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			Abstract: The article argues that the Russian authorities downplay the influence of big business on the policymaking process, which remains strong. The sources of business influence lie in the potential for individual and collective lobbying (instrumental power), but also in the state’s structural dependence on capital, which forces the authorities to anticipate the investment decisions of capital holders (structural power). The article shows how changes in both the structural and the instrumental power of large firms correspond to major shifts in the country’s political economy: the 1998 economic crisis, the turn to dirigiste policies in 2003-2004, and the beginning of the confrontation with the West in 2014. The article concludes that the business elite in Putin’s Russia corresponds to Jeffrey Winters and Benjamin Page’s definition of “oligarchy” as a narrow group of the super-wealthy that dominates certain policy areas in the context of extreme wealth and income inequality.

			Today’s Russia is a country of big business. The number of Russian billionaires on the Forbes list rose from 17 in 2003 to 96 in 2017. The number of billionaires in Russia and their aggregate wealth are highly anomalous by world standards.1

			At the same time, many authors, scholars, and journalists contend that the political influence of big business has decreased dramatically since Putin was elected president in 2000, and especially since the authorities attacked Yukos, the country’s largest private oil company, in 2003. Thus, for Andrei Yakovlev, “relations between business and state, in a very short time span, have made a shift from the ‘state capture’ model to the model of informal submission of private businesses to state interests, which can be labelled ‘business capture.’”2 According to William Tompson, “Far from being the state’s master, Russian private capital was to be its servant.”3 Scholars point out that the new subordinate position of big business manifests itself in “complete political disarmament” and a strict ban on supporting the opposition,4 as well as the obligation to finance projects that are important to the state, such as the 2014 Sochi Olympics.5 According to Tat’iana Stanovaya, a political analyst, big business in Putin’s Russia can only operate if it is “constantly ready to support the state and its actors with necessary resources regardless of corporate risks. That is, national interests trump private ones.”6 In this perspective, Russian big business appears to have significantly less influence on state policy than do its counterparts in countries with powerful national capital, such as the United States, or in those post-Soviet countries that share with Russia a history of “oligarchy,” such as Ukraine and Georgia.

			However, the stark increase in the number of billionaires and their aggregate wealth since the early 2000s indicates that the political and institutional setup in Putin’s Russia is in fact quite favorable to big capital. Furthermore, individual businesses engage in successful lobbying that fits the formula “privatization of benefits, socialization of losses.”7 Large companies also show the ability to mobilize collectively and to obtain significant concessions from the state.

			In this article, I argue that the “submission” of big business to the state in Putin’s Russia pertains to the rhetoric of the authorities, yet such rhetoric does not accurately reflect the reality of state-business relations. The strategic advantages of the state in dealing with large companies include the centralization of the decision-making process, the widespread negative attitude toward “oligarchs” in Russian society, and the huge public sector that dominates a number of important industries. However, large private companies have their own set of strategic advantages, including the state’s structural dependence on capital as well as formal and informal channels of influence on state policy. This allows big capital to play a powerful rather than subordinate role in its relations with the state. Instead of following the state’s lead, large companies often use it to their own advantage.

			The Official View and the Reality of State-Business Relations

			A discrepancy between the official rhetoric and the actual process of policymaking appears to be a systemic feature of Putin’s electoral authoritarian regime.8 For example, the Interior Ministry quietly hijacked the 2009 police reform and used it to advance its narrow bureaucratic interests, while the actual process of reform was cloaked in “politics as theater”: the authorities tried to convince the public of the reform’s good intentions.9 Likewise, in terms of welfare, the regime has sought to rhetorically distance itself from the neoliberal policies of the 1990s while continuing to pursue similar policies.10 A similar gap exists in relation to the role of large companies in the policymaking process.

			The current official rhetoric toward the business elite crystallized more than a decade ago, during Putin’s second term in office (2004–2008). After the Yukos affair, the authorities adopted a new line on big business: the latter was expected not only to obey the law and stay out of politics (as had already been established during the early years of Putin’s first term), but also to take up “social responsibilities” and assist the state in its many efforts.11 Since then, individual businessmen have sometimes fallen under criticism, as when Putin personally went to the embattled industrial town of Pikalevo during the 2009 crisis. There, he accused the owners of the local factories, including Oleg Deripaska, one of the wealthiest men in Russia, of “greed” and “unprofessional behavior.”12 However, the militant rhetoric toward the “oligarchs” as a group that characterized Putin’s first term (2000–2004) was gone. Indeed, according to recent remarks by senior Russian officials, the term “oligarch” no longer applies to the Russian business elite. At the 2017 Davos Forum, then-deputy prime minister Arkadiy Dvorkovich claimed that, “We no longer have oligarchs. It was the concept of the 1990s. Now we have good, socially responsible businessmen who care about the country and earn money by doing responsible business.”13 With this remark, Dvorkovich paints the picture of an obedient business class that operates in complete harmony with national interests, in contrast to the irresponsible “oligarchy” of the Yeltsin era.

			While the relationship between the state and large companies has changed since the 1990s, Dvorkovich’s remark conceals the complicated and still evolving nature of this relationship. The argument of this article is that the trajectory of big business power in Putin’s Russia should not be interpreted as an overall decline. While the ability of large companies to engage in public politics and directly influence the presidency has decreased during Putin’s years in office, this loss has, to an extent, been compensated for by the increase in their structural power—that is, the state’s dependence on their investment decisions. Furthermore, new forms of instrumental power have emerged since the early 2000s: big business has been integrated into the process of corporatist bargaining with the state through the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RUIE); it has also acquired new informal channels of influence on state policy, such as joint ventures with a narrow group of businessmen from Putin’s inner circle.

			While the power of big business over public policy in Russia is considerable, it is not absolute, especially regarding those decisions that the authorities consider to be related to the state’s geopolitical interests. The events of 2014 proved that, in acting upon these perceived interests, the state is capable of making choices that undermine the position not just of individual large companies, but of big business as a whole. However, in the new reality created by these choices, both the structural and instrumental power of large firms continue to influence economic policy, and to an even greater degree under conditions of prolonged economic crisis.

			In the remainder of the article, I will analyze the evolution of both the structural and the instrumental power of large firms during Putin’s years in office, assessing the current situation in the concluding remarks.

			Structural Power

			Scholars have long noted that the power of business cannot be reduced to its direct lobbying activities. Its source lies in the ability of private companies to make decisions over investment and employment that would affect society as a whole. Ralph Miliband provided one of the first formulations of this “structural power” thesis:

			Given the degree of economic power which rests in the “business community” and the decisive importance of its actions (or of its non-actions) for major aspects of economic policy, any government with serious pretensions to radical reform must either seek to appropriate that power or find its room for radical action rigidly circumscribed by the requirements of business “confidence.”14

			Subsequently, Fred Block gave a detailed description of this mechanism. In a democratic capitalist society, the state depends on business activity for tax revenues and, in particular, to maintain the economy, which influences voter preferences. This dependence forces the authorities to adopt policies that give businesses incentives to invest and avoid measures that decrease investment.15 Charles Lindblom called this the “automatic punishing recoil” that blocks policy decisions that are disadvantageous to business.16 In his contribution, Jeffrey Winters claimed that the structural power of capital is not restricted to democracies. Authoritarian governments may be just as vulnerable to the destabilizing effects of disinvestment. Winters also highlighted the importance of transnational capital mobility for the structural power of capital in specific national jurisdictions.17

			The development of the structural power of capital, particularly big capital, in post-Soviet Russia can be divided into several stages that correspond to the major shifts in the country’s political economy. In the 1990s, the structural power of large firms, as opposed to their instrumental power, was low. Winters identifies “a high degree of institutional and organizational incoherence” within the state as one of the factors mediating capital’s structural power.18 Indeed, such incoherence prevents the decision-makers from acting on the investment imperative even if they are willing to do so.

			This is precisely the condition in which the Russian state found itself in the 1990s. The “covert fragmentation” of the bureaucratic structures began in the last years of the Soviet Union and continued well into the next decade.19 The emergent “financial-industrial groups” headed by the infamous “oligarchs” were well-suited for rent-seeking activities, but not for productive investment in an environment of state weakness. Such groups further weakened the state through tax evasion and the pervasive colonization of the bureaucratic bodies. Both the authorities and the business elite were plagued by extreme short-termism. Under these conditions, their relationship amounted to a series of ad hoc deals in a context of high uncertainty. Specifically, the largest companies’ payment of taxes was highly unreliable and subject to continued negotiations with the central as well as regional governments.20

			The situation began to change after 1998. The exogenous shock of the crisis forced both the government and the large companies to rethink their respective strategies. The business elite discovered that the post-crisis recovery of their profits was only possible through productive investment in the real economy. Contrary to the speculative and rent-seeking activities of the previous period, such investment required stable rules of the game that could only be provided by the functioning state. The authorities, in turn, recognized that fiscal solvency was only possible through a predictable and expanding stream of tax revenues. This gradual recognition of mutual dependence paved the way for the adoption of the new Tax Code and other market-friendly reforms of the early 2000s.21 In other words, the responsiveness of the state to the investment imperative (reflecting the structural power of capital) greatly increased in the post-crisis period. Importantly, what made this outcome possible was that the government was not alone in reassessing its strategy; big business did so as well.

			The other side of the principle of “equal distance” toward each oligarchic group declared by Putin prior to his election in 2000 was a series of reforms carried out in the interests of big capital as a whole. Egor Gaidar, then-leader of the parliamentary party “Union of Right Forces,” admitted that “one of the reasons for the fact that the liberal reforms are now going so well is that this course corresponds to the interests of big capital.”22 As a result of the tax reform, corporate tax rates were lowered; Russia became the first large country in the world to adopt a flat income tax.23 The new Labor Code made grassroots union organizing and the lawful staging of strikes extremely difficult. Pension reform introduced a compulsory savings pillar managed by private pension funds, a gift to finance capital.24 The commodification of land in the new Land Code opened another frontier for profitable investment by big capital.25 All these reforms were lobbied for by the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RUIE), which had by that time become the main organization of big business. Unlike other business groups uniting SMEs, the RUIE met with Putin on a regular basis. Its lobbying activities were uneven: reforms that did not interest big capital, such as competition policy, received little attention.26

			Some of the reforms of the early 2000s, especially the new Labor Code, were met with resistance both in the streets and in the parliament. The experience of passing the new Labor Code through the parliament pushed the authorities to create the United Russia party in order to consolidate its influence in the Duma and avoid such difficulties in the future.27 In effect, reforms in the interests of big capital contributed to the authoritarian drift of the regime at a critical juncture when its nature was still undecided.

			The next shift in Russia’s political economy came after the Yukos affair. The structural power of big business, having increased after the 1998 crisis, declined in 2003–2004. This process had three distinct dimensions. First, the state expanded its presence in the oil and gas sector, acquiring a controlling stake in Gazprom, the preeminent gas extractor, and transforming Rosneft’, a state company, into the largest oil producer in Russia through the acquisition of Yukos assets. Between 2000 and 2008, the state’s share of the oil industry increased from 10% to 42%.28 Second, increased taxation on oil exports allowed the state to appropriate a much larger share of the windfall oil profits.29 Finally, the state became an important investor in the Russian economy by consolidating and expanding its assets in industries like nuclear power, mechanical engineering, aerospace, and shipbuilding into a few “state corporations.”30 Consequently, dependence on the economic decisions of private firms, and with it the structural power of capital, declined during Putin’s second term in office.31

			Several factors explain this dirigiste turn. Increasing oil and gas prices exacerbated the competition between the state and capital for natural resource rents. In addition, powerful members of Putin’s inner circle considered the expansion of state ownership an opportunity for personal enrichment.32 Finally, the political and lobbying activities of Mikhail Khodorkovsky were a contingent factor that contributed to the state’s distrust of large private capital as a whole.33

			Nevertheless, big business remained an indispensable source of investment that could not be completely replaced by state intervention even after the dirigiste turn of 2004–2008. In effect, the structural power of large firms declined, but it did not completely disappear. Their integration into the global economy was an additional factor in their strategic advantage. Big business could invest in other countries and engage in offshore ownership that simplified capital flight out of Russia (the “exit” option). The majority of FDI in Russia is in fact “round-tripping” investment of Russian companies from offshores such as Cyprus, Seychelles, and the British Virgin Islands.34

			To attract this investment, the Russian state has increasingly relied on a complex system of benefits and incentives, including co-financing from state banks, state guarantees on credits, tax breaks, customs privileges, and public investment in infrastructure for corporate use. The exact scale of the “corporate welfare” policies in Russia is difficult to assess, yet they are clearly massive. Tax breaks alone amounted to 2.6% of GDP in 2014–2016, with 85% of this sum going to businesses.35

			It should be noted that “corporate welfare” policies in Russia do not always reflect the investment imperative and thus the structural power of capital. In some instances, “corporate welfare” amounts to social welfare by other means, as when the state subsidizes unprofitable enterprises in order to maintain employment in so-called “mono-towns,” or single-company towns.36 However, this argument does not apply to greenfield investments, when companies build new projects from the ground up. The economic weekly Ekspert has been publishing quarterly reviews of all major greenfield investments in Russia since 2010. In 2011, for example, the journal’s authors discovered that only 25 percent of new investment projects did not receive any state support.37

			One might argue that support for greenfield investments does not necessarily reflect the structural power of capital, but rather the political connections of particular firms (their instrumental power), which help them obtain benefits from the state. While in some cases this is undoubtedly true, such an interpretation does not explain the systematic nature of the government’s efforts to provide support in exchange for investment. The federal government is constantly creating new  policies in this sphere, exemplified by such policy frameworks as Special Economic Zones, Priority Development Areas, Regional Investment Projects, and Special Investment Contracts. Comments by senior government officials indicate that the policy process in this area is animated by the desire to attract investment from companies that make profits in Russia and then transfer them abroad. Speaking at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum, deputy finance minister Andrei Ivanov claimed that the Special Investment Contracts are designed for companies that are “interested in re-investing profits made in Russia back into the Russian economy.”38 Ivanov emphasized that due to the 
“current environment” (i.e., the Western sanctions against Russia), the policy is targeted primarily at Russian companies, not foreign ones. With the minimum investment set at 1 billion rubles, it is only relevant for large firms. Similarly, Kirill Dmitriev, head of the Russian Direct Investment Fund, a state investment vehicle, maintained that the Fund is working with both foreign and Russian companies; in the case of Russian businesses, co-investment by the Fund is a way to “repatriate capital from abroad.”39 These statements indicate that international capital mobility does provide big business with strategic leverage in obtaining benefits from the state.

			Some agencies within the Russian state are more receptive to the structural power of capital than others. Specifically, the Ministry of Economic Development (MED) is tasked with maintaining and improving the investment climate. The MED’s intervention can help big business to achieve significant policy concessions. For example, in the case of the new environmental legislation proposed in 2010, the MED’s position was closely aligned with that of large companies represented by the RUIE, resulting in major changes to the draft law prepared by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment.40

			Another example of the MED’s role as a voice of big business is its involvement in the debate over “de-offshorization.” In 2013, Putin announced two major changes that would encourage Russian companies to move away from offshore jurisdictions. The first was the mechanism of identifying the Russian beneficiaries of offshore companies in order to make them pay taxes in Russia. The second was the ban on state support for companies registered offshore. Subsequently, the Ministry of Finance prepared the draft law on controlled foreign companies (CFCs), which required their owners to pay corporate or personal income tax in Russia.

			In the ensuing policy debate, the RUIE mobilized to obtain concessions from the state, engaging in active lobbying with the Ministry of Finance. In an interview with the Financial Times, Russian investor and RUIE board member David Yakobashvili criticized the law and praised the investment climate in Georgia, implying that such legislation might force him to invest in other countries.41 The MED was also critical of the law. Its deputy minister, Sergey Belyakov, claimed that the “de-offshorization” of the Russian economy could only be achieved by strengthening the rule of law and improving the investment climate, not by new taxes.42 Eventually, the law on CFCs was amended to reflect the RUIE’s concerns.

			The case of the law on CFCs supports Tasha Fairfield’s suggestion that the instrumental power of business may enhance its structural power:

			Business lobbying and media campaigns may reinforce incipient concerns over investment, legitimate concerns harbored by subsets of policymakers with veto power, or even generate concern among policymakers who initially do not expect that a reform will induce negative economic consequences.43

			Through active consultations with various state bodies, business leaders were able to express their concerns over the negative economic consequences of the law, resulting in significant concessions in the final version of the document and subsequent amendments.

			The interplay between the structural and instrumental power of big business has an even stronger effect on the decision-making process when a policy proposal comes from outside the normal channels of corporatist bargaining between the ministries and the key business associations. In a letter to Putin that was leaked to the press in August 2018, presidential economic adviser Andrei Belousov proposed to create a new tax framework to collect the “excess profits” from the largest export companies outside the oil and gas sector. Belousov attributed the “excess profits” to the devaluation of the ruble and high natural resource prices on global markets. In a list attached to the letter, Belousov identified 14 companies based on their profit margins and calculated that those companies alone could provide an additional 514 billion rubles in tax revenues. In a special statement, the RUIE claimed that Belousov’s proposal would lead to the “mass exodus of investors from the Russian market” and send a “negative signal to everyone involved in the country’s economy.”44 The ministries unanimously supported the RUIE’s position, with the MED’s Maxim Oreshkin arguing that any discussion of the new taxes should be halted.45 During a meeting with business leaders two weeks after the letter was leaked to the press, both Belousov and first deputy prime minister Anton Siluanov reassured the business community that the idea of the new tax framework had been completely abandoned. Instead, they proposed to create a working group to discuss ways to stimulate large-scale investment in the economic sectors prioritized by the state, such as infrastructure, IT, and green industries. The working group began to discuss new legislation that would guarantee a stable regulatory environment and offer tax refunds to large-scale investors. Business lobbied to include tax deductions and interest-free state loans in the new law.46 Thus, a discussion of new taxes rather quickly transformed into a discussion of new forms of state support for big business. The Bell, an economic publication, noted that Belousov’s initial idea had been changed “beyond recognition.”47 This case illustrates the increasing structural power of capital in the context of long-term economic stagnation, a power strengthened by the government’s efforts to stimulate investment-led growth.

			The Regional Dimension

			Not only does capital’s structural power manifest in the competition between Russia and other countries, but it also encourages internal competition among regions. Regional authorities offer their own tax breaks to maintain the tax base and attract new investment. This harms regional budgets, adding to the welfare costs that the federal center shifts to the regions. Thus, in 2006 Perm Krai reduced its corporate tax rate by 4% and in 2009 by another 0.5%. As a result, according to the local Accounts Chamber, the regional budget lost a total of 69.1 billion rubles in 2006–2013, amounting to 15% of its total budget revenues in this period.48 The Perm Krai authorities admit that the tax break was to keep LUKOIL, one of Russia’s largest oil companies, and several other important firms under the region’s tax jurisdiction:

			We were successful in preventing our own company from moving from where it pays corporate taxes. Clearly LUKOIL is a firm that can expect any region to grant it any kind of tax break. If we deprive it of such an opportunity in its home territory… As you know, business has a problem with being patriotic in that its motherland is where the most profits are.49

			While most regions are less generous than Perm Krai, they have nevertheless been pressured to introduce and increase their own corporate tax breaks. In 2006, 25 regions did not offer any reductions in their corporate tax rates. By 2017, this number had shrunk to 12. Furthermore, median fiscal revenue lost due to the regional tax breaks in 2006 was only 3.7 million rubles, indicating that the majority of regions only offered very small incentives. By 2017, however, median revenue loss had jumped to 95.8 million rubles as most regions significantly increased their corporate tax breaks.50




			Figure 1. The ratio of regional tax breaks to gross regional corporate tax revenue, 2006-2017 (%)
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			Source: Federal Tax Service of Russia.

			


Evidence points to the convergence of regional policies on corporate tax reduction due to structural pressures of capital mobility. The ratio of tax breaks to gross corporate tax revenue increased from 2.2% in 2006 to 4% in 2015 (see Figure 1), proving that corporate tax breaks have become increasingly important in regional economies, particularly after the 2009 and 2014 economic crises. However, by 2017 this ratio was again down to 2%, as the regional governments faced new pressure from the federal center to cut their increasingly unsustainable deficits. Currently, the regions are caught between the rock of capital mobility and the hard place of the Ministry of Finance’s demand for fiscal discipline.

			Instrumental Power

			While all capitalist states structurally depend on capital, policies favoring business are specific to each country. In electoral democracies, governments also have to consider electoral incentives and popular pressures.51 Indeed, as Bob Jessop argues, politicians in democratic societies have to navigate between the “politics of support” (electoral constraints) and the “politics of power” (objective conditions of exercising power, including the state’s structural dependence on capital).52

			In the Russian electoral authoritarian regime, the government is not threatened by electoral defeat owing to unpopular policies, although public opinion still matters to some extent. Furthermore, the public’s ability to mobilize and to influence the agenda is severely restricted by the regime’s curtailment of civil and political freedoms. Such insulation from social pressures has an ambivalent effect on the structural power of capital. On the one hand, big business does not have to fear redistributive demands stemming from popular mobilization. On the other hand, the investment imperative is weakened by the regime’s ability to withstand periods of low economic growth. As argued above, a huge public sector that accumulates and invests profits from natural resource exports also reduces the structural power of large firms. Finally, big business faces risks from various government officials pursuing their own corporate or personal agendas.

			In 2014, Vladimir Evtushenkov, one of the wealthiest Russian businessmen, was placed under house arrest. Then-Minister of Economic Development Alexey Ulyukaev immediately protested, claiming that Evtushenkov’s arrest would encourage capital flight and undermine Russia’s investment climate.53 Nevertheless, Evtushenkov was released only after one of his companies, Bashneft’, was nationalized by court decision. It was eventually sold to Rosneft’, an oil giant with majority state ownership headed by Igor Sechin, one of Putin’s closest associates. The Evtushenkov case shows that concerns over investment do not always constrain the authorities.54 To protect its wealth and gain access to state resources, big business invests in formal and informal channels to influence state policy.

			Similar to their structural power, the instrumental power of large firms went through several stages in the post-Soviet period. It was undoubtedly at its peak in the 1990s. Business leaders enjoyed privileged access to the authorities, including the president, and in some cases occupied important government positions. Their control of the media and the financial backing of political parties gave them outsized influence over the political process. The “financial-industrial groups” also strategically placed their personnel in various state bureaucracies. Contrary to Marx’s formula “The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie,”55 the Russian state in the 1990s did not manage the common affairs of the whole capitalist class. Rather, the state was fractured between individual capitalists and served as an instrument in their conflicts.

			As argued above, the 1998 crisis acted as a catalyst for the revision of this model. During Putin’s first term, the organizational and financial base of the federal bureaucracy was strengthened and interactions with the business elite were regularized through Putin’s meetings with the RUIE. The autonomy of the state increased, allowing it to become the “committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.”56 In other words, the decline in big business’ instrumental power was compensated with an increase in their structural power. To go one step further, the increase in their structural power would not have been possible without a decline in their instrumental power.

			At the same time, the regions were driven by their own dynamics in 2000–2003. Expansion of large firms into the real economy after the 1998 crisis pushed big business to fight for control over regional assets—a fight in which they often employed the same tactics of “state capture” that they had perfected on the federal level in the 1990s. Business leaders colluded with regional governors, strategically placed their personnel in the regional administrations, or even ran for governorships themselves. At that moment, Putin’s interests coincided with those of big business: the main task of Putin’s first term was to tame powerful Russian governors, and the Moscow business elite could help with that, as its expansion in the regions weakened the regional political machines that were based on the close ties between local political and economic elites.57

			The parliament remained another source of business influence. The “financial-industrial groups” successfully promoted their own candidates in the 1999 Duma elections, especially in the single-member districts, even replacing parties as vehicles for political career advancement in some instances.58 This allowed the largest conglomerates to have substantial influence on the parliamentary process, delaying or even completely blocking government initiatives in the 1999-2003 Duma.59

			Overall, the instrumental power of large firms has declined since 2000. This trend intensified after the Yukos affair. First, the Kremlin tightened its control over the parliament. During Putin’s second term, the party discipline in United Russia increased and the role of the parliamentary committees declined, thereby reducing the lobbying power of big business in the Duma.60 Second, the direct involvement of large firms in regional politics also decreased. After Yukos, many firms perceived influencing regional politics as dangerous. The regions had also lost much of their importance due to the Kremlin’s policy of re-centralization and the weakening of federalism in Russia. By 2003–2004 most regional assets had been divided between the major conglomerates, reducing their incentives to get involved in regional politics.61

			However, even after the Yukos affair, large business retained extensive influence on state policy. Putin continued to hold regular meetings with the RUIE. State actors and business leaders developed other high-profile platforms for interaction, such as the Presidential Commission for the Fuel and Energy Sector, created in 2012. Some leading businessmen have joined the boards of state corporations: in 2008–2012, steel magnate Vladimir Lisin sat on the board of the United Shipbuilding Corporation (serving as its chairman in 2011–2012); investor Viktor Veksel’berg has sat on the board of Rosnano since 2015.

			Furthermore, the business elite found new ways to adapt to the increasingly personalized and de-institutionalized nature of the regime after 2003. During Putin’s second term in office, his politics of “equal distance” toward each oligarchic group was replaced with granting special privileges to several businessmen personally tied to him, such as Gennady Timchenko, Yury Kovalchuk, and the Rotenberg brothers.62 Other business leaders responded by becoming “friends of friends” of Putin.

			In the late 2000s, Novatek, an independent gas producer owned and headed by Leonid Mikhelson, was under threat of acquisition from Gazprom (other private gas companies, Itera and Nortgas, had already been acquired by the state giant). Mikhelson’s response was to sell a stake in his firm to Timchenko. Since Timchenko became a Novatek shareholder, the company has not only maintained its independence, but also expanded its natural gas assets. In 2010, Mikhelson and Timchenko bought Sibur, the largest petrochemical company in Russia, from Gazprombank, a Gazprom subsidiary. State contracts received by Sibur helped Mikhelson to feature on the list of “kings of government contracts” composed by Forbes.63 In 2016, Mikhelson also moved to the top of the Russian billionaires list, with a net worth of $14.4 bn.

