private archive,146 throws new light on the 
cooperation between the reformist ‘ulamā’ and the Daghestani socialists. As 
Kaiaev wrote,

The revolutionaries sought to unite their aspirations and movement 
with the ‘ulama’ and therefore they arranged a meeting in the house of 
the engineer ‘Ādilkarāy.147 I was also invited. Korkmasov, Dakhadaev and 
Kuarshalov attended from the revolutionaries. The scholars attending the 
meeting were Yūsuf Qādī al-Ghumūqī, Muḥammad Qādī Dibirov, Ibrāhīm 
Qādī al-Dūranghī and the Qādī of the city of Temir Khan Shura, Aghā Raḥīm.

During the meeting the socialists presented their program, and 
the opinions of the ‘ulama’ were divided. While some of them said that 
there is no contradiction between Sharī‘a and socialism, the others 
stated that contradictions do exist. In my turn, I told the socialists that 
there are both similarities and dissimilarities [between the Sharī‘a and 
socialism]. If there is a contradiction in private matters, then what will 
you do? Will you remove what is contrary to Sharī‘a from your path 

145 Ibid.
146 The translation of this source from Arabic was made in collaboration with Dr. Shamil 
Shikhaliev. 
147  Ādilkarāy or Adilgerei Daidbekov (1873-1947) had studied in the Imperial Technical School 
and was an of icial in the Tsarist administration. After the 1917 Revolution, he participated in 
Vladikavkaz Congress and became the minister of transport of the Mountain Republic. With the 
establishment of the DASSR, Daidbekov served as Head of the Department of Railways of Daghestan. 
He was a member of the Revolutionary Committee of Daghestan. Possibly, by choosing this place, 
the Socialists desired to have a dominant position. 
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(madhhab)? As for us, we will not take away [the parts of the Sharī‘a] 
that stand in contradiction to socialism. To this, Dakhadaev replied 
that he did not see any contradiction between Sharī‘a and socialism... 
and I replied to him, ‘This is not an answer. I’m not talking about their 
similarities. I ask you, if there is a contradiction in a particular question, 
what program will be decisive: socialism or Sharī‘a? You assume 
that there is no contradiction today. What will happen if a difference 
appears later? Also, it must be kept in mind that only a small number 
of scholars are present at this meeting, but in the mountains there are 
many scholars, and they are the ones who have much in luence. If those 
who are present here today recognize unity, what will happen if others 
disagree with us?’

To this, Dakhadaev answered that they will remove what is contrary 
to Sharī‘a and replace it with what is consistent. But he only said that in 
his speech. It was not what he really thought. And the scholars present at 
the meeting were aware of this.

Korkmasov voiced what was really on his mind, saying “We will never 
change anything in our program in order to comply with Sharī‘a!” 148

What can we learn from this piece of memory? First, that there was a vivid 
debate about the compatibility of Sharī‘a and socialism. Secondly, we see that 
there was no trust between the ‘ulamā’ and the socialists: the ‘ulamā’ were sure 
that the socialists were not being honest with them. Finally, the determination 
of the ‘ulamā’ that they will not go against Sharī‘a even if it contradicts what 
was in the socialists’ program demonstrates the strength of their position in 
1918 because they could still force the socialists to maneuver and, if necessary, 
hide their real intentions.

The arrival of the Red Army changed the balance of forces, placing the 
socialists into a dominant position. Consequently, the cooperation needs to 
be investigated while keeping in mind two important factors: a) the scholars’ 
distrust and b) their vulnerable position. While in the irst revolutionary years 
(1917-1918) the scholars saw collaboration with the Bolsheviks mainly as an 
opportunity to implement their own projects, the cooperation that emerged after 
the establishment of the USSR was a way of adaptation to Soviet domination. The 
reformists were very willing to be catapulted into a leading political role by the 
socialists. Otherwise, they would not have accepted this invitation.

However, the role of the reformists was mainly limited to the education, 

148 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Memoirs of the 1917 Revolutions. Ilyas Kaiaiev’s Collection. № 218. Fol. 8-9.
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publishing and cultural spheres. From the reformists, Dibirov was working 
in the Daghestani People’s Commissariat of Education in the irst year of 
Sovietization. Then he started working at the Daghestani Publishing Center as 
an editor of the Kumyk-language newspaper Soviet Daghestan and the Avar-
language newspaper Red Mountains. Between 1924 and 1929 he worked in the 
Pedagogical Technical College of Daghestan and at the People’s Commissariat 
of Education.149 Kaiaev and Akaev also became part of the Soviet system. 
Like Dibirov, after the establishment of the USSR, Akaev was also working 
mainly in the publishing sphere. In 1925, with the permission of the Soviets, 
he started publishing Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq (“Exposing the Truth”) and became 
its editor. As for Kaiaev, between 1918 and 1925 he lived mainly in Kumukh, 
where he worked in the Sharī‘a court and also opened a madrasa.150 In 1925-
1928 he worked at the Republican Regional Museum and in 1928-1930 in the 
Daghestani Scienti ic-Research Institute.151 

Important for investigating the relationship between the Soviet 
authorities and the Muslim scholars in the years 1920-1927 are the meetings 
of the Muslim scholars. It was the Soviet authorities who either organized 
or prompted these conventions. In examining the reports from those 
meetings, I seek to understand their primary purpose. Did these conventions 
just continue an already established policy of using religious authorities to 
legitimize policies, or were these conventions a new tactic used by the Soviet 
government? 

In the early 1920s, the Soviet government initiated the organization of 
Muslim congresses on all-Russian and regional levels, aiming to use the authority 
of pro-Soviet Muslim leaders for their international and domestic ambitions. 
All-Muslim meetings such as the Moscow and Baku congresses152 were vital for 
the Communists’ plans for exporting the revolution internationally. As Edward 

149 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, Dakhdugadzhi. Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhskii). 
Na izlome vekov. Makhackala, 2015. P. 123-132.
150 Shikhaliev, Shamil, Navruzov, Amir. Iz istorii zhizni i tvorchestva Ali Kaiaeva i Saifulla-kadi 
Bashlarova: dokumenty i materialy. Makhachkala, 2018. P. 33
151 Ibid., 29.
152 For example, see: White, Stephen. “Communism and the East: The Baku Congress, 1920.” Slavic 
Review, vol. 33, no. 3 (Sept. 1974), pp. 492–514; Riddell, John. To See the Dawn: Baku, 1920 - First 
Congress of the Peoples of the East. Path inder Books, 1993; Kemper, Michael. “Red Orientalism: 
Mikhail Pavlovich and Marxist Oriental Studies in Early Soviet Russia”, Die Welt des Islams 50:3-4 
(2010): 435-476.
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Carr emphasizes, in these meetings the notion of revolution was combined 
with a willingness to compromise with Muslim traditions. “Muslim beliefs and 
institutions were treated with veiled respect, and the cause of world revolution 
narrowed down to speci ic and more manageable dimensions. The Muslim 
tradition of jihad, or holy war against the in idel, was harnessed to a modern 
crusade of oppressed peoples against the imperialist oppressors, with Britain 
as the main target.”153 

Whereas this was true for the huge congresses that the Bolsheviks organized, 
the regional meetings of pro-Soviet ‘ulamā’, which were more limited in scope, 
actually aimed to eliminate anti-Soviet Muslim reactions such as the uprising 
led by Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii. In the DASSR, such conventions were held in 1920, 
1923 and 1925. Like the Baku Congress, the 1920 Congress of the Muslim Clergy 
of Daghestan followed the course adopted by the Communist International 
(Comintern) and the Soviet government to unleash the proletarian and anti-
colonial world revolution. Its delegates called on all working Muslims of the 
East to ight “for liberation from the Anglo-French and other capitalists’ “yoke” 
and expressed readiness to “take up arms for the defense of Soviet power in 
Daghestan, the Muslim East and the whole world!”154 

However, the resolutions, the issues that were discussed, and the character 
of the main actors at these meetings demonstrate that the main purpose of these 
conventions was still to establish cooperation between the Soviet government and 
the religious leaders (in particular Su i shaykhs) who were not openly anti-Soviet. 

This makes sense, especially given that the Soviet government had lost the 
support of ‘Alī Ḥajjī, formerly the main ally of the Soviets in Daghestan. ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
Akushinskii changed his attitude towards the Soviets and became the central 
anti-Soviet igure of Daghestan in the 1920s when the Soviet government 
undermined the material base of the ‘ulama’, irst by redirecting part of the 
waqf and the zakāt incomes for the maintenance of secular schools and then 
by transferring these budgets into the hands of the Soviets. Obviously, ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
Akushinskii overestimated his in luence on the government. These decisions 
undermined Akushinskii’s trust in the Soviet government and he ceased to 

153 Carr, Edward Hallett. The Bolshevik Revolution, 1917-1923, Vol. 3 (History of Soviet Russia). 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1985. P. 261
154 Sulaev, Imanutdin. Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo Dagestana i vlast’: Istoriia vzaimootnoshenii. 
P. 155.
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reckon with the Soviet authorities.
In 1925, ‘Alī Ḥajjī with his sons and relatives sharply opposed the re-

election of the village council in his native village of Akusha in the Dargi region 
of Daghestan. Osman Osmanov, the chairman of the Dargi district, came to 
Akusha. Though Osmanov had a long conversation with ‘Alī Ḥajjī about the 
signi icance of the actions of the Soviet government, ‘Alī-Ḥajjī openly spoke 
out against them. Nevertheless, ‘Alī Ḥajjī’s efforts were futile. A year later, in 
1926, the religious men of Akusha and a number of other villages conducted 
open agitation against Soviet power, opposing Soviet schools and cultural and 
educational institutions. At the order of ‘Alī Ḥajjī school desks were thrown 
into the river, an act by which they openly showed their disagreement with the 
creation of new Soviet schools.

Between 1925 and 1927, ‘Alī Ḥajjī travelled through the villages of Daghestan, 
accompanied by his murīds. He visited Karabudakhkent, Paraul, Kayakent, 
Tsudakhar, Gubden, Burki-Mahi and other villages of Daghestan. Nearly 
everywhere almost all the population of these villages met him. Some of the 
villagers even walked several miles to meet him before he made it to their villages. 
G. Kakagasanov and A.-G. Gadzhiev emphasize that, having visited these villages, 
he “urged [the people] not to listen to the Communists since they are unbelievers 
(giaurs) and they cannot be buried in the cemetery, as they will go to hell.”155 

Coming back to the Daghestani meetings of the ‘ulamā’, one can see that as long 
as Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii in the mountains and ‘Alī Ḥajjī in his regions of in luence 
were acting against the Soviet government, actively criticizing the Bolsheviks for 
their anti-Sharī‘a policy, the Soviet government had to search for new sources of 
support from among the ‘ulamā’ and maintain a façade that would allow them 
to pose as a not-anti-Islamic force. The organization of the meetings of ‘ulamā’, I 
believe, was one method they used to show that they were not against Islam and to 
demonstrate to the people of Daghestan that they enjoyed the support of famous 
religious leaders. Among the latter, the most in luential person was the shaykh of 
the Naqshbandī and Shādhilī tarīqas Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī (1852-1937), who hosted 
one such convention of scholars on 20 November 1923. The place of the meeting—
the village of Kakhib—was an ideal location for gathering the ‘ulamā’ who were 
accepting of the Soviets since it was the birthplace and residence of the most 

155 Kakagasanov, Gadzhikurban, Gazhiev, Adilgerei. Ali-Khadzhi Akushinskii – shaikh-ul’-islam 
Dagestana, patriot i mirotvorets. Makhachkala: Yupiter, 1998. P. 15.
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in luential Avar shaykh of the 1920–1930s, Ḥasan Ḥilmī, a shaykh who was acting 
in line with the Soviets outwardly up to his repression by the regime he supported. 

Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī was an in luential authority in that region. He was 
helping the Soviets to suppress the uprising of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii in 1920-
1921. However, as in the case of the confrontation between Najm al-Dīn with 
Uzun Ḥajjī and ‘Alī Ḥajjī, I argue that the cooperation of Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī 
with the Bolsheviks against Najm al-Dīn was a pragmatic political step that had 
nothing to do with ideology. Kaiaev, in his History of the Revolution, uncovers 
the reason for al-Qaḥī’s position: Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī understood it would be 
impossible to win a war against the Eleventh Red Army. He wrote: 

At the beginning of the revolution, Muḥammad Dibir156 went to the 
Gunib fortress to ask Gunib’s residents about freedom, whether they 
choose freedom or autocracy. Among those present was also Ḥasan al-
Qaḥī. [Before that] Shaykh Sayfallāh al-Nitsovkrī (Bashlarov)157 wrote him 
urging al-Qaḥī to help freedom and strengthen the side of freedom.158 And 
he told him that the revolutionaries would undoubtedly win. Freedom 
would be established, and they needed to support it. When the meeting 
was fully assembled, Shaykh Ḥasan spoke and reported the good news of 
freedom. Aḥmad al-Kuchrī was the representative of the opposing group, 
and he wanted to argue with him. And he [Ḥasan al-Qaḥī] rejected him and 
a dispute began between them. And then [Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī] said, “The 
condition for the battle is the balance of the parties, isn’t it? Here we see 
the opposite.” “Our strength is suf icient,” [replied al-Kuchrī]. He [Ḥasan 
al-Qaḥī] said, “If we have an old gun, then they have a ri le, and if we have 
a ri le, then they have machine guns. So how can our weapons beat their 
weapons?” [al-Kuchrī] shut up and agreed to this. The inhabitants of the 
village of Teletl wrote to him [al-Qaḥī], asking whether he was for a war 
against the Bolsheviks and whether this corresponds to the Sharī‘a, or 
whether it is necessary to obey. And he wrote to them and said brie ly: 
“Look at your burned stones and understand their purpose, and this is 
enough for you to understand whether it is worth going against them.”159

156 The author means Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov. 
157 Shaykh Sayfallāh al-Nitsovkrī (1853-1919) was Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Al-Qaḥī’s murshid which is 
a spiritual guide or master in Su ism. More about Shaykh Sayfallah al-Nitsovkrī see: Shikhaliev, 
Shamil, Kemper, Michael. “Sayfallāh-Qāḍī Bashlarov: Su i Networks between the North Caucasus 
and the Volga-Urals.” In The Piety of Learning: Islamic Studies in Honor of Stefan Reichmuth. Brill, 
2017. Pp. 166–198.
158 As we see under the freedom, they understood the collapse of autocracy and the victory of the 
Revolutionary side.
159 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tarīkh al-inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Ilyas Kaiaev’s Collection. № 209. Fol. 41b.
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Just after the collapse of the Russian Empire, when the discourse of the re-
establishment of an imamate was at its zenith, debates resurfaced on whether 
the jihād against the Russians was permissible or not. The questions addressed 
to Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī form part of this debate. As we will see in the next 
chapter of my thesis, Daghestani reformers supported the idea that a jihad 
against Russians was forbidden since the Russians were no longer enemies. 
Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī did not voice this particular reasoning but rather argued 
that the Daghestanis were not strong enough to ight against the Bolsheviks. 
With the imagery of the “burnt stones” he reminded the villagers of Teletl that 
their village had been burnt three times by the Russians: twice during the 
Caucasian War and the third time during the uprising of 1877. One might notice 
that Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī did not consider the Bolsheviks as a group against 
whom jihād was forbidden; rather, he stated that the reason why they could not 
ight against the Bolsheviks was the imbalance between the struggling sides. 

Thus, when we study him as the main actor organizing the Kakhib meeting, we 
need to take into consideration his reasons and desires and avoid viewing him 
as a Sovietized ‘ālim. 

The Kakhib meeting of 1923 discussed the following questions: How does 
Soviet power relate to the Muslim religion and the ‘ulamā’ and why are the 
‘ulamā’ separated from Soviet power? How should the ‘ulamā’ and the wider 
Muslim masses relate to Soviet power? Should Muslims assist the Soviet 
government in any way or not? Does secular science bring any bene its to 
the Muslims of Daghestan or not? What action can be organized against the 
“self-proclaimed” imām Najm al-Dīn and how should the entire population of 
Daghestan relate to him and his actions?

Obviously, these questions remained topical in 1923, a circumstance that 
demonstrates the weakness of the Soviets in the region. The Bolsheviks were 
still in need of support from the side of Muslim leaders such as Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-
Qaḥī to maintain its in luence over the population of Daghestan, most especially 
in the mountains where Najm al-Dīn’s continued to operate. 

The resolution accepted by the meeting says: 

After careful consideration of the content of serious discussions, 
communicating their views, [the meeting] decided:

1) The Soviet government is brotherly to all the peoples of the world, 
including Muslims. The Soviet power does not create any obstacles in the 



78

way of performing religious rites; it gives everyone the right to believe as 
he himself inds it necessary and to pray as much as he wants. Not only 
does the Soviet government not oppress or force the faith of a person, 
but, on the contrary, it severely punishes violent citizens and state 
of icials, which it will always do. By separating religion from earthly 
power, the Soviet power is doing the right thing...

From now on, we will not interfere in the internal affairs of the earthly 
powers (vnutrennye dela vlasti zemnoi), but we will help the Soviet 
authorities to grow stronger so that they can improve the situation of the 
poor (bednota), which it always cared about, for Allah and his Prophet 
Mohammed were taught to love the poor, to help them and those who 
care about them.

2) We believe that all Muslims should wholeheartedly submit to 
the present Soviet power and by all means help it in all affairs, and the 
Muslims will join in the ight against the enemies of the Soviet power, 
i.e., against the enemies of Muslims, not only of Daghestan, but of the 
whole world. The Qur’an says that subordination to the existing power 
is the responsibility of all Muslims... All the precepts of our Prophet 
Muḥammad (Magomed), who all his life fought against the khans and the 
rich with his companions [askhaby], teach us to submit to such authority. 
This is what we are taught by the āyas sent to us by Allah through the 
prophet Magomed in the Qur’an.

3) All Muslims, whether they live in Daghestan or in other 
countries, should, by virtue of Allah, certainly provide full support to 
the Soviet government. Muslims should remember that the weakening 
of Soviet power brings about the danger that all Muslims will be 
enslaved [again], since Britain, France, Italy and other countries, 
having royal or bourgeois power, will always try to strangle the Soviet 
power and with it the entire Muslim East, hand in hand with whom 
the Soviet power (Soveskaia vlast’) is working against their common 
enemies.

4) The Congress considers it necessary to widely explain the 
importance of the secular sciences to the Daghestan poor. These sciences 
give a person knowledge, and to entire nations they give power and 
strength since uneducated people do not know how to improve their 
existence. 

Darkness is the greatest evil, which is the basis of all disasters. One 
who does not learn is like an unreasonable animal with whom one can 
do everything. We will help the Soviet government to educate the minds 
of the dark Daghestan poor; we will convince the population, not sparing 
energy and means, to learn and teach their children.
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5) For the dif icult period from the beginning of 1918 to the end of 
1920, we all became convinced that the self-proclaimed imām Najm al-
Dīn Gotsinskii is an evil spirit that brings only misfortunes, orphanage 
and widowhood to Daghestanis. We see that Allah cursed Najm al-Dīn 
Gotsinskii and made his endeavors fail.

We see that Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii did not think at all about the 
welfare of the Daghestani people. Just like his ancestor,160 Gotsinskii’s goal 
was to sell the freedom of Daghestanis to England, the common enemy of 
all Muslims and free republics. He wants to turn us and all Muslims into 
slaves.

We know that Gotsinskii deceived us by saying that Said, a grandson 
of Shamīl, works with him. Knowing and considering all the evil deeds 
and calamities that Gotsinskii brought to all the tribes of Daghestan 
[plemenam Dagestana], considering that he sought power and wealth 
and that he sold his services to England, our common enemies, for his 
own sake, [and considering] that he forgot all Muslims in the world, 
we consider it necessary to declare to all the people that Gotsinskii 
deserves the most severe punishment․ We received the āya of the Qur’an 
which says that a person who sheds innocent blood deserves severe 
punishment by cruci ixion and stoning. We consider it necessary to 
widely disseminate among the population the divine curse of Gotsinskii 
as well as [our] declaration that Gotsinskii is an enemy of Muslims not 
only in Daghestan but in the whole world.161

This resolution published in Krasnyi Daghestan (“Red Daghestan”) is all we 
know about the meeting; hence we need to take into consideration that this is 
a product of the Soviet power published in the Russian language (which most 
ʿulamā’ did not understand). On the other hand, looking at this resolution from 
a different angle demonstrates at least two important nuances: how the Soviets 
were dealing with the ‘ulamā’ and how the ‘ulamā’ might deal with this kind of 
resolution on the basis of what they discussed. The way the Soviets chose to 
deal with the ʿ ulamā’ as early as 1923 demonstrates that the Daghestani ʿ ulamā’ 
who participated in this meeting were a tool in the hands of the Soviets used 
by the latter to legitimize their actions in Daghestan. As the resolution was so 
obviously a product of Bolshevik rhetoric, it can hardly have been acceptable 
for the Daghestani scholars; perhaps it even contributed to their alienation. 

160 Presumably this “ancestor” was Najm al-Din’s father, suspected to be a traitor who allegedly 
showed the Russians the way how to take Shamīl’s last stronghold Gunib.
161 Krasnyi Dagestan. 282-283 (1923).
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The last Bolshevik-orchestrated meeting of Muslim clergy was held on 
12-14 February 1925 in Temir Khan Shura. While for the previous meetings 
the Soviets selected a highly respected shaykh as of icial host, knowing that 
only such an authority could bring together many scholars, the 1925 meeting 
was organized by Alibek Takho-Godi, a Daghestani Bolshevik who at that time 
served as the People’s Commissar of Justice of the Daghestan ASSR and who was 
a member of the Central Executive Committee of the USSR. Obviously, by 1925 
the Soviets managed to organize gatherings of Muslim religious leaders by their 
own call, and the role of the religious authorities decreased. Additionally, the 
chosen location was Temir Khan Shura, the Soviet center (today’s Buynaksk) 
rather than the center of in luence of any shaykh. 

One of the main topics discussed during the meeting was the issue of schools 
and the absence of Islamic subjects in the programs of these schools. While 
the reformers Abū Sufyān al-Ghazānishī and Muḥammad-Qādī al-Qarākhī 
supported the development of new schools (The third chapter of the present 
thesis discusses the standpoint of the reformers in detail.), among the delegates 
were also scholars who expressed their dissatisfaction on this question. 

On this question we have the reply of Alibek Takho Godi: 

I know the main disease of our ‘ulamā’: they think that faith will 
be destroyed in Soviet schools. Isn’t the Qur’an studied outside the 
school? Do not mosques and madrasas teach the Qur’an? Did the 
Soviet government close any madrasa? No! Why should we be afraid 
of a religion of science (religiia nauki), given it has already existed for 
1000 years. There are only 130 Soviet schools in Daghestan but 1,000 
madrasas and even more.162

From 1926 on, the Bolsheviks had defeated all the opposition and felt free 
to cease its cooperation with imāms and shaykhs. With the Soviets irmly in 
power, all the remaining religious authorities were associated with the anti-
Soviet resistance and marginalized.

1.3.3. The start of massive repressions of the Daghestani ʿulamā’
The irst repression of the Muslim scholars of Daghestan relates to the 
organization called Dini Komitee (“Religious Committee”). The history of this 
organization, its main goal and even the circumstances of its establishment 

162 Magomedov, M. Alibek Takho-Godi. Zhizn’, mirovozzrenie, tvorcheskoe nasledie. Makhachkala, 
1993. P. 224.
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are not clear, and, perhaps, it might have been a Bolshevik plot to eliminate 
the ʿulamā’. One can ind dozens of references to this organization in the 
biographical books devoted to the Daghestani scholars who were repressed 
at the end of the 1920s; however, these references only tell us that this was 
a secret organization with anti-Soviet goals. Who established it and for what 
purposes, what kind of actions this organization carried out and who its real 
members were remains to be discovered. The problem is that there is no 
information about the organization in the accessible archives. Information 
about it is kept in the Central Archive of the Federal Security Service of the 
Russian Federation (FSB of Russia) where access is very limited, especially 
for non-citizens. 

One of the few scholars allowed to use materials from the FSB archive was 
the Daghestani historian Khadzhi Murad Donogo. Together with Dakhdugadzhi 
Dakhduev, Donogo published a book entitled Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov 
(Karakhskii). Na izlome vekov using materials from this archive.163 They were 
given this access because Dakhduev is a relative of Dibirov, the subject of their 
research. In 1997 he asked for access to the archive, stating he was preparing a 
request for the of icial rehabilitation of Dibirov.

The investigation iles related to the life and inal years of Dibirov164 also 
contain information about the history of the organization and a list of the 
scholars repressed because of their membership in the Dini komiti. 

According to Donogo, in the spring of 1920 a certain Badawi-Qādī Adilbekov 
(1885-1929), an ardent supporter of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, established an 
organization called “Dini-Jamiat” in the city of Buynaksk. During the investigation, 
members of the organization described the establishment differently. Donogo 
cites the words of Aghā Raḥīm Mustafaev, one of the members of the organization, 
who stated that Badawi-Qadi “informed them that he negotiated with the 
government, and they [i.e., the authorities] agreed to permit opening committees 
for Muslims to defend their religion.”165 Later, during the court process he stated 
that the head of the Buynaksk police was the initiator of the organization. 

163 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, Dakhdugadzhi. Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhskii). 
Na izlome vekov. Makhackala, 2015.
164 As Kh. M. Donogo told me, he could access to only half of the investigation iles. The other part 
were deletions and considered secret. 
165 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, Dakhdugazhi. Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhsky). Na 
izlome vekov. Pp. 140-141.
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Based on the investigation iles, the main purpose of the organization 
was the protection of Islam. However, in 1929 the leaders of the organization 
decided to speak up against the closure of the Orthodox Church and even 
sent their opinion on this issue to the Buynaksk Committee of the All-Union 
Communist Party of Bolsheviks.166 

On 8 April 1929, the All-Russian Central Executive Committee and the 
Council of People’s Commissars of the RSFSR issued the resolution “On Religious 
Communities” (O religioznykh ob”edineniiakh) according to which these 
societies could begin their activities only after registration. This resolution 
also prescribed that members of those societies could be only be those who 
had attained eighteen years of age.167 Consequently, all other organizations, 
including the Dini Komiti, found themselves outlawed. 

As Donogo states, the repression of the members of the organization 
was primarily targeted at Dibirov. Between May and November 1929, the 
Daghestani department of the OGPU arrested seventy- ive persons, considering 
them members of the counterrevolutionary organization Dini Komiti; among 
them were the Daghestani reformers Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov and Abū Sufyān 
Akaev. 

As soon as 14 December 1929, Muḥammad-Qādī and nineteen other 
members were sentenced to death by the OGPU. The other members were sent 
to internment camps. Abū Sufyān Akaev was exiled to the Severniy Kray for ten 
years, where he died a few years later.

The repressions at the end of the 1920s were designed to eliminate any 
possible resistance against Soviet power. If at the beginning of the 1920s the 
Soviets managed to defeat the Muslim religious leaders such as Su i shaykhs, 
the repressions of 1929 were already targeting the reformers who had been 
included in the Soviet system.

Reportedly, seventy- ive members of the Dini Komiti were arrested. Among 
these the most prominent victim was ‘Alī Kaiaev. In 1930 he was arrested on 
a charge of belonging to a religious organization that aimed to overthrow the 
Soviet regime in Daghestan. He was exiled to Chelyabinsk, and then due to health 
reasons he was transferred to Voronezh to serve his sentence. With the help of 

166 Ibid., 142-143.
167 “On Religious Societies” (O religioznykh ob”edineniiakh) by the All-Russian Central Executive 
Committee (8 April 1929) http://his95.narod.ru/doc22/52.htm 
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Korkmasov he was soon released and on 15 November 1934 he again began his 
work at a research institute. In 1938 he was arrested again, this time for his close 
links with the “enemy of the people” Korkmasov. In 1940 he was exiled for ive 
years to Kazakhstan, where in December 1943 he died from typhus. 

1.4. Conclusion
In this chapter I have analyzed the history of the revolution in Daghestan based 
on the Arabic and Turkic language sources penned by Muslim non-Socialist 
actors. For this purpose, I turned to the Daghestani sources produced by the 
Daghestani scholars who witnessed the revolutions, civil war and establishment 
of Soviet power. As my research shows, these Arabic-language sources focus 
on the role of three crucial igures: ‘Alī Ḥajjī, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and Uzun 
Ḥajjī Saltinskii. The people of Daghestan were following mainly these religious 
authorities with their choice of leaders depending on these leaders’ ethnicity 
and the in luence they had over certain regions rather than their religious 
standpoints. For example, it is obvious that the Dargi shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī was 
supported by the populations of the village of Akusha and the wider Dargi 
region. Meanwhile, the Avar regions located in mountainous Daghestan were 
close to the Avar religious authorities Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii. 
Being shaykhs of the same silsila (the lineage or spiritual genealogy of Su i 
masters), both ‘Alī Ḥajjī and Uzun Ḥajjī had the same religious standpoints, but 
their political goals were different. As for the reformists, it became clear that 
they were residing in urban centers and the regions located near these centers 
that were mainly populated by Kumyks. 

In view of the clash between ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii and Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii, 
one may argue that the Daghestani political projects failed on their own terms 
rather than because of the actions of the Bolshevik victors. The struggle for 
hegemony among different projects, built around key religious and political 
figures, weakened them all. Here the Bolsheviks used the failure of these leaders 
to change the ratio of the forces in the region. The arrival of the Red Army finally 
shifted the balance into the Bolsheviks’ favor, making them the dominant power.

Until the mid-1920s the Bolsheviks were highly interested in cooperation 
with religious authorities such as Sufi shaykhs and reformist Muslim scholars 
as they understood such cooperation would improve their reputation among 
the Muslims. This cooperation was bilateral. However, while Sufi shaykhs 
were, in their ideological dimension, closer to the anti-Bolshevik forces, the 
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reformists shared the idea of “progress” and had a greater chance of being 
brought into the Soviet system, which happened right from the beginning of 
the Soviet era. Nevertheless, this cooperation was quite fragile due to the lack 
of trust between the camps. 

Having discussed the main turbulence of those years in this first chapter, I 
will now concentrate on the Daghestani intellectuals’ perception of the 1917 
Revolution and the formation of their agendas.



Chapter II

Picture: A mountaineer holding a lag with sign “ḥurrīya” (freedom).
Tāng Cholpān 1 (1917)
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The Concept of “Freedom” and the Issue of the 
Imamate in the Revolutionary Discourse of the 

Daghestani Reformists

2.1. Introduction
Comparative studies of events such as revolutions emphasize the lows and 
linkages in an increasingly interconnected and shrinking world. The social 
web across neighboring (and even remote) empires made the transfer 
of ideas possible long before the Russian Revolutions of 1917. The ideas 
of freedom and parliamentarianism as a guarantee of that freedom were 
already circulating among the Russian, Ottoman and Persian Empires by the 
end of the nineteenth century; contributors to the political discourse in these 
empires claimed that freedom and parliamentary democracy were the only 
way to ensure the development of the state. These ideas against absolute 
monarchism reached their zenith at the beginning of the twentieth century 
when the constitutional revolutions broke out in these empires: in Russia 
in 1905, in Iran in 1906 and in the Ottoman Empire in 1908.168 To illustrate 
the low of political ideas between these empires, one can mention the 1905 
Revolution in Russia and its perception by the Young Turks. As Nader Sohrabi 
states, to the Young Turks Russia was a civilized Western empire decaying 

168 More about these events see: Sohrabi, Nader. Revolution and Constitutionalism in the Ottoman 
Empire and Iran. Cambridge University Press, 2011.
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under the weight of a despotic monarch who opposed the constitutionalist 
yearnings of his people. The brutal clampdown of early 1905 in Russia served 
as the perfect occasion for the Young Turks to compare the two despots of 
the Ottoman and the Russian Empires: “Like Abdul Hamid, [the tsar] does not 
step outside the palace and does not think of anything but his own self, his 
property and life.”169 

After having discussed the overall situation as it emerged in Daghestan 
after the Revolution of 1917 and the historiography of those dynamics in the 
previous section, this second chapter of my thesis examines the reformists’ 
perception of the concept of freedom, their views on the re-establishment 
of another Daghestani imamate through the prism of that understanding 
and their writings on what kind of future state would be able to back that 
freedom.

In this chapter, I irst examine the idea of freedom in Islam in general 
and among Daghestani reformists in particular. Then I turn to discuss the 
reformists’ standpoint that the old Daghestani historical model of the imamate 
was unable to protect the newly gained freedom. To do this, I investigate what 
reformist authors had to say about the igure of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii as a 
candidate for the position of imām and about his election at the Andi Congress 
on 2 August 1917, demonstrating that the reformists portrayed his action as a 
return to autocracy and a violation of the free will of the Daghestani Muslims. 
Here I discuss the paradox that the imamate, as a jihād against the tsar, was 
now portrayed as a system that would support the old regime of the tsars. After 
this, I also discuss the reformists’ religious arguments against the Daghestani 
imamate to show the rhetorical practices used by the reformists against their 
opponents. 

It is my claim that Daghestani Muslim reformists became participants of 
the revolutionary discourse but that in doing so they used speci ic Islamic 
connotations and terminologies. Paradoxically, Muslim cultural reformists, 
or Islamic reformers, became political revolutionaries. And, as they wrote in 
Arabic, the reformists in Daghestan shaped a regional Islamic discourse but 
also contributed to the broader Russian political discourse and to the Middle 
Eastern debates of that time.

169 Ibid., 79.
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2.2. Perceptions of the concept of “freedom” in revolutionary Daghestan
2.2.1. The concept of “freedom” in Islam and its echoes in Daghestan

Daghestan, with its ethnic and linguistic background, was a part of both the 
Turkic and Arabic worlds. Consequently, the antimonarchist ideas emerging in the 
Middle East also reached Daghestan. These ideas arrived not only through books 
and newspapers but also through human carriers, travelling from Temir Khan 
Shura to Bukhara and from Constantinople to Cairo. Reaching the Caucasus, they 
blended with the local traditions and formed political currents long before the 
1917 Revolution (This fact is evidenced by the discussions of these ideas on the 
pages of the Daghestani pre-Revolutionary press.).170 The 1917 revolution ended 
the censorship giving these local actors a chance to embrace a new revolutionary 
rhetoric, which in its turn created a shared vocabulary between the socialists and 
the Daghestani reformists. As most Muslim newspapers in the North Caucasus 
were run by reformists, the latter had a powerful platform. 

The February Revolution created an environment for the Daghestani 
intellectuals to open a new page in the history of Daghestan. The reformists’ 
discourse on the future of the country in the post-revolutionary period took 
advantage of this break by rejecting the established political beliefs of the 
collapsed empire. Being in luenced by ideas such as constitutionalism, the 
reformists developed their vision of the model of a future state which would 
guarantee this freedom. In particular, the re-establishment of the imamate in 
Daghestan was accepted by them as an embodiment of despotic monarchism 
rather than freedom and democracy. They rejected the idea that a new imamate 
should be established, opting instead for a non-monarchic form of governance.

When mapping the political groups who stood for and against the imamate 
and trying to ind out why exactly they opposed or supported the idea of 
the imamate, my irst step was to examine their religious argumentations 
to understand the religious side of this, or what seemed to be at irst glance, 
religious question. It turned out that both sides were basing their arguments 
on the same law school, the S hā iʿī school. Given this, the question remained 
signi icant if not more complicated. I was sure that there should be something 
else, and, thus, I continued digging. 

170 For instance, in the sixth issue of Jarīdat Dāghistān from 1913, Akaev discussed the events of 
1905 stating that though the system of consultation was long known, only in 1905 the Russian Tsar 
relized that the progress depanded “on consultation with its educated subjects.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 
6 (1913): 4.
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I found that the concept of “freedom” (ḥurrīya) was central to the discourse 
surrounding the imamate discourse. Thus, I started dealing with the concept 
of “freedom” on the agenda of the reformists through the periodical press 
published by the reformists. Daghestani newspapers use the term ḥurrīya when 
they talk about the situation created after the collapse of autocracy. As Franz 
Rosenthal observed, while the etymology of ḥurr (“free”) remains in the dark, it 
has been established that the term ḥurrīya was initially used in relation to the 
meaning of “nobles” and the use of ḥurr in the metaphoric meaning of “noble, 
good” was common in pre-Islamic Arabic speech. Ḥurr al-kalām, for instance, 
does not refer to “free speech” but to the speech of high literary quality. In the 
Middle Ages, Muslim philosophers such as al-Fārābī (d. 951) and Ibn Rushd (d. 
1198), in their turn, took limited notice of freedom as a political term, whereas 
it has received much attention in Su i thought and literature.171

Moreover, historically, Muslim jurists have not advanced a theoretical 
understanding of the general concept of freedom either. Instead, they often 
spoke about its manifestations, such as the freedom of opinion, belief and 
ownership. Some Muslim scholars, however, also discussed ḥurrīya as a concept 
relevant for political and social issues. “Ḥurrīya may have existed in Arabic at 
an early date, especially for expressing the opposite of the legal term “slavery,” 
but it does not seem improbable that it started to be used more widely when 
Islam came into contact with the philosophical thinking of the Mediterranean 
world that had known speculation about freedom for many centuries.” 172 

Ibn ʿĀshūr (d. 1973), the Tunisian scholars who authored contemporary 
Qur’anic exegesis,173 de ined ḥurrīya as “the opposite of slavery and the 
independent disposition of a prudent man to manage his own affairs by his 
own free will.”174 As noted by Muhammad Hashim Kamali, this de inition is 
focused on the freedom of the individual to manage his personal affairs without 
the interference of others.175 

171 Kamali, Mohammad Hashim. Freedom, Equality and Justice in Islam. Islamic Text Society. 2002. 
P. 1. 
172 Rosenthal, Franz. “The Muslim Concept of Freedom Prior to the Nineteenth Century,” in Man 
Versus Society in Medieval Islam. Brill, 2014. P. 33.
173 Na i, Basheer M. “Tāhir ibn ‘Āshūr: The Career and Thought of a Modern Reformist ‘ālim, with 
Special Reference to His Work of tafsīr” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 7, no. 1 (2008): 1-32.
174 Kamali, Mohammad Hashim. Freedom, Equality and Justice in Islam. P. 4
175 Ibid.
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As we see, the concept of “freedom” was accepted differently by the 
scholars of Islam of different times, making freedom with its metaphysical, 
philosophical, legal, cultural and political contexts a vague concept. The 
Daghestani reformists had their own perception of “freedom.” Though they 
had been re lecting on the idea of freedom in the context of discussions of state 
models before the revolution in 1917 (especially after 1905), the events of 
1917 marked a new phase in those discussions. Possibly under the in luence 
of the revolutionary events, the idea of freedom in Daghestan discussed on the 
pages of the periodicals by the reformists right after the February Revolution 
differed from the Islamic, religious understanding of freedom and was located 
more in the social, economic and political dimensions. 

As Vladimir B obrovnikov observed, “Sharīʿa justice (al-‘adāla), together 
with calls for social “freedom” (ḥurrīya) and “equality” (musāwa), was among 
the most discussed topics of different political groups in the region, including 
the reformists and the Bolsheviks.”176 In Daghestan, different groups had 
their own understanding of this concept, hence, it became a major source of 
ambiguity. 

How the new state should be organized, and which kind of model would 
facilitate the best implementation of that ḥurrīya remained a matter of heated 
debate. Thus, when Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii led the movement for the re-
establishment of Shamīl’s imamate, not only religious opponents such as ‘Alī 
Ḥajjī Akushinskii but also the reformists and the socialists confronted him 
with all sides drawing on the conceptual wealth of ḥurrīya. As the evaluation 
of the sources will demonstrate, the reformists of Daghestan, as a real result 
of the revolution and the collapse of the imperial order, emphasized the socio-
political dimension of the term in the form of freedom of religion and freedom 
of speech. 

2.2.2. Talking about freedom in the revolutionary discourse of the 
Daghestani reformists
The reformists of Daghestan accepted the February Revolution as a liberating 
event and a chance for a new start for their projects for a developed Daghestan. 
The reformists and other scholars of Islam did not discuss the character of the 

176 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Muslim Custom versus Socialist law: Discourse on Sharʿīa Courts 
in Postrevolutionary Daghestan” In Islam and Su ism in Daghestan, edited by Gammer, Moshe. 
Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 2009. P. 103.
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February Revolution. There was no discussion over the bourgeois or socialist 
nature of the revolution. For Daghestani scholars of Islam, the collapse of the 
Russian Empire was understood as an end of injustice and an opportunity to 
establish freedom. 

To understand the reformists’ standpoint on freedom, one needs to 
reconstruct their understanding of this concept. To do so one needs to look at 
the periodicals published by them. Periodicals are also vital since the articles 
published by the reformists give us an understanding of what exactly the 
reformists’ perception of freedom was in those days, while other historical 
sources take a retrospective view toward the concept. The majority of texts 
analysed were published in the newspaper Jarīdat Dāg histān. Additionally, I 
examine some articles from the newspapers Mu sāvāt (“Equality”), Tāng Cholpān 
(“Morning Star”), Īlchī (“Bulletin”), Īshchī Khalk (“Working People”) and Channah 
Tsuku (“Morning Star”), where the reformists published their articles.177 In these 
periodicals, published after the February Revolution, I identi ied three main 
strategies of talking about freedom: a) stressing the negative imperial past, b) 
highlighting the duties of the people (especially the scholars of Islam) to defend 
the newly acquired freedom and the correct state model that would preserve 
freedom and c) the alleged compatibility of freedom and Islam. 

Nearly all articles start with a negative description of tsarist Russia to 
illustrate the contrast with their new revolutionary reality. As my research 
shows, experiencing a situation of turmoil and an uncertain future, the 
Daghestani reformists explained the idea of freedom through its absence in the 
tsarist past, emphasizing the people’s negative experience during the imperial 
era. Here we can come across the phenomenon of ex negativo when the absence 
of autocracy was accepted as freedom. Thus, freedom cannot be a de inition 
of autocracy. In the article called “On Freedom” (O svobode) from September 
1917,178  ‘Alī Kaiaev explains the idea of freedom: 

177 These journals were in Kumyk (Musāvāt, Īshchī Khalk and Tāng Cholpān) and in Lak (Īlchī 
and Channah Tsuku) languages. In case of Kumyk texts, I analyze them using both Kumyk original 
and Russian translations of some texts, in case of Lak language, I use Russian translations of 
those indigenous writings due to the lack of these languages.
178 The Lak language original of the article was published in the 6th issue of Channah Tsuku 
from September 1917. My analyses are based on the Russian translation published in Ali 
Kaiaev, Dagestan: vremia, sud’by by Medzhidov Yusup and Abdulaev Magomed. al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. 
“O svobode.” In Medzhidov Yusup, Abdulaev Magomed. ‘Ali Kaiaev, Dagestan: vremia, sud’by, 
Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 1993. P. 376-379.
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Until now, Russia has been under the rule of Romanovs. [Under their 
rule] Russian was the only language allowed. All people were forced to 
work for the bene it of the Russian language and Russian culture. They 
intended to eliminate all languages in Russia and to establish a single 
Russian language, to make all the people speak it. To this end, Russian 
schools were opened in each village. At that time our poor people 
were mostly dozing, did not know what was going on and sent their 
children to Russian schools. Some leaders almost became Russian; they 
considered it shameful to speak their own language. They only wore 
Russian clothing. They could not say anything about [their problems]. 
Everybody knew that disobedience would be persecuted. 179 

As we will see in the next chapter of my thesis, the language issue, 
particularly the situation of vernaculars backed by the reformists, was one 
of the crucial topics in their discourse of progress. In the context of freedom, 
based on these articles, one may notice that freedom in the imagination of the 
reformists had several manifestations, such as freedom of faith and freedom to 
choose a language of teaching.

As we see from the beginning of this quote, for ‘Alī Kaiaev freedom was a 
condition where religions including Islam could be followed without fear of 
persecution. However, when he says “everyone has the right to choose any 
religion”180 he does not mean that the Muslims can convert to other religions 
or that a Muslim may drop his faith. In Islam, apostasy (irtidād), i.e., the 
conscious abandonment of Islam by a Muslim, is a crime and a sin, an act of 
treason punishable even with the death penalty. In the irst centuries of Islam, 
the Islamic legal scholars elaborated a complex set of rules pertaining to the 
legal status of apostates. These rules belong to the sphere of penal as well as 
civil law. At the end of the nineteenth century, punishment for apostasy fell 
into desuetude though it was almost nowhere expressly abolished.181 Thus, for 
a scholar of Islam such as ‘Alī Kaiaev who valued the role of Islam vigorously, 
the freedom to choose any religion meant that Muslims should not be forcibly 
converted to other religions because they had the freedom to choose Islam. 
He identi ied this phenomenon of violent conversion with the existence of the 
Russian Empire. I believe that while talking about the fears of forced conversion, 

179 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “O svobode.” P. 376-379. 
180 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “O svobode.” P. 377.
181 Peters, Rudolph, De Vries, Gert J. J.. “Apostasy in Islam”. Die Welt des Islams 17, no 1/4 (1976): 
1–25.
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Kaiaev meant the attempts of the Russian Empire to Christianize the population 
of the North Caucasus in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the mid-
eighteenth century, the Russian government rewarded Georgian clerics who 
were sent to Ossetia to preach Christianity there.182 In the nineteenth century, 
the Society for the Restoration of Orthodoxy in the Mountains, which was 
created directly under the leadership of the Caucasian Viceroy Aleksandr 
Bariatinskii (1856-1862), became the intellectual and inancial center for the 
Christianization of the Caucasus population. Later, this society acted under the 
patronage of Grand Duke Mikhail Nikolaevich, the brother of the emperor.183 
However, while the attempts in Ossetia succeeded more or less, in Daghestan 
the Russian Empire hardly even tried to Christianize the country and chose 
other methods to prevent any uprisings.

