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FROM THE AUTHOR 
 

 
The religious thematic particularly the issue of Islam attracted my 

attention even at the time of my work at the Institute of History of the 
National Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan.   Then during numerous 
archeological and ethnographic trips to the districts of the country I had 
to study numerous places of worshiping, tombs of the holy people, to take 
part in the scientific examination of the mosques and churches.   

After the beginning of the Karabakh conflict the religious theme did 
not only remain actual but became an even sharper issue. At that period 
of time I had to appear and talk about the role of the Islam in the republic 
as well as outside it.  I repeatedly participated in the discussions in the 
numerous conferences abroad and talked about the possibility of the 
“Islamic revolution” in Azerbaijan.  The interesting detail on which I paid 
attention long time ago is: representatives of non-Muslim world in all the 
possible ways tried to assure and talked about the threat of the Islam in 
Azerbaijan.  And representatives of the Muslim East on the contrary 
referred to such statements somewhat skeptically.    

Particularly striking was the talk in 1993 with Arabic journalist who 
after the numerous meetings held in Azerbaijan stated me Azerbaijanis – 
“are kind of special type of Muslims” who thoughts and actions are 
simply not understandable for the true followers of the Islam.  The true 
believer Arab did not understand how one can consider himself a Muslim 
and at the same time for example in days of the fast to sell alcohol 
everywhere in the shops.  Why Azerbaijanis are so predisposed and easily 
accept any kind of superstitions “future-telling on the Koran” and many 
other things which are blasphemy in the Islam.  At the same time, very 
few Azerbaijanis know at least one chapter of the Koran by heart not to 
mention the whole text of the holy book of Muslims.  The overwhelming 
majority do not observe Islamic norms and rules do not make namaz and 
many things which a Muslim should do.  The famous Arabic thinker 
Jamal ad-Dina al-Afghani (1839-1897) said namely about such people: 
“Islam – is one thing, Muslims- its quite issue”.  And completed the 
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monolog by a phrase which first seemed incomprehensible to me: “The 
name – Ali Omarov could appear only in Azerbaijan”.  Then I understood 
that Arab meant the combination of the Shiite name with Shiite surname, 
what in that given case simply was not understandable for him – Sunni.   

All mentioned above mainly became the determining factor in order 
in 1996 in the Institute for Peace and Democracy (IPD) there would be 
worked out a program to study the religious situation in Azerbaijan and 
certainly of the Islam.  Within the framework of that program in the 
course of the field researches held in the second part of 1990s there were 
implemented trips to many regions of the republic, regular monitoring of 
the Mass Media was carried out.  Finally, in 2002, the German Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation agreed to sponsor the project to carry out broad 
research of the issue of Islam in Azerbaijan.  From November 2002 there 
started the process of the realization of the project that passed in several 
stages.  First there was carried out the monitoring of the Mass Media as 
well as the collection of the necessary material about the situation in the 
religious sphere.  From 1 February the next stage began: during four 
months the IPD held the sociological poll in five regions of the country. 
In its course there were questioned 1000 people and interviews from 120 
citizens were taken.  In July 2003 after the study of the collected material 
the IPD organized the conference where it informed the public with the 
results of the sociological poll.  On the final stage the whole material both 
collected in the previous years and in the course of the realization of the 
current project was brought together and used for the creation of the 
current research.   

Taking the opportunity, I would like to express gratitude to all those 
who rendered support and assistance in the course of the realization of 
the project.  But I would like to express my deep gratitude to those whose 
support helped this research to be published.  That’s first of all the 
leadership of the of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and personally to its 
representative in the Caucasus during the implementation of the project 
– Mr. Winfred Schneider who did not only demonstrate wonderful 
understanding of the importance of the research of the religious factor 
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but also tactical attitude to the problems appeared in the course of the 
project realization.   

On the other hand I would like to mention all experts of the IPD but 
particularly group leaders, candidate of the historical sciences Yunis 
Nasibov, Khaliaddin Khalilov and Alakpar Alakparov who brilliantly 
carried out the poll and interviews of the citizens in spite of all problems 
appeared in the course of the trips to the districts.  Special thanks are 
tendered to the Doctor of Historical Sciences, professor Rauf Huseynov 
who took the most active part in the realization of the project:  he went 
to the districts of the republic and helped to collect necessary materials, 
gave consultations and also edited the book on the final stage.  Special 
gratitude is also rendered for the help and consultations to the Doctor of 
the Political Sciences, leading research officer of the Institute of World 
Economy and International Relations of Russian Academy of Sciences 
Dina Malysheva and Thomas de Waal, officer of London Institute of War 
and Peace Reporting.  I would like to express my gratitude to the officers 
of the IPD, particularly Zhala Mammadova, Mutallim Mutallimov, 
Javanshir Huseynov, Hafiz Safikhanov, as well as journalist Zamin Haji 
and the chairman of the society “Vatan” in London - Murad Gasanly for 
the assistance in the preparation of the current research. And of course, 
my deep gratitude is rendered to my wife and friend – Director of the IPD 
and assistance in all affairs- Leyla Yunus.   