			Nor is Mikhelson unique. Since the mid-2000s, representatives of the business elite have systematically sought ties with a narrow group of businessmen close to Putin. By the end of 2017, Timchenko, Kovalchuk, and the Rotenberg brothers had joint ventures with at least seven other billionaires on the Russian Forbes list: Leonid Mikhelson, Iskander Makhmudov, Andrey Bokarev, Aleksandr Ponomarenko, Aleksandr Skorobogatko, Alexey Mordashov, and Alisher Usmanov. Figure 2 illustrates their connections. The list of billionaires who established close ties with businessmen from Putin’s inner circle also includes Suleiman Kerimov, who in 2012 made a $100 million deposit in the Rotenbergs’ SMP Bank, thereby helping it expand its credit activities (Kerimov and Arkady Rotenberg also owned a major hotel in Moscow); Vladimir Bogdanov, whose company, Surgutneftegaz, was traded by Surgutex, controlled by Timchenko between 2002 and 2012; and Vasily Anisimov, whose real estate company, Coalco, is an official sponsor of the Russian Judo Federation alongside the Rotenbergs’ SMP bank (Anisimov is the Federation’s president while Arkady Rotenberg is its vice president). Thus, at least 10 out of 96 Russian billionaires from the 2017 Forbes list have established connections with the four businessmen from Putin’s inner circle. Many other representatives of big business who did not make it onto the list of billionaires likewise have ties to Timchenko, Kovalchuk, and the Rotenbergs.




			Figure 2. Joint ventures of the four businessmen close to Putin and other entrepreneurs from the 2017 Forbes billionaires list
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Source: Compiled by the author on the basis of articles from Forbes, RBK and Vedomosti


			


In effect, Timchenko, Kovalchuk and the Rotenbergs have become powerful informal lobbyists for a section of the business class, to an extent replacing formal institutions such as the parliament as channels of influence on state policy.64 Their particular expertise lies in government procurement: all of them except Kovalchuk, as well as their partners Mikhelson, Makhmudov, Bokarev, Mordashov, and Usmanov, regularly feature on the “kings of government contracts” list published by Forbes. Such personalistic lobbying is a distinctive feature of the instrumental power of business in Putin’s Russia.65

			New Dilemmas after 2014

			Russia’s annexation of Crimea and support for the separatist rebels in Eastern Ukraine, and the resulting dramatic confrontation with the West, demonstrate that while big business has a powerful influence on state policy, it does not determine policy outcomes “in the last instance.” The Russian authorities have never shied away from conflicts with particular representatives of the business elite. However, the course the government took in 2014 was unprecedented in that it undermined the interests of big capital as a whole.

			


Figure 3. Corporate external debt (in US$bn)
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Source: Central Bank of Russia.


			


In the 2000s, the Russian economy underwent a major shift: the “financial-industrial groups” of the previous decade gave way to specialized large firms aimed at attracting loans and investment on the global financial markets. This fundamental shift was reflected in the governance and transparency standards of large firms.66 The corporate sector has since become dependent on external financing (see Figure 3). Russia’s recent confrontation with the West has undermined this globalized and financialized regime of accumulation.

			The first wave of sanctions against Russia mostly focused on state officials and state-owned companies. However, Timchenko, Kovalchuk, and the Rotenbergs and their businesses were targeted as well. A few other businessmen who had previously aspired to the status of “friends of friends” became collateral damage. For example, Mikhelson’s company Novatek was sanctioned because of Timchenko’s minority stake in it. Yet the indirect effect of sanctions was much larger. Russian business as a whole had significant trouble attracting external capital. One study estimated that the indirect effect of the credit squeeze tripled the direct effect of sanctions. Economic losses due to the Western sanctions against Russia amounted to 2.4% of GDP.67

			By late 2016, the Russian companies not directly targeted by sanctions had mostly regained access to the global financial and IPO markets.68 However, a new wave of U.S. sanctions in April 2018 targeted several leading businessmen, among them Vladimir Bogdanov, Oleg Deripaska, and Viktor Vekselberg. The new sanctions had an immediate and dramatic effect on the Russian economy, contributing to uncertainty and unease among the business elite. More than ever, ties to the Kremlin seemed to undermine big capital’s integration into the global economy.

			Conclusion

			Big business has a strong influence on the policymaking process in Putin’s Russia. Its power has three dimensions. The first dimension comprises the functioning of the economic ministries that anticipate the investment decisions of private firms. The second dimension relates to the mechanisms of corporatist bargaining established in the early 2000s, in which the business side can use its structural power to strengthen its case. Finally, the third dimension relates to personalistic lobbying through various informal networks that unite business leaders and representatives of the state.

			While Russian officials are right to claim that today’s business leaders do not preside over the country’s politics as they did in the 1990s, an argument can still be made that the business elite in Putin’s Russia constitutes an “oligarchy” in the specific sense advanced by Jeffrey Winters and Benjamin Page: it is a narrow group of the super-wealthy that dominates certain policy areas in a context of extreme wealth and income inequality.69 Winters and Page list the shared interests of today’s oligarchs in the United States: the stability of their wealth, open international economic policy, conservative monetary policy, low taxes, and weak redistribution.70 Up until 2014, the Russian oligarchs were quite successful in maintaining the status quo in all these areas and saw their wealth rise dramatically. However, since 2014 international economic policy has become an exception: Russia’s continuing confrontation with the West has undermined the globalized and financialized regime of accumulation central to the oligarchic sector of the Russian economy since the early 2000s.

			There are several possible explanations for why the authorities embarked on a course that went against the interests of big capital. First of all, the Kremlin might not have expected such a strong and consistent response from the West. Second, previous events had paved the way for the government to take a new foreign policy stand in 2014. Since the beginning of Putin’s third term in 2012, ideological mobilization has largely replaced economic growth as a source of regime legitimacy, weakening the effect of the structural power of capital.71

			Some analysts have raised the possibility of a tension between the globally integrated business elite and domestically oriented political capitalists in the context of Russia’s ongoing confrontation with the West.72 While such a possibility cannot be excluded, it is worth noting that large business has shown the ability to adapt to the new situation by decreasing the external debt level and seeking help from the authorities. Indeed, the aggregate wealth of the billionaire class has rebounded since 2014 and the authorities are increasingly receptive to its demands in a context of prolonged economic crisis.

			While Putin’s regime has not always catered to the interests of big capital, the alternatives might be much worse for the latter. For example, in 2017-2018 Alexey Navalny, Russia’s leading opposition activist, injected strong elements of left populism into his political program, adopting slogans like “Prosperity for all, not wealth for the 0.1%” and calling for a “compensatory tax” on the oligarchs’ privatization profits.73 Navalny’s stance indicates that democratization in Russia would almost certainly entail an attack on big capital. Such an attack would not only endanger the wealth (and possibly freedom) of those business leaders with especially close ties to the Kremlin, but also result in stronger redistributive policies affecting large business as a whole. In that respect, Putin’s electoral authoritarian regime is probably still a better political shell for Russian big capital than democracy.
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			The Problematic Nature of Russian Banking
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			Abstract: The Central Bank of Russia (CBR) has received rave reviews for pursuing a strict macroeconomic policy and a sound cleansing of the banking system since 2013. In six years, roughly 474 out of 958 banks were closed down. While many banks were of poor quality, the results are not reassuring, because the main outcome is that big state banks have become more dominant. The number of both small and medium-sized private banks and foreign-owned banks has been sharply reduced. The volume of credits has stayed low, and the credits to small and medium-sized enterprises have stagnated. In the second half of 2017, three of Russia’s five largest private banks, which had acted as consolidators, collapsed. Rather than nurturing a sound banking system, the CBR regulators have encouraged the big private banks to absorb too many failed banks, taking excessive financial risks. All three faced accusations of corporate raiding. The CBR bank regulators who were supposed to cleanse the banking system appear to have stalled private banking in Russia for the foreseeable future.

			Russian macroeconomic policy is highly regarded. Both the Central Bank of Russia (CBR) and the Russian Ministry of Finance have received rave reviews.1 Yet the Russian economy is far from healthy. Growth is low and the Russian economy is widely recognized as a kleptocracy.2 Can banks—the life of an economy—really be healthy in a kleptocracy? The CBR is responsible not only for monetary policy, but also for bank regulation—that is, the state of the banking sector.

			Similarly, the Russian Ministry of Finance is praised for nearly balanced budgets and good budget planning, with three-year budgets. Russia’s public debt is only 11.5 percent of GDP. The CBR has pursued a strict monetary policy with high interest rates, currently 7.5 percent, while inflation hovers around 5 percent. Thanks to a shift to a floating exchange rate and inflation targeting in December 2014, Russia has managed its budget balance and current account well even as the oil price has fluctuated greatly. Russia’s international currency reserves were an impressive $469 billion at the end of 2018, and its unemployment has fallen to a record low of 4.7 percent.3

			From 1999 to 2008, Russia had average economic growth of 7 percent per year. From 2009 to 2018, by contrast, its average growth was 1 percent per year,4 and a broad consensus forecasts GDP growth of 1.5-2 percent per year in the medium term. There are many reasons for this decline, notably the global financial crisis, lower oil prices, increased military costs, Western sanctions, and the Kremlin-led kleptocracy, but to move from annual growth of 7 percent in one decade to annual growth of 1 percent in the next is a quantum leap.5 

			Has the CBR Succeeded in Improving the Russian Banking System?

			Our research question is whether the CBR has been successful in cleaning up the Russian banking sector since June 2013, when Elvira Nabiullina took over as chair of the CBR. The hypothesis of this paper is that while the CBR has closed down half the banks in Russia, it has not improved the Russian banking system fundamentally in terms of structure or performance.6

			The relevant measures are not those related to monetary policy, notably inflation, international reserves, and current account balance, but the state of the banking system. The period under discussion is June 2013-June 2019, six years, which is long enough to be able to draw conclusions.

			We shall investigate seven empirical features for the period 2013-2019:

			
					How has the number of banks developed?

					How has the share of banks developed by ownership?

					How has the total volume of bank credits evolved?

					What are the implications of Russia’s weak property rights for banking?

					How are the state banks managed in terms of financial results and corporate governance?

					What are the implications of the big private bank failures in 2017?

					Finally, what do some observations tell us about CBR bank inspection?

			

			A Large-Scale Bank Restructuring: A Halving of the Number of Banks

			Russia has gone through many severe banking crises, in 1994-95, 1998, 2008-09, and in 2014. The banking crises have had many causes, engendering a substantial academic literature.7 

			A steady complaint in the 2000s under the long CBR chairmanship of Sergei Ignatiev (2002-13) was that the CBR pursued too little bank restructuring. The general view was that Russia had too many bad banks. They were accused of being too small and undercapitalized, the pocket banks of big corporations or businessmen, or money-laundering operations. A broad consensus reigned that Russia had a poor bank system that needed forceful restructuring.

			In June 2013, President Vladimir Putin appointed his personal economic assistant, Elvira Nabiullina, to chair the CBR. Under her regime, the CBR has been widely lauded for closing down bad Russian banks. In September 2018, the International Monetary Fund even invited Nabiullina to give the prestigious Michel Camdessus Central Banking Lecture on Inflation Targeting in Russia.8 The CBR’s contributions to Russia’s macroeconomic stability are difficult to dispute, but not the subject of this paper.

			The closure of banks has been impressive, and the total number of banks has shrunk accordingly. On June 1, 2013, the CBR reported 958 operating banks in the country.9 In the aftermath of the 2014 crisis, hundreds of banks were closed down, leaving 484 banks on January 1, 2019,10 a reduction of no less than 474 banks, or half (Table 1).




			Table 1: Total Number of Banks Operating in Russia, January 1, 2013-19
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Source: Central Bank of Russia. 2013. Gruppirovka deistvuiushchikh kreditnykh organizatsii po velichine zaregistrirovannogo ustavnogo kapitala [Grouping of Operating Credit Institutions by the Size of Their Registered Share Capital], At https://www.cbr.ru/statistics/bank_system_new/group_13/, accessed July 15, 2019.

			


Increasing Dominance of State Banks

			The restructuring of the banking sector after the financial crash of 1998 laid the foundation for renationalization. Before the crash, Russian banking had been dominated by newly developed private banks, whose nature was widely discussed. Were they real banks or vehicles of speculation? The 1998 crash clarified that they were not stable financial institutions. About half of the private banks went under, including all ten of the big oligarchic banks except for Alfa Bank.11 

			Initially, only the old state-owned Soviet savings bank, Sberbank, offered deposit guarantees, allowing it to attract much of ordinary people’s savings. The five big state banks—Sberbank, VTB, Gazprombank, VTB24 (founded in 2000), and Rosselkhozbank—enjoyed state guarantees, which meant that the state granted them cheap funding. During the financial crisis in 2008-9, the government’s reliance on state banks was reinforced.12 Unfortunately, the CBR, which offers a great volume of statistics, does not distinguish private banks from state-owned banks in its statistics.13 There are only scattered CBR statistics on state banks’ share of total banking assets. However, the best expert in the field, Russian economist Andrei Vernikov, assesses that their share increased from 51.4 percent of total banking assets in 2013 to 65.5 percent in 2017.14 In April 2019, the World Bank assessed the share of state-owned banks at 62 percent of all banking assets,15 but this is likely to be a slight underestimation, as Vernikov has shown by highlighting hidden state ownership.

			Russia has three foreign banks among its top ten in terms of assets. Unicredit Bank Russia ranks no. 6; Rosbank, which is owned by Société Générale, no. 8; and Austrian Raiffeisen Bank Russia no. 9.16 Many foreign-owned banks have sold their Russian operations, while those who remain do not invest much in them. They realize that they cannot compete on the domestic market with the Russian state banks. Instead, the foreign-owned banks focus on servicing foreign companies and individuals in Russia. They are not really integrated into the Russian banking system. According to Vernikov’s careful analysis of the CBR statistics, foreign-owned banks’ share of total banking assets plummeted from 11.9 percent in 2013 to 7.7 percent in 2017.17 

			In the second half of 2017, three of the five biggest Russian banks owned by private Russians—Bank Otkrytie, Binbank, and Promsvyazbank—went under. Their fate raised doubts about the sustainability of the private banking sector and the quality of Russian bank inspection. 

			The fundamental problem of private banks in Russia is that the large state banks benefit from cheaper funding. First, the state banks enjoy an implicit state guarantee. Second, the large state banks can obtain cheaper financing because of their large scale. Third, banking that involves the collection of collateral requires strong property rights and a well-functioning judicial system, which Russia is lacking. As a consequence, big state banks outcompete the private banks with much cheaper funding, which is their lasting advantage. In response to their market disadvantage, the big private banks had adopted dubious business practices, which we shall discuss below. 

			As this is being written, Russia has only one big well-functioning bank owned by private Russians, Alfa Bank, but in late 2018 credible rumors were being spread that the owners wanted to sell it for $7 billion. The state bank VTB was mentioned as the most likely purchaser, but the owners of Alfa Bank denied that they were trying to sell it and no deal was concluded. The Alfa Group has sold most of its assets in Russia and transferred its capital abroad.18 Another respected privately owned Russian bank is the innovative Tinkoff Bank. There appears to be little room left for serious private Russian banks serving Russian individuals or enterprises in Russia.

			Stagnant Credit Volumes

			Russia’s credit system is poorly functioning. Enterprise financing falls into three separate segments. The big Russian state banks serve large state enterprises or Kremlin investment projects. They do little for the private sector because they focus on sizable credits. Large private Russian companies have raised much of their funding abroad, but as Russian foreign debt has declined—from $730 billion in January 2014 to $454 billion in January 2019—they have paid off their foreign debts and chosen to reduce their investment in Russia.19 

			Small and medium-sized firms turn to small private banks. As the big state banks have gradually gobbled up small and medium-sized banks, small enterprises have ever less access to credit. The World Bank complained in June 2019: “Lending to SMEs has been stagnant despite various government support measures.”20 Government support was essentially interest subsidies that are inevitably discretionary. Thus, the playing field has become increasingly tilted to the advantage of large state-owned enterprises. Presumably, there are some decent regional banks, but many of them have been closed down, causing considerable scandals, notably in Tatarstan in 2017.21 

			The conclusion is that the bank restructuring has led to a great concentration of bank services with a handful of large state banks that essentially serve the state and big state companies. The few foreign banks are primarily serving foreign entities. The small and medium-sized privately owned Russian banks have been sharply reduced, and they are not being replaced by other private banks, leading to a dearth of bank financing for small and medium-sized Russian companies. If small and medium-sized enterprises cannot obtain credit, Russian economic growth will suffer, as seems to be happening.

			The shrinking of the number of Russian banks was desired. The most general and relevant measure is the total credit volume of all the commercial banks in relation to GDP (Table 2). It has stayed roughly stagnant at slightly less than half of GDP, which is a low level for emerging economies, especially such a developed economy as the Russian one. Credit volumes in relation to GDP vary considerably, but it is usually 80-100 percent of GDP in emerging economies close to Russia’s level of development.

			


Table 2. Volume of Total Bank Credits, January 1, 2014-2019 (% of GDP)
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Source: Central Bank of Russia. 2019. Obzor bankovskogo sektora Rossiiskoi Federatsii [Overview of the Russian Banking Sector] no. 219, Table 1, At http://cbr.ru/Collection/Collection/File/14239/obs_196.pdf, accessed July 15, 2019.




			Weak Property Rights: A Constraint on Private Banking

			Strong property rights and good corporate governance are vital for banking and all capital markets. In a recent book, political scientist Jordan Gans-Morse has analyzed the nature and development of property rights in Russia.22 

			In the early 1990s, organized crime ruled in Russia, but it was defeated in the mid-1990s. Gans-Morse emphasizes the great developments in judicial reform in the 1990s under Yeltsin. Commercial courts were established in 1992. The 1993 Constitution enshrined the principle of an independent judiciary. In the 1990s and early 2000s, all the relevant commercial laws were adopted, from bankruptcy to creditors’ rights. Two parts of the Civil Code were adopted, as were laws on bankruptcy, the security market, joint stock companies, etc. In the early 2000s, Russia adopted substantial judicial reforms, and relative rule of law took hold: Gans-Morse argues that between 1999 and 2003, “Russia came close to attaining this rule of law ideal, at least in the economic sphere.”23 

			The arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the richest man in Russia and the owner of the Yukos Oil Company, in October 2003, broke this trend, however. Several other such affairs were to follow, with Russneft, Evroset’, Bashneft’, and many others of less significance. Thousands of private Russian companies were subject to illegal corporate raiding (reiderstvo), where law enforcement officials stole private companies by using state powers. A predatory state had emerged. Gans-Morse notes that “from the mid-2000s onward, countless entrepreneurs faced arrest on trumped-up charges as law enforcement officials…sought to acquire firms’ assets at below-market rates…” (p. 9). The critical shortcoming of the judicial reforms of the early 2000s was that they had not made the judges independent, but merely transferred their dependence from the regional governors to the presidential administration, which could interfere as it desired. As a consequence, Russia moved from relatively good rule of law in the early 2000s to state predation in the late 2000s.24

			The weakness of property rights in Russia is an additional handicap for private banks because they cannot draw on informal state power to collect collateral, as the state banks can do. In short, big state banks enjoy stronger property rights than private banks, which is another privilege of theirs.

			Financial Results and Corporate Governance of the Big State Banks: Sberbank the Single Star

			Let us take a closer look at the four big state banks—Sberbank, VTB (including the retail bank VTB24), Gazprombank, and Rosselkhozbank—and check the state of their financial results and corporate governance. 

			Of these banks, only Sberbank enjoys a good reputation. It is a retail bank for ordinary individuals. Since 2007, its chief executive has been former Minister of the Economy German Gref, who benefits from a good personal reputation. Sberbank is widely praised for having modernized and computerized its offices and developed its internet systems. It generates a massive profit and enjoys a high market valuation. On June 7, 2019, its market capitalization on the London Stock Exchange amounted to $85 billion.25 In 2018, its reported net profit was $12.8 billion on assets of $480 billion.26 It accounts for about 30 percent of total banking assets in Russia and generates more than 37 percent of all banking profits.27 

			However, it is majority owned by the CBR, which is an anomaly and contradicts good corporate governance because a central bank should not own a commercial bank. Its chairman is Sergei Ignatiev, Chairman of the CBR until June 2013, and its board is dominated by former and current members of the CBR and the Russian government, even if five of the fourteen members of its supervisory board are independent directors.28 The CBR and Russian government directly control this state institution, which has almost half of the retail deposits. The state has granted it unique privileges, which means that it enjoys a better credit rating and cheaper funding than any other institution. Sberbank has been and remains a state monopoly.

			By contrast, hardly anything positive can be said about VTB. Its most recent public annual report is from 2017. At that time, its net profit was a mere $1.8 billion on assets of $201 billion, almost half of Sberbank’s assets. VTB made no profits in 2014 and 2015.29 Its market capitalization in London is a paltry $8 billion.30 Thus, VTB is a financial disaster. If it did not enjoy a guarantee of state support, it would have gone bankrupt. 

			Yet Andrei Kostin has been its CEO since 2002 and seems safe, suggesting that the VTB is not really a bank but satisfies other aims of the Kremlin. It is supposed to provide financing in line with Kremlin desires. The chairman of its supervisory board is Finance Minister Anton Siluanov, who is obliged to obey Kremlin orders.31 To judge from its official financial results, VTB—unlike Sberbank—is not benefiting financially from being owned by the Russian state. However, its survival and its lending practices suggest that it performs valuable services for the Russian state. 

			Gazprombank is considered a state bank, but it is not necessarily so. Since 2007, its ownership has been altered repeatedly. In a series of complex transactions, it was subject to asset-stripping to the benefit of Bank Rossiya, the Putin crony bank headed by Putin’s personal friend Yuri Kovalchuk and subject to US sanctions since March 2014.32 It is considered that since 2003, Kovalchuk and Gazprombank CEO Andrei Akimov have been the main actual owners of Gazprombank. Gazfond, which is owned by Kovalchuk’s Bank Rossiya, is the biggest owner, with 41.6 percent of the ordinary shares. Gazprom is the second-biggest owner with 29.8 percent. Gazprom Gazoraspredelenie owns 16.3 percent, while Vnesheconombank, a non-governmental organization controlled by Putin himself, owns 8.5 percent.33 Although Gazprombank publishes substantial annual reports naming its owners, its real ownership remains murky. For example, Gazprom Gazoraspredelenie is a subsidiary of Gazprom Mezhregiongaz, which in turn is a subsidiary of Gazprom, but rumored to have been privatized, like so many other parts of Gazprom. Gazprombank’s board of directors contains thirteen people, all of whom belong to the circle around Putin.34 Gazprombank has published an extensive annual report for 2018 audited by KMPG, but it makes little sense. On assets of $100 billion, Gazprombank made a tiny net profit of only $610 million.35

			Rosselkhozbank is fully state-owned. It is supposed to finance agriculture. Until May 2018, its CEO was Dmitry Patrushev, the son of Russian National Security Adviser Nikolai Patrushev. Dmitry Patrushev attained this position at the age of 33.36 In May 2018, he was appointed minister of agriculture instead, which was interpreted as Rosselkhozbank having serious financial problems. Its published annual reports have recorded persistent and large net losses. The latest annual report available is from 2017. It was audited by EY and reports that Rosselkhozbank made a net loss of $342 million on assets of $44.6 billion. It had a supervisory board of nine members chaired by Deputy Prime Minister Arkady Dvorkovich, while the rest represented Russian insiders.37

			Thus, of the four biggest state banks, only Sberbank seems to be reasonably run and has a respectable market valuation, but it enjoys a privileged monopoly position. The three other big state banks—VTB, Gazprombank and Rosselkhozbank—look more like servants of the ruling elite than real banks, in spite of all their state privileges. All three have produced very poor financial results year after year, but even so, the chief executives of VTB and Gazprombank have held their posts for many years. Admittedly, the worst performer, Dmitry Patrushev, was removed, but this came after eight years as CEO and he was made Minister of Agriculture. All four state banks are closely connected with the Kremlin inner circle. 

			If the Russian government were concerned about the financial results of the three underperforming state banks or about the availability of credit for small and medium-sized private enterprises, it would pursue restructuring of VTB, Gazprombank, and Rosselkhozbank and prepare for their privatization, but this is not happening. This suggests that either the state banks are intended to pursue other objectives or the government is not really awake.  

			The Collapse of Three Big Private Banks in 2017 Raises Serious Question about CBR Regulation

			In four months in the fall of 2017, three of the five biggest private Russian banks went under. They all belonged to Russia’s ten biggest banks by assets: Bank Otkrytie, Binbank, and Promsvyazbank. Strangely, the CBR had used these three banks and VTB as consolidators of multiple smaller banks and it had funded them generously.38 Their fate raises doubts about the sustainability of private banking in Russia and the quality of Russian bank inspection. 