Additionally, for the reformists the February Revolution of 1917 meant 
rebellion against oppression, cruelty, and the injustice of the past, where the 
interests of privileged individuals had been more important than the interests 
of the community. An anonymous article from the newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān 
entitled “The Great Revolution and the change of the bases of the government”184 
insists that in those days “the affairs of the state and people were in the hands 
of the tsar while the ministers of different issues were helping him, and they 
were acting as they wished. They cared only about their sel ish interests (al-
maṣāliḥ al-shakhṣīya) and did not bother themselves with the interests of all 
(al-maṣāliḥ al-‘āmma).”185

The idea of maṣlaḥа (“bene it” or “interest”) is an inherent part of classical 
Islamic legal thought and literature. The general meaning of the idea is that some 
actions can be forbidden or allowed according to necessity and circumstances, 
based on the public interest of the community.186 The author seeks to prove 
not only the evil character of the imperial government in general but also its 

182 Shavlokhova, Elena. “Khristianizatsiia naseleniia narodov Severnogo Kavkaza kak 
etap vkliucheniia v administrativno-pravovuiu sistemu Rossii.” Istoricheskaia i sotsial’no-
obrazovatel’naia mysl’ 8. No. 6-1. (2016): 118-122.
183 Musaev, Makhach. Dagestanskoe dukhovenstvo 60-70-kh godov XIX veka i visstanie 1877 goda. 
(Dissertatsiia na soiskanie uchenoi stepeni kandidata istoricheskikh nauk). Makhachkala, 2003. P. 
50-51.
184 “al-Inqilāb al-‘aẓīm wa taghyir uṣūl idāra al-daula.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 11 (1917):1.
185 Ibid.
186 For more about maṣlaḥa see bin Sattam, Abdul Aziz. Sharia and the Concept of Bene it: The Use 
and Function of Maslaha in Islamic Jurisprudence. London, New York, 2015.
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harmfulness from the viewpoint of Islamic law. Thus, he claims that the tsarist 
system backed and even launched anti-Muslim actions. Therefore, the author 
brings imperial reality into the Islamic ield. 

Similar to the situation after the French Revolution, when the future appeared 
to be unpredictable, open to every possibility, subject to human manipulation 
or planning, or to use Koselleck’s term, “constructible” (verfügbar),187 after 
the Russian Revolution of 1917 Daghestani reformists also found themselves 
in a situation where the old system had collapsed and the new one was not 
yet established. In these circumstances, the reformists of Daghestan began 
describing the future as the absence of the old system. For instance, in the article 
“How we were until now and how we will be after this”188 we read, “until now we 
have been putre ied (sawwasa) by the previous oppressive autocratic/tyrannical 
government (al-ḥukūma al-sābiqa al-ẓālima al-mustabidda) and by its dominance 
and rule in its own interest.”189 The author uses the verb sawwasa or sauisa (short 
vowels are not added), which literally means to be worm-eaten—a metaphor to 
show the image of the autocratic government and suffering of the people. 

In addition to the cruelty and sel ishness of the old system, the author also 
blames the old regime for the Russi ication policy, i.e., another element of non-
freedom. “The motto and the policy [of the old administration] was to protect 
the Russians and to completely Russify others by converting them to their 
religion [i.e., Christianity] and language until everybody would speak their 
language [i.e., Russian] and follow their religion.”190 

Another feature of this article is the usage of Arabic poetry to prove the 
argument. For instance, the author cites a verse describing autocracy as an 
embodiment of the Shayṭān: 

The satans of autocracy (shayāṭīn musalṭa) govern people,
Every city has a ruler.

Who does not ill the empty stomachs of people.
However, they continue drinking wine; they are fat-bellied.191

187 Burke, Peter. “Historicizing the Self, 1770–1830” in Controlling Time and Shaping the Self: 
Developments in Auto biographical Writing since the Sixteenth Century, edited by Baggerman, 
Arianne, Dekker Rudolf M. and Mascuch, Michael James.Brill, 2011. P. 14. 
188 “Kayfa kunnā ilā al-ān wa kayfa nakūnu ba‘da hadhā.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 14 (1917):1-2
189 Ibid.
190 Ibid.
191 Ibid.
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Being forbidden in Islam, the wine here possibly shows the suppression of 
Muslims under the Christian tsarist government. The Russians are depicted as 
wine-drinkers, which in its turn creates a link between ethnicity, religion and 
morality. Those rulers who are “fat-bellied” are depicted as lustful, the opposite 
of pious, which is associated with Islam. 

Additionally, the irst line in the poem appears to be a verse widespread in 
the Arab poetry of the Middle Ages which can be found in different poems. For 
instance, Abū al-‘Alā’ al-Ma‘arrī (973-1057) also used this verse.192 However, 
in the poem by al-Ma‘arrī the second part of the verse differs. Al-Ma‘arrī 
continued it with the phrase “until the imām will rise to bene it us” (ḥatā 
yaqūmu Imām yasta īdu lanā). In the case of al-Maʿarrī, these verses were calls 
for the restoration of the Arabic Sunni Caliphate to struggle against the dynasty 
of the Buyids, who were followers of Shiʿi Islam.193 

Contrary to al-Maʿarrī, who meant the Buyids as musalṭa, our Daghestani 
author adapted the verse for the Russian context, now blaming the Romanovs’ 
dynasty. Additionally, the continuation of the phrase was completely different 
and said nothing about the re-establishment of an imamate, demonstrating 
the author’s rejection of the imamate. For al-Maʿarrī the imām of the verse is 
the messias who would liberate the people, whereas Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii’s 
imamate had nothing to do with that mission of salvation. The February 
Revolution already played that role of messias and the next step was not to 
gain freedom but keep it. 

To show how the hidden policy of Russi ication worked, he again cited 
poetry: 

His love came to me before I even knew what love is,
Therefore, it met an empty heart and took possession of it.

Like in the case of the verses mentioned above, these lines are also well-
known in Arabic poetry. In our case, with the metaphor of love the authors 

192 al-Midāni, Aḥmad bin Muḥammad bin Aḥmad bin Ibrāhīm. Majmū ‘at al-ḥukm wa al-amthāl. 
Kitāb INC. P. 491.
193 Al-Ma‘arrī was living in the late Abbasid era, when the Abbasid caliph had limited power and 
the real strength was on the hands of Buyid dynasty who were stressing the concepts of dawla 
(state) rather than the model of a caliphate. For instance, its leaders used the titles with that 
term such as Mu‘izz al-Dawla (“Forti ier of the State”), ‘Imād al-Dawla (“Support of the State”) or 
Rukn al-Dawla (“Pillar of the State”). More about Buyid dynasty see Donohue, John. The Buwayhid 
Dynasty in Iraq 334H./945 to 403H./1012. Shaping Institutions for the Future. Brill. 2002.
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mean the positive attitude of Muslims toward the false policy of the tsarist 
administration. The author argues that the Muslims who studied in the Russian 
schools or supported the autocracy did not know freedom until it was put on 
them.

On top of these articles, again to show the evilness of the collapsed empire, 
Jarīdat Dāghistān also published articles such as “Salaries of the emperor 
and his family during the autocracy.” This article stresses the inequality and 
injustice of the tsarist administration.194 It shows that while the people were 
starving and suffering, the family of the emperor was receiving huge amounts 
of money, enjoying a luxury lifestyle. 

The February Revolution of 1917 came to change the situation and stopped 
the suffering of the people. As ‘Alī Kaiaev put it, “[after the revolution] we 
avoided assimilation and losing our religion.”195 The same idea was expressed 
in the above-mentioned article, “How we were until now and how we will be 
after this,”196 which states that the Daghestanis “stopped being afraid of our 
religion and knowledge. Everyone can now worship Allah the Almighty as he 
wishes and gain knowledge in the religious and contemporary sciences which 
he desires.”197 

Stressing the negative experience of the imperial era, the reformists then 
turned to discuss the role of the scholars and their duties in the context of the 
newly gained freedom. In this case, the main target audience of the reformists 
were ‘ulamā’ who should do their best to strengthen the freedom and avoid a 
re-establishment of autocracy in the future. In the reformist discourse, this was 
especially important since the people of Daghestan, as the reformists insisted, 
were poorly educated. 

Accepting that after the February Revolution “everyone got a right of 
free will (svoboda voly) and freedom of speech (svoboda slova),” ‘Alī Kaiaev, 
however, insists that Daghestanis “have not been freed from the old habit of 
separatism” and now they “need to prove their maturity, to prove that they are 
worthy of freedom”; otherwise, “the others will take our affairs into their hands 

194 “‘Aṭayāt al-īmbirāṭūr wa ahl baytihi fī ‘ahd al-istibdād.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 16 (1917): 3.
195 ‘Alī al-Ghumūqī. “On Freedom.” 
196 “Kayfa kunnā ilā al-ān wa kayfa nakūnu ba‘da hadhā.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 14 (1917):1-2
197 Ibid.
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and that will not be freedom but autocracy.”198 Given the Daghestani context 
of the struggle for power, under the concept of “others” ‘Alī Kaiaev means the 
Russians and the Turks. Evidence can be found in his article about the Russian 
and Ottoman imperial policies to Russify and Turkify Daghestan.199 The next 
chapter of my thesis will discuss this article in detail in the context of the 
language policies.

As the Daghestani and Ottoman periodicals indicate, after the revolutions 
some of the contributors went beyond emphasizing the positive aspects of 
freedom, highlighting its possible negative dimensions or consequences as well as 
in order to warn the people. “Freedom as a motto, as a way of thinking, needed 
to be tamed, and the uses, as well as the abuses, of freedom, had to be de ined,” 
concludes Bedross Der Matossian, the author of Shattered Dreams of Revolution: 
From Liberty to Violence in the Late Ottoman Empire. 200 This statement can also 
be applied to the Daghestani reformists’ post-revolutionary discourse on freedom. 

In this context, the role of education seems signi icant for avoiding 
possible negative consequences. Kaiaev states that valuing freedom means 
to educate people and unite them. If one compares this style of writing with 
the articles published in the Middle East after the Young Turk Revolution in 
1908, the similarities of the tactics will become visible. For instance, Bedross 
Der Matossian analyzed Arabic periodicals such as the newspaper Lisān al-
Ḥāl, which sought to de ine and explain the concept of freedom “in order to 
avoid bad behaviour.”201 After the Young Turk Revolution, most of the articles 
and editorials that dealt with the concept of freedom began with questions 
like “What is freedom?” “What is meant by freedom?” or “How should we use 
freedom?”202

The same way of dealing with “freedom” was implemented by the reformists 
of Daghestan who saw several key elements in the concept of freedom. For 
instance, the article “The freedom and the duty of the ‘ulamā’” by the little-

198 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Paru slov.” In Medzhidov Yusup, Abdulaev Magomed. Ali Kaiaev, Dagestan: 
vremia, sud’by, Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 1993. P. 373-376. The Lak language original of the 
article was published in the 11th issue of Īlchī from July 1917.
199 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Siyasātāni mukhtalifatāni.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 23 (1917): 2-3.
200 Der Matossian, Bedross. Shattered Dreams of Revolution: From Liberty to Violence in the Late 
Ottoman Empire. Stanford University Press, 2014. P. 51.
201 Ibid.
202 Ibid., 52.
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known author B. ‘A Ghazānishī203 identi ies six components of freedom: 1. 
freedom of religions and religious schools (ḥurrīya al-adyān wa-l-madhāhib), 2. 
freedom of spiritual life, i.e., the freedom to embrace any religion one desires, 
3. personal freedom which is the liberation of everyone from contempt, 
humiliation and insults to their honor, 4. freedom of publications, which is 
the liberation of writers (asḥāb al-qalam) from censorship, 5. freedom of 
speech, which is the liberation of everyone from the oppression alongside the 
permission to say what one thinks is bene icial and glorious, and 6. freedom of 
political, religious and other meetings.204

Based on these six components of freedom, the ḥurrīya that reformists had 
on their mind was neither about relations with the Divine nor the independence 
of Daghestan. None of the articles mention the Arabic term istiqlāl which means 
independence, but they prefer to speak about this socio-political freedom, 
particularly in the sphere of religion and education, where the ‘ulamā’ should 
play a primary role in establishing and preserving these freedoms.

At the same time, the reformists were also sure that after the revolution the 
Daghestani Muslims would choose the correct path. The author cites the irst 
verse from the qaṣīda by Jalāl ad-Dīn Rūmī (d. 1273) where the poet says, “You 
have two roads in front of you, which one will you choose: the straight one or 
the curved?” After these verses, B. ‘A. Akaev claims that Muslims will not choose 
the harmful way, full of distractions, stating that it is “hard to imagine a Muslim 
choosing the destruction of his people, religion, language and knowledge 
and that it is hard to imagine a Muslim does not know that their righteous 
predecessors were struggling against in idels in order to obtain and defend the 
freedom, equality and justice which they received today.”205

Basically, for the author of these lines, Muslimness already includes the 
capacity to choose the right direction, identifying freedom, justice, and equality 
as inherent parts of Islam. Another exciting moment is how the author links the 
revolution with the actions of their ancestors, stating that they were ighting 
for the same freedom they have received today. This way of writing was not 
characteristic to Daghestani authors alone. The same tactics and vocabulary had 
already been used in the nineteenth century when a group of Muslims from Egypt 

203 al-Ghazānishī, B. ‘A. “al-Ḥurrīya wa-waẓīfat al-‘ulamā’.”Jarīdat Dāghistān. 15 (1917): 4.
204 “al-Ḥurrīya wa-waẓīfat al-‘ulamā’.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 15 (1917): 4.
205 “Al-Inqilāb al-‘aẓīm wa-taghyīr uṣūl idāra al-daula.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 11 (1917):1.
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was sent to Europe to study there and come back to use their knowledge for the 
development of Egypt. For instance, in 1826 Muḥammad ‘Alī Bāshā (1769-1849) 
sent a student military mission to France. Among the members of the group was 
also the famous Rifā‘a Rā i‘ al-Ṭahṭāwī (1801–1873). Another group was sent to 
Paris in 1844.206 One of the key ideas then and in Daghestan of the twentieth 
century was that the Europeans received the knowledge of how to develop from 
Muslims and now the Muslims were bringing back what they had transferred to 
Europe. 

Finally, besides talking about the negative experience of the imperial 
period, the obtained freedom and its meanings, the reformists also were 
discussing the compatibility of Islam and freedom, adapting the general 
discourse to the local speci ic religious atmosphere. The question of whether 
freedom and Islam can coexist or whether they contradict each other became 
central for them. 

The article “Freedom, equality and Islam,”207 published in the newspaper 
Jarīdat Dāghistān, locates Islamic ideas within the framework of the concepts 
of freedom and equality. The article discusses three main questions—marriage, 
the killing of an apostate and slavery—and claims that these are the questions 
that were brought up by the enemies of Islam who want to demonstrate the 
discrepancy between Islam, on the one hand, and freedom and equality, on the 
other. 

While their arguments are based on the Qur’an and Sunna in the case of 
negating autocracy, the reformists are using poetry once they discuss the 
compatibility of Islam and freedom. Particularly, the author cites Sūrat al-
Ḥujurāt (“The Chambers”) which says “O mankind, indeed, we have created 
you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may 
know one another. Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the 
most righteous of you. Indeed, Allah is Knowing and Acquainted.”208 The verse 
insists that it is the wish of Allah that there be a difference of nations and 
that these nations have the equal right to exist. None of these nations had 
the right to destroy the others or establish its power over them. Besides the 

206 Cleveland, William L., Bunton, Martin. A History of the Modern Middle East. Boulder: Westview 
Press, 2009. P. 93.
207 “al-Ḥurrīya, al-musāwa wa-l-Islām” Jarīdat Dāġistān. 14 (1917): 4. 
208 Q.13:49.
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Qur’an, the author also refers to one of the ḥadīths (the record of the words, 
actions and the tacit approval of the prophet Muhammad), which reads “O 
people, your Lord is one and your father Adam is one. There is no favour 
of an Arab over a foreigner, nor a foreigner over an Arab, and neither white 
skin over black skin nor black skin over white skin, except by righteousness.” 
Then he raised a rhetorical question: “After his [Prophet Muḥammad’s] 
words, is there any place for the doubts of sceptics?” What is important here, 
I believe, is the fact that the author does not cite any Shā iʿī authority but 
rather quotes a ḥadīth from the Musnad by Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal (22978), one of 
the main authorities cited by the Sala īs. In Daghestan the most widespread 
ḥadīth collections were Maṣābīh al-Sunna by al-Baghawī (1041-1122) and 
al-Arbaʿīn al-Nawawīya by al-Nawawī (1234-1277)—both Shā iʿī ḥadīth 
scholars. Contrary to these two collections, Ibn Ḥanbal’s Musnad was not 
widely spread or cited in Daghestan. To be more precise, it was cited by al-
Darbandī (1058/68- 1145) in his works and nine centuries later in the works 
of reformists. There are nearly no references to him between the eleventh 
and twentieth centuries. The choice of this ḥadīth demonstrates how lexible 
the reformists were when making their arguments, demonstrating a growing 
distance towards their own madhhab.

The ideal way to protect freedom appeared to be the parliamentarian 
system of governance. In his article “Khans and tsars,” Kaiaev states that “there 
was a time when all people were equal, when there were no kings or khans 
and everyone was free.” 209 To restore that time of freedom, Kaiaev suggests the 
people should elect their governor regularly and there should not be a lifelong 
leader. In his opinion, a parliament should be established to control the actions 
of that elected ruler. Obviously, for the author, the best way to protect freedom 
and justice was to have a system that was not concentrated in the hands of one 
person. Perhaps, one can state that in this case the model of the imamate does 
not support the idea of freedom that the Daghestani reformists developed. The 
February Revolution of 1917 marked the end for the model where one person 
is in charge of the whole state, or as Kaiaev put it: “Gone are the days when one 
person controlled the fate of the entire state.”210

209 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Khany i tsary.” In Medzhidov Yusup, Abdulaev Magomed. Ali Kaiaev, 
Dagestan: vremia, sud’by. Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 1993. P. 379-383. The Lak language original 
of the article was published in the newspaper Channah Tsuku pubished in October 1917.
210 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “O svobode.” 
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Through this prism of the concept of freedom, the model of the imamate, the 
imam’s election in Andi and the very igure of Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii embodied 
autocracy rather than freedom. This is especially visible when the reformists 
describe Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii’s election in Andi and his biography in general. 

2.3. Reformist critiques of Gotsinskii’s claim to the imamate
To understand the Daghestani perception of the imamate, one needs to look 
at the Shā iʿī standpoint on this question, given that this school is dominant in 
Daghestan and Daghestani scholars of Islam were basing their argument on its 
literature. 

The question of who can become imām was central throughout the entire 
history of the caliphate. The conditions differ from one law school to another. 
In his book, The Ordinances of Government,211 the Islamic jurist of the Shā iʿī 
school Abū al-Ḥasan ‘Alī al-Māwardī (known in Latin as Alboacen, 972–1058) 
uses three terms—imāma, khilāfa and imāra—for describing the classical 
system of governance in the Sunni world. In the Daghestani context, the debate 
raged around the term imāma and very rarely khilāfa 212 Daghestani reformists 
differentiated between between two kinds of imāma: al-imāma al-‘uẓmā and 
“simply” imāma. In the case of imāma the religious leader was authorized lead 
the prayer, while in the case of al-imāma al-‘uẓmā he was the supreme leader. 
When supporters and opponents were talking about Gotsinskii’s imamate, they 
were using the term imāma but they meant al-imāma al-‘uẓmā and khilāfa. 

Before turning to the biography of Najm al-Dīn, let us see what the Shā iʿī 
tradition says about the qualities that the imām should have and then discuss 
Najm al-Dīn as a possible candidate for the position of imām. Al-Māwardī sets 
seven conditions: 1. Justice together with all its condition; 2. Knowledge which 
equips them for ijtihād in unforeseen matters and for arriving at relevant 
judgements; 3. Good health in their faculties of hearing, sight and speech 
such that they may arrive at a sound assessment of whatever they perceive; 4. 
Sound in limb, free of any de iciency which might prevent them from normal 
movement; 5. Judgement capable of organizing the people and managing the 
of ices of administration; 6. Courage and bravery enabling them to defend the 
territory of Islam and to mount jihad against the enemy and 7. Of the family of 

211 al-Māwardī. The Ordinances of Government: Al-Aḥkam as-Sulṭāniyyah w’al-Wilāyāt al-Dīniyya, 
translated by Wafaa H. Wahba. Garnet Publishing Ltd, 2000. P. 11
212 “Al-Nadwā al-Qafqāzīya al-Kubrā.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 31 (1917): 1.
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the Quraysh because of the text (of a prophetic hadith) on the matter and by 
virtue of consensus.213 

Al-Māwardī’s book emerged in the context of the political and religious 
rivalry between the Abbasid, Fatimid, Buyid and later the Seljuk Dynasties. 
In this context, the text written by al-Māwardī was meant as a source to 
legitimize ighting against the enemies of the Abbasids and reemphasize the 
legitimacy of the Abbasids over other pretenders of the supreme power, such 
as the Fatimids based in Egypt. While stressing the signi icance of the Abbasid 
caliphs, al-Māwardī justi ied the rule of the newcomer Seljuqs, who were seen 
as presenting the possibility of a revival of Abbasid might through an alliance 
with them. Al-Māwardī’s work and ideas had a lasting impact on political 
movements calling for the re-establishment of the caliphate. At the same time, 
it was also the scale and model for ighting against those not itting that scale. 
In other words, the image of the future imām played a vital role in the discourse 
of imamate and was given inherent characteristics such as a brilliant Islamic 
education equipping him for ijtihād and the physical health and movability 
which every imām must possess. 

Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii enjoyed a high pro ile. He was born in 1859, the very 
year when Imām Shamīl was taken captive by the tsarist army in the Avar village 
of Hotso—hence his nisba (“attributive name”) al-Ḥuzī. His father, Donogo 
Muḥammad, was a scholar in Islam and one of the closest nāʾibs (“deputies”) 
of Imām Shamīl. After being captured by the tsarist army, he became an of icer 
in the tsarist administration.214 According to Colonel Muḥammad Dzhafarov, 
a contemporary of Najm al-Dīn and a witness to the revolutionary events, 
Najm al-Dīn’s father was “one of the prominent nāʾibs of Shamīl… The imperial 
administration saved his life when capturing him and freed him because he 
was one of the most in luential igures in that region.”215 One can say that his 
position and reputation later opened the door of the tsarist administration to 
his son, Najm al-Dīn. 

The educational background of Najm al-Dīn and his excellent knowledge 
of Arabic could not be disputed. He passed his irst years in the Avar regions 

213 al-Māwardī. The Ordinances of Government. P. 12.
214 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinkii. Makhachkala, 2011. P. 24
215 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, ed. Polkovnik Magomed Dzhafarov (Sbornik materialov). 
Makhachkala, 2005. P. 73.
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of Daghestan. First, Najm al-Dīn studied at the elementary school (maktab) 
and madrasa in the village Arakanī; thereafter, he studied at the madrasa in 
the village of Untsukul. Here he studied mainly Islamic law and then improved 
his knowledge in the madrasa of the village of Butsra. Najm al-Dīn’s Islamic 
education later would become one of the preconditions for his imamate’s 
legitimacy since one of the main characteristics that an imām must have is an 
excellent knowledge of the Islamic sciences. 

Above the regional courts (oblastnye sudy) was the Daghestani People’s 
Court consisting of “eminent and knowledgeable natives (tuzemtsy).”216 
In 1891 Gotsinskii became a deputy of the Daghestani People’s Court.217 
Najm al-Dīn’s service in the tsarist administration ended in 1896 when 
Gotsinskii beat up a thief and for this was imprisoned for seven months. In 
explaining the reason for his action, Gotsinskii answered that according to 
the Sharīʿa they should cut off the hand of the thief; since he knew that the 
administration would not let him do that, he beat him to apply the Sharīʿa law. 
After imprisonment, the tsarist administration ired him, and that was the 
irst rupture of relations between the administration and Najm al-Dīn. This 

information is given in the archival document containing the biographies 
of leaders of the anti-revolutionary movement, including Gotsinskii. The 
documents were already collected and copied in the Soviet period. The same 
text of these biographies can be found in different document collections of 
both the Central State Archive of Daghestan and the fonds of the Institute 
of the History, Archaeology and Ethnography. Given the Soviet origin of this 
text and the many copies in the archives, one might assume this was a Soviet 
sanctioned narrative of Gotsinskii’s biography.218 

In 1903, with the permission of the military governor, Najm al-Dīn set out on 
a trip to the Ottoman Empire. One of the Ottoman religious leaders, a Su i shaykh 
named Muḥammad-Ẓāhir met Najm al-Dīn in the palace of the sultan. This was 
probably the famous Shaykh Muḥammad Ẓāhir al-Witrī al-Madanī (d. 1904), 

216 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinskii. Makhachkala, 2011. P. 61
217 “Spisok chinov upravleniia voennogo gubernatora Dagestanskoi oblasti 1885-1894.” TsGA RD, 
F. 2, O. 12. D. 26. Fol. 1.
218 “Biogra iia Nazhmuddina.” Kopii vozzvanii, pisem, biogra ii i dr. dokumentov o deiatel’nosti 
predstavitelei kontrrevoliutsionnogo dukhovenstva Nazhmuddina Gotsinskogo, Ali Gadzhi 
Akushinskogo i Uzun-Gadzhi. TsGA RD. F. p-8. O. 3. D. 253. Fol. 1. 
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who was closely acquainted with a number of Daghestani and Tatar shaykhs219 
including ‘Abd al-Latīf (1857–1890), Najm al-Dīns’ Su i brother, who made a 
pilgrimage (ḥajj) to Mecca, visited the Ottoman Empire and after returning 
to the Russian Empire was arrested by the tsarist administration because he 
had no permission for travel. Shaykh al-Witrī had considerable authority at the 
court of the Ottoman Sultan and organized, therefore, a meeting with Sultan 
‘Abd al-Ḥamīd II (1876-1909) for Najm al-Dīn. During the meeting, Najm al-Dīn 
“asked the Sultan for permission to become an imām of Daghestan.”220 Though 
the Sultan replied that he had no rights to let him become an imām since 
Daghestan was a part of the Russian Empire, he urged Najm al-Dīn to improve 
the situation and become an imām.221 

The trip to Constantinople had consequences; the tsarist administration 
started to keep a close eye on Najm al-Dīn’s activities as an Ottoman emissary.222 
Probably, this was one of the reasons that Najm al-Dīn did not participate in 
the Russian Revolution of 1905. In January 1905, Petrograd’s workers held a 
peaceful demonstration to bring their economic grievances to the attention 
of the tsar, which led to the events known as the 1905 Revolution.223 Though 
the Soviet historiography sought to argue the exact opposite,224 Daghestan 
did not actively respond to the 1905 Revolution, and things did not change 
much on the fringe of the Russian Empire. According to Soviet historians, the 
proletariat was the driving force of the revolutionary movement. In Daghestan, 
this layer of society was still very weak; there were only a few small factories 
in Port Petrovsk and Temir Khan Shura, while the majority of the population 
was mountaineers who hardly participated at all in the small meetings by the 

219 More about Muḥammad Ẓāhir al-Witrī al-Madanī see, Shikhaliev, Shamil, Kemper, Michael. 
“Saifullah-Qadi Bashlarov: Su i Networks between the North Caucasus and the Volga-Urals.” in The 
Piety of Learning. Islamic Studies in Honor of Stefan Reichmuth, (ed. by Michael Kemper, Ralf Elger). 
Leiden / Boston: Brill, 2017. Pp. 187-189.
220 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinskii. P. 75.
221 Ibid.
222 “Biogra iia Nazhmuddina.” Fol. 1.
223 Fitzpatrick, Sheila. The Russian Revolution. Oxford University Press, 2001. P. 32.
224 For example, Magomedov, Makhach. Gortsy Severnogo Kavkaza i Sotsialisticheskaia Revoliutsiia. 
P. 21.
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workers of those factories.225 Hence, the small Daghestani proletariat could not 
have any signi icant impact on political developments in Daghestan.

Nevertheless, the Daghestani periodicals, such as Jarīdat Dāghistān, 
characterized the changes after 1905, like the establishment of the State 
Duma, as a great achievement. The press of Daghestan, however, was under the 
pressure of the imperial administration. Consequently, every article published 
there had to correspond to the tsar’s policy. Hence, even several years later, one 
of the authors of the Jarīdat Dāghistān, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov, presented 
the achievements of the 1905 Revolution, praising it as a progress of the 
kingdom (taqaddum al-mamlaka) and as resulting from the will of the emperor 
to improve the situation of the population.226 Of course, he must have been 
aware of that Tsar Nicholas only gave in to the demands of the people after 
much bloodshed. 

The same document—“The Biography of Najm al-Dīn”—also claims that 
Najm al-Dīn organized secret agitation against the tsarist administration.227 
There is no proof of his agitation in other sources such as the historical works of 
contemporaries. Given the passiveness of Najm al-Dīn, I agree with Hajji Murad 
Donogo, who claims that “the revolution of 1905-1907 played a twofold role in 
Najm al-Dīn’s life. On the one hand, the revolution struck a blow to autocracy, 
a process that must have brought Najm al-Dīn some satisfaction. On the other 
hand, the peasant movement targeted landowners such as Najm al-Dīn, and he 
risked losing his lands.”228

After the deaths of his father and brother, Gotsinskii remained the sole owner 
of the family property. Especially in the context of the land reforms offered by the 
socialists, Gostinkii’s wealth became a hot topic of discussion. Soviet historians 

225 In contradistinction to the Revolution of 1917, not many materials had been published on the 
Revolution of 1905 in Dagestan. Some lists of revolutionaries are mainly related to factories and 
state-backed education institutions such as gymnasiums. For instance, see Delo o zabastovkakh 
uchashchikhsia uchebnykh zavedenii v Derbente i Temir-Khan-Shure v 1905. TsGA RD. F. p-8. O. 2. D. 
8. Additionally, worth mentioning that a closer look at the list of revolutionaries revealed that they 
are mainly Russians in origin. Another list contains hundred names only several from which are 
Dagestani-Islamic surnames which pushes me to conclude that the Daghestanis were not actively 
engaged in the events of the 1905 Revolution. See, Spisok uchastnikov revoliutsionnogo dvizheniia 
1905g. s kratkimi biogra iiami. TsGA RD. F. p-8. O. 2. D. 5.
226 al-Qarākhī,  Muḥammad-Qādī. “Khiṭāb ilā jabalīyīn min wilāyat Dāghistān.” Jarīdat Dāghistān. 
6 (1913): 4.
227 “Biogra iia Nazhmuddina.” Fol. 1-2.
228 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinskii. P. 88.
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always mention his wealth when writing about his efforts to establish the imamate 
and claim that this very wealth was the signi icant factor in his candidacy for 
the imamate. For instance, in his book The mountaineers of the North Caucasus 
and the Socialist revolution, Makhach Magomedov stresses that Gotsinskii was 
“the owner of several thousand acres of fertile land and ten thousand sheep.”229 
Gotsinskii’s wealth was mainly discussed by the socialists of Daghestan and later 
developed in Soviet historiography, while the Daghestani vernacular sources say 
almost nothing about his wealth. Tahkho-Godi, in his book The Revolution and 
the counter-revolution in Daghestan, provides Gostinskii’s letter where he also 
talks about the attacks on his properties.230 In particular, he states the following: 
“True, I have lands that have passed to me from my father, according to Sharīʿa. 
My father did not take these lands from anyone by force: he bought them from 
Muslims who had legal documents in their hands. If there is a person who wants 
to challenge me over the land, let him come, according to the Sharīʿa, with the 
necessary documents, and I will give them to him.”231 Gotsinskii stresses the 
Sharīʿa law where Islam does not prohibit inheritance,232 whereas the justice 
system was different for the socialists. 

Responding to these attacks by the Soviet historians on Gotsinskii for being 
a landowner, Khadzhi Murad Donogo demonstrates that he was not among the 

229 Magomedov, Makhach. Gortsy Severnogo Kavkaza i sotsialisticheskaia revoliutsiia. P. 41.
230 Takho-Godi’s book later was cited repeatedly by Soviet historians, however the source of this 
letter was Dibirov’s The history of Daghestan in the Revolution and the Civil War which was only 
published in 1997. The statements of Dibirov to OGPU agents in August 1929, revealed a tragic 
plagiarism. In 1924 Alibek Takho-Godi established the Research Institute in Makhachkala and 
ordered both Kaiaev and Dibirov to write a history of the 1917 Revolutions in Daghestan. Dibirov 
wrote his History of Daghestan: Events after the Revolution in the Kumyk language. During the 
interrogation, Dibirov said that he sold the notes of his work to People’s Commissar Takho-Godi. 
He claimed that he handed over the notes to Takho-Godi on condition that it would be published by 
the Soviet government with his own signature. However, the book has never been published with 
the name of Dibirov, but the work titled Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Dagestan, composed 
of the notes of Dibirov was published under the signature of Alibek Takho-Godi. Currently, both the 
original Kumyk language text and the Russian translation of it are available. Muḥammad Dibirov. 
Daghistan tarikhi. IIAE DFITs RAN, FVR, FMS. O. 1, D. 2 (in Kumyk language); Muḥammad Dibirov. 
Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii), IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 2, O. 1, D. 256 (Russian translation 
by Temirbolat Baibolatov, 1958). In 1997, the Russian translation was published. Dibirov, Magomed 
Kadi (Karakhskii). Istoriia Dagestana v gody revoliutsii i grazhdanskoi voiny, edited by Gadzhiev, 
Adil’-Gerei, Dakhduev Dakhtugadzhi. Makhachkala, 1997. 
231 Dibirov, Magomed Kadi (Karakhskii). Istoriia Dagestana v gody revoliutsii i grazhdanskoi voiny. 
Makhachkala, 1997. P. 52. 
232 Schacht, Joseph. “Mīrāth”. Encyclopaedia of Islam. Brill Academic Publishers. 1991. pp. 106-
113.
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wealthiest landowners of Daghestan,233 which means that the question was 
more political and the debate over his wealth was politicized. Nevertheless, 
Gotsinskii was a wealthy man and that played a role in his candidacy of imām. 

Opponents of Najm al-Dīn’s imamate were unable to challenge his candidacy 
based on his knowledge of the Islamic sciences. However, the situation changed 
somewhat when it came to the case of his desires. While the socialists blamed 
Gotsinskii for being a greedy person opposed to sharing his lands with the poor 
people, the reformists described his desires for power as something contrary 
to the spirit of Islam. An analysis of the reformers’ texts clari ies what they 
wanted to emphasize about Najm al-Dīn’s intentions to become an imām. Let 
us take the question of who exactly came up with the idea of re-establishing the 
Daghestani imamate. The irst signi icant meeting between Najm al-Dīn and 
Uzun Ḥajjī, which determined the tactics of both ‘alims between 1917 and 1918, 
took place on 14 May 1917. The Soviet-style biography of Najm al-Dīn analyzed 
above states that at this meeting, Najm al-Dīn inclined Uzun Ḥajjī towards 
agitating the population in favor of proclaiming him imām of Daghestan.234 
Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov, a reformer and an opponent of his imamate, in his 
History of Daghestan: Events after Revolution235 also claims that Najm al-Dīn 
in luenced the opinion of Uzun Ḥajjī.236 For Dibirov, Gotsinskii’s purpose was 
getting power and for this aim he used the religious igure that was Uzun Ḥajjī.

Unlike reformists, some contemporaries, such as the Colonel Muḥammad 
Dzhafarov,237 believed that the initiative of proclaiming Najm al-Dīn imām 
actually came from Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī.238 In particular, Dzhafarov writes, “Uzun 
Ḥajjī showed remarkable energy, determination and perseverance. Najm al-
Dīn, though a knowledgeable man, was very passive and a coward... Uzun Ḥajjī 

233 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Nazhmuddin Gotsinkii. Makhachkala, 2011. P. 66-68
234 “Biogra iia Uzun Khadzhi.” Kopiia prikaza dagestanskogo oblastnogo komissara ob izbranii 
muftiem Nazhmuddina Gotsinskogo, Vypiska iz protokola S’ezda alimov, biogra ii, vizzvaniia, 
ispowed’ Gotsinskogo s Prizyvom k bor’be s Bol’shevikami. TsGA RD. F. p-8. O. 3, D. 249. Fol. 47. 
235 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Daghīstan Tārīkhī. IIAE DFITs RAN, FVR, FMS, op. 1, d. 2 (in 
the Kumyk language); al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii), 
translated by Temirbolat Baybolatov. IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 2, op. 1, d. 256, Fol. 16.
236 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii). Fol. 22.
237 Polkovnik Magomed Dzafarov edited by Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. Makhachkala: Epokha, 2005. 
P. 66.
238 Sulaev, Imanutdin. Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo Dagestana i vlast’: Istoriia vzaimootnoshenii. 
P. 85.
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constantly pushed him to action.”239 Addressing this issue, another opponent of 
Najm al-Dīn’s imamate, ‘Alī Kaiaev, claimed that Najm al-Dīn not only attracted 
all the Avar shaykhs to his side but even declared himself a murīd of Shaykh 
Uzun Ḥajjī to further raise his authority among the Su is.240 I believe that 
the truth lies somewhere in-between these two versions. While Najm al-Dīn 
himself desired a new imamate, Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī’s support pushed him into 
actions. This cooperation appeared fruitful for both. 

Describing the ambitions of Najm al-Dīn, ‘Alī Kaiaev writes: 

The scholar Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii and Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī al-Saltī 
wanted to establish a Sharīʿa Imamate in Daghestan, one similar to the 
one established by Imām Shamīl. However, Najm al-Dīn would not be 
satis ied with attaining all the power and in luence of Shamīl.241 He was 
not content with what Shamīl had and (his ambitions) extended to the 
entire North Caucasus. Najm ad-Dīn Gotsinskii saw himself as higher than 
the Turkish sultan of his time and considered himself more worthy to be a 
caliph and imām than the Turkish sultan because he, in his opinion, was a 
worthy scholar and a brave man while the sultan was a coward and lacked 
knowledge of religion and sciences. Moreover, the sultan, according to 
Najm al-Dīn, had no advantage over other people to be their imām.242

‘Alī Kaiaev portrays Najm al-Dīn as an ambitious person who sought to take 
power when he saw that opportunity rather than as a person who sought to 
protect the faith. Additionally, ‘Alī Kaiaev underlines Najm al-Dīn’s greed and 
pretentious character when writing that he considered himself to be higher 
than the Ottoman Sultan. Finally, it is important to pay attention to the language 
that ‘Alī Kaiaev used. The phrases “in his opinion” and “according to Najm al-
Dīn” also demonstrate that, for the author, Najm al-Dīn was an arrogant person. 

2.3.1. The Andi Congress through the prism of the reformist 
understanding of freedom 
Having dealt with the candidacy of Najm al-Dīn, let us now concentrate on the 
way he was elected Imām of Daghestan and the North Caucasus in Andi and the 
reformers’ description of this election, looking through the reformists’ lenses 
of freedom and religious norms. 

239 Polkovnik Magomed Dzafarov. P. 66.
240 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Grazhdanskaia voina. TsGA RD. F. p-8, O. 3, D. 252, Fol. 2.
241 The author means the territories included in the Imamate of Imām Shamīl.
242 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tārīkh al-inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Ilyas Kaiaev’s Collection. № 209. Fol. 25-26.
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In this context, it is vital to examine who elected Najm al-Dīn and how that 
election was performed. In the Shā iʿī tradition, candidates who can take an 
active part in an imām’s election must meet certain conditions. First, they must 
have the knowledge that would let them understand who has the right to be 
imām. Additionally, they must possess the wisdom which would guide them 
to select the right person who has the most knowledge in how to manage the 
branches of government.243

Now, let us look at the memoirs of the contemporaries about this election. 
The participants of the meeting in Andi describe the events quite differently. 
The descriptions depend mainly on the political views of the authors; while the 
socialists describe the events as “a gathering of savages” and the intelligentsia 
describe it as a “strange gathering,” the supporters of the imamate represent it 
as a “gathering of intelligent people.” 

One of the leaders of the socialists, Alibek Takho-Godi, writes: 

The delegates who gathered at the congress were witnesses of an 
unprecedented spectacle: along the roads they were met by picturesque 
groups in colorful turbans, hurrying to Andi to the lake Eisenam. People 
[whom the delegates encountered] said that the imām of all Muslims 
would appear. The imām would walk on water, would distribute gifts and 
show other miracles. What a surprise and fright it was for the delegates 
and visitors, who after all were civilized people, when in Andi they saw 
thousands of peoples wearing turbans and yelling wildly (kakovo zhe bylo 
udivlenie i ispug delegatov i gostei, vse-taki kul’turnykh liudei, kogda na 
meste v Andi oni uvideli tysiachi chalmonosnykh golov s dikimi vopliami). 
With weapons in their hands, they were demanding the proclamation 
of Najm al-Dīn to the of ice of imam, and death to those who opposed it. 
At the same time, participants, including several intellectual delegates, 
were approaching and kissing the clothes of Najm al-Dīn.244

It is worth mentioning that Alibek Takho-Godi wrote his work Revolution and 
counterrevolution in Dagestan in 1926-1927.245 Therefore, such a description 
of the events is not surprising. The author tries to show that Najm al-Dīn’s 
followers were from the backward masses; they were so simple-minded that 
they were awaiting miracles. Having received an education at Vladikavkaz’s 

243 al-Māwardī. The Ordinances of Government. P. 11
244 Takho-Godi, Alibek. Revoliutsiia i kontrrevoliutsiia v Dagestane. Makhachkala, 1927. P. 24.
245 Isaev, Amirkhan. Nauchnoe nasledie A. A. Takho-Godi. Knigi, stat’i, doklady, vystupleniia, pis’ma. 
Makhachkala, 2006. P. 31. 
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gymnasium and then at the University of Moscow’s Department of Law, 
Takho-Godi had his own vision of development and progress for Daghestan․ 
National dress, in this case, was considered to be a sign of retardation while 
the supporters of Najm al-Dīn were described as “savages.” With this obvious 
exaggeration, Takho-Godi tried to portray his own group and a segment of 
the intelligentsia as modernists who sought the development of Daghestan. 
Additionally, what is striking in this quote is that Takho-Godi describes the 
“delegates and visitors” as “civilized people,” thereby differentiating them 
from the backward masses. Before this congress turned into the election of 
an imām, it had been intended as a Second Congress of Mountaineers, where 
not only the religious authorities but also the secular leaders, including the 
socialist group, would be represented. 

Unlike Takho-Godi, the descriptions of the reformers were more balanced, 
and they were highlighting different episodes that, in their mind, violated the 
election. For instance, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov writes: 

On the day of Andi’s congress, Uzun Ḥajjī came there, accompanied 
by a multitude of people. Мost of the delegates had already arrived. Uzun 
Ḥajjī with his murīds, without waiting for other participants to join the 
congress, took Najm al-Dīn and left with him to the Andi Mountain. There 
he led the ritual of the election of Najm al-Dīn as imām of the Muslims 
of Dagestan and the North Caucasus. When the delegates arrived at the 
congress, the Daghestani and Chechen ‘ulamā’ saluted this election. 
Seeing such strange and wild actions of the ‘ulamā’ and shaykhs, 
some of the delegates, especially the intelligentsia, were amazed and 
frightened.246

Unlike Takho-Godi, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov does not portray Najm al-
Dīn’s followers as an unconscious and backward mass but speaks about the 
‘ulamā’, the scholars of Islam. Though their actions frightened some delegates, 
Dibirov represents neither ‘ulamā’nor the people as “savages” in his History. 
Nevertheless, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov underscores that the election of 
the imām was implemented only by a group of persons closer to Uzun Ḥajjī 
and Najm al-Dīn. Though the source says that it was an election, Dibirov’s 
description, as well as the biography of Najm al-Dīn, penned by Kaiaev which 
will be discussed below, describe an Islamic oath of allegiance rather than 
election. Bay‘a (“homage, oath of allegiance”) is an important concept of Arab 

246 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii). Fol. 23
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and Islamic life. In the earliest times those who wanted to join the new religion 
had to swear allegiance to the Prophet and, after the death of the Prophet, 
his successors, the caliphs, received their of icial recognition by means of the 
bay‘a.247 This oath is a source of legitimacy and sovereignty: it reenforces the 
leader with his community’s agreement to lead them. 

Consequently, instead of remaining within the framework of the congress 
where all sides would express their visions of future to arrive at a compromise, 
Uzun Ḥajjī and Najm al-Dīn withdrew together with other religious authorities 
to practice this ritual. 

In order to emphasize the public’s participation in the appointment 
of a head of state, Muslim modernists have also appealed to the historical 
practice of bay‘a.248 Emile Tyan’s definition of bay‘a is also an explanation 
of why they appealed to this concept. According to that definition, bay‘a 
is “an Arabic term denoting, in a very broad sense, the act by which a 
certain number of persons, acting individually or collectively, recognize the 
authority of another person.”249 This process is associated with the idea of 
election, which was assumed to be one of the symbols of democracy. In this 
sense, the Daghestani reformists did not state that the concept or the event 
was anti-democratic, but rather they said that the violation of the process 
was harmful to freedom and democracy. For instance, Dibirov stressed that 
Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī did not wait for the others to join the congress. 
Consequently, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov intended to show that the election 
was illegal and unauthorised.

After the congress, however, under pressure from some of the ‘ulamā’, Najm 
al-Dīn refused to be an imām and continued to be shaykh al-Islām and muftī. On 
this matter, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov writes:

Some scholars, feeling that the election of the imām would entail 
grave consequences, discussed this issue at the meeting and decided to 
regard Najm al-Dīn not as imam but just as muftī. On returning from the 
congress, Najm al-Dīn did nothing: he acted neither as an imām nor as a 
muftī but sat quietly at home. Nevertheless, his mind was illed with vast 

247 Bravmann, M. M. The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in Ancient Arab Concepts. 
Leiden: Brill, 2009. P. 213.
248 Jahanbakhsh, Forough. Islam, Democracy and Religious Modernism in Iran (1953-2000). Leiden: 
Brill, 2001. P. 47.
249 Tyan, Emile. „Bay’a,“ in EI2, vol. 1, p. 1113.
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plans. His thoughts were occupied with dreams of an imamate for the 
entire Caucasus.250

Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov underscored the “idleness” of Najm al-Dīn. 
Given that one of the primary duties of both imām and muftī is considered 
the rganization and protection of the community in accordance with the 
Sharīʿa, Muḥammad-Qādī pointed out that Najm al-Dīn did not possess the 
qualities necessary for a community leader. Moreover, as in the case of Kaiaev’s 
description of Najm al-Dīn’s ambitious personality, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov 
also portrayed him as a man who did not act appropriately but desired to seize 
power.