 
Baku, 25 August 2004. 
 
Arif Yunusov  
 
Candidate of Historical Sciences, 
Chief of Conflict and Migration Studies Departments  
Institute for Peace and Democracy   
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INTRODUCTION  
 

 
Azerbaijan – is a country with a rich and complex history.  

Practically all known religions of the world – from the paganism, 
shamanism and idolatry to the world religions (Zoroastrianism, 
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam) – left their traces in Azerbaijan.  In 
639 Arabs invaded that country and since then during the last 1365 years 
Islam dominates their which passed through many stages in its 
development in Azerbaijan. According to the census of 1999 today 
almost 96% of the population of the country make Azerbaijanis in their 
overwhelming majority who hold to the Islam.    

It seemed that in such a situation there should not be shortage of the 
literature dedicated to the history of the religion in Azerbaijan in general 
and first of all the history and contemporary state of the Islam.  However, 
there was formed pretty peculiar situation in that sphere.  In soviet times 
there was made kind of division into the research of the Islam and study 
of other confessions.  As a result, there appeared many serious scientific 
works on the history of the Zoroastrianism and Christianity in the Middle 
Ages in Azerbaijan (1). In soviet times there were much more 
publications about Islam but all of them had propagandistic nature. They 
can not be referred to the category of the serious scientific researches as 
they were dedicated only to the critics of the Islam and Islamic traditions 
in Azerbaijan.  The numerous “dissertations” the list of which only can 
take more than a page was dedicated to the struggle “with the Muslim 
remnants” and to “the victory of the atheism” as a result of the 
“communist upbringing of the workers” (2). The opinion was thrust that 
“the victory over the Islam” was mainly predetermined by the thing that 
that religion had alien character for the population of Azerbaijan, was 
forcedly imposed and spread owing to the Arab invasion.   

Such extremely one-sided hypercritical approach brought to the 
situation that many serious problems connected with the Islam in 
Azerbaijan were not studied. It is paradoxical, but there was formed an 
opinion that the majority of Azerbaijanis – were Shiites but whether that 
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was right and what was the ratio between Shiites and Sunnis in 
Azerbaijan remained unstudied.   

It is noteworthy that in the Western historiography there were 
published many researches about the Islam in the USSR (3). But that 
mainly referred to such regions as the Middle Asia and the North 
Caucasus.  Only general phrases and the published statistical materials of 
the censuses of the population and of the sessions of the Communist party 
were dedicated to Azerbaijan.  The shortage of the information and 
material about that Muslim republic of the SSR was obviously felt.   

After the collapse of the USSR it seemed that new time came and 
there were no more obstacles for the serious research of the Islam in 
Azerbaijan. Truly, in early 1990s there appeared first books about Islam 
written by the Head of the Muslims of the Republic sheikh-ul-Islam 
Allahshukur Pashazade as well as by the philosopher Abdulla Ahadov 
(4). Although, still the influence of the soviet propagandist machine on 
the authors of those books was strongly felt.  That was particularly 
noticed during the reading of the book of sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur 
Pashazade where virtually there was no information about those 
problems with which Muslims of Azerbaijan faced in times of the 
Russian empire and moreover in soviet times.  Let alone the post-soviet 
epoch.   

On the other hand, if in soviet times there was imposed the opinion 
about the forced conversion of the population of Azerbaijan into the 
Islam then there appeared return tendency.   It was proved that the Islam 
was accepted voluntarily and there was no any confrontation on the 
religious ground in the country (5). At the same time, unlike the previous 
soviet period there finally started the research of the separate periods and 
plots of the history of the Islam in Azerbaijan.  In particular, there 
appeared first publications about the Muslim clergy in XIX and early XX 
centuries as well as a brief brochure about the religious situation in soviet 
times (6). The articles about the modern state of the Islamic factor in 
Azerbaijan including outside the republic began to be published (7).  

The numerous conferences and “round tables” that were regularly 
held in Azerbaijan from the second part of 1990s spoke of the interest to 
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the theme.  There should be particularly mentioned the project of the 
Center of Economical and Political Studies (FAR CENTRE) that held 
four seminars and conclusive conference and then published materials 
about that in two issues of its magazine «III ERA» during the period from 
April to June 1998 (8). 