			Max Seddon, the Financial Times’ Moscow correspondent, who specializes in banking, wrote a series of excellent articles on this horrendous crash, which he assessed cost the central bank “at least $30bn.”39 Bank Otkrytie is the most interesting case because it was a highly regarded commercial bank with transparent ownership divided among several respectable businessmen who were perceived to represent Russia’s best and brightest. It was the star of the Russian banking system and was intended to blaze the trail to a future of modernity and competence. Just before its demise, it was the largest private bank in Russia by assets. Instead, Bank Otkrytie turned out to be an example of wild speculation and crony capitalism, with vast funds coming from VTB and CBR rather than from the market.40

			Bank Otkrytie was founded by two respected businessmen, Boris Mints and Vadim Belyaev, who bought the small Shchit Bank in 2006 and renamed it Otkrytie, which means opening.41 It was supposed to be a transparent and modern bank. It remained small until 2012, when it bought Nomos Bank, which was already one of Russia’s ten biggest banks, with a $1 billion loan from VTB.42 In August 2013, Mints sold his shares in Otkrytie, which seems to have increased its appetite for risk and expansion.43 It went on a purchasing spree, buying banks, insurance companies, and pension funds: Rosgosstrakh, Trust Bank, Rosgostrakh Bank, Lukoil Garant, Roketbank, the Russian Development Bank, VEFK, Bank Petrokommerts, etc. Its purchases were based on close relations with the CBR, which had to approve the purchases, and the deposit insurance agency. The purchases were typically financed by either the CBR or VTB. Alas, in the summer of 2017 Otkrytie was hit by a major despositor run and at the end of August the CBR had little choice but to take it over.44 

			As is usually the case after a bank failure, the post mortem showed that the situation was far worse than previously understood. All along, it had been known that VTB owned 10 percent of Otkrytie and that it had provided it with big loans. However, after its collapse it turned out that Otkrytie had bought no less than 20 percent of VTB’s shares, more than half of its free float, in order to boost its low market price. This caused Otkrytie huge losses, which might have been the main reason why it went under.45

			In April 2016, the Panama Papers were published. They revealed that offshore companies formally owned by or affiliated with a childhood friend of Putin, the cellist Sergei Roldugin, had received more than $2 billion in offshore wealth from Russian oligarchs and the Russian state without any possibility that this was earned. Roldugin is understood to hold money for Putin.46 The Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project has published an insightful analysis of Roldugin’s incomes. One of these sources was bank loans of $650 million from VTB’s subsidiary in Cyprus, RCB.47 VTB sold a stake in RCB to Bank Otkrytie so that RCB would escape Western sanctions against VTB, but that also made it easier for VTB to hide the nonpayment of a big credit. Otkrytie sold this stake to Sberbank in August 2017 just before it went under.48 As the Bloomberg columnist Leonid Bershidsky put it, “the fate of the Otkritie financial group is not really about traditional banking problems. It’s about the state’s oversized and still growing role in the Russian economy.49 

			The rise and fall of Binbank was almost tragicomic. Nobody in this bank enjoyed pubic confidence and nothing they did induced public trust. Even so, the CBR regulators let it rise to the sky with maximum risk, just to collapse as widely expected. 

			Binbank was a family bank. The patriarch of this family was Mikhail Gutseriyev, who came from Ingushetia in the North Caucasus. He had made his money on the tax-free zone in Ingushetia in the early 1990s and then as manager of the state oil company Slavneft. He had a reputation as a tough wheeler-dealer. Gutseriyev’s main asset was the oil company Russneft. Binbank, which grew out of Gutseriyev’s holding company, was founded in 1993. Its chief executive was Mikhail Shishkhanov, a cousin of Gutseriyev. In September 2017, Forbes assessed the Gutseriyev family as the richest in Russia, with a net wealth of $9.9 billion.50 

			In 2014, when the CBR was just beginning its cleansing of the Russian banking system, Binbank embarked on a fast but high-risk expansion rather similar to that of Bank Otkrytie. It increased its total assets 5.5 times in the three years from January 2014 to January 2017. It did so by taking over one failed bank after another, receiving these banks from the CBR. From 2014, it gobbled up Moskomprivatbank, DNB Bank, Rost Bank, SKA-Bank, Tver’universalbank, Akkobank, Kedr, and the big MDM Bank, which gave Binbank some respectability.51 Binbank also bought up several pension funds and insurance companies, although few trusted Binbank to honor its long-term obligations. 

			Its appetite seemed insatiable and so did its willingness to take on risk.52 Considering that eminent Russian journalists in the leading business newspapers Vedomosti, RBC, and Kommersant all saw this, the CBR must have done so as well. Yet the CBR not only let it happen, but it was even unable to keep quiet about its seizure of the bank before it happened, with the result that skillful Russian journalists reported it in advance. Needless to say, all insiders must have noticed in time and made the transfers they desired. It is difficult to imagine a clumsier CBR takeover.  

			In December 2017, a third big private bank, Promsvyazbank, went under. While much smaller than Bank Otkrytie and Binbank, its story is quite similar. Promsvyazbank was owned by two brothers, Dmitry and Alexei Ananyev. Like the other failing banks, it was overexpanding. In 2015, the Ananyev brothers bought Vozrozhdenie Bank for $200 million; they also took over the smaller Pervobank and Avtovazbank from the Deposit Insurance Agency. In December 2017, a bank run started on Promsvyazbank and the Ananyev brothers were accused of having moved large amounts of money from their banks in Russia to foreign banks. They did so just before the CBR seized Promsvyazbank, arousing suspicions that they had been informed by some insider that the CBR was about to seize their bank. The two brothers fled Russia for Cyprus and now seem to spend their time in London, Geneva, and Cyprus.53 They are currently being  taken to court in London and the US for more than $200 million by former shareholders, who accuse them of having looted their bank. Meanwhile, VTB is reportedly going to buy Promsvyazbank from the Ananyev brothers, preferencing them over the other embittered shareholders.54 As usual, the Russian state comes out in favor of the culprits rather than the victims of financial crimes. Promsvyazbank has become the state bank for the defense industry and sanctioned Russian companies.55 

			These three almost simultaneous bank crashes have much in common. In all three banks, the owners were highly speculative. This cannot have come as a surprise to the bank inspectors at the CBR because it was common knowledge before the crashes. The owners were encouraged by the CBR to be expansive and take big risks. The CBR did nothing to impede their risk-taking. On the contrary, the CBR selected these very banks as amalgamators of failed banks.56 While the Russian media describe and analyze very well and in unison what happened, they largely refrain from criticism of the CBR, which might be perceived as politically dangerous.

			The CBR has allowed a number of strange financial operations of considerable dimensions. Two stand out. They occurred in December 2014 and December 2016, respectively. Each was on the order of $10 billion. They involved four parties: Rosneft, which was the prime mover; Bank Otkrytie; VTB; and the CBR.

			In December 2014, Rosneft faced a deadline. It had to pay back a loan of $7.6 billion for its purchase of shares in TNK-BP that was coming due. A bridge loan by foreign bankers was anticipated, but it fell through.57 Instead, Rosneft issued a huge ruble bond of 625 billion rubles, which the CBR bought and exchanged into hard currency. As a consequence, the ruble collapsed and Russia faced a serious currency crisis, forcing the CBR to a shock rate increase of 6.5 percentage points. Only in February 2015 did the CBR confess that it had caused this crisis to salvage Rosneft from default.58 As Max Seddon of the Financial Times put it, “In 2014, Otkritie, already Russia’s largest privately held bank, doubled its assets overnight in a repo deal organized by VTB to navigate western sanctions and refinance oil group Rosneft’s debt.”59 The essence is that the CBR encouraged a wildly speculative deal and destabilized the Russian ruble to salvage an overleveraged state company.

			In December 2016, Rosneft carried out a similar operation, which it labeled “privatization,” claiming that it sold 19.5 percent of shares in Rosneft to a consortium of Glencore and Qatar’s sovereign fund. Putin received Sechin, who stated that “this amounts toover 1 trillion rubles, which will come tothebudget, including 10.5 billion euros forRosneft’s 19.5 percent stake.”60 Putin said that it was “the largest privatization deal, the largest sale and acquisition in the global oil and gas sector in 2016.”61

			A very different reality gradually became apparent. Glencore contributed merely €300 million, and a trading agreement with Rosneft might have covered its whole cost. Qatar contributed €2.5 billion, while the rest consisted of bank loans formally from Italy’s biggest bank, Intesa Sanpaolo, but that in reality came from Gazprombank, Sberbank, and other Russian state banks.62 A new domestic Rosneft ruble bond issue of $10.8 billion, which was bought by Bank Otkrytie, seems to have financed almost the whole “privatization.”63 The mystery deepened when Putin awarded the prestigious Order of Friendship to the three main foreign participants in the deal.64 

			The actual beneficiary owners of these stocks remain unknown. Formally, the Rosneft shares are owned by Singaporean QHG Shares Pte, which belongs to British QHG Invest, which is controlled by QHG Holding, which is owned by the Cayman offshore company QHG Cayman Limited. All these companies are anonymous shell companies. Evidently, someone is trying to hide the real owners as well as possible under a large layer of shell companies.65 In June 2017, Rosneft announced that it wanted to renationalize the stake it had just sold, further raising suspicions about the real beneficiary owners.66 In fact, nothing seems to have happened, but the secrecy remains complete.

			Thus, on two occasions, in 2014 and 2016, the CBR participated tacitly in big currency operations that destabilized the ruble. Such actions should be impermissible for a conscientious central bank.

			The closure of numerous banks involved in dubious activities and without sufficient capital was beneficial. However, accusations have been raised against the CBR claiming that it has participated in raiding banks that were healthy and operated on the right side of the law. 

			This concerns several banks that were closed down by the CBR in 2015 and 2016, all of which were listed among the top 50 Russian banks by assets. The owners of the banks Vneshprombank, Probusinessbank, and Rossiisky Kredit all claim to have been subject to raiding instigated by the CBR regulators, as do several others.67 The former main owner of Probusinessbank, Sergey Leontiev, claims with considerable evidence that the closure was unjustified and carried out as a surprise attack. He also insists that banks’ assets were swindled away by the state. The two main targets of criticism have been the state-owned bank Russian Capital and Binbank. 

			The dubious manner in which Probusinessbank was seized was verified by a detailed article in the highly credible business newspaper Vedomosti. It emphasizes how surprised everybody was by the revocation of Probusinessbank’s banking license. Deloitte had declared that it was in good health. It was about to move to new offices. Nineteen percent of its shares were owned by the highly-respected Swedish East Capital Financial Fund AB. The CBR regulator Mikhail Sukhov assisted two well-known vultures, Binbank, discussed above, and the state-owned bank Russian Capital in taking over substantial resources from Probusinessbank.68

			A few days before Probusinessbank was deprived of its license, part of its assets (600 million rubles) was transferred to Russian Capital, a fully state-owned subsidiary of the Deposit Insurance Agency (DIA) that is supposed to rehabilitate failing banks. The business depositors of Probusinessbank became so upset over this that they organized a protest that almost ousted the head of Russian Capital, Mikhail Kuzovlev. Kuzovlev has been accused of having misappropriated funds from at least seven banks that Russian Capital has taken over, one of which is Probusinessbank.69

			Governor Elvira Nabiullina has held her post since June 2013, and personnel changes are relatively rare in the CBR. Traditionally, it has a nine-person board of directors: the governor and eight deputy governors.70 

			On October 3, 2016, however, a sudden and unexpected change occurred for the first time in several years. Deputy Governor Mikhail Sukhov, who had been Director for Bank Regulation for many years, was sacked. His superior, First Deputy Governor, Alexei Simanovsky, was demoted to the position of advisor to the governor. The head of the Department for Bank Supervision, Ruben Amir’yants, was also sacked. Simanovsky was not considered directly guilty of misdeeds, but of being unable to control Sukhov and Amir’yants, so initially he was not sacked but demoted.71 These personnel changes were clearly a major embarrassment to the Central Bank but they were hushed up and no public explanation was given.

			The authoritative business daily Kommersant devoted at least eight articles to this affair. It offered two main explanations. First, big shortfalls of funds had been revealed in three banks that had been closed down in 2015 and 2016, namely Vneshprombank, Probusinessbank, and Rossiisky Kredit (each of whom was listed as one of the top 50 Russian banks by assets), and, second, how these banks were rehabilitated, which raised questions about misuse of state funds by the bank regulators.72 Without directly saying so, the journalists implied corruption of the bank regulators, and treated it as a major scandal. The responsibility for bank regulation was transferred to two new parties, First Deputy Governor Dmitri Tulin and Deputy Governor Sergey Shevtsov, who was later promoted to first deputy. 

			Several months earlier, Sukhov’s supervision duties had been transferred to another deputy governor of the Central Bank, Vasily Pozdyshev. Both mass media and experts had repeatedly spoken out about the destructive activities of Sukhov and Amir’yants.73 Allegedly, Pozdyshev was not strong enough to get control over bank regulation with Sukhov and Amir’yants still at the Central Bank, so they had to be sacked. An article with considerable insight into the drama of Russian bank regulation (from February 2015) claimed that Sukhov, with the assistance of his loyal long-time accomplice Amir’yants, was trying to undermine the work of his colleague Pozdyshev through all kinds of intrigues. This article was subtitled “How the Criminal Deputy Chairman of the Central Bank ‘Gobbled Up’ Opponents and Traded with Bank Licenses.”74 

			An insightful anonymous follow-up article detailed Sukhov’s alleged crimes. It accused Sukhov of “deliberately provoking another wave of banking crisis.” The article stated that Sukhov’s modus operandi was to transfer assets out of problematic banks just before their licenses were revoked. It focused on one case, the bank called “Trust.” After its license was revoked, Sukhov opted for an expensive rehabilitation of the bank by Otkrytie, which it claims had kept Sukhov on its payroll for a long time. One week after Sukhov was sacked from the Central Bank, VTB hired him as vice president.75 Meanwhile, Pozdyshev took over the prime responsibility for bank closures. It was he who carried out the three big bank closures in the fall of 2017, all of which appear suspicious. Large assets disappeared from the banks in their final days, and it appears as if major culprits were warned.

			Strangely, the long-time senator Alexander Torshin was appointed deputy governor of the CBR in January 2015. “An investigation carried out between 2012 and 2013 by a Palma court and the anti-corruption prosecutors José Grinda and Juan Carrau into Romanov concluded that Torshin was the boss of a Taganskaya criminal operation which laundered money by buying up hotels in Mallorca.”76 Moreover, Torshin was 61, while the official retirement age of the CBR is 60. In April 2018, Torshin was sanctioned by the US Treasury for his engagement with the National Rifle Association in the United States and possible interference in the US presidential election in 2016. Yet he stayed on at the CBR until the end of November 2018, and the official reason for his retirement was that he had turned 65.77 How can the CBR be taken seriously as a bank regulator when it allows an internationally suspect money launderer and organized criminal to be deputy governor for nearly four years?

			Conclusions: Russia Is No Place for Decent Private Banking

			Since Elvira Nabiullina took over as chair of the CBR in June 2013, the Russian banking system has gone through major structural changes. The most conspicuous change is that the number of commercial banks has been slashed from 958 banks in June 2013 to 484 banks in early 2019, a halving of the number of banks.

			The main consequence of this restructuring is that the big state banks have become all the more dominant. They have all the advantages. They enjoy actual state guarantees. If they lose money, they always receive more capital from the state and refinancing from the CBR. The market participants know that this is the case, so the credit agencies offer the state banks favorable ratings and the market offers the state banks cheaper financing than private banks. Russian retail depositors have traditionally swarmed to Sberbank, which enjoys the cheapest funding. With their ample and cheap funds, Sberbank and VTB have been highly aggressive in purchasing private banks. 

			At present, Russia has four decent foreign-owned banks of significance—Unicredit, Rosbank, Raiffeisen, and Citi—and two sizable and reputable private banks—Alfa Bank and Tinkoff Bank. None of these six big private incumbents appear keen on expanding in Russia. Moreover, neither foreign nor private Russian investors want to invest in Russian banks, while many of those who remain want to sell. As such, it is doubtful that a normal private banking sector can develop in Russia.

			The public aim of banking policy is to provide the economy with an adequate flow of credit while avoiding financial crisis. The Russian banking system has stabilized after going through many crises, but its credit allocation does not look very impressive. As a result of the state banks expanding and private Russian and foreign banks being squeezed out, funding for the private sector, especially small and medium-sized enterprises, is being reined in. The state and state companies enjoy more credit than desirable, and consumer credits might have increased too much, while credit to small and medium-sized enterprises is stagnant.78 Such a credit allocation is not likely to stimulate economic growth. Nor are any other sources of capital apparent, apart from retained profits and the state budget. 

			The financial performances of four of the big state banks raise opposing concerns. Sberbank looks well-run, but it enjoys extraordinary monopoly rents, so how could it avoid making great profits? VTB, Rosselkhozbank, and Gazprombank, by contrast, have persistently struggled to turn a profit in spite of their privileged positions. Even so, Andrei Kostin has been CEO of VTB since 2002. Similarly, Andrei Akimov has been CEO of Gazprombank since 2003. Rather than being punished for the persistent losses during his eight years as CEO of Rosselkhozbank, Dmitry Patrushev advanced to become Minister of Agriculture in 2018. Clearly, the fates of these three chief executives indicate that the financial performance of their banks was not very important to their actual principal.

			The three big bank crashes in 2017 raise multiple concerns. Bank Otkrytie, Binbank, and Promsvyazbank were—together with VTB—the big amalgamators of failed banks. Why did the CBR let them play that role when they were so shaky? Was it incompetent, complicit or both? Binbank and its owners, in particular, had had a solidly poor reputation since the early 1990s. Why did the CBR allow anybody with Mikhail Gutseriyev’s reputation to own a bank? His background would have been sufficient for any serious bank regulator to say no. 

			The conclusion of this article is that the CBR has not been able to escape the grasp of Russian kleptocracy. While certain top CBR officials might be doing a good job with regard to monetary policy, research, and statistics, the CBR has been involved in impermissible financing activities and its bank inspections raise serious concerns. The CBR has done little to create viable conditions for sound private banking. Rather than cleansing the Russian banking system, it appears to be killing private banking. Russia is unlikely to be able to sustain a private banking system because the defense of property rights and the collection of collateral is too weak. That means that small and medium-sized enterprises cannot be supplied with much credit, which will constrain economic growth for as long as the current kleptocracy lasts.
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			Abstract: When searching for some reflection of themselves in Georgia’s official narratives, policies, and symbolic landscapes, members of the country’s minority groups are often left to ask, “Who and where are we?” The existence of a territorial state by the name of Azerbaijan next door complicates matters for Georgia’s largest minority group, the Georgian Azeri-Turks, in that members of this group are widely considered “Azerbaijanis,” or as belonging historically to the territorial state of Azerbaijan rather than to Georgia. In this article, symbolically imbued landscapes are framed as sites wherein narratives of identity are articulated, negotiated, and, at times, contested by members of the Georgian Azeri-Turkic community in the border region of Kvemo Kartli. By highlighting the ways in which community leaders problematize official control over symbolic landscapes in the region, I seek to answer the following question: How do encounters with national identity narratives in the landscape affect or reflect understandings of collective identity among the Georgian Azeri-Turks of Kvemo Kartli?  

			Exclusive conceptions of (ethno-)national identity remain influential at the political and grassroots levels in Georgia,1 leaving members of some of the country’s minority groups to ask, “Who and where are we?” as they seek to see themselves reflected in the country’s official narratives, policies, and symbolic landscapes. In this paper, symbolically imbued material landscapes are framed as sites wherein meta-narratives of identity are encountered and/or contested at a variety of scales, from that of the so-called “nation-state” to the grassroots level. By highlighting discussions concerning official interventions in local landscapes of the Kvemo Kartli region, I seek to answer the following question: How do encounters with national identity narratives in the landscape affect or reflect understandings of collective identity among the Georgian Azeri-Turks of Kvemo Kartli? The cases illustrated in this paper demonstrate that, for Georgian Azeri-Turk interviewees as well as authors of posts on local Facebook pages, perceptions of exclusionary practices taking place within local landscapes serve as powerful sites of collective identity negotiation.

			After briefly discussing the bases of post-Soviet nation-building in Georgia and Azerbaijan (and underlining the importance of the Soviet period to the (re)formation of contemporary identity narratives in both states), the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of this case study are offered up for the reader’s consideration. The relationship between national identity and territory is explicated as the basis for discussion of landscapes, both symbolic and physical, as arenas for identity dissemination, contestation, and negotiation. Data obtained through interviews and participant observation in addition to content, discourse, and social media analysis are presented with the aim of highlighting lesser-heard voices and lesser-studied issues within local Georgian Azeri-Turkic communities. Four discursive categories are identified in interview and other research materials—1) Physical presence/residence, 2) Place names, 3) Religious symbolism in the built environment, and 4) Collective utilization—and are presented here as frames through which local responses to official interventions in local landscapes in Kvemo Kartli can be better analyzed and understood. Each of the aforementioned discursive categories is examined in turn, with local voices featuring prominently in these discussions. Analysis of these discursive categories, as well as the circumstances upon which they are built, demonstrates that, for many Georgian Azeri-Turks, the negotiation of collective identity occurs in no small part in relation to perceptions of peripheralization and relative deprivation. The landscapes within and through which individuals carry out their daily lives in Kvemo Kartli are poignant sites of identity encounter and contestation, arenas within which subjective collective identities take shape and adapt to changing socio-cultural and geopolitical circumstances. 

			Background

			In Georgia and in many other post-Soviet states, the 19th and 20th centuries saw the emergence of national intelligentsias and official projects to awaken national consciousness in the hearts and minds of titular peoples as well as to embed related ideologies within state structures and institutions.2 The early Soviet period was particularly important to the dissemination of narratives linking so-called “titular peoples” and their languages to particular territories and the fusion of these narratives within governing structures at the level of the republics and semi-autonomous republics within the Soviet Union.3 In the South Caucasus, brief periods of democratic and independent statehood—from 1918-21 in Georgia and from 1918-20 in both Azerbaijan and Armenia—provided the impetus for nation-building initiatives in the region following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.

			Georgian Azeri-Turks have officially been designated as “Azerbaijanis” since 1937, in line with the policies put into place to distinguish the titular people of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic from those in neighboring Turkey. In seeking to distance the Turkic/Persian peoples of the Soviet Union from the nationalizing states of neighboring Turkey and Iran, Soviet officials recognized the power of descriptive labels in dividing as well as consolidating collectivities.4 Quickly succeeding the official establishment and delimitation of the Georgian, Azerbaijani, and Armenian Soviet Socialist Republics in 1936, the territorial Azerbaijani SSR was officially deemed the “homeland” for members of the “Azerbaijani nation.” The Turkic peoples who had resided for centuries in the south and eastern territories of the then-Georgian SSR, along the political borders of Soviet Armenia and Azerbaijan, came to be known by the same designation—“Azerbaijanis.” This trend continues to this day, albeit not without contestation. 

			Interviews with community leaders (see Appendix 1) and analysis of Facebook posts demonstrate a lack of consensus concerning which label/s ought to be applied to the group in question.5 I have chosen to use the label of “Georgian Azeri-Turks” for the time being in an effort to reflect current debates among the socially and politically active members of this community regarding their collective namesake. “Georgian” here represents the legal relationship of the vast majority of the collective in question to the Georgian territorial state by virtue of citizenship and long historical presence on Georgian territories; “Azeri-” reflects the existence of shared socio-cultural characteristics between members of this grouping and the titular people of Azerbaijan and yet distinguishes between them on a spatial and legal basis; “Turk” emphasizes the historical and socio-cultural linkages between members of the collective and the Turkic tribes from which they are believed to have descended (the “Ag Koyunlu,” “Qara Koyunlu,” “Borchalu,” and/or “Qarapapaq/Terekeme” Turks, for example). In short, “Georgian Azeri-Turk” here is meant to serve as middle ground between contested labels and the ideals that they represent.  

			Despite the decreasing numbers of Georgian Azeri-Turks in official census materials since the late 1980s,6 the majority of this group’s representatives (some 76%) continue to be concentrated in the region of Kvemo Kartli, where they make up approximately 42% of the region’s overall population of approximately 215,500 individuals. Georgian Azeri-Turks comprise the majority of the population in the districts of Marneuli (over 83% of the population of 104,300), Bolnisi (over 63% of 53,590), and Dmanisi (65.5% of 191,141), and 43.5% of Gardabani’s population of 81,876 individuals. Additionally, sizable communities of Georgian Azeri-Turks are located in the regions of Kakheti, Mtskheta-Mtianeti, and Shida Kartli, as well as in the capital city of Tbilisi.7 At present, Georgian Azeri-Turks are the most numerous minority group in Georgia, at 233,024 individuals, or 6.3% of the country’s overall population of nearly 3.7 million,8 although this number is contested by community leaders, who place the unofficial number of Georgian Azeri-Turks in the country between 320,000 and 400,000 individuals.9 Indeed, higher-than-average instances of unregistered births in the Kvemo Kartli region, coupled with trends of intermittent economic migration among Georgian-Azeri Turkic males, contribute to difficulties in calculating the population’s exact numbers.10   

			Theoretical Framework 

			When we speak about the “national” variant of collective identity, we are really speaking about the myriad inter-related processes occurring at various scales—from the state to the individual—that go into the imagining of the “nation” and facilitate processes of collective recognition as well as distinction.11 When the abstract, imagined concept of the “nation” is combined with the political project of independent statehood, the “nation-state” is made visible, bounded by political boundaries on the map and embodied by checkpoints controlling the flow of “legal” and “illegal” persons to and from the national territory.12 Yet these processes obscure far more than they reveal; as a social agent, the individual may attribute different meanings and values to particular narratives of identity, and homogeneity is by far the exception of societies today—not the rule. Thus, although the state and its constituent organs expend considerable time, effort, and resources to spatially socialize constituents as loyal members of the nation within the territorial state,13 no amount of legislating, educating, celebrating, or commemorating can produce equal valuation of official narratives by individual members of the body politic. 

			The landscape—physical, man-made, and socially constituted—has come to be acknowledged by geographers and non-geographers alike as crucial to projects of identity (re)production and negotiation at the levels of the individual and collectivity.14 Our surroundings and the social relations that give them meaning—our childhood homes, the streets upon which we used to play, the educational institutions we attended, etc.—act as the backdrops of our lives, shaping who we are as individuals and members of collectivities, and are similarly shaped by us as social actors. Public education, media, national iconography, monuments, street names, and celebrations/commemorations of official dates perform the function of “flagging” the nation and reminding us of our roles within it on an almost daily basis,15 meaning that official narratives of memory and identity are not confined to the scale of the nation-state alone. 

			Following the work of Alderman & Inwood (2013), Foote & Azaryahu (2007), Hoelscher & Alderman (2004), Johnson (1995), Mitchell (2003), and Olwig (2005),16 landscape here refers to the material, socially constructed, symbolic, and contested nature of physical spaces. The landscape is a sensory experience, a physical location, and a symbolic site within and through which collective memories and identities are communicated, legitimated, negotiated and contested at a variety of scales, from that of the state to that of the individual. The landscape plays a crucial role in state and nation-building initiatives and, although elites tend to play a central role in the (re)construction of the symbolic landscape, the landscape is a site wherein official narratives of collective memory and identity are encountered and (re)interpreted at the grassroots level as well. 

