
CONTENT ANALYSIS

The New York Times has published yet another U.S. mainstream media article on Russia’s Muslim regions that completely ignores” jihadi” violence in Russia and focuses instead on the Russian state’s violation of Muslims’ rights.  To be sure, the Russian state is not yet democratic.  Its soft authoritarian regime fairly frequently violates political, civil, and human rights of citizens, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, and the media should on occasion cover this issue.  However, since the tragic Beslan school massacre masterminded by Chechen, Ingush and Ossetian jihadists in September 2004 – nearly a full five years ago – not one U.S. mainstream media outlet has produced a single article focusing on Russia’s jihadists, their ideology, strategy, tactics, or record of violence and violations of political, civil, and human rights.  Why is this?

During the past five years period, jihadists (Ichkeria) from the ‘Chechen Republic’, who now call their movement the ‘Caucasus Emirate’, have carried out thousands of attacks and killed thousands of Russian civilians, civilian officials, and security, military, police servicemen and officers.  They have declared jihad on the U.S., the United Kingdom, and Israel and have published the vilest of anti-Semitic, anti-Western, and anti-Russian articles on their websites.  They lend moral, political, personnel, and technical support to jihadists fighting American and other Western forces in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.  Despite all this, the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Newsweek, and The Economist have totally ignored Russia’s jihadi threat.

As with all U.S. mainstream media articles on Russia’s Muslims and and Muslim republics, if the jihadists are mentioned at all, the present New York Times article mentions the jihadists only in passing and then quickly moves on to detail the Russian state’s less than ideal treatment of its Muslims. 
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KAZAN, Russia ​ Almaz Khasanov stood up to a microphone in the green-painted cage where he and his co-defendants sit and made a statement that sent a wave of anxiety through the cramped courtroom here.

“I am a member of the political party, Hizbut Tahrir,” he said in prepared testimony. “The goal of this organization is the creation of an Islamic way of life, including the creation of an Islamic Caliphate.”

Mr. Khasanov is a self-styled religious revolutionary who has vowed to challenge the longstanding way of life here in Kazan, the capital of Tatarstan, an ancient Muslim region deep in Russia’s heartland.

He is on trial along with 11 others, accused of membership in a terrorist organization and of fomenting plots to violently overthrow the government. Most of the men deny belonging to the group, and their friends and human rights advocates say that the Russian police and intelligence agents used torture to extract false evidence in the case
.7,2

By contrast, Mr. Khasanov freely admits to being a member of Hizbut Tahrir and insists that it should be his right. While Hizbut Tahrir has been banned as a terrorist organization in Russia and most of the other countries of the former Soviet Union, it has sworn off violence as a means of achieving its goals
.2,7 It is allowed to operate in the United States and most of the European Union, though typically under intense scrutiny.

Nevertheless, many people here, Muslim and Russian Orthodox alike, are unsettled by the unabashed fundamentalism of Hizbut Tahrir, which preaches a pre-modern theology that is generally incompatible with Western notions of civil society. In that sense, the trial has underscored the country’s broader ambivalence toward its Muslim minority.


Though historically Muslim, Kazan, a city on the Volga River about 500 miles east of Moscow, has been shaped more by its confluence of cultures than by any one social current. Crescent-topped minarets compete with gilt Orthodox cupolas and bland Soviet high-rises for prominence in the city’s skyline, though shopping malls, boutique hotels, bars and nightclubs also appear striking.

The Tatar Muslims here, who have lived under Moscow’s control since Ivan the Terrible wrested the region from the Mongol Empire in the 16th century, appear little different from their Russian neighbors in their secular dress and penchant for chilled vodka.

Yet an influx of conservative ideas from abroad, officials and religious leaders say, is beginning to undermine local traditions and could even threaten the stability of the region
.8,2,7

But all the defendants on trial, their relatives and many experts on Islam in Russia deny this
.2,7

It is still unclear what level of involvement, if any, each of the other men had in Hizbut Tahrir. Many of their relatives denied that they were members at all
.7 Rather, they said the men, mostly students, were being persecuted for studying and proselytizing Islam outside official religious structures.

“These are educated people ​ some have two degrees ​ and they were interested in different currents of Islam,” said Gulnaza Faisulina, whose husband is on trial. “They are seeking philosophical thoughts, and not all the religious leaders are capable of providing this
.”7

Valiulla Yakupov, a deputy mufti of the government-backed Muslim Religious Board of the Republic of Tatarstan, agreed that the Muslim establishment had not responded to the interests and desires of young Muslims.

“These people have been jailed for their ideas, not for their actions,” he said. “If I and other religious figures worked with them more actively and explained things to them, this most likely would not have happened.”