Thus, in post-soviet period there began to be collected material in the 
historiography about separate periods of the history of the Islam in 
Azerbaijan. At the same time all that was obviously not enough. 
Moreover, there appeared paradoxical situation: numerous articles about 
the growth of the Islamic factor in Azerbaijan, activity of that or another 
Muslim organization were published in Mass Media regularly, 
particularly from the second part of 1990s.  That topic also attracted 
attention outside the republic particularly in the light of new geopolitical 
realities appeared after signing in 1994 of the so called “oil contracts of 
the century” and activity of the numerous western companies and firms 
in Azerbaijan. The last events that took place in the Middle East and the 
struggle with international terrorism caused more interest to the problem 
of the Islam in Azerbaijan.   

However, up today there was not carried a research where the full 
picture of the religious situation in the country would be demonstrated: 
the history of the expansion of the Islam, main periods and problems in 
its development in Azerbaijan.  And certainly, it was necessary to 
undertake the analysis of the contemporary religious situation in the 
republic. In other words, long time ago the need in the special study 
where all the previous researches would be collected together as well as 
the problems that concern the society in respect of the Islamic factor in 
Azerbaijan would be analyzed was ripened. Why, for example, in spite 
of all prognosis Islam did not play serious role in the Karabakh conflict?  
How religious Azerbaijanis are?  How real is the possibility of coming to 
the power of so called “political Islam” in the face of those or other 
Islamic organizations or structures?   Whether the clashes both between 
Muslims themselves as well as with representatives of other confessions 
are possible on the contemporary stage in Azerbaijan?  How seriously the 
external factor, particularly the events in Iraq and other countries of the 
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region can influence on the radicalization of the population and the 
growth of the pro-Islamic spirits?  And in general, what are the 
perspectives of the development of the Islam in Azerbaijan?  

All mentioned above as well as many other interconnected between 
each other issues are very actual and constantly attract the attention of 
the public in the republic and outside it.   

Taking into account all mentioned above the religious situation in the 
contemporary Azerbaijan was analyzed in the current research.  
However, it should have been taken into account that it could not be 
understood without research of both the close and far past of the country.  
The mentality of the inhabitant of Azerbaijan was very closely connected 
with the history, problems that once worried his ancestors.  The decision 
to begin the study not from the history of the conversion to the Islam but 
even from the pre-Islamic period is explained namely by that.  Certainly, 
the following stages of the history of the Islam neither in Azerbaijan 
requested nor less attention.  Only after having found out and realized the 
past it is possible to understand those or other thoughts and actions of the 
Muslim of Azerbaijan today.  The chapters dedicated to the 
contemporary problems of the Islam in Azerbaijan will help also to 
determine the perspective of that world religion in Azerbaijan and in the 
region as a whole.   

Certainly, the suggested book is not the true in the last instance and 
most probably is not free from mistakes.  Nonetheless, its main objective 
is: to summarize the collected during last years material on the basis of 
the wide circle of sources and studies and to give the whole picture of the 
Islam in Azerbaijan both in the past and in the present.   
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CHAPTER I 
 

The religious situation in pre-Islamic Azerbaijan  
 

1. Ancient period  
 

As it is known the religion is the reverberation of history of people 
and nations. The religion is inherent to man from the very beginning of 
his existence.  Certainly, the history of the religion in Azerbaijan should 
be started from the ancient period when man began to develop that 
territory.  Archeological digs and research by scientists has produced 
evidence that primitive people beginning from the period of the ancient 
Paleolithic believed in afterlife, supernatural kinship of people with 
animals (totemism) and magic.  The findings in Azykh, Taglar, and other 
caves as well as sites of a man in Azerbaijan. Many more materials about 
religious beliefs in Azerbaijan in the ancient period were kept in the form 
of numerous (about 6 thousand) of rock paintings of Gobustan which is 
situated on the wide area 40-50 km to the South of Baku.   

       Ancient beliefs  
 

As long as the human community was developing on the territory of 
Azerbaijan their religious conceptions were also changing.  They were 
becoming more diverse and reflected real course of history (1). However, 
it can be seriously said that the first religious faiths in Azerbaijan 
appeared with the appearance of the first slave-holding states when 
priests began to play more important role and the religious beliefs were 
transformed into philosophical conceptions. The holy books and different 
religious texts appeared.  

On the territory of the modern Southern Azerbaijan in the second part 
of the IX century B.C. there was formed the state of Manna.  In the VIII 
Century B.C. Manna achieved the highest prosperity having become the 
important factor in the political life and international relations of that 
period in the Middle East.  Manna people had temples where the statues 
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of Gods were situated.  It is evident from the available materials that 
deities and idols were divided into the forces of good (first of all Gods of 
the Sun and Moon and also God of Thunder and War) as well as forces 
of evil and evil spirits (2).   