			It is through the articulation and dissemination of national memories/myths and other such “narrations of nationhood”17 and identity that bounded territories become “homelands” for particular peoples, configurations of brick and mortar become “homes” to individuals and families, and landscapes become intertwined with individual and collective identities.18 Yet in a world wherein states jealously guard their territories from attempts from within and/or without to divide or coopt said territories, certain groups come to be viewed as more “native” and more deserving of power and national resources than others.19 In this way, geography is intimately and inextricably linked to collective identity and its constituent components; the landscape, both natural and man-made, is both a source and a receptacle of the myths and memories of the nation and its constituent population. As the events presented in this article demonstrate, however, the relationship between “non-titulars” and the landscape is fraught with ambiguity and contestation. The hierarchies of power relations that structure this relationship also facilitate and mediate its surveillance.

			As a theoretical concept, landscape is used here to contextualize and unpack the relationship between perceptions of discrimination, marginalization, and identity negotiation. Furthermore, using landscape as frame for analysis affords the opportunity to better understand the ways in which official endeavors peripheralize members of minority groups within their own localities and, further, examine how such peripheralization influences identity negotiation within minority communities. Although works emphasizing the relationship between discrimination and collective identity have proliferated since the 1980s, particularly in the fields of Sociology and Social Psychology,20 the role played by the physical and symbolic landscape in these processes is rarely, if ever, acknowledged. With regard to the post-Soviet space, significant attention has been paid to the role of monuments and spectacle in nation-building processes,21 but far less attention has thus far been paid to the ways that national narratives and their material manifestations impact members of minority communities. 

			The Georgian state is not unique in its propensity to select titular majority-centric narratives for material and symbolic manifestation in the public realm, as most of the aforementioned authors demonstrate, nor is Georgia the only state, post-Soviet or otherwise, to engage in such practices in areas where minorities are concentrated. The paucity of available research pertaining to the interplay of majority-minority relations in the built environment and the effect such interplay has on minority identities, however, means that this case study is merely a first foray into little-explored territory. Furthermore, previous research pertaining to Georgian Azeri-Turks has tended to employ a top-down, state-centric approach, typically providing an overview of the chief obstacles to minority integration in the educational, economic, political, and/or social spheres,22 and/or the policy concerns that touch upon majority-minority relations in Georgia.23 In most of these studies, the stories and viewpoints of individual Georgian Azeri-Turks do not play a central role, and little to no attention has thus far been paid to the role of symbolic landscape in processes of identity negotiation among members of this minority group. In addition to offering up landscape as an analytical tool for future studies of identity-related issues with applicability for anthropologists, geographers, political scientists, sociologists, etc., this study contributes to scholarship on national identity and majority-minority relations in Georgia by bringing little-heard minority voices into analyses of the relationship/s between landscapes, perceptions of peripheralization and discrimination, and identity.

			Methodological Considerations  

			Rather than focus specifically upon official endeavors to (re)produce geopolitical and socio-cultural borders at the state level in Georgia, in this study I present the voices of members of a peripheral, “non-titular” group as agents encountering, experiencing, negotiating, and at times contesting the effects of officially propagated collective identity narratives. By examining the encounters and perceptions of the Georgian Azeri-Turks of Kvemo Kartli with official endeavors pertaining to material and symbolic landscapes, I seek to highlight how members of this collective respond to official meta-narratives of identity and examine the ways in which these responses inform individuals’ perceptions of their own group identity. Emphasis is placed upon community leaders’ and social media users’ stories and interpretations of key events that are seen as: 1) setting them apart from titular Georgians; and 2) connecting them to members of their “imagined community.”  

			The primary sources of data include: 1) Interviews with Georgian Azeri-Turk community leaders and social activists (Appendix 1); 2) participant observation; 3) landscape analysis; and 4) and social media analysis. Data were obtained over the course of four fieldwork trips between January 2016 and August 2018. Both content and discourse analysis proved to be useful methods for interpreting not only the interviews, but also social media posts. By identifying the most popular Facebook pages for discussions of local and national issues among Georgian Azeri-Turks through my own online networks of friends and acquaintances, I uncovered the most popular sources of local news and discussion platforms (chiefly Gundelik, MarneuliFM, Marneuli City, Marneuli TV, Kvemo Kartli Governor’s Office, and local NGO Facebook pages). Content and discourse analysis of Facebook posts revealed that a number of issues of importance identified by interview participants also resonate with many of the Azerbaijani-speaking followers of these Facebook pages. Additionally, field notes and photographs from 2016-2018 were utilized to interpret data gleaned from participant observation and landscape analysis, particularly with regard to local celebrations and commemorations. 

			Built Landscapes: Where the Symbolic Meets the Material  

			A number of recurring themes surfaced during interviews with Georgian Azeri-Turk activists/community leaders and analyses of Facebook posts that demonstrated the contested nature of national identity narratives as they are manifested in the landscapes of Kvemo Kartli. After applying content and discourse analysis to the interview and social media data, it became apparent that these recurrent themes were part of four larger discursive categories related to local landscapes: 1)Physical presence/residence; 2) Place names; 3) Religious symbolism in the built environment; and 4) Collective utilization. Each of the aforementioned categories represents a field or arena wherein dominant identity narratives are manifested and contested by members of the community in question. Locals’ perceptions of discrimination within each of these fields is central to individual conceptions of Georgian Azeri-Turkic identity. Emphasis here is placed upon interpretations of the constitutive events of these discursive categories as sites of discrimination and identity negotiation.

			Physical Presence/Residence

			The first category, that of physical presence/residence, refers to a number of locals’ claims alleging that ethnic Georgians forced Bolnisi-based Georgian Azeri-Turks to migrate in the early 1990s. If representatives of the Georgian government acknowledge the forced displacement of Georgian Azeri Turks at all, then it is typically justified by reference to national security (i.e., the ouster of so-called “separatists” from the territory). For example, when queried about allegations that some 800 families were forcibly displaced from their homes during this period, a representative from the Georgian Ministry of Diaspora Affairs responded that, “You are absolutely correct. There were 800 families, but those were families who participated in anti-state activities that were planned by the Russians, in subversive activities. After their plans did not work out, these 800 families had to leave the country.” (AUI 2016) For a number of representatives of the Georgian Azeri-Turkic community, however, the forced displacement of these individuals was an unwarranted tragedy wherein members of the titular majority perpetuated ethnic discrimination and violence against an already disadvantaged minority group. According to Huseyn Yusubov, Chairman of the Congress of Georgian Azerbaijanis (henceforth “GAK”),

			At this same time [the early 1990s], Azerbaijanis’ rights were being extremely violated. Due to all of the social, political, ethnic, and economic problems in the country, thousands of Azerbaijani families left the country and spread to different countries of the world where various tragedies befell some of them…(AUI 2016)

			Similarly, Alibala Askerov of Geyrat Public Movement (GPM) states that:

			From 1991-1994, there was a serious ethnic displacement of Georgian Azerbaijanis… Azerbaijanis had to run away unwillingly…During that period of time, the centers of Bolnisi, Dmanisi, Kazreti and several other villages were completely emptied. (AUI 2016)

			The difficulties of the Gamsakhurdia period and the then-tense relations between local Georgians and Georgian Azeri-Turks constituted a recurring theme in interviews with NGO representatives. This period and the alleged forced displacement of members of the minority group serves as a particularly poignant and enduring node in the memories of many locals, many of whom experienced trauma first-hand or were close to those who endured such trauma during the early 1990s. For example, Leila Suleimanova of the Union of Georgian Azerbaijani Women recalls: 

			It was a very difficult situation in those years, as the collapse of the USSR led to many destructive conflicts such as Abkhazia, [South] Ossetia, and also difficult societal 	relations in Kvemo Kartli. Kvemo Kartli consists of six administrative regions, one of which is Bolnisi. There, at that time, the relationship between ethnic groups was very difficult. Very many Azerbaijanis were forced to leave the country. At that moment, the safest place for them to move was Azerbaijan. So they left, including my own relatives. (AUI 2016)  

			Mayak Nemetov of the “Elder Council” NGO reflects that, 

			He [Zviad Gamsakhurdia] stepped up to the podium and said that “Georgia is for Georgians”. … The President says this, and what are we to think? And then very many people left, their lives ruined. A 50-year-old person leaves his homeland…his whole life he’d saved up for and made his home, and then leaves. What should he do? (AUI 2016)

			Most often, as is the case with the quotations from the interviews cited above, Georgian Azeri-Turkic individuals old enough to remember the events of the turbulent 1990s give voice to a narrative of victimhood when speaking about the economic, political, and social developments in Georgia over the past 25-30 years. Directly tied to this narrative of victimhood is the rise of ethno-nationalism witnessed by these individuals in the late-Soviet/early independence period and the associated slogan “Georgia for Georgians.” The rather abrupt end to Soviet rule in Georgia facilitated crises in collective memory, identity, and legitimacy at the level of the newly-established state, and these crises were often perceived by local Georgian Azeri-Turks as direct challenges to their safety as well as to their right to continue living in Georgia as members of a non-titular minority group. As GAK’s Huseyn Yusubov states,

			for centuries this place has been the homeland of our grandparents, and we would not leave it for anything. So we had to fight against it [“Georgia for Georgians!” and “Everyone else should leave the country!”], and unfortunately we felt the need to explain to some people that this place was our homeland…that our home was here. (AUI 2016)

			With the (re)establishment of independent statehood in Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia in 1991 and the territorial disputes over Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Nagorno-Karabakh, compactly settled minority groups such as the Georgian Azeri-Turks of Kvemo Kartli and the Georgian Armenians in Samtskhe-Javakheti became a renewed source of suspicion for the Georgian government. Linked to these suspicions are issues pertaining to group affiliation and presumptions of loyalty to the Georgian state versus external states framed as the ancestral homelands of individuals of particular socio-cultural, linguistic, and spiritual backgrounds (i.e., the territorial state of Azerbaijan as the ancestral homeland of all Azerbaijanis).24 The so-called “national” landscapes of the region, the “ancestral homelands” and their associated political apparatuses, were reformulated to be by and for their titular peoples, and those who did not neatly fit the mold of membership in the titular nation found themselves subject to heightened scrutiny by state and media representatives. In some cases, interview participants alleged, members of minority groups suffered such scrutiny at the hands of private individuals as well, resulting in situations in which individuals felt victimized due to their non-titular status. In this case, the landscape of Kvemo Kartli and its specific villages became a site of identity contestation. 

			Interviewees allege that, for state officials as well as a number of private individuals, the landscape of Kvemo Kartli took on renewed meaning as an integral part of a threatened Georgian “homeland” best represented and protected by titular Georgians rather than by members of non-titular groups. Many local Georgian Azeri-Turks contested such narratives of ethno-nationalism, however, largely by struggling to remain in Georgia rather than be forced out by the implicit or explicit threat of violence and/or relative deprivation. Accompanying the victimhood narrative stemming from the early 1990s are public assertions of respect for the Georgians as a nation and loyalty to the state. These assertions are commonly employed by Georgian Azeri-Turks to appear as non-threatening as possible while voicing concerns over preservation of cultural autonomy and calling for greater representation in Georgia’s economic, political, and socio-cultural spheres. In this case, the landscape is a crucial element of the aforementioned socio-cultural sphere. The second discursive category commonly mentioned in interviews and Facebook posts, that of place names, represents another site of identity contestation for Georgian Azeri-Turks. 

			Place Names 

			In her recent paper concerning changes to the region’s toponyms since 1918, Gordón gives voice to another prominent concern of representatives of the Georgian Azeri-Turkic population—arbitrary changes to historical Turkic village names and the “baptism” of these villages with new Georgian ones.25 Gordón notes that the majority of the village names that have been changed over the past century have been Turkic rather than Armenian, German, or Russian. Along similar lines, a 2011 report published by the Human Rights Group for Ethnic Monitoring (MRMG) contains brief explanations concerning the changes to 38 Turkic village names in the Bolnisi district as well as summaries of locals’ chief concerns. Concerning the arbitrary changes to Georgian Azeri Turk-populated village names, Yusubov of GAK states that,  

			The names of all of those settlements had certain explanations. Azerbaijani names had certain explanations, a history, and a certain past. But the Georgian names—for example, the name of a certain village sounds like the word “cucumber” to me, “Muxrani”—they are meaningless names. (AUI 2016)

			Both this quotation and the views represented in the 2011 MRMG report suggest that, to a great many locals, place names matter. Despite the public outcry that followed the aforementioned changes to Georgian Azeri-Turk-populated village names in the early post-Soviet period, discussions concerning changes to local place names in Kvemo Kartli have recently resurfaced, this time particularly with regard to the Marneuli municipality. 

			In mid-July 2018, representatives of the Marneuli district government announced upcoming changes to existing “writings, squares, streets, monuments, and village names bearing communist ideology.”26 As Gordón notes in her aforementioned work concerning toponyms in the Kvemo Kartli region, village names in the Marneuli district have largely been exempt from the kinds of changes made in the Bolnisi and Dmanisi districts in the post-Soviet period.27 This is no doubt due in large part to the sheer concentration of Georgian Azeri-Turks in the Marneuli district (83.4% of the population, compared to 63.3% in Bolnisi and 65.5 and 43.5% in Dmanisi and Gardabani, respectively). The announcement of the upcoming changes to toponymic references to the Soviet era and its personages, though perhaps new to the Marneuli district, is part of a larger trend of “de-Sovietization” of public spaces in Georgia that has been going on since the late 1980s.28 Although the anticipated changes have largely yet to go into effect in Marneuli, there is reason to suggest that Marneuli’s Neriman Nerimanov Park might be one of the first locations targeted. 

			Neriman Nerimanov Park is situated in downtown Marneuli, near the offices of the Mayor and City Council. Within the park, a statue of Nerimanov sits adjacent to the Marneuli House of Culture (see Figure 1). The park is a central space within the city; state-sponsored as well as non-state events are regularly held there. When the leadership of a local religious organization, the Supreme Religious Organization of All Georgian Muslims (henceforth SROAGM), wrote to the municipal government informing them of an event to be held in the park celebrating the holy month of Ramadan, a response from the Mayor’s Office uncovered a number of inconsistencies regarding the park’s official name. According to SROAGM’s Seyid Mirtagi Musevi, 

			We wrote a letter … Our representative took this letter to them, and this was their response: “We do not recognize a park named after Neriman Nerimanov in the municipality of Marneuli. We cannot help you in any way.” … Through this letter, the public found out that the plaque [on the front of the Cultural House] and the monument of Neriman Nerimanov were just a formality, [and that] the park had not actually been named after him. After this, a new wave of objection started within the society. (AUI 2018)

			


Figure 1. Statue of Neriman Nerimanov (1870-1925) in Marneuli’s disputed Neriman Nerimanov Park. Near this statue is the Culture House, which, according to two worn plaques (one in Georgian, the other in Azerbaijani), is named in honor of Nerimanov. 




[image: Figure_1_BW]


			


Source: Author’s photo, January 2016, Marneuli municipality, Kvemo Kartli


			


Representatives of the municipal government currently allege that the park known to locals as “Neriman Nerimanov Park” has in fact never existed under that name. Similar disputes are currently taking place with regard to the name of Marneuli’s House of Culture, which locals claim is also named in honor of Nerimanov. Local activists such as Aygul Isayeva assert that the incident concerning Nerimanov Park demonstrates official infringement on local Georgian Azeri-Turks’ rights to cultural autonomy (AUI 2018). For individuals like Isayeva, Nerimanov was much more than a Soviet-era communist; rather, he was a talented Tbilisi-born intellectual, physician, playwright, and writer who, despite his later leadership roles with the Communist Party of the Azerbaijani S.S.R., began his pursuits in the present-day Georgian Azeri-Turkic village of Kizilhajilo. According to Elvir Hasanoglu, a mathematician and local social activist, 

			I think that the change of the name of the cultural center named after Neriman Nerimanov has nothing to do with the Soviet Union. If the case was really about the Soviet Union, there are sufficient streets and monuments named after Soviet Union activists in Georgia. If anything is changed, then all those names should be changed as well. However, I am totally against this idea if they are only going to change the name of Neriman Nerimanov. (AUI 2018). 

			Similarly, Leila Memmedova of the Union of Azerbaijani Youth of Georgia states:

			There are many places here that are named after Soviet figures, so why don’t they change those?! … It is an undeniable fact that the Soviet Union damaged all of us. It took our freedom away. However, Neriman Nerimanov was a public figure, he was a teacher here, he was helping people. The people would never forget that. … History cannot be erased, especially in such a secret and contemptible way. … By changing all these names, we do not damage the ethnic minorities, but we do damage our own history. We, the ones who change these names, are trying to show that Azerbaijanis are no one here; however, we do not quite realize that we are destroying our own future. (AUI 2018)

			Locals frame changes to Georgian Azeri-Turkic village names and recent attempts to rename Marneuli’s disputed Neriman Nerimanov Park as attempts by state officials to erase or downplay the historical presence of Georgian Azeri-Turks by “Georgianizing” the region’s topography. Locals are highly vocal in asserting the presence of their ancestors upon the territories of contemporary Kvemo Kartli and contest such arbitrary changes to the landscape. Recently, local Georgian Azeri-Turks have taken to laying flowers in front of the Nerimanov statue in Marneuli to appeal to local government officials to take heed of the minority community’s wishes. These appeals are about much more than the name of a park, however; they are about the desire of a segment of the minority community to be seen and heard in a state that prioritizes socio-cultural symbols of the titular majority over those of the minority. Community leaders and activists allege that similarly discriminatory behavior by local and regional government officials with regard to the built environment is shaped to suit the interests of the titular majority—occasionally at the expense local Georgian Azeri-Turks. 

			Religious Symbolism in the Built Environment 

			In interviews with NGO representatives and in posts on the Gundelik Facebook page, members of the Georgian Azeri-Turkic collective repeatedly describe official interventions in changes to the region’s built environment as being detrimental to the group’s identity. Two particular themes surface repeatedly in interviews and social media posts: 1) the arbitrary installation of crosses near primarily Muslim Georgian Azeri-Turkic locales; and 2) the withholding of necessary permissions to construct or repair mosques by state officials. The close relationship between the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC) and the state, officially codified by the 2002 concordat acknowledging the “special role” of the GOC in the historical development of the Georgian nation-state, contributes to the alienation of the country’s religious minority groups.29 Low public support for religious exogamy among members of the Church,30 the tendency of state officials to “turn a blind eye” to the Church’s proselytizing activities in Adjara, and the Church’s paranoid ambivalence toward the activities of the country’s religious and linguistic minority groups all contribute to the development of an environment wherein one cannot easily be “Georgian” if one is anything but Georgian Orthodox Christian, especially if one is Muslim (AUIs Khalilov 2016 and Musevi 2016, 2018). It is within this context that the symbolism behind the placement of large crosses near Muslim Georgian Azeri-Turkic villages is best understood. 

			In the early 1990s, as well as more recently (in 2008 and 2009), regional authorities engaged in the practice of installing crosses outside minority-populated villages, primarily in the Bolnisi district (see Figure 2). This practice baffles and irritates local village residents in equal measure, and, in locales where villagers have already been subjected to arbitrary toponymic changes, the installation of such crosses outside their places of residence adds insult to injury. According to Sabina Talibova of Mtredi, 

			They have placed a cross at the entrance of every Azerbaijani village [in Bolnisi]. At the entrance and even within the village, even though only Muslims live there. I don’t even have to go very far into the area in which I live—they have placed a cross on the top of the five-story building, too, even though it is mostly Muslims who live beneath that roof. … As a nation, we are loyal. It is not the cross itself that irritates me—it is 	the fact that they have done it on purpose. I mean, that is some kind of message. (AUI 2016)

			Emin Yadigarov, a social activist and an intern at the National Democratic Institute’s Tbilisi office, and Musevi of SROAGM both recently sought to uncover the reasons behind the placement of these crosses, as well as the specific actors involved. In the end, however, regional government officials appeared to know very little about these crosses—how many were erected, near which specific villages, and under whose direction. Moreover, officials showed little interest in local villagers’ concerns regarding these crosses (AUIs 2018). Zaur Khalilov of Civic Integration Foundation queries: 

			If I live in a village where 100% of the population is ethnic Azerbaijani and Muslim, then why should there be a problem constructing new mosques? And why should priests come and, let’s say, go to my village and place crosses…to remind me that I am living on the territory of a Christian state?! (AUI 2016)

			


Figure 2. Cross and Georgian language sign at the entrance to Marneuli. The sign reads “Georgia is first above all.” Local Georgian Azeri-Turks lament the installation of crosses like these at the entrances of many minority villages in the Kvemo Kartli region, particularly in the Bolnisi district. 
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			Source: Author’s photo, March 2017, Marneuli municipality, Kvemo Kartli

			


Khalilov makes an important connection here between the erection of crosses outside Georgian Azeri-Turkic villages and another prominent issue cited by members of this community—difficulties faced in constructing mosques and other religious sites. 

			Speaking from an office within the Imam Ali Mosque in Marneuli, SROAGM’s Musevi explains that, 

			In reality, you cannot build a mosque or madrasa—you have to say that you are building something else when constructing madrasas or mosques. …one has to say that one is building him/herself a house, or the house of the aksakallar [village elders]. In the second month of this year [February 2016], I myself wrote a letter to the Ministry of Education stating my desire to build and open a religious school, college, or university in an official manner, in accordance with all the laws, asking them if I was allowed to do so. Their response was like this: “In this country, no one other than the Patriarch can do that.” (AUI 2018)

			Although the state-sponsored body, the Administration of Muslims of All Georgia, listed 312 mosques as officially operating in Georgia as of 2016,31 ascertaining the true number of mosques operating in Kvemo Kartli—officially or unofficially—is much more complicated. This is due to the difficulties detailed by Musevi in obtaining official permissions to construct mosques and sites of religious instruction. A list compiled in 2011 by MRMG demonstrates that the vast majority of the 79 mosques listed—most of which are based in villages of Kvemo Kartli—are not officially recognized by the state. Many of the aforementioned mosques are registered instead as private houses.32 The official rights and protections typically afforded state-recognized places of worship and religious instruction—including the legal right to function, as well as to claim recompense for damages incurred during the Soviet period33—are enjoyed neither by the worshipers at these unofficial locations in Kvemo Kartli, nor by their leaders. This means that when occasional conflicts occur between Orthodox Christian Georgians and Muslim Georgian Azeri-Turks concerning the functioning of these informal religious sites, local Muslims have little legal recourse to defend their right to worship collectively at these locations. 

			SROAGM’s Musevi argues that it has become increasingly difficult to obtain permission to construct places of worship and religious instruction since the state-sponsored creation of the Administration of Muslims of All Georgia in 2011, which is based in Batumi and consists of both Sunni and Shia Muslims. For Musevi (SROAGM), Khalilov (CIF), and Askerov (GPM), the organization’s reputation is poor among local religious leaders and worshipers alike, due in large part to the heavy role played by the Georgian state in its founding. Furthermore, the above individuals lament the ways in which actual religious leaders and community representatives were alienated from discussions concerning the organization’s creation and subsequent operation (AUIs 2016, 2018). According to Musevi, control of Muslim religious properties passed from the Georgian Ministry of the Economy to the Batumi-based leadership of the Administration of Muslims of All Georgia shortly following the organization’s creation. This, he says, has created a situation in which lands, permissions, and official recognition are granted only to those religious leaders who are in favor of this organization and agree to bring their sites and operations under its umbrella. 

			Rather than join the Administration, which would likely have given Marneuli’s Imam Ali Mosque official status, local religious and community leaders created the Supreme Religious Organization of All Georgia’s Muslims in 2013 to counter the authorities of the state-sponsored Administration of Muslims of All Georgia. To this day, Imam Ali Mosque, with a history that dates back to the mid-18th century, lacks the official status of a mosque. Despite lacking this status, it is an important bastion of spiritual identity for Marneuli’s predominantly Shia Muslim Georgian Azeri-Turks. Despite the organization’s efforts to demonstrate goodwill to the non-Muslim representatives of the municipality, the leaders of the mosque and the SROAGM were recently discouraged from publicly celebrating the commencement of the holy month of Ramadan. Nevertheless, Ramadan was celebrated in the disputed Neriman Nerimanov Park on June 15, 2018. 

			The cases presented in this section—the arbitrary installation of crosses and difficulties in constructing places of worship in locales populated by Georgian Azeri-Turks—demonstrate a central theme in analyses of material and symbolic landscapes: the role of contextually bound power relations in determining who is able to make changes to the landscape as well as whose narrative interpretations are to be represented therein. As the “ancestral homeland” of the Georgian people, the culture, religion, and language of the titular majority are prominent in the political and public spheres of the country and are seen to bolster the legitimacy of the sovereign Georgian territorial state. By placing crosses near Georgian Azeri-Turkic villages and limiting the number of mosques officially operating in the region, state authorities exercise control over which symbolic narratives are embedded in the landscape. Whereas my field notes and analysis of region’s landscapes revealed that Georgian Orthodox Christian symbols were prominent even in locales predominately populated by members of religious minority groups, the construction of mosques for members of the community is clearly not as palatable to local governing authorities. The crosses symbolize the central role of the Georgian Orthodox Church in Georgian society and politics and do indeed remind local Muslims and others of this fact. Locals do not dare attempt to remove the crosses themselves, lest they incur the ire of state authorities or the Georgian public. The tendency of locals and community leaders is to emphasize their tolerance of Georgians and their religion, but to question the symbolism behind such arbitrary interventions into their local landscapes. Musevi of SROAGM states that, 

			The cross itself is really beautiful, but in Christian villages, not in Muslim ones. … The Church has no intention of bringing our people closer; the Church has united the Georgian people, and there is no room for us there. (AUI 2016) 

			By promoting Christian symbols and limiting the presence of Muslim ones, whether in the form of religious celebrations (such as Ramadan) or mosques, the Church and state are sending a message to local Muslims: that as Muslims, they and their religion do not belong in Georgia in quite the same way as do ethnic Georgians and Georgian Orthodox Christianity. 

			Collective Utilization 

			Not only have the local government authorities in Marneuli attempted to change the name of a site of importance to the local Georgian Azeri-Turkic community (namely Neriman Nerimanov Park), but local officials have also, on occasion, discouraged members of this group from collectively utilizing public spaces, as evidenced by events concerning the Ramadan celebration. Although Ramadan was indeed celebrated despite discouragement from local officials, the Georgian government—both at the central, regional, and local levels—has successfully intervened in local Georgian Azeri-Turks’ celebrations of other holidays, particularly the Elat festival. 