Besides Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov’s text about the congress of Andi, 
we also have some descriptions from ‘Ali Kaiaev, which are included in his 
History of Revolution and in the two-page biography of Najm al-Dīn. Those 
texts also allow us to acquire some understanding of what the perception of 
the reformers was about the Andi Congress. In his History of Revolution, al-
Ghumuqi writes: 

After the fall of the autocracy, Najm ad-Dīn Gotsinskii and Uzun 
Ḥajjī al-Saltī called a general congress (shūrā) in Andi in order to choose 
himself [Najm al-Dīn] as imām. Their followers distributed this appeal, 
convened this congress in Andi, elected Najm al-Dīn as imām and 
dispersed.251 

Here again, the main critique is that only these two persons initiated the 
congress in order to elect Najm al-Dīn as imām and that the electorate consisted 
only of their followers and not the people of Daghestan and the North Caucasus 
in general. 

Another important document is a biography of Najm al-Dīn, penned by 
Kaiaev. This text tells us about the process of election. At the beginning of his 
text, Kaiaev describes Najm al-Dīn with these words: “He was quite in luential 
and very famous among the people of Daghestan and especially in Avaristan. He 
was considered the prime scholar of his era. Also, he had a huge love of power, 
eminence, fame and authority, and of the Great Imamate and great leadership 
(al-imāra al-‘uẓmā wa-l-riyāsa al-kubrā).”252

250 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii). Fol. 24.
251 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Tārīkh al-Inqilāb ī Dāghistān. Fol. 26
252 al-Ghumūqī, Alī. “Al-Imām Najm al-Dīn”. Ilyas Kaiaiev’s Collection. № 9. Fol. 139. 
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As in the case of his other work, here as well Kaiaev accepts Najm al-Dīn’s 
knowledge of Arabic and Islamic sciences but insists that he was spoilt by the 
desire to seize power; his political actions were initiated by that desire rather 
than by a motivation to protect the religion and the umma. While the reformers 
had no problem with conceding that Najm al-Dīn was a highly educated man, 
they describe him as an arrogant and ambitious person who was disrespectful 
toward his contemporaries. Thus, they argue that a) he did not have the 
appropriate attributes to be imām and b) the process of election was violated. 

In the same work, Kaiaev says that during the Andi Congress Najm al-Dīn 
organized a shūrā (‘aqada al- shūrā) to elect himself an imam․ According to Kaiaev, 
during the Andi Congress, one of the scholars stood up and stated that “in these 
days there is no need of an imamate” in Daghestan. As Kaiaev writes, “Najm al-
Dīn screamed him away and threatened him. [Najm al-Dīn’s act] weighed heavily 
on the people. However, they kept silent and did not say anything.”253 Kaiaev, who 
had his ideal model of freedom, wanted to portray Najm al-Dīn as an emerging 
autocrat at a time when the autocracy of the tsar had collapsed.

2.3.2. Reformists’ religious argumentations against Najm al-Dīn’s 
imamate
Those texts were the indicators of the attitude of the reformers toward Najm al-
Dīn and his imamate, but as a part of religious polemic, they had to use religious 
argumentations showing that his imamate went against the Sharīʿa. Among 
those arguments was the question of whether two imāms could co-exist at the 
same time—one in Istanbul and one in Daghestan.

On 14 January 1918, already after the events in Andi where Najm al-Dīn 
and his army were in Temir Khan Shura and he was again proclaimed imām, 
the scholars of Islam gathered to discuss the current situation, including the 
question of the imamate.254 Both supporters and opponents of Najm al-Dīn’s 
imamate participated in that meeting. During the meeting, Ibrāhīm Qādī—one 
of the supporters of the imamate—raised a question: 

At today’s meeting, Najm al-Dīn is always called a muftī of the North 
Caucasus and Daghestan. The Sharīʿa demands Daghestan have hundreds 
of muftīs, not just one. The muftiate was an institution organized under 

253 Ibid., 140.
254 “Dāghistāndā Tārīkhī Gūnler.”  Tāng Cholpān, 9 (1918): 9. 
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the old government to deceive Muslims. Najm al-Dīn is different. I do 
not think that such a great and noble person as Najm al-Dīn will agree 
with the title of muftī. He is the patron of the Sharīʿa. At the congress of 
Andi, he was elected imām, and so he was in [Temir Khan] Shura and 
elsewhere. I am surprised that people who do not even have any idea of   
Sharīʿa call him a mufti. They say that one person cannot be given all the 
rights. He is imām! If he does not enforce the prescriptions of the Sharīʿa, 
he is not an imām.255

Ibrāhīm Qādī’s perception of the muftī was through the imperial policy 
which was rejected after the February Revolution. One of the results of the 
Russian imperial confessional policy was the creation of an of icial Muslim 
hierarchy. Using the model of the muftī establishment in the Ottoman Empire, 
on 22 September 1788 the Orenburg Assembly (Orenburgskoe magometanskoe 
dukhovnoe sobranie, OMDS) was set up by the decree of Catherine II. In 
nonof icial usage it was also called a muftiate.256 Consequently, when there was 
no longer an empire, neither should there be a muftiate. 

Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov, another reformist opponent of the imamate in 
the North Caucasus, responded to him, saying, “The title of muftī is convenient 
[for Najm al-Dīn]. Another title does not it. We cannot call him an imām! Imāms 
are different: imām of a village, imām of prayer, imām of a city. Najm al-Dīn is 
the spiritual leader”257.

When talking about the Daghestani case, Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov accepted 
the meaning of imām only as of the spiritual leader of the community. He did 
not discuss the case of imām as the successor of the Messenger of God (khalīfat 
rasūl Allāh) or the Great Imām (al-imām al-aʿẓam). The opponents of Najm al-
Dīn’s imamate reserved this title for the Ottoman Sultan. Nevertheless, given 
the position of reformists in other questions, such as their approach to the 
language issues (to be discussed in the next chapter of this thesis), or their 
approach to the state model, I believe that they did not want to become part of 
the Ottoman Empire and accepted the authority of the Sultan only in questions 

255 “Stenogramma zasedaniia ‘alimov.” TsGA RD. F. 8-p. O. 3. D. 62. Fol. 52.
256 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Islam in the Russian Empire.” In The Cambridge History of Russia edited 
by Lieven, Dominic. Vol. 2, Cambridge University Press, 2006. P. 2007; Arapov, Dmitrii. “Imperskaia 
politika v oblasti gosudarsvennogo regulirovaniia islama na Severnom Kavkaze v XIX – nachale 
XX vv.”, in I. L. Babich and L. T. Solov’eva (editors). Islam i pravo v Rossii. Moscow: Izd. Rossiiskogo 
universiteta druzhby narodov, 2004, vol. I. P. 24.
257 “Stenogramma zasedaniia ‘alimov.” TsGA RD. F. 8-p. O. 3. D. 62. Fol. 52.
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related to religion. Probably, the division between the khīlāfa and salṭana plays 
a big role here. While accepting the Ottoman Sultan as a khalīfa they rejected 
his secular functions as a leader for them. Consequently, they insisted on having 
a secular leader elected by the people of Daghestan. 

This debate is just a small part of the discussion among the Muslim scholars 
on the issue of the imamate. The question was irst raised right after the death 
of the Prophet Muḥammad (d. 632), when it was necessary to work out a 
system that would keep the link between the Islamic umma and Allah, and to 
organize and defend the members of the community. Nevertheless, that was 
the beginning of different approaches. In Daghestan, that discourse was mainly 
conducted within the Shā iʿī legal school; however, even within that particular 
school, the approaches of the ‘ulamā’ differed. Hence, one faction of the scholars 
stated that it is necessary to establish an imamate in the North Caucasus while 
the other part was sure that it was against Sharīʿa. Consequently, when Najm al-
Dīn was proclaimed imām, a historical debate on the institution of the imamate 
came to new life. 

The Daghestani debate on the imamate consists of several questions. 
One of these questions is how many imāms can rule at the same time. This 
question was not unique for Daghestan only. Those who support the idea that 
the Muslim world can have only one imām justify it by the Qur’an’s sūra “The 
Prophets,” which states, “had there been within the heavens and earth gods 
besides Allah, they both would have been ruined. So exalted is Allah, Lord of 
the Throne, above what they describe.”258 In analogy with this, the supporters 
of one imām claim that if there were more than one imām, the result would 
be destructive.259 Also, the idea of   one imām is substantiated by the ḥadīth 
according to which the Prophet said, “When an oath of allegiance has been 
taken for two caliphs, kill the one for whom the oath was taken later” (Idhā 
būʾiʿā li-khalīfatayni f-uqtulū al-ākhar minhumā) (Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim 1853). By 
contrast, those who claim that there can be more than one imām state that 
if there can be more than one prophet (the prime example being Moses and 
Aaron), then it is permissible to have two imāms as well.260 Nevertheless, 
this was a political debate during the last years of the Abbasid Caliphate. 

258 Q. 21:22.
259 Crone, Patricia. Medieval Islamic Political Thought. Edinburgh University Press, 2005. Pp. 272-
273 
260 Ibid., 274.
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Defenders of two contemporary imāms were the scholars of Andalus and 
Maghrib who tried to legitimize the Caliphate of Cordoba (929–1031) and 
the Almohad Caliphate (1121–1269). In response to them, the scholars who 
adopted the legitimate authority of the Caliphate of Baghdad claimed that 
while there could be two false caliphs at the same time, the true caliph cannot 
coexist with another “caliph.” 261

The most in luential Muslim opponents of Najm al-Dīn’s Imamate—Abū 
Sufyān Akaev, ‘Alī Kaiaev and Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov—stated that since the 
caliph of the Ottoman Empire was also the imām/caliph of all Muslims, Najm 
al-Dīn could not be proclaimed as imām. The idea according to which the Sultan 
is the caliph of the whole Muslim world emerged in the sixteenth century when, 
after the conquest of Egypt, the Ottomans also conquered the Hijaz, the region 
of the Arab peninsula where Mecca and Medina—Islam’s two main cities—are 
located. With the conquest of the Hijaz, the Ottoman Sultan Selim I Yavuz (r. 
1512-1520) obtained the keys of the Ka‘ba, becoming the Khādim al-Ḥaramayn 
(servant of the two sacred cities, i. e., Mecca and Medina).262 Later, the legend 
was created which says that al-Mutawakkil III, a member of the Abbasid family, 
handed the title of caliph over to Sultan Selim.263 

Based on this idea, the opponents of Najm al-Dīn’s imamate claimed that 
there could not be any caliph besides the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. On 16 
February 1918, ‘Alī Kaiaev wrote an open letter to the scholars of Daghestan 
talking against the imamate in Daghestan. However, we only have a Russian 
translation of the letter, published in Medzhidov and Abdulaev’s volume 
on Kaiaev. It is impossible to check the validity of this translation. We know 
that in other publications, Medzhidov and Abdulaev used to cut out phrases, 
for instance where ‘Alī Kaiaev mentions Allah.264 This fact demonstrates 
how Medzhidov and Abdulaev dealt with the sources, selectively choosing 
paragraphs to support their arguments. This makes it dif icult to analyze 
Kaiaev’s letter. 
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Despite this, I will provide the key points of this letter. One of them relates to 
the question of how many imāms there can be at the same time. Referring to the 
sixteenth-century Shā iʿī scholar Shaʿrāwīya ʿAbd al-Wahhāb ibn Aḥmad ash-
Shaʿrānī, Kaiaev states that, “If two caliphs appear, then one of them should be 
killed. It is unacceptable to have two [caliphs] at the same time.” As we see, this 
is the same argument that was mentioned during the meeting of the scholars. 
Another authority mentioned by Kaiaev in his letter is IbnʿArabī, who said “it 
is necessary that one imām rule; otherwise it will cause the fall of morals. Just 
as in the Universe there is no God besides Allah, the position of imām among 
Muslims, according to the Sharīʿa law, must be one. The presence of several 
imāms leads to strife and hostility, which is unacceptable among the faithful 
sons of Islam. Do not show enmity. Otherwise, you will be defeated, and your 
power will go away.”265 

Kaiaev explained his position by saying that acceptance of Najm al-Dīn’s 
imamate would split the umma; hence, to preserve the unity and strength of the 
community, they must obey only the Ottoman Sultan.

If we look at the arguments expressed by the opponents of Shamīl’s imamate, 
we will see that many of them were identical,266 which is not surprising since 
the central discourse was within the Shā iʿī school and they referred to the 
same scholars such as al-Shaʿrānī. For example, one of the most famous 
opposition igures in Shamīl’s imamate, Nur-Muḥammad al-Avarī, in his Taqrīrāt 
(“Conclusion”), based on the ḥadīth which states that, “If two caliphs were elected, 
do not obey the last of them,” claims that all law schools agreed there could not 
be more than one imām for the Muslims at the same time even if their territories 
are located on different parts of the world. As a proof of his words, he cites al-
Shaʿrānī’s al-Mīzān al-Kubrā.267 We see that ‘Alī Kaiaev used the same scholars 
as a proof of his arguments as were used by the opponents of Shamīl’s imamate. 

Like ‘Alī Kaiaev, Abū Sufyān Akaev claimed that “in the Muslim world, there 
is one imām—the Turkish imām. With one living imām, Muslims cannot have a 
second imām.”268

265 Ibid., 369-372.
266 More about the opponents of Imām Shamīl’s imāmate see Kemper, Michael. “The Daghestani 
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267 Al-Awarī, Nur-Muḥammad. Taqrīrāt. IIAE DFITs RAN. FVR. FMS, D. 39. Fol. 2b.
268 Abu Sufyan Efendi. “Ne uchun getdi, ne uchun geldi?” Īshchī Halk, 4 (1918).
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The arguments for and against were expressed in a debate between Akaev 
and Taj al-Dīn Qādī, the latter being a supporter of Najm al-Dīn’s imamate. The 
debate took place during the meeting of ‘ulamā’ initiated by Najm al-Dīn in 
Temir Khan Shura on 16 January 1918.269

Taj al-Dīn Qādī: Is there anyone among the ‘ulamā’of Daghestan who 
opposes the Imamate?

Abū Sufyān Akaev: I believe that we do not need an imamate.
Taj al-Dīn Qādī: Do you have proof for your claim? 
Abū Sufyān Akaev: We should not have an imām; it is forbidden. I 

give proof from reliable books, which say that in the Muslim world there 
should not be more than one imām. Our imām of the caliphate is the 
Sultan, and we do not see the conditions for the imamate of Najm al-Dīn. 
Najm al-Dīn does not have the qualities to be an imām. 

Taj al-Dīn Qādī (with a laugh): If so, our Imām Shamīl did his job 
without knowing [that it is forbidden].

Abū Sufyān Akaev: We are not talking about who should be a follower 
of Shamīl. We are talking about the fact that the imamate is forbidden. 
Some books say that you can have two imāms if there is a sea between 
them, a great distance, the ocean. The Sultan guards Mecca and Medina 
[which are located farther than Daghestan]270. 

Like ‘Alī Kaiaev, Akaev describes the Ottoman Sultan as the imām who 
can protect the lands of Islam even located far from the center of the empire. 
Consequently, if the Sultan can be the imām of Daghestani Muslims as well, 
the existence of the sea between the empire and Daghestan would not be an 
obstacle․ ‘Alī Kaiaev offers a new argument explaining why distance is no longer 
a problem, for “locomotives have brought countries closer, and steamships 
have replaced sailing vessels.” 271 

After this statement, in accordance with the translation of the letter, ‘Alī 
Kaiaev supposedly writes, “all but defective stubborn people know that for the 
Daghestanis, the position of the imām is unacceptable. To the contrary, after we 
have gotten rid of the power of the oppressors, we must obey the all-powerful 
imām [the Sultan], wherever he is. The imām will appoint his deputy to be the 
governor of Daghestan, who will execute his orders. If we disobey, then they 

269 “Dāghistāndā Tārīkhī Gūnler.” Tāng Cholpān, 9 (1918): 9. 
270 “Stenogramma zasedaniia ‘alimov.” TsGA RD. F. 8-p. O. 3. D. 62. Fol. 53.
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should wage war with us, dealing with us as rebels.”272 It is quite doubtful that 
Kaiaev, indeed wanted the Sultan to appoint his deputy to be the governor of 
Daghestan. As mentioned above, by accepting the Sultan as a spiritual leader, 
the reformists denied his political power over Daghestan. In his other works, 
Kaiaev harshly criticizes the actions of the Ottoman Empire and perceives it as 
an oppressive imperial power like the Russian Empire. 

As for the parts where Kaiaev speaks about the new types of locomotives, 
here he applies ijtihād. Citing ‘Alī b. Muḥammad al-Jurjānī, Rudolph Peters gives 
us a classical meaning of ijtihād—“exerting one’s effort in order to derive from 
the bases of the law an opinion concerning a legal rule.”273 Its opposite is taqlīd, 
by which the term is understood as “accepting an opinion concerning a legal 
rule without knowledge of the bases.”274 Joseph Schacht explains the term taqlīd, 
writing that it “had originally denoted the kind of reference to Companions of 
the Prophet that had been customary in the ancient schools of law and which 
now came to mean the unquestioning acceptance of the doctrines of established 
schools and authorities.”275 Rudolph Peters stated that the way reformists in 
the Islamic world expressed themselves was to a large extent conditioned by 
tradition.276 Among the issues that became associated with this was the issue 
of ijtihād versus taqlīd. Taqlīd positions the founders of established schools in a 
higher position than other men. The concept of ijtihād condemns the view that 
the founders of these schools “obtained divine knowledge and were therefore 
infallible,” a notion to be found for instance in the works of al-Shaʿrānī,277 a scholar 
whose works, as we saw above, were cited by Kaiaev. This issue of ijtihād versus 
taqlīd was intensively discussed in other Muslim regions of Russia as well, and in 
many cases these debates were politicized.278 

The opponents to Najm al-Dīn’s imamate, especially ‘Alī Kaiaev, relied heavily 
on ijtihad when it suited his viewpoint. They belonged to a group of reformists 
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who wanted to reform not only the education system but also the legal system. 
As Shikhaliev states, Kaiaev would go as far as an “independent ijtihād” that 
would, if necessary, leave the boundaries of the existing madhhabs (al-ijtihād 
al-muṭlaq).279 This approach also applies to the issue of the imamate. It is 
against this background that Kaiaev emphasized that new technologies (e.g., 
new types of ships) bypass problems such as distance and sea. Consequently, 
there is no need for a second imām. As for the taqlid, Shikhaliev and Gould state 
that from the vantage point of the Daghestani reformists, “taqlīd seemed like 
an atavism of an older generation.”280 However, I believe that ʿAlī Kaiaev did 
not reject taqlīd completely. The citations existing in the works of Daghestani 
reformists (e.g., Kaiaev’s case of referring to al-Shaʿrānī) demonstrate that for 
them the scholars before them and especially the founders of legal schools were 
highly respected authorities whose works served as bases for the arguments of 
the reformists. 

2.3.3. The reformists’ arguments of (dis-)continuity of the imamates of 
Shamīl and Najm al-Dīn
The heritage of Imām Shamīl played a key role in the question of Najm al-Dīn’s 
imamate. Najm al-Dīn and his followers considered themselves the heirs of 
Shamīl’s imamate. The idea of a successor is especially obvious in the poems of 
Najm al-Dīn, where he curses Shamīl’s enemies such as Yusuf al-Yakhsāwī (d. 
1289/1871) and praises Ḥajjī Murād (d. 1852), a naib of Shamīl. 

Yusuf al-Yakhsāwī, a wealthy landowner and qāḍī from the village of Aksai in 
the plains of northern Daghestan sough t to discredit Shamīl through satire. As 
Michael Kemper states, being a qāḍī of Aksai, al-Yakhsāwī had a military rank (and 
a salary) by the Russian administration. Furthermore, he worked as an advisor to 
the Russians, who hoped to use his knowledge of Islamic sciences.281 In his poem, 
Yusuf wrote that “the imamate of Shamīl is a humiliation” and compared him to 
“a cloud without rain.”282 This comparison can be encountered in Arab political 

279 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Musul’manskoe reformatorstvo v Dagestane (1900–1930 gg.).” 
Gosudarstvo, Religiya, Tserkov’ v Rossii i za rubezhom. 3, no. 35 (2017): 143
280 Gould, Rebecca, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Beyond the Taqlīd/Ijtihād Dichotomy: Daghestani Legal 
Thought under Russian Rule” Islamic Law and Society 24. no. 1-2 (2017): 167.
281 Kemper, Michael. “The Daghestani legal discourse on the Imamate” Central Asian Survey 21, 
no. 3 (2002): 265-278
282 Al-Karakhi, Mukhammed Takhir. Khronika Mukhameda Takhira al-Karakhi. Moskva-Leningrad, 
1941. PP. 251-254.



122

poetry. For instance, the poet laureate of the Umayyads, al-Akhtal al-Taghlibī283 
(640 – 710), in his panegyric poem (qaṣīda al-maḍh) “Those that dwelt with you 
have left in haste” devoted to ʿAbd al-Mālik ibn Marwān (r. 685-705), writes that 
he is “the Caliph of Allah through whom men pray for rain” (Khalīfat Allāh yustaqā 
bihi al-matar).284 Here “rain” is an allegory of divine knowledge and Allah’s will. 
By comparing Shamīl to “a cloud without rain” Yusuf seeks to show that he is not 
a caliph of Allah and his imamate is false. 

If Shamīl’s imamate was not legitimate, then Najm al-Dīn’s imamate was 
also wrong. Therefore, Najm al-Dīn felt obliged to defend Shamīl against Yusuf 
al-Yakhsāwī in the following verses:

Reprove him and see: Is it possible to insult a lion with roars of 
donkeys?

The lion will remain among the lions, even if the cows moo, scream 
and deny him.

Why should an eagle and a falcon care that chickens are cackling?
Will your barking harm the man to whom the earth and stones sing 

an ode?
The earth that he dressed in red, clothing that was sewn by swords, 

not needles.
Oh, Yusuf, cursed man! What you say is a lie. Your speech is no 

satire.
Before mentioning him [Shamīl], clean your teeth and recite the 

basmala:
an enemy with a dirty mouth has no need to praise [Shamīl]

Oհ, bearer of the captivity to the imām!
Can the star be eclipsed by anything but the sun and the moon? 285

Obviously, for Gotsinskii, Shamīl was an authority whose work he sought to 
continue. At the same time, Gotsinskii was generously praising Shamīl’s deputy Ḥajjī 
Murād. Najm al-Dīn’s poem in honor of Ḥajjī Murād was introduced to the scholarly 
world by the Russian Arabist Ignatii Krachkovkii. Given that in Stalin’s USSR Najm 
al-Dīn was presented as the enemy of the working class, Krachkovskii could not 

283 Fil’shtinskii, Isaak. Istoriia arabskoi literatury. V- nachalo X veka. Moskva, 1985. Pp. 171-177.
284 Al-Taghlibī, al-Akhtal. Dīwān al-Akhtal. Dār al-kutub al-‘ilmīyya. Bairut, 1994. Pp. 100-110.
285 al-Durgili, Nazir. Uslada umov v biogra iiakh dagestanskikh uchenykh. (Russian translation 
and comments by Shikhsaidov, Amri, Kemper, Michael, Bustanov, Alfrid). Moskva, 2012. P. 92; 
Krachkovskii, Ignatii. Izbrannye sochineniia. V. 6. Moskva-Leningrad, 1960. P. 618.
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name the author;286 therefore, he writes that the qaṣīda had been composed by “an 
Avar.”287 In this poem the author calls Ḥajjī Murād “a lion who killed many enemies 
in battle and left behind a blessed memory at all gatherings.”288

As Rebecca Gould notes, even as Najm al-Dīn claimed Shamīl’s le gacy by 
styling himself as the imām, when he glori ied his nemesis Ḥajjī Murād, Najm al-
Dīn also joined his voice to the subterranean critique of Shamīl that permeates 
the Caucasus literature of insurgency289 and desired to continue jihād. 

Announcing and leading the jihād was an inherent part of an imām’s 
duties. On 24-29 March 1918, Baku was captured by the Bolsheviks under 
the command of Stepan Shahumyan, a leader of the Russian Revolution in the 
Caucasus. The Bolsheviks were accompanied by the Armenian Dashnaks.290 
As Peter Hopkirk states, in April 1918 Baku “had become a battle ield, with 
trenches and barricades being hastily prepared everywhere. Russian gunboats 
in the harbour, whose crews were mostly sympathetic to the Bolsheviks and 
their leftist allies, joined in against the Muslims, mercilessly bombarding their 
quarter of the city, and wreaking terrible carnage and destruction. But it was 
the Armenians who decided the issue. At irst, they proclaimed their strict 
neutrality, and refrained from taking part in the struggle for control of Baku. 
They withdrew their forces to the Armenian quarter and deployed them purely 
for self-defence. But their neutrality only lasted for the irst few hours of the 
battle. Under intense pressure from the Dashnaks, an extremist Armenian 
nationalist group, their leaders joined forces with the Bolsheviks against the 
Muslims.291” As a consequence of these clashes, Baku erupted into bloodshed 

286 Kemper, Michael. “Introduction,” in Among Arabic Manuscripts. Memories of Libraries and Men. 
Brill. 2016. Pp. 6-7.
287 Krachkovskii, Ignatii. Izbrannye sochineniia. P. 619.
288 Gould, Rebecca. Writers and Rebels: The Literature of Insurgency in the Caucasus. Yale 
University Press, 2016. P. 146.
289 Ibid., 147.
290 The Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaktsutyun), is a nationalist and socialist 
political party founded in 1890 in Ti lis (Tbilisi) by Christapor Mikaelian, Stepan Zorian, and 
Simon Zavarian. More about the Dashnaktsutyun, see Varandean, Mikael. H. Y. Dashnaktsuntean 
patmutiun (The History of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation). Yerevan: Yerevani Hamalsarani 
Hratarakchutyun, 1992. 
291 Hopkirk, Peter. Like Hidden Fire. The Plot to Bring Down the British Empire. New York, 1997. 
P. 283.
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and several thousands of Muslims were massacred.292 Baku’s Muslims turned 
to the Daghestanis for help. The supporters of the imamate, such as Tāj al-Dīn 
Qādī, called for sending troops and help to the Muslims in Baku.293 Since it 
suited his strategies, Najm al-Dīn summoned the Daghestanis to jihād against 
the Armenian Dashnaks. Najm al-Dīn used the moment to present himself as 
an imām and a leader of the Muslims. Dibirov informs us that, “having learned 
about this, the Daghestanis, especially Najm al-Dīn, wanted to send help to 
the Baku Muslims. Najm al-Dīn sent a part of the Daghestani troops to Baku 
and declared “gazawat”—holy war—in Daghestan.”294 Hence, Najm al-Dīn 
continued the jihād that Shamīl had given up in 1859. 

On a sidenote, it is striking that Gotsinskii never mentions the uprising of 
1877 as another historical jihād to evaluate. The reason, probably, is his father’s 
role in the failure of the uprising. During this uprising, his father was among 
those who were sent to the region Koisubulu “to call on the inhabitants to ask 
for mercy from the in idels.”295

By rejecting Najm al-Dīn’s imamate on the basis of the Sharīʿa ban on 
two contemporaneous imāms, Najm al-Dīn’s opponents found themselves 
confronted with a problem: their reasoning would also have meant rejecting 
the memory of Shamīl’s jihād although this stance would have been considered 
unacceptable. Their strategy was either to bypass the case of Shamīl’s imamate 
or to emphasize differences between Najm al-Dīn’s and Shamīl’s imamates.

One of the arguments defending the legitimacy of Shamīl’s imamate was the 
necessity of jihād. On this matter, ‘Alī Kaiaev writes: 

They [imāms of the Caucasian Imamate] waged jihād for the faith, 
were the leaders of the troops and ful illed the burden imposed on them 
at the time.

The in idels conquered the country, and what is the damage if the 
population of this country called their leaders imāms. Now the in idels 

292 Pipes, Richard. The Formation of the Soviet Union: Communism and Nationalism, 1917–1923. 
Harvard University Press, 1997. P. 200; Alstadt, Audrey L. The Azerbaijani Turks: Power and Identity 
under Russian Rule. Hoover Press, 1992. P. 86; Ratgauzer, Iakov A. Revoliutsiia i grazhdanskaia voina 
v Baku, 1917-1918. Krasnyi Vostok, 1927. P. 144.
293 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. Grazhdanskaia voina. Fol. 16.
294 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad-Qādī. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii). P. 58
295 Musaev, Makhach. Dagestanskoe dukhovenstvo 60-70-kh godov XIX veka i visstanie 1877 goda. 
(Dissertatsiia na soiskanie uchenoi stepeni kandidata istoricheskikh nauk). Makhachkala, 2003. P. 
50-51.
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have retreated, gone and opened the way to believers; thus we must 
strengthen the Sharī‘a.296 

Also, Kaiaev stressed that the people of Daghestan decided to call Shamīl 
their imām, i.e., Shamīl himself did not seek that title.297 By this Kaiaev was 
claiming that the imamate of Shamīl was the will of people. As we saw above, 
Najm al-Dīn also tried to show that it was the will of the population to proclaim 
him imām of Daghestan and the North Caucasus. 

Like ‘Alī Kaiaev, Akaev also justi ies the imamate of Shamīl by the historical 
conditions and the need for jihād against the Russians. In the Kumyk-language 
newspaper Īshchī Khalk Akaev writes that “during the autocracy, the Russian 
soldiers were our colonizers. Thus, we needed an imām. However, when the 
tsar is overthrown, when the Russians have become different, we do not need 
an imām anymore because we do not wage war [against the Russians]. The 
present Russians in Daghestan are here only to save us from the beks and 
landowners.”298 

Here the image of the Russians is completely different. It seems that after 
the collapse of the Russian Empire Akaev saw in the Russians those who were 
breaking the system against which Daghestan had had to ight. As now the tsar 
was gone, the Russians were helping the Muslims against their own exploiters. 
Although Akaev wrote this article after the October Revolution, the perception 
of the 1917 revolutions still remained that of a game-changer event which gave 
freedom. 

Abū Sufyān Akaev even turned against the institution of the imamate: in his 
mind, the imamate served and will serve only the interests of feudal-clerical 
circles and of icers. “Having restored the imamate, they want to return their 
wealth and take away from the common people the rights that they themselves 
had obtained.”299

296 Vozzvanie Ali Kaiaeva.
297 Though ‘Alī al-Ghumūqī sought to show that “the population of this country called them 
imāms” but not they themselves, there are evidences that Shamīl himself presented himself as 
caliph. As Michael Kemper states that Shamīl signed some of his letters by the title of ‘Commander 
of the Faithful’ (amīr al-muʾminin). For examples of his signing by the title amīr al-muʾminīn, see 
Sharafutdinova, R.Sh. Araboiazychnye dokumenty epokhi Shamilia Moscow, 2001, documents 67, 
68, 69 (pp 127–131)”. Kemper, Michael. “The Daghestani Legal Discourse on the Imamate.” P. 277.
298 Abu Sufyan Efendi. “Ne uchun getdi, ne uchun geldi?” Īshchī Halk, 4 (1918). 
299 Ibid.
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2.4. Conclusion
The February Revolution in Russia gave rise to discussions around the concept 
of freedom and the government model that would be the guarantee of that 
freedom. The concept of freedom in Daghestan as discussed by the reformists 
was within the social and political dimensions of this phenomenon. As my 
research shows, the Daghestani reformists understood freedom as the new 
reality where there was no tsarist regime: the absence of the empire embodied 
the new freedom. Thus, in their articles on freedom, the reformists always irst 
portrayed the evilness of the imperial government and the Russi ication and 
oppression they had faced before. Only afterwards did they begin to discuss the 
new era of freedom. To illuminate the harmfulness of the imperial order, they 
claimed that it had supported and created a fertile environment for actions 
directed against the Muslim community. To avoid the re-establishment of 
autocracy—whether in the form of another empire or a Muslim imamate—the 
Daghestani reformists stated that the process of a regular election was essential 
and at the same time inherent to Islam. They did not reject the Islamic discourse 
in order to embrace the European form of state-building, but, to the contrary, 
engaged within that Islamic discourse (the Shā iʿī tradition) which offered them 
support against Gotsinskii. The Daghestani reformists were still fully anchored 
in the Islamic discourse and praised democracy or parliamentarianism either 
whenever it suited them or when it was adapted into Islamic contexts such as 
the Middle Eastern understandings of these concepts. 

The central part of that understanding of freedom by the reformists was 
directed toward highlighting the oppressive autocratic order. Through this 
understanding of the concept of freedom, the model of imamate and the igure 
of Gotsinskii embodied the autocracy rather than freedom. Paradoxically, in the 
discourse of the reformists, the proponents of the imamate were con lated with 
the historical enemies of Shamīl’s enemy, namely autocracy.

While for a group of Gotsinskii’s supporters, the concept of freedom was 
embodied in the re-establishment of the imamate in Daghestan, the reformists’ 
perception of an imamate was of an autocratic model of government. Thus, for 
igures like Kaiaev and Akaev, this model resembled oppression and not freedom. 

However, when speaking against that imamate, the reformists preferred using 
the Islamic argumentations. Given the audience they had, to substantiate their 
standpoint the reformists also needed religious argumentations against Najm al-
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Dīn Gotsinskii’s imamate. The legal and political discourse on the imamate was 
utilized by both sides of the con lict—Najm al-Dīn’s supporters and opponents-
reformists. This debate drew heavily on classical Shā iʿī literature focused on the 
North Caucasus. Like in Shamīl’s case, the re-establishment of the imamate was not 
perceived unequivocally. While the supporters of Najm al-Dīn tried to strengthen 
his position as imām based on the works of Shā iʿī scholars, others used works of 
the same school to prove that Sharīʿa bans proclamation of a Daghestani imamate.

Both sides used the language of “protection of the community” yet 
represented different ideological platforms. While Najm al-Dīn and his 
supporters vitalized the role of imamate for the community development, their 
opponents pointed to the interests of the same community, showing that the 
imām’s proclamation in Daghestan divided the Islamic community and that 
this model is not the embodiment of freedom that was also desired by their 
ancestors.

In the anti-imamate discourse of the reformists, the characteristics of Najm 
ad-Dīn played a vital role. Unlike Shamīl, who was an absolute authority among 
his deputies and a military leader actively participating in state-building,300 
Gotsinskii was more cautious and sometimes undecided. Thus, unlike Shamīl, 
who not only presented himself as imām but also signed some of his letters as 
the “Commander of the Faithful,” Gotsinskii signed his letters only as muftī of the 
North Caucasus. When discussing Gotsinskii’s efforts to establish the imamate, 
the reformists rarely mentioned his wealth. They instead preferred to portray his 
actions as against the Islamic law. Though using different discourses—Islamic and 
socialist—the reformists and the Bolsheviks, having the same target in the igure 
of Gotsinskii, still shared the same rhetoric against oppressive autocracy. This 
discourse will later become one of the vital theses in the Soviet historiography. 
Nevertheless, during the civil war, the advent of such a thesis had already been 
seriously attacking Najm al-Dīn’s imamate and his image. 

While after the February Revolution, the reformists’ main task was to show 
the compatibility of Islam and the main ideas of the revolution—freedom 
and equality. After the October Revolution the task changed, and now the 
reformists sought to show the compatibility of Islam and socialism. For 

300 A striking example of state building can be considered constitutions of Shamīl. See, 
Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Gorskii obychai i gosudarstvennyi zakon.” Musul’manskoe pravo i obychai v 
rossiyskom Dagestane: istochniki i issledovaniya. Sankt Peterburg, 2017. Pp. 61-67.
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example, the editorial article entitled al-Sāsīyālism wa al-Sharīʿa (“Socialism 
and the Sharīʿa”) stated that the new government—the Bolsheviks—were 
those who were ighting for freedom and, consequently, they were giving the 
people freedom of religion. Interestingly, in this article, the main manifestation 
of freedom is the freedom of religions. As we have seen in the irst chapter, the 
main of icial line of the Bolsheviks included emphasizing that they accept the 
Sharīʿa as a dominant legal system for Daghestanis.



Chapter III

Picture: Abū Sufyān Akaev in his library 





131

The Visions of Daghestan’s Future in 
Debates on Education and on the Language of 

Instruction301 

3.1. Introduction
Inspired by the Russian Revolution of 1917, Daghestani intellectuals sought 
to implement their visions of the future state. Education and language were 
central in these debates. In their programs, both the issue of the educational 
system and the question of which language was to be used for instruction 
were seen in relation to the concepts of freedom and of a prosperous future as 
discussed in the previous chapter of the thesis; only an educated society can 
value and protect freedom. The idea of development through education was 
a platform, creating a rhetoric that united Daghestani intellectuals of various 
shades and colors. This shared vocabulary was one of the preconditions 
that made the reformers allies of the Bolsheviks. The reformers attacked 
the traditional Arabic-language system of education in Daghestan that had 
developed over the centuries since the start of the Islamization of the region 
in the seventh century. However, they did not aim at the complete elimination 
of Arabic from the schools. While the reformists and the Bolsheviks shared the 
rhetoric of progress through education, their inal goals completely differed, 

301 Several paragraphs of this chapter were published in my article on the language issues in 
Daghestan. See Sahakyan, Naira. “Language debate and visions of the future in revolutionary 
Dagestan,” Caucasus Survey 6, n. 2 (2018): 147-162.
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transforming the reformists from allies of the Soviets into an anti-Soviet force 
that at the end of the 1920s had already become the target of government 
attacks. At the same time, there was also some common ground between the 
reformers and the supporters of the traditional education system. In particular, 
this concerned the role of religion. Both groups emphasized the signi icance 
of religion and Islamic subjects in schools, and both pretended to be the major 
religious authorities and the guardians of religion. Nevertheless, despite the 
matching rhetoric in their vocabularies, their de initions of what “pure” Islam 
meant widely differed.

To understand the Daghestani intellectuals’ approach toward the role of 
education and language in the context of their visions for the future, in this 
chapter, I will discuss articles in periodicals and other sources produced 
by these competing sides shortly before and right after the February 
Revolution. 

3.2. Islamic education in Daghestan and visions of the future
3.2.1.The ‘rise and fall’ of Islamic education in Daghestan
With the establishment of Arab rule in Derbent by the mid-eighth century, the 
building of mosques became necessary. The irst huge mosque in Derbent and 
some other smaller mosques were built in 733. In Daghestan, like elsewhere, 
mosques were not only the place for worship but also for education.302 The 
irst Islamic school that we know of appeared in the eleventh century in the 

southern village of Tsakhur.303 Developing over the centuries, the network of 
Islamic schools was widespread in Daghestan right up to the 1920s when the 
Soviets launched their policy of eradicating the religious system of education. 
This traditional Islamic system of schooling had two fundamental institutions: 
the maktab, as an elementary school, and the madrasa, the Muslim institution 
of higher learning par excellence.304 

In Daghestan, madrasa education was highly person-oriented. The primary 
purpose of these institutions was the teaching of al-ʿulūm al-islāmiyya 
(Islamic sciences) such as ‘Ilm al-kalām (Islamic theology) and iqh (Islamic 

302 Shikhsaidov, Amri, Tagirova, Nataliia, and Gadzhieva, Diiana. Arabskaia rukopisnaia kniga v 
Dagestane. Makhachkala, 2011. P. 60.
303 Ibid.
304 Makdisi, George. The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1981. P. 27.
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jurisprudence). Through the process of learning these subjects the pupils 
gradually became familiar with the Arabic language. As M. Kemper and Sh. 
Shikhaliev highlight, “there was no discipline of teaching ‘Arabic language’ as a 
distinct discipline—and no textbooks for learning Arabic, as an instrument for 
then studying Arabic-language works in the religious disciplines. Rather, the 
pupil was thrown directly into reading the Qur’an, without any propaedeutic 
preparation for reading the Arabic script or for understanding the Arabic 
language.”305 Still, madrasa education was highly systematic with a sequence of 
textbooks building upon each other.

Many historians from and outside Daghestan have left us with accounts 
of Daghestani Islamic education. Their interpretations were however colored 
by the political demands and expectations of the tsarist, Bolshevik and 
reformist narratives. In accordance with these narratives, Islamic education 
in Daghestan had a irst-class system and was of high quality. However, on the 
eve of the 1917 revolutions, this education had already lost its greatness and 
the reformers were those who understood that and tried to ix the situation 
by creating a new school system. However, they faced the opposition of the 
old-minded ‘ulamā’.306 

There are several gaps and misperceptions in this narrative of the 
Daghestani Islamic education. In his article on Islamic education in the North 
Caucasus, Akhmet Yarlykapov presents that widespread narrative, saying that 
“from the second quarter of the nineteenth century, these teaching methods 
and the range of subjects taught in madrasas began to cause a growing feeling 
of dissatisfaction among leading Muslim scholars who realized the need to 
reform the system of Islamic education that was becoming obsolete.”307 Going 
further, Yarlykapov emphasizes the role of the “enlighteners” such as Abū 
Sufyān Akaev who “understood that for reforming the system of education he 
had to make a lot of effort.”308 In his response to Yarlykapov’s article, Gregorii 
Kochak casts doubts on the “past greatness.”309 This mainstream view that 

305 Kemper, Michael, and Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan.” Asiatische Studien - Études Asiatiques 69, no. 3 (2015): 593-624.
306 Yarlykapov, Akhmet. “Islamskoe obrazovanie na Severnom Kavkaze v proshlom i v 
nastoiashchem.” Vestnik Yevrazii 2 (2003): 5-31.
307 Ibid., 16.
308 Ibid., 16.
309 Kochak, Grigorii. “Popytka zadat’ voprosy k stat’e A. A. Yarlykapov a.” Vestnik Yevrazii 2 (2003): 
33-34.
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traditional education was in crisis has been very much shaped by Jadid 
arguments.310 

Vladimir Bobrovnikov later joined this discussion, trying to answer the 
questions that Kochak addressed to Yarlykapov. Commenting on the idea 
of “past greatness” portrayed by Yarlykapov and challenged by Kochak, 
Bobrovnikov writes, “there is an idea that the Muslim school, as it had 
developed by the 10th century, did not change from this way until the 19th 
century and then it suddenly became obsolete and has been slowly dying 
since then. A tribute to this cliché was given by both the author of the article 
and his opponent [i.e., Yarlykapov and Kochak]. I just cannot agree with this 
point of view. Even a super icial acquaintance with the sources shows that the 
madrasas of the North Caucasus have experienced many ups and downs over 
their nearly millennium-long existence.”311 Allen Frank, in turn, emphasizes 
the importance of traditional religious educational institutions for educational 
and social purposes in Muslim society. Using the example of one maktab 
primer widely spread among Turkmens, he argues that “literacy was far more 
prevalent among Central Asian Muslims before the Soviet era than has been 
previously thought.”312 Further, Bobrovnikov also discusses another cliché—
the assumed crisis of pre-revolutionary Muslim schools of the North Caucasus. 
The harsh criticisms hurled at the Daghestani maktab system—composed in 
the Russian language but also in Arabic—emphasized the absence of subjects 
such as arithmetic and Russian language, and highlighted that these schools 
fostered “fanaticism” and “hate towards everything Russian.”313 Bobrovnikov 
argues that Russian critics failed to “understand anything in the program of 
secondary and higher Islamic education.”314

I completely agree with Bobrovnikov concerning the “ups and downs” of 

310 DeWeese, Devin. “It was a Dark and Stagnant Night (‘til the Jadids Brought the Light): Clichés, 
Biases, and False Dichotomies in the Intellectual History of Central Asia.” Journal of the Economic 
and Social History of the Orient 59 no. 1-2 (2016): 37-92.
311 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Eshche raz ob islamskom obrazovanii na Severnom Kavkaze (popytka 
otvetit’ na voprosy G. G. Kochaka k A. A. Yarlykapov u).” Vestnik Yevrazii 1 (2004): 191.
312 Frank, Allen J. “Turkmen Literacy and Turkmen Identity Before the Soviets: The Ravnaq Al-
Islām in its Literary and Social Context”. Journal of The Economic and Social History of The Orient 
63, no. 3 (2020): 287.
313 Cherniaevskii, Aleksei. “Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo i narodnyia shkoly.” Kavkaz 242 (1893): 1.
314 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Eshche raz ob islamskom obrazovanii na Severnom Kavkaze (popytka 
otvetit’ na voprosy G. G. Kochaka k A. A. Yarlykapovu).” Vestnik Yevrazii 1 (2004): 191.
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Islamic education in Daghestan. With regard to his second claim, however, I 
believe this was a case not solely of the naïve failure of those Russian critics to 
understand the Islamic system of education. Rather, the tsarist administration 
planned actions to reduce the in luence of the Muslim authorities by subverting 
Muslim schools and introducing Russian language and culture. This was 
a part of imperial nation-building as implemented not only in the Russian 
Empire.315 The colonial and orientalist discourse of the “backward system” 
authorized colonial powers like Russia to “develop” these backward regions. 
Russian-language newspapers and journals published with support of the 
tsarist administration demonstrate this very rhetoric. In some cases, we see 
how the reformers used this tsarist rhetoric as well. As an example, the article 
“Muslim clergy and public schools” by Aleksei Cherniaevskii published in the 
newspaper Kavkaz (September 1893) reads, “theological schools (madrasas) 
and elementary schools attached to mosques (maktabs) still remain in the 
same conditions, and not only did the teaching of the Russian language not 
penetrate them, but, as far as is known, even the phonetic method of teaching 
literacy (zvukuvoi metod prepodovaniia gramoty [i.e., Ismail Gasprinskii’s 
usul-i savtiyya], which greatly helps children with acquiring literacy and 
greatly reduces the time [for learning how to read when compared with] the 
old dull spelling method (pritupliaiushchem bukvennom sposobe).316” Aleksei 
Cherniaevskii was an imperial of icial working in the schools of Azerbaijan 
and Georgia. He authored the irst part of the textbook Vətən dili using the 
phonetic method. Remarkably, here a Russian pedagogue positions himself 
as a proponent of the Jadid methods. Furthermore, attacking Muslim scholars 
who supported the traditional/“unreformed” Islamic system of education, 
Cherniaevskii claimed “Muslim clergy” often were “ignorant in the matter of 
teaching and upbringing.”317 As we see, the tsarist and the reformist discourses 
interacted and reinforced each other. The claims that there were no secular 
subjects in madrasas, and the call for including them in the school program, 
as well as for a new organization of the school system, were also articulated 
by some tsarist of icials; for instance, the same Aleksei Cherniaevskii wanted 

315 Berger, Stefan, Miller, Aleksei, eds. Nationalizing Empires. Vol. 3., Central European University 
Press, 2015; von Hagen, Mark, Barkley, Karen, eds. After Empire: Multiethnic Societies and Nation-
Building. The Soviet Union and the Russian, Ottoman, and Habsburg Empires. Boulder, CO: Westview, 
1997
316 Cherniaevskii, Aleksei. “Musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo i narodnyia shkoly.” Kavkaz 242 (1893): 1.
317 Ibid.
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to see these subjects added into the school programs alongside the religious 
subjects.318 Cherniaevskii here speaks from the viewpoint of tsarist Russia, 
stressing the importance of the Russian language. The Daghestani reformers, 
meanwhile, while stressing the necessity of the same reforms, did not give any 
importance to the Russian language. 