Appearance and expansion of Zoroastrianism  
 

In the end of the VII Century the state of Manna fell into decay and 
by 593 it was conquered by Medes, another state on the territory of the 
Southern Azerbaijan.  That event had serious consequences for the 
history of religion of Azerbaijan.  The Medes tribal alliance appeared in 
the I Millennium B.C. in the areas situated to the East and South-East of 
the contemporary southern Azerbaijan and had different religious beliefs, 
namely – Zoroastrianism.  That’s the first and “the most ancient 
revelation from the world religions” which made “directly or indirectly 
strong influence on the humanity than any other faith” (3).  
Zoroastrianism and religious-philosophical teachings connected with it 
made undoubted impact on Judaism and earlier on Christianity that 
borrowed from it many conceptions.  That religion took its name from 
the name of its founder – Zoroaster (more correct Zarathustra, in Muslim 
sources - Zardusht). The time of his life and activity is not known exactly. 
But one of the widely spread opinions is that Zoroaster lived and 
preached in the beginning of the I century B.C. (4). Its also known that 
the motherland of Zoroaster was the biggest city in Medes Raga (modern 
Ray in Iran) the holy for the population of the country area where Median 
tribe of Magians lived (5). That was unique tribe that was like the Israeli 
tribe of “Levity” was the “bearer of the religious thought of the people of 
Medes” (6). Magians had exceptional right to fulfill priestly functions.  
At that period of time they stuck to other religious views - Mazdeism 
named after the supreme God of their tribe Ahura-Mazda (later - 
Ormuzd).  In the basis of Mazdeism was the cult of fire and the idea of 
dualism – struggle of pure (light) and dark beginnings in the world.  All 
the light, pure, rational and useful in the world was created by Ahura-
Mazda and all the evil, bad and harmful including hunger, death, and 
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diseases – by the head of the evil spirits Anhra Maynyu (later - Ahriman).  
But sooner or later there will come the Savior and finally the Good will 
win over Evil, there will appear the ideal kingdom where Ahura-Mazda 
will reign and exercise complete sway in the heaven and land and the Sun 
will shine forever and any evil will disappear.    

First Magians treated Zoroaster negatively and he was even forced 
to leave his motherland for some period of time in order to return later in 
the capacity of the founder of a new religion.  Although the new religion 
was a reformed variant of the previous Mazdeism and that’s why there 
often happens confusion in the literature.  During the reign of king 
Astiagus (584-550 years B.C.) Zoroastrianism already became official 
religion of Medes (7). However, the influence of Magians was not 
reduced because of it they as previously were Priests but at that time 
already of Zoroastrianism religion.  Since then the concepts “Magians” 
and “Priests” became identical.  About role and influence of Magians in 
the history of mankind speaks the fact that afterwards in the concepts of 
the ancient Greeks and Romans and afterwards of many other people the 
term “Magians” began to be associated with magic and astrology as well 
as with sorcerers, wizards and magicians (8).  

In the middle of the VI century B.C. the internal situation in the state 
of Medes became complicated. Persians made use of the weakening of 
Medes and under the leadership of Cyrus from the clan of Achaemenids 
rebelled against Astiagus and managed to win. Thus, Medes ceased to 
exist and it became one of the provinces of the Persian state of 
Achaemenids.  But Zoroastrianism became the main and official religion 
of the power of Achaemenids, and Magians - became main Priests in the 
state (9). Meanwhile Medes that is the territory of the Southern 
Azerbaijan had specific status during the reign of Achaemenids as many 
sacred centers and temples of the fire of Zoroaster’s were situated there.   

Dogmas of Zoroastrianism were expressed in the holy book of 
Zoroastrians – Avesta (translated as “Basis” or “Order”), that was 
compiled during many centuries. Originally Avesta existed in the form 
of oral legends that were passed from the generation to generation.  
Afterwards Avesta was written and then was repeatedly worded.  In its 
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essence Avesta, represented a huge code of religious and ritual 
ascertainments, prayers, ethical norms, mythological, epic, legend and 
other materials as well as sacred hymns, dedicated to different deities.   

In the second part of the IV century B.C. after the collapse of empire 
of Achaemenids during the reign of Alexander the Great, Atropat - the 
ruler of the province of Medes managed both to keep his authority and to 
restore the independence of the country.  For the first time it was named 
as previously – Medes but later it was named Atropatena after the ruler – 
Atropat in ancient sources and Atarpatakan - in the eastern sources. In 
the middle of the century that name was transformed in “Azerbaijan”.  

The peculiarity of Atropatena was that Zoroastrianism and Magians 
played a huge role in that state. They played such an important role that 
the country turned into theocratic state- original “Papal area” of the 
ancient East.  The fact that Zoroastrianism played important role and the 
cult of fire in Atropatena explains why many people believe that the name 
of the country “Atropatena” (consequently its modern variant 
“Azerbaijan”) is translated as a “Country of fires”.  Although in fact the 
name of the country should be translated as “belonging to Atropat”. 
Another point is that the name “Atropat’ itself means “Protected by the 
God of fire” which probably gave grounding to the connection of the 
name “Atropatena/ Azerbaijan” with fire (10).  
 