			Elat, also known as “El Bayrami,” is a holiday for the people (the “el”) in celebration of locals’ Turkic roots. It is a celebration of dying historical nomadic traditions, the cyclical nature of the seasons, and the bearing of these seasons upon grazing patterns. It is a time to gather in the mountains, have picnics with family and friends, race and ride horses, and sing and dance. Over the past few years, however, the Georgian government has taken to exercising greater control over the celebration of Elat by creating several smaller official celebrations with Georgian names (Elat becomes “Dmanisoba” in Dmanisi and “Sadakhloba” in Sadakhlo, for example). According to Alibala Askerov (GPM): “Dmanisoba has nothing in common with Elat. Therefore, we condemn this act of the government, as there was nothing political there [in previous celebrations of Elat], and nothing against the government.” (AUI 2018)

			 “Dmanisoba” was held in the mountains of the Dmanisi municipality on July 26, 2018, and although a large number of Georgians as well as Georgian Azeri-Turks were in attendance, field notes and participant observation pointed to an interesting phenomenon. Whether through conscious decision-making or by more organic means, Georgians tended to be concentrated around the stage area, whereas Georgian Azeri-Turks set up their tables and bonfires separately, past the celebration’s roped-off area. A number of booths displaying traditional Georgian cuisine, art forms, and national costumes, as well as local produce and wines—all complete with Georgian-language signage—presented Dmanisoba as a celebration of Georgian culture rather than that of the Georgian Azeri-Turks (see Figures 3 and 4). Meanwhile, local Georgian Azeri-Turks gathered with their horses and raced along a pasture behind the stage and exhibition areas, occasionally brazenly leading their horses into the crowded areas of the main celebration (see Figure 5). Despite token speeches of local and regional politicians touting famous Georgian multiculturalism and inter-ethnic friendship or the performance of one or two Azeri/Azerbaijani songs/dances, it was clear that Dmanisoba was not a holiday chiefly by or for the local Georgian Azeri-Turkic population. “Sarvanoba” (also known as “Dagoba”), however, celebrated on August 1, 2018 in the mountains of the Tsalka municipality, was attended almost exclusively by Georgian Azeri-Turks. 

			The mountains of the Tsalka district have become a popular location for members of the group to gather in celebration of Elat. The event itself was much more organic in its organization than was Dmanisoba, with information mostly circulated by word of mouth prior to the event. Sarvanoba 2018 was a memorable event of local song, dance, food, friendship, and sport (horseracing). The presence of a handful of politicians did little to spoil the mood of the local people, who were too busy feasting, toasting, and enjoying the fine weather to lament the officials’ presence. Field notes from the event highlight the collective delight and excitement of the crowd, which built up in anticipation of the horse race, when young men raced their horses up the mountain in hopes of being the first to retrieve the Georgian flag. The victor raced back down the mountain to the cheers and applause of the waiting crowd (see Figures 6-8). A survey 




			Figure 3. The booth of the Marneuli district at the Dmanisoba celebration in the mountains near the lake known locally as “Armudlu gölu” (“Pear Lake”). The booth features staples of Georgian cuisine (including wine, khachapuri, cheeses, lobio, etc.), national costumes, and local produce. On the right hand side of the photo, traditional Georgian art forms are on display (tapestries made from felt and featuring traditional designs). The Georgian-language banner reads, “Marneuli—the cradle of wine.”
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			Source: Author’s photo, July 26, 2018, Dmanisi district, Kvemo Kartli




			Figure 4. The main stage, reading Dmanisoba in Georgian
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			Source: Author’s photo, July 26, 2018, Dmanisi district, Kvemo Kartli

			


Figure 5. Georgian Azeri-Turk males gathering their horses outside of Dmanisoba’s main area of celebration
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			Source: Author’s photo, July 26, 2018, Dmanisi district, Kvemo Kartli

			


Figure 6. Young boys waiting for the traditional horserace to begin at Sarvanoba 2018
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			Source: Author’s photo, August 2, 2018, Tsalka district, Kvemo Kartli




			Figure 7. Cemetery in the mountains near the location of the Sarvanoba celebration. The stones feature Arabic text, suggesting that they predate the advent of Soviet rule in Georgia. 
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			Source: Author’s photo, August 2, 2018, Tsalka municipality, Kvemo Kartli




			Figure 8. The victor of the horserace at Sarvanoba 2018. This gentleman was the first to retrieve the Georgian flag and race back down the mountain to greet the crowd. 
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			Source: Photo taken by Griffith Ridgeway, August 2, 2018, Tsalka municipality, Kvemo Kartli. Reproduced with permission.




			of the surrounding landscape noted additional Georgian flags dotting the horizon, erected either privately atop a family’s tent or collectively by several individuals on one side of the mountain. At one point, the latter individuals, deciding that the previous flag was too small, replaced it with a much larger Georgian flag and then proceeded to pose by the new, larger flag for pictures. 

			Sarvanoba combines elements of a spatial, Georgian place-based identity (i.e., “gurcustanli” identity) with those of a “pan-Turkic” identity in a manner that celebrates both in equal measure. Although the Georgian government has attempted to coopt and control Elat through the creation of several smaller “oba” holidays,34 representatives of the Georgian Azeri-Turkic community continue to encourage locals to celebrate in their own traditional ways (see Figure 9). These same representatives (GPM’s Askerov, Mtredi’s Talibova, and GAK’s Yusubov) frown upon the state’s efforts to control and coopt the traditions of the local people in such a manner, and while they are fearful of what such cooptation and control might mean for the future of these traditions, they are hopeful that locals will not let their traditions die (AUIs 2018). Beyond exercising control over minority utilization of local landscapes for socio-cultural and/or religious celebrations, state authorities exercise control over the ways in which Kvemo Kartli’s landscapes are utilized for marketing purposes. 

			In July 2018, the Governor’s Office released a promotional video with the aim of increasing tourism to Kvemo Kartli. The approximately one-and-a-half-minute video was comprised of drone footage taken throughout the region, featuring at least ten shots imbued with Georgian Orthodox Christian symbolism in addition to others featuring Georgian national costumes and winemaking culture. Nowhere in the video, however, was there reference to the fact that this region is and has long been home to Georgian Azeri-Turks as well as other minority groups, including Armenians, Greeks, and Russians. This egregious omission of representatives of minority groups, their customs, and their traditions was keenly felt by Georgian Azeri-Turkic community leaders and, judging by locals’ response to the video on various Facebook pages, by laypeople as well. 

			The nearly two hundred comments and responses to the video posted on the Facebook page of the Governor’s Office at the time of writing reflect questions concerning what it means to belong in Georgia (see Figure 10). At one point during the dialogue, an Azerbaijani-speaking Facebook user requested that one of the participants sum up the gist of the largely 

			


Figure 9. Although the main organizers of previous Elat events are no longer able to enter Georgia, a banner produced by their Baku-based organization, Borchali Ictimai Cemiyyeti (Borchali Society), was still visible at the Dmanisoba event of 2018. Members of the organization gathered around a large table beyond the official area roped off for the event and had their own celebration. The sign features the Georgian motto, “Strength in Unity,” in both Georgian and Azerbaijani languages. 
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			Source: Author’s photo, July 26, 2018, Dmanisi district, Kvemo Kartli




			Georgian-language conversation so that non-Georgian speakers could understand.  The latter succinctly replied: 

			In short, it was that the region of Kvemo Kartli is comprised by nearly 50% ethnic Azerbaijanis, [which is] nearly one million people of the country’s population.35 For whatever reason, we cannot see ourselves in this video material. As was stated in the comments, we are blamed for the fact that ethnic Georgians living in the Azerbaijani state are discriminated against and only when all of their problems are eliminated can we come here and give voice to our “pretenses” [i.e., concerns]. I noted that we are not responsible for the similar circumstances that occur in neighboring countries—whether Turkey or Azerbaijan. We are fully-fledged citizens of this country. We respect all of the nations, cultures, and cultural monuments of this country, and if there is going to be talk about tolerance and integration, then you should also allow us to see the same things [problems] that you do [regarding Georgians in Azerbaijan].36  

			Following widespread criticism of the government-sponsored video among local Georgian Azeri-Turks on Facebook, SROAGM produced and disseminated its own promotional video of the region. This version combined much of the original footage with depictions of local mosques and religious celebrations. Also included were the traditional costumes, instruments, cuisines, handicrafts, and socio-cultural festivals of Georgians as well as Georgian Azeri-Turks. Although considerably less polished than the original, the new clip received a positive response from Azerbaijani-speaking Facebook users immediately following its dissemination (see Figure 11). In the words of SROAGM’s Musevi,

			We described our culture and monuments while keeping the video’s original music. We just removed the part with wine and the cross that appeared at the beginning of the video and presented it to the public. The public was really positive toward the video that we made… The reality of Kvemo Kartli is shown in our video, not theirs. They [representatives of the regional government] totally ignore us and do not consider us to be human beings. Through this video, we showed them that we exist! (AUI 2018)

			A number of Georgian-speaking Facebook users responded negatively to the alternative video, however, with one such individual making repeated reference to it on the Facebook page of the Governor’s Office, posting: “This is Kvemo Kartli, not Upper Azerbaijan. Imagine beginning an advertisement of Rome with a local mosque instead of the Vatican.”37 The Governor’s Office, for its part, responded to non-titular individuals’ concerns by stating that the video was made from the materials available, 




			Figure 10. Screenshot of the initial posting of the Kvemo Kartli promotional video on the Facebook page of the Governor’s Office (taken September 18, 2018).
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			Figure 11. Screenshot of the posting of SROAGM’s response video on the Gundelik Facebook page (taken September 18, 2018)
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			implying that officials had no access to resources showing the cultures and traditions of the region’s other inhabitants. Furthermore, the Office assured the dissatisfied portion of the public that efforts would be made in the future to produce a video more representative of the region’s diversity. 

			The cooptation of the Elat celebration by local authorities, coupled with the regional government’s decision to release a video promoting selective elements of Kvemo Kartli’s demographic and socio-cultural makeup, demonstrate the governing authorities’ tendency to control the ways the landscape is utilized for symbolic and/or material (i.e., economic) purposes. In order to make Elat more palatable to state authorities, over the past few years officials have promoted smaller celebrations confined to particular villages and christened with Georgian names. The virtual erasure of Kvemo Kartli’s minority populations from the official promotional video evinces the ways in which one culture’s symbols (i.e., those of the titular majority) are selectively employed in marketing the landscape for domestic as well as external, touristic consumption. The threads pertaining to the aforementioned promotional video revealed push-back against Georgian Azeri-Turks for finding fault with the video in the first place, with the attitude of “We Georgians are tolerant, we let you live and practice your religion/culture here, so you have no right to complain” predominant among Georgian-speaking commentators. As the Azerbaijani-speaking individual stated in his summary of the proceedings, Georgian Azeri-Turks are often asked to answer for the wrongdoings of neighboring states (i.e., Azerbaijan and Turkey) against Georgians, as if the misdeeds of one state were to justify those of another. As the Azerbaijani-speaking commentator pointed out, Georgian Azeri-Turks are Georgian citizens, not Azerbaijani or Turkish citizens.38 Despite their long-term historical roots in Georgian territories and/or Georgian citizenship, however, there is a tendency on the part of Georgian state authorities to treat Georgian Azeri-Turks as Azerbaijanis, or as belonging more in their so-called “ancestral homeland” in Azerbaijan rather than in Georgia. This tendency is reflected in the responses to the promotional video posted on the Georgian-language Facebook page.  

			Discussion: Labels, Landscapes, and Identity

			In his post on the Facebook page of the Governor’s Office, social activist Elmeddin Memmedov asked Georgian-speaking commenters: “I see you in this video, [but] do you see me?”39 Similarly, frustrated by local officials’ silence following the video’s release, GPM’s Askerov asked them, “Do we exist or not? If we don’t, then who are you? Who are you representing?” (AUI 2018) These questions—along with the desire of SROAGM’s leadership to show the Georgian government that “we exist!”—represent a collective plea by Georgian Azeri-Turks to the Georgian government and titular society: to accept that Georgian Azeri-Turks belong in Georgia, too. To truly consider Georgian Azeri-Turks as belonging in Georgia, the symbolic parameters of membership in the Georgian “nation”40 would need to widen, facilitating widespread acceptance among politicians and laypeople alike that Georgia is the rightful homeland of other socio-cultural groups as well as “ethnic” Georgians. 

			When all the Tbilisi-based rhetoric of tolerance, multiculturalism, and integration is stripped away, what remains is an as-yet conservative society with deep attachments to Orthodox Christianity and the desire to maintain its unique cultural traditions in the face of globalizing modernization.41 The existence of a territorial state by the name of Azerbaijan next door complicates matters with regard to Georgia’s largest minority group, the Georgian Azeri-Turks, in that members of this group are officially and popularly recognized as “Azerbaijanis,” or as belonging historically to Azerbaijan rather than to Georgia. The diaspora politics of the contemporary Azerbaijani government perpetuate this situation of (dis)association, as has been the status quo for some 80 years. Today, when Georgian Azeri-Turks express the desire to truly belong in Georgia rather than in Azerbaijan, they find that, although they are citizens of only one state (Georgia), Georgian official meta-narratives of national identity resist their efforts. This article has been my attempt to scratch the surface of this resistance by highlighting the roles that landscapes play in the creation, legitimation, and/or contestation of collective identity for Georgian Azeri-Turks. 

			At the state’s disposal are various methods aiding in the spatial socialization of members of a group as loyal members of the “imagined national community,” yet members of particular groupings are bound to have different experiences of these processes than members of the titular majority. In societies such as Georgia, where the notion of ethnicity is an enduring aspect of national identity, spatial socialization can, on occasion, take the shape of peripheralization—at times, being different results in perceptions of differential or discriminatory treatment of “non-titulars” by “titulars” and/or officials in power. Interviews with community leaders, participant observation, and landscape and social media analysis demonstrate that perceptions of peripheralization and discrimination resulting from state-sanctioned control over landscapes are important sites of identity contestation for Georgian Azeri-Turks. These sites unite affected members of the community under the umbrella of perceived deprivation while differentiating members of this marginalized community from the titular population, whose language, religion, and culture are actively promoted by the state.   

			Perceptions of peripheralization and discrimination (and the negative emotions that they generate) can produce different outcomes—including anger, resentment, contempt, avoidance, retaliation, etc.—and can solidify perceived boundaries between groups. These negative emotions also produce further obstacles to potential positive identity shifts, including to the availability and ordering of material and normative costs/benefits involved in the process.42 These obstacles can prove to be significant bulwarks to larger projects seeking to decrease the socio-cultural and political-economic distance between groups (including, for example, initiatives in the realms of acculturation, integration, and assimilation) for purposes of inter-group cooperation, understanding, and/or reconciliation. That said, negative emotions resulting from perceptions of alienation and/or discrimination can and certainly do affect both psychological and sociological processes of collective identification. With regard to the Georgian Azeri-Turks, institutional (Georgian and Azerbaijani political projects), material, and normative in-group constraints inhibit group strategies toward the alleviation of the sources of perceived peripheralization and discrimination. Given the underrepresentation of Georgian Azeri-Turks in state bodies at the national, regional, and even municipal levels,43 the particularly biased and contentious nature of the electoral system (where power and influence are disproportionally held and exercised by majoritarian sycophants),44 limited access to information,45 and the imbalance in Georgian-Azerbaijani relations (due in part to Georgian reliance on Azerbaijani investments),46 Georgian Azeri-Turks currently have limited recourse to alleviate the concerns detailed in this article. Expressions of victimization and unfair treatment at the local, regional, and/or national level/s all too often fall upon deaf ears or are relegated to the sphere of political discourse and unfulfilled promises.     

			By continuing to categorize Georgian Azeri-Turks as “ethnic Azerbaijanis” living in the historic homeland of “ethnic Georgians,” exclusive narratives of national identity maintain their legitimacy and salience. Territories of the “homeland” become imbued with socially- and politically-constructed narratives of collective identity at the behest of those in power. For those with neither political power nor claims to “correct” identity attributes, however, opportunities to shape (and be shaped by) material and symbolic landscapes are subject to heightened control and surveillance by state authorities. Questions like “Who are we?” and “Where are we?” become prisms through which state-sanctioned identity narratives are encountered, perceived, and contested by members of marginalized groups such as the Georgian Azeri-Turks of Kvemo Kartli. 

			As has been demonstrated in this study, this contestation/negotiation takes a variety of forms, ranging from complaints to local authorities, family members, and/or friends to community-wide calls for solidarity in the face of perceived discrimination. By laying flowers in front of the Nerimanov monument, worshiping in “elders’ houses” rather than in official mosques, refusing to take part in particular celebrations in favor of other, more “authentic” gatherings, and/or by creating alternate representations of the Kvemo Kartli region’s peoples and landscapes, local Georgian Azeri-Turks contest dominant identity narratives while simultaneously reaffirming their own distinctiveness. Narratives of Georgian Azeri-Turkic identity are formed in no small part in juxtaposition to the officially propagated Georgian narratives that are, at times, exclusionary in character. 

			There is a palpable desire among local Georgian Azeri-Turks to be seen by wider Georgian society and state leaders as belonging in Georgia as legitimate, valued, loyal, and fully-fledged citizens. Yet equally as palpable as this desire to belong is the desire to see themselves and be seen by others as members of a unique socio-cultural group with its own unique norms and traditions. The landscape is both an avenue and arena in and through which this identity is exercised and contested, whether through sheer presence/residence; appeals to construct, protect, or remove particular monumental structures; or festive gatherings. 

			In a region that is home to three unresolved territorial disputes, two of which directly concern Georgia, there is a marked tendency to guard territory—its symbolic and material attributes in addition to the authority to determine the content and form of said attributes—jealously. Issues of national identity, (b)ordering/othering, and belonging exist at the heart of official and popular ambivalence to Georgia’s non-titular minority groups.  Are Georgians—politicians as well as laypeople—willing to move beyond political rhetoric of inclusivity and tolerance to concrete actions evincing these values? The country has been grappling with this question since independence and, unfortunately, the answer remains unclear at present. If the answer to this question is ever to be in the affirmative, then greater efforts by officials to include local Georgian Azeri-Turks in discussions related to the symbolic and material landscapes of Kvemo Kartli will be an important step in this direction. 
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			1. Alibala Askerov, Founder of Geyrat Public Movement (GPM). Local Marneuli teahouse: March 2016. Re-interviewed at USAID office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language/s: Azerbaijani and Russian. 

			2. Aygul Isayeva, Marketing Manager at SOCAR Georgia Petroleum and social activist. Tbilisi café, July 2018. Interview language: English.

			3. Elmin Yadigarov, Intern at Tbilisi-based office of National Democratic Institute (NDI) and social activist. USAID office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language: English. 

			4. Elvir Hasanoglu, mathematician and social activist. USAID office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language: Azerbaijani.

			5. Huseyn Yusubov, Head of the Congress of Georgian Azerbaijanis (GAK). GAK office, Marneuli: Sept. 2016. Re-interviewed at GAK office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language/s: Azerbaijani and Russian. 

			6. Leila Memmedova, Coordinator of Union of Azerbaijani Youth. USAID office, Marneuli: Sept. 2016. Re-interviewed at USAID office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language: Azerbaijani. 

			7. Leila Suleimanova, Director of Union of Azerbaijani Women of Georgia (UAWG), UAWG office, Marneuli, Feb. 2016. Interview language: Russian.

			8. Mayak Nemetov and Isaac Novruzov, Directors of NGO “Elder’s Council”. Elder’s Council office, Tbilisi: Sept. 2016. Interview language/s: Azerbaijani and Russian.

			9. Sabina Talibova, Director of Mtredi Democratic Union. GAK office, Marneuli: Sept. 2016. Re-interviewed at GAK office, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language/s: Azerbaijani and Russian. 

			10. Seyid Mirtagi Musevi, Director of Supreme Religious Organization of All Georgian Muslims (SROAGM). Imam Ali Mosque, Marneuli: Sept. 2016. Re-interviewed at Imam Ali Mosque, Marneuli: July 2018. Interview language: Azerbaijani. 

			11. Teymur Tartarishvili, Ministry of Diaspora Affairs, Department of Analysis and Planning. Office of the Ministry of Diaspora Affairs, Tbilisi: Sept. 2016. Interview language/s: English and Georgian. 

			12. Zaur Khalilov, Director of Civic Integration Foundation (CIF). CIF office, Tbilisi: Sept. 2016. Interview language/s: English and Russian. 
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			Abstract: This article examines the effects of the 2012 foreign agent law and the 2013 gay propaganda law on LGBT rights activism and the strategies that have been developed by activists in response to increased state resistance. Following the political process model, I identify and assess the factors affecting the LGBT rights movement in Russia. Drawing on data collected from interviews with seven activists, I find that state repression has resulted in declining levels of political opportunity and organizational strength. Simultaneously, activists grapple with internal conflicts that impair collective action. In spite of these obstacles, activists continue to push forward and have developed strategies for circumventing state repression.

			On April 23, 1993, President Boris Yeltsin signed into law a bill that decriminalized consensual sex between adult men. While this development was largely driven by international pressure, it was regarded as a significant victory for the nascent LGBT rights movement of post-Soviet Russia. Just ten years later, the Putin administration passed the gay propaganda law, banning the promotion of “non-traditional sexual relations” and signaling the growing legitimacy of state homophobia, or the “totality of strategies and tools, both in policy and in mobilizations, through which holders of and contenders over state authority involve sexual minorities as objects of opprobrium and targets of persecution.”1 Simultaneously, the state has introduced a host of repressive legislation in recent years, cracking down on the development of civil society as a whole. In connection with this campaign, the government passed the foreign agent law in 2012, mandating that nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) register as foreign agents if they receive international funding and engage in political activity. Not only does this law subject NGOs to stringent governmental regulations and oversight, but it also invites public denunciation of NGOs, as the term foreign agent carries with it a markedly negative connotation reminiscent of Soviet-era propaganda.

			At the intersection of these trends is the burgeoning LGBT rights movement, which has seen periods of growth, stasis, and decline since its inception in the early 1990s. At present, LGBT rights activists work in a context of shrinking political opportunity and growing risk, as the foreign agent law and gay propaganda law threaten to destabilize the LGBT rights movement and erode its ability to engage in collective action. This article examines the effects of the 2012 foreign agent law and the 2013 gay propaganda law on LGBT rights activism and the strategies that have been developed by activists in response to increased state resistance. Following the political process model, I assess the development of the contemporary LGBT rights movement, identifying both internal and external obstacles that limit its success and ability to influence the sociopolitical context of the Russian Federation. Drawing on data collected from interviews with seven activists representing five distinct LGBT organizations, I find that increased state repression—as represented by the foreign agent law and gay propaganda law—has resulted in declining levels of political opportunity and organizational strength in the LGBT rights movement. Simultaneously, activists grapple with wavering levels of cognitive liberation, as internal conflicts and divisions impair group solidarity and the ability of activists to engage in collective action. Given these obstacles, the LGBT rights movement has been unable to reach its full potential and actively participate in its sociopolitical environment. In spite of these complications, LGBT rights activists remain active, if considerably subdued, and have developed strategies for surviving and circumventing increased state repression.

			As extant literature on LGBT rights activism in the Russian Federation is decidedly scarce, this article aims to fill in the gaps and contribute to a growing field of scholarship, thereby increasing the visibility of an underrepresented and actively marginalized population. Additionally, this article aims to shed light on the ways in which activists in closed, or closing societies continue to organize despite legal and sociocultural obstacles. While the study focuses specifically on LGBT rights activism, it also seeks to produce more generalizable insights into the development of social movements and human rights activism in contexts of shrinking civil society space. 

			Data and Methods

			In this article, I draw on data collected from 7 qualitative in-depth virtual interviews with LGBT rights activists. In the initial recruitment phase, I emailed 26 different LGBT organizations in Russia, asking them to distribute an informational flyer about my research and to help me find participants. Only 2 people responded. After vetting me and confirming my identity, my preliminary contacts circulated the informational flyer to their respective organizations and activist networks. One of the contacts also volunteered to participate in the study. Following the initial recruitment phase, respondents were recruited through the snowball sampling method. All respondents were professional activists affiliated with separate LGBT organizations. The interviewees ranged in age from 21 to 44 and were from five Russian cities: Samara, Yekaterinburg, Tomsk, St. Petersburg, and Novosibirsk. All respondents had received or were in the process of receiving a higher education. Five of the respondents were male and two were female. All participants were cisgender; no transgender activists were interviewed. Four of the respondents were gay, one was bisexual, one was heterosexual, and the final respondent did not disclose her sexuality. The sample represents activists across the hierarchical spectrum, including leaders of organizations and occasional volunteers, and multiple respondents were affiliated with more than one organization. The names of respondents and affiliated organizations have been changed to ensure confidentiality, with the exception of the Russian LGBT Network. As the largest and most active LGBT rights organization in Russia, the Russian LGBT Network promotes a politics of visibility and advocacy; anonymity would undermine the Network’s larger mission and goals.

			Interviews were conducted from April to June 2018 via the internet using end-to-end encrypted video chat software, ensuring the confidentiality and security of the respondents and interviewer. Given the virtual nature of the interviews, it was not possible to gain written consent from the participants. However, a digital copy of the consent form was emailed to respondents prior to the interviews and verbal consent was obtained at the start of each interview. Respondents were given the freedom to terminate the interview at their own discretion. The duration of the interviews ranged from approximately 30 to 90 minutes. The interviews were conducted in Russian and subsequently reconstructed into English. The interview protocol focused on several themes: 1) organizational activities, 2) effects of the gay propaganda law, 3) effects of the foreign agent law, 4) issues within the LGBT community, 5) strategies for survival and circumvention, and 6) next steps or potential avenues for further activism.

			While traditional fieldwork is perhaps more common, I suggest internet-based methodology as a viable alternative in researching marginalized populations such as the LGBT community. The internet is particularly important in the context of Russian LGBT activism, as the expansion of the internet has “played a very important role in the development of LGBT identity and community and, consequently, in the development of much needed networks between LGBT activists.”2 The internet can serve as a means for establishing connections while maintaining anonymity. Additionally, internet-based interviews can provide a further measure of safety and security, as both interviewer and interviewee are able to participate in a setting of their choosing. That being said, there are risks associated with internet-based research, especially in the current political climate, as the Russian government is pursuing an internet crackdown.3 In conducting internet-based research, it is vital to ensure the cybersecurity of the researcher, the respondents, and the data collected.