This difference  notwithstanding, the colonial discourse portrayed only the 
reformers as bearers of enlightenment. This “mythical crisis” of traditional 
education, as Bobrovnikov called it, in nineteenth-century Daghestan is 
challenged by the support that these “traditional” Islamic schools continued 
to receive from most of the local Muslim communities. Furthermore, there 
were only a few Daghestani reformers and they emerged relatively late, if 
compared to the Crimea and the Volga-Urals; and, overall, the introduction 
of Gasprinskii’s “new method movement” was not a quick success.319 All of 
these points, Bobrovnikov argues, testify that the traditional Muslim school 
did not yet exhaust all its resources for further development; and, indeed, the 
traditional system continued to change until the violent abolition of any Islamic 
educational institutions in Soviet times.320

One of the signi icant points of the reformist discourse was education 
reforms. The backwardness of this system was considered the major problem 
in Muslim society. Thus, the reformists stated that this stagnant system should 
be transformed into a new one which would meet all demands of the new era.321 
As Soviet and post-Soviet historiography concentrates all of its attention on the 
reformers, their real in luence in Daghestan has probably been overestimated. 
While we now have reliable sources, good evidence and some studies that allow 
us to trace the Muslim reformist challenge of traditional madrasa education 
in urban regions, there is no evidence of a community-wide rejection of the 
authority of madrasa education. On the contrary, the number of madrasas 
continued to increase steadily even after the 1917 revolution.322 There were 
reasons for this, of course. Muslim schools were less formalized and more 

318 Cherniaevskii, Aleksei. “Sheikh”-ul’-islam” i musul’manskiia shkoly.” Kavkaz 264 (1893): 1.
319 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Eshche raz ob islamskom obrazovanii na Severnom Kavkaze (popytka 
otvetit’ na voprosy G. G. Kochaka k A. A. Yarlykapovu).” Vestnik Yevrazii 1 (2004): 191-192.
320 Ibid.
321 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan.” Asiatische Studien 69, no. 3 (2015): 593-624
322 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. “Musul’manskaia shkola v rannem Sovetskom Dagestane (1918-
1927).” Pax Islamica 1, no. 2 (2009): 131.
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lexible than Christian parish schools and seminaries, and they did not depend 
on a central ecclesiastic authority. If there was a centralized system inanced 
by the former government, the new government could easily establish a new 
state school system in the basis of that old system. But since the former Islamic 
system was decentralized and was inanced by the Daghestanis themselves, it 
took the new government a long time to develop a secular state school system 
in Muslim areas of Russia.323 

Furthermore, the people of Daghestan were defending the use of waqf 
resources for the madrasas, obstructing the Bolsheviks’ attempts to centralize 
these foundations and redirect them to other purposes. This is demonstrated 
by a letter (dated 10 March 1922) that ‘Alī Kaiaev received from Osman 
Osmanov, the chairman of the Daghestani Sharīʿa management. In that letter 
Osmanov mentions that in one of the villages where there are some resources, 
the inhabitants insist “on using them [only] to spread the religious sciences 
by activities of the madrasa.”324 This very fact suggests that at the time of 
the Russian Empire’s collapse, many Daghestanis understood freedom to 
include their liberty to continue the support of traditional education without 
interference from the government. Thus, what we see when we move past 
the widespread narrative is that there were several competing approaches to 
reform the education system, and every side was trying to represent itself as 
the only rightful and most trusted party to reach that developed future. 

3.2.2. Competing projects to modernize the education system in 
Daghestan
The competing projects over the education system had already emerged in 
Daghestan at the end of the nineteenth century, but their most active competition 
began after the revolution in 1917. These projects were interconnected with 
the visions of the future that different sides were seeking to reach. 

To explore the phenomenon of slavery down through history and to 
demonstrate the luidity of that concept, Dr. Jonathan Brown offered to hitch 
a ride in the Tardis (a ictional time machine and spacecraft from the British 

323 Kemper, Michael, Motika, Raoul, and Reichmuth, Stefan, eds. Islamic Education in the Soviet 
Union and Its Successor States. London and New York: Routledge, 2009. P. 5
324 “Pis’mo Osmana Osmanova k Ali Kaiaevu.” In Shikhaliev, Shamil, Navruzov, Amir. Iz istorii 
zhizni i tvorchestva Ali Kaiaeva i Saifulla-kadi Bashlarova: dokumenty i materialy. Makhachkala, 
2018. P. 103-104.
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science iction television series Doctor Who), and travel across space and time, 
visualizing varieties of the scenarios engaging this phenomenon.325 What if we 
borrow this trick to visualize the developed and prosperous future of Daghestan 
as it was envisioned by the Daghestani intellectuals and at the same time use 
real sources depicting these futures?

The irst future we will visit would be the world completely in accordance 
with the divine law where everyone seeks to serve God; every individual is in a 
condition that includes a feeling of awe. The divine presence ills the receiver’s 
heart. The state is fully in line with the Sharīʿa; everyone studies Islamic 
sciences and lives according to God’s law. 

To visualize the second future, let me irst recount a short episode 
from the life of the Daghestani publisher and intellectual Magomed Mirza 
Mavraev. Shortly before the Russian Revolution of 1917, he travelled to the 
mountainous villages of Daghestan in the company of a government of icial.326 
The only extraordinary thing in their travel was the means of transport— the 
car. This steel-made cart impressed the mountaineers who used the araba, 
a cart drawn by horses or oxen. Some of them even asked, “Why can’t we 
create such ingenious devices? Muslims will never be able to fashion the 
objects that the in idels have fabricated with their devilish tricks.” As a reply, 
Mavraev said: “God endowed the in idels (that is, not those who are His 
Muslim slaves) with the ability to create such wonderful objects because we 
do not study. If we studied, we would be able to create objects as clever as 
those that the in idels create.”327 Having this view of prosperity and progress, 
the Daghestani reform-minded intellectuals envisioned a Daghestani future 
with technological developments and other European and Russian means. 
Accordingly, the second future which we might visit with our Tardis would 
be a technically prosperous Daghestan with huge factories and cars that are 
driven by the Daghestani Muslims. 

Finally, let us direct our Tardis to our third possible future. This Daghestan 

325 Brown, Jonathan. “Slavery and Islam: What Is Slavery?” Yaqeen Institute, accessed May 6, 
2020, https://yaqeeninstitute.org/jonathan-brown/slavery-and-islam-what-is-slavery/.
326 Mavraev, Magomedmirza. “Beseda s odnim gortsem-vozchikom (arbachi).” In Isaev, Amirkhan. 
Magomedmirza Mavraev – pervopechatnik i prosvetitel’ Dagestana. Makhachkala, 2003. P. 124-126; 
Gould, Rebecca. Writers and Rebels: The Literature of Insurgency in the Caucasus. Yale University 
Press, 2016. P. 10-11.
327 Mavraev, Magomedmirza. “Beseda s odnim gortsem-vozchikom (arbachi).” In Isaev, Amirkhan. 
Magomedmirza Mavraev – pervopechatnik i prosvetitel’ Dagestana. Makhachkala, 2003. P. 124.
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has a communist society structured upon the idea of common ownership where 
there is no room for “land hunger,” “patriarchal-tribal mode of life” or “religious 
fanaticism.”328 This was the future of a generation of engineers and “conscious 
citizens” rather than God-fearing believers. 

These three futures were envisioned by Daghestani intellectuals of different 
sides: supporters of traditional education (many of whom were Su i shaykhs), 
the reform-minded intellectuals and the Bolsheviks. Adeeb Khalid conceived 
of the history of this period as “a struggle between two competing visions of 
modernity, those of Bolshevism and of Jadidism.”329 Nevertheless, I would like 
to add another vision of modernity—the modernity of those who came to be 
called traditionalists. At irst glance, the phrase “modernity of traditionalists” 
seems paradoxical; however, an analysis of the sources demonstrates that this 
group had its own vision of change. Furthermore, in many cases, they were 
inclined to use the same tools to reach the goal they put in front of themselves. 
However, as one can assume, there were also differences which made these 
different visions unique. Central among these differences were the models 
of education that were understood as the way to implement that vision and 
to nurture the generations which would value the envisioned future and 
eventually live in it.

Envisioning these futures, during the irst post-revolutionary years 
competing forces developed projects related to the education system in the 
North Caucasus. Depending on the backgrounds and ideological inclinations 
of the individual authors, these projects differed signi icantly. Already in May 
1917, during the First Congress of the Mountaineers of the North Caucasus, 
the left Socialist-Revolutionary Said Gabiev (1882-1963) called for the 
establishment of a national secular school system with the national languages 
for the idioms of instruction. In accordance with this project, there should be 
elementary schools and higher elementary schools, each of which with four 
years of education. Both types should be obligatory and free of charge. The 
language of these schools was to be the native languages of the region, and 
from the third year of the maktab Arabic and Russian would also be taught, 
Turkish being studied starting in the irst year of madrasa education. Among 

328 Samurskii, Nazhmutdin (Efendiev). Dagestan. Moscow and Leningrad, 1925. P. 5; Samurskii, 
Nazhmutdin (Efendiev). Grazhdanskaia voina v Dagestane. Makhach-Kala, 1925. P. 3.
329  Khalid, Adeeb. Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, and Revolution in the Early USSR. Cornell 
University Press, 2015. P. 2.
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other subjects, Sharīʿa law (zakon Bozhii) should be an obligatory subject. 
In the case of madrasas, it would be mandatory to establish departments for 
agriculture, crafts and industrial knowledge.330 

Gabiev’s project demonstrates which kind of knowledge he considered 
vital. For this Socialist-Revolutionary the main features of these schools were 
their secularity and national character. The core of this project was to educate 
a citizen who had enough knowledge for his religious obligations, knew the 
dominant language of the state inside of which Daghestan would be and 
possessed technical knowledge of certain industrial ields. 

While Gabiev’s secularization plan was never realized, in 1918-1919 the 
Sharīʿa Administration of the Mountain Republic prepared for the reorganization 
of Muslim schools in the region. The model of Al-Azhar, the famous religious 
Islamic education institute in Cairo was put at the center of this project.331 In 
this project the dominant ields of knowledge were not the secular subjects and 
national languages but the Islamic sciences and Arabic. 

‘Abd al-Baṣīr Mustafaev, one of the deputies of the First Congress, was 
among the creators of that project. Mustafaev was against both Gotsinskii’s 
imamate and the socialists’ projects. His in luence was quite high; after the 
failure of Gotsinskii’s attempts to become imam, Mustafaev and ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
Akushinskii were the main igures who desired to implement the Sharīʿa law 
in every sphere of life in Daghestan. Thus, if we describe Mustafaev’s political 
agenda, one might say that he had a lot in common with ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii, in 
particular their opposition to Gotsinskii’s imamate. Nevertheless, there is a key 
difference as well; whereas ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii decided to cooperate with the 
Bolsheviks, ‘Abd al-Baṣīr Mustafaev (like Gostinskii) was inclined to cooperate 
with Denikin against the Bolsheviks. 

Between 1918 and May 1919, Mustafaev, of icially acting as a deputy of 

330 “Rezoliutsii S”ezda po dokladu S. Gabieva.” Soiuz Ob”edinennykh Gortsev Severnogo Kavkaza 
i Dagestana (1917-1918 gg.), Gorskaia Respublika (1918-1920 gg.). Dokumenty i materialy. 
Makhachkala, 2013. P. 21.
331 The model of Egypt and particularly al-Azhar impacted both the traditionalists and reformers. 
That depended on the situation of the al-Azhar itself. As Mustafa Tuna noticed, when the Russian 
Muslim students who went to the Ottoman territories or Egypt studied in seemingly conventional 
institutions of Islamic education, like the madrasas of Medina or al-Azhar in Cairo, they could still 
be in luenced by the modernist scholars at them. Tuna, Mustafa. “Madrasa Reform as a Secularizing 
Process: A View from the Late Russian Empire”. Comparative Studies in Society and History 53, no. 
3 (2011): 540-570.
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shaykh al-Islam ‘Alī Ḥajjī, wrote an open letter to the Muslims of Daghestan in 
which he described the project of Islamic education in details.332 This project 
describes a four-level education system from elementary school to university. 
In accordance with that project, every village in Daghestan must have a madrasa 
where students would study Arabic religious sciences (al-ʿulūm al-‘arabīya al-
dīnīya). Before madrasa, pupils learn at maktabs where they receive Qur’an 
classes. After these maktabs and madrasas, the most gifted students can go to 
high schools (al-madāris al-‘ālīya) where they study Sharīʿa sciences (al-ʿulūm 
al-sharʿīya). Finally, this project meant the establishment of a university in 
Temir Khan Shura directed by the Shaykh al-Islam. Students at this university 
would study tafsīr, usūl al-dīn, iqh and other religious sciences. A diploma from 
this university would give graduates the right to hold religious positions such as 
qāḍī (judge of the Sharīʿa court). According to the historian of Jadidism in Central 
Asia Adeeb Khalid, “the madrasa was the site for the reproduction of one class 
of professionals, those concerned with various aspects of Islamic law.” 333 The 
traditional scholars of Islam perceived madrasa as an educational environment 
for a new generation of scholars of Islam.334 Mustafaev’s project pursued that 
same goal. The whole system was concentrated on the transmission of the kind 
of religious knowledge that was vital to reach the vision that these religious 
leaders had in their minds. 

As we see, in this project there was nothing on the non-Islamic sciences or 
languages other than Arabic. The highest purpose of this four-level education 
was to educate religious scholars. What we see from this example is that the 
‘ulamā’ who can be classi ied as traditionalists—like Mustafaev—had their 
own reform projects for the traditional Islamic situation.335 Echoing reformists’ 
imageries of “backward traditionalists,” historians often describe the bearers 
of traditional education as obscurantists who were unable to comprehend or 
respond to modern changes and who opposed the improvement of Muslim 

332 Bobrovnikov, Vladimir. Islamskoe obrazovanie v sovetskom Dagestane. Uchebnoe posobie dlia 
pro il’nykh fakul’tetov vuzov s uglublennym izucheniem islama (regional’nyi komponent). SPbGU, 
2015. Pp. 7-8.
333 Khalid, Adeeb․ The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia. University of 
California Press, 1999․ P. 29
334 Ibid.
335 The vital role of ‘ulama’ in the religious upbringing of faithful young individuals was also 
demonstrated in Agnès Kefeli’s monograph. See Kefeli, Agnès Nilüfer․ Becoming Muslim in Imperial 
Russia: Conversion, Apostasy, and Literacy․ Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015.
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societies. However, projects such as that of Mustafaev show the desire to 
further develop the existing system. Several scholars have attempted to 
eliminate the negative stereotypes circulating about traditionalist ‘ulamā’. 
Rozaliya Garipova, for instance, in her article on traditional Muslim scholars of 
the Volga-Ural region, demonstrates that while these traditional ‘ulamā’ were 
portrayed as reactionary and backward, many of them were modern religious 
scholars who used modern print technologies and addressed modern issues.336 
However, the Volunteer Army’s conquest of Daghestan in 1919 prevented the 
implementation of Mustafaev’s extensive project.

While Gabiev’s socialist project of educational reform and Mustafaev’s 
traditionalist reform project were highly formalized and presented as concrete 
programs, the ideas of Daghestani reformers remained rather luid and in the 
realm of public debate. The reformers expressed their ideas on the education 
system in numerous articles in the press of the time. Abū Sufyān Akaev, for 
instance, suggested using a bilingual system of instruction: in Kumyk (for the 
Kumyks) and other vernaculars for the various nations of Daghestan, on the one 
hand, and in Arabic, on the other. Abū Sufyān’s project reserved for Arabic only 
a religious function. He distinguished between two types of education—secular 
and religious. Before choosing between these two ways, pupils should graduate 
from a maktab. After this elementary school, those who “want to become 
engineers will be able to enter university, where an advanced course of secular 
subjects is taught in Kumyk [for Kumyks], and those who after completing the 
course of religious subjects want to get the diplomas of a qāḍī, muʿallim or muftī 
are free to enter a madrasa and to continue education there. In the madrasa all 
religious subjects are to be mastered in Arabic.”337 Nevertheless, one should 
note that all pupils would irst have to go through the maktab education with 
its religious subjects, even those not interested in the religious sciences. Unlike 
Mustafaev’s project which included only religious education, Akaev divided the 
education after the maktab level into two branches: religious and secular. 

One may notice that Akaev’s project was something between the projects of 
Gabiev and Mustafaev. Thus, an overlapping rhetoric with both the traditionalists 

336 Garipova, Rozaliya. “The Protectors of Religion and Community: Traditionalist Muslim 
Scholars of the Volga-Ural Region at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century”. Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 59, no. 1-2 (2016): 161.
337 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Til Mas’alasi” In Abu Sufyan Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. 
Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 2012. P. 225-233.
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and the socialists was understandable. As Garipova argues, “for the reformers, 
the priority was reforming the society while for the traditional ‘ulamā’ it was 
preserving and protecting religion and Muslim community.” 338 As she states, 
“the ‘ulamā’ attempted to reclaim the madrasa as a traditional Islamic religious 
institution and to protect the integrity of traditional madrasa education.” 339 
Danielle Ross brings up the issue of the disagreement over the purpose of the 
madrasa as an institution and suggests that it was, for  reformers, a means 
to transform existing society, whereas, the ‘ulamā’ and peasants “viewed the 
madrasa as a means by which a young man could attain higher social status for 
himself and his family within the Muslim community.” 340 

These projects, as one can notice, are looking forward to a worldly future, 
one that was open, novel, reachable or constructible even if they stressed the 
role of religion. “They were seeing the present as a possible preparation for a 
future and the past either as something to leave behind or as a heap of ruins, the 
pieces of which might be used for building a new future.”341 Consequently, this 
modernity can be intertwined with elements of tradition. This means, as David-
Fox insists, that there are no direct roads to modernity and that modernity 
never arises suddenly, out of nowhere; on the contrary, modernities (in the 
plural) appear as they develop and interact over geographical boundaries.342 
The problem of portraying modernity as something that emerged suddenly has 
also been discussed by others. For instance, Daniele Ross connects it with the 
elective vision of modernity.343 

Having the idea of connection between the traditions and modernities in 
our minds and coming back to our three projects of modernizing the education 
system, we can see that all of them were somehow intertwined with traditions. 

338 Garipova, Rozaliya. “The Protectors of Religion and Community: Traditionalist Muslim 
Scholars of the Volga-Ural Region at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century”. P. 128.
339 Ibid., 140-141.
340 Ross, Danielle. “Caught in The Middle: Reform and Youth Rebellion in Russia’s Madrasas, 
1900–10”. Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 16, no. 1 (2015): 63.
341 Burke, Peter. “Historicizing the Self, 1770–1830” in Controlling Time and Shaping the Self: 
Developments in Auto biographical Writing since the Sixteenth Century, edited by Baggerman, 
Arianne, Dekker Rudolf M. and Mascuch, Michael James.Brill, 2011. P. 14.
342 David-Fox, Michael. “Modernost’ v Rossii i SSSR: otsutstvuiushchaia, obshchaia, al’ternativnaia 
ili perepletennaia?” NLO 140, no. 4 (2016), accessed May 19, 2020, https://www.nlobooks.ru/
magazines/novoe_literaturnoe_obozrenie/140_nlo_4_2016/article/12048/
343 Ross, Danielle․ Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia․ Indiana 
University Press, 2020․ P. 9. 
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The main difference between those projects was the percentage of rejection of 
the elements of tradition. Additionally, in saying that there are many traditions 
just as there are many modernities, a given modernity always relates to one 
particular tradition. While the socialists’ brand of modernization was basing 
itself on a European tradition, the modernizations of the reformers and the 
traditionalists were oriented towards the Islamic tradition (more broadly 
de ined). Thus, we see religion having a great value in their projects. Here we 
should underpin the interplay between particular traditions and general and 
globally relevant modern social imaginaries.344

While in this past-oriented chronological sense we see the reformers and the 
traditionalists closer to each other rather than closer to the Bolsheviks, in the 
matter of a future-oriented chronology, we see the reformers and the Bolsheviks 
closer to each other rather than to the traditionalists. Nevertheless, all those 
similarities are about the present, i.e., about the process of modernization; 
when modernity is reached those differences become more visible. 

Göran Therborn’s theory of entangled modernities allows us to consider 
all projects in interaction. The entanglement of modernities forms a more 
complicated picture of post-revolutionary Daghestan. The existence of these 
three different projects of modernization for the education system demonstrates 
that the idea of modernizing was carried not only by the reformers. However, 
I believe this modernization process could be discussed on a higher level than 
these projects were. The desire of all groups to implement changes reminds us 
that the idea of a “stagnant situation” was a shared narrative of a supra-group 
level. The proposed ways and tools for realizing the change were unique for 
every group. 

Obviously, there were some master narratives of the necessity for change, 
but different groups had their own ideas about the realization of those 
changes. This brings us back to Therborn, who in his programmatic paper on 
entangled modernities suggested “the ‘grand narratives’ of modernity.”345 He 
discerns several major “master narratives.”346 Drawing upon his mechanism 

344 Jung, Dietrich, and Sinclair, Kirstine. “Multiple Modernities, Modern Subjectivities and Social 
Order: Unity and Difference in the Rise of Islamic Modernities.” Thesis Eleven 130, no. 1 (2015): 
22-42.
345 Therborn, Göran. “Entangled Modernities,” European Journal of Social Theory 6, no. 3 (2003): 
293-305.
346 Ibid., 299-300.
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to map modernity, I believe that the reformers’ modernity was a small part of 
Russia’s Muslim modernity which, in its turn, was part of Islamic modernity, 
on the one hand, and Russian imperial or, later, Soviet modernity, on the 
other. Nevertheless, while sharing similarities in the frames of these master 
narratives, Daghestan had its unique sub-narratives of modernity. In their 
turn, every group had its own narrative subordinated to that Daghestani sub-
narrative. The main character of the regional narrative of modernity in 1917 
was connected to the idea of revolution. However, the perception of revolution 
differed from group to group, which led to the formation of multiple group 
narratives which were not isolated from each other. Moreover, they were 
not even fully elaborated but were in the process of formation and change. 
Thus, while we are researching the questions related to the modernity of the 
reformers or the traditionalists or the Bolsheviks, it is necessary to deal with 
a multi-dimensional image and to take into consideration the whole system 
rather than its separate parts. 

Thus, while agreeing with Garipova and Ross, I would like to stress that the 
picture was more complicated. First, there was no group that shared nothing 
with the others. All sides of post-revolutionary Daghestan’s political arena 
were intertwined and entangled. Alongside the tradition-oriented and reform-
minded intellectuals, the Bolsheviks and many others who were not part of any 
of the groups, were acting and changing the situation. While Muslim religious 
leaders, reform-minded, traditional or somewhere in-between, desired to use 
that education system for the purpose of their envisioned future and also for 
gaining authority, the Bolsheviks (as before them the tsarist administration) 
made steps towards in iltrating madrasas, understanding that through the 
educational system they could gain authority among Muslims. To reach 
their goals, these projects were ighting for in luence over the region, and 
that ight was often accompanied through the denunciation of other groups. 
Consequently, the image of “backward traditionalists” also should be discussed 
in this context.

3.2.3. The creation of the image of “backward traditionalists”
To implement these projects, the competing sides had to demonstrate that 
their ideas were the most appropriate for the future developed Daghestan. 
Additionally, the biggest possible problem that the socialists and the reformers 
faced was the strong position of the traditional education system and its 
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in luence over the people of Daghestan. Consequently, discrediting this system 
and denouncing its effectivity became one of the main rhetorical practices 
that the reformers and Bolsheviks used. Moreover, the easiest way of doing 
that was claiming that the traditionalists were “incompatible” with the new 
demands of the time. The rhetoric of progress was a means for various parties 
to bolster their claims to authority over Muslims. As Danielle Ross argues in her 
recent book, “the concept of ‘modernity’ became a new weapon in pre-existing 
struggles over social authority within Russia’s Muslim communities.”347

The discourse of progress through school reforms was the sphere where 
the rhetoric of reformists and Bolsheviks overlapped. The reformers had 
already been elaborating their program of school reforms before 1917. These 
reforms were the main topic of the newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān. Still, these 
reformist ideas had had little impact on the overall situation before the turmoil 
of 1917. The freedom given by the revolution pushed the reformers to reassess 
their education reforms, putting them at the core of their political agenda of 
Daghestan’s future. 

At the same time as the reformers were grounding their program in the 
new situation of freedom, the socialists were elaborating similar ideas. In 1918, 
the Commissariat of Enlightenment, known by the acronym Narkompros, in its 
irst policy statements envisaged a single secular “polytechnical” school, which 

would be attended by all children aged eight to seventeen.348 The whole school 
system, from kindergarten to university, was to be “a single unbroken ladder. All 
children must enter the same type of school and begin their education on the 
same footing.”349 Several notions of this statement, such as obligatory schooling, 
ixed schedules and separate grades, were acceptable for Daghestani reformers 

and were part of their own projects. Like in the case of the Bolsheviks who 
presented themselves at variance with the old and ineffective tsarist system, 
the reformists presented their program as the only correct way to overcome 
the old traditional system. 

347 Ross, Danielle․ Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia․ Indiana 
University Press, 2020․ P. 10.
348 Fitzpatrick, Sheila. Education and Social Mobility in the Soviet Union. 1921-1934. Cambridge 
University Press. 1979. P. 41. 
349 “Dekret Vserossiiskogo Tsentral’nogo Ispolnitel’nogo Komiteta Sovetov “O edinoi trudovoi 
shkole Rossiiskoi Sotsialisticheskoi Federal’noi Respubliki” in Sobranie uzakonenii i rasporiazhenii 
pravitel’stva za 1917-1918gg. Upravlenie delami Sovnarkoma SSSR. Moscow, 1942. P. 1026-1030. 
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Like the Bolsheviks, the reformers also attacked speci ic characteristics of 
the existing educational system. In his article “The situation of Daghestanis and 
their backwardness compared to others,” as early as in 1913 ‘Alī Kaiaev insists 
that other nations living within the Russian Empire such as Jews, Armenians and 
Georgians were developed because of their approach to the education system. 
For Daghestanis it is time to wake up and respond to the demands of time. “This 
will help bring us out of poverty and ignorance (jahl ).”350 Muḥammad-Qādī 
Dibirov, in his turn, stated that they can face those demands of modern times 
only by introducing proper methods in the schools, for the existing methods 
did not work correctly. In the article “The roots of education,”351 Muḥammad-
Qādī Dibirov claimed that education should be started from the easy tasks and 
then gradually move to more complex tasks. This would prevent students from 
“losing the will to study, and from wasting their time.” A gradual development 
of the curriculum would make pupils understand what they study, and they 
would realise why they were to perform a given task. Dibirov suggested 
using the experience of European teachers who “at the beginning teach the 
boys several subjects in their languages. They read [the texts] to them, and 
[the pupils] understand. They teach them syntax and morphology.” While 
Dibirov emphasized this as a problem of the existing schools which should be 
ixed, it should be noted that traditional Islamic education in Daghestan also 

maintained a gradual program from easy to complex topics, in which the study 
materials built on each other. The author is correct however in arguing that 
madrasa materials were not speci ically designed to speak to children and 
adolescents of various lifetimes.352 The reformers used these circumstances to 
create the image of a backward and stagnant system of education that needed 
to be replaced by a new system more itting to the new needs. Dibirov claims 
that it lied in the nature of Muslim teachers “to reject of everything new” ( ī 
ṭib‘īhim min inkār kull jadīd).

Dibirov claimed that “the progress, culture, physical and moral health of the 
nation (millat)” depended on three central circles: a) ‘ulamā’ (“scholars”), b) 
‘urafā’ (“intellectuals”) and c) udabāʾ (“literati”). In this triangle, the function of 

350 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Ḥālat al-Dāghistānīyīn wa ta’akhkhurhum ‘an ghayrihim.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 
10 (1913): 4.
351 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad. “Uṣūl al-ta‘līm.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 23 (1913): 3.
352 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan,” Asiatische Studien. 69 no. 3 (2015): 599-60.
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the ‘ulamā’ is to protect the traditions from false ideas and to explain the pillars 
and obligations of the religion. The function of the ‘urafā’ is to create the basis 
of national civilization (ta’sīs li-l-madanīya al-millīya) and to spread modern 
science and art among the population. Finally, the udabāʾ should provide 
moral education and spread the national literature among the populace in the 
language they can understand easily.353

Dibirov connects the development of the state with the functionality 
of these groups; nations that do not rely on these three groups cannot be 
“healthy.” Accordingly, all contemporary misery goes back to the de iciencies 
of these groups: “the ‘ulamā’ remain far away from the rational sciences, 
the urafā’, and udabāʾ cut their ties with science and forget their tribe and 
family.” He is sure, “they do not accept the fact that the times have changed 
and are continuing to teach their children what they know.” Dibirov claims 
that the knowledge of the ‘ulamā’ was outdated and, therefore, the modern 
times were characterized by the huge amount of new information that the old 
teachers did not know. He was certain that the backwardness of Daghestan 
did not re lect a de iciency of the Daghestani nations or of their religion; 
“Allah gave the intellect to all human beings, and the Sharīʿa leads mankind 
to the sciences.”354.In contrast to the Bolsheviks, the reformers—just like the 
supporters of traditional education—continued to consider Islamic education 
as one of the pillars of society. 

One characteristic element that both the reformers and the Bolsheviks 
valued was the introduction of a coordinated timetable for the schools. In 
Daghestani traditional schools there was no clearly de ined schedule for 
opening and closing the school year. Most schools simply opened in late fall 
or winter when the mountaineers had completed their outdoor work and had 
free time to study. New pupils could join the class even in the middle of the 
year since the programs were highly individual and lexible. Every pupil had his 
own schedule. One child might inish the reading of the Qur’an in three months, 
another one in three years. As M. Kemper and Sh. Shikhaliev claim, “according 
to Akaev, pupils in old-method schools were made familiar with the Arabic 
alphabet by the Arabic name of its letters (alīf-bā’-tā’-thā’-jīm etc.), not by its 
phonetic values (a-b-t-th-j), which seriously hampered the learning process… 

353 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad. “Uṣūl al-ta‘līm.”
354 al-Qarākhī, Muḥammad. “Uṣūl al-ta‘līm.”
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Furthermore, these schools had no separation into classes of different levels 
(the teacher addressing every pupil individually, according to his level), no 
ixation of a course program and no limit on how many years one would stay 

with a teacher.”355 
As Adeeb Khalid argues, “the habitus” reproduced in the maktabs, and 

especially the madrasas, cultivated a certain relation to texts and to the world 
beyond them that provided the framework for life.”356 As Garipova demonstrates, 
the traditional ‘ulamā’ claimed that the change of the traditional learning 
“habitus” would affect the learning and the analysis of religious texts. This 
claim was directly connected with the custom of munāẓara (“peer learning”).357 
Garipova uses “peer learning” as a translation for munāẓara, following Dale 
F. Eickelman’s work The Knowledge and Power in Morocco: The Education of 
a Twentieth-Century Notable.358 Nevertheless, the practice was more about 
debates among students, which were training for later “real” polemics beyond 
school. A division of madrasas into grades where pupils of different ages would 
be separated would put an end to this practice. Additionally, there was more 
practical reason as well: traditional schools were too small to be divided into 
grades. That is, modernization directly threatened the old schools by outsizing 
them․ 

This aspect of traditional education was completely ignored by the 
reformers, who interpreted these schools as outdated and impractical. Hence, 
when the Soviets offered the same reform, the reformists found fertile ground 
to implement their project too. For instance, the eighteenth paragraph of 
the Narkompros’s declaration forbids punishment in school. This topic was 
one of the critical aspects of the reformists’ discourse; they used to present 
the traditional school as a stage of violence.359 As evidence for this claim, 
‘Alī Kaiaev refers to Ibn Khaldūn’s Muqaddima, from which he published 

355 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan,” Asiatische Studien - Études Asiatiques 69, no. 3 (2015): 594-595.
356 Khalid, Adeeb․ The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia. University of 
California Press, 1999․P. 20-21.
357 Garipova, Rozaliya. “The Protectors of Religion and Community: Traditionalist Muslim 
Scholars of the Volga-Ural Region at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century”. Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 59, no. 1-2 (2016): 148.
358 Eickelman, Dale F. Knowledge and Power in Morocco: The Education of a Twentieth-Century 
Notable. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985. P. 80.
359 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Al-ta‘līm wa al-tarbiya.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 1 (1914): 3-4. 
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the chapter entitled “Severity to students does them harm.” In that section 
Ibn Khaldūn (1332-1406) argues that “severe punishment in the course of 
instruction does harm to the student, especially to little children, because 
it belongs among (the things that make for a) bad habit. […] They lose the 
quality that goes with a social and political organization and makes people 
human, namely, (the desire to) protect and defend themselves and their 
homes, and they become dependent on others.”360 

Presenting the traditional system in a disadvantageous light, the reformers 
claimed that vices such as smoking and drinking, and even crimes such as 
theft, had their roots in the wrong upbringing of generations of Daghestanis. 
‘Alī Kaiaev even claimed that these phenomena were so widespread and 
deeply rooted that the parents had started to be proud of their children’s 
use of violence. These parents considered violence as a sign of courage and 
masculinity. This misunderstanding reviled the problems of the value system 
and made the organization of a correct education extremely important.361 In 
contrast to the reformists’ generalizations of violence in school, the traditional 
‘ulamā’ saw their madrasas as places where devout and pious generations of 
new religious scholars were being educated.

Another sphere of debates was the question of rational science. While 
discussing the three different approaches towards a modernization of 
the education system, we saw that both the reformers and the Bolsheviks 
emphasized the importance of modern science as school subjects, while the 
supporters of the traditional system highlighted the vital role of religious 
subjects. This late antiquity debate over the necessity of non-religious or non-
Islamic subjects irst emerged after the start of the translation movement 
which took place in Baghdad from the mid-eighth to the late tenth century; it 
re-surfaced in different parts of the Islamic world throughout the subsequent 
centuries.362 

360  Ibn Khaldūn. The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Translated and introduced by 
Franz Rosenthal, edited by Nessim Joseph Dawood. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005. 
P. 424-425.
361 Ibid.
362 See more Gutas, Dimitri. Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation 
Movement in Baghdad and Early Abbasid Society (2nd-4th/8th-10th centuries). Routledge, 1998. 
P. 1-26; Brentjes, Sonya; Morrison, Robert. “The Sciences in Islamic Societies.” In Irwin, Robert, 
ed. The New Cambridge History of Islam, Volume 4: Islamic Cultures and Societies to the End of the 
Eighteenth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. P. 564-569.
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The Daghestani reformers claimed that the traditional schools were 
ineffective since at those schools students studied only religious sciences, 
ignoring that the “new time” demanded the knowledge of rational sciences as 
well. ‘Alī Kaiaev insisted that “today some people claim that rational sciences 
(‘ulūm ‘aqlīya) such as arithmetic, geometry, geography and medicine are from 
the sciences of kuffār (in idels), saying that the sciences of Muslims are iqh of 
the four madhhabs, at-tafsīr, al-ḥadīth”. He held that this pernicious claim was 
the main reason for “the takeover of ignorance.”363

The reformers’ discourse on rational sciences, published in the 
periodicals of the time, had several components. First, the reformers 
claimed that there were no rational sciences in traditional schools and 
that the traditionalists consider these sciences to be banned by Sharīʿa. 
‘Alī Kaiaev harshly criticized those teachers who “thought that studying 
these subjects is amoral.”364 Another problem, seen by the reformers, was 
the “absence” of textbooks for these subjects, which made it impossible to 
teach them in the schools. ‘Alī Kaiaev, who in several numbers of Jarīdat 
Dāghistān emphasized the role of geography, astronomy, physics and other 
sciences as the guarantee of progress, could rightfully claim to be one of 
the first authors of textbooks for these sciences.365 Kaiaev authored Lak 
language works such as The story of the past (1910) and his Тreatise on the 
new astronomy (1913). Both works were published at the Islamic printing 
house of Mavraev in Temir Khan Shura.

Next to ‘Alī Kaiaev, speaking about the dif iculties of spreading subjects like 
mathematics and geography, Akaev writes in his Autobiography: 

Obviously, the simple Daghestani folk, not accustomed to book 
culture, will not suddenly buy and read books in which such sciences as 
mathematics or geography are discussed. So, from time to time it was 
necessary to write books which were easy to read for their education. 
[Some of my] books, such as The collection of prayers and Muslim life, 
were written for these reasons.366

363 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Inqirāḍ al-‘ilm wa al-‘ulamā’.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 2 (1914): 4
364 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Inqirāḍ al-‘ilm wa al-‘ulamā’.”
365 Medzhidov, Yusup, Abdulaev, Magomed. Ali Kaiaev, Dagestan: vremia, sud’by, 284-285. 
366 “Avtobiogra iia” Abusu iana Akaeva (trans. from Turkic (Azerbaijani dialect) and Arabic 
by Gasan Orazaev and Amri Shikhsaidov), in Abu Sufyan Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. 
Makhachkala, 2012. P. 178-179.
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The reformers opened another round of this discussion in the irst years 
of Bolshevik rule on the pages of the journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq (“Exposing the 
Truth”).367 In his article entitled “Sharīʿa and the state schools,” Akaev makes 
detailed observations of how the rational sciences (al-funūn al-‘aqliyya) were 
taught in the state-run schools. According to him, these sciences—philosophy, 
astronomy, history, geography, medicine, arithmetic and geometry—are not 
only permissible but also obligatory because their study is the individual 
and collective religious duty of all Muslims (farḍ al-‘ayn and fard al-kifāya, 
respectively). By referring to famous scholars and poets, he stated that these 
subjects do not contradict the Sharīʿa and Islam. For Akaev, “philosophy 
(ḥikma) is the individual duty of every Muslim, and astronomy is the duty of 
the entire society.”368 He described these sciences as a the way to achieve the 
truth since “they promote the development of an agile mind.”369 He claimed that 
the studying of these sciences gave Muslims an opportunity to know what came 
before them and to prepare a lourishing future. 

It should be emphasized, however, that these claims of the reformers 
were exaggerated. In fact, there were many traditional school programs 
which included rational sciences. Moreover, textbooks for these sciences also 
existed in Daghestan. For instance, in the manuscript collection of Magomed-
Said Saidov370 there were many manuscripts on mathematics, history and 
astronomy written at the beginning of the nineteenth century.371 To make their 
own narrative and program more appealing, the reformists chose to ignore 
the circulation of such works, arguing for the complete absence of rational 
sciences in the madrasas. Ross argues likewise, adding that in the nineteenth 
century teachers of madrasas also taught subjects such as geography and 

367 Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq was published between 1925 and 1928 in Buynaksk, Daghestan. It was a 
reformist journal, established with permission of the Soviet government of Daghestan and edited 
by al-Ghazānishī. The main analysis of the journal’s goals and covered topics will follow in the next 
chapter of this thesis. 
368 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Al-Sharīʿa wa makātib al-ḥukūma.” Bayān al-Haqā’iq 2 (1925): 6-7.
369 Ibid.
370 Gamzatov, Gadzii, Shikhsaidov, Amri. “Magomedsaiid Saidov – vydaiushchiisia vostokoved 
(1902-1985)”. In Katalog Arabskikh rukopisei (Kollektsiia M.-.S.-Saidova), edited by Shikhsaidov, 
Amri, and Omarov, Khalatta. Makhachkala, 2005. P. 11-21.
371 The whole list of these manuscripts on non-Islamic topics see Katalog Arabskikh rukopisei 
(Kollektsiia M.-.S.-Saidova), edited by Shikhsaidov, Amri, and Omarov, Khalatta. Makhachkala, 2005. 
P. 144-212.
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astronomy.372 
This allowed the reformers to claim the notion of “being new” for their 

own programs. Mūsā al-Sunbātā аl-Ghumūqī, one of the contributors to Jarīdat 
Dāghistān, listed several sciences that he found were needed and emphasized 
that these were innovations to Daghestan. In particular, he wrote that the 
people of Daghestan needed “sciences such as arithmetic, geometry, geography, 
new natural philosophy, new chemistry and new astronomy.”373 He refrained 
from explaining what he meant by “new natural philosop hy, new chemistry, 
new astronomy” and how they differed from the chemistry and astronomy 
taught at madrasas before that. 

When we see all these projects proposed by various groups and actors, it 
seems that it they were a veneer, an overlay, on top of a traditional society that 
was not changing rapidly. 

What is remarkable is that all three groups, including the Bolsheviks, 
stressed the importance of religion. All three camps were seeking to link 
their speci ic ideas with an ideal image of Islamic society which they thought 
was acceptable for the whole of Daghestani society. The main problem here, 
however, is that this ideal model was imaginary and differed not only from 
group to group but even from person to person. Consequently, the tools they 
wanted to use and the political domains and conceptual arrays they had in their 
minds also differed. In the context of entangled modernities, when these links 
overlap, we see similarities between different projects. Nevertheless, since the 
imagined ideal society differed from group to group the inal goal also differed 
even if the means for reaching that imagined ideal society were similar. 

3.3. Language debate and visions for the future in Daghestan
3.3.1. A divine language for religious society: The debates around the 
role of Arabic in the future of Daghestan
At the turn of the century, language became a key national and religious marker 
in Daghestan, and the promotion of certain languages served as a powerful 
platform for propagandizing speci ic visions for the future. As Frederick Hertz 
notes, “all nations regard it [language] as a symbol of their independence and 

372 Ross, Danielle․ Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia․ Indiana 
University Press, 2020․ P. 179.
373 аl-Ghumūqī, Musā al-Sunbātā. “‘Ulamā’unā wa-shikāyātuhum.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 5 (1917): 4.
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honor, as the supreme expression of their personality, and they esteem its 
exclusive domination within their national territory more highly than obvious 
spiritual and material advantages.”374 The imperial administration understood 
very well the political weight of languages,375 which is why the Russian state 
also sought to consolidate its power by linguistic means. 

The Caucasus presents a linguistic diversity matched by few other areas in 
the world of comparable size. This “mountain of tongues” (jabal al-alsun), as 
the tenth-century geographer al-Masʿūdī (896–956) referred to the Caucasus, 
denoting a multitude of languages of the region, harbors approximately 
ifty languages belonging to different language families.376 In this Caucasian 

polyglossia, Daghestan is in itself a mosaic of more than three dozen indigenous 
languages spoken by the Daghestani ethnic groups, the largest of which are the 
Avars, Kumyks, Dargins, Laks, Lezgins and Azeris. Arabic as the language of the 
Daghestani elite and religion dominated over the national tongues in the local 
written tradition. Mass printing in vernaculars was launched only at the end of 
the nineteenth century.377

The language debate among the Daghestani intellectuals—reformers, 
traditionalists and socialists—had to do with the more complex issue of 
the envisioned futures; the various camps considered language as a vital 
precondition for, and, at the same time, the result of the concept of freedom. 
Competing programs had their visions about which language should be 
dominant in the education system. While education was a wide and general 
ield where these Daghestani project-makers were actively trying to realize 

their ideas, language was the most vital and palpable link connecting the 
respective project with both the existing society and the envisioned one.

As Haeri observed, “Among Muslims, the revelation of the Qur’an, and 
the recognition of its language as the Word of God (kalām Allāh), turned 

374 Hertz, Frederick. Nationality in History and Politics: A Study of the Psychology and Sociology of 
National Sentiment and Character. New York: Oxford University Press, 1944. P. 78.
375 Clarke, Gordon, Dear, Michael J., and Gordon L. Clark. State Apparatus: Structures and Language 
of Legitimacy. Harper Collins Publishers Ltd, 1984.
376 Catford, John Cunnison. “Mountain of Tongues: The Languages of the Caucasus.” Annual 
Review of Anthropology 6 (1977): 283-284.
377 Kemper, Michael. “An Island of Classical Arabic in the Caucasus: Daghestan” In Exploring the 
Caucasus in the 21st Century. Essays on Culture, History, and Politics in a Dynamic Context, edited 
by Companjen, Francoise, Versteegh, Lia and Marácz, László. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press , 2010. P. 63-90.
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every religious scholar into a linguist and made the mastery of the divine 
language the single most important prerequisite for intellectual and artistic 
accomplishments.”378 In Daghestan, where Arabic has a long history as the 
language of intellectual elites, pro iciency in this language was equivalent to 
education. The settlement of Arabs in Daghestan and gradual Islamization had 
promoted Arabic in the North Caucasus.379 

However, starting from the end of the nineteenth century the dominance of 
Arabic was challenged by the introduction of national languages in education. 
I would argue that the struggle for the dominance of Arabic can be linked 
to the political concept of the imamate, i.e., the state structure based on the 
Islamic legal regulations and headed by a Muslim ruler. As discussed in the 
irst chapter, many religious leaders supported both the imamate as the future 

political model for Daghestan and Arabic as the main language of instruction 
at schools. For example, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii was among the staunch 
supporters of Arabic, considering it as indi spensable for the defenders of the 
re-establishment of the imamate. In this model of the future, every aspect of 
life had to be regulated by the main sources of Islam—the language of which 
was Arabic. This stance is clear from an article of Murtaḍā al-Kudālī published 
in Jarīdat Dāghistān.380 In it he emphasizes that “the Holy Qurʾan, collections of 
the prophetic traditions, and the whole religious literature had been written in 
this language.” The author celebrated Arabic as a vital tool for regulating life in 
the country according to Islamic law. Murtaḍā al-Kudālī states that the works 
on Shā iʿī jurisprudence authored by al-Nawawī (1234-1277) and Ibn Ḥajar al-
ʿAsqalānī (1372-1449) are key sources for solving those problems, and only 
Arabic gives access to these works.381 

By emphasizing the importance of the works penned by the medieval Shā iʿī 
scholars, Murtaḍā al-Kudālī demonstrated his negative attitude towards the 

378 Haeri, Niloofar. Sacred Language, Ordinary People: Dilemmas of Culture and Politics in Egypt. 
Palgrave Macmillan US, 2003. P. 1.
379 Kemper, Michael. “An Island of Classical Arabic in the Caucasus: Daghestan,” 66.
380 Though the editor and main contributors of Jarīdat Dāghistān were reformists, there were also 
other contributors who cannot be clasi ied as reformists. Among them was Murtaḍā al-Kudālī. It is 
very little that we know about him. We know that he was one of the teachers of Kaiaev. Probably, 
that is the reason why his article was published in the newspaper. 
381 al-Kudālī, Murtaḍā. “Masʾalat lughat al-taʿlīm.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 29 (1917): 4.
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supporters of ijtihād as independent reasoning382 and presented himself as 
a strict follower of the Shā iʿī legal school. Murtaḍā al-Kudālī was sure that a 
reading of the main corpus of Islamic literature “belongs to the communal duties 
to maintain the sciences of the Sharī‘a” (min furūḍ al-kifāya al-qiyām bi-ʿulūm 
al-shar‘). For him, only the knowledge of the Islamic literature is necessary for 
the giving of judgments and of fatwas (bi ḥaythu yaṣlaḥu li-l-qaḍāʾ wa-l-iftāʾ) 
and, consequently, for implementing the Will of God.383 This legal element was 
also an inherent part of the discourse of the traditionalist Muslim scholars of 
the Volga-Ural region.384

But then al-Kudālī clearly left the consensus with the traditionalists. Writing 
in July of 1917, he argued that the second language in education after Arabic 
should be Russian since Muslims lived “under their [i.e., Russian] protection 
and obedience” (taḥta ḥimāyatihim wa-ṭāʿatihim), but the dominant language 
should be Arabic.385 This is a pragmatic and clear political statement at a time of 
societal turmoil. Although the author underscores the importance of Russian, 
he ignores the Russian legal system and stresses the importance of the Islamic 
one. It is dif icult if not impossible to place igures like Murtaḍā al-Kudālī into 
any of the three major groups. 