Religious faiths in ancient Caucasian Albania   
 
After the collapse of the state of Achaemenids in the second part of 

the IV century B.C. there took place changes on the territory of the 
Northern Azerbaijan as well.  26 Albanian tribes that lived there founded 
then Albanian state.  In ancient times there was religious diversity in 
Albania.  Paganism in the form of idolatry as well as fire worshiping 
prevailed on the most part of the territory.  According to the famous 
ancient Greek geographer – Strabo in the end of the I century B.C. three 
Gods - “Helius, Zevs and Selena, in particular Selena” were honored in 
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Albania (11). Strabo named God of Sun, Supreme God of Sky and the 
Goddess of Moon by names of Greek Gods.    

According to the evidence of Strabo the first sanctuary of Selena was 
situated in the west of Albania.  The second sanctuary or temple area 
(iyera hora) according to the information of the Roman historian of the 
same period Dio Cassius, was in the center of Albania on the bank of 
Cyrus river “in the area of Anahit” (12). Finally, the third sacred area was 
in the eastern part of Albania on the islands of the Caspian Sea.  Another 
Roman author – Pomponiy Mela wrote in the middle of the I century B.C. 
about it: “Island Talga in the Caspian Sea is fruitful without cultivation 
and is rich in different earthy and tree harvest; but the neighboring people 
consider impermissible and sacrilege to touch what will grow (on it) as 
according to them all that was prepared for Gods and should be kept for 
Gods” (13). Most likely, the reference is to the current Pir Allahi near 
Absheron peninsula which is known since the ancient times by its 
fruitfulness and it was the place of religious pilgrimage until the XX 
century (14). 

 Meanwhile, most likely, temple of Selena (Moon) with a wide 
territory and highly populated population played a major role in religious 
and public life of Albania.  The temple is situated as it was mentioned 
above in the western Albania near modern Georgia.  According to the 
opinion of the researchers the issue is most probably about lands near 
Shaki where there were left remains of the famous Albanian temple Lakit 
and other Christian complexes near Shaki city until today (15). 
According to the information of Strabo “the most respected person after 
the king fulfills” “responsibilities of the priest” in that temple of Moon.   
He “heads the highly populated holy area as well as manages slaves of 
the temple many of which being possessed by the Divinity utter 
prophecy” (16). Under those “slaves” (hiyeroduls) in fact foolish and 
half-witted people should be meant whom the local population passed to 
the temples.  Those in a way “God’s people’ lived on the territory of the 
temple (17). During certain holy days those hiyeroduls according to 
Strabo were bound according to the instruction of priests with a “sacred 
chain” and were abundantly feed.  Then hiyerodul paved with aromatic 
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oil and brought to the altar of the Goddess was sacrificed together with 
other sacrificial animals.  Strabo also described the method of sacrificing:  
«Somebody from the crowd well known with that work steps forth with 
a sacred lance in his hand with which according to the custom the process 
of human sacrificing can be implemented and thrusts it through the side 
into the heart of the victim”. When the victim falls down on the ground 
the fortune telling according to the falling of the victim are implemented 
and that “is declared to everybody. “Then the body is brought to the 
known place and everybody tramples down the victim with their legs 
implementing the ceremony of purification” (18). 

The ceremony of sacrificing including human one so thoroughly and 
colorfully described by the ancient author had ancient roots in 
Azerbaijan.  The rock paintings on Absheron peninsula dated to the 
middle of the I Millennium B.C. where there is a scene of human 
sacrificing are the evidence of that (19).  

At that period of time similar sacred temple areas existed in 
neighboring Iveria (modern Georgia) and Armenia as well as other 
regions of the Middle East.  Their descriptions supplement the picture of 
Albanian temples.  Thus, while speaking about the cult of Anahit and 
temples dedicated to her Strabo pointed out that representatives of the 
nobility “devoted their daughters to the Goddess when they were even 
virgins”.  Those young women could marry only after “giving in for the 
money during a long period of time in the temple of Goddess. Moreover, 
nobody considers unworthy the marriage with such a woman”.  Then 
Strabo mentioned that “Herodotus told something similar about women 
of Medes” (20). Here he was referring to temple prostitution, which was 
widespread in the ancient Middle East. 

Besides it, fire worshiping as well as idolatry and other forms of 
heathenism connected with beliefs of this or another tribe were spread in 
Albania of that period and first of all in its eastern parts. On the one hand 
little terracotta statuettes (up to 20 sm in height) were found during 
archeological digs in many parts of the Northern Azerbaijan.  Those 
statuettes dated by the bounder of the I century were home deities (21) 
and were sufficiently spread in the Middle East. Thus, Josephus Flavius 
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the author of the “Judaic antiquities” while describing the events of the I 
Century tells a story about a woman from Parthia (heiress of the state of 
Achaemenids in Iran) who was forced to marry Jew and she “brought 
also the images of Gods with herself to her husband’s house’. As 
Josephus Flavius mentioned later “Habitants of those places had a custom 
to keep deities in their homes and to take them with themselves during 
their trips. And so did she. She took them with herself according to the 
tradition of her country” (22).  