			Given the limitations of the chosen methodology, this article does not paint a full picture of LGBT activism in Russia. The sample population is small, with only 7 relatively homogenous respondents. This method also poses significant obstacles in terms of recruitment, especially in the context of the Russian Federation, as the government is currently increasing internet censorship. However, there are several notable benefits to the methodology used in this study. By limiting face-to-face interactions, the virtual nature of this study allows research subjects to reduce the chances that they are observed by the authorities. Internet-based research also limits the amount of physical documentation linking research subjects to the study and can allow for greater confidentiality and security. Despite doing internet-based research in the midst of an internet crackdown, I have been successful in securing seven in-depth interviews that provide key insights into my central research questions and have produced new data on a burgeoning field of scholarship.

			Theoretical Considerations and the Political Process Model

			Like other social movements, Russian LGBT rights activism is shaped and driven by three key factors. As outlined by the political process model, the first factor is the level of organizational strength, which is determined by the ability of a group to effectively mobilize resources, recruit members, garner external support and sympathy, advance collective goals, and so on. In other words, organizational strength is measured by the ability of an organization to effectively achieve its goals. The second factor is the level of insurgent consciousness or cognitive liberation. Through cognitive liberation, members of an excluded group of people come to believe that they are marginalized on the basis on their shared identity and that they have the capacity to change their situation. In other words, “before collective protest can get under way, people must collectively define their situations as unjust and subject to change through group action.”4 The third and final factor is the structure of the political system in which a given group operates and the level of opportunities within that system that are available to the group. This structure is subject to the ebb and flow of broad socioeconomic processes (such as war, industrialization, widespread demographic changes, etc.) that can either expand or contract the level of political opportunity available to a social movement—the level of political opportunity ultimately determines whether or not a social movement has the space to effectively influence its sociopolitical context. To summarize, the three factors that influence the emergence and success of a social movement are 1) level of organizational strength, 2) level of cognitive liberation, and 3) level of political opportunity. Conversely, the absence or reduction of these factors—coupled with an increase in repression by movement opponents such as the state—constitutes the main processes of the decline of a social movement.5 As this model suggests, the more repressive a political system becomes, the less likely it becomes that social movements will be able to recruit new members.

			Following this theoretical model, recent developments such as the introduction of the foreign agent law and gay propaganda law represent an increase in state repression. In the following sections, I show how these developments have resulted in a contraction of political opportunity and decline in organizational strength of the LGBT rights movement. Simultaneously, I find that there are low levels of cognitive liberation in the LGBT community, further undermining the ability of activists to engage in collective action. Given the obstacles identified in this article, the LGBT rights movement has been unable to reach its full potential and actively participate in—and influence—the sociopolitical landscape of the Russian Federation.

			LGBT Rights Activism, Past and Present

			One of the first legal endeavors to discipline male homosexuality in Russia was enshrined in the Military Code of 1716, which “applied only to military personnel and called for burning at the stake.”6 More than a century later, Tsar Nicholas I introduced Article 995, which criminalized sodomy among the civilian population. In the wake of the Russian Revolution, the anti-sodomy law was abolished by the new communist regime. However, this was not the result of newfound tolerance or sexual liberation: the Bolsheviks regarded homosexuality as a bourgeois vice that would eventually disappear along with other bourgeois vices.7 In 1933, Joseph Stalin re-criminalized consensual sex between men; those found in violation of the law were subject to five years of hard labor.8 Even after Stalin’s death, male homosexuality remained legally repressed in the Soviet Union, resulting in the imprisonment of countless men. Meanwhile, female homosexuality escaped criminalization, but was regulated through other means: it was deemed a mental illness that necessitated psychiatric intervention. This intervention came in the form of various treatments, such as drug therapy, aversion therapy, and electroshock therapy. If psychiatrists failed to “cure” their patients, they would perform sex-change operations in order to align the bodies of their patients with the objects of their sexual desire.9

			Early LGBT rights activism emerged during a time of flux, as glasnost, perestroika, and the collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in an expansion of political opportunity, allowing for the generation and inclusion of new political actors.10 Following the trajectory of LGBT rights movements elsewhere, Russian LGBT rights activism grew out of “both need and space,”11 as the newly rearranged sociopolitical landscape created the conditions necessary for the articulation of a shared grievance. This was precisely the case for groups such as the Moscow Gay and Lesbian Alliance and the St. Petersburg-based group Krilija, 12 which emerged as leaders in the early years of LGBT rights activism. These groups were largely coalitional, incorporating LGBT subpopulations across the spectrum, and addressed issues such as HIV/AIDS and the decriminalizationof male
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							Sergei

						
							
							Vpered

						
							
							Samara

						
							
							Male

						
							
							Gay

						
							
							31

						
					

					
							
							Nikolai

						
							
							Zdravie
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							Natasha

						
							
							Russian LGBT Network
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							Female

						
							
							Heterosexual

						
							
							44

						
					

					
							
							Bogdan

						
							
							Marafon

						
							
							Ekaterinburg
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homosexuality. By 1993, homosexuality was decriminalized as a result of activists’ efforts and international pressure on the Russian government as it moved to join the Council of Europe. That same year, the Moscow Association of Sexual Minorities expanded, with the goal of uniting activists across ten different regions, but soon collapsed under the weight of internal conflict, low levels of cognitive liberation, and resource scarcity.14

			At the turn of the century, a growing economy and blossoming middle class ushered in a broad expansion of Russian civil society,15 creating new political opportunities for the LGBT rights movement. In 2005, a second wave of LGBT activism emerged, with various organizations sprouting up in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Perm, and other cities throughout the Russian Federation.16 In 2006, the Russian LGBT Network was formed, and in the following two years it expanded into an interregional social movement. Since then, the Network has steadily grown, establishing regional offices in cities and regions including Moscow, Voronezh, Irkutsk, Krasnodarskii krai, Nizhnii Novgorod, Novosibirsk, Omsk, Perm, Primorskii krai, Komi Republic, Samara, Sverdlovsk oblast, Tomsk, and Tiumen.17 At present, the Russian LGBT Network is the largest, most visible, and arguably most active LGBT organization in the Russian Federation. 

			There are at least 25 LGBT organizations and initiative groups currently active in the Russian Federation,18 five of which are featured in the population sample. Four of these organizations—the Russian LGBT Network, Vpered, Vmeste, and Marafon—can be described as LGBT advocacy organizations. They engage in local and international advocacy, educational campaigns, and community support and enrichment programs. Vpered and other organizations provide various social services, such as legal, psychological, and sexual health support and resources. Sergei, an activist with Vpered, personally helps maintain the community center and organizes advocacy events such as the Day of Silence, an annual event intended to raise awareness about the harassment of LGBT individuals. Vpered engages in few activities that are overtly political; many of them are largely community-oriented, such as the theatre program, which features plays with queer themes written and performed by the members and volunteers of the organization. The Yekaterinburg-based organization Zdravie is the only one in the sample that focuses on HIV/AIDS advocacy and works specifically with men who have sex with men and transgender persons. The organization has a staff of psychologists, social workers, and medical professionals that provide an array of support and guidance to the community. Like the other organizations, Zdravie has a community center, which Nikolai cites as one of his most meaningful projects, as it allows for community members to socialize, build connections, and forge a deeper sense of solidarity and shared identity—a crucial element in the development and success of social movements.19

			While other LGBT organizations focus on community-oriented activities and social services, Vmeste takes an actively political stance. Activists working with Vmeste cited a commitment to coalition-building and networking, and have been involved in street actions supporting political prisoners, persons living with HIV, and even truckers’ unions. Both Alla and Ilya believe that Vmeste should serve as a bridge between the LGBT community and the rest of the world, highlighting that LGBT rights are not divorced from broader human rights. In connection with this goal, Vmeste has emphasized the importance of social media and information campaigns. The organization has more than 30,000 followers on their social media sites, where they share content and information on LGBT issues, women’s rights, HIV/AIDS, and other politically salient topics. Vmeste is unique in that it was originally founded by two heterosexual activists with the goal of facilitating public acceptance of LGBT persons.20 To that end, Vmeste often organizes individual pickets,21 engaging in one-on-one conversations with passersby that aim to enlighten and educate them about LGBT issues. Broadly speaking, LGBT rights organizations are working to address the varied needs of the LGBT community, with the goal of improving the quality of life for sexual and gender minorities in the Russian Federation.

			“Pressure from All Sides”: Effects of the Foreign Agent Law and Gay Propaganda Law

			In 2002, several members of the Duma tried to recriminalize homosexuality.22 Although their effort was ultimately unsuccessful, it highlighted the reality that the Russian Federation remained hostile to the normalization of homosexuality. In 2006, this hostility became exceedingly clear with the passage, in the region of Ryazan, of the first anti-gay propaganda law. According to this law, “public actions aimed at the promotion of homosexuality (sodomy and lesbianism) are prohibited.”23 Other regions and municipalities soon followed suit: Arkhangelsk, Kostroma, St. Petersburg, Novosibirsk, Magadan, and Krasnodar all passed their own anti-gay propaganda laws.24

			The introduction of anti-gay propaganda laws in St. Petersburg and Novosibirsk (both in 2012) marked a turning point, shifting the debate on state-sanctioned homophobia from the regional level to the federal level.25 In 2013, the politicization of sexuality came to a head with the amendment of the federal law “On the Protection of Children From Information Liable to be Injurious to their Health and Development” to ban the advocacy of

			non-traditional sexual relations to minors by spreading information aimed at instilling in minors non-traditional sexual arrangements, the attractiveness of non-traditional sexual relations and/or a distorted view that society places an equal value on traditional and non-traditional sexual relations or propagating information on nontraditional sexual relations, making them appear interesting.26

			With the passage of the federal gay propaganda law, the state confined sexual and gender minorities to the proverbial closet, effectively criminalizing public expressions of non-normative sexual and gender identity. Unsurprisingly, increased state homophobia has had a significant impact on LGBT individuals in Russia and has contributed to the reinforcement of a growing social homophobia. In 2007, 64 percent of Russians believed that “homosexuality should not be accepted by society.”27 By 2013, the same year the federal gay propaganda law was passed, that number had risen to 74 percent. Since the introduction of the law, LGBT hate crimes have increased exponentially in the Russian Federation.28 In 2014, there were thirty-one reported hate crimes against LGBT individuals,29 while in 2015 there were 284 reported cases of violence and discrimination.30 With the passage of the federal gay propaganda law, the Russian government has signaled the growing legitimacy of state homophobia as a tool of governance through which LGBT persons have been reconfigured as targets of condemnation. The current administration has turned to traditional Russian values in order to undermine LGBT rights in Russia and to portray non-normative sexualities and genders as antithetical to Russian national identity. In the framework of traditional values, LGBT rights are seen as an insidious Western import that have no place within Russian culture and are ultimately a threat to Russian national identity.31 Following this logic, any challenges to the anti-gay propaganda laws could be construed as Western cultural imperialism. As “hostility toward the West has assumed an increasingly prominent position”32 in the ideology of the Putin administration, the government has further marginalized the LGBT community by positioning them as Western and Other. Many LGBT individuals believe that “the campaign was not targeted at the LGBT community and did not contribute to demographic and health care politics; its main political purpose was to discredit the pro-Western part of Russian society [and] to split the opposition.”33

			Separately, but in tandem with its strategy of state homophobia, the Russian government has taken significant steps toward the restriction of an independent civil society. In 2006, the same year that the first anti-gay propaganda law was introduced in Ryazan, the state passed the so-called “NGO law.”34 This law gave the state the authority to deny registration to any NGO, impose rigorous monitoring and reporting requirements, and even liquidate NGOs that failed to meet standards or requirements. The crackdown on civil society was renewed six years later with the introduction of the 2012 “foreign agent” law. Like the NGO law, the foreign agent law instituted rigorous reporting and registration requirements, forcing internationally funded, politically active NGOs to self-register as foreign agents.35 As “political activity” is loosely defined, the government has been enforcing this law arbitrarily, effectively undermining the organizational strength of all civil society actors—LGBT rights activists included. Additionally, the effects of this policy have served to “undermine any collective mobilization against the law, as each NGO tries separately to understand and negotiate its own situation with state agencies.”36

			Since the introduction of the foreign agent law, “things have become more difficult and more complicated. There are many legal barriers in LGBT activism—there’s pressure from all sides. Pressure from society, pressure from the government, pressure from religious institutions.”37 The foreign agent law has undermined the organizational strength of all LGBT rights organizations, as they are unable to receive funding from the domestic government and have historically depended on international funding sources.38 The law also limits the availability of more basic resources, such as condoms and HIV test kits. Last year, the HIV/AIDS advocacy organization, Zdravie, was named a foreign agent for receiving funding from UNAIDS and for working with the LGBT community. Nikolai, an activist with Zradvie, notes that they are now unable to secure an adequate number of HIV test kits, as their financial status has been in a state of flux since the foreign agent designation. The foreign agent law works in two ways: it limits funding sources and forces NGOs to expend their existing funding. If named a foreign agent, organizations find themselves bogged down by bureaucratic red tape and unannounced audits, which can ultimately have a paralyzing effect on organizational strength. Overall, the foreign agent law has affected organizational strength in a number of ways—by limiting access to international funding; by limiting the ability of NGOs to create networks and engage in collective action; and by limiting public support, as the term “foreign agent” has a markedly negative connotation.

			While the foreign agent law limits organizational strength, the gay propaganda law limits the range of activity available to LGBT organization, resulting in the contraction of political opportunity. Since the law was passed, it has become more dangerous to organize LGBT-themed events in public. As activists can be caught and fined for public displays of anything LGBT, few organizations continue to organize public events. Even when activists dare to organize public events, they are often sabotaged by local authorities:

			Activists are kept from assembling in public… If they want to have some kind of event or protest, they can only get a permit to assemble in remote areas where there aren’t a lot of people who will see them, like a park on the edge of town.39

			In cases like this, local authorities dampen the effectiveness of any public events—if no one is around to see them, then they simply do not work. Many respondents also believe that the gay propaganda law has increased and legitimized homophobia:

			The gay propaganda law has become a defining moment in the history of the Russian LGBT community… This law says that LGBT individuals are not people and that you can and should destroy them.40

			For respondents, this law is an outright attack on the LGBT community and has exacerbated the stigmatization of sexual and gender minorities:

			Before the law, people didn’t really care about LGBT issues or activism. I used to feel more comfortable talking about my sexuality, and I could even kiss and dance with my boyfriend in straight nightclubs. If I did that in a nightclub now, well… things would be very bad for me.41

			The gay propaganda law has also limited access to a resource that is crucial for the LGBT community: information. The lack of information has affected LGBT youth the most, as they cannot legally seek out or be exposed to any information that is related to LGBT topics. This issue has been exacerbated by a recent internet crackdown in Russia that has targeted and shut down popular LGBT websites such as ParniPlus, AIDS.Center, and Gay.ru. The exclusion of LGBT youth also limits the membership base of the LGBT rights movement, as activists are unable to recruit or engage with anyone under the age of 18.

			Despite the difficulties introduced by the gay propaganda law, multiple respondents reported feeling galvanized by the law and cited its implementation as a motivation for increased activity. While some activists saw the gay propaganda law as a “catastrophe, others saw [it] as an impetus for mobilization.”42 Just as LGBT activists in the 1990s were united in their fight to decriminalize homosexuality, current activists are united in their fight against the gay propaganda law. State homophobia in the Russian Federation has inadvertently facilitated the growth of the LGBT rights movement. By actively excluding and pushing against the LGBT community, the government has contributed to the crystallization of a shared grievance, which may also have had the effect of strengthening cognitive liberation within the LGBT rights movement. That being said, significant obstacles—both external and internal—continue to undermine the development of the LGBT rights movement. 

			Disunity in the LGBT Community: Internal Problems and Conflicts

			As the LGBT rights movement contends with external obstacles such as growing state repression and public disdain, activists also report grappling with internal conflict within the movement itself. In many organizations and queer spaces, gay men dominate the scene, pushing everyone else out of the picture. Consequently, anyone who is not a gay man feels excluded and alienated. This appears to be especially true of transgender persons. While none of the activists interviewed were transgender, several had recognized a pattern of exclusionary behavior that often came at the expense of transgender persons. Sergei noted that many of the gay men who come to his organization, Vpered, frequently misgender transgender persons and display little interest in educating themselves on issues related to transgender rights and inclusion. There are also very few organizations that work specifically with transgender persons—this absence was noted by the respondents and was glaringly evident during the recruitment phase of this research project.

			LGBT rights activism is also plagued by low levels of motivation, organization, and professionalization: “Motivation is really low in the LGBT community—they don’t care about their success and they don’t want to solve their own problems. They’re not organized around or united by common values or interests; a lot of them are just united by sex.”43 On the organizational level, there is a lack of communication between different groups, many of which seem to have little interest in collaboration. When organizations actually do work together, it is difficult to gauge the effectiveness of their work: “A lot of resources go toward things like seminars, which aren’t always useful. The same people always go to these seminars and they don’t learn anything new or do anything helpful.”44 Activist professionalization is also a persistent problem, as many people in management positions lack experience in management, organizing, outreach, or other relevant areas. Beyond that, a number of LGBT activists lack basic skills and resources. This issue is exacerbated by international grant donors, who adopt a “West knows best” mentality, glossing over the particularities of the Russian sociopolitical landscape. For Ilya and his colleagues, it is more urgent to secure basic resources like cameras, but many Western donors insist on focusing on issues such as strategic litigation, despite the illegitimacy and corruption of the Russian court system.45 

			Activist burnout and blame have also played a significant role, as many activists do not enjoy support from the broader LGBT community:

			A lot of people in the LGBT community blame the activists for their problems. They think that if it weren’t for activists, no one would know anything about them, no one would know about the rainbow flag, and everyone would still be living in peace.46

			Visibility has become a point of contention in the LGBT community. Rather than rally behind the activists, some people in the community fault them for increasing visibility and consequently increasing the likelihood of attracting homophobic attention. This internal division shows that the LGBT rights movement does not share a common agenda and that there are varying degrees of politicization within the community. These conflicts are also indicative of a low level of cognitive liberation within the LGBT rights movement, which is ultimately inhibiting the ability of activists to act on behalf of the LGBT community.

			Surviving, Circumventing, and Moving Forward

			Caught between the foreign agent law and the gay propaganda law, LGBT rights activists have developed several strategies for surviving and circumventing increased resistance and repression. In response to the foreign agent law, many organizations have adopted a strategy of informalization and are now operating as initiative groups:

			[Vmeste] is not registered—but this is intentional. Under the foreign agent law, organizations can be fined a significant sum if they’re caught, but the fines for individuals are relatively low. A lot of NGOs have stopped operating as NGOs. After being labeled foreign agents, they decided to become initiative groups. Fortunately, a lot of these groups still have good relationships with grant donors, so they can still get funding even if they don’t have any documentation or official registration.47

			Throughout Europe and Eurasia, roughly one-third of all LGBT rights organizations are unregistered, the majority of which are based in Eastern Europe.48 In the current political environment, there are few incentives for LGBT rights activists to officially register their organizations. Under different circumstances, operating as a formal organization would open doors to domestic and international funding opportunities. However, as the Russian government is actively limiting access to funding to nongovernmental organizations—and penalizing registered organizations that engage in “political activity” and receive international funding—the financial cost and political risk of registration outweigh any potential benefits. Additionally, initiative groups that had previously been registered and had established good relationships with international grant donors are still able to receive funding without having to formally register their organizations.49 Through informalization, LGBT initiative groups can avoid being fined under the foreign agent law while still conducting business as usual.

			As resources dwindle, LGBT organizations find it more and more difficult to stay afloat. In Eastern Europe (Russia included), 60.8% of LGBT organizations report having only one full-time employee, and roughly 50% of LGBT organizations across Europe and Central Asia have no paid staff. In these trying times, community support has proven to be a valuable resource, allowing organizations such as Zdravie to continue providing their services. As Zdravie is an initiative group, “most people work as volunteers and contribute their own personal resources. Some local medical professionals and clinics, understanding the difficulty of the situation, have actually been reaching out and helping.”50 Many LGBT rights organizations in the Russian Federation rely on donations and funds raised by their own communities51 and are largely maintained through volunteer labor.52 

			Moving forward, LGBT rights activists will continue to fight. They envision new opportunities and avenues for further activism. In their ongoing struggle, several respondents call for broader human rights, tolerance, and equality across the board—not just for the LGBT community, but for all marginalized groups in the Russian Federation: 

			We need tolerance. Russians don’t like people from the Caucasus, they don’t like people with different skin colors, they don’t like Georgians or black people. If we don’t push this idea of tolerance, then we can’t talk about equality for anyone—not for gays, lesbians, or transgender people. We have this law against discrimination, but no one knows what discrimination is. How can we talk about equality for one group, when no one is equal? Equality needs to come from all sides and when that happens, then LGBT equality will also come.53

			Alla and Ilya expressed a similar commitment to coalition-building and networking, which was reflected in their organization’s activities. As noted earlier, Vmeste has been involved in street actions supporting political prisoners, people living with HIV, and truckers’ unions. They even organized a protest denouncing the war in Ukraine. For them, there is a recognized need to “broaden their horizontal connections and to form networks. They need to help other activists that work on other issues—not just LGBT issues. They need to support the political organizations that want regime change, that want democracy.”54 In some cases, they found that their desire to network and build connections was reciprocal: the groups that they supported eventually came to support LGBT issues. As Ilya notes, several truckers attended the 2017 St. Petersburg Pride Parade, as Vmeste had effectively created a sense of solidarity and camaraderie with the truckers’ union. This trend is not unique to LGBT rights activists in the Russian Federation: across Europe and Central Asia, a number of LGBT organizations have reported working with other communities, highlighting a growing tendency to be more intersectional and coalitional.55 By creating networks and coalitions, LGBT rights groups such as Vmeste are able to facilitate mobilization through the recruitment of blocs of people who are already organized and active in other groups,56 thereby increasing organizational strength by broadening their membership base and garnering support from other politically active groups.

			In order for the LGBT rights movement to expand, activists must focus on increasing organizational strength and facilitating cognitive liberation, as political opportunity continues to decrease. Given their small (and ever-shrinking) budgets, activists must find innovative and cost-effective methods to sustain their operations and make progress: they need to become “more tech-savvy and... use mass media and social media.”57 Many organizations and initiative groups are already taking advantage of these tools, but there is room to grow, especially as younger activists are becoming more engaged. The newest generation of activists is motivated by a commitment to democratization, having been exposed to different perspectives that may not have been readily available to previous generations: “They’re young and smart and they’ve had access to the internet and all the information that’s on there.”58 As digital natives, this generation has acquired the tools, skills, and vocabulary necessary to elevate and accelerate the LGBT rights movement. Despite the immensity of their task, LGBT rights activists resist and persevere, imagining a future in which they can claim equality for themselves and for all marginalized populations in the Russian Federation. As they forge ahead, they must maintain a commitment to building coalitions and solidarity across matrices of oppression. 

			Conclusion

			In recent years, political opportunity for nongovernmental organizations, human rights activists, and other civil society actors has been steadily shrinking in the Russian Federation, as the state has introduced an array of restrictive legislation aimed at undermining the development of civil society. In an attempt to limit the range of acceptable political actors, the Russian government introduced the foreign agent law in 2012 and the federal gay propaganda law in 2013. Whereas the foreign agent law targets civil society as a whole, the gay propaganda law specifically targets sexual and gender minorities and effectively criminalizes the dissemination of information relating to matters of homosexuality or any “non-traditional” sexualities or gender identities. The introduction of these laws signals the presence of two distinct yet related trends on the sociopolitical landscape of the Russian Federation: a crackdown on civil society as a whole and the growing legitimacy of state homophobia as a tool of governance. 

			In this article, I have sought to answer two central questions: 1) how have the foreign agent law and gay propaganda law affected LGBT rights activism? and 2) how have LGBT rights activists circumvented increased state resistance? Increased state repression, as represented by the foreign agent law and gay propaganda law, has resulted in a contraction of political opportunity and organizational strength. Due to the foreign agent law, many LGBT rights activists have been cut off from crucial international funding sources, which has hindered their ability to secure basic resources such as condoms, HIV test kits, and computers. Additionally, activists are limited in the range of activities that are available to them, as the gay propaganda law penalizes public displays of “non-traditional sexual relations.” Activists have increasingly adopted a strategy of informalization, which allows them to circumvent the legal obstacles introduced by the foreign agent law while conducting business as usual and maintaining strategic relationships with trusted allies and donors. As they contend with resource scarcity, activists have grown to rely on community support, which includes both donations and volunteer labor. Although the LGBT rights movement faces low levels of public support, some activists and organizations attempt to build connections and coalitions with other marginalized groups, demonstrating a commitment to intersectionality and inclusivity in the fight for broader human rights. As LGBT rights activism continues to develop in Russia, there is a pressing need to not only highlight human rights violations and abuses, but also pave avenues of opportunity and continued activism for LGBT rights defenders as they adapt to shrinking civil society space.
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			Abstract: After the assassination of Sheikh Said-Efendi of Chirkei in 2012, Russia’s security and law enforcement organs returned to the coercive method of anti-terror war and began to repress the moderate (non-violent) Salafis in Dagestan. This change coincided with the governorship of Ramazan Abdulatipov, who intervened intensively in local politics. The Dagestan Muftiate, guided by the ethnic Avars and Shaikh Said-Efendi’s disciples, exploited this situation to expand their influence to South Dagestan. Based on county-level fieldwork, we identified three patterns of interaction of secular and religious actors in South Dagestan: the strongholds of the local Sufi order guided by Sheikh Sirazhudin and Isamudin, which survived Abdulatipov’s governorship; the equidistant local religious regimes, which Abdulatipov overturned on the pretext of their tolerance towards moderate Salafism; and (in Derbent County) a three-way battle between Sirazhudin-Isamudin’s order, the Dagestan Muftiate, and the moderate Salafis in which the first continues to dominate.