Inevitably, the trial has reflected Russia’s often contradictory policies toward Muslims, who number between 15 million and 20 million out of an overall population of 140 million. The authorities have promoted the construction of mosques and religious schools, and Prime Minister Vladimir V. Putin, while president, lobbied the government of Saudi Arabia to increase quotas on Russian Muslims permitted to take part in the annual hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca
.7

But the government has also embarked on a concerted campaign of intimidation and persecution of free-thinking Muslims
3 that has at times failed to adhere to the contours of human rights law, said Yelena Ryabinina, an expert on Muslim affairs in Russia.

Dmitry Afanasov, a Russian convert to Islam and a friend of many of the men on trial in Kazan, said he was beaten badly and lost consciousness several times at the hands of the police, who he said tortured him into giving false testimony incriminating his friends in terrorist plots in exchange for his freedom. 

“They said they were given the green light to beat Muslims,” he said
.2

It is a campaign shaped in large part by Russia’s decade-and-a-half struggle against violent Muslim-backed separatist movements in the North Caucasus. Two bloody wars in Chechnya alone caused thousands of deaths
.2,7

Religious violence, however, is practically unheard of in Tatarstan, where the powerful president, Mintimer Shaimiev, has managed to preserve broad autonomy from Moscow in exchange for keeping separatist sentiments at bay
.2,7,3

The religious revival here, while broad, has been largely benign. About 50 mosques have been built since the fall of the Soviet Union.  Madrasas and halal meat shops have opened, and more and more women, many of them young, walk the ornate pedestrian avenues wearing colorful head scarves
.3,2

Ruslan Kurbanov, a senior research fellow at the Russian Academy of Sciences Institute for Oriental Studies, accused the authorities of stifling a new generation of Muslim thinkers seeking to rejuvenate the religion. Clamping a lid on religious innovation, he said, will only drive more Muslims to extremism.

“Only through acceptance of these new ideas,” he said, “and through permitting pluralism of opinion within official religious structures can the growing tensions and inclination of Muslims to extremism be eliminated.
”3 

Before the recent hearing, Farida Rafikov, the mother of Dias Rafikov, one of the defendants, was adamant about her son’s innocence, saying he was passionately involved in his religion and nothing else.

Following Mr. Khasanov’s testimony, however, she appeared shaken.

“I just don’t know if he will admit to it or not,” she said. “I’m afraid to think about it.”

Dr. Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Visiting Assistant Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian and Eurasian politics.
7,2 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE and OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: As with all U.S. mainstream media articles on Russia’s Muslims and Muslim republics, if Russia’s jihadists are mentioned at all, the present New York Times article mentions the jihadist only in passing and then quickly moves on to detail the Russian state’s less than ideal treatment of its Muslims.  The author omits the fact that Hizb ut-Tahrir Islami (HuTI) or the Islamic Liberation party as it is properly called, does in fact exist, has cells across the globe and a strong presence in Central Asia, has had a presence in Russia for years, and does in fact seek to establish a global Islamic Caliphate.  Also, omitted is the fact that it is not unusual for members of this and some other Islamist and jihadist organizations’ members to deny their participation in the movement and claim that they have been tortured by the state to get evidence. 


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: HuTI is banned in all Arab countries, Turkey, Pakistan, and Germany, not just Russia.  Although it is true that most HuTI documents conveniently reject the use of violence to seize power and establish the global Caliphate, the Islamist organization encourages violence by its rhetoric and moral support for those engaging in violent jihad and functions as an incubator of jihadi terrorists itself.  Many of its members leave the organization for violent jihadi ones or to establish new violent jihadi groups.  Moreover, aspects of HuTI ideology reserve the right to use violence under certain circumstances, and recent evidence suggests it no longer eschews violence or at least some of its cells may not.  The Heritage Foundation’s Jim Phillips notes: “They define themselves as carrying out God's will on earth.  And then by definition, if you disagree with them, you therefore are obstructing God's will and that opens up the potential for violence."  See Jeffrey Young, “Hizb ut-Tahrir - Utopia or Intolerance?,” Voice of America, 4 January 2005.  Although it is unclear when the group discussed (in this New York Times article) was arrested, but below is the official statement of Hizb ut-Tahrir Islami in Britain in response to a series of arrests of tens of alleged HuTI members across Russia in fall 2004 following the Beslan hostage-taking and massacre engineered by Caucasus jihadists that killed hundreds, including over a hundred children: “No credible evidence to support the allegations they have made about Hizb ut-Tahrir has been brought forward. Dozens of party members arrested in the past by the FSB were later released through lack of credible evidence. In a phenomena widely documented by human rights organizations, FSB officers have a track record of planting evidence and fabricating such cases to build their careers. Similar tactics, reminiscent of the KGB era, are employed against the party across Russia and Central Asia.  Commenting on this new wave of arrests in Russia, Dr Imran Waheed, the Representative of Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain, said, ‘The Russian government is resorting to increasingly desperate measures to malign Hizb ut-Tahrir – despite this we continue to grow in strength and popularity in the region and the return of the Islamic Khilafah [Caliphate] is on the horizon.’  The situation which Putin fears most is the imminent return of the Islamic Khilafah which will unify the vast armies and resources of the Muslim world, end the influence of colonialism in Central Asia and hold him to account for his continued oppression and injustice towards Muslims.”  See “Hizb ut-Tahrir Strongly Denies Russian Claims Of Terrorism,” Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain, 25 December 2004, 12:27:18.