The population of Albania, alongside those small home deities, 
worshiped big stone idols.  Thus, in Ismayilli and Shamakha districts 
there were found stone statues evidently connected with the cult of 
ancestry.  One can learn about different beliefs in Albania from the 
pattern of funeral monuments and funeral rituals.  There were found the 
following types of burials in ancient Albania: 1. ground; 2. pit; 3. clay 
sarcophagus; 4. pitcher; 5. adobe; 6. timber; 7. catacombs; 8. burial in 
stony boxes (23). 

 
2. Early medieval period  

 
 The first stage of Christianity in Azerbaijan  
 
There were next serious changes in the religious life of the population 

of Azerbaijan in early medieval time.  In the I-III centuries Christianity 
gained widespread expansion and popularity in the Middle East. In that 
period of time the Christian missionaries appeared also in Azerbaijan. It 
was already in the I century the apostle Thomas called “the first eastern 
apostle” preached in Atropatena.  In the II century the spreading of the 
Christianity in Atropatena was connected with the name of apostle 
Faddeus who accepted torturing death near Maka city (24).  

At the same period of time the first missionaries in Albania appeared.  
In any case the sources dated by the II century inform about the 
missionary activity there of Yelishe (Yeliseus) the follower of the apostle 
Thaddeus. Yelishe was consecrated a bishop by Yakov, the first Patriarch 
of Jerusalem.    
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 Then having taken “the east as a principality for himself, he moved 
from Jerusalem to Persia leaving aside Armenia” and he arrived on the 
north-east of Albania – to Chola area where he began his preaching. From 
there with three of his local “followers he arrived” on the territory of the 
modern Karabakh to Uti area. There idolaters killed one of the followers 
of Yelishe but in spite of that he continued his activity in Karabakh and 
“built a church” in Gis village (which exists until today) which according 
to the words of the local historian Moses of Kalankatuk since then 
became “spiritual capital and the place of enlightenment of habitants of 
the East” (25). It is noteworthy that in the Northern Azerbaijan there were 
kept the remains of a number of temples having the name of the first 
Christian preacher – Yelishe (26). The activity of Yelishe ended 
tragically: when he was “passing small valley Zerguni (in Terter district 
- A.Y.) where the altar of idolaters was situated, he was killed and his 
body was thrown “in the common grave of those who were condemned 
to the capital punishment” (27). 

In spite of such a dismal end the activity of Christian missionaries in 
Albania and Atropatena continued and a certain part of the local 
population by the beginning of the III century adhered to the new faith in 
Azerbaijan.  

Zoroastrianism in times of Sassanids  
 
In 224 the empire of Parthians was overthrown on the territory of 

Iran and two years later there appeared a new state which was reigned 
over by the dynasty of Sassanids.  Very soon Sasanian Empire became 
the leading power of the Middle East and that event mainly determined 
the destiny of religion in Azerbaijan.  Sassanids conquered Atropatena 
and turned it into their province.  Soon Albania also turned out to be 
under the authority of Iran.  Thus, in the III century the whole territory 
of Azerbaijan was under Iranian control.  Although, in comparison with 
Atropatena the royal clan of Arshakids did not only manage to stay in 
historical arena of Albania but even to keep certain independence 
particularly in internal policy.  That was mainly conditioned by 
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geographical situation and strategic meaning of Albania which was a 
natural fortress on the way of nomadic tribes of the Northern Caucasus 
to the rich countries of the Middle East.    

At the same time in comparison with Achaemenids and moreover 
Parthians, the Sassanids from the very beginning behaved as zealous 
advocates of Zoroastrianism.  In its essence that was ideological and 
cultural reaction on the era of Hellenism after Alexander the Great.  
During the reign of Sassanids the Zoroastrianism became state religion.  
In that respect they implemented serious reformation of dogmas of 
Zoroastrian.  First, it was during the reign of Sassanids in the III century 
and afterwards in the IV and VI centuries the Avesta was edited which 
then consisted of 21 books.  There were written comments to those books. 
For that purpose, there was created special Avesta alphabet on which the 
text of Avesta that reached our days was written.   

There were also carried out other religious reforms.  First of all, the 
Sassanids prohibited images during divine services and took away statues 
from the Zoroastrian temples having set instead of them holy fires.    

Thus, during the reign of Sassanids the Zoroastrianism turned out 
into the dogmatic religion with a thoroughly developed ritual and rites 
which were different from the previous period of Zoroastrianism.  The 
Zoroastrian priestly (Magians) during Sassanids were distinguished by 
intolerance and the pursuits of people following other religions often took 
place.   