Besides igures like al-Kudālī and those supporting the imamate, the 
Daghestani socialists also supported Arabic, but their support raised doubts 
among their contemporaries. At irst, the public image of socialists was seen 
to be as in opposition to Islam, but to gain support in the region they had to 
appeal to the religious leaders. Their support of Arabic in the schools was one 
of the compromises that we can detect between the socialists and traditional 
religious leaders such as ‘Alī Ḥājjī Akushinskii. 

In early 1917 the socialist group in Daghestan was not strong enough 
to openly develop its agenda. The socialists’ newspapers were in Russian 
and, thus, had little impact in Daghestan. For this reason, they were often 

382 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Musul’manskoe reformatorstvo v Dagestane (1900–1930).” Gosudarstvo, 
religiia, tserkov’ v Rossii i za rubezhom 3, no. 35 (2017): 142-143.
383 Murtaḍā Al-Kudālī. “Masʾalat lughat al-taʿlīm.”
384 Garipova, Rozaliya. “The Protectors of Religion and Community: Traditionalist Muslim 
Scholars of the Volga-Ural Region at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century”. P. 156-161.
385 Murtaḍā, Al-Kudālī. “Masʾalat lughat al-taʿlīm.”
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trying to attract reputable igures of the time and obtain their support.386 As 
discussed in Chapter I, they managed to ind common ground with ‘Alī Ḥājjī 
Akushinskii.387 These political moves were negativ ely perceived by other 
actors. Muḥammad Qāḍī Dibirov, in his History of Daghestan: Events after the 
Revolution,388 originally written after 1924 in the Kumyk language,389 describes 
the meetings, congresses and other events that took place in Daghestan 
between February 1917 and the defeat of Gotsinskii’s uprising in March 1921. 
Dibirov considered the socialist language policy fraudulent and suspected it 
of motives other than simply defending Islam. In June 1917, a member of the 
Central Committee of the Union of Mountaineers, Nurmammad Shahsuvarov 
(1883-1958, later Minister of Education of the Mountain Republic of the 
Northern Caucasus), opened three-month Turkic language pedagogical 
courses in Temir Khan Shura to train “national teachers.” According to Dibirov, 
“this was a start for the nationalization of schools and the spread of these 
cultural and educational centers in Daghestan.”390 Writing in the mid-1920s, 
Dibirov believed that the whole Bolshevik policy of national languages was 
already in place before the Bolsheviks came to power. For Dibirov, himself 
an Avar, these pedagogical courses were the centers of national culture and 
their closure was regarded as violation of national rights. Since the socialists 
and a group of religious authorities sought to keep only Arabic schools, 
Dibirov considered such plans dangerous and suggested replacing Arabic 
with Turkic, insisting that because Turkic surrounds the Daghestani peoples 
and is spoken in most of the districts of Daghestan, this language therefore 
promotes the uni ication of Daghestani nationalities. As he claimed, the 
Daghestani socialists did not wan t to see the Turkic language in Daghestan 
as the language of instruction and tried to close these courses. They told the 

386 Isaiev, Amirkhan. Nauchnoe nasledie A. A. Takho-Godi. Knigi, dokladi, vystupleniia, pis’ma. 
Makhachkala, 2006.
387 Abdulaev, Magomed. Misliteli Dagestana. Dosovetskii period. Makhachkala: Epokha, 2007. P. 
451-465.
388 Dibirov, Muḥammad. Daghistan tarikhi. IIAE DFITs RAN, FVR, FMS. O. 1, D. 2 (in Kumyk 
language); Dibirov, Muḥammad. Istoriia Dagestana (Sobytiia posle revoliutsii), IIAE DFITs RAN, f. 2, 
O. 1, D. 256 (Russian translation by Temirbolat Baibolatov, 1958).
389 I use the term Kumyk language not anachronistically, accepting the similarity of the present-
day literary Kumyk and the early twentieth-century Turkic texts in Dagestan, but with a reference 
to the usage of contemporaries, who regarded the newspapers and their manuscript works as 
written in the “Kumyk language”.
390 Dibirov, Muḥammad. Daghistan tarikhi, 42-44; Muḥammad Dibirov. Istoriia Dagestana 
(Sobytiia posle revoliutsii), 10-12.
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people, “In Daghestan, the training should be conducted in Arabic since our 
Qur’an and Sharīʿa are written in Arabic.”391

Trying to undermine the visions of the traditional ‘ulamā’ and the socialists, 
Dibirov also insisted that “next to socialists, the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ opposed 
the opening of courses in the Turkic language because they relied on their 
“poor” knowledge of Arabic and dreamed of controlling the secular affairs. 

The socialists were aware that it is impossible to teach in Arabic. Their 
tactics had as the primary goal the introduction of the Russian language 
in Daghestan. They could not state that openly, and the recognition of 
Arabic was just a step towards future linguistic Russi ication. Socialists 
tried to convince religious schol ars and Su is to take their side. ‘Alī Ḥājjī 
willingly took the side of the socialists and announced that in Daghestan 
education in Arabic was a necessity and that teaching in the Turkic 
language, especially for religious topics, violates the Islamic law.392

Muḥammad Qāḍī Dibirov politicized the language issue by de-emphasizing 
the religious signi icance of Arabic. For obvious reasons, his accusation towards 
religious scholars of their having poor knowledge of Arabic cannot be taken 
at face value. Clearly, Dibirov tried to delegitimize the supporters of Arabic as 
people who do not even master the language of their choice, namely Arabic. In 
a way, this position can be seen as a national opposition to a religiously colored 
articulation of the language issue.

For the socialists of 1917, language was a tool in their policy to clear their 
names as an anti-Islamic group. Thus, they supported Arabic since it was 
backed by the Islamic religious leaders like ‘Alī Ḥājjī. Unlike the reformists and 
the supporters of an imamate, for the socialists, language was not a marker 
of identity in the context of the envisioned future, at least in 1917. However, 
its role was inherent since Arabic was a tool to clear the path through that 
traditional society to the envisioned future. After the creation of the Soviet 
Union in 1922, the Soviets made a clear emphasis on the national character 
of peripheral regions to bind them strongly with the center and eradicate the 
local concepts of space and religious identities, a policy that was carried out 
around the country.393 In Daghestan, on 29 June 1923, the Soviets accepted 

391 Ibid.
392 Ibid.
393 Kivelson, Valerie A., Suny, Ronald Grigor. Russia’s Empires. New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017. P. 292.
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the Kumyk language as a state language of the Daghestan Autonomous Soviet 
Socialist Republic.394  Nevertheless, the script was changed from Arabic to Latin 
in 1929 and from Latin to Cyrillic in 1938. By this the Bolsheviks cut the Kumyk 
language from the Muslim cultural environment. 395 During the next Soviet 
decades, Russian language dominated, leaving no room for the competitive 
political projects associated either with Arabic learning or with the local 
national movements. However, the tradition related to the Arabic continued to 
exist throughout the whole Soviet history in private circles. Authors of Arabic-
language works refrained from introducing their works to the public; especially 
during Stalin’s regime, the state’s anti-Islamic and anti-religious policies meant 
that the discovery of an Arabic manuscript could result in its owner’s execution.

3.3.4. National languages on the reformers’ vision of the future
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a period of a rapid rise 
in the importance of national languages caused by the political development 
of nationalism, which became one of the most signi icant political and social 
forces in history. As Anthony Smith argued, “the large-scale mass-democratic 
nationalisms of the earlier nineteenth century were later joined by a host of 
small-scale mini-nationalisms led by intellectuals who appealed to language 
and cultural differences.”396 Here I analyze the sources written by the supporters 
of vernacular and Turkic languages without separation since not only was 
Turkic the dominant language outside Daghestan (in the Ottoman Empire and 
the Muslim regions of Russia) but Kumyk was one of the indigenous languages 
of Daghestan. In other words, supporters of Turkic could either be in favor of 
Turki ication as part of the Ottoman in luence or call for the nationalization 
and support of native languages. 

Before 1917, both Arabic and Turkish were already linked to the Arab 
and Turkish nationalist movements397 and were easily problematized by the 

394 More about Soviet language policy of 1920s-1930s see Karpov, Yuri. Natsional’naia politika 
Sovetskogo gosudarstva na Severnokavkazskoi periferii v 20-3-e gg. XX v. Evoliutsiia problem i 
reshenii. Sankt Peterburg: Peterburgskoe Vostokovedenie, 2017. P. 264-283.
395 Bennigsen, Alexandre, Broxup, Marie. The Islamic Threat to the Soviet State. Routledge, 2014. 
P. 156-158.
396 Smith, Anthony. Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of Nations 
and Nationalism. London and New York, Routledge, 1998. P. 2.
397 Suleiman, Yasir. The Arabic Language and National Identity: a Study in Ideology. Edinburgh 
University Press, 2003; Tachau, Frank. “The Search for National Identity among the Turks”. Die Welt 
des Islams, New Series 8, no. 3 (1963): 165-176.
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supporters of Daghestani vernaculars. In his article called al-Ta‘līm bi-l-‘arabīya 
am bi-l-turkīya (“Education in Arabic or Turkic?”), Kūrdī Zākū Zādeh from the 
Lak village of Kumukh claimed that education in primary schools should be 
conducted in the native languages and in Turkic in the high schools. To justify 
his point of view, Kūrdī Zākū Zādeh explained the signi icance of the Turkic 
language for Daghestan. He listed ive arguments in its support: 1) The Turkic 
language was the most widespread in Daghestan and many people knew it; 2) 
This language was easy to study (some Arab scholars even calling it the easiest 
language in the world); 3) Daghestanis were surrounded by the Turkic nations 
with whom the Daghestani people maintained strong ties; 4) Turkic was 
dominant among the Muslims of Inner Russia; and 5) Turkic was the of icial 
language of the only Islamic State, i.e., the Ottoman Empire.398 

These notions are remarkable because they stress the inter-regional 
communication of Daghestani Muslims399 and their loyalty to the Ottoman state 
headed by the caliph. Kūrdī Zākū Zādeh also feared that if “the Daghestanis stopped 
studying the Turkic language, the Russian language would spread in their schools, 
Russian customs would become dominant in Daghestan and the Daghestanis 
would forget the Muslim culture and manners and eventually become Russians.” 
Obv iously, Kūrdī Zākū Zādeh regarded the Turkic language not as a local tongue, 
but as the of icial language of the Ottoman state, the symbol of Islam.

Another article penned by Abū Sufyān Akaev advances the opposite scenario 
depicting the Turkic language as being a local language of the Daghestani 
population. Abū Sufyān loomed large in the sphere of education and participated 
in the establishment of the irst national printing house “Islāmīya” in Daghestan 
(1903). In 1917, Abū Sufyān published his article entitled Til Mas’alası (“The 
Language Issue”) in Musāwāt, the irst Kumyk-language magazine:

Thank God, for almost three to four months now, freedom of religion 
has been given to all people of Russia. Now we can de ine for ourselves 
what we will read or write, and we can use the language we desire. If we 
make a wrong choice, consequences can be very bad. It is clear, however, 

398 Zākū Zādeh, Kūrdī. “al-Ta‘līm bi-l-‘arabīya am bi-l-turkīya.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 30 (1917): 4.
399 For a study of inter-regional and translocal communication of Daghestani Muslims see: Shamil 
Shikhaliev, Michael Kemper. “Sayfallāh-Qādī Bashlarov: Su i Networks between the North Caucasus 
and the Volga-Urals” in The Piety of Learning: Islamic Studies in Honor of Stefan Reichmuth. Leiden: 
Brill, 2017. P. 166-198; Bustanov, Alfrid. “Su izm bez granits: pis’ma dagestanskogo shaykha 
Makhmuda al-Amali v Chistopol’.” Istoricheskie sud’by narodov Povolzh’ia i Priural’ia 5 (2015): 
51–66.
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that we will not choose the Russian language. The Russian language, 
although it is very rich and there are plenty of books published in it, is 
not “ours,” neither in a religious sense nor in terms of the alphabet.400

Pro minently, Akaev delineates Russian and the languages of Islam, that 
is to say, those which are culturally associated with Islamic tradition. Next 
to Arabic, the Daghestani vernaculars, Turkic among them, were counted as 
the languages of Islam. It remains an open question where Akaev picked up 
this notion of Islamic languages, but it seems that the concept goes back to an 
early Orientalist vision of languages that carry the values of Muslim culture, 
for instance, Barthélemy d’Herbelot’s trilingual approach which considered 
there to be three languages of Islamic high culture, Arabic, Persian and 
Turkish, which are connected by fate not origin.401 Despite this fact, Akaev 
authored dictionaries with several languages among which was also the 
Russian language but in Arabic script. 

While talking about languages, Akaev also mentions the problem of which 
language to choose from among the different Turkic languages:

Our native tongue is Turkic while the language of religion is Arabic. 
We have to choose between them: Turkic or Arabic? If Turkic, we have to 
decide if it is the language we speak here or the one spoken in Istanbul? 
Or shall we turn to Azerbaijani or Kazan Turkic?402

Here it is noteworthy that Kumyk was native to Abū  Sufyān. That is why his 
article deals with the Kumyk language. He suggested the Avars and other ethnic 
groups should make their own choice. This shows that for Abū Sufyān, Turkic was 
a part of a vernacularization process, not Turki ication. Hence, after raising the 
question of Turkic languages, Abū Sufyān states that “among the dialects of the 
Turkic language, Kumyk is the purist; other dialects—Kazan, Azerbaijani and even 
Istanbul Turkic—received many loanwords from Persian, Arabic and Russian.”403

Afte r his arguments about the importance of vernaculars, Abū Sufyān 
turns to Arabic, highlighting its importance in keeping the religion away from 
spoiling. Abū Sufyān also speaks about “empty fears,” insisting that studying 

400 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Til Mas’alasi” in Abu Sufyan Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. 
Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 2012. P. 225-233. 
401 Bevilacqua, Alexander. The Republic of Arabic Letters. Islam and the European Enlightenment. 
Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2018. P. 108-135.
402 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Til Mas’alasi.”
403 Ibid.
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Turkic or Kumyk will never hurt Arabic. He insists that when he says, “Let us 
study in Kumyk,” that means that they will “learn at least something in Kumyk 
and not depend entirely on Arabic. It does not mean that we deny or reject 
Arabic altogether.”404

While  Kumyk was native to Akaev, another prominent historian of Daghestan, 
the Lak ‘Alī Kaiaev, perceived the promotion of Turkic as Turki ication. In his 
article called Siyasātāni mukhtalifatāni (“Two Different Policies”) ‘Alī Kaiaev 
discusses the importance of vernacularization and the dangers of the Turkic and 
Russian languages. Kaiaev claims that before the revolution both the Russian 
and Turkic languages were tools in the hands of the Russian and Ottoman 
Empires to Russify and Turkify Daghestan (tatrīk ahl Daghistān). For this 
purpose, as Kaiaev put it, the Russian imperial administration opened primary 
(al-makātib al-mubtadiʾiya) and secondary (al-makātib al-mutawassiṭa) 
schools, which were nothing but “the deadly venom, which deprives a man of 
his national and religious foundations.” 405 

Going further, the author calls Russian the language of unbelievers (kuffār). 
‘Alī Kaia ev, like Akaev, sees the Russian language as the language of the tsar and 
a “Trojan horse” sent by the Russian state. His article from 22 July 1917 was 
full of the most malignant insinuations about the danger hidden in the spread 
of Turkic. For him both policies—Russian and Turkish—had the same goals 
and impact, i.e., they sought to deprive Daghestanis of their national identity 
and enforce assimilation. ‘Alī Kaiaev sees the Ottomans not as the protectors 
of Islam and keepers of the caliphate, but as “disciples of Genghis Khan and 
Hulagu Khan,” i.e., the enemies of Islam. The author highlights that Turkic is 
not in great demand among Daghestanis since they had been Muslims even 
before the Turks converted to Islam.406 Here we see that the position of Kaiaev 
in the caliphate debate,407 i.e., his denial of the Ottomans’ primacy in the Muslim 
world, resulted in strong support for the local Daghestani tongues. 

Kaiaev insists that the bene it of national languages is more vital than that 
of a shared language (lugha ʿāmma mushtarika bayna al-jamīʿ) even if it is the 

404 Ibid.
405 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “Siyasātāni mukhtalifatāni.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 23 (1917), 2-3.
406 Ibid.
407 More about the debates on the Ottoman Caliphate see: Tufan, Buzpinar Ş. “Opposition to the 
Ottoman Caliphate in the Early Years of Abdülhamid II: 1877-1882.” Die Welt des Islams 36, no. 1 
(1996): 59-89.
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Turkish language, “the language of our Muslim neighbors, the language of science 
and enlightenment (lugha jirāninā al-muslimīn wa-l-ʿulūm wa-l-maʿārif).” 408 After 
emphasizing the role of a national language in saving the overall Daghestani 
identity, Kaiaev accepts Arabic as the most suitable second language “for the 
study of  Arabic scholarship and religion, while other subjects can be studied in 
other languages.”409 Here we see how the idea of civic nationalism emerges in the 
texts of the Daghestani reformists; the Daghestani national languages were the 
means for that civic nationalism unifying a multi-ethnic country.

What is Kaiaev’s st and? First, as did other supporters of vernaculars, he 
promoted a unique Daghestani identity. Like Akaev, he also highlighted the 
difference between Daghestani nations, on the one hand, and Russians and 
Turks, on the other. Hence, Kaiaev posits an equality between Turkic and 
Russian considering both as the languages of “others”; thereby, he separates 
Daghestan from both the Russian and the Turkic worlds. Turki ication was 
seen as a new wave of imperial policy but now from the side of the Ottomans.

Given the fears of Turki ication, the supporters of vernaculars made a clear 
distinction between Ottoman Turkish and Kumyk, the latter being acceptable. 
Kumyk was functioning as a native language for one of the Daghestani 
indigenous ethnic groups and, moreover, this dialect of Turkic was a spoken 
lingua franca across the northern Caucasus. Kumyk was in common use as a 
literary language in the lowlands.410 Supporters of this claim considered Arabic 
only as the language of religion. 

In the end, the promotion of vernaculars was a link that the reformers tried to 
activate for the realization of their vision of future. In their “Daghestaniness,” the 
dominant marker was these national languages. At the same time, they supported 
Arabic as well but subordinated it to the national languages, thereby distinguishing 
themselves from the supporters of the traditional education system. 

3.3.5. Russian language and the Unitarists
The strong links between Arabic and vernaculars, on the one hand, and Islam 
and nation-building, on the other, left only the role of assimilator to the Cyrillic 

408 ‘Alī al-Ghumūqī. “Baqīya mā ī numra 23 min masʾalat lughaat al-ta‘līm.” Jarīdat Dāghistān 24 
(1917): 3-4.
409 Ibid.
410 Gould, Rebecca . Writers and Rebels: The Literature of Insurgency in the Caucasus. Yale University 
Press, 2016. P. 13.
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Russian. Timothy K. Blauvelt and Anton Vacharadze claim that in the Caucasus, 
“the imperial lingua franca was a desired commodity, one that gave signi icant 
opportunities for success and advancement for all classes among the national 
minorities, and one that they themselves valued and demanded from the 
educational system.” They also remark that “the demand for improvement 
in Russian instruction in the Caucasus came as much from below as from 
above.”411 This claim is true for the South Caucasus with separate Georgian, 
Armenian and Azerbaijani linguistic spheres (and respective state policies) 
and where Russian served as an imperial language. As for Daghestan, the state 
policies were the same for all the multiple languages in the region, and it was 
Arabic and Turkic rather than Russian that served as the means for inter-
ethnic communication. Russian of icials understood this situation and tried 
to use Arabic for their goals. In 1914 the government launched the journal 
Jarīdat Dāghistān, planned as an Arabic translation of Dagestanskie oblastnie 
vedomosti (“Daghestan regional news”),412 the of icial newspaper of the tsarist 
administration.413 This Arabic newspaper can be considered a state project, but 
in the end the government stopped funding it, realizing that the audience was 
limited to local scholarly elites. The Russians also tried to improve the position 
of Russian in the region by opening schools and even forcefully trying to make 
Russian the language of legal courts.414 This policy created much anxiety among 
the locals, but Russian had both supporters and opponents.

A rare example of a supportive position can be found on the pages of 
Jarīdat Dāghistān. An anonymous author (using the double Arabic letter 
ʿayn as a signature) replies to Kūrdī Zākū Zādeh’s article analyzed above. 
The author claims that Turkic was not the most popular in Daghestan, 
since in some regions, such as Gunib, Kazikumukh, Andi and Dargi, only 

411 Blauvelt, Timothy K. Vacharadze, Anton. “Pedagogy, Modernity and Nationalism in the 
Caucasus in the Age of Reaction, 1880–1905.” Caucasus Survey 6, no. 2 (2018): 147-162.
412 On 3rd June 1837 Tsarist administration made the publication of Gubersnkie vedomosti (Regional 
reports) mandatory for all guberniias of the Empire. The main purpose of the administration was 
an increasing of the centre’s in luence. The Tsarist administration turned to “printed word to have 
an impact on the society” (vozdeistviya na obshestvo pri pomoshchi pechatnogo slova) as Boris 
Glinsky, a Russian publicist and politician put it at the end of 19th century. Boris Glinsky. “Russkaia 
periodicheskaia pechat’ v provintsii.” Istorichesky Vestnik LXXI (1898), 292-233.
413 Navruzov, Amir. “Jaridat Daghestan” – araboyazichnaya gazeta kavkazskikh jadidov. Moskva, 
2012.
414 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad. “‘Antipisarskoe’ vosstanie v Dagestane v 1913-1914gg.” Nauchnaia 
mysl’ Kavkaza 2 (2005): 71-75.
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vernaculars like Avar and Dargi were shared by different ethnic groups. The 
author then agreed with Zākū Zādeh that spoken Turkic is easy but not the 
literary language with its loanwords from Persian, Arabic and even some 
Western tongues. Here the author arrives at the defense of Russian stating 
that “Russian is the language of all nations of the country and many of these 
nations, such as the Tatars, have an excellent command of it. Daghestan needs 
the Russian language, not Turkic.”415 

The author emphasizes the already existing ties within the Russian state, 
where the knowledge of the imperial language is mandatory and binds 
peripheral territories to the metropolis. In my assessment, what is found here 
is a unitarist view that promotes the idea of one “Muslim nation” within the 
Russian state.416 The existing ties with the outside world, particularly with the 
larger Muslim world, are downplayed here. 

Fi erce rejection of the Russian language, on the contrary, was mainstream 
on the pages of the press. There were many authors who brought up the 
arguments against “Russi ication.” One of these statements, Kaiaev’s article 
“On Freedom” by ‘Alī Kaiaev, was already introduced in the second chapter.417 
Here, I would like to analyze it from the perspective of the language issue. The 
author clearly links the language choice with the national freedom which was 
violated during the imperial period. In the same article, we also see a double 
victimization of Daghestanis: they do not realize their loss of identity and they 
believe in the usefulness of the new Russian schools while those who are aware 
of the situation are unable to change anything.418 Similarly, Abū  Sufyān sought 
to demonstrate that the collapse of the Empire and the victory of the revolution 
gave them a new chance:

After religion, there is nothing more important than language. A 
nation that does not have problems with the language will always be 
superior. On the contrary, a nation which cannot avoid these problems 
will stay behind. Just  three or four months ago, in the Russian Empire, 

415 ʿAʿA. “Masʾala lugha al-taʿlīm.” Jarīdat Dāghistān , 31 (1917): 3-4.
416 Bosp lug, Elizabeth. “The Muslim “Federalist Debate” in Revolutionary Russia.” Ab Imperio 
1 (2017): 131-162; Slye, Sarah. “Turning Towards Unity: A North Caucasian Perspective on the 
Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic,” Caucasus Survey 8, no.1 (2020): 106-123.
417 The original of the article was published on the 6th issue of Lak-language newspaper Channah 
Tsuku from September 23, 1917.
418 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. “O svobode.” In Medzhidov, Yusup, and Abdulaev, Magomed. Ali Kaiaev, 
Dagestan: vremia, sud’by. Makhachkala: Dagknigoizdat, 1993. P. 376-379.
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there was no chance of raising the question of our language. Moreover, 
the Russians when possible would impose their language on us, make 
us forget our native tongue. At schools and madrasas such important 
subjects as geography, history and other secular subjects were only 
allowed to be taught in Russian. The purpose of such a policy was to 
Russify us and tear us away from our roots. I am sure that the nation 
(millet) without its language (tīl) and national clothes will lose along 
with them both religion and faith.419

Learning Russian is here identi ied with tsarist policy, and when the tsarist 
regime collapsed, the Daghestanis decided to choose a different language, not 
Russian. These accusations seem to be a rhetorical device in the hands of the 
reformists. The empire was barely controlling the traditional education system; 
hence, the abovementioned subjects could have been taught in Arabic. The 
idea of freedom, which was under discussion in the second chapter, strongly 
relates to the language policy. Education in the Russian language, associated 
with autocracy, resembled the absence of freedom, and was unacceptable for 
the reformers. In this question they agreed with the traditional ‘ulamā’ who 
were also against the Russian language as a language of instruction. National 
languages in the schools symbolized the collapse of oppression and the victory 
of freedom. 

Another aspect of this debate has to do with those who studied at Russian 
schools. For instance, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii argued that those who studied 
in Russian schools do not  respect the Sharīʿa.420 According to Gotsinskii, 
national friendship is only possible with the preservation of separate national 
educations. Therefore, the Russian schools were notorious as centers of 
cultural assimilation. Muḥammad Qāḍī Dibirov in his History also states 
that the Daghestanis rejected the socialists and demanded their society be 
organized in accordance with the Sharīʿa. “In this process scholars and Su is 
played an important role. That means all power is concentrated in the hands 
of the scholars. Moreover, there were many of those who wanted the persons 
educated in Russian to be completely removed from authority.”421 It seems that 
for the Daghestani people the students “educated in Russian” formed a separate 

419 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Til Mas’alasi.”
420  Dibirov, Muḥammad. Daghistan tarikhi, 59-64; Muḥammad Dibirov. Istoriia Dagestana 
(Sobitiia posle revoliutsii), 24-26.
421 Ibid., 20.
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group. Once the tsarist state had gone, it was easy to accuse these students as 
traitors. This separation was upheld by the supporters of Arabic and vernacular 
tongues. The situation around the Russian language was mainly dependent on 
the heritage of the tsarist policy, which had created an atmosphere of profound 
hostility. 

3.4. Conclusion
The Russian Revolution of 1917 in Daghestan created an unprecedented 
euphoria of freedom and opportunities for the whole intellectual cohort of the 
region. In the discourse of the Daghestani reformists, that long-waited freedom 
was a very fragile phenomenon which needed to be protected. The protectors 
of that freedom and justice could be only an educated society who knew the 
value of freedom. Consequently, the education system needed to guarantee that 
that freedom would not be eliminated. What emerged were several competing 
projects the implementation of which would be the success of a certain vision of 
the future. While the tools and vocabulary used sometimes overlapped, the inal 
goals of these actors differed. For instance, despite their shared rhetoric, the main 
goals of the reformists and the Bolsheviks diverged. While the Bolsheviks wanted 
to establish schools free from religion, the Islamic heritage was the rationale for 
the reformists’ new ideas, new methods and rational subjects. 

There were three different visions of how the future of Daghestan should 
be. These were the visions of the Daghestani reformists, of the traditionalists 
and of the Bolsheviks. Each vision had its own understanding of the kind of 
school which would become a place where relevant members of the future 
desired society would be educated. 

The overall rhetoric of these camps was quite similar. All discussed groups 
were deploying the language of “duty” in their arguments showing that the 
right language choice is their duty before Allah, society and country. However, 
even though they were using similar terminology, their aims were located 
in different ideological systems. Also, the Muslim scholars of revolutionary 
Daghestan were speaking of the same fears, be that the loss of national identity 
or religion. Identity plays a key role in this discourse and hence religion and 
national markers come to the forefront.

While pushing forward their visions and agendas, the sides used to refer 
to the signi icance of language. In the discussion of the imamate as the future 
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state structure, religion was the dominant factor. To defend religion and to 
organize life in the future state accordingly, the main duty was to preserve the 
key positions of the Arab language education, one of the vital tools of acquiring 
knowledge. On the one hand, Arabic in Daghestan was largely defended as the 
sacred language in which the Qurʿan was originally revealed. Consequently, 
Islamic discourse was mainly articulated in the Arabic language as the language 
of scholarly debate and high education and prestige. On the other hand, Arabic 
was protected for more practical reasons, i.e., to create a future state model 
that would be based fully on the legal system described in religious literature.

As for the project of freedom, the premise was that it would endow each 
Daghestani ethnic group with a native language of instruction. This model, which 
“stands for a political-institutional approach that respects and protects multiple 
but complementary sociocultural identities,” is sometimes called the “state-
nation.”422 As the authors of the theory claim, the “state-nation” recognizes and 
supports “more than one cultural identity (particularly recognition of more than 
one of icial language), even more than one cultural nation, all within a framework 
of some common polity-wide symbols.”423 The works of the reformists promote 
this idea, i.e., to give the Daghestani ethnic groups the right to use their mother 
tongue, to identify themselves, on one hand, with their ethnic groups, such as 
Avar, Kumyk, and Dargi. This was an expression of civic nationalism. On the other 
hand, these were also envisaged within a sense of belonging to the supra-level 
group of Daghestanis. In this model, the lingua francas—Arabic and Turkic—are 
not dominant, but they are important as bridges between the ethnic groups.

Finally, the debate around Russian demonstrates that for the advocates 
of this stand, being part of a great empire was central. Consequently, Russian 
was turned into a tool for demonstrating loyalty and keeping communication 
with the metropolis. Nevertheless, the negative experience of the tsarist times 
with regard to cultural assimilation left almost no room for the support of this 
language among the local population.

422 Stepan, Alfred, Linz, Juan J. and Yadav, Yogendra. Crafting State-Nations: India and Other 
Multinational Democracies. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011. P. 4.
423 Ibid., 8.
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The New Scopes of the Islamic Discourse: 
Inner-Islamic and Soviet Trajectories of the 

1920s in the Journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq

4.1. Introduction
After the establishment of Soviet power in Daghestan, many Daghestani reform-
minded intellectuals were included in this new system, becoming parts of the 
newly established political, educational and cultural institutions. Having their 
own visions for the future, these intellectuals engaged in the implementation of 
their projects in the Soviet environment. As the intellectuals cooperated with the 
state, the Bolsheviks sanctioned the publication of Islamic journals such as Ḥaqīqāt 
in Tashkent424 and Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq in Buynaksk. While the journal Ḥaqīqāt was 
thoroughly investigated by Bakhtiyar Babadjanov, many aspects of the Daghestani 
journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq remain understudied. The Daghestani historian Amir 
Navruzov discusses some aspects of the journal.425 His overview of the journal helps 
us go more in-depth into its content and examine it in the context of broader issues 
such as the overlapping Soviet and reformist rhetoric, the question of Sala ism and 
anti-colonial discussions. The present chapter of this thesis will show how the 
reformist discourse transformed after the establishment of the Soviet power. 

424 Babajanov, Bakhtiar. Zhurnal “Haqiqat” kak zerkalo religioznogo aspekta v ideologii jadidov. 
TIAS Central Eurasian Research Series 1. Tokyo, 2007.
425 Navruzov, Amir. “‘Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’ – zhurnal uchenykh-arabistov Dagestana pervoi treti XX 
veka,” Islamovedenie 3 (2011): 82-93.
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Several initial considerations and tensions shaped this chapter’s focus. 
Having no ambition to trace every possible way in which the intellectuals 
articulated and adapted their project in the new Soviet reality, in this chapter 
I examine the main topics of the Daghestani intellectuals’ Sovietized discourse 
from the vantage point of domestic and international developments related to 
Islam. I seek to balance the local and global themes as discussed on the pages 
of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq published between 1925 and 1928. 

Based on Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, the aim of this chapter is twofold. The irst is to 
discuss the journal’s main topics in the context of the overlapping political views 
of the Soviets and the Muslim intellectuals of Daghestan. The second is to uncover 
the intentions of the Daghestani intellectuals to take a dominant position in the 
interpretation of Islam by attacking their possible Muslim competitors. 

4.2. The orientations of the religious journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq and the 
“Islamic” model of the Soviet state
In September 1925, a group of Daghestani Muslim Scholars—Abū Sufyān 
Akaev (editor-in-chief), Yūsuf Qādī al-Jungūtī, Ḥajjī Qādī al-Ghazānishī, Bilāl 
Ḥajjī al-Jungūtī, Muṣṭafā Qādī al-Ghazānishī and Khiḍrī al-Ghazānishī426—
initiated the Arab-language religious journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq (“Explanation 
of Truths”). Though the authors were sure that they would publish the journal 
once a month, the second issue was published only in November. The situation 
got worse in 1926; only three issues were published in March, July and October. 
Also, in 1927 there were many interruptions. The journal stopped being 
published in 1928. Already in June 1929 the editor of the journal, Abū Sufyān 
Akaev, was arrested.

The title of the journal, “Explanation of Truths,” is quite characteristic for 
the reformists. The word ḥaqā’iq can be translated as “truth.” The explanation 
of this religious truth requires extensive knowledge of the Islamic sources. 
Consequently, the authors of the journal represented themselves as religious 
authorities quali ied for that respected and vital job. 

426 As the names of the founders of the journal shows they were Kumyk in origin from two 
villages of the Buynaksk region – Jengutay and Ghazanishe. Given the overall face of the Daghestani 
reformism, this is not strange since Kumyks were the core of it. The dominance of this ethnic 
group among the Daghestani reformists has its geographical reason: the reformism in Daghestan 
developed in and around the urban areas and the Kumyk regions are neighbouring them. Kemper, 
Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century Daghestan,” Asiatische 
Studien - Études Asiatiques 69, no. 3 (2015): 608.
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The irst sentence of the journal reads:

When we were given freedom (ḥurrīya) after many years and due 
to that entered the new era (‘azmina jadīda), with the permission of the 
Soviet government (al-Ḥukūma al-Shūrāwīya) we six scholars started to 
publish a journal which will be published once a month and is called 
Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq.427

This very irst sentence of the journal demonstrates the same rhetoric that 
characterized the reformist newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān (1913-1919)428 in 
the matter of perception of time and revolution and shows the continuity of 
some of the topics of the reformist discourse into the Soviet era. The revolution 
was understood as cultural freedom, and the collapse of the autocracy was 
perceived as the beginning of the new era. For the authors of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, 
the government’s permission to publish a religious journal was one of the signs 
of that new era of freedom. 

The same irst opening article also identi ies the main orientations of the 
journal. Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq was meant to explain the virtues of Islam; purify the 
Sharī‘a from innovations (bid‘a); respond to the false objections offered by some 
atheists and enlighten the minds of scholars and students by teaching modern 
truths (al-ḥaqā’iq al-ʿaṣrīya) and new righteous ideas (al-a kār al-jadīda al-sadīda). 

In my irst draft of this chapter, I argued that Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’s aims 
were entirely in line with Soviet politics. While writing that irst draft, I had 
been reading literature about Soviet domestic and international politics. My 
presumptions about Soviet politics in luenced my reading of this primary 
source and dictated and even distorted my interpretation of the desires of the 
founders of the journal, pulling me off course from my main aim to understand 
the vernacular approaches rather than using the metropolis’s prisms of 
history. Later, I corrected the angle from which I looked at the problem by 
including literature on reformist movements in the Islamic world as well as 
some individual trajectories of prominent Arab reformists such as Rashīd Riḍā 
(1865-1935). 

427 Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1, (1925): 1.
428 Though some authors such as Akaev were published in both periodicals, it is not grounded to 
say that Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq was a continuation of newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān. The topics related 
to the education was discussed in both journals; however, while Jarīdat Dāghistān was more 
concentrated on the content of the education programs, Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq sought to show the state 
schools as a way of progress. Other topics such as Su ism and Wahhabism were not discussed in 
Jarīdat Dāghistān (at least that critically) while they are central debates in Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq. 
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Looking at the orientations of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq from this angle, one may 
notice that the journal’s language, while being acceptable for the Soviets, 
remains within the rhetoric of the Islamic debate over pure Islam. By aiming 
to offer “explanations of the virtues of Islam,” the authors saw themselves 
as the source of right interpretations, the result of whose efforts, as we 
have seen, would be a purified Islam and its defense against unbelievers. 
Moreover, the fourth point, “to enlighten the minds of scholars and students 
by teaching modern facts and new ideas,” locates the founders of the journal 
withi n the camp at the balanced Salafis; they sought renewal and reform 
along modern lines without undermining the strength and relevance of 
Islam in the modern era. To reach that renewal and victory of religion, they 
sought to be included in political affairs as well, which made them politically 
active Salafi reformists. 

In his well-known journal al-Manār (“The Lighthouse”), in 1914 Rashīd Riḍā 
argued that the madhhab al-salaf was “nothing other than to act according to the 
Qur’an and the Sunna without any accretion, in the way that [the salaf] understood 
[Islam] at its inception.”429 It should be added however, that neither Rashīd Riḍā 
nor his followers used the term Sala īya as the slogan for their actions. 

Contrary to this, the idea of a Sala ī group existed in Daghestan in the 
second part of the 1920s. In the eighth issue of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, one article 
entitled “The Religious Meeting of the Republic of Adygea”430 mentions the 
expression Ḥizb al-salaf al-Prughrīsīst (“The Group of the Progressive Sala īs”). 
In December 1925, the Muslims of Circassia in the Soviet Republic of Adygea 
convened a general Muslim congress to resolve some religious issues. After the 
end of the congress, they wrote in Arabic what was discussed at the congress 
and sent that letter to the editor of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq. The journal published the 
introductory part of that letter, as well as some issues discussed and solved at 
the congress. From the very beginning, this letter states:

Islam is an old religion the age of which is 1,345 years from the 
Hijra. From the period of its spread until today, Islam underwent various 
changes. During this time, innovations (bidʻa) and superstitions (al-
khurafāt) were added to it although these were forbidden by Allah and 
his messenger. 

429 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. Columbia 
University Press. 2015. P. 35.
430 “al-Jam‘īya al-dīnīya ī al-Jumhūrīya al-Adīghīya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, 8 (1927): 14-16. 
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Colonial states such as England, France, Russia and some Muslim 
kingdoms (mulūk) contributed to the distortion of the Words of Allah 
(kalimāt Allāh), as this was in the interests of the colonial states. These 
states wanted to weaken a group of people in order to use them for 
their  interests. [Such a situation had already been] the case in the time 
before Imām al-Ghazālī, a great man widely known among the people 
of Egypt, Damascus, Baghdad and other Muslim cities, appeared in the 
ifth century.431 This famous imām began to oppose these distortions, 

refuting them with rational arguments (ādilla ‘aqlīya). After the death 
of al-Ghazālī, his activities were continued with great zeal by his many 
students. On their path of spreading the truth, they encountered 
numerous dif iculties and resistance from the rulers of these oppressive 
countries like Egypt and Turkey.

In this passage, the authors of this letter express two messages: the religion 
is in need of puri ication and the colonial states have bene ited from that 
distortion of Islam. Both of these claims were inherent to the rhetoric of the 
balanced Sala is led by Rashīd Riḍā. 

Next, the letter focuses on the situation of Islam in the Caucasus, particularly 
in Circassia, stating that they had received Islam at a point in time when it had 
already been distorted and they continued following it without understanding 
its distortion. The situation, as the author claims, changed when in 1907 a 
group of scholars from the Caucasus decided to review religion (intiqād al-dīn) 
in order to separate the truth from lies; these scholars went to Turkey and 
Egypt and became aware of the truth. The author calls them the new group: 

The new group (al- irqa al-jadīda) began openly preaching the 
truths. However, Circassian customs (al-‘āda), which were closely 
intertwined with religion, prevented them from doing so. For this 
reason, they stopped the public call for truth and began spreading the 
truth slowly. They began to spread the truth only among a certain circle 
of people who strove for this. However, this group of progressive sala is 
(Ḥizb al-salaf al-prughrīsīst) did not achieve its goals since the old group 
(al- irqa al-qadīma) was supported by the tyrannical emperor (al-malik 
al-mustabidd).432

Their identi ication of the action of this new group as the only reliable  way 
shows the Daghestani reformists’ connections with the reformists of Egypt 

431 In accordance with the Islamic calendar (at-taqwīm al-hijrī). 
432 “al-Jam‘īya al-dīnīya ī al-Jumhūrīya al-Adīghīya,” 15.
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and puts the journal in the larger Sala i context beyond Daghestan. In addition 
to this, one also can notice that the letter carries the Soviet in luence as well. 
Analyzing this letter in his article, “The Islamic press in early Soviet Dagestan 
and the journal Muslims of the Soviet Orient,” Shamil Shikhaliev argues that 
“the style of article writing of the last issues of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq changes from 
Islamic topics to the Soviet ones.”433 Shikhaliev builds his argument on phrases 
such as “colonial despotic states” (al-duwal al-isti‘mārīya al-istibdādīya). One 
of the cogent arguments that Shikhaliev mentions is the use of Russian loan 
words such as al-prughrīsīst despite the existence of their equivalent in Arabic, 
i.e., taqaddumī. Shikhaliev’s claim about the Soviet in luence on the style of the 
journal is well-grounded. Still, I believe that the whole discourse of puri ication 
of religion came from the Middle Eastern Sala i and balanced reformist 
movements. The anti-colonial and anti-European rhetoric—which Shikhaliev 
identi ies as a Soviet in luence—was already a part of that balanced reformist 
rhetoric and not only a Soviet phenomenon. 

Furthermore, the third point of the journal’s orientations—“a response 
to the false objections made by some atheists”—gives some clues about the 
situation in Daghestan and the level of the Soviet in luence there: Daghestani 
Muslim scholars were aware of the spread of atheism on the territory of the 
collapsed Russian Empire. However, this wave of atheism was still weak and 
was not perceived as a state-backed policy against Islam itself. Consequently, 
the reformist intellectuals, by mentioning the Soviet permission to open 
the journal, highlighted that the reformist interpretations of Islam did not 
contradict the state’s policy towards religion.

Another characteristic of the journal is its image of the Soviets as a state 
completely in accordance with the Sharī‘a. To demonstrate that accordance, 
the journal’s authors emphasize several features of the Soviets such as their 
tolerance towards religions. Already in the irst issue of the journal, Yūsuf Qādī 
al-Jungūtī published an article434 expressing gratitude to the Soviet government 
for backing the journal, praising the Soviets for their tolerance towards Islam.

This [the publishing of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq] may indicate the falsehood 
of what the enemies of freedom say. They claim that the Soviet 

433 Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Islamskaia presa v rannesovetskom Dagestane i zhurnal “Musul’mane 
Sovetskogo Vostoka.”” Islamology 7, no. 2 (2017): 83.
434 The title of this article “al-Tabshīr bi-l-Majalla” can be translated as a “Good news about the 
journal’s publication.”
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government is hostile to religion. Here we see what some shayṭāns of 
people do to their opponents by disseminating hostility between the 
people and the government. Indeed, they think their actions are good. As 
the saying goes, “A wise enemy is better than a foolish friend.”435

Another key moment of the image of the Soviets created by the journal is its 
Islamic model. The author Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn Yūsuf Ḥajjī bin Ramaldan436 emphasizes 
the Soviets as a model of Islamic shūrā (consultation). For instance, in the 
article Wifāq (“Accordance”)437 Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn Yūsuf Ḥajjī bin Ramaldan links the 
Soviet model to the requirements of the Qur’an.438 The 38th āya of the 42nd sūra, 
from which the sūra’s title “al-Shūrā” derives, reads, “Those who hearken to 
their Lord, and establish regular Prayer; who (conduct) their affairs by mutual 
Consultation; who spend out of what We bestow on them from Sustenance.439” 

Citing this āya, the author then explains that the shūrā is permissible 
in every matter to differentiate between right and wrong. In order to reveal 
the truth, people must do ijtihād, i.e., they must do all they can to perform 
consultation.440 While characterizing Soviet rule as being in accordance with 
Islam and the journal’s contributors as a dominant and authentic source of the 
religious decisions, the journal also opens a massive debate around speci ic 
religious questions such as tashayyukh and launches severe attacks on Su is 
and Wahhabis. As we will see below, the confrontation with the atheist state is 
thereby redirected against Muslim opponents.