			The years 2010 to 2012 will be remembered as a peculiar period in Dagestan’s religious history.1 Relatively tolerant and pragmatic leaders, Aleksandr Khloponin and Magomedsalam Magomedov, headed the North Caucasus Federal District and the Republic of Dagestan, respectively. Having gained their reluctant support, the Federal Security Service (Federal’naia sluzhba bezopasnosti, FSB) and the National Anti-Terror Committee pursued the political method of anti-terror war, the aim of which was to appease the moderate Salafis in order to isolate their armed comrades. In other words, the FSB thought it possible to separate the moderate Salafis, who shared Salafi ideology but neither advocated for nor participated in armed struggle against the Russian authorities and the existing Sufi establishment,2 from the armed Salafis. In 2012, under the pressure of the FSB, dialogue between the Dagestan Muftiate3 and the moderate Salafis began. Facing the threat of isolation, however, the armed Salafis became even more violent, leading to the assassination of the de facto leader of the Dagestan Muftiate, Sheikh Said-Efendi of Chirkei, in August 2012. This event demonstrated the ineffectiveness of the political method of anti-terror war and the law enforcement organs returned to purely coercive methods. Having lost its motivation to promote moderate Salafism, since November 2012, the Dagestan government has repeatedly invited a delegation of the International Union of Muslim Scholars, headed by Ali Muhiddin al-Qaradaghi. The latter has issued fatwas recognizing Dagestan and other North Caucasian republics as the “land of Islam and peace,”4 which has seriously damaged the moderate Salafis.5 Moreover, the alleged migration of about 2,000 Russian Muslims to become mujahidin in the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant made the Russian government vigilant. 

			The SBU and law enforcement organs’ return to the coercive method of anti-terror war coincided with Ramazan Abdulatipov’s governorship (March 2013–October 2017), to which this article is dedicated. This article demonstrates that the new method of anti-terror war did not depoliticize religious life in Dagestan. As various religious and secular actors in Dagestan had reacted to the political method of anti-terror war in the preceding period, they tried to exploit the new stage of anti-terror war to their own advantage. The applicability and effect of the coercive method of anti-terror war depended on coalitions, confrontations, and balances between these actors. In contrast to our previous article,6 this article investigates county, but not regional, politics, as counties are the precise political arenas in which the coalition politics mentioned above unfold. We focus specifically on counties in South Dagestan.

			South Dagestan is a multi-national, multi-confessional region. Caucasian ethnic groups, such as the Lezgin, Tabasaran, Rutul, and Agul, confess Sunni Islam, while local Azerbaijanis are divided between Shia and Sunni groups. There are small numbers of Jews (mainly the Mountain Jews) and Christians (mainly the East Slavic population and the Armenians). This ethno-confessional mosaic and the coexistence of small nationalities distinguishes South Dagestan from its central counterpart, which is settled by relatively large nationalities, such as the Avars, Kumyks, and Dargins, that confess Sunni Islam. The Soviet regime’s atheist policy produced more devastating results in South Dagestan than in its central part, where the Sufis passed traditional Islam to the post-Communist era. This is why Sheikh Sirazhudin of Khurik (Israfilov, 1956–2012), despite his limited religious education, established a powerful order7 in South Dagestan in the late 1990s and early 2000s.8 Had he operated in Central or Mountainous Dagestan, he would have faced insurmountable Sufi rivals. Many contemporary Sufi leaders in South Dagestan were born into secular families, often as the children of Communist Party officials, and became devout Muslims relatively late in life. Sirazhudin played a crucial role here.

			From the 1990s until his assassination in October 2011, Sirazhudin defended the religious autonomy of South Dagestan against the invasion of the Muftiate, dominated by ethnic Avars and Sheikh Said-Efendi of Chirkei’s order. Three years before his death, Sirazhudin nominated two successors: Sheikh Isamudin Saidov9 for his Dagestani flock and Sheikh El’nur-Efendi of Kuba for his flock living in Azerbaijan. Yet by its very nature, the process of succession was not a smooth one. Isamudin needed to rearrange his brotherly relations with Sirazhudin’s other high disciples into teacher-disciple (ustaz–murid) ones. Perhaps other disciples could not but ask in their minds, “Why him (Isamudin) and not me?” Isamudin has deeper religious knowledge than his teacher, but under his leadership, the order has become somewhat introverted and has weakened its contacts with local secular leaders and municipalities.10

			This article is based on our fieldwork conducted in August 2014 and August 2017—that is, at the beginning and toward the end of Abdulatipov’s governorship. Of the twelve counties of South Dagestan, we analyze five: Derbent, Suleiman-Stal’skii, Tabasaran, Kaitag, and Rutul. The Azerbaijanis, Lezgins, Tabasarans, Dargins, and Rutuls, respectively, are dominant in these counties, but in Dagestan, with its nested cleavages of identities,11 ethnic diversity does not automatically lead to religious diversity. The roads climbing up to these counties are shaped like a rake: the innermost (northern) and shortest branch road splits from the federal highway (which runs toward Azerbaijan) to the north of Derbent and leads to Madzhalis, Kaitag’s county seat. The second northern branch curves up to Maraga; Khuchni, Tabasaran’s county seat; and Khurik, Sheikh Sirazhudin’s village. The third branch proceeds south from Derbent and leads us to religious strongholds such as Rubas (Kommuna), Belidzhi, Darkush-Kazmaliar, Novo-Maka, and Kasumkent, Suleiman-Stal’skii’s county seat. The southernmost and longest branch, which skirts the Samur River, Russia’s border with Azerbaijan, loops up to Akhty and Rutul. In 2014 and 2017, we went up and down the three northern branches; in 2017, we were compelled to abandon the southernmost, longest, and most labor-intensive branch route for logistical reasons. Thus, our analysis of Rutul County is mainly based on our fieldwork in 2014, supplemented by telephone interviews and printed and Internet sources.

			Institutional Framework

			The anti-terror struggle facilitated the emergence of a hierarchy of the Muslim clergy in Dagestan, the median link of which is the County (or city) Council of Imams (hereafter CCI). The CCI began to emerge in the

			


Figure 1. Map of South Dagestan
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Source: This map was drawn by Takahiro Matsushita on the basis of the authors’ instructions.


			


early 2000s, first as a voluntary association of village imams with the position of chairman as a social duty. Around 2004, this organ developed into a public-law institution subordinated to the local chief (county chief or city mayor) to strengthen the anti-terror campaign. In recent years, the Muftiate, which de jure has no relations with the CCI, has itself begun to appoint “county imams.” In practice, however, relations between a CCI chairman and “county imam” depend on the power balance in the county and religious leaders’ personalities. For example, in Kaitag County, the Muftiate-appointed “county imam” chairs the CCI, while in Rutul County, the “county imam” had no influence on the CCI.

			In the 1990s and 2000s, the Muftiate’s attempt to intervene in the counties of South Dagestan by delegating its imams often antagonized the communities. Drawing lessons from these failures, the Muftiate began to adopt an encroaching tactic by appointing county representatives of its Enlightenment Department. Relations between imams and Muftiate county representatives are somewhat reminiscent of those between priests and monks in Christianity. Since imams (priests) are busy taking care of community members and have little time for religious study and education, the latter responsibility is entrusted to Muftiate representatives (monks). The representatives play a significant role in the anti-terror campaign because prophylactic measures require lecturers to be sound theoreticians and because the representatives can visit schools and workplaces more easily than imams tied up with mosque duties. These representatives can be desirable candidates for the next CCI chairman. Modeled after the administrative reform of the secular Dagestan government in 2013,12 the Muftiate divided its jurisdiction into four districts in 2016: North, Central, Mountainous, and South. The Muftiate appointed Makhdi Abidov, from the Avar minority of a predominantly Kumyk village in Buinaksk County, as its plenipotentiary representative for South Dagestan.

			In 2013, in accordance with the law enforcement organs’ return to the coercive method of anti-terror war, local police began to compose the List of Extremists (uchet po kategorii “Ekstremist”; hereafter the List). Though the List is unpublished to the public, it is obvious that police included on it many moderate Salafi imams and activists. Quick to seize this opportunity, the Muftiate, in tandem with the county administrations or CCI chairmen, requested that the communities remove the allegedly Salafi imams named on the List. Had the local authorities in Dagestan been as autonomous as they once were, they might have been more protective of their own imams. However, the stiffening anti-terror policy and the Muftiate’s resurgent Southern advance coincided with the appointment of Ramazan Abdulatipov as governor of Dagestan in 2013. The revival of the old politician, who had served as minister of nationalities in Evgenii Primakov’s government in 1998–1999 before spending the 2000s in a series of sinecure roles, surprised the Dagestanis. After taking office, Abdulatipov began to reshuffle municipal leaders, even though he lacked the legal authority to do so. Municipal leaders in Dagestan in the 1990s and 2000s enjoyed more autonomy from the regional authorities than did their colleagues in ethnic Russian regions. They often served as the top local leader for more than a decade, even as influential local families and clans engaged in cutthroat competition for the post. Between 2004 and 2015, the Dagestan law on local self-government, based on the federal law,13 was effective, but this system was drastically changed by the republican law adopted on November 25, 2015.14 Table 1 compares the local systems in  Dagestan in 2004–2015 and after 2015.




			Table 1. Local Systems in Dagestan in 2004–2015 and After 2015

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2004–2015

						
							
							After 2015

						
					

					
							
							Organizational form of municipality

						
							
							


	Municipalities may choose	


								between a council, mayoral, and city-manager system

						
							
								Only option a council system, with the help of the Selection Commission**

						
					

					
							
							Deputy elections	

						
							
								Proportional

						
							
								Proportional

						
					

					
							
							Executive power

						
							
								Coexistence of municipal chief and chief of municipal 

								administration*

						
							
								Municipal chief chairs 

								municipal Council and leads municipal administration

						
					

				
			

			 *	Under this coexistence, Governor Abdulatipov often “appointed” his candidate for municipal chief as the chief of municipal administration first, with the eventual intention of making the Municipal Council elect him as municipal chief after the incumbent’s surrender.

			**	The Local Council elects the municipal chief from among the candidates nominated by the Selection Commission (konkursnaia kommissiia).

			


Under the proportional system, local families/clans can participate in local deputy elections only as a branch of one or another nationwide party. In Russia, as a rule, incumbent local chiefs concurrently serve as local secretaries (leaders) of United Russia. A reason for the relative strength in Dagestan of the Patriots of Russia, a pro-Putin leftist party that split from the Russian Communist Party in 2005, even though it cannot gain any seats in the Russian State Duma, is that it gives the local opposition a way to participate in local elections. Nevertheless, United Russia tends to win. This means that Governor Abdulatipov was unable to remove those local chiefs whom he disliked by elections either. Thus, the only possible way to achieve this objective was to bring criminal charges against them, as Abdulatipov did to many local chiefs and mayors in 2013—2015.15

			Governor Abdulatipov, himself an Avar, abandoned the endeavor of his predecessor, Magomedsalam Magomedov (Dargin), to maintain the government’s distance from the Avar-dominated Muftiate. Despite the assassination of its de facto leader, Sheikh Said-Efendi, the Muftiate built closer cooperation with Abdulatipov’s government than it had ever had with any secular government of Dagestan.16 The Muftiate’s creation of sub-regional representatives and local Enlightenment representatives aimed to promote this cooperation at multiple levels of government. Overall, we discern three religious and three secular actors (see Table 2).




			Table 2. Religious and Secular Actors in Dagestan
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							Religious

						
							
							[image: ] Sirazhudin-Isamudin’s order			

						
							
							[image: ] Losing influence.

						
					

					
							
							[image: ] The Muftiate

						
							
							[image: ] Systematizing its southward policy. 

							Using the law enforcement organs’ war on terror for its expansion to the South. 

						
					

					
							
							[image: ] Moderate Salafis

						
							
							[image: ] Their southern expansion was met by repression.

						
					

					
							
							Secular

						
							
							[image: ] The law enforcement organs

						
							
							[image: ] Returning to its previous coercive method of anti-terror war.

						
					

					
							
							[image: ] Governor Abdulatipov

						
							
							[image: ] Intervening in municipal matters. 

							Supporting the Muftiate.

						
					

					
							
							[image: ] Municipal leaders

						
							
							[image: ] Struggling for their own political 

							survival.

						
					

				
			

			


This sextet of actors explains religious diversity in the counties of South Dagestan under Abdulatipov’s governorship. In 2014, of the five CCI chairmen analyzed here, three (those of Derbent, Tabasaran, and Rutul) belonged to Sheikh Isamudin’s order, while two (those of Suleiman-Stal’skii and Kaitag) held neutral positions equidistant from the Muftiate, Isamudin, and the moderate Salafis. Yet “equidistance” in a period when both the secular government and the Muftiate are harshly prosecuting “religious extremism” signifies a certain appeasement of the moderate Salafis. As of 2017, all three CCI chairmen belonging to Isamudin’s order continued in their posts, but the two others were replaced by pro-Muftiate leaders. Why did this happen? We may assume that:

			
					If Sirazhudin-Isamudin’s order was extremely influential in the county prior to Abdulatipov’s rise to power, it could resist the Muftiate’s penetration (Tabasaran and Rutul).

					In counties where Sirazhudin’s influence was weaker, the secular chief built local religious autonomy by nominating CCI chairman equidistant from the Muftiate and Sirazhudin (Suleiman-Stal’skii and Kaitag). 

					If terrorist incidents took place or if moderate Salafi mosques existed in the county, the county chief or CCI chairman became vulnerable to the Muftiate’s requests, acting in concert with the law enforcement organ’s warning (Derbent and Suleiman-Stal’skii).

					If a politician became county chief thanks to Governor Abdulatipov’s support, it was difficult for him to resist the Muftiate’s requests because the Muftiate was Abdulatipov’s ally (Kaitag and Rutul).

			

			How They Became Muslim Leaders

			In this section, we make a detour to glance at three biographies of Muslim leaders in South Dagestan, in order to illuminate this region’s specifics as a latecomer to the Islamic revival. The first two are Adil Kaibov, Derbent CCI chairman, and Gasrat Akhmedov, vice-rector of Sheikh Abdulla Efendi Islamic University, both of whom belong to Isamudin’s order. The third is Dzhami Dzhalilov, a representative of moderate Salafism in South Dagestan.

			Adil Kaibov was born into an ethnic Azerbaijani family in Maraga Village of Tabasaran County in 1970. His parents did not pray. After receiving a middle-school education, he learnt woodworking at a technical college in Gor’kii (Nizhnii Novgorod). In 1990, he entered Kuibyshev (Samara) Machinery Institute.17 In his second year, he began to work as a factory craftsman to earn money for his studies. In 1991, his thirteen-year-old sister died of leukemia. Kaibov returned to his village to mourn. An old villager suggested that he read aloud a sura for his deceased sister; Kaibov did so in Russian translation. After mourning, he did not return to Samara but visited Sirazhudin, who was living in Khurik Village of the same county. Sirazhudin was still young and criticized official Islam in Dagestan. Kaibov decided to study Islam at a branch of Shafi‘i Islamic University (Makhachkala) that had been opened at Sirazhudin’s house; a kunak (clan member) of his in Maraga Village paid Sirazhudin in kind for Kaibov’s tuition and room expenses. 

			In 1992, Maraga villagers asked Sirazhudin to dispatch one of his disciples as imam. Sirazhudin chose Kaibov, even though he had only just begun to study Sharia, because he was a native of that village. Kaibov explains his teacher’s seemingly hasty decision by reference to the fact that, in Dagestan, the principle of “one village, one mosque, and one religious community” is deeply rooted, so those who fill an empty place will establish long-standing leadership there. In 1996, villagers of Rubas (Kommuna) of Derbent County asked Sirazhudin to send them an imam. Sirazhudin proposed that Kaibov move to Rubas. Rubas used to be the winter quarters of Maraga stock-farmers, and only became a sedentary village in the 1930s. Thus, many families have members in both villages, which made Kaibov’s work easier. Yet Sirazhudin’s strategic goal was to reinforce cadres in deeply secularized Derbent County.18

			Gasrat Akhmedov was born into an ethnic Agul family in Agul County. His father was a Communist Party official. His grandmother was the first Communist in the village and a member of the Dagestan Party Committee. Akhmedov drank and smoked during his student days. After graduating from Dagestan Agricultural University in 1995, he was involved in a business transporting juice to Volgograd for sale. After his marriage in 1998, he met a Salafi in Makhachkala who insisted that violators of Sharia and officials who served the Russian state should be put to death; he argued that it was permissible in Islam to kill prostitutes as well as to sell vodka and narcotics to buy weapons for jihad. Surprised, Akhmedov visited his village imam, who gave him the opposite instruction. These differing views provoked Akhmedov’s interest in Islam and he went to Khurik Village to talk with Sirazhudin. When he arrived in the village, Sirazhudin and his disciples were mowing, and Akhmedov immediately joined in. Akhmedov became Sirazhudin’s disciple in 1999. It was around that time that Sirazhudin ordered that construction should begin on the Arafat Islamic center, the future Babul’ Abvab. In 2006, Sheikh Abdulla Efendi Islamic University was established on the basis of the Derbent branch of Imam Shafi‘i University of Makhachkala; Akhmedov became its vice-rector in charge of foreign and public relations. He established language-focused student exchanges with Al-Ahliyya Amman University of Jordan.19

			Dzhami Dzhalilov, the son of a professor at Dagestan State University, was born in 1972. Dzhalilov graduated from the Economics Faculty of Dagestan Polytechnic Institute in 1998 and got a job at a gas company. He eventually advanced to the position of vice director of its Derbent branch. During his student days, he practiced fasting during Ramadan, which he resumed when he was 30 years old. In 2004, he lost his job because his company could no longer compete with Gazprom. During his three years of unemployment, Dzhalilov ran an agricultural business, but he became increasingly interested in Islam. He tried to study Islam at the pro-Muftiate Saifulla Kadi Islam University in Buinaksk and attended daily courses provided by Mavludin Netifov, a Salafi imam in Belidzhi. Yet Dzhalilov realized that the main thing to do was to master Arabic: if he had a command of Arabic, he knew, he could study Islam independently. He went to Egypt to study at the Fajr Center for Arabic Language. Though he was already 35 years old, he made rapid strides in Arabic. When family circumstances compelled him to return to Dagestan in 2011, Dzhalilov took up residence in Novo-Maka Village of Suleiman-Stal’skii County. Before long, Netifov invited Dzhalilov to succeed him as imam of the Belidzhi Friday Mosque.

			One of the Muftiate’s pretexts for claiming in 2016 that Dzhalilov was unfit for the post of imam was his lack of a formal religious education. Accordingly, after his removal, he tried to enter the Graduate School of Kazan Islamic University, but he failed the entrance exam due to a poor score in the history of European thought and was forced to repeat his Islamic learning from undergraduate level. The subject of European thought is indispensable, since it allows graduates to serve not only as Muslim leaders, but also as lecturers at secular universities. Yet Dzhalilov, deeply humiliated, stopped the rector, Rafik Mukhametshin, in the corridor to ask why Muslim intellectuals needed to know Greek philosophy, “the translation of which into Arabic was a reason for the decline of Islamic civilization.”20 

			The biographies of these three Muslim leaders from South Dagestan have much in common. They were born into secular, sometimes even Communist, families and their “conversion” took place relatively late, during their student years or even later in life. Painful life experiences caused their “conversion”: a younger sister’s death for Kaibov, an encounter with differing Sufi and Salafi views for Akhmedov, and three years of unemployment for Dzhalilov. Understandably, acquaintance with Sheikh Sirazhudin “overturned the lives” of the future Sufi leaders Kaibov and Akhmedov, while the Salafi Dzhalilov’s spiritual quest has been more individual and winding.

			Derbent County

			Derbent County is predominantly Azerbaijani (58%). The second-largest ethnic group is Lezgin (18.8%), while the third and fourth groups are Tabasaran (9.9%) and Dargin (7.7%). The Agul are a relatively small group, at 2.2%.21 Derbent County has been a focal point of Islamic politics in South Dagestan. Adil Kaibov, who belongs to Isamudin’s order, has chaired the CCI since 2002, while indigenous, moderate Salafism is consolidated around the Friday Mosque of Belidzhi Town, with a population of 11,251 (as of 2018). The Muftiate’s ambition to expand its influence to this county, especially Belidzhi, was noticeable. 




			Secular Authorities. The ethnic Azerbaijani Kurbanov dynasty (Said and Kurban) ruled this county for more than half a century. Said Kurbanov was the first secretary of the county CPSU committee from 1962 to 1991 and county chief from 1991 to 1998, when a mayoral election passed this position to Kurban. In October 2014, law enforcement arrested Kurban for land management abuses. Governor Abdulatipov appointed an ethnic Azerbaijani as acting chief of the county administration. The County Council elected him as full county chief in November 2015. 




			CCI Chairman. In 2002, the county’s imams established the CCI and elected Kaibov as its chairman, expecting him to serve as a bridge between them and Sheikh Sirazhudin. In 2004, to strengthen the anti-terror campaign, the CCI developed into a public organ subordinated to the county chief, which in turn raised Kaibov’s authority. Between 2004 and 2008, Kaibov tried to prevent Salafism from penetrating the ranks of imams. In 2008, when the imams had been ideologically consolidated, Kaibov launched an anti-terror campaign among the citizens by organizing anti-terror seminars at schools, police offices, and other places. Kaibov enjoyed the full support of Chief Kurbanov and his successor. As such, the Muftiate could not replace Kaibov with an appointee of its choosing.22




			Moderate Salafis and the Muftiate. Mavludin Netifov (1956–2016), an ethnic Agul, received an official Islamic education during the Soviet era at Buhara Madrasah. After returning to Dagestan, he belonged to none of the tariqa groups. This equidistance and his membership of a small ethnic group, Agul, gave the Muftiate a pretext for prosecuting him as a Wahhabi. Between 1997 and 2001, he changed the mosque where he served several times. He was one of the two deputy imams of the Sunni community of the Derbent Friday Mosque, a renowned World Heritage Site.23 Having been ousted from this position, he became imam of the “second Friday mosque” of Derbent City, enjoying the support of the Tabasarans. He was subsequently removed from this position, too, leading him to serve as imam of Dagestanskie Ogni City for several months. From 2001 until 2013, he had a relatively stable position as imam of the Belidzhi Friday Mosque, though the Muftiate continued to harass him. 

			Sirazhudin-Isamudin’s order and the Muftiate competed to fill the vacancies that Netifov left behind him. After Netifov abandoned the vice-imamship of the historic Friday Mosque of Derbent, a pro-Muftiate imam took it over. In 2004, however, this imam was removed as a result of a fight between Muftiate supporters and Salafi youths. A representative of the Salafis, Kalimulla Ibragimov, an Agul who had studied Islam in Egypt, succeeded to the post. Since Sheikh Sirazhudin earnestly wanted to control the Sunni part of this prestigious mosque, another collective fight took place between Sirazhudin’s followers and the Salafis in 2005. Netifov supported his co-ethnic and religious ally, Kalimulla Ibragimov, in this conflict, with the result that Netifov was arrested by police. While Netifov won acquittal, Sirazhudin succeeded in making his highest disciple, Isamudin, the imam of the Sunni community of the Derbent Friday Mosque.24

			After the Belidzhi community confirmed Dzhalilov as Netifov’s successor in November 2011, Dzhalilov restored the Friday Mosque, built an extension to the mosque that included an imam’s office and a toilet for prayers, imported chandeliers from Egypt, and equipped the mosque with secondary electrical wiring to prevent it from being affected by power cuts. The Belidzhi Friday Mosque, which was reopened in 1993 but still seemed to be in ruins when we visited it for the first time in 2004, was reborn as a beautiful mosque. To make this happen, Dzhalilov raised funds from Lezgin businessmen of local origin in Moscow.25 The Muftiate organized separate services at an “apartment mosque” in another place in Belidzhi Town; these were administered by the Muftiate-appointed imam Abdulla Khalilov (b. 1983) and attended by those who regarded Dzhalilov as a dangerous Salafi. Khalilov, who worked as an automobile mechanic, had studied at Dagestan Islamic University in 2007–2010. Khalilov recollects that about 200 Muslims attended Dzhalilov’s Friday prayers, while roughly 50 came to his own.26

			Though Dzhalilov claimed that “the Sufis did not exist in the Prophet’s era, but my attitude toward them is normal,” police added him to the List. The Derbent County Administration and CCI chairman Adil Kaibov asked the Belidzhi community to remove Dzhalilov in April 2016, though neither of them was antagonistic to Dzhalilov.27 They persuaded the parishioners by saying that it would be possible to restore Dzhalilov’s imamship after his name was removed from the List. An ardent local Muslim who kindly housed us for a night in August 2017 recollected that policemen attended the gathering and that believers feared that they themselves might fall under repression should they refuse to remove Dzhalilov. 

			Dzhalilov appealed to the court to remove his name from the List and won twice, in county and appellate republican courts. Yet this legal rehabilitation did not open Dzhalilov’s way back to the mosque. Despite the promise that Dzhalilov would be allowed to return, his expulsion was soon followed by Khalilov’s “election” as imam of the Belidzhi Friday Mosque. Khalilov filled the imam’s office built by Dzhalilov. Khalilov seems to be a good person but is frankly not at the same level as Dzhalilov when it comes to being a religious leader. Local Muslims still ask Dzhalilov to return to the imam post, to which Dzhalilov replies that “the time has not come.” 

			Suleiman-Stal’skii County

			Suleiman-Stal’skii County has a population of 56,219, 98.6% of whom are Lezgin (2018). Until 1969, this county was named Kasumkentskii after its county seat, Kasumkent Village; it was renamed to celebrate the one-hundredth anniversary of the birth of a famous Lezgin poet, Suleiman Stal’skii. In 2014, of the 25 Muslim communities in the county, not one had subordinated itself to the Muftiate, and at least one mosque was famous for its pro-Salafi orientation. All imams were local, of whom “60%” were Sirazhudin’s followers.28




			Secular Authorities. In 2007, the County Council unanimously elected Imam Iaraliev (Imam is his first name) as county chief. Iaraliev had been the popular procurator of Dagestan from 1995 to 2006, during which time he bravely issued arrest warrants for the Chechen rebel commanders Salman Raduev and Ibn al-Khattab. In 2010, Iaraliev decided to shift his activities to Derbent City, making him Governor Abdulatipov’s rival in South Dagestan. Iaraliev left his protégé, Nariman Abdulmutalibov (b. 1968), as acting county chief.29 




			CCI Chairman and the Muftiate’s Victory. In 2009, the Muslim community of the county seat, Kasumkent Village, elected Ramazan Rustamov as imam, who ex officio began to chair the CCI. Rustamov’s father was a self-educated peasant mullah who had six sons and three daughters. After graduating from Imam Shafi‘i Islamic University in Makhachkala, Rustamov lived a difficult life. He was unemployed and served temporarily as the imam of one place or another. Though Imam Shafi‘i University belongs to the Kumyk opposition to the Muftiate, Rustamov chose it by chance and has never become a murid of any sheikh.30 By nominating him as imam of the Kasumkent Friday Mosque, County Chief Iaraliev perhaps sought to bring in an imam from an unprivileged family and educational background who was equidistant from the Muftiate and Sirazhudin, as such an imam would become a reliable ally of the county administration. 