But changes did not seriously change the religious situation in 
Atropatena where the Zoroastrianism dominated before that too.  But 
then Atropatena became one of the main strongholds of Zoroastrianism 
as there was one of three main sacred sanctuaries of Zoroastrian which 
became the place of pilgrimage – the temple of fire Adurgushnasp (“Fire 
of Warriors”).  It was situated in Shiz city currently the city – Takht-i-
Suleyman.  Many Muslim authors wrote about that sacred temple of fire 
in the medieval centuries.  The best and most exact description was left 
in the X century by Arabic traveler Abu Dulaf who in particular informed 
that “there is very respected temple of fire in Shiz and from that temple 
the fires of fire worshipers on the east and on the west are flared up. There 
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is a silver half moon on the peak of it cupola which is their talisman. 
Some emirs and conquerors tried to tear it off but failed” (28).    

       The second stage of the Christianity in Azerbaijan   
 
But that was in Atropatena. Zoroastrian followers lived in Albania 

but they did not have that influence and authority among local 
population.  The tendency of Sassanids during the whole III century to 
implant Zoroastrianism in Albania and in common in the whole Middle 
East could not leave without causing any fears in the whole region. The 
necessity to oppose a new religion to Zoroastrian Iran was understood in 
the Roman Empire. In Roman Empire the attitude to Christians sharply 
changed in those conditions. As a result of it, under emperor Constantine 
in 313 the Christianity gained absolute freedom on the territory of Roman 
empire.   

Actually, at the same time in the early IV century the status of 
Christians in the Southern Caucasus also changed: the Christianity 
became the state religion simultaneously in all three countries of the 
region - Albania, Armenia and Georgia. That second period in the history 
of Christianity on the Northern Azerbaijan is connected with the name of 
Albanian king Urnayr with whom in 313 the local nobles converted to 
Christianity.   

Acceptance of Christianity in Albania as well as in the Southern 
Caucasus was not admired in Iran, but at the beginning Sassanids did 
react with hostility to the spread of Christianity in the region.  When 
Christians were persecuted in Roman Empire kings of Iran willingly 
supported them and even accepted them on their territory hoping to gain 
them as allies against Romans.  The situation sharply changed after 
Emperor Constantine in 325 summoned a council in the Asia Minor city 
of Nicaea after which the Christianity became the official religion of 
Byzantine Empire. That changed the policy of Sassanids: on the one hand 
there began persecutions of Christians on the territory controlled by 
Sassanids.  On the other hand, Sassanids kings tried to support those sects 
and teaching that were in opposition to the official church in Byzantine 
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Empire. First of all, such support was provided to the followers of Nestor, 
patriarch of Constantinople who confirmed that the personality of Christ 
had two natures – human and divine separately existing in two different 
forms between which there is only relative unity.  In 331 on the council 
of Ephesus the teaching of Nestor was condemned.  However, Nestorian 
direction of Christianity had serious influence on the East in particular in 
the empire of Sassanids.  In the result of it, there were stopped 
persecutions on the Christians–Nestorians in Atropatena.   

The situation was pretty difficult in Albania.  On the one hand the 
Christianity was not only recognized as the state religion but the only 
truth and faithful religion mandatory for the whole population.  And 
that’s why Albanian kings and the Christian church expanded merciless 
struggle against otherwise-minded and first of all against heathens and 
idolaters.  As Albanian historian Moses of Kalankatuk informed 
according to the order of king Urnayr “demons were ousted from the 
country, sacrifice and stench were ceased, mistake was ashamed and the 
truth rose” (29). The contemporaries of Moses of Kalankatuk confirmed 
that information, they noted that after acceptance of the Christianity in 
Albania the pagan temples were destroyed and their servants were 
converted to the new faith (30). 

However, in reality it was not managed during the whole IV century 
to extirpate heathen and other pre-Christian beliefs in Albania.  The 
Christianity was considered at that period by the local population as 
something foreign and strange.  As very often the Christian priests did 
not know the local language and the absence of the alphabet created 
serious problems in the spreading of the new religion among wide 
population sections.  At the same time, Sassanids strengthened pressure 
and in the result of it some Albanian kings (Vachagan II, Marhavan, Sato) 
again turned into Zoroastrianism in the second part of the IV century (31). 

The situation changed during the reign of Sassanid king Yazdegerd I 
(399-420), when he had to fight against military and priestly noble as 
well as with the constant invasions of Turkish tribes.   In his struggle with 
the noble Yazdegerd I relied on Christians and kept good terms with the 
Byzantine Empire.  In the prejudice of Zoroastrianism religion, the 
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Christians of Sassanid Empire were even provided a number of 
privileges.  Moreover, in 410 the Church council in Seleucia city decided 
to unite the Iranian and Byzantine churches.    