4.3. The debates over Daghestani Su ism on the pages of Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq
Claiming to follow the only true Islam that can lead to progress and salvation, 
and embracing Sala ism, which gave them an opportunity to use the idea of 

435 Yūsuf Qādī. “al-Tabshīr bi-l-Majalla.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1 (1925): 12. 
436 Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn Yūsuf Ḥajjī bin Ramaldan (1846 -1932) also known as al-Kurikhī was from the 
village of Gurik, Southern Daghestan. He was a murid of Naqshbandīya shaykh Ahmad Hamdi al-
Rukali (1848-1925). His private collection of manuscripts was catalogued by a group of Daghestani 
historians led by A. Shikhsaidov. See: Katalog arabskikh rukopisei i staropechatnykh knig. Kollektsiia 
Diia’addina Iusuf-khadzhzhi al-Kurikhi (ed. A.R. Shikhsaidov). Moskva, 2011.
437 The word wifāq can also be translated as “unity.” However, given the goal of the article to 
demonstrate the accordance of the Soviets with the Islamic model of shūrā, I will translate the title 
as “Accordance.”
438 Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn Yūsuf Ḥajjī bin Ramaldan. “Wifāq.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 9 (1927): 2. 
439 Q. 42:38
440 Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn Yūsuf Ḥajjī bin Ramaldan. “Wifāq.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 9 (1927): 2.
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purity to bolster their authority as opponents of factionalism, the Daghestani 
reformers placed themselves at the center of inter-Islamic polemics. This 
purist attitude also provided a historically rooted anchor for an “orthodox” 
way to counter beliefs and behaviors that these reformists considered wrong 
and counterproductive. As H. Lauzière notices, “one did not need to be a Sala i 
in order to criticize Su i beliefs and behaviours, but those who abided by the 
creed of the salaf could tap into a well of weighty arguments from the orthodox 
tradition.”441 From this position, the reformers targeted Su is and their 
practices as innovations that have led the umma into its present stagnation, as 
the reformers saw it. 

Targeting Su ism from the position of Sala ism was not just a purely 
Daghestani phenomenon. Nearly two decades before the establishment of 
this Daghestani journal, the Baghdadi scholar Maḥmud Shukrī al-Ālūsī (1857-
1924)442 claimed that heterodox Su is “became the laughing stock of the people 
of abrogated religions such as the Jews and the Christians, as well as the people 
of philosophical sects and the materialists.”443 Al-Ālūsī blamed Su i beliefs and 
behaviors for the decline of Muslims in an age of progress. In Egypt, Rashīd 
Riḍā reiterated the same concerns, decrying that Su is were giving Islam a bad 
name. Riḍā even claimed that Su is were hiding the real positive and progressive 
nature of Islam from the world, supporting colonialism and even collaborating 
with the imperialist powers due to their ignorance or duplicity.444

Su i brotherhoods—particularly the Naqshbandīya, Shādhilīya and 
Khālidīya ṭarīqas—played a leading role in the history of Daghestan, especially 
during the jihād of 1818-1859. Su i shaykhs, as we noticed before, were vital 
political and religious leaders in the events following the February Revolution. 
The support of shaykhs such as ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii was invaluable for the 
victory of the Bolsheviks while Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii was one of the key enemies 
for the Bolsheviks. With their criticism of Su ism, the Daghestani reformists 
contributed to a global debate and were in luenced by other reformists in the 

441 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. P. 47.
442 Maḥmud Shukrī al-Ālūsī was the foremost proponent of religious reform in late Ottoman Iraq. 
His reform-minded inclination appears in arguments for the harmony of modern scienti ic views 
with the Quran. See more, Kurzman, Charles. Modernist Islam, 1840-1940: A Sourcebook. Oxford 
University Press, 2002. P. 158-171.
443 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. P. 47.
444 Ibid., 48.
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Middle East. By limiting the in luence of the Su is, they also hoped to gain a 
stronger position in Daghestan. 

Nearly every issue of the journal contains an article devoted to Su i topics. 
All these articles criticize different aspects of Su ism, sometimes claiming that 
Daghestani Su is are nothing else but pseudo-Su i elements forbidden by the 
Sharī‘a. In the irst issue of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, the editorial board published the 
article “The adoration of Su i masters from the viewpoint of Islamic law,” which 
starts with these statements: 

It is no secret that the Sharī‘a does not command us to follow a shaykh 
or to join the disciples of a Su i master (al-tashayyukh wa al-murīdīya). 
It is not a secret that these things are not assigned by the Sharī‘a. There 
is also no text in the Qur’an and the Sunna that indicates their obligation 
(farḍ) or [shows that t hey are] recommendable.445 However, the Sharī‘a 
does not forbid them if they are in line with the Islamic law. This means 
that in the absence of a forbidding text, they are acceptable only if they 
do not contradict the Sharī‘a.

Tashayyukh is acceptable in the Sharī’a, if it is free from hypocrisy, 
and if it serves to strengthen the spirit and to reject vicious qualities such 
as arrogance and greed, as well as a desire for leadership (riyāsa) and 
wealth. [Tashayyukh is acceptable] if it instills praiseworthy qualities 
such as humility, the abandonment of l eadership and the rejection of 
greed.

Tashayyukh is not acceptable according to the Sharī‘a and is even 
blameworthy if it aims at acquiring worldly goods and leadership in 
the name of religion, or if its goal is to multiply the numbers of murīds. 
[…] shaykhs should not interfere in worldly affairs since it is not their 
function. […] The management of worldly affairs is a function of scholars 
who are political leaders (ahl al-siyāsa min al-‘ulamā’) and wise men or 
[those] engaged in secular science (al-‘ulūm al-dunyāwīya).446

The main idea of the article is the argument that a shaykh has nothing to 
do with the secular political  life and must deal with moral and spiritual affairs 
only. While the reformists were strengthening their position within the Soviet 
system, this claim was preferable for the Soviet side as well. The increasing 
in luence of the Su i shaykhs could not go unnoticed by the state. The Soviets 

445 The same idea of the acceptance of the shaykh in Islam expressed in the article entitled 
“Oh, Society of Muslims”. al-Turqālī. Bammar Hajji. “Ya Ma‘āshir al-Muslimīn” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, 9 
(1927): 9. 
446 “al-Tashayyukh ī-l-sharī‘a.”Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, 1 (1925): 11.
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regarded Su ism with its hierarchic system as a cluster of institutions similar 
to the Church, potentially dangerous as an organization behind anti-Soviet 
uprisings. Thus, I would not be mistaken to say that from the viewpoint 
of the Soviets, the separation of Su ism from the state was comparable to 
the separation of the church from the state. From the 1920s, the discourse 
around Su ism and shaykhs was an inherent part of the rhetoric of the Soviet 
government. The Obkom of Daghestan linked the rise of Su ism with the poverty 
of the masses during the revolutionary turmoil, and after that the OGPU took 
a tougher position towards Su ism and especially towards highly respected 
shaykhs such as ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii.447 In accordance with the Soviet 
narrative, shaykhs and their murīds, realizing the futility of the armed struggle 
against the Bolsheviks, did everything to discredit Soviet power and thwart the 
Soviet measures to educate children in schools, and iercely struggled against 
the Soviets’ initiatives. 

When the reformists of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq opened the discussions over 
Su ism, their hostility overlapped with the Soviets’ position toward the Su is. 
By removing Su  is from the political ield where they were a signi icant force, as 
I mentioned, the Soviets hoped to get an omnipresent dominance over political 
affairs and that the people would follow their words instead of those of their 
shaykhs. This goal was also shared by the Daghestani reformists. Many of the 
Daghestani shaykhs, including ‘Alī Ḥajjī and Uzun Ḥajjī, opposed the ideas 
expressed by the reformists, including the use of vernaculars instead of Arabic 
and quest ions related, for instance, to ijtihād and taqlīd. 

The contributors to Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq attacked Su ism not out of principle, 
but they criticized the wealth of the shaykhs and their political role, a 
phenomenon inherent to the Naqshbandīya ṭarīqa in general and to Daghestani 
Su is in particular. In fact, they criticized the Su is of their time only indirectly, 
trying to be as general as possible and avoiding the identi ication of individual 
names.

As seen above, the anonymous author of the 1925 article in Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq insisted that only politician-scholars should deal with political 
affairs. The increase of the role of the secular sciences was one of the main 
aims of the reformists and it was also one of the spheres where the reformist 
rhetoric overlaps with the Soviet one. By posing as defenders of the sciences, 

447 Sulaev, Imanutdin. Gosudarstvo i musul’manskoe dukhovenstvo v Dagestane, 44-45.
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the reformists depicted their opponents as enemies of these sciences and of 
rational thinking. However, there is no documentary evidence demonstrating 
that the opponents of the reformists were against the rational sciences. 
As M. Kemper and Sh. Shikhaliev insist, in Daghestan “medieval works of 
mathematics, astronomy and medicine were copied, which demonstrates that 
these ‘secular’ sciences were transmitted as well, albeit in private, by teachers 
who otherwise taught the traditional religious and linguistic curriculum.”448 In 
this light, the topic of the rational sciences was a rhetorical instrument of the 
reformists rather than an object of real debates between the reformists and 
their opponents. 

Going further, the same author turns to the question of the power and 
efforts of Su i leadership to re-establish the imamate in Daghestan: He argues 
that this project reveals the ignorance of the shaykhs: 

Shayskhs (mashā’ikh), due to their ignorance of the Sharī‘a, did not 
know that the Sharī‘a Muḥammadīya forbids the establishment of the 
imamate. Due to their ignorance of politics they did not know that the 
establishment of the imamate is forbidden in this land and in these 
times. Therefore, their intervention did not produce anything but a itna 
among the people.449 

Linking their attack on Su ism with that on the supporters of the imamate 
was a novel strategy in the reformists’ discourse. It is essential to notice that 
this article was written in 1925, at a time when the Soviets were quite strong. 
During the revolution and civil war the struggle to re-establish the imamate 
in Daghestan had unfolded in a situation where central power was weak; as 
we saw in the previous chapters of this thesis, at that time the reformists 
based their discourse against the imamate on Shā i’ī literature. In 1925, the 
Su is had already been marginalized by the Soviets, and it is exactly then that 
the reformists linked the desire of the re-establishment of the imamate to the 
ignorance of the Su is. Back in 1918, the same Abū Sufyān Akaev, later the editor-
in-chief of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, would express his position on the imamate with 
a well-developed religious argumentation.450 For instance, at the Daghestani 
scholars’ meeting of 1918, Abū Sufyān Akaev and ‘Alī Kaiaev had been arguing 

448 Kemper, Michael, Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Qadimism, and Jadidism in Twentieth-Century 
Daghestan,” Asiatische Studien - Études Asiatiques 69, no. 3 (2015): 600.
449 “al-Tashayyukh ī al-sharī‘a.”Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, 1 (1925): 11.
450 “Stenogramma Zasedaniia ‘Alimov.” TsGA RD. F. 8-p. O. 3. D. 62. FOL. 52.
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against the imamate by referencing a huge corpus of Shā i’ī literature, without 
any mention of the Su is or their ignorance. In the second part of the 1920s, 
however, Akaev’s journal targeted them directly. I assume that this shift in 
argumentations was also conditioned by the fact that by the second half of 
the 1920s, the leaders of the imamate movement were neutralized; Uzun Ḥajjī 
Saltinskii had passed away, Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii’s in luence was limited to 
some Avar villages and Akushinskii was too old to organize any confrontation 
while his family and supporters were under investigation by the Soviets. The 
shaykh was not arrested because of his age. 

Accusations of spreading itna was one of the tools in the attacks on the Su is. 
Blaming Su is for spreading itna was not a new phenomenon. It was a part of 
anti-Su i rhetoric in different parts of the Islamic world, including the Middle East 
and Central Asia. The word itna in Islam is derived from an Arabic verb that 
means to “seduce, tempt” in order to separate the good from the bad. The term 
itself has various meanings, mostly referring to a feeling of disorder or unrest. It 
can be used to describe the dif iculties faced during personal trials. 451

In the anti-Su i discourse, the term itna is mainly used to describe the 
oppression of the powerful against the weak, or to describe individuals or 
communities giving in to the “whispers” of Satan and falling into sin. In Islamic 
religious literature, the term itna usually means “civil war” or “temptation” 
in the sense of Muslim factions ighting against each other.452 For some Su i 
shaykhs such as al-Qaḥī and the Daghestani reformists, the Russian Civil War 
was itna. Thus, ending that war was considered the end of itna, while those 
ighting against the Bolsheviks were supporting that itna.

I encountered another unique feature of anti-Su i discourse in an article 
penned by a certain ‘Abd al-Razāq bin al-Būrī al-Ḥurāqī. Here the author 
describes Su is as “atheists” (al-malāḥida al-ṣū īyūn, atheist Su is). The article 
starts with the observation that atheists were very active in their agitations:

Some of the Su i-atheists who call themselves Su is these days are, 
in reality, not Su is; all of them are aberrant and misguided. They are 
soldiers of Iblīs. 

451 Gardet, Louis. “Fitna”. In The Encyclopaedia of Islam. V. II: C-G, edited by Lewis, Bernard; et al. 
Brill, 1991. Pp. 930-931.
452 Kemper, Michael. “Khālidiyya Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād.” Die Welt des 
Islams, 42, no. 1 (2002): 68.
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They transformed mosques designed for prayer and worship into 
places for dance and games. Their putrescent mouths preach godliness 
(nisk)453 and worship, but their hearts are free from faith. They are 
ignorant (jāhilūn) but claim that they are knowledgeable. They do 
not follow those who know. Verily, the dishonest scholar (al-‘ālim al-
mutahattik) and the ignorant ascetic (al-jāhil al-mutanassik) constitute 
a itna in both worlds.

I witnessed their conditions and secrets [i.e., how they act] and 
found them to be the devils of humankind (shayāṭīn al-ins) and jinns, 
and, indeed, the party of Satan consists of losers. How could I stop 
calling them shayṭāns when they do not follow the words of Allah and 
his Prophet? They claim that they are able to contemplate Allah the 
Almighty and that they know what is hidden (al-ghayb), and they prefer 
to visit (ziyāra) [the tomb] of their shaykhs rather than [the tomb] of the 
Prophet. They prefer to make a loud dhikr rather than read the Qur’an. 
Indeed, the viciousness of their words is very apparent and everyone 
having reason (kull dhū lubb) knows [this].

O, brothers, you should avoid them and run away from them like 
sheep run from a wolf. Indeed, attending them and sitting with them is 
an apparent loss (khusrān mubīn). They devour the property of orphans. 
They are arrogant, proud, envious and vicious. Today, they pray not for 
the love of the Messenger and as a charity to the poor but to satisfy their 
stomachs. Thus, they steal the property of the people, especially their 
animals.454

The reformists perceived these two arguments—shaykhs are seeking 
wealth and power, and they are ignorant—as the “Achilles’ heel” of the Su is. 
Then the author cites Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ṣafadī (1296-1363), a Mamluk historian 
who studied under the Shā i‘ī scholar Ibn al-Dhahabī, and the fourth caliph 
‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib concluding that “they [pseudo-shaykhs] are shayṭāns in their 
words and actions.”455 The author accepts that real shaykhs are very important 
and respected persons; however, in his eyes, there was no real shaykh in the 
Daghestan of his time. Those who declare themselves shaykh are but pseudo-
shaykhs who desire only worldly goods and are far from morality.456

453 The word nisk can also be translated as “reclusion” which in Su ism is famous as zuhd. 
However, the author preferred using the word nisk rather than zuhd. 
454 al-Ḥurāqī, ‘Abd al-Razzāq b. al-Būrī. “Al-Bāb al-awwal ī ḥaqq al-malāḥida al-ṣu īyīn alladhīna 
lā ya‘lamūna ma‘nā al-siyāsa mā huwa?” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 3 (1926): 6-8.
455 Ibid.
456 Ibid.
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By targeting Su is and their practices such as the vocal dhikr, the reformists 
demonstrated their loyalty to the existing holders of power.457 This practice 
was not unique for Daghestan. For example, in pre-revolutionary Central Asia, 
practicing the vocal dhikr became regarded as a sign of de iance against the 
ruler. To attack the vocal dhikr as an innovation was therefore a way to undercut 
political and religious opponents and at the same time show loyalty.458 

This discourse on Su i shaykhs as atheists continued in the following year 
too. In the article by Muḥammad Ḥajjīyav al-Āwārī published in the tenth issue 
of the journal from November 1927, the author begins with a quote by al-
Ghazālī, who stated that “the duty of a shaykh is to be a scholar of Islam (‘ālim), 
knowing the pests and diseases of the souls, to know the Sharī‘a sciences (‘ulūm 
al-sharī‘a) and the tarīqa,”459 and then concludes that the shaykhs of Daghestan 
in his era are only concerned with “transient worldly goods” (khuṭām al-dunyā).

The author also raised the question “Where do these shaykhs and Gnostics 
(‘ārifūn) come from?” arguing that the slaves of Allah and respectable men 
disappeared and “only imitators of shaykhs (al-mutashayyikh al-mudallas)” 
remained.460 The Sala i attitude of the author is visible at the end of the article. 
Here, he advises people to follow the Prophet and says that it is suf icient for 
them to adhere to the Qur’an (al-tamassuk bi al-Qur’ān). 

The seventh issue (1927) of the journal is especially rich in articles about 
Su ism. Several articles such as Fī ḥaqq al-ijtihād wa-l-taṣawwuf (“On ijtihād and 
Su ism”) by ‘Abd Allāh Walad Qurbān ‘Alī al-Ashilṭī,461 Khiṭāb ilā mutashayyikhīn 
wa ittibā‘ihim min al-‘ulamā’ (“Appeal to the pseudo-shaykhs and those scholars 
who follow them”) by Khiḍrī Akaev462 and Mas’alāt al-taṣawwuf wa ḥurmatuhu 
ī hadhā al-zamān (“The issue of taṣawwuf and its forbiddance in these days”) 

457 al-Rikānī, Ibrāhīm Ḥajjīyav al-Tamīrī. “Hādhihī nubdha ‘alayha ṣū īya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 6 
(1927): 11-12.
458 Babadzhanov, Bakhtiyar, S. A. Mukhammadaminov, ed., Sobranie fetv po obosnovaniiu zikra 
dzhakhr i samaʽ (A Collection of Fatwas Legitimizing the Vocal Dhikr and Sama’). Almaty: Daik-Press, 
2009; Devin DeWeese. “It was a Dark and Stagnant Night (‘til the Jadids Brought the Light): Clichés, 
Biases, and False Dichotomies in the Intellectual History of Central Asia.” Journal of the Economic 
and Social History of the Orient 59 (1-2) (2016): 57
459 al-Āwārī, Muḥammad Ḥajjīyav. “Fī al-tashayyukh,” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 10 (1927): 12-13.
460 Ibid.
461 al-Ashilṭī, ‘Abd Allāh Walad Qurbān ‘Alī. “Fī ḥaqq al-ijtihād wa-l-taṣawwuf.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 
7 (1927): 7-8. 
462 al-Ghazānishī, Khiḍrī. “Khiṭāb ilā mutashayikhīn wa ittibā’ihim min al-‘ulamā’.” Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq 7 (1927): 13-15.
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by Muḥammad al-Dashlaqī463 simultaneously criticize Su ism, claiming that 
Su ism and shaykhs have become fraudulent and that in the present time there 
is no one who would meet the requirements of honorable shaykhs such as 
IbnʿArabī and Abū al-Ḥasan al-Shādhilī.

As an example of a real Muslim ‘ālim they cite the shaykh of the Naqshbandī 
and Shādhilī tarīqas Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī (1852-1937). Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī 
was an in luential Su i shaykh in Daghestan. As already mentioned, during the 
revolutions of 1917, Ḥasan Ḥilmī  al-Qaḥī supported the Bolsheviks because he 
saw them as the minor evil. Despite the actions of the Bolsheviks against Islam, 
al-Qaḥī continued to support them or at least did not show any disobedience. In 
1927, al-Qaḥī sent a letter to the editor of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, announcing that he 
decided to no longer accept Su i murīds—step that certainly re lected the Soviet 
pressure on him.464 The reason for this announcement was that he did not feel 
safe anymore. In one of his letters, the shaykh wrote that “he no longer leaves 
home and does not receive guests because there are spies everywhere.”465 
However, during the years of repression, al-Qaḥī was not spared either. In July 
of 1937, he was arrested and sentenced to death in the same year.466 It remains 
unknown where he was buried.

The reformists saw the paci ist attitude of Ḥasan Ḥilmī through their claim 
of an absence of real shaykhdom in Daghestan at their time. However, an 
investigation of the Su i leadership’s approach toward jihād explains al-Qaḥī’s 
actions differently. Two different—jihadi-oriented and paci ist—attitudes of Su i 
shaykhs towards Russian rule had already existed in Daghestan from the times 
of the nineteenth century imamate. As the story goes, when Ghāzī-Muḥammad 
asked permission for jihād from his shaykh, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Ghāzī-Ghumūqī (d. 
1866), the latter refused to give his consent. Ghāzī-Muḥammad then turned to 

463 al-Dashlaqī, Muḥammad. “Mas’ala al-taṣawwuf wa ḥurmatuhu ī hadhā al-zamān.” Bayān 
al-Ḥaqā’iq 7 (1927): 19-22. al-Dashlaqī, Muḥammad. “Baqiya ma i al-‘adad al-thamin.” Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq 9 (1927): 5.
464 “Maktub al-shaykh Ḥasan al-Qaḥī,” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 8 (1927): 10. 
465 Al-Qaḥī, Ḥasan Ḥilmī. “Risāla 142.” in Maktūbāt al-Al-Qaḥī. Wasā’il al-murīd ī rasā’il al-ustadh 
al-farīd. Dār al-Nu‘mān. 2005. On al-Qaḥī and the correspondences in Maktūbāt see also Kemper, 
Michael. “Khālidiyya Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād” Die Welt des Islams vol. 42, 
1 (2002): 41-71.
466 More about the life and works of shaykh Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī see, Kemper, Michael. “Khālidiyya 
Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād.” Die Welt des Islams, 42, no. 1 (2002): 55-70. The 
extensive collection of the letters of shaykh Ḥasan Ḥilmī al-Qaḥī was published in Daghestan in 
1999, see: Wasā’il al-murīd fī rasā’il al-’ustādh al-farīd. Makhachkala: Dar al-Risala, 1999.



186

Shaykh Muḥammad al-Yarāghī (d. 1838) for the same permission. Al-Yarāghī, a 
master of Jamāl al-Dīn, was angry at the Russians and did not hesitate to consent 
to jihād.467 This episode testi ies that in the Naqshbandī tarīqa of Daghestan there 
was not a single attitude toward the question of jihād against Russians. While 
al-Yarāghī (possibly, for personal reasons) blessed jihād, Jamāl al-Dīn warned 
his disciples against pursuing it. Later, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sughūrī (Thughūrī) 
continued this jihadi-oriented line. Contrary to this, Shaykh Maḥmūd al-Almānī 
(d. 1877) opposed jihād.468 After the revolution of 1917, the shaykhs of this 
Naqshbandīya-Maḥmūdīya (named after its founder) followed by al-Qaḥī and 
his master Sayfallāh al-Nitsovkrī were inclined to cooperate with the Russians. 
Contrary to them, Najm al-Dīn and Uzun Ḥajjī represent ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-
Sughūrī’s line of jihadi-oriented action against the Russians. However, there 
were also exceptions to this rule, with the Maḥmūdīya shaykh Ibrāhīm al-Kuchrī 
(d. 1930) supporting jihād. Thus, one may argue that the political situation was 
decisive and not the Su i silsila or the orientation of the masters. 

Being Sala i in creed, the Daghestani reformists attacked Su is for both 
political and religious reasons. Decreasing Su i in luence in Daghestan 
would give them a strong position as religious authorities in the Daghestani 
Soviet society. Additionally, continuing the Egyptian balanced Sala ī line, the 
Daghestani reformists saw Su i practices as innovations that hampered the 
development of Daghestan. 

4.4. The “Wahhābī” stigma of the reformists and its echoes in Daghestan
In his unpublished draft work, The History of the Revolution in Daghestan, ‘Alī 
Kaiaev begins with the story of ‘Alī Ḥajjī. Describing the shaykh’s journey to 
Mecca and Madina, he reports: 

Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī al-Aqūshī, who was one of the scholars of Daghestan, 
met with the adherents of this old opinion469 from among the scholars 
of al-Ḥaramayn—Mecca and Madina. Also, he pulled them into a 
conversation about the Wahhabis. They told him their opinion about 
“their [the Wahhabis] confusion and delusion.” They also added that 

467 Kemper, Michael. “Khālidiyya Networks in Daghestan and the Question of Jihād.” Die Welt des 
Islams, 42, no. 1 (2002): 44
468 Knysh, Alexander. “Contextualizing the Sala i – Su i con lict (from the Northern Caucasus to 
Hadramawt).” Middle Eastern Studies, 43. No. 4 (2007): 515.
469 These “adherents of this old opinion” were ‘ulamā’ opposing the Wahhabis. 
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some Daghestanis who also visited Egypt470 adhere to this new path of 
Wahhabism. Moreover, they insisted that he [‘Alī Ḥajjī] reject this new 
path and make efforts to prevent the people of Daghestan from receiving 
that disease. 

Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī returned from his pilgrimage to Daghestan, and 
he was under the impression of what he heard from the scholars of 
al-Ḥaramayn about the action of the Wahhabis and the spread of their 
teaching in different parts of the Islamic world. He saw an Arabic 
newspaper which was published in Daghestan at that time in which 
articles were printed rejecting religious innovations (bid‘a) as well as 
superstitions (al-khurafāt) that contradict both reason and experience 
as well as articles that called for renewal, for educational and for 
religious reforms, and for independence of thinking. Furthermore, these 
ideas were well received by many of the scholars and those who study 
the sciences. ‘Alī Ḥajjī was sure that those who wrote these articles are 
the ones about whom the scholars of al-Ḥaramayn told him. Moreover, 
he [‘Alī Ḥajjī] immediately began to oppose this [the newspaper] and 
their call.471

This paragraph uncovers the confrontation between ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii 
and ‘Alī Kaiaev. For ‘Alī Ḥajjī the authors of the newspaper were Wahhabis 
in luenced by scholars such as Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, Muḥammad ‘Abduh 
and Buṭrus al-Bustānī. Obviously, ‘Alī Ḥajjī did not differentiate between 
Wahhabism and Sala ism, that is why he considered Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, 
Muḥammad ‘Abduh and Buṭrus al-Bustānī to be Wahhabis. The newspaper 
that he meant must have been Jarīdat Dāghistān, the only Arabic-language 
newspaper published in Daghestan in those days. From the viewpoint of ‘Alī 
Kaiaev, his journal was not for but against Wahhabis․ Here, the term bid‘a is 
vital; ‘Alī Kaiaev considered the actions of Wahhabism to be bid‘a, whereas 
from the viewpoint of ‘Alī Ḥajjī the actions of the reformists were bid‘a. This 
confusion has its reasons. 

During the 1920s Daghestan was immersed in discussions about al-
Wahhābīya (Wahhabism). Even in the Soviet era, many Daghestani authors 
wrote letters and theological treatises on al-Wahhābīya and criticized each 
other. One vivid example of this kind of debate is the polemic between Nādhir 

470 Obviously, this was about ‘Alī Kaiaev. 
471 al-Ghumūqī, ‘Alī. History of Daghestan in the Revolutionary era. Private archive of ‘Alī al-
Ghumūqī, FOL. 23-24.
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al-Durgilī and Yūsuf al-Jungūtī at the very end of the 1920s.472 The reformist 
journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq did not remain aloof from these discussions either. 
Its contributors used to criticize this movement which gained new political 
power in the Middle East. Paradoxically, Su i shaykhs such as ‘Alī Ḥajjī were 
also vigorously criticizing Wahhabism. At irst glance, it may seem that this is 
a question on which igures such as Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī and the reformist Abū 
Sufyān Akaev might come to an agreement. However, using the same label of al-
Wahhābī, they targeted completely different groups. For ‘Alī Ḥajjī the reformists 
of Daghestan were the followers of Wahhabism while Akaev and other 
contributors to Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq were denouncing as Wahhabis those who 
resisted their reforms and supported the colonial powers. To understand the 
reason for this paradox, one needs to comprehend the historical development 
of the Wahhābīya and its relations with other Sala i movements supporting the 
idea of pure Islam.

Historically, Wahhabism is one of the Islamic movements to restore the 
“true” Islam— a goal which was central for the reformists as well. After the 
lourishing Middle Ages, the Muslim empires that once stretched from Spain 

to Indonesia were broken up and their various parts were gradually coming 
under the domination of European empires. As Sean Oliver-Dee observes, “By 
the time that India was taken under direct British rule in 1858, Muslim thinkers 
in South Asia and the Middle East particularly were beginning the process of 
critical self-examination that began the modern Islamist movement.”473 In the 
early 1740s, the Najdī religious scholar Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb (1703-
1792) declared that Muslims had reverted to idolatry. Named after Muḥammad 
ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb, the Wahhābīya puritan movement arose in Najd, at the 
heart of Central Arabia. Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb was sure that “people 
had lapsed into religious ignorance, jāhilīya, a barbaric state wherein they 
did not recognize their violation of the imperative to devote all worship to 

472 Nādhir al-Durgilī penned his work Ijtihād and Taqlīd (“Al-Ijtihād wa-l-taqlīd”) around 1928. 
One year later, in 1929 Yūsuf al-Jungūtī wrote a reply on al-Durgilī’s work called A Sharp Talk 
Around the Solution of the Ijtihād Issue and the Necessity of Taqlīd (“al-Qawl al-sadīd ī ḥasm maddat 
al-ijtihād wa wujūb al-taqlīd”). Both manuscripts currently are kept in the Fund of the Oriental 
Manuscripts of the Institute of History, Archeology and Ethnography of the Daghestan Scienti ic 
Centre of Russian Academy of Sciences, FMS, D. 35. Containing four works by Nādhir al-Durgilī and 
Yūsuf al-Jungūtī, this huge manuscript embodies the hot debates around Wahhabism in Daghestan 
during the Soviet era.
473 Oliver-Dee, Sean. The Caliphate Question: The British Government and Islamic Governance. 
Lexington Books. 2009. P. 43-44.
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God alone.”474 The main characteristic of the teaching is its strong emphasis 
on the principle of the oneness of Allah (tawḥīd) and rejection of everything 
jeopardizing that principle (for instance, the veneration of Su i shaykhs and 
pilgrimage to their tombs).

The Wahhabi preachers became in luential due to their political agreement 
with the Āl Sa‘ūd—what became the Saudi royal family. In the beginning, 
Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb proposed his reforms to the chief of his 
birthplace ‘Uyayna. However, his severe punishment of those who were 
reluctant to perform communal prayers, his rigid interpretation of the Sharī‘a 
and even his public stoning of a woman antagonized the inhabitants of his 
birthplace and their leader.475 Forced to leave ‘Uyayna, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb 
headed to Dir‘iyya, desiring to convince its Sa‘ūdi amīr to adopt his message. For 
the latter, accepting a religious agenda promised an opportunity to compensate 
for the limitations of his rule. In 1744, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb and the founder of 
Āl Sa‘ūd Muḥammad bin Sa‘ūd (d. 1765) established an alliance. This alliance 
gave an ideological impetus for the Sa‘ūd while simultaneously improving 
the position of the Wahhabis in political matters.476 Nevertheless, during the 
nineteenth century, the Ottoman Egypt led by Muḥammad ‘Alī Bāshā managed 
to destroy this emerging state. 

The age of the shattering of empires brought new opportunities for the 
expansion of building Sa‘ūdi-Wahhābī politics. The early decades of the 
twentieth century witnessed the disintegration of local emirates in Arabia and 
the rise of ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn ‘Abd ar-Raḥmān Āl Sa‘ūd. Gaining the support of 
the Ikhwān—the Wahhābī tribal military forces that later became the Saudi 
Arabian National Guard—Ibn Sa’ūd managed to recapture Riyadh in 1902.477 
Now the Wahhābīs and Āl Sa‘ūd had to deal not only with the local forces but 
also the British and Ottoman Empires.

‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Sa’ūd appeared a promising ally for Rashīd Riḍā, whose 
conviction about the stagnation of the fragmented Islamic world deepened 
especially when, by the initiative of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938), the 
National Assembly of Turkey abolished the Caliphate on 20 February 1924. The 

474 Commins, David. The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia. I. B. Tauris: London, New York. 2006. 
P. 3.
475 al-Rasheed, Madawi. A History of Saudi Arabia. Cambridge University Press. 2010. P. 16.
476 Bowen, Wayne H. The History of Saudi Arabia. Greenwood. 2007. P. 69
477 Ibid., P. 83.
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existence of the Ottoman Caliphate was one of the main arguments for those 
scholars of Islam who held that the establishment of caliphates in different 
regions, including Daghestan, was forbidden by the Sharī‘a since only one 
caliph could reign at one time. The abolition of this central Islamic institution 
reactivated their ight for its re-establishment. On top of that, the British 
Empire changed its policy related to the Middle East. Already in 1924, Britain 
had stopped backing the Sharīf of Mecca al-Ḥusayn ibn ‘Alī al-Hāshimī who 
faced defeat by Ibn Sa’ūd.478 Under the inspiration of Wahhabism, ‘Abd al-‘Azīz 
Ibn Sa’ūd managed to consolidate his control over the Najd and then conquer 
the Hejaz.479 

‘Abd al-‘Azīz Ibn Sa’ūd’s victory encapsulated Riḍā’s hopes for the 
rejuvenation of the Islamic community. Thus, he aimed to rid the Wahhabis of 
their counterproductive religious attitude so that they would gain popularity in 
the newly conquered Hijaz and abroad. During the last two decades of his life, 
Riḍā became increasingly conservative—“a transformation that culminated 
with his all-out campaign to rehabilitate the Wahhabis in the mid-1920s.”480 
While scholars such as Albert Hourani intimated that Riḍā’s Syrian origins must 
have made him sympathetic to Ḥanbalīs, which, in turn, must have made him 
sympathetic to Wahhabism,481 others have raised the possibility that a younger 
and more rigorist con idant could have persuaded Riḍā to change his religious 
views and drawn him closer to Wahhabism.482 Henri Lauziére contends that 
Riḍā tried to rehabilitate the Wahhabis “primarily for reasons of socio-political 
expediency—that is, more out of necessity than conviction.” As argues Lauziére, 
although Riḍā was hoping for the success of Ibn Sa‘ūd for the victory of pure 
Islam, he continued to regard the religious scholars of Najd with suspicion. Riḍā 
even facilitated the transfer of some of his closest disciples to Mecca and Medina, 
seeking to overcome the obstacle of the Wahhabi ‘ulamā’ there. However, the 
Wahhabi ‘ulamā’ in luenced these disciples pushing them to adopt a more 
radical approach. They may have contributed, somewhat indirectly, to what 

478 Teitelbaum, Joshua. The Rise and Fall of the Hashemite Kingdom of the Hijaz. C. Hurst & Co. 
Publishers, 2001.
479 al-Rasheed, Madawi. A History of Saudi Arabia. Cambridge University Press. 2010. P. 37-69.
480 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. P. 61.
481 Hourani, Albert. Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983. P. 231.
482 Haykel, Bernard. “On the Nature of Sala i Thought and Action.” In Global Sala ism: Islam’s New 
Religious Movement, edited by Roel Meijer. New York: Columbia University Press, 2009, 46-47.
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David Commins has called “the taming of Wahhabi zeal.”483 However, all things 
considered, the Wahhabis had more impact on Riḍā’s disciples than vice versa.484

Throughout its history, the Wahhabi mission has been confronted by a 
constant barrage of criticism from Muslims. While many aspects of Wahhabi 
thought were inherent to Sala ism as well and were accepted by the ‘ulamā’ 
of different sides, there were some questions around which emerged the 
opposition to Wahhabism. Among these questions, for instance, was the 
de inition of a believer and an unbeliever. Sulaymān ibn Suḥaym (d. 1767), 
who was acting in Riyadh, was among the irst to begin a polemical campaign 
against the mission of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb, labelling him a misguided innovator 
in religion.485 The issue of tak ir— declaring that a person who stated to be a 
Muslim is an unbeliever and can legitimately be killed—would also be a major 
difference between the Wahhabis and the balanced reformists such as Riḍā. 
Those siding with Ibn Suḥaym would label the supporters of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb 
as Wahhabis. This label gained a negative connotation and was disliked even 
by the Wahhabis, who considered themselves to be muwaḥḥidūn, stressing 
the core principle of Wahhabism—tawḥīd. During the next two centuries, 
using the same idea of bid‘a and the paradigm of religious decline and revival, 
different groups of supporters of pure Islam would call each other Wahhabis, 
in a pejorative sense. Overall, the name of the Wahhabi movement turned into 
a rhetorical foil, as Aleksandr Knysh has demonstrated.486

Given the support of Riḍā to Wahhabis as well as the shift of some of his 
disciples into al-Wahhābīya, the idea that the reformists in luenced by Riḍā 
were also Wahhabis was not entirely ungrounded. Those supporting Sulaymān 
ibn Suḥaym’s standpoint would call the reformists Wahhabis, drawing a line of 
transmission of ideas that would go from Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb to Jamāl al-Dīn 
al-Afghānī, from al-Afghānī to Muḥammad ‘Abduh, from ‘Abduh to Rashād Riḍā 
and inally from Riḍā to ‘Alī Kaiaev. 

My argument is that it was this imposed association with the Wahhabis 
that pushed the Daghestani reformists to attack Wahhabism—in order to 
dissociate their names from that label. Additionally, having their own idea of 

483 Commins, David. The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia. I. B. Tauris. 2006. P. 71-103.
484 Lauzière, Henri. The Making of Sala ism Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century. P. 88
485 Commins, David. The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia. P. 20-22.
486 Knysh, Aleksandr. “A Clear and Present Danger: ‘Wahhabism’ as a Rhetorical Foil,” Die Welt des 
Islams, 44/1. (2004): 3-26.
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pure Islam, the reformists of Daghestan had many disagreements with them, 
including their approach toward the education system and state-building 
project.

4.5. Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’s criticism of the Wahhābīya 
In the context of this shift in Riḍā’s policy, one might expect that the Daghestani 
reformists would also have been inclined to regard the Āl Sa‘ūd as the dynasty of an 
emerging caliphate (especially after the abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate), or at 
least that they would not be hostile to them. However, Rashīd Riḍā’s in luence was 
unable to counterbalance the Daghestani socio-political environment. The journal 
Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq became a platform for the reformists to attack the Wahhabis. I 
believe there were two main reasons for this: a.) the attacks on al-Wahhābīya would 
clear the name of the reformists of the Wahhabi label and b.) while for Rashīd Riḍā, 
Ibn Sa‘ūd was a promising leader, for the Daghestani reformists the USSR was a 
state satisfying the requirements of Sharī‘a law and ighting the colonial powers 
guilty for the fragmentation of the Islamic world. Consequently, just like it was 
for political reasons that Rashīd Riḍā turned to the Wahhabis, a different political 
situation pushed Daghestani reformists to attack them. To avoid being called 
Wahhabis, the Daghestani reformists of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq began actively criticizing 
Wahhabis, using not only religious argumentations but also anti-colonial rhetoric 
which overlapped with the Soviet rhetoric. Their attacks on Wahhabis were based 
on the same arguments that scholars elsewhere in the world brought up to criticize 
them, including the claims that Wahhabis caused a itna and that they in fact 
cooperated with the colonial states. 

Amir Navruzov claims that “based on the goals and objectives formulated 
on the front page of the journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, the editorial board vividly 
responded to events taking place in the world, in particular those on the 
Arabian Peninsula related to such an acute issue as Wahhabism, the echoes of 
which reached from the Hijaz to Daghestan and were already being vigorously 
discussed by Daghestanis in that period.”487 Navruzov sees the journal and the 
topics discussed on the pages of the journal mainly stressing the events of the 
Islamic world to be the background of the journal’s topics. Not denying the 
importance of the political topics discussed in the Middle East and that they 
created the basis for the debate, nevertheless, I believe that it was not only 

487 Navruzov, Amir. “‘Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’ – zhurnal uchenykh-arabistov Dagestana pervoi treti XX 
veka,” Islamovedenie 3 (2011): 82-93
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the lack of consensus among Muslims which were the reasons for discussing 
the topic of the caliphate; the political situation, including the international 
relations of the Soviets, also had their role in the formation of the reformists’ 
discourse during 1920s. This is especially important in the politization of the 
criticism of Wahhabism. 

The very irst article of the journal discusses the situation in the Hijaz 
and the case of the Wahhabis. Written by Abū Sufyān Akaev, this article starts 
with the idea that the fragmentation of the Islamic world and the antagonism 
between different groups make it easy for countries such as England and France 
to interfere in the affairs of Muslim countries. As Abū Sufyān claims, this was 
also the case in the Hijaz when the Arabs led by the Sharīf of Mecca, Ḥusayn, 
struggled for the caliphate. The author blames the Wahhabis for producing 
itna and describes them with these words: 

This group mainly consists of Ḥanbalīs living in the east of Baghdad 
and they are called Wahhabis.

They are the followers of Imam Ibn Taymīya but they commit 
excessiveness (yartakibuna al-ifrāt) by forbidding the prayer to ask 
prophets [on behalf of the believers] before Allah.488

The same idea was expressed in the article “The question of divorce” by 
Yūsuf Qādī al-Jungūtī: 

In the late twelfth century [Hijri] the Wahhabi group (al- irqa 
al-Wahhābīya) emerged and spread their misguidance (intishār 
ḍalālahum). They took what was said by Ibn Taymīya on divorce (ṭalāq) 
and other questions; they followed him and ascribed to him a lot of false 
opinions until they became a itna and the worst calamity the people of 
Islam suffered from, by shedding Muslim blood, by plundering and other 
[unlawful] actions.489

Like Akaev, al-Jungūtī also links the Wahhābīya to Ibn Taymīya (1263- 
1328); but he uses it to explain the extremism of the Wahhābīya. The author 
regards this extremism as the main reason of itna. Yet, as I mentioned above, 
the reformists also blamed the Su is, those whom the Wahhabis so ferociously 
attacked, of itna.

488 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Aḥwāl al-Ḥijāz wa ghāi’la al-Wahhābīya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1 
(1925): 2.
489 al-Jungūtī, Yūsuf. “Fī mas’alat al-ṭalāq.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 5 (1926): 13-14. 
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Moreover, the question of ziyāra (literally, “visitation”) was a part of 
the anti-Wahhabi discourse. As Akaev argued, “they forbid us to visit the 
graves of saints and the virtuous companions (al-awliyā’ wa al-sāliḥīn), 
or even the prophet’s tomb in Medina (al-Rawḍa al-sharīfa bi-l-Madīna al-
Munawwara).”490 

The topic of visits to shaykhs’ tombs or ziyāra is an important part of the 
discourse related to Wahhabism, given their hostile attitude to this practice. 
However, this discourse did not begin with the emergence of Wahhabism; it 
was an inherent part of Ḥanbalī discourse in general. The rituals associated 
with the ziyāra led in many instances to tension with the ‘ulamā’. The problem 
is related to the idea of tawḥīd, which is the central idea in Wahhabism. Those 
who forbid ziyāra explain it with the fear that graves—including the tomb of 
Prophet Muhammad—can become an idol. 

Early scholars of Islam such as Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal and Imām Shā i’ī permitted 
the practice of ziyāra.491 Their claim is based on some ḥadīths according to which 
graves are a means of reminding the Muslim of the hereafter.492 Nevertheless, 
Ibn Taymīya’s standpoint on this question divided the scholars into two main 
groups: those who state that ziyāra is important and even necessary and those 
who see them as idolatry and innovation.

As a proof and basis for their arguments, the scholars of the irst group use 
a ḥadīth in which the Prophet is reported to have encouraged people to visit his 
own grave.493 For instance, the Shā i’ī  scholar Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī explicitly 
stated that travelling to visit the tomb of the Prophet was “one of the best of 
actions and the noblest of pious deeds with which one draws near to God, and 
its legitimacy is a matter of consensus” and that ban on this pilgrimage is “one 
of the ugliest positions that has been reported of Ibn Taymiyya.” 494 The same 
position was held as well by the Ḥana ī scholar ‘Alī al-Qārī (d. 1605/6), who 
was sure that “Amongst the Hanbalis, Ibn Taymiyya has gone to an extreme by 

490 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Aḥwāl al-Ḥijāz wa ghā’la al-Wahhābīya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1 
(1925): 2.
491 Diem, Werner; Schöller, Marco. The Living and the Dead in Islam: Indices. Otto Harrassowitz 
Verlag. 2004. P. 23, 55.
492 Al-Matroudi, Abdul Hakim I. The Hanbali School of Law and Ibn Taymiyyah: Con lict or 
Conciliation. Routledge. 2006. P. 96.
493 Ibid., 96.
494 Rapoport, Yossef; Ahmed, Shahab. Ibn Taymiyya and His Times. Oxford University Press. 2010. 
p. 291.
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prohibiting travelling to visit the Prophet—may God bless him and grant him 
peace.”495

Ibn Taymīya refuted these opinions, stating that all the ḥadīths cited by his 
opponents in support of visiting graves are either unauthentic or fabricated. 
According to Ibn Taymīyya, the people of innovation who irst endorsed this 
practice were responsible for fabricating these ḥadīths.496

Another disputable point among these ‘ulama’ was about which graves 
can be visited. A part of the scholars of the irst group argued that while some 
mosques or graves such as al-Masjid an-Nabawī in Madina can be visited, 
ziyāra to other mosques are not acceptable according to the ḥadīth which 
reads, “Do not travel except to three mosques…” Ibn Taymīya, in his turn, 
introduced more limitations by prescribing the way these three mosques 
should be visited. According to Ibn Taymīya, the ziyāra of the Prophet should 
consist of a simple salutation only.497

Later, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb embraced Ibn Taymīya’s stance on visiting 
gravesites and challenged previous Ḥanbalī scholarship even further, forbidding 
any ziyāra. Furthermore, the Wahhabis even used to punish Muslims who 
practiced ziyāra, referring to the Qur’an: “And never offer prayer for anyone of 
them who dies and do not stand by his grave, surely they disbeliev e in Allah and 
His Apostle and they shall die in transgression.”498

An article from 1927 in Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq by Abū Muḥammad Mas‘ūd al-
Muhūkhī provides the most detailed explanation of the reformists’ standpoint 
on ziyāra. The author mentions three main reasons why people should visit 
graves. According to him, by making ziyāra visitors would be reminded of 
death and of life in the hereafter. They would also bring bene it to the deceased 
by praying for them. Finally, visiting a grave is a pious act because it is in 
accordance with the Sunna of the prophet Muḥammad.499

Then the author turns to the question of putting buildings on the graves, 
stating that the construction of mosques or mausoleums on graves is forbidden. 