			In 2014, County Chief Abdulmutalibov defiantly told us that despite “small explosions of houses surrounding a police station and patrol cars,” the Salafi influence on his secularized county was minimal. Owing to the county’s tense relations with the Muftiate,31 the Muftiate falsely informed the security organs that the Salafis were active there. The intensifying struggle between Governor Abdulatipov and Derbent mayor Iaraliev and police persecution of CCI chairman Rustamov’s contacts with “religious extremists” in 2014–2015 endangered Abdulmutalibov’s position. He could not but become cooperative with the Muftiate to defend himself. Rustamov justifies his contact with local Salafis by his desire to pull those who were then attending the “Airport Mosque” in Derbent (see note 24) back to official mosques.32 Yet in early 2015, police included Rustamov himself on the List. Abdulmutalibov asked him to resign. After an interregnum of two unsuccessful CCI chairmen, which weakened Abdulmutalibov’s position even further, the Muftiate proposed its genuine candidate for CCI chairman, Khasan Amakhanov, in October 2016. 

			Amakhanov was born in 1988 into a hereditary mullah family in Eminkhiur Village. The village was named after his ancestor Magomed-Emin (1838–1884), who was a qadi and the first Lezgin poet. Amakhanov was educated at the Muftiate’s North Caucasus Islamic University (later renamed Dagestan Islamic University) between 2005 and 2010. Simultaneously, he studied at the Humanities-Pedagogical College to obtain an Arabic teaching certification. After graduating from DIU, he taught there and worked as the Lezgin editor of the Muftiate newspaper As-Salam. In 2011, the Muftiate dispatched Amakhanov to Suleiman-Stal’skii County as its representative. Later, Amakhanov became deputy CCI chairman and served three chairmen: Rustamov and the subsequent two unsuccessful imams. Amakhanov managed the distribution of Hajj quotas among the population, encouraged people to subscribe to As-Salam, and lectured against religious extremism. In October 2016, a county conference of Muslims unanimously elected Amakhanov as imam of Kasumkent Mosque/CCI chairman.33 Amakhanov’s credo is to build good relations with village imams, reminding them that he is powerless alone. Amakhanov remarks that a lack of such modesty among CCI chairmen in other counties often causes conflicts.34

			When Amakhanov told his former schoolteacher that he had entered DIU, the teacher exclaimed, “Why?! How will you make a living?” This perception that Muslim leaders live in poverty is typical among Lezgin people, although Amakhanov is doing his best to change it. Accordingly, he says, few of the Lezgin youths enrolled in DIU complete their courses, while the Avar and Dargin youths work hard until they graduate. Despite Amakhanov’s self-critical remarks, we should give credit to Suleiman-Stal’skii County as a successful case of the Muftiate’s penetration into South Dagestan. NCIU’s efforts since the 1990s to recruit and raise youths from South Dagestan35 finally bore fruit after twenty years. The Muftiate found a young Muslim leader of local origin with an excellent family and educational background who is nevertheless respectful toward the local people. Moreover, the Muftiate managed to raise Amakhanov’s status gradually, from Muftiate representative to CCI vice-chairman, and eventually to full chairman.

			Moderate Salafis. The mosque in Darkush-Kazmaliar Village, which has a population of nearly 2,800, had become a bastion of moderate Salafism. Ravidin Mezhvedilov (b. 1977) initiated an Islamic revival in this village. After his military service, around 2000, he began to learn Islam from local Salafis such as Mavludin Netifov and Kalimulla Ibragimov. The first imam after the village mosque was restored left to become a labor migrant. Owing to his comparatively high level of knowledge of Islam, the villagers elected Mezhvedilov to succeed the first imam. Over his ten years of service, he increased the number of namaz attendants from about 20 to 70. In 2014, two youths from the village were studying Islam in Egypt and Saudi Arabia. If villagers had any questions about Islam, they could ask these youths questions via Skype.36 When we visited Darkush-Kazmaliar in August 2014, the youth studying Islam in Egypt happened to be on homecoming leave. He told us that it was possible to learn Arabic and Islamic knowledge much faster in Egypt than in Dagestan and that the Russian government, fortunately for Muslims, had not introduced effective restrictions on Muslim youths studying Islam abroad. The only requirement was that they have a reference letter from the CCI chairman, then Ramazan Rustamov, who was sympathetic toward moderate Salafism.

			The police’s anti-terror operation hit Darkush-Kazmaliar hard. Of the 70 individuals who were virtual fixtures at the mosque, the police added about 20 to the List. This was a higher share than in any other settlement in South Dagestan, even though, according to Mezhvedilov, none of the villagers had emigrated to the Islamic State. Yet Muslims from other, sometimes distant, villages came to Darkush-Kazmaliar Mosque for Friday prayers and, as mentioned, the village had sent two youths to Arab countries to study Islam; these circumstances were sufficient to attract police attention. “Satan doesn’t like places where many Muslims gather,” jokes Mezhvedilov. Police also included Mezhvedilov on the List, and pressed him to resign his imamship. Mezhvedilov could not resist: with a son who had been sick from birth and sometimes needed to be taken to Egypt and other foreign countries for treatment, he was unwilling to risk coming into conflict with the police and thereby being deprived of the freedom to travel abroad.37 In May 2015, when Mezhvedilov was in Egypt, the then-chairman of the CCI visited the mosque and persuaded the congregation to replace him with an older man. The community chose an elderly villager. After his return, Mezhvedilov did not fight this decision, but continued to guide the community spiritually. A local rumor has it that the elderly imam works in the daytime but Mezhvedilov preaches after evening namaz. Seeing this situation, CCI chairman Khasan Amakhanov tried in 2017 to replace the elderly imam with a DIU student, but the Darkush-Kazmaliar community declined because they “could not find housing for him.”38

			Tabasaran County

			Tabasaran County is one of the largest counties in Dagestan, with a population of 52,886, 79.6% of whom are ethnic Tabasarans, while the second-largest ethnicity is Azerbaijani (18.39%).39 Tabasaran consistently records one of the highest birthrates among the counties of Dagestan. Local women and girls wear traditional national clothes and large houses demonstrate the persistence of extended families. Its traditionalism distinguishes Tabasaran from the lowlands of South Dagestan, but when we climb higher, we see modernized rural scenes again in the counties inhabited by the Lezgin and semi-Lezgin (Agul and Rutul) nationalities. The Tabasarans’ traditional human capital facilitated the Islamic revival in the post-Soviet era, as we witnessed in the case of Adil Kaibov.

			Nurmagomed Shikhmagomedov governed Tabasaran County from 1998. After Abdulatipov became governor, the local oppositional clan sought to prosecute Shikhmagomedov, who went into hiding in May 2013. Before long, he was arrested on the border while trying to escape to Azerbaijan. Even prior to this incident, Alavudin Mirzabalaev, economic minister of Dagestan in 2006–2010, had been practically in charge of governing the county in his post as chief of the county administration. He was elected as county chief in November 2013, two months after a bomb explosion at the police station in Khuchni Village killed two policemen. 

			When Shikhmagomedov introduced the office of CCI chairman in the mid-2000s, religious leaders in Tabasaran elected one of Sirazhudin’s high disciples, Ramazan Pirmagomedov (b. 1953). He was imam of Khapil’ Village, but not of the county seat, Khuchni. In Khuchni, the Gafizov family had passed down the imamship since the pre-1917 era. In the late 1980s, Aidulla Gafizov organized a movement to restore the Friday mosque; when it was reopened, he became its imam. Yet in the 2000s, Aidulla may have felt himself too old to chair the CCI; he passed his imamship to his son, Magomedshafi, in 2007.40 Because of the county’s delayed industrialization and urbanization, Khuchni’s demographic weight in the county is much lower (9.1%) than those of other county seats (for example, 25.6% in Suleiman-Stal’skii County and 25.7% in Kaitag County). In addition, villages in Tabasaran County, covered by a dense network of Sirazhudin’s disciples, probably enjoy higher religious autonomy than villages in other South Dagestan counties. 

			While restructuring the Tabasaran County government after Shikhmagomedov’s downfall, acting county chief Mirzabalaev needed to rethink Tabasaran’s Muslim administration too. To this end, Mirzabalaev organized a conference in September 2013 to which he invited two major Muslim leaders of Dagestan, Mufti Akhmed Abdulaev and Sheikh Isamudin. At the conference, some local imams requested that there be periodic elections for CCI chairman. Mufti Abdulaev underscored that the Muftiate always had respectful relations with the ulamā of Tabasaran County and appealed to the audience to avoid dividing Muslims into factions according to whose murids they were. Eventually, the conference confirmed Pirmagomedov’s prerogative.41 Witnessing the authority that Pirmagomedov enjoyed among local imams, Mufti Abdulaev abandoned the attempt to remove him and, on the contrary, invited him to join the Muftiate’s Ulamā Council.42

			The Muftiate once opened a branch of its Enlightenment Department in the building of the Tabasaran County Department of Education, but it was closed after a few months of inactivity. Instead, the secular administration and Isamudin’s order conduct anti-terror campaigns in the county.43 According to Khuchni imam Gafizov, only “three or four” mosques subordinate themselves to the Muftiate and there is no Salafi mosque among the approximately 80 mosques in Tabasaran County. Thus, Tabasaran County did not give the Muftiate any pretext for intervention. “We do not need to learn Islam from others,” says Gafizov.44

			Kaitag County

			Spanning the highlands and the foot of the Caucasian Mountains, Kaitag County has a developed food and wine industry. Its population amounts to 31,368 people, 90% of whom are Dargin, while the second ethnic group, mainly in the lowland, is Kumyk.45 Some Dargins in Kaitag County regard themselves not as a dialectical subgroup of Dargins but as an independent nationality. Indeed, Kaitag County is located on the southern fringe of the Dargin-settled area; the inhabitants’ commercial contacts with Southwest Asia since the pre-Muhammadan period distinguish their self-image from that of the Dargins who inhabit Central Dagestan, whom the Kaitags regard as having been Islamized late.

			Secular Authorities. In 2001, Magomed Dzhanbuev (b. 1945), a former police officer who bravely participated in the defense of Dagestan against the Chechen paramilitary invasion in 1999, was elected as county chief. He served in this post until his death in 2010. During his tenure, the food industry and social infrastructure of Kaitag County developed significantly.46 His death coincided with the deputy elections to the County Council, which was now authorized to elect the municipal chief. Alim Temirbulatov, regional officer of the Ministry of Justice, and Ali Umarov, a police officer, competed for the post. Born in Kaitag County in 1970, Temirbulatov worked in Makhachkala after graduating from Lipetsk Pedagogic University in 1995, serving in various ministries and its mayoralty. Umarov was the favorite of then-governor Magomedov, so led the team of United Russia candidates, while Temirbulatov headed the team of Patriots of Russia. The Patriots won 22.5%, while United Russia won 21.5%. On the new Council, Temirbulatov at first won election to the post of municipal chief, but this result was annulled. Leaders persuaded Temirbulatov that once the regional authorities decided to support Umarov, Temirbulatov would not be able to work normally even if he became the county chief. Temirbulatov agreed.47

			Umarov proved to be an inefficient manager and uselessly confronted the County Council.48 In March 2014, Umarov was arrested for financial violations, though he kept the chief position for more than a year thereafter. Abdulatipov proposed that Temirbulatov de facto govern the county as acting chief of the Kaitag County Administration. Having returned from Makhachkala, Temirbulatov saw “anarchy” in the county. In September 2015, the newly elected Kaitag Council chose Temirbulatov as county chief.

			CCI Chairman. Shamil’ Gapizov (b. 1979) was the second imam of the Madzhalis Friday Mosque after its restoration. Having abandoned secular education in Makhachkala, Gapizov moved to Novyi Kostek Village of Khasaviurt County to study at a branch of Shafi‘i Islamic University guided by Mukhammad-efendi, the successor of the famous Sheikh Tazhuddin Efendi.49 Gapizov graduated in 2003 and his diploma helped him to get elected as Kaitag CCI chairman. According to Gapizov, he was supported not only by local imams, but also by County Chief Dzhanbuev and the Muftiate.50 

			Gapizov endeavored to maintain an equal distance from the Muftiate, Sirazhudin, and the Salafis. His weakness was his interest in secular politics. During the period when the county chief was directly elected, he agitated for Dzhanbuev. After a council system with proportional elections was introduced, he agitated for United Russia. When we interviewed him in 2014, he looked proud that he was a member of the Anti-Terror Committee at the republic level and of the County Public Chamber.51 He apologized to us for having failed to arrange an interview with the county chief (this was not surprising because Umarov was already under criminal prosecution) and complained that Umarov declined to respond to Gapizov’s request despite Gapizov “amassing one thousand votes” for him (United Russia) in the 2010 elections. In 2015, when Temirbulatov was still only the acting chief of the county administration, Gapizov asked Temirbulatov to appoint him as one of the vice-chiefs in charge of religious matters because he had “helped Temirbulatov to become the chief administrator.”52 As part of his effort to get rid of “anarchy” in Kaitag County, Temirbulatov began to think about removing Gapizov from the post of CCI chairman. This coincided with the Muftiate’s desire to remove Gapizov, whom it considered a “Wahhabi sympathizer.” 

			Alliance of the Muftiate and the County Chief. The first attempt to remove Gapizov was poorly coordinated. On a Friday in late 2015, a delegation from the Muftiate, accompanying its candidate for the new Madzhalis imam, visited Temirbulatov, who agreed to visit the Madzhalis Friday Mosque together with the delegation, even without taking guardsmen. Imam Gapizov seemed to have been aware of the Muftiate’s intention in advance and had mobilized his supporters, including sportsmen. Gapizov played the ethnic card, telling the crowd that the Avers (the Muftiate) were dictating who should be the Dargins’ imam. To avoid a physical conflict, Temirbulatov and the Muftiate delegation retreated.

			After this first failure, Temirbulatov decided to become more deeply involved in selecting Gapizov’s successor. Having worked in Makhachkala for a long time, Temirbulatov knew Mufti Abdulaev well. In contrast to Suleiman-Stal’skii chief Abdulmutalibov, Temirbulatov was not so enthusiastic about defending the county’s religious autonomy. His non-negotiable conditions for the next CCI chairman were traditionalism (anti-Salafi and pro-Sufi orientation) and non-intervention in secular politics. He interviewed three candidates separately, and eventually a graduate from DIU agreed to become the imam of the Madzhalis Friday Mosque who would chair the CCI, taking up the post in February 2016.53 Yet this was obviously a temporary solution. Above all, this young imam was not local. A Dargin from Levashi County, his speech was different from that of the Kaitags.

			Both the Muftiate and Temirbulatov began to think it necessary to separate the office of CCI chairman from that of imam of the Madzhalis Friday Mosque. Given that Madzhilis is the largest locality in the county by population, the imam of the Madzhalis mosque is already busy taking care of his own parishioners’ problems and does not have time to also serve as the county imam. Gapizov had managed to do so by appointing several assistants. Thus, the Muftiate invited one of Gapizov’s former assistants, Mukhammad Mirzaev, to Makhachkala to persuade him to chair the CCI. Mirzaev agreed. This choice indicated the flexibility of the Muftiate, which did not have an appropriate candidate of its own in the county. 

			Mirzaev was born in the county’s Chumli Village in 1971. His father was a mullah and a disciple of Sheikh Abdulla (Sirazhudin’s teacher). He studied Islam at Imam Shaf‘i University in Makhachkala in the 1990s. He served as imam in his native Chumli Village for several years, then helped the next imam for more than ten years while working at construction sites in Makhachkala. By this time, Chumli had become a renowned model village for Islamic revival, where “less than one percent of the population drink, while seventy–eighty children learn Islam at mosque every day.” Mirzaev confesses Sufism, though he is not a murid of any sheikh. He asks Sheikh Isamudin for advice if necessary.54 Thus, he tries to continue Gapizov’s policy of equidistance insofar as he can.

			The Kaitag CCI did not elect Mirzaev; the Muftiate’s representative, Abidov, attended the council meeting and announced that Mirzaev would chair the council going forward. We asked Mirzaev whether the lack of an election harmed his legitimacy. He answered that election was desirable if imams had Islamic knowledge, but that of the 23 or 24 imams of the county “only four or five” had Islamic knowledge. Mirzaev delivers lectures to local imams every Monday and Thursday. Muftiate Representative Abidov imposes various tasks and programs on local imams and monitors their implementation. Mirzaev feels that Islamic deeds are indeed on the rise in his county and that the people have become consolidated around spiritual purposes.

			Rutul County

			Rutul County, which borders Azerbaijan, has four border-crossings. Of its population of 22,926 people, 58.2% are Rutuls, while the Tsakhurs and Lezgins amount to 23% and 9.3%, respectively.55 Rutul was made a literary language as late as 1993.56 Until then, the Rutuls were regarded as a subgroup of the Lezgins. The Rutul County and various Rutul media continue to receive government subsidies to establish and popularize the Rutul language. Rutul and neighboring Akhty County suffered more under the Soviet atheist policy than other counties of Dagestan. In the post-Soviet period, therefore, Sheikh Sirazhudin made much of these counties, regarding them as spiritual virgin land.

			In March 2001, Ibragim Ibragimov, a pedagogue by profession, won the election to county chief. During his first term, a powerful local opposition took shape. The latter put up Davud Suleimanov (b. 1958), who had made a career in inspection and tax structures, as their candidate for county chief in 2005. He defeated Ibragimov and became the county secretary of United Russia.57 In the 2012 local elections, Ibragimov, leading the county organization of the Patriots of Russia, challenged Suleimanov, who had the support of Governor Magomedov. Among the 22 elected county deputies, 14 belonged to United Russia; the other eight, who belonged to the Patriots of Russia, boycotted the first session.58 After his comeback as municipal chief, Ibragimov remarked that, during Suleimanov’s 13-year tenure, public utilities declined, public servants’ salaries were not paid on time, and roads—vital for this remote county—were maintained poorly. In 2017, Governor Abdulatipov’s administration investigated the situation and persuaded Ibragimov to replace Suleimanov, who agreed to resign. Thirteen years after his original electoral defeat, Ibragimov returned to the post of county chief at the age of 65.59

			All five imams of the Rutul Friday Mosque since the late Soviet period have been disciples of Sirazhudin. In 2008, Musa Tairov (b. 1974), who studied at Sheikh Abdulla Efendi Islamic University in Derbent in 2000–2007, became the fourth post-communist imam. Musa was ambitious at the beginning of his service and dreamed of building a madrasah in Rutul Village.60 In 2011, however, imams’ difficult living conditions made him pass the duty to his cousin, Abdulselim Tairov (b. 1977), who continues to serve today (2018).61 They chaired the CCI, which was introduced later than in other counties, in 2008. Another Muslim leader in Rutul is Timur Makhmudov, who was born in 1980 into a family of journalists and graduated from the Journalism Department of the Philological Faculty of Dagestan State University in 2001. Timur advised his teacher, Sirazhudin, to establish a newspaper and website for the order: these were realized as Islam v Iuzhnom Dagestane (Islam in South Dagestan) and babulabvab.ru.62 Remarkably, this newspaper devotes hardly any column inches to “political issues” such as the anti-Salafi campaign and the Muftiate’s expansionism, instead answering ordinary Muslims’ questions about rituals and desirable lifestyles.

			Local Muslims’ consolidation around Isamudin’s order has prevented both terrorist incidents and the emergence of a pro-Salafi mosque63 that the Muftiate might have been able to exploit to justify its intervention. As such, the Muftiate began to create parallel institutions. Around 2014, the Muftiate appointed Mavlidin Mazukaev, son of the late Mazukai Mazukaev, the third post-communist Rutul imam, as Mufti Akhmed’s assistant in South Dagestan. Mazukai had made his son study at the Muftiate-managed Imam Shamil’ Islamic University in Kizliurt, even though Mazukai was himself a disciple of Sirazhudin. These irregularities are not necessarily a sign of coat-turning, but a peculiar insurance often purchased by conflict-avoidant Muslim leaders in South Dagestan. Sirazhudin himself studied at the pro-Muftiate Saifulla Kadi Islamic University in Buinaksk in the 1990s. After receiving his education, Mavlidin did business in Moscow but was called back to Dagestan to become the mufti’s assistant.64 It was at this point that Mavlidin changed his coat. Perhaps the Muftiate wanted to fabricate competition between the mullah dynasties, the Tairovs and the Mazukaevs, in Rutul Village. Having failed to prove himself as an alternative to Abdulselim, Mavlidin disappeared from the religious scene of South Dagestan. 

			In 2017, the Muftiate appointed Adil Ibragimov as Rutul “county imam.” He is an ethnic Rutul who had been serving as imam of a mosque in Makhachkala. County Chief Ibragimov seemed to promote Ibragimov by inviting him to various public events and administration receptions. The largest event organized by the Muftiate to demonstrate its support of Ibragimov was the Ulamā Conference held in Rutul Village in August 2017, for which Muftiate leaders and alims visited this remote village.65 Defiantly, Isamudin’s order organized a “Great Mawlid” in the same Rutul Village six weeks later, commemorating the late Sheikh Sirazhudin.66 Having failed to penetrate the Rutul Muslim community, the Muftiate “promoted” Ibragimov to the post of Muftiate representative in South Dagestan, replacing Abidov, in January 2018.

			Conclusion

			Table 3 summarizes our case studies and largely confirms the four determinants posited in the introduction to this paper: the initial strength of the Sirazhudin-Isamudin order; secular chiefs’ attempt to build an equidistant religious regime; terrorist incidents or the existence of a moderate Salafi mosque; and the county chief receiving Abdulatipov’s favor. However, the third determinant must be amended. We did not observe any influence of terrorist incidents in Suleiman-Stal’skii and Tabasaran Counties in the early 2010s or of the fact that Kaitag County is the birthplace of Israpil Validzhanov (the leader of the terrorist group “Caucasus Emirate,” he was killed by a Russian special operation in 2011) on these counties’ religious politics. These only provoke the concerns of the security organs. For the Muftiate, the existence of moderate Salafi mosques and the suspected “pro-Wahhabi” tendencies of CCI chairmen are much more important because these phenomena give it pretexts for pressing police and the county authorities to harass its opponents and for changing the existing local confessional regimes.

			We discern three groups of counties. The first group is composed of Tabasaran and Rutul, where the initial influence of the Sirazhudin-Isamudin order was extremely strong. There were neither Salafi mosques nor a plausible reason to criticize imams and CCI chairmen for their “tacit pro-Wahhabi tendencies,” in contrast to Suleiman-Stal’skii and Kaitag Counties. Tabasaran’s county chief, Mirzabalaev, and Rutul’s county chief, Ibragimov, owed much to Governor Abdulatipov when they seized local power. Perhaps they hoped to help the Muftiate as much as they could. Yet when the local religious elite contribute to the anti-terror cause in solidarity, there is not much that secular leaders can do. 

			Suleiman-Stal’skii and Kaitag Counties belong to the second group. In the 2000s, neither Sirazhudin’s order nor the Muftiate had strong influence in these counties. Then-chief of Suleiman-Stal’skii Iaraliev and perhaps also Kaitag chief Dzhanbuev intended to establish an autonomous 
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local confessional regime by having Rustamov and Gapizov, who were equidistant from the Muftiate and Sirazhudin, chair the CCI. This quest for autonomy could not be maintained in the face of the federal and republican authorities’ return to the coercive method of anti-terror struggle. Iaraliev’s downfall, the existence of a pro-Salafi mosque in the county, and the persecution of CCI chairman as extremist sympathizer endangered the position of Abdulmutalibov in Suleiman-Stal’skii, who decided to accept the Muftiate candidate for CCI chairman. In contrast to Rutul County, the Muftiate was able to transform Suleiman-Stal’skii County from within, thanks to an educated and tactful young Muslim leader. In Kaitag County, two pushy personalities, Gapizov and Temirbulatov, could not coexist. Temirbulatov owed much to the republican authorities for his political comeback and therefore cooperated with the Muftiate. Lacking its own candidate, the Muftiate bet on a local religious leader and made him a stern implementer of its programs.

			Derbent County represents the third type. This county’s location and socio-cultural development make it susceptible to various religious influences. There is Babul’ Abvab (Isamudin’s headquarters) and the Muftiate’s southern representative office in Derbent City. Moderate Salafism in Belidzhi gave the Muftiate a pretext for changing the existing local confessional regime. The new county chief since 2015 owes much to Governor Abdulatipov. Despite these unfavorable conditions, Adil Kaibov continues to chair the CCI, though maintaining this position required him to sacrifice a moderate Salafi imam of Belidzhi whom he himself did not regard as dangerous. It would have been unsurprising if the Muftiate had overthrown Kaibov during Abdulatipov’s governorship. A key factor explaining this contradiction is Kaibov’s own leadership and we cannot but be surprised by Sheikh Sirazhudin’s foresight in moving the young imam from Tabasaran to Derbent County in 1996.

			In Memoriam

			This article has become the last work of one of the authors, Magomed-Rasul Ibragimov, senior researcher of the Institute of History, Archeology and Ethnography of the Dagestan Scientific Center, RAS. He passed away on September 17, 2017, two weeks after our last joint fieldwork in South Dagestan. He was sixty-seven years old. We worked together for twenty years and published four articles on Islamic politics in Dagestan. Had we not met, I might never have become involved in Islamic studies. I pray for his soul and for the peace and happiness of his bereaved wife and children.

			―Kimitaka Matsuzato
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