8,2,7 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  In order to minimize any sense that it is radical Islamic ideas that are penetrating and having some limited propaganda success in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan (not to mention the jihad-plagued North Caucasus), the author uses a curious word in describing the influx of what the reader must infer as Muslim ideas.  The author writes about “an influx of conservative ideas,” as if the new ideas are coming in the form of Rush Limbaugh books, rather than as radical interpretations of the Koran and Sunna.  He then omits any discussion of the content of the new ideas and quickly reverts to denials that any radical Islamic ideas are gaining ground in the region or or the possibility that the spread of a more fervent Islam could be a stepping stone to those ideas.  The author asserts so despite the fact that he later quotes relatives stating these Muslims were looking for new Islamic ideas but, it is stressed, not radical Islamist ones.  All this is ignored despite the fact that there are several Tatar nationalist groups that promote Islam against Russian orthodox Christianity in the republic, that some Tatar nationalists have cooperated with the Caucasus jihadists by publishing articles on the jihadists’ websites, that the Chechen Republic Ichkeria or ChRI (now the Caucasus Emirate or CE) opened Volga and Urals Fronts in 2006 in order to bring the jihad to Tatarstan and Bashkortostan and other Tatar- or Bashkir-dominated regions of Russia, and that alleged members of a jihadist ‘Islamic Jamaat’ based in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan were arrested for preparing terrorist attacks in 2007.  See Gordon M. Hahn, Russia’s Islamic Threat (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), Chapter 6. 


2,7 UNIDENTIFIED SOURCES, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: First, the author claims that there are experts who reject the idea that more fundamentalist, even radical Islamic or even Islamist ideas are taking among some in the region, but the author does not name or quote any.  He omits the fact that there are experts who do think such ideas are making minor inroads into the region, and some have marshaled evidence of this.  See the previous footnote commentary and Gordon M. Hahn, Russia’s Islamic Threat.  One can add that a group of Tatars, perhaps from Tatarstan are fighting U.S. and other Western forces in Afghanistan and Pakistan under the banner of their so-called Bulgar Jamaat.  Bulgar is an ancient name of the Tatar people at the time it adopted Islam.


7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  This is already the third time the author has mentioned the arrestees’ and their relatives’ denials of charges.  The author has yet to mention whatever evidence the authorities claim they have to bring the charges.


7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: The level of education of any particular Muslim is irrelevant when it comes to determining whether or not he or she might become an Islamist or jihadist.  Jihadists and Islamists are often highly-educated, e.g. Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, and many of Russia’s jihadists.


7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: In fact, the Russian state has done more than ‘promote’ it has financed the building of mosques, Islam schools, Islamic universities, other Islamic institutions, Islamic publications, and Muslims’ hajj travel.  Muslim books, websites, newspapers, and journals discuss ways of establishing elements of Islamic law in Russia, and in some places such law is implemented with regard to civil law questions such as marriage, divorce, inheritance and the like.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA:  It is an overstatement that the government has orchestrated a concerted campaign of intimidation and persecution of free thinking Muslims.  There are ad hoc efforts that vary by region and over time to block radicalism and ensure that Islam’s development in Russia remains under state control.  These efforts are sometimes overzealously employed, to be sure, by various institutions and most often by the police and security organs. 