495 Ibid., 292.
496 Ibid.
497  Ibn Taymīya, Ziyārat al-qubūr wa al-istinjād bi al-maqbūr. Ṭanṭā: Dār al-Ṣaḥāba lil-Turāth. 
1992. P. 17-18.
498 Q. 19:84
499 al-Muhūkhī, Abū Muḥammad Mas‘ūd. “Ziyāra al-qubūr.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 6 (1927): 13. 
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As proof of his argument, the author cites ḥadīths from the Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 
stressing that these ḥadīths have a good isnād.

Al-Muhūkhī adds that this practice of erecting buildings on graves is what 
Jews and Christians do: “The Messenger of God, peace be upon him, forbade 
erecting buildings on graves or using graves as mosques; he did so as a warning 
about the similarity of Jews and Christians in glorifying the graves and taking 
the graves as places for feasts.”500 The author also mentions Ibn Taymīya, who 
said that “These mosques, which are based on the graves of the prophets, the 
righteous, the kings, and others, must be removed by demolition or otherwise.” 
However, he mentions that there is a dispute about this standpoint among the 
scholars.501

The Daghestani case was complicated given the wide spread of 
Sufism and Sufi ziyāras in the country. Consequently, the Wahhabi call for 
prohibiting ziyāras was a very delicate question. Paradoxically, by criticizing 
the Wahhabis for their ban of ziyāras, the authors of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq would 
involuntarily become defenders of the regional Sufi tradition and of the Sufi 
ritual that they otherwise rejected. The Daghestani reformists tried to avoid 
this paradox by stating that the Wahhabis were followers of Ibn Taymīya but 
that they went even further then he did in their extremism. In other words, 
the Daghestani reformists attacked the Wahhabis not for their rejective 
attitude towards ziyāra (which they shared) but for their extremism. The 
reformists continued to speak against the Sufi practices and performances 
in these places, removing the Sufi ziyāra practice from the scope of licit 
visitations of graves. 

Al-Muhūkhī states that worship, dhikr and immolation in ziyāra are 
innovations which are forbidden. Those making these steps are likened to the 
era of the jāhilīya.502 As one can notice, the author keeps the balanced position 
inherent to reformist Sala is; while there are bene its of ziyāra, there are also 
acts related to the practice of ziyāra which are forbidden. When referring to 
Islamic scholars, al-Muhūkhī usually evaluates and comments on the type and 
reliability of the sources such as ḥadīths. However, when citing Ibn Taymīya, 
he does not comment on his ideas. By explaining the acceptability of ziyāra by 

500 al-Muhūkhī, Abū Muḥammad Mas‘ūd. “Ziyārat al-qubūr.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 6 (1927): 13.
501 Ibid.
502 Ibid.
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famous scholars of Islam and even by Ibn Taymīya, al-Muhūkhī leaves no place 
for the radical viewpoint of Wahhabis. 

Finally, the Daghestani reformists criticized the Wahhabis for their assumed 
support for colonial states. As they argued, colonial powers like Great Britain 
used the Wahhabists against their Muslim brothers. The religious critique of 
Wahhabism thereby supports the ideological/political critique of colonialism 
and the West. Even more, Abū Sufyān Akaev considered the West’s policy of 
dividing the Muslim world to be the result of the Wahhabi actions: 

Among different peoples, such as the British and French, there is a 
rule—oppression of different states. The reason for this is the itna and 
controversy in Muslim society. This itna allows Europeans to intervene 
in the affairs of these states, and they justify this by the pretense that they 
want to stop the turmoil in these countries. In this turmoil, they help one 
of the two sides so that the supported party eventually defeats the other. 
They have used this rule since times of old in relation to the Turkish 
state, and while until now they did not succeed in conquering the lands 
of the Turks, they did contribute to the fact that states such as Greece, 
Romania, Serbia and other countries separated from Turkey and become 
independent. Тhey do not stop spreading such confusion between the 
residents of the Hijaz and the Turks, telling the Arabs that they are more 
worthy of being caliphs than Turks. “The caliph of the prophet is among 
you, among your tribe and not among the Turks.” Moreover, when the 
Turks started the war with Britain, the British inspired the Sharīf of 
Mecca, Ḥusayn, to speak out against the Turks. Ḥusayn was deceived 
by their words, declared independence and proclaimed himself caliph, 
relying on the support of Britain. We saw in some newspapers and 
letters an agreement between the British Governor McMahon and Sharīf 
of Mecca Ḥusayn on cooperation and mutual assistance.503 The Turkish 
government was not able to return these areas to its jurisdiction. When 
people learned that the British helped Ḥusayn and that he continues to 
do everything at their command, they began to ight against him.504

503 The author means the correspondence between the Sharīf of Mecca Ḥusayn and Sir Henry 
McMahon, British High Commissioner in Egypt between 1915-1916, in which the United Kingdom 
government agreed to recognize Arab independence after the war in exchange for the Sharīf of 
Mecca launching the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire. Kattan, Victor. From Coexistence to 
Conquest: International Law and the Origins of the Arab-Israeli Con lict, 1891–1949. Pluto Press: 
London, New York, 2009. P. 98-103.
504 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Aḥwāl al-Ḥijāz wa ghāi’la al-Wahhābīya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1 
(1925): 2. 
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In the late Victorian (1837-1901) and Edwardian (1901-1910) eras, the 
British government considered the Muslims within the empire to be an internal 
threat while the Ottomans were considered to be allies of the British. At the end 
of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, the situation 
changed. The British Empire was concerned by the decline of the Ottoman 
Empire, fearing that “the Sick Man of Europe” would fall under the power of 
forces hostile to the British.505 Another concern emerged in 1900 when the 
Ottoman Sultan began to build the Hijaz Railway to connect the imperial center 
with Mecca, the center of spiritual power. Britain accepted this as a step to 
enhance the caliph’s “standing within the global Islamic community, and in so 
doing, creating the possibility of divided loyalties within the British Imperial 
Muslim community.”506 However, the Young Turk Revolution (July 1908) made 
an end to ‘Abd al-Ḥamīd II’s plan to strengthen his authority as the caliph. As 
Oliver-Dee claims, this new reality was also “a disappointment to the British 
who had been hoping that both the Caliphate and ‘Pan-Islamism’ would die 
with the revolution.”507 He summarizes the British policy in the region in a 
proverb, “If two ish are ighting, look for the Englishman.508” Obviously, the 
same idea that dominates in the historiography of the Caliphate Question was 
also voiced by Akaev. Going further, Akaev also criticizes the policy of France, 
with similar allegations being made against them.509

4.6. The Congresses of Cairo and Mecca and the responses of Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq and the OGPU
At the beginning of the 1900s, the reform-minded intellectuals popularized 
the idea of a restoration of the Arab caliphate. The question of whether the 
Ottoman Sultan was the caliph of all the Muslims was under discussion from 
the beginning of its establishment, and not every scholar of Islam accepted 
him as caliph, stating that the real caliph should be a Muslim Arab from the 

505 Corrigan, H. “German Turkish Relations and the Outbreak of War in 1914,” Past and Present, 
36 (1967), 144–52
506 Oliver-Dee, Sean. The Caliphate Question: The British Government and Islamic Governance. 
Lexington Books. 2009. P. 45.
507 Ibid., 46.
508 Ibid., 43.
509 al-Ghazānishī, Abū Sufyān. “Aḥwāl al-Ḥijāz wa ghā’la al-Wahhābīya.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 1 
(1925): 2.
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tribe of the prophet Muhammad, the al-Quraysh.510 Among the forefathers of 
those intellectuals discussing the question of the re-establishment of an Arab 
caliphate were ‘Abd al-Raḥman al-Kawākibī, Rashīd Riḍā and İsmail Gaspıralı. 
Kawākibī presented his famous work Umm al-Qurā (“The Mother of the Cities,” 
i.e., Mecca) as the secret protocol of an Islamic Congress convened in Mecca 
during the pilgrimage of 1899 to restore the Arab caliphate. In 1907, Gaspıralı 
took practical steps to organize that kind of congress in Cairo, but his attempts 
were unsuccessful.511 However, only two decades later, two All-Muslim 
congresses were organized independently from each other in Cairo and Mecca. 
The abolition of the Caliphate on 20 February 1924 prompted competing 
powers in the Middle East, including al-Ḥusayn ibn ‘Alī al-Hāshimī, Ibn Sa‘ūd 
and the Egyptian king Fu’ād, to announce plans to restore the caliphate on 
their territories. At the same time, both Britain and the USSR observed these 
developments closely and hoped to in luence them in their favor. 

An article was published in the fourth issue of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq entitled 
“Telegram on the start of the congress in Mecca.”512 While the title mentions 
only the Meccan Congress (7 June-5 July 1926), this article also covers the 
competing congress that took place in Cairo (13-22 May 1926). 

The congresses were convened in two places: in Cairo in Egypt 
and Mecca. We do not see any bene its for the Muslims in the congress 
organized in Egypt. The fact is that Egypt is currently under British 
control. There is no doubt that the most important members of this 
assembly are those who sold their souls for the bene it of Britain and 
act according to British directives. Everyone knows that the British are 
oppressors of Muslims, the decision that will be made in Egypt will be in 
the interests of Britain, and there will be no bene it to Muslims in this. 
Britain would never have allowed such a congress to be convened if they 
had not hoped to capitalize on it. And since all that Britain stands for is 
harming and oppressing Muslims, we considered this congress useless 
for Muslims and ignored it.513

510 Montgomery, Watt W. “Kuraysh”. The Encyclopedia of Islam, Volume V. Leiden and New York: 
BRILL. 1986. P. 434–435.
511 Kuttner, Thomas. “Russian jadîdism and the Islamic world: Ismail Gasprinskii in Cairo, 1908. 
[A call to the Arabs for the rejuvenation of the Islamic world].” Cahiers du monde russe et soviétique 
16, no. 3-4 (1975): 383- 424.
512 “Al-Tilikrām bi in‘iqād al-Majlis ī Makka al-Mukarrama.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 4. (1926): 4.
513 Ibid.



200

Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’s claim that Britain initiated the Cairo Congress was 
grounded. When the ‘ulamā’ of al-Azhar announced their intention to convene 
a Muslim Congress in Cairo, Great Britain declared that the restoration of 
the caliphate was a religious problem in the solution of which Britain would 
not interfere. However, given the British in luence in Egypt, this desire to not 
interfere meant that the congress organizers were free to organize it without 
fear of hindrance.514 If Egypt’s King Fu’ād I was to become caliph, Great Britain 
would prefer this to any other scenario. In contrast, the Soviets supported the 
Meccan Congress. When the ‘ulamā’ of al-Azhar began their organizational 
activities for the Cairo Congress, Muslims of different countries reacted to the 
news of the congress. In March 1926, the chairman of the Central Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims, Rizaetdin Fakhretdinov (Riḍā al-Dīn bin Fakhr al-
Dīn), sent a telegram to the chairman of the Central Executive Committee of the 
USSR, Mikhail Kalinin, in which he noted: 

Тhe Muslim population of the RSFSR fully joins the protest of Indian 
Muslims against the convening of the Caliphate Congress in Cairo. The 
congress must be convened in a country outside the sphere of in luence 
of the imperialist powers; Egypt, under the rule of England, does not 
satisfy this condition, where there is no guarantee for Muslims to reveal 
their true opinions freely. The convening of the congress in Mecca as a 
sacred place for all Muslims would be entirely consistent with the task 
facing the congress, provided this is protected from the in luence of the 
imperialists.515

Later, the head of the Department for Agitation and Propaganda of the 
Communist Party, Vilgelm Knorin, received the report “On the All-Muslim 
Congresses in Cairo and Mecca” (produced by the Vostochnii otdel of OGPU), 
which stated: 

After the abolition of the caliphate in Turkey, Britain intensi ied its 
activities aimed at the re-establishment of the caliphate, but one that 
would be under their full in luence and control. The British attempts to 
proclaim as caliph one of their protégés in Arabia, as you know, failed,516 
which forced them to transfer their activities to Egypt. A whole series of 

514 Kramer, Martin. Islam Assembled: The Advent of the Muslim Congresses. Columbia University 
Press, 1985. P. 86.
515 Romanenko, Vladislav. Sotrudnichestvo sovetskoi diplomatii i musul’manskogo dukhovenstva 
SSSR v 20-e gody XX veka. Nizhnii Novgorod: Medina, 2005. P. 67.
516 The author meant al-Ḥusayn ibn ‘Alī al-Hāshimī’s caliphate ambitions. 
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sources indicate that this time King Fuad of Egypt was nominated as a 
candidate for the caliph.

In our Union, an invitation to the Cairo Congress was received 
by the Central Muslim Board of Muslims in Ufa and by the individual 
representatives of all the Muslim regions of the Union. Muslims of the 
Soviet Union earlier (during the period of the abolition of the caliphate 
in Turkey) had the opportunity to declare their attitude to the caliphate 
issue in general, which determined their position regarding the caliphate 
congress convened in Cairo. In March 1926, the Central Spiritual 
Administration organized a protest against the convening of a congress 
in Egypt, in a country under the rule of England, where there are no 
guarantees for Muslims to freely reveal their true opinions.517

These three texts—Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’s telegram, Fakhretdinov’s letter and the 
secret OGPU report—share the same message, i.e., that Cairo’s congress serves 
the interest of Britain and is therefore harmful to Muslims. It shows that the 
standpoint of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq coincided with the standpoint of the of icial Soviet 
organs. As we saw when discussing Najm al-Dīn’s ambitions for the imamate, 
the reformists, and especially the editor-in-chief of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, Akaev, 
were already actively involved in the debates around an imamate and implicity 
around the caliphate. Akaev was opposed to Najm al-Dīn’s imamate, stating that 
only the Ottoman Sultan is the caliph. When the caliphate was abolished, Akaev 
already lost his key argument. This time, in 1926, he does not oppose the re-
establishment of the caliphate but opposes its re-establishment under British 
in luence. Here the Daghestani reformist borrows from Soviet rhetoric. 

Another congress was held in Mecca. On 28 April 1926 Ibn Sa‘ūd sent a 
telegraph to various Muslim rulers and scholars, inviting them to a Meccan 
Muslim congress:

For the service of the two holy sanctuaries and their inhabitants, to 
secure their future, to increase the means of comfort for pilgrims and 
visitors, to improve the holy lands in all respects which all the Muslims 
in general care for, to ful il our promises we made and with a view of our 
wish to see the Muslims cooperating in serving these holy lands.518

517 “On All-Muslim Congresses in Cairo in Mecca.” Islam i sovetskoe gosudarstvo (Po materialam 
Vostochnogo otdela OGPU. 1926g.) Vypusk 1. (ed. by Arapov, Dmitrii, Kosach, Grigorii), (M.: Izd. dom 
Mardzhani, 2010), p. 64-66
518 Kramer, Martin. Islam Assembled: The Advent of the Muslim Congresses. Columbia University 
Press, 1985. P. 107-108
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For Ibn Sa‘ūd this was a chance to clear his name as an intolerant sectarian. 
One of the key differences between the two parallel congresses was their 
attitude toward the caliphate issue. While there were rumors that the congress 
of Cairo was to elect a caliph, in spite of the fact that the caliphate question was 
not included in the agenda, the Meccan Congress, as we see from Ibn Sa‘ūd’s 
message, put the primary stress on the sacred cities and Ḥajj issues. 

Possibly because of this, the overall reaction of the USSR to the congress in 
Mecca, including in Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, was more positive. In fact, the political 
situation pushed the journal to soften their attitude toward the Wahhabis. In 
the same “Telegram on the Start of the Congress in Mecca,”519 the editorial of 
the journal says: 

As for the second congress, it just convened in Mecca. Ibn Sa’ūd, the 
leader of the Wahhabis played a leading role in it. This second congress 
is different from the irst, even though the convocation of this congress 
was also carried out by British efforts. Despite this, we did not oppose 
this second congress since many famous scholars of Islam from all over 
the world are gathering there. We believe that this would be bene icial 
for Islam and for Muslims despite the intervention and cunning of the 
British. 

As demonstrated above, the Wahhabis, alongside Su is, were usually the 
target of heavy critique in Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq. However, here, the journal mentions 
that Ibn Sa’ūd was the leader of the Wahhabis yet still states that the congress in 
Mecca “would be bene icial for Islam and Muslims” even if it had British support. 

Similar twisting can be found in the report “On the All-Muslim Congresses 
in Cairo in Mecca” by the Vostochnii otdel of the OGPU. Particularly, it said: 

The Meccan Congress convened on the initiative of the King of 
the Hijaz (Gedzhas), Ibn Saud, and was supposed to discuss issues of 
attracting Muslims of all countries to participate in the maintenance and 
development of the improvement of sacred places and the settlement 
of pilgrimage, i.e., the issues that really interested the entire Muslim 
world; it did not meet opposition (except from Persia). Almost all of 
the Muslim countries and spiritual organizations agreed to attend the 
Meccan Congress.520

519 “Al-Tilikrām bi In‘iqād al-Majlis ī Makka al-Mukarrama.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 4. (1926): 4.
520 “O Vsemusul’manskikh kongressakh v Kaire i Mekke (Po materialam spetsosvedomleniia i 
inopressy).” In Islam i sovetskoe gosudarstvo (Po materialam Vostochnogo otdela OGPU. 1926g.). 
Vypusk 1. (Ed. Arapov, Dmitrii, Kosach, Grigorii). Moskva: Izd. dom Mardzhani, 2010. P. 69
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It seems that the fact that the question of the restoration of the caliphate was 
not included in the agenda of the Meccan Congress made it acceptable for the 
Daghestani reformists. Additionally, a comparison of Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq’s article 
with the report of the OGPU shows how the Daghestani reformists adapted to 
the of icial Soviet position to the question. 

For the USSR, the Meccan Congress was a counterbalance to the Cairo 
event and a stage of anti-British actions. Obviously, when the Daghestani 
Muslim reformists had to choose between the non-Wahhabi Egyptian congress 
(many participants of which were ideologically close to them) and the Meccan 
Congress under the leadership of Wahhabis, they chose the second one as “a 
lesser evil” to British imperialism. 

The attitude of the Soviet leadership towards the issue of the caliphate 
was not unambiguously negative. The idea of  a “caliphate under the indirect 
in luence of the Comintern” even appeared in the Executive Committee of the 
Comintern as “a force of outstanding revolutionary signi icance.” It is unclear 
how this was imagined, as the Soviets also stated that “the caliphate is generally 
a reactionary factor.” Nevertheless, even a “reactionary” movement, if it was 
directed against Great Britain, could be interpreted as “revolutionary.” The goal 
was to “tear the caliphate” out of the hands of England. This would be “a victory 
for the Comintern in the East.”521

Finally, another key moment discussed in the article published in Bayān al-
Ḥaqā’iq and the Soviet documents on the Meccan Congress was the question 
of the members of the Soviet delegation. On this question, Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 
claimed: 

We heard that some people who secretly monitor the activities of 
the journal’s editorial staff said that the editorial team allegedly did 
not react to the telegram received about the convocation of a congress 
in Mecca to elect a caliph among Muslims and that they did not want 
to send anyone there as a delegate. They do not know the real reason 
that we did not send anyone to this election and therefore we want to 
clarify this.

The fact that we did not send anyone there is not at all because 
we did not want this. The fact is that we received a telegram about the 
congress from the highly esteemed muftī Riḍā al-Dīn bin Fakhr al-Dīn. 

521 Naumkin, Vitalii. “Sovetskie muftii na Vsemusul’manskom kongresse: rabota nad dogovorom.” 
Minbar.Islamic Studies 12(2) (2019): 349. 
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However, the telegram did not reach us quickly enough but was received 
only three days before the start of the congress. During this time, we 
could not convene all our scholars in order to choose who will be our 
representative in Mecca. We also could not collect money in the amount 
of 100 rubles for a trip in such a short time, as was mentioned in the 
telegram. This is the reason why we did not send our delegate to this 
second congress.522

The Soviet secret documents and correspondence demonstrate that the 
members of the Soviet delegation to the Meccan Congress were carefully selected 
since the Soviet side charged the delegation with several political tasks. This is 
clear from the letter sent from 3 April 1926 by Georgii Chicherin (1872-1936), 
the People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs in the Soviet government, to the 
General Consul of the USSR in the Kingdom of Hijaz, Nejd and Af iliated Areas, 
Karim Khakimov. In this letter, Chicherin states that “to strengthen our relations 
with Ibn Saud and to oppose the British plans in Arabia, the use of our Muslims 
by sending a delegation to Hijaz is of great importance. By sending the delegation, 
we pursue two main objectives: 1) counteracting the British plans for electing 
a caliph conforming to their interests at the all-Islamic congress; 2) ensuring 
the participation of our Muslims in those international Muslim institutions that 
can be created to control the “holy places.”523 This letter shows how vital this 
delegation was for the USSR. 

The OGPU secret report also mentions the importance of selecting delegates 
carefully: 

The difficulty of the tasks facing our delegation demands from us 
much caution when composing this delegation. In addition to the fact 
that this delegation is to consist of persons highly respected not only 
within the Soviet Union but also beyond its borders, full confidence 
is needed that our delegation will be able to consistently implement 
our plans.524

This report also says that the delegates were selected by the Muslim 
population. However, given the importance of these persons, one may assume 

522 “Al-Tilikrām bi in‘iqād al-majlis ī Makka al-Mukarrama.” Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq 4. (1926): 4.
523 Naumkin, Vitalii. “Sovetskie mufti na Vsemusul’manskom kongresse: rabota and dogovorom.” 
Minar.Islamic Studies 12(2) (2019): 351.
524 “On All-Muslim Congresses in Cairo in Mecca.” In Islam i sovetskoe gosudarstvo (Po materialam 
Vostochnogo otdela OGPU. 1926g.). Vypusk 1. (Ed. Arapov, Dmitrii, Kosach, Grigorii). Moskva: Izd. 
dom Mardzhani, 2010. P. 70.
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that the inal decision depended on the Soviet leadership. The delegation led 
by the muftī Fakhretdinov did not include anyone from the North Caucasus. 
The reason was possibly the delay of the telegram; however, one may also 
suspect that no one was included in the delegation given that in 1926 the North 
Caucasus was considered a region where the struggle against “reactionaries” 
had not yet been completed.525 

I presume that the Soviets took into consideration the probability of new 
pro-caliphate and anti-Soviet activities among Daghestani Muslims against the 
background of regional and international in luence. Nor could they exclude 
the possibility of British support for anti-Soviet forces given the unfriendly 
relations between the USSR and Britain.526

4.7. Conclusion
With the Sovietization of Daghestan, the Bolsheviks took power into their own 
hands, which created a new atmosphere the Daghestani scholars of Islam had 
to deal with. While Gotsinskii and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii preferred to oppose 
the new power (the irst one with the revolt and the second one with anti-
Soviet agitation among the Daghestanis), other scholars opted for coexistence 
or cooperation with the Bolsheviks. Akaev was among the latter. A group of 
scholars saw new opportunities in the created environment and sought to take 
a leading position among the religious scholars of Daghestan. 

The journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq became one of the tools to implement that 
vision. From the irst issues and even from the title of the journal it become 
visible how the journal’s authors positioned themselves so as to best reap 
the bene its of the new order. Their choice was an “orthodox” position which 

525 “Nastuplenie musdukhovenstva i mery bor’by s nim.” In Islam i sovetskoe gosudarstvo (Po 
materialam Vostochnogo otdela OGPU. 1926g.). Vypusk 1. (Ed. Arapov, Dmitrii, Kosach, Grigorii). 
Moskva: Izd. dom Mardzhani, 2010. P. 53-59.
526 The years between 1924-1931 within which the journal was published are known as the 
period of the tensions of Anglo-Soviet relations. The events like the “Zinoviev letter” scandal 
shows the existing problems in the relations of these two states. The “Zinoviev Letter,” received 
by the British Foreign Of ice on October 10, 1924 and dated Moscow, September 15, 1924 was 
addressed to “The Central Committee, British Communist Party,” instructed the Party “to carry 
on a constitutional agitation for the rati ication of the Anglo-Soviet Treaties; to form ‘cells’ in the 
Army; to attract ex-servicemen into the ranks of the Communist Party and to prepare for ‘an armed 
insurrection’.” The Soviet Chargé d’Affaires informed the Foreign Of ice that the letter was a forgery. 
Nevertheless, the Anglo-Soviet scandal was inevitable. Another dip in relations can be mentioned 
by the fact of not rati ication of the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement. Coates, William Peyton, Coates, 
Zelda K. A History of Anglo-Soviet Relations. Lawrence and Wishart; London, 1945. P. 183.
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allowed them to criticize other Muslims such as Su is and Wahhābīs. In this 
context, the attacks on Wahhabis and Su is appear as an instrument for claiming 
Islamic authority also vis-à-vis the state. The contributors of the journal had to 
show that they were the religious force that was empowered to make religious 
decisions and show what true Islam was. This aspiration overlapped with Soviet 
policy towards the musdukhovenstvo (Islamic spiritual leadership) of that time. 
The Bolshevik Party’s support of reformers was one of the temporary strategies 
intended to divide and undermine Islam. The reformists of Daghestan saw the 
potential for common ground with the new regime. It is in this context that the 
journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq was established. From the very beginning, the authors 
emphasized their authority in pure Islam, on the one hand, and their loyalty to 
the Soviets, on the other. As an argument for their loyalty and rightness, the 
authors of the journal portrayed the Soviet system as being in accordance with 
Islamic law, thereby justifying their cooperation with the regime.

In the context of desires to become the leading religious authority, the 
journal’s treatment of two major topics—Su ism and Wahhabism—are 
signi icant. Attacks on Su ism became a tool for undermining their opponents, 
whose followership among the Daghestani people was still broad. While 
conceding that taṣawwuf has a rightful place in Islam, the reformists blamed 
the Su is of their days of supporting itna among the Muslims. Attacks on Su is 
had both political and religious motivations. The removal of the in luential Su i 
shaykhs from the political arena of Daghestan would increase the weight of the 
reformists in Daghestani society. In the context of religious argumentations, 
the Sala ī creed of the reformists pushed them to identify Su i practices 
as innovations in Islam. The journal did not attack Su ism per se but rather 
its manifestations in contemporary Daghestan. This, the topos of “pseudo-
shaykhs,” played a central rule in that discourse. In Su ism shaykhs are carriers 
of baraka, a blessing power that transmits from one shaykh to another. The 
contributors of the journal claimed that the shaykhs of their days are not 
the progenies of the real shaykhs. The discourse over the pseudo-shaykhs 
emerged not with the journal but it has roots in the inner-Su i confrontations. 
For instance, already before the revolution, Shaykh Bashlarov in one of his 
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letters also speaks about the pseudo-shaykhs who are dangerous.527 Akaev and 
others who wrote about this topic made use of this debate and placed it into the 
context of state-building and progress, where these “pseudo-shaykhs” become 
the symbols of the old, backward past which should be left behind.

The second intensively discussed topic was that of pure Islam and 
Wahhabism. Political and religious motivations also came together in the 
question of Wahhabism. However, here the situation was more complicated. Due 
to the link between Daghestani and Egyptian reformists, on the one hand, and 
the relations of Riḍā with the Wahhābī leadership on the other, the Daghestani 
reformists were themselves labelled as Wahhabis. To clear their names, they 
launched severe attacks on Wahhabism. To do this, the reformists implemented 
the whole arsenal of Islamic ideas, including rhetoric about the phenomenon 
of itna, the extremism of the Wahhabis and their connections with the colonial 
West. This was a rhetorical foil. Several competing camps labelled each other 
‘Wahhābī’ in trying to clear their names from accusations of Wahhabism and 
positioning themselves as an authority of the correct, pure Islam. 

The criticism of Wahhabism, however, was politicized given its connection 
with Soviet interests in the Middle East. Nevertheless, their rhetoric was not 
only Islamic, and they also used the idea actively promulgated by the Soviets 
according to which the Wahhabis were used by colonial powers such as Great 
Britain against their Muslim brothers. The Soviets required an opposition to 
counterbalance a possible Egyptian caliphate, and the reformists also came to 
see the Wahhabi leader ibn Sa’ūd as the “lesser evil.” Here again, we see that 
overlapping vocabulary of the Soviets and the reformists. 

527 See more, Shikhaliev, Shamil. Dukhovnoe nasledie dagestanskikh su iiskikh shaykhov XIX – 
pervoi poloviny XXvv.: problem izucheniia i interpretatsii tekstov. (Planovaia rabota). The Institute of 
History, Archaeology and Ethnography of Dagestan Federal Research Center, Russian Academy of 
Sciences). F.3. Op. 1. № 304. P. 8.
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General Conclusion

The emergence of the reformists of Daghestan
In the second half of the nineteenth century, the discourse over the necessity 
of reforms in Muslim education, Muslim culture, social life and Islamic law 
spread over the territories controlled by the Russian and the Ottoman Empires. 
Being tightly connected with these empires, the ‘ulamā’ of Daghestan also 
participated in this discourse. At the turn of the century, the irst reformists 
had already launched their activities in Daghestan aiming to implement the 
reforms through which they desired to ful ill their vision of the future for a 
developed Daghestan. 

In this thesis I discussed the works of three main igures—Abū Sufyān 
Akaev, ‘Alī Kaiaev and Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov. Though they owed their 
education to the nineteenth century Daghestani traditional madrasas, they also 
studied or cooperated with the scholars outside Daghestan and spent some 
time in places such as Egypt and Central Asia. Kaiaev studied in Egypt, while 
others like Akaev and Mavraev went to Kazan, Ufa and Bakhchysarai to become 
familiar with the new method schools already quite widespread and rooted in 
these places. These close ties in luenced the development of the Daghestani 
reformist discourse. 

After spending some time outside Daghestan, they returned to the country 
and sought to make use of the methods and knowledge they had gained. This 
new knowledge and methods related mainly to the sphere of education and in 
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the following years they established new schools or became teachers at existing 
schools. In both cases, they saw their main mission in the introduction of the 
new knowledge that they claimed was most important for the development of 
the country. Their irst activities were launched in the villages or regions they 
were familiar with; however, there they met with much resistance and failed to 
enroot their educational enterprises. For instance, in 1901 Muḥammad-Qādī 
Dibirov was invited to the village of Aksai in Khasaviurt okrug. The invitation 
was sent by Shaykh ‘Abd al-Wahhāb Ḥajjī Dydymov. Later, Dibirov wrote about 
his practice in Aksai: “This madrasa was clearly Arabic before me [i.e., had a 
traditional orientation with a curriculum centering on Arabic and Islamic 
sciences]. I converted it into a secular school. Alongside Arabic, I also taught 
secular sciences. All of the mullas and qādīs were against me and considered 
me an unbeliever. Thus, I had to leave Aksai for Temir Khan Shura.”528 Faced 
with stiff opposition to their enterprises, the reformists left their native regions 
for Temir Khan Shura, the administrative center of Daghestan in the Kumyk 
lowlands. Reformism thus became an urban phenomenon and developed in 
opposition to the traditional religious authorities whose power bases were in 
the mountains.

At the end of the irst decade of the twentieth century, these reformists 
found in Temir Khan Shura fertile ground to implement their ideas. It is there 
that they started to cooperate with other actors, including the socialists; and 
it is in this entanglement that the individual reformists began to form a group 
characterized by common ideas and beliefs on how education and society 
should be organized. In this context, the city of Temir Khan Shura played a 
signi icant role. 

Built as a fort in the 1830s, Temir Khan Shura was an Imperial Russian rather 
than Daghestani or Islamic town. In 1866, Temir Khan Shura gained the status 
of a city, and by the end of that century had already became a home for nearly 
ten thousand people, only ten percent of whom were Muslims; the majority of 
the population, including that of the garrison, consisted of Christian Russians 
and Armenians (around 70%) and Jews (20%). The city had four churches (two 
Orthodox, Catholic and Armenian), two mosques and two synagogues. 

Unlike rural parts of Daghestan such as the Avar and Dargi regions, where 

528 Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, Dakhdugadzhi. Mukhammad-Kadi Dibirov (Karakhskii). 
Na Izlome Vekov. Makhachkala: Epokha, 2015. P. 20
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traditional education and the traditional Muslim authorities (mainly Su i 
shayks) were strongly rooted and in luential, Temir Khan Shura promised new 
horizons and new visions for the Islamic expansion of the reformists. It was a 
tabula rasa for the Daghestani reformists who hoped to implement here the 
full scope of their plans and projects without directly facing the criticism of the 
supporters of the traditional education system. 

Picture 6: Temir Khan Shura and its main church, the Andreevsky military cathedral 
(built in 1961 at the end of the nineteenth century) 529

This concentration of reform-minded scholars in Temir Khan Shura also 
was conditioned by the printing and publishing houses that they set up or 
cooperated with. Already from the 1870s several typographies were established 
in Daghestan. In 1901 ten typographies of icially functioned in Daghestan, 
many of them located in Temir Khan Shura and Port Petrovsk (today’s 
Makhachkala). Most of their production was in the Russian language530 since 

529 Source: https://www.etoretro.ru/
530 Isaev, Amirkhan A. Magomedmirza Mavraev – pervopechatnik i prosvetitel’ Dagestana. 
Makhachkala: Dagestanskii nauchnyi tsentr RAN, 2003. P. 14.
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printing in the local languages was very dif icult. Due to the lack of permission 
to open a printing house to publish their own works in Daghestani languages, 
the reformists Akaev and Mavraev started publishing several works (including 
those of Akaev) in Bakhchysarai at the printing house of Gasprinskii.”531 In 
1903, Mavraev managed to organize the establishment of an Islamic printing 
house in Temir Khan Shura, thereby marking the start of mass production of 
reformist (and other) works. More than 300 titles, either in the Arabic language 
or Daghestani languages using the Arabic script, were published in this printing 
house before 1917. 

The printing house contributed not only to the spread of reformist ideas but 
also became a hub for the cooperation of the reformists. Еstablished by Mavraev, 
it was led by Akaev and published many works by him and other reformists. 
Another platform of cooperation became the newspapers published by the 
reformists, the most signi icant of which was Jarīdat Dāghistān established 
in 1913. Financed by Badavi Saidov and Magomed-Mirza Mavraev, Jarīdat 
Dāghistān became the main platform for reformist ideas. The newspaper thus 
became a platform for reformists to spread and control information. This 
control over the mass production of newspapers would be crucial especially 
after the 1917 revolutions. 

The reformists’ books published in the printing houses of Mavraev and 
the contributions in the pages of the newspapers demonstrates that the main 
topic of the reformists’ discourse before 1917 was education. Akaev had a goal 
to publish textbooks for the new schools and in many cases these textbooks 
had nothing to do with religion. An episode in Akaev’s life clearly indicates 
this. While Akaev was selling books in one of the villages of Daghestan, he 
had a conversation with Jalāl ad-Dīn Karabudagkenstkii, an historian and 
well-known scholar in Daghestan. In that conversation, Akaev complained 
that he and his books were criticized by the traditional scholars. In response, 
Karabudagkentskii suggested to Akaev that he should “somehow connect his 
books with religion.”532 We can underline two vital nuances here. First, the 
topics of Akaev’s books were mainly not related to Islam and the textbooks 
he published were not designed to introduce Islamic sciences into the schools. 

531 Ibid. P. 16-17
532 Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’: sbornik statei, perevodov i materialov, edited by 
Gasan M.-R. Orazaev. Dagestanskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo: Makhachkala, 2012. P. 31.
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Second, we see that the opposition to Akaev was not about religious issues in 
the irst place—he did not confront the traditional scholars of the mountains 
with books about Islamic reform—but about the place of secular studies in the 
madrasa curriculum.

The topic of education was dominant on the pages of Jarīdat Dāghistān 
as well and aroused quite some controversy. As we have seen, before 1917 
the reformists also published articles related to religious questions and the 
political situation; but these did not touch upon debatable issues and were 
far from being radical. Also, in the light of tsarist censorship, the reformists 
refrained from attacking the traditional ‘ulamā’ or the imperial order. 

Being interested in the same issues, such as the school system and language 
issues, and acting across the same platforms such as the printing house 
and newspaper, the reformists shared not only goals and rhetoric but also 
resources and the environment that was created in Temir Khan Shura in the 
early twentieth century. Hence, when the 1917 February Revolution happened 
and the Russian Empire collapsed, they were visible as a coherent group—a 
phenomenon that was enhanced by the circumstance that most—though not 
all by far—reformists were of Kumyk ethnic origin.

The politicization of the reformists after the February Revolution
While in the years before 1917, the main emphasis of the reformists’ discourse 
was on school and language issues, the February Revolution opened new 
political roles for the reformists. The elimination of central control after the 
collapse of the empire allowed the reformists to articulate themselves on the 
political stage of the country as well. This participation is visible in their roles 
as organizers or active members of political events and by the rhetoric they 
adopted.

First of all, their personal participation in the political gatherings and 
other events allowed them to in luence the political arena directly. To give an 
example, Dibirov became a member of the Executive Committee of Daghestan, 
and he participated in the congresses of the Muslims of the Caucasus in Ti lis 
and Baku. Already in 1918, while the question of the imamate was discussed in 
Temir Khan Shura, the reformists were in the center of the meeting and had a 
big impact on the creation of the anti-Gotsinskii sentiments. At the same time, 
they took certain positions which allowed them to ight against their political 
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and ideological opponents from a position of power. For example, Akaev served 
as a secretary to Shaykh al-Islām Akushinskii. These positions gave them power 
and freedom to act while their discourse allowed them to create their image as 
political actors in the state-building processes. 

In the sphere of articulation of their ideas, the reformists were well-
grounded especially because they controlled the press. Already experienced 
in the publication of newspapers since 1913, the reformists signi icantly 
increased this sphere directly after the collapse of the empire. Alongside the 
Arabic-language Jarīdat Dāghistān, many newspapers started to appear in 
the major vernacular languages of Daghestan. These periodicals were crucial 
in the sense of spreading and controlling political information. This control 
also meant that the opponents of the reform-minded scholars would have 
problems in using these platforms. For instance, Dibirov mentions in his 
work that when Gotsinskii wanted to publish his open letter addressed to the 
people of the North Caucasus in Jarīdat Dāghistān, Kaiaev, the editor-in-chief 
of the newspaper, did not want to allow that. Gotsinskii had to ask Mavraev 
for that favor. It was only after that that the letter mentioning Gotsinskii 
as a muftī (not imām) appeared in Jarīdat Dāghistān. While the traditional 
‘ulama’ had no problems in the reproduction of religious knowledge through 
the circulation of manuscripts and the organization of scholarly debates on 
religious topics, in the sphere of political affairs the reformists had signi icant 
preponderance due to their periodicals which allowed them to spread 
information effectively. Unfortunately, there is no data about the circulation 
of these periodicals. In 1921, the Daggosizdat (“Daghestani State Publishing”) 
was publishing the Avar language newspaper Red Mountains, the circulation 
of which was between ive hundred and one thousand copies.533 It can be 
assumed that the circulation of the newspapers published in 1917 by the 
reformists was less than one thousand. Nevertheless, given that at the turn 
of the twentieth century the literacy rate among Daghestanis was around 
ten percent of the population, this circulation was in luential. Furthermore, 
in Daghestan like in many other parts of the Islamic world, one copy of a 
newspaper could be a source of information for hundreds of people: one 
educated person could read the information for the others.

533 Malamagomedov, Jamaludin. “Istoriia avarskoi pressy 1917-1930gg.: stanovlenie i razvitie.” 
Istotiia, arkheologiia i etnogra iia 4 (2018): 83.
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Furthermore, unlike the Volga-Ural region, where after 1905 Gasprinskii’s 
pioneering newspaper Terjuman obtained competition in the form of more 
conservative outlets such as the journal al-‘Asr al-jadīd (“The New Century”) 
published between 1906 and 1907,534 in Daghestan the newspapers of the 
reformist camp did not have competitors from among the ‘ulamā’. In this 
sphere, the Bolsheviks could not compete either, given that their newspapers 
were in Russian, not using languages such as Arabic, Kumyk, Avar or other 
Daghestani languages that could attract a wider readership among the Muslim 
population. The effectiveness of ruling (or those who seek to rule) is dependent 
upon the communication (media, language, alphabets, etc.). In this context, the 
reformists possessed the necessary means to ilter information and at the same 
time present themselves as desirable allies within the political formations of 
the post-revolutionary period. 

In Daghestan, the balance of power was not clearly tilted to one side or 
another, and between 1917 and 1920 all actors maintained a certain lexibility. 
Gotsinskii was hesitant with regard to his imamate and signed as muftī rather 
than imām; Uzun Ḥajjī irst elevated Gotsinskii to the of ice of imam, and 
then, when that failed, himself; Akushinskii supported the Bolsheviks and 
then struggled against them. These cases demonstrate this lexibility. Each of 
these leaders—Gotsinskii, Akushinskii and Uzun Ḥajjī—had the potential to 
become supreme leader in Daghestan. Their competition pushed them to be 
more lexible while making alliances with other forces on the ield, such as the 
Bolsheviks in the case of Akushinskii or the passive support of Denikin in the 
case of Gotsinskii. 

This lexibility was prominent not only for these shaykhs but also for the 
Bolsheviks and the secular political leaders. The Bolsheviks’ cooperation with 
Shaykhs Akushinskii and Uzun Ḥajjī against Denikin or Kotsev’s agreement 
with these very two shaykhs demonstrate that that lexibility was found 
on all sides of the political arena of Daghestan. Of particular importance is 
the fact that the irst Soviet of icials needed local allies because they lacked 
Muslim credentials. While the Daghestani people valued an Islamic madrasa 
education, all prominent Daghestani socialists had studied outside Daghestan: 
Takho-Godi at Moscow State University, Korkmasov at a Stavropol gymnasium 

534 Ross, Danielle․ Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia․ Indiana 
University Press, 2020․ P. 148-149
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and Sorbonne University, Dakhadaev at the Institute of Engineers of Ways of 
Communication in Saint Petersburg and Buinakskii at Moscow State University. 
As we saw from our discussion of the language and education issues, persons 
who studied in Russian were seen by the Daghestani Muslim scholars as not to 
be trusted. Being the representatives of socialism in Daghestan, at the beginning 
they were perceived as anti-Muslim, forcing the socialists to eliminate this 
negative image. To make themselves relevant to Daghestani society, they had to 
articulate their message within the speci ic cultural context of that society. This 
required the use of the vernacular, for otherwise the message would not be 
accepted. To make socialism and the issues it discussed important and relevant 
to Daghestani society, the socialists chose to speak Islamic. For this purpose, 
they cooperated with some Su i shaykhs such as Akushinskii but also with the 
reformists. This elastic strategy demonstrates that these Daghestani socialists 
were political moderates capable of balancing and negotiating political, 
educational and social concerns.

Finally, alongside these traditional ‘ulamā’ and the Bolsheviks, the reformists 
of Daghestan also were quite lexible in their agendas. Their lexibility made 
their cooperation with the Bolsheviks possible. Their desire to demonstrate 
the compatibility of socialism and Sharī‘a and later their adjustment of their 
Islamic and educational agendas to the programs and demands of the socialists 
are good examples of that. 

The engagement of the reformists in the political processes brought more 
political concepts and ideas onto their agendas. As they switched from merely 
educational to political issues, their way of communication and argumentation 
also changed. From the tradition of debating through manuscripts (a slow 
process, given that scholars took their time to write sophisticated rebuttals 
and commentaries in Arabic), they shifted to face-to-face debates during 
meetings and congresses, where they occasionally had to shout in order to 
make themselves heard. Thus, they no longer addressed only the small group 
of ‘ulamā’ and their students; rather, they broke out of the old corporation 
of religious scholars and entered a ield where actors came also from among 
ordinary people and secular elites. In this context, the terms they used 
became crucial; they explained their viewpoints in a terminology that was 
familiar to the Daghestani people—and acceptable. Thus, when supporting the 
parliamentarian system, they explained it as Islamic shūrā; and when attacking 
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their enemies, they described their actions as itna. Nevertheless, this does not 
mean that it was just a rhetorical maneuver; nothing indicates they did not feel 
comfortable when using the religious idiom.

In this thesis I described the 1917 revolutions in Russia as an important 
turning point in the discourse of the Daghestani scholars, and when I started 
this project, my preliminary title and subtitles often mentioned the word 
“revolution” or “revolutionary.” In the course of my work, I then realized that 
ideological discussions of the Petrogradian perception of revolution are nearly 
absent from the lexicon of the Daghestani ‘ulamā’. They were talking about 
positive and negative consequences of the revolutions of 1917 for Daghestan, 
and they were talking about the compatibility of Islam and socialism; however, 
questions about the nature of a revolution, of class and society, and, importantly, 
of socialism, remained completely beyond their discussions. A reader who 
opens the issues of Jarīdat Dāghistān will hardly ind any mention of Lenin or 
his ideological standpoints. 

Daghestani scholars of Islam of all sides were acting in the general context 
of the Russian Revolution of 1917; however, their discourse was located in the 
Islamic arena. They were more concentrated on issues related to Islam and the 
Muslim world, and when they discussed the revolutionary events in Russia, they 
were explaining them through these Islamic lenses. The Daghestani ‘ulamā’ 
operated within the classical ield of Islamic law, in which they were irmly 
grounded. All of them argued from within the Islamic (mainly Shā iʿī) tradition. 
However, the agendas and solutions offered by individual scholars differed 
because even within the Shā iʿī tradition they had enough space to maneuver. 
This was especially vivid in the discussions over the imamate; while some used 
arguments from the Shā iʿī tradition in favor of the imamate, others referred to 
the same corpus of legal works to identify arguments against it. In this context, 
however, the reformists made some steps to go beyond the Shā iʿī tradition as 
well when they needed to make counterarguments. Not limiting themselves to 
only one source of inspiration, these scholars were easily “juggling” the rich 
varieties of the Islamic tradition. To be sure, in many cases they echoed the 
Egyptian reformists, but they never followed them blindly; rather, they also 
took arguments from other works, including those from beyond the Shā iʿī 
school. They adopted what was essential for their own agenda and omitted 
what was not supporting their standpoint. 
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The revolution was something that gave them an opportunity and freedom 
to talk but it was not the basis of their discussion on the ideological level. Thus, 
the Daghestani ‘ulamā’ pursued their visions of a Daghestani future in a language 
that can be described as Islamic. Tellingly, there were limits to the discourse 
about the compatibility of socialism and the Sharīʿa; while both the reformists 
and the Bolsheviks of Daghestan sought to substantiate the compatibility of 
socialism with the Sharīʿa, the reformists also mentioned contradictions and 
then gave preference to the solution offered by the Sharīʿa. This cooperation and 
shared rhetoric between the socialists (later the Bolsheviks) and the ‘ulamā’ 
(both reform-minded and not) was anchored in the dominance of Islam in 
every sphere of life. Those ‘ulamā’ who agreed to cooperate with the Bolsheviks 
demanded guarantees for the enduring centrality of their religion. The local 
Bolsheviks’ cooperation with the traditional ‘ulamā’ and the reformists was 
possible also because at the center the Bolsheviks claimed to implement a 
policy of giving some freedom to the religions oppressed during the imperial 
era. This temporary policy of “religious equality”’ also served as a justi ication 
for the ‘ulamā’ who preferred cooperation with the Bolsheviks over those who 
demanded that the struggle against the Bolsheviks take the form of jihād. 

This cooperation guaranteed them a place in the framework of the Soviet 
system. Of course, with the Bolsheviks establishing themselves irmly, the 
reformists’ sphere of activity was again limited to education and culture, 
with no access to political power. Their works were related predominantly to 
education and culture. The loss of their political positions coincided with the 
loss of the traditional Muslim scholars’ dominance over the urban regions of 
Daghestan (Akushinskii was now an enemy of the Soviet system and his control 
was mainly limited to the Dargi region; Uzun Ḥajjī tried to establish his own 
emirate and died; and Gotsinskii continued his ight against the Bolsheviks in 
the Avar mountains only.). In this situation, the reformists illed the emerging 
vacuum of religious authority. By using the notion of pure Islam, they positioned 
themselves as the better religious authorities and guardians of Islam. After the 
defeat and execution of Gotsinskii in 1925, the reformists became the only 
Muslim (Islamic) players remaining in the public discourse on politics. This 
temporary alliance was a short success story as it allowed for the opening of 
a new Islamic journal and of schools which had much in common with those 
desired by the reformists. 
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This changed with the shift in the general Soviet religious policy in the 
mid-1920s. This break in their cooperation, however, was bilateral since the 
role that the reformists desired was that of politician-scholars. The end of the 
1920s demonstrated that the Soviet system did not have any room for them 
beyond educational and some purely religious issues. The reformists felt the 
fragility of this cooperation. Once the Bolsheviks turned against the reformists, 
leading personalities of the latter began to write works in which they openly 
attacked atheist standpoints; examples of which would be ‘Ali Kaiaev’s The 
arrow that pierced the throat of the atheist and Akaev’s The dialogue between a 
Muslim and an atheist. With the production of such works and their circulation 
in manuscript form, the reformists in a way returned to the “traditional” 
media culture that they had left when engaging with printing and journalism. 
A detailed analysis of these works remains beyond the scope of the present 
thesis, but their mere emergence characterized the end of a short period of 
mutual tolerance against common enemies.

The place of the Daghestani case in the study of Jadidism and reformism 
in Russia
In her book, Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial 
Russia, Danielle Ross claims that the Tatar Jadidism emerged from “the social 
hierarchies, institutions and debates within the Volga-Ural ‘ulama’” and was 
conditioned by the socio-economic changes of the 1850s-1890s.535 Danielle Ross 
emphasizes that Tatar Jadidism was a last stage in a continuous development of 
Islamic learning in the Volga-Urals. She argues that Jadidism was a successful 
result of the pre-Jadīd expansion of literacy and education carried out by the 
Tatar scholars whom the Jadīds would criticize.536 Ross’s claim can partly be 
applied to the Daghestani reformism. 

The Daghestani reformists were latecomers in the Jadīd movement spreading 
in the Ottoman and the Russian Empires from the mid-nineteenth century 
and reaching its zenith in the early twentieth century. The irst Daghestani 
reformists launched their activities only at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. The main activities such as the opening of schools and publishing of 
newspapers began around 1907 when Akaev and Kaiaev returned from their 

535 Ross, Danielle․ Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia․ Indiana 
University Press, 2020․ P. 141
536 Ibid․ P. 142
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travels. The comparison of the Central Asian and Tatar reformists’ discourse 
over madrasa reforms with the Daghestani reformists’ discourse clearly shows 
that the same rhetoric and claims related to the “backwardness” of the old 
education system and the incapability of these schools and their teachers with 
the demands of modern times. The Daghestani reformists, especially Akaev, 
clearly accept the fact that they had organized travels to become familiar with 
the methods of the reformists of Crimea, Central Asia, the Volga-Urals and 
Egypt. However, they did not copy the reformists’ methods and ideas blindly. 
First of all, their educational background came from the Daghestani traditional 
madrasa. While the desire to learn new methods during their travels was 
crucial, their educational background gave them the prism to look at these new 
methods and ideas. Furthermore, the reformists of Daghestan were followers 
of the Shā iʿī madhhab and were acting mainly within its framework. Contrary 
to them, the Ḥana ī and Mālikī madhhabs were dominant in Central Asia and 
Egypt, respectively. This difference also means that the lenses through which 
the Daghestani reformists viewed the reforms differed. Thus, the Daghestani 
reformism was the product of not only outside in luence but also the result 
of the Daghestani traditional Islamic education of the late nineteenth century. 

In his book The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia, 
Adeeb Khalid demonstrates that the Jadīds of Central Asia were a strong power 
before the revolutions of 1917. The Jadīd-schools numbered in the hundreds 
and their in luence was signi icant.537 At the end of the nineteenth century, 
Central Asia and the Volga-Urals had already become a signi icant center for 
the reformist movement. As Khalid claims, there were many Jadidisms in the 
Russian Empire, each with its own concerns rooted in local social struggles.538 
The fact of the pervasive presence of the new-method schools and appearance 
of  new generations of Jadīds among Tatars and Central Asians speaks about the 
compatibility of the reforms and local tradition. The picture of the reforms and 
the new-method schools in Daghestan, however, demonstrates the opposite. 
The Daghestani reformism was in luenced by two main sources, the Jadīds of 
the Russian Empire and the reformists of Egypt, which in their turn in luenced 
the Tatar Jadidism as well.

537 Ibid. P. 166
538 Khalid, Adeeb. The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998. P. 93



221

Unlike Central Asia and the Volga-Ural region, where at the turn of century 
the new-method schools were widespread elementary education institutions,539 
the reformists of Daghestan could not build a huge network of schools and in 
this way spread their in luence. The major part of Daghestan, especially its two 
largest regions—the Avar and Dargi regions—remained signi icantly under the 
in luence of the traditional ‘ulamā’ and Su i authorities. In 1908 there were only 
eleven new-method schools (Other researchers mention only eight schools.540) 
in the whole of Daghestan, and nearly all of them were in Temir Khan Shura 
okrug. Before 1917, due to the limited in luence of reformism in Daghestan, the 
traditional ‘ulamā’ did not write (or at least we could not discover) anti-reformist 
works criticizing the reformists at the ideological level. Rather they blocked 
any reformist initiatives for opening the new-method schools in mountainous 
Daghestan. The con lict between the reformists and the traditional ‘ulama’ was 
not as violent as in other Muslim regions of Russia and sometimes there were 
no clear frontier lines between the reformists and the traditional ‘ulama’. The 
same ‘ālim could be a reformist in some questions and traditional in the case of 
other issues. For instance, this was the case with Bashlarov, who supported the 
school reforms but opposed any reform in the case of religion. 

Only the February Revolution opened up a real confrontation between the 
reformists and a part of the traditional ‘ulamā’; however, this confrontation 
was still not over the reforms of the educational system but rather over the 
dominance of the political affairs. As Adeeb Khalid shows, the February 
Revolution also opened up a similar confrontation between the reformists and 
the traditional ‘ulamā’ of Central Asia, where the reformists and the traditional 
‘ulamā’ even organized separate congresses.541 In Daghestan, however, the 
struggle took on different forms. First, the reformists were too few to organize 
separate gatherings counterbalancing the in luence of traditional authorities. 
Furthermore, in the case of political questions there was no coherence among 
the traditional ‘ulamā’ in Daghestan. The new politics brought into the open 
the deep con licts that had existed in Daghestan before the rise of reformism. 

539 Ibid. P. 161
540 Yarlykapov, Akhmet. “Metody obucheniia i propaganda idei dzadidizma v Severokavkazskikh 
medrese v deiatel’nosti A. Akaeva (nach. XXv.).” In Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’: 
sbornik statei, perevodov i materialov, edited by Gasan M.-R. Orazaev. Dagestanskoe knizhnoe 
izdatel’stvo: Makhachkala, 2012. P. 62
541 Khalid, Adeeb. The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998. P. 267
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These con licts were over the question of the imamate and the jihād against 
Russia, separating the traditional Daghestani ‘ulamā’ into two main camps. 
These issues became a vital part of the Daghestani political environment and 
overshadowed the con lict between the reformists and the ‘ulamā’. The con lict 
over the imamate veered the reformists into an alliance with the ‘ulamā’ who 
were against Gotsinskii’s imamate and pushed them to put aside the con licts 
that existed between them. Thus, the Daghestani political actors became 
divided into two big camps—the supporters and the opponents of Gotsinskii’s 
imamate. The struggle between the reformists and the traditional ‘ulamā’ in 
Central Asia was much more violent after 1917 especially. Based on the anti-
Gotsinskii sentiments, the reformists, the Daghestani Bolsheviks and a part of 
the traditional ‘ulamā’ found themselves in cooperation. While ideologically the 
reformists were in deep con lict with these traditional ‘ulamā’, their political 
agendas and common enemy overlapped. Thus, we see not a clear confrontation 
between the reformists and the traditional ‘ulamā’ but rather camps where the 
reformists and the traditional ‘ulamā’ found certain spheres to collaborate. 

During the period of writing of this thesis, I have been taking into account 
the argument by Devin DeWeese that so far scholars have given most of their 
attention to the Jadīds while the history before the Jadīds, and, importantly, 
the cultural production of the non-Jadīds were left out of their attention. For 
DeWeese, Jadīd studies need a “vacation.” My investigation of the Jadids of 
Daghestan demonstrated that there are still some aspects of Jadidism that 
have been ignored in scholarship. Furthermore, the Daghestani case helps us 
understand how the local environment in luenced the development of Jadidism. 
At the same time, DeWeese insists that “Jadids deserved a different kind of 
attention—more critical.542” To give such critical attention and not repeat the 
Jadids’ narrative of progress and enlightenment, I endeavored not to study 
the Jadīds in isolation from their ideological opponents and political partners. 
Thus, in this thesis I followed the idea that Devin DeWeese expressed and tried 
to turn the reformists “into real individuals shaped by complex relationship 
with their own society.”543 Thus, reformists can be discussed only in the context 
of the existing con licts of a society full of other actors besides the reformists.

542 DeWeese, Devin. “It Was a Dark and Stagnant Night (’Til the Jadids Brought the Lights): 
Clichés, Biases, and False Dichotomies in the Intellectual History of Central Asia,” Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 59 (2016): 41
543 Ibid. P. 41-42
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In his article on al-Manār’s in luence on Rizaetdin Fakhretdinov, Stephane 
Dudoignon calls attention to the “Sala ist” aspects of Jadīd programs.544 Later, 
Devin DeWeese and Danielle Ross develop this line further, in particular by 
emphasizing the reformists’ links to the balanced reformists of the ‘Abduh-Riḍā 
circle.545 The Daghestani case study investigated in this thesis fully corroborates 
the importance of this link to the Sala i-minded reformers in Cairo. During their 
visits to Egypt, Kaiaev and Akaev developed relations with ‘Abduh and Rashīd 
Riḍā, and al-Manār, the famous newspaper edited by Rashīd Riḍā, remained an 
important stimulus for all of them. Even the structure of al-Manār was a model 
for the newspaper Jarīdat Dāghistān. The newspaper had several sections: 
Of icial, Unof icial, Literary, Announcements, Scienti ic and Section of Letters. 
The last two pages (out of four) were mostly used by Dagestani Muslim scholars 
who were discussing such issues as education and Islamic law.

The present study demonstrates the centrality of religion in the discourse 
of the Daghestani reformists. The traditional education system of Daghestan 
was religious; hence every change in educational programs—even if not 
touching explicitly upon issues of faith and the interpretation of Islam—was in 
a natural way also seen as an attack on what was regarded as “orthodox” Islam. 
The reformists sought to speak on behalf of Islam and portrayed themselves 
as the authority on interpreting the religion. This led to the development of 
positions that we would now classify as Sala ist, especially during the 1920s, 
when the reformists were attempting to become the only trustable source for 
the interpretation of Islam. Unlike previous decades, when the reformists were 
open to cooperation with the Su is, the reformists claimed to be the defenders 
of the pure Islam which should be restored from the de ilements introduced 
into the religion by the pseudo-Su i shaykhs. This claim of purity allowed the 
traditional ‘ulamā’ to associate the Daghestani reformists with the Wahhabis. 
In their turn, the reformists embraced the anti-Wahhabi discourse as a defense 
shield against those blaming them of adhering to Wahhabism. 

544 Dudoignon, Stéphane A. “Echoes to al-Manār among the Muslims of the Russian Empire: A 
Preliminary Research Note on Riza al-Din b. Fakhr al-Din and the Šūrā (1908–1918),” in Stéphane 
A. Dudoignon, Komatsu Hisao, and Kosugi Yasushi, eds., Intellectuals in the Modern Islamic World: 
Transmission, Transformation, Communication. New York: Rougledge, 2006. P. 85–117.
545 DeWeese, Devin. “It Was a Dark and Stagnant Night (’Til the Jadids Brought the Lights): 
Clichés, Biases, and False Dichotomies in the Intellectual History of Central Asia,” Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 59 (2016): 74–82. 
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Daghestani Jadidism and civic nationalism
After discussing the agendas and visions of the reformists and their allies and 
enemies, as well as following the patterns of development for the reformisms 
in the territories of the former Russian Empire, it is meaningful to return to the 
relation between the terms “reformism” and “Jadidism” one more time. In order 
to avoid starting with the premise that the Daghestani scholars-intellectuals 
were just an offshoot of Tatar or Central Asian Jadidism, throughout this thesis 
I employ the term “reformists.” My analysis of the Daghestani reformists’ 
writings allowed me to establish a signi icant cohesion in their views and 
perspectives and, hence, to treat them as a coherent group. They shared the 
same vision of the future for Daghestan, of how the country should develop and 
what means should be used for that development. 

The patterns of reformisms in Central Asia, the Volga-Urals and Daghestan 
overlap but there are also some key differences. The fermentations of reformism 
in Daghestan in the 1910s could be compared with those of the Central Asian 
Jadidism of the 1890s. The Daghestani reformists as well as the Jadīds of 
Central Asia were heavily in luenced by the reformists of Egypt. In their turn, 
the reformists of Daghestan were also signi icantly impacted by Tatar and 
Central Asian Jadīds. All of this convinced me to look at the protagonists of this 
thesis as a part of the broader Jadīd movement, with all the necessary caveats.

While in certain spheres like the school reforms we see these similarities, 
there are also certain points where Daghestani reformism differs from Central 
Asian Jadīdism. Among these differences are the roles of the Daghestani 
reformists within the Soviet system. Unlike Turkestan’s Jadīds, who, as Adeeb 
Khalid claims, “rapidly transformed themselves into Muslim Communists” to 
be able to speak in the name of the Muslims of Turkestan,546 the reformists of 
Daghestan never pretended to be Communists or Bolsheviks. This is probably 
the reason why, in contrast to the Central Asian Jadīds, they could not capture 
the newly established power institutions and were limited to the spheres of 
education and culture. They did not adopt the rhetoric of class struggle that 
legitimated the new regime; rather, the reformists of Daghestan remained 
within the political language of “orthodox’ Islam. Another important difference 
was the non-Turkic character of Daghestani reformism, that is, the fact that a 

546 Khalid, Adeeb. The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998. P. 288.
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broader Turkic solidarity or identity did not play any role. Even Kumyks like 
Akaev and Mavraev still identi ied as Daghestanis and cooperated with Laks, 
Avars and others. This feature in particular resulted in the circumstance that 
in Soviet and early post-Soviet historiography, the Daghestani reformists have 
never been seriously discussed in the context of Jadidism.547 

This brings us to the multiethnic character of Daghestan as a factor for the 
development of Jadidism and, in particular, to the absence of one dominant and 
overarching powerful ethnic nationalism that could have emerged as a political 
factor. In his book Making Uzbekistan, Adeeb Khalid claims that in Uzbekistan 
there were two competing visions of modernity— the Jadīds’ modernity and the 
Bolsheviks’ modernity. The Jadīds’ modernity was Islamic and nationalist.548 In 
the vision of Central Asian Jadīds the nation played a signi icant role. Daghestani 
reformists, in contrast, had no powerful nation to appeal to; rather, their point 
of reference was the notion of belonging to Daghestan. The concept of a nation-
state was not workable in Daghestan. The many people of Daghestan—the 
ahl Dāghīstān, to use the phrase that the reformists frequently employed for 
denoting their audience—needed a model that would allow every ethnic group 
to practice its culture and language. We saw this very clearly in the chapter on 
the language of instruction and education, where the Daghestani Jadīds opted 
for supporting the many local vernaculars, in combination with Arabic, to the 
detriment of a forced introduction of Turkish or Russian. While in Central Asia 
the concept of nation and Turkism were uniting factors, in Daghestan such 
concepts would only have emphasized the divisions between the many ethnic 
groups. 

This brings us to a surprising conclusion: in Daghestan we do not see the 
Jadīds contributing to ethnic nationalism but a civic nationalism associated 
with borrowings from liberalism—and all this in an Islamic form. The Sala i-
minded Daghestani Jadīds presented themselves as proponents of state models 
such as a federation or a republic, seen as the best forms for binding political 
communities together in an ethnically neutral way and on the shared principle 

547 Michael Kemper and Shamil Shikhaliev were the irst to raise this issue. Kemper, Michael, 
Shikhaliev, Shamil. “Dagestanskoe musul’manskoe reformatorstvo pervoi treti XX veka kak 
raznovidnost’ dzhadidizma.” In Abu Su ian Akaev. Epokha, zhizn’, deiatel’nost’. Makhachkala, 2012. 
P. 52-58.
548 Khalid, Adeeb. Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, and Revolution in the Early USSR. Cornell 
University Press, 2015. P. 2.
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of justice and democracy. To this day the name of the Republic of Daghestan 
refers to that old geographical and multiethnic cultural unity as opposed to any 
individual ethnic nation (as in the cases of neighboring Chechnya, Ingushetia, 
Kabardino-Balkaria or Karachay-Cherkessia, for instance). The adoption of 
this non-ethnic based political concept also meant a rejection of any political 
state-building initiatives based on Islam, and in particular any attempts to re-
establish the imamate. In fact, any political uni ication attempts based on one 
nation/one language, or on one Islamic authority such as that of Gotsinskii, 
were rejected by the Jadīds as colonial repression or as a resurgence of 
autocracy—as the end of the freedom they believed they had just obtained. 
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The Main Personalities
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‘Alī Kaiaev (al-Ghumūqī, 1878-1943)

Source: The Fond of Pictures of the Central 
State Archive of the Republic of Daghestan.

‘Alī Kaiaev was born in 1878 in the 
Lak village of Kazi Kumukh. He 
received a traditional Islamic 
education in Daghestani madrasas. 
Kaiaev travelled to Cairo in 1905 and 
spent several years at Al-Azhar 
University, where he cooperated 
with one of the major Muslim 
reformists, Rashīd Riḍā. Returning 
to Daghestan, he became the editor 
of the Arabic language newspaper 
Jarīdat Dāghistān (“The Daghestan 
Newspaper,” 1913-1919). After the 
February Revolution, Kaiaev was 
one of the salient political actors in 
Daghestan, serving on the Daghestan 
Regional Council and as a member of 
the Executive Committee. After the 
victory of the October Revolution, 
Kaiaev left the Daghestani political 
stage and left Temir Khan Shura for 

his native village of Kazi Kumukh. In Kazi Kumukh, he spent most of his time as 
a qāḍī as well as a teacher in a local madrasa. A new stage in his activity became 
his work at the Republican Museum of Daghestan (1926-1928) and at the 
Daghestan Scienti ic Research Institute (November 1928-October 1930). 

In 1930, he was arrested and exiled to Chelyabinsk After several years he was 
released and on 15 November 1934 was reappointed to his job at the Research 
Institute where he worked until December 1938. In 1938 he was arrested for 
the second time and in 1940 was exiled for ive years to Kazakhstan, where 
in December 1943 he died from typhus. On 17 April 1957, ‘Alī Kaiaev was 
rehabilitated.
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Abū Sufyān Akaev (al-Ghazānishī, 1872-1931)

Source: https://bit.ly/3kz2piI

Abū Sufyān Akaev was born in 
1872 in the Kumyk village of 
Nizhnee Kazanishe. He studied at 
the madrasas of Nizhnee 
Kazanishe, Tarki, Nizhnii 
Dzhengutai and Temir Khan 
Shura. 

With Magomed-Mirza 
Mavraev he travelled to the 
Crimea, Central Asia and the 
Volga-Urals region to become 
familiar with typesetting in 
the famous printing house 
of the Tatar reformist Ismail 
Gasprinskii. Akaev also visited 
Egypt. 

In Daghestan he was one of 
the irst to open a new method 
school and also worked in 
the Islamic printing house of 

Mavraev. Between 1925-1928 he served as editor-in-chief of the Islamic journal 
Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq (“Exposing the Truth”). Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq was published 
between 1925 and 1928 in Buynaksk, Daghestan. 

In 1929 he was convicted as a member of the religious anti-Soviet 
organization Dini Komitee (“Religious Committee”) and exiled to the Kotlas 
camps (Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia), where he died in 1931. He was fully 
rehabilitated posthumously in 1960.
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Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov (al-Qarākhī, 1875-1929)

Source: Donogo, Khadzhi Murad, Dakhduev, 
Dakhdugadzhi. Mukhammad-Kadi 
Dibirov (Karakhskii). Na izlome vekov. 
Makhachkala, 2015.

Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov was born 
in the village of Gochob in 1875. 
Dibirov studied in the madrasa of the 
village of Aksai. In 1895 he became a 
teacher at the same madrasa. Later, he 
moved to Temir Khan Shura and 
opened a school there. 

After the collapse of the Russian 
Empire he engaged in the political life 
of Daghestan. After the establishment 
of Soviet power, Dibirov started 
working at the Daghestani People’s 
Commissariat of Education. Then he 
started working at the Daghestani 
Publishing Center as an editor of the 
Kumyk-language newspaper Soviet 
Daghestan and the Avar-language 
newspaper Red Mountains. Between 
1924 and 1929 he was working at 
the Pedagogical Technical College 
of Daghestan and the People’s 

Commissariat of Education.
In 1929, Dibirov was arrested and soon shot (14 December) in the 

Makhachkala prison. Dibirov was of icially rehabilitated in 1988.
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Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii (al-Ḥuzī, 1859-1925)

Source: https://bit.ly/2FTGPqH

Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii was born in 
1859 in the Avar village of Hotso into 
the family of Imām Shamīl’s deputy 
Donogo Muḥammad. 

He studied in the madrasas of the 
Avar regions of Daghestan such as the 
madrasa in the village of Arakanī and 
the madrasa in the village of Untsukul. 
In 1903, Najm al-Dīn travelled to 
the Ottoman Empire. Before the 
revolutions of 1917, Gotsinskii 
worked in the tsarist administration. 
After the February Revolution he 
tried to become imām of the North 
Caucasus and cooperated with 
Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii. Facing 
the strong anti-imamate movement 
led by the reformists, the Bolsheviks 
and a part of the Su i shaykhs of 

Daghestan and Chechnya, Gotsinskii agreed to remain muftī of Daghestan. 
With the coming of Denikin’s army, Gotsinskii refused to go against them 

and headed to the Avar mountainous areas where in September 1920 he led a 
large anti-Soviet uprising. Though the beginning of the uprising was successful, 
the Red Army soon crushed this anti-Soviet uprising. In 1925 Gotsinskii was 
arrested, and on 28 September 1925 he was shot by the decision of the OGPU 
in Rostov-on-Don.
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Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii (al-Salṭī, 1848-1920)

Source: https://bit.ly/3iYkoik

Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii was 
born in 1947 (or 1948) in the village 
of Salta. He was a murīd of Shaykh 
‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sughūrī 
(Thughūrī) and became a shaykh of 
the Naqshbandīya ṭarīqa himself.

Uzun Ḥajjī supported the 
uprising of 1877 and was in favor 
of jihād against the Russians. Thus, 
he was exiled to Siberia by the 
tsarist administration. However, 
he managed to escape from exile in 
Astrakhan, went to Mecca for ḥajj 
(pilgrimage) and then returned to 
the Caucasus in 1916. 

After the February Revolution, 
Uzun Ḥajjī became а supporter of 
Najm al-Dīn Gotsinskii. However, 
unlike Gotsinskii, who refused to 

ight against Denikin, Uzun Ḥajjī came into an agreement with Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
Akushinskii to mobilize Daghestanis against the Whites. 

Losing his hope on Gotsinskii’s imamate, at the beginning of September 
1919, Uzun Ḥajjī proclaimed the establishment of the Emirate of the North 
Caucasus (Severo-Kavkazskoe Emirstvo), with himself bearing the title of both 
imām and amīr, and called for jihād on the Denikin’s army. 

In 1920, soon after rejecting the Soviet ultimatum letter, Uzun Ḥajjī died.
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‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii (al-Aqūshī, 1847-1930).

Source: https://bit.ly/2ZZ9P7e

Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii was 
born in 1847 in Dargi village of 
Akusha. He studied at the madrasa 
of his native village. In 1890 he 
became an imām of the mosque of 
Akusha. 

‘Alī Ḥajjī, a shaykh of the 
Naqshbandīya Su i brotherhood, was 
politically active after the February 
Revolution and was one of the key 
opponents of Gotsinskii’s imamate. 
Having his own interests, ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
became an ally of the Daghestani 
Bolsheviks against Gotsinskii’s 
imamate. 

In 1918 ‘Alī Ḥajjī became 
shaykh al-Islām of Daghestan and 
with Shaykh Uzun Ḥajjī he tried to 
organize the Daghestanis’ defence 

against Denikin’s army. 
Though he cooperated with the Daghestani reformists as well, his religious 

views were in contradiction to the reformists’ standpoints. 
‘Alī Ḥajjī’s cooperation with the Bolsheviks helped the latter to seize power 

in Daghestan. However, after the establishment of Soviet power, ‘Alī Ḥajjī 
changed his standpoint and called the Daghestani people to rise up against the 
Soviets. In 1928, the Soviets opened an investigation against ‘Alī Ḥajjī and his 
supporters, the result of which became the repressions of ‘Alī Ḥajjī’s sons. Due 
to his age (80), the Soviets did not repress ‘Alī Ḥajjī, who died soon after the 
exile of his sons. 
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Alibek Takho-Godi (1892-1937)

Source: https://bit.ly/33QXX8w

Alibek Takho-Godi was born on 15 
August 1892 in the village of Urakhi. 
After the death of his father he went 
to stay with relatives in Vladikavkaz, 
where he graduated from the 
Vladikavkaz Gymnasium in 1912. 

After graduating, he entered 
the Faculty of Law at Moscow 
University. He graduated from the 
university in 1916. 

After the February Revolution, 
Takho-Godi became one of 
Daghestan’s prominent socialists. 
Between 1920 and 1922 he became 
the People’s Commissar of Justice 
and a member of the Daghestan 
Regional Committee of the RCP(b). 
From 1922 to 1929 he became the 
People’s Commissar of Education of 
Daghestan. From 1929 he worked 

in the People’s Commissariat of Education in the RSFSR. He was lecturing at 
Moscow University. 

Alibek Takho-Godi died on 9 October 1937.
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Jalā l al-Dīn Korkmasov (1877-1937)

Source: https://bit.ly/3kATOfF

Jalāl al-Dīn Korkmasov was 
born in the Kumyk village of 
Kumtorkala on 1 October 1877. 
In 1897 he entered the Faculty of 
Natural Sciences at Moscow 
University. Studying here for a 
year, he then went to France, 
where he continued his education 
in the Faculty of Natural Sciences 
at Sorbonne University and the 
School for Advanced Studies in 
the Social Sciences (EHESS). 

Between 1904 and 1906 he 
was living in Temir Khan Shura. 
In 1906 he got arrested by the 
tsarist administration and exiled 
to the Olonets Governorate. 
However, he managed to obtain 
the permission to replace his 
exile with emigration and left 
Russia for France, where he 

continued his education in the Faculty of Law at Sorbonne University. 
After the February Revolution he returned to Russia and with A. Takho-Godi, 

Makhach Dakhadaev and others opened the Socialist Group in Daghestan. On 
5 August 1917, he was elected chairman of the Provisional Regional Executive 
Committee. On 11 April 1920, the Defense Council of the North Caucasus 
and Dagestan was transformed into the Daghestan Revolutionary Committee 
(Dagrevkom) and Korkmasov became its chairman. Between 1920 and 1937 
he held different positions in Soviet Daghestan. 

Jalāl al-Dīn Korkmasov was repressed during the Great Purge and was 
rehabilitated on 4 August 1956. 
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Magomed-‘Alī (Makhach) Dakhadaev (1882-1918)

Source: https://bit.ly/3hQo7gt

Magomed-‘Alī (Makhach) Dakhadaev 
was born on 2 April 1882 in the village 
of Untsukul. 

He studied at the Realschule in 
Temir Khan Shura. In 1900 Dakhadaev 
entered the Petersburg Institute of 
Transport Engineers. In Petersburg, 
he became interested and involved in 
revolutionary activities. In 1905 he 
returned to Daghestan and continued 
his revolutionary activities, being 
arrested twice. He was released and 
graduated from the institute in 1910, 
afterwards becoming a railway engineer 
in Maykop. 

After the February Revolution, 
Dakhadaev became one of the socialists 
active in Daghestan and a member of 
the Provisional Regional Executive 

Committee of Daghestan. Dakhadaev participated in the First Congress of 
the Mountaineers in Vladikavkaz. Dakhadaev was involved in organizing the 
Daghestani Red Army. Dakhadaev was killed in 1918. 

In 1922, the city of Port-Petrovsk was renamed Makhachkala, i.e., the 
fortress of Makhach, after him.
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Muslim Reformism in Daghestan:
Islamic Politics and Muslim Education after the 

Russian Revolution

Summary
My dissertation analyzes the discourse of Daghestani “reformist” Islamic 
scholars (‘ulamā’) after the collapse of the Russian Empire and their attempts 
to gain religious and political authority in  the new post-imperial environment. 
It covers the years 1917 to 1929, that is, from the 1917 February Revolution 
in Russia to the irst massive repression of scholars of Islam by the Bolsheviks. 
This was the period of uncertainties, hopes and dif iculties that characterized 
the years of transition from imperial Russia to the Soviet Union. 

The con licting state-building projects of those days opened a space up 
for debates on the future political order. While most historical work centers 
on events and actors in Petrograd/Leningrad and Moscow, I investigate the 
situation in the North Caucasus, on the fringes of the former Russian Empire. My 
work is based on a broad array of Arabic-language texts composed by Daghestani 
‘ulamā’. These texts include historical treatises, articles in periodicals, political 
poetry and several prominent examples of autobiographical writing. These texts 
enable us to peer into the individual dimension of these revolutionary events. 

The irst chapter focuses on the political situation in Daghestan after the 
victory of the February Revolution. Throughout the chapter, I examine the main 
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political events in Daghestan, in particular, political assemblies and elections, 
re-evaluating the roles of the central actors in Daghestan. By discussing both the 
historiography and the primary sources, I demonstrate how the historiography 
of Daghestan was shaped by the Bolsheviks, who minimized the roles of 
Daghestani Muslim actors such as Su i shaykhs and scholars. The primary 
sources of the time show that the main struggle for power unfolded among 
three leaders with political ambitions, namely Najm al-Dīn Gotsinkii, Uzun 
Ḥajjī Saltinskii and ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii. These three men were recognized 
as leading religious authorities and had their home bases in different parts of 
Daghestan. 

In multi-ethnic Daghestan, people mainly followed the religious leaders 
who came from their own ethnic domains. While Avar Najm al-Dīn Gotsinkii 
and Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii were the most in luential and respected ‘ulamā’ in 
the Avar region of Daghestan, the people of the Dargi region mainly followed 
Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii, who was of Dargi origin. The urban regions of 
Daghestan that were populated by Kumyks were more inclined to follow 
reformist ‘ulamā’ such as Abū Sufyān Akaev. The in luence of the Bolsheviks 
was also limited to the urban regions of Daghestan.

Saltinskii and Gotsinskii attempted to establish an Islamic state (imamate) 
and were opposed by other Su i leaders, Bolsheviks and reformists. The 
confrontation between Akushinskii and Gotsinskii resulted in the political 
failure of these leaders and enabled the Bolsheviks to seize power in Daghestan. 
However, all these camps were lexible in their political agendas; at times 
changing political situations pushed ideological opponents into alliances. The 
Daghestani reformists were one of these lexible groups who found cooperation 
with the Bolsheviks—among whom the leading igures were Alibek Takho-
Godi, Jalāl al-Dīn Korkmasov and Makhach Dakhadaev—a possible way to 
implement their own agenda. The main igures among the reformists were Abū 
Sufyān Akaev, ‘Alī Kaiaev and Muḥammad-Qādī Dibirov. The Sovietization of 
Daghestan gradually reduced the social ield of Islamic law and resulted in the 
repression of non-Bolshevik authorities, including the reformists. 

In the second chapter, I analyze the discourse of the ʿulamāʾ over the ideal 
state model for Daghestan and the concept of freedom in that context. Here 
the main focus is on the perception of the model of an imamate among the 
Daghestani reformists and their claims that an imamate was not a model that 
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could guarantee the newly-gained freedom. Nevertheless, the main debates 
over this issue were strongly rooted in the existing Islamic discourse, and the 
reformists made use of religious arguments to defeat their religious enemies. 
These debates were a combination of religious and political reasoning, and 
they dominated in the North Caucasus of those years. 

The third chapter investigates the discourse of the Daghestani ʿulamāʾ over 
education and the languages of instruction. This chapter demonstrates that 
education became the main shared platform for reformists and Bolsheviks. The 
reform-minded scholars’ confrontation with the traditionalist ʿulamāʾ made 
the former seek cooperation with the socialists. Though the Bolsheviks and the 
reformists shared the same rhetoric in this sphere, the actual aims of reformists 
and Bolsheviks greatly differed. Next to the education and school issues, the 
language of instruction was another key topic which was discussed by the 
ʿulamāʾ. The choice for a particular language was linked to the state model 
that these scholars desired to establish. An Islamic state ruled by an imām 
would have Arabic as the main language of instruction, while a semi-secular 
government (whether independent or having autonomy within Russia) would 
see the Daghestani vernacular languages as the main languages of instruction 
and Arabic as the language for religion. Finally, a Daghestan conceived of as a 
subject of Russia would have Russian as the dominant language. These were 
the three models envisaged by the Daghestani ʿulamāʾ. Analysis of the sources 
demonstrate a direct link between the choice of political project and the 
preferred language of instruction.

In the inal chapter of my dissertation, I focus on the reformist project of 
representing themselves, the reformists, as the major religious authority 
in Soviet Daghestan. Based on the Arabophone journal Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, I 
demonstrate that in the 1920s, the Daghestani reformists sought to become 
the guardians of pure Islam. The reformists used this “orthodox” position to 
attack their in luential Su i opponents. While the reformists rarely attacked 
individual shaykhs, and while never negating the legitimacy of Su ism per se, 
the reformist critique of contemporary Su i practices in Daghestan (such as 
pilgrimages) was very sharp. Their Muslim opponents began to accuse them 
of “Wahhabism” and to back this up constructed a lineage going back to the 
Wahhabis of Saudi-Arabia; in response, the reformists themselves began to 
launch attacks on Wahhabism, obviously to clear their names. 
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In the concluding part of this thesis, I switch perspectives and treat the 
Daghestani reformists as a social group, following the circumstances and 
environment where the reformists emerged as a group. Both throughout 
the thesis and in its conclusion, I trace the main sources of in luences on the 
Daghestani reformists. I have identi ied two signi icant sources that had a great 
deal of in luence on the reformists of Daghestan: the Jadīds of Russia (Central 
Asia, the Volga-Ural and Crimea) and the reformists of Egypt. The in luence 
of igures such as Muḥammad ‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā on the Daghestani 
reformists is especially obvious in the spheres of reforming religion and 
restoring Islam’s purity. This Egyptian in luence reached Daghestan both 
directly and indirectly, i.e., through the Tatar and Central Asian Jadīds. In the 
case of education reforms and schooling methods, the Russian Jadīds were the 
main source of inspiration for the Daghestani reformists. By comparing the 
Daghestani reformists to similar circles of Russian Muslims, I demonstrate that 
despite the unique characteristics of the Daghestani reformists, which were 
conditioned by regional socio-political factors, they were still a part of the 
broader Jadīd movement.
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Moslim reformisme in Dagestan:
Islamitische politiek en Moslim

Onderwijs na de Russische Revolutie

Samenvatting
Mijn scriptie analyseert het discours van de “reformistische” islamitische 
geleerden van Dagestani (“ulamā”) na de ineenstorting van het Russische Rijk 
en hun pogingen om religieus en politiek gezag te verwerven in de nieuwe 
po st-imperiale omgeving. Het beslaat de jaren 1917 tot 1929, dat wil zeggen 
van de Februarirevolutie in Rusland tot de eerste massale onderdrukking 
van islamitische geleerden door de bolsjewieken. Dit was het tijdperk van 
onzekerheden, hoop en moeilijkheden die de jaren van de overgang van het 
keizerlijke Rusland naar de Sovjet-Unie kenmerkten. 

De tegenstrijdige projecten voor de opbouw van de staat van die tijd 
openden een ruimte voor debatten over de toekomstige politieke orde. 
Terwijl het meeste historische werk zich concentreert op gebeurtenissen 
en actoren in Petrograd/Leningrad en Moskou, onderzoek ik de situatie in 
de Noordelijke Kaukasus, aan de rand van het voormalige Russische Rijk. 
Mijn werk is gebaseerd op een breed scala aan Arabischtalige teksten, 
gecomponeerd door Dagestani ‘ulamā’. Deze teksten bevatten onder meer 
historische verhandelingen, artikelen in tijdschriften, politieke poëzie en 
enkele prominente voorbeelden van autobiogra isch schrijven. Deze teksten 
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stellen ons in staat om in de individuele dimensie van deze revolutionaire 
gebeurtenissen te kijken. 

Het eerste hoofdstuk gaat over de politieke situatie in Dagestan na de 
overwinning van de Februarirevolutie. Gedurende het hele hoofdstuk onderzoek 
ik de belangrijkste politieke gebeurtenissen in Dagestan, met name politieke 
vergaderingen en verkiezingen, waarbij ik de rol van de centrale actoren in 
Dagestan opnieuw evalueer. Door zowel de geschiedschrijving als de primaire 
bronnen te bespreken, laat ik zien hoe de geschiedschrijving van Dagestan is 
gevormd door de bolsjewieken, die de rol van de Dagestaanse moslim actoren, 
zoals Soe i shaykhs en geleerden, tot een minimum hebben beperkt. De 
primaire bronnen van de tijd laten zien dat de belangrijkste strijd om de macht 
zich ontvouwde tussen drie leiders met politieke ambities, namelijk Najm al-
Dīn Gotsinkii, Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii en ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii. Deze drie mannen 
werden erkend als leidende religieuze autoriteiten en hadden hun thuisbasis in 
verschillende delen van Dagestan. 

In het multi-etnische Dagestan volgden mensen vooral de religieuze 
leiders die uit hun eigen etnische domeinen kwamen. Terwijl Avar Najm al-
Dīn Gotsinkii en Uzun Ḥajjī Saltinskii de meest invloedrijke en gerespecteerde 
‘ulamā’ waren in de Avar regio van Daghestan, volgden de mensen van de Dargi 
regio voornamelijk Shaykh ‘Alī Ḥajjī Akushinskii, die van oorsprong Dargi was. 
De stedelijke regio’s van Dagestan die bevolkt werden door Kumyks waren 
meer geneigd om de reformistische ‘ulamā’ zoals Abū Sufyān Akaev te volgen. 
De invloed van de bolsjewieken was ook beperkt tot de stedelijke regio’s van 
Dagestan.

Saltinskii en Gotsinskii probeerden een islamitische staat op te richten 
(imamate) en werden tegengewerkt door andere Soe i-leiders, bolsjewieken 
en reformisten. De confrontatie tussen Akushinskii en Gotsinskii leidde tot het 
politieke falen van deze leiders en stelde de bolsjewieken in staat om de macht 
in Dagestan te grijpen. Al deze kampen waren echter lexibel in hun politieke 
agenda’s; veranderende politieke situaties duwden ideologische tegenstanders 
soms in bondgenootschappen. De Dagestaanse reformisten waren één van deze 
lexibele groepen die samenwerking vonden met de bolsjewieken - waaronder 

Alibek Takho-Godi, Jalāl al-Dīn Korkmasov en Makhach Dakhadaev - een 
mogelijke manier om hun eigen agenda uit te voeren. De belangrijkste iguren 
onder de hervormers waren Abū Sufyān Akaev, ‘Alī Kaiaev en Muḥammad-Qādī 
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Dibirov. De Sovjettisering van Dagestan verminderde geleidelijk het sociale 
terrein van het islamitische recht en resulteerde in de onderdrukking van de 
niet-bolsjewistische autoriteiten, met inbegrip van de reformisten. 

In het tweede hoofdstuk analyseer ik het discours van ʿulamāʾ over het 
ideale staatsmodel voor Daghestan en het begrip vrijheid in die context. Hierbij 
staat de perceptie van het model van een imamate onder de Dagestaanse 
reformisten centraal en hun beweringen dat een imamate geen model was dat 
de nieuw verworven vrijheid kon garanderen. Toch waren de belangrijkste 
debatten over dit onderwerp sterk geworteld in het bestaande islamitische 
discours en maakten de reformisten gebruik van religieuze argumenten om 
hun religieuze vijanden te verslaan. Deze debatten waren een combinatie 
van religieuze en politieke redeneringen en domineerden in die jaren in de 
Noordelijke Kaukasus. 

Het derde hoofdstuk onderzoekt het discours van het Dagestani ʿ ulamāʾ over 
onderwijs en de onderwijstalen. Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat het onderwijs het 
belangrijkste gemeenschappelijke platform voor reformisten en bolsjewieken 
is geworden. De confrontatie van de hervormingsgezinde geleerden met 
de traditionalistische ʿulamāʾ zorgde ervoor dat de eerstgenoemden de 
samenwerking met de socialisten zochten. Hoewel de bolsjewieken en de 
reformisten op dit gebied dezelfde retoriek deelden, verschilden de eigenlijke 
doelen van de reformisten en de bolsjewieken sterk. Naast de onderwijskundige 
en schoolse thema’s was ook de onderwijstaal een belangrijk onderwerp 
dat door de ʿulamāʾ werd besproken. De keuze voor een bepaalde taal werd 
gekoppeld aan het staatsmodel dat deze geleerden wilden opstellen. Een 
islamitische staat die geregeerd wordt door een imām zou het Arabisch als de 
belangrijkste onderwijstaal hebben, terwijl een semi-seculiere overheid (die 
ona hankelijk is of autonomie heeft binnen Rusland) de Dagestani volkstalen 
zou zien als de belangrijkste onderwijstalen en het Arabisch als de taal voor 
religie. Tot slot zou een Dagestan als onderwerp van Rusland het Russisch als 
dominante taal hebben. Dit waren de drie modellen die het Dagestani ʿulamāʾ 
voor ogen had. Analyse van de bronnen toont een direct verband aan tussen de 
keuze van het politieke project en de voorkeurstaal van het onderwijs.

In het laatste hoofdstuk van mijn scriptie richt ik me op het reformistische 
project om zichzelf, de reformisten, te vertegenwoordigen als de grote religieuze 
autoriteit in Sovjet-Dagestan. Op basis van het tijdschrift Bayān al-Ḥaqā’iq, laat 
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ik zien dat de Dagestani reformisten in de jaren twintig van de vorige eeuw 
probeerden de beschermers van de pure Islam te worden. De reformisten 
gebruikten deze “orthodoxe” positie om hun invloedrijke Soe i-tegenstanders 
aan te vallen. Terwijl de reformisten zelden individuele shaykhs aanvielen en de 
legitimiteit van het Soe isme op zich nooit teniet deden, was de reformistische 
kritiek op de hedendaagse Soe i-praktijken in Daghestan (zoals pelgrimstochten) 
zeer scherp. Hun moslim tegenstanders begonnen hen te beschuldigen van 
“Wahhabisme” en om dit te ondersteunen werd er een lijn getrokken die 
teruggaat naar de Wahhabi’s van Saoedi-Arabië; als reactie daarop begonnen de 
reformisten zelf met aanvallen op het Wahhabisme, duidelijk om hun namen te 
zuiveren. 

In het afsluitende deel van deze scriptie wissel ik van perspectief en behandel 
ik de Dagestani reformisten als een sociale groep, waarbij ik de omstandigheden 
en de omgeving waarin de reformisten als groep zijn ontstaan, volg. Zowel in 
de scriptie als in de conclusie traceer ik de belangrijkste bronnen van invloed 
op de Dagestani reformisten. Ik heb twee belangrijke bronnen geïdenti iceerd 
die veel invloed hebben gehad op de hervormers van Dagestan: de Jadīds van 
Rusland (Centraal-Azië, de Wolga-Oeral en de Krim) en de hervormers van 
Egypte. De invloed van iguren als Muḥammad ‘Abduh en Rashīd Riḍā op de 
Dagestani reformisten is vooral duidelijk op het gebied van de hervorming 
van de religie en het herstel van de zuiverheid van de Islam. Deze Egyptische 
invloed bereikte Dagestan zowel direct als indirect, dus via de Tataren en 
de Centraal-Aziatische Jadīds. In het geval van onderwijshervormingen en 
onderwijsmethoden waren de Russische Jadīds de belangrijkste bron van 
inspiratie voor de Dagestani reformisten. Door de Dagestani reformisten te 
vergelijken met soortgelijke kringen van Russische moslims, laat ik zien dat 
ondanks de unieke kenmerken van de Dagestani reformisten, die werden 
geconditioneerd door regionale sociaal-politieke factoren, zij nog steeds deel 
uitmaakten van de bredere Jadīd-beweging.
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