2 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: This horrendous police conduct is unfortunately rampant across Russia and applied against both Muslim and non-Muslim citizens.  It should be noted also that not in all cases where such police abuse is reported is it true, and HuTI members, like those of other radical Islamist and jihadist groups, are schooled in making such claims if they are arrested.  Again the claims of suspects and their relatives and friends are reported as if fact without the author having any real possibility of knowing where the truth is.  Moreover, this issue has been covered numerous times by the New York Times and other U.S. mainstream media while they persist in ignoring the very real Islamist and jihadi threats in Russia.  When this threat is mentioned or alluded to in passing, it is always blamed exclusively on Russian repression without any recognition or at least giving short shrift to the radicalization of the Islamic world, its effect on Russia’s Muslims, or the fact that the Russian state, consisting of human beings, is overreacting the Islamic threat just as radical Muslims are overreacting to Russian repression.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author approached here but nevertheless omitted discussion of the jihadists’ present violent campaign in the North Caucasus and efforts to expand them to Tatarstan and Bashkortostan.  The second war alluded to ended as conventional warfare six years ago.  On the jihadi insurgency that has been ongoing but ignored by the New York Times and U.S. mainstream media since then see On the Caucasus Emirate and its predecessor organization, see Gordon M. Hahn, Russia’s Islamic Threat (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007); Gordon M. Hahn, “Islamism in Russia,” in Barry Rubin, ed., Survey of Global Islamism (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2008); Gordon M. Hahn, “The Jihadi Insurgency and the Russian Counterinsurgency in the North Caucasus,” Post-Soviet Affairs, No. 24, Vol. 1 (January-February 2008), pp. 1-39; Gordon M. Hahn, “Anti-Americanism, Anti-Westernism, and Anti-Semitism Among Russia’s Muslims,” Demokratizatsiya, No. 16, Vol. 1, Winter 2008, pp. 49-60; Gordon M. Hahn, “The Perils of Putin’s Policies,” The Journal of International Security Affairs, Vol. 10, Spring 2006, pp. 63-71; Gordon M. Hahn, “The Rise of Islamist Extremism in Kabardino-Balkariya,” Demokratizatsiya, Vol. 13, No. 4, Fall 2005, pp. 543-594; Gordon M. Hahn, “The Caucasus Emirate’s New Jihadi Tactics,” Mideast Monitor, Vol. 3, No. 3, November 2008, www.mideastmonitor.org; Gordon M. Hahn, “The New Caucasus Emirate?”, Russia Profile, 29 November 2007, www.russiaprofile.org/page.php?pageid=international&articleid=a1196338989; Gordon M. Hahn, “The Caucasus Emirate’s New Tactics,” Mideast Monitor, Vol. 3, No. 3, December 2008, www.mideastmonitor.org/issues/0812/0812_4.htm; Gordon M. Hahn, “Russia’s Counter-Terrorism Operation in Chechnya Ends – the Jihadi Insurgency Continues,” Russia – Other Points of View, 11 May 2009, www.russiaotherpointsofview.com/2009/05/russias-counterterrorism-operation-in-chechnya.html; and Gordon M. Hahn, “U.S.-Russian Relations and the War Against Jihadism,” Century Foundation, Hart-Matlock Russia Working Group Paper, May 2009, www.tcf.org/publications/internationalaffairs/hahn.pdf.


2,7,3 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE, and INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: There have been some Islamic-motivated violence and some apparently jihadi-planned attacks in Tatarstan, and this is suggested by the author’s use of the word ‘practically’ in this sentence.  Nonetheless, those events have been and, and apparently will be omitted from the pages of the New York Times and U.S. mainstream media.  The author also is inaccurate in stating that Tatarstan President Mintimer Shaimiev “has managed to preserve broad autonomy from Moscow” for Tatarstan.  This was true until the mid-2000s, but now virtually all of Tatarstan’s autonomy has been stripped away.  See Hahn, Russia’s Islamic Threat, Ch. 6.  More recently, amendment of Tatarstan’s bilateral treaty with Moscow first signed in February 1994 repealed all but the last vestige of Tatarstan autonomy.  That last vestige was removed when Moscow amended legislation terminating republics’ rights to offer primary school classes in regional native languages.  


3,2 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA and OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: There have been hundreds of new mosques built in Tatarstan since the Soviet collapse.  Omitted is the fact that many of these were built with partial government funding and/or with fund-raising support from the partially government-funded official clergy and Muslim Spiritual Administration.  The government has also created Islamic universities in Tatarstan and elsewhere and Muslim media are numerous and diverse.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: This statement or the statement previously found in the article that there is no inclination of Muslims to extremism in Russia or Tatarstan is false and hence inaccurate.  In this statement the source cited by the author states clearly that there is an “inclination of Muslims to extremism” that must be “eliminated.”  This contradicts the article’s earlier claim that “many experts on Islam in Russia deny this (any turn to extremism).”  It is of interest that the other side of the story is again alluded to in passing and only out of necessity of its being buried in a quote the author is using to blame the Russian authorities for the rise of extremism.
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