All that considerably influenced the development of the Christianity 
in Albania.  And even if afterwards the policy of Sassanids repeatedly 
changed in the religious issue and there even were cases of new 
repression nonetheless after the V century the Christianity becomes the 
serious force in Albania.  Its namely since that period of time that mass 
construction of Christian temples country began, the hierarchical 
structure of Albanian church was formed and that was reflected in the 
adoption of special canons in the summoned council in Aluyen (Aguyen) 
in 488.  Some sources inform that namely at that period there happens 
merciless struggle with heathens, sectarians and other otherwise-minded 
in Albania.  The king Vachagan III who was named Blessed contributed 
particularly a lot in the spread and strengthening of the church in Albania 
in the end of the V and early VI centuries.  As Moses Kalankatuk 
reported, the king Vachagan III “first of all he averted himself from the 
sinful actions and evil way” and then “he averted many others from 
worshipping devs”.  Then he ruled over his nationals to “give up the rites 
of heathen and sacrifice and worshiping bad idols”.  But he did not stop 
at that and “determined serious punishments for those who built pagan 
temples or were engaged in sorcery or worshiped some bad idols, who 
did not keep as a whole stability of Christian orders. But if the sorcerers 
and magicians and priests after repeated admonitions still continued their 
bad practices they were exposed to terrible tortures, beaten by twigs and 
brought on a leash to the king’s court and the king severely punished 
them. Thus, he ordered to maim, oust from the country or to put to flight 
many of the sorcerers, magicians and priests.”  Furthermore, the king 
Vachagan III established in Albania “these severe procedures by 
appointing bishops, clergy, and priests” (32).  

Particularly severe struggle was carried out against sectarians. The 
same Moses of Kalankatuk wrote about many pagan sects but particularly 
a lot about so called “prisoners” or “demon worshippers” and also 
«perstorez» (those who tore off the skin from fingers of a person).  The 
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followers of the first sect “according to the instigation of the devil once 
in a year poisoned one person. And if they could not poison any stranger 
the devil forced them so much that they gave fatal poison to any of their 
relatives». In other words, those sectarians carried out religious killing of 
old people who reached certain age.  The second sect also carried out 
religious killings and was more widespread as it existed in Albania “since 
the ancient times “.  But the predecessors of Vachagan III “could not 
catch them or just ignored them”.  But Sasanian governors in the country 
“even if they often caught them but being dazzled by bribes released 
them”.  Vachagan III  decided «to wipe that evil sect of «perstorez» from 
the face of the earth” when he found out about the next ritual killing: 
«once the people of that sect implemented their evil affair of «perstorez» 
in the forest cave on the branch of Cyrus river having bound one 
adolescent by his big fingers to four stakes and skinned him alive”  
according to the order of the king all “poisoners” and «perstorez» were 
exposed to the brutal tortures and then in the same way were killed in 
public as they (those sectarians) treated their victims (33). 

In the V century one more change happened in the status of the 
Christianity in Albania. Before that the Albanian church as well as the 
neighboring Armenian and Georgian was immediately dependent on the 
Roman church.  Correspondingly, the head of Albanian clergy went to 
Jerusalem, Rome or Caesarea for the confirmation of his Episcopal cloth.  
However, in 451 at the 4-th Ecumenical Council in Chalcedon city it was 
recognized that Christ had two origins: divine and human, but existing in 
indivisibly and in one person.  The followers of that direction were called 
diophysits (Greek “two natures”), sometimes – chalkedonids, alter 
Orthodox.  The supporters of the teaching of monophysits (Greek “one 
nature”) who stated that Christ had only one nature - divine, did not agree 
with it.  Christ during his earthy life had a complex of human attributes 
but had not human substance.    

By that after Chalkedonian council there happened the division of 
the Christian world.  The struggle of the directions also took place in the 
Southern Caucasus.  Meanwhile, Sassanids supported followers of 
monophysitism in any possible way in contrast to Byzantine. And they 
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managed to achieve their goal: in 551 on the Dvin council, the Armenian 
and Albanian churches broke with the Byzantine Empire church and 
accepted once and for all the monophysit direction.    At the same time 
the Albanian church became judicially independent, and the head of the 
church began to be called in Greek - catholicos.   

However, afterwards the influence of the Byzantine on the South 
Caucasus increased and in the result of it at the end of the VI Century the 
Albanian church together with the Georgian joined diophysits direction.  
Nonetheless, by the beginning of the VII century part of Christians in 
Albania were monophysites and another one – diophysites. 

Furthermore, in Albania there were kept pre-Christian and other 
beliefs, which could not be extirpated.  It was not by chance that there 
were not found Christian temples in the east of Albania, in Shirvan and 
down by the Caspian Sea when there were kept or found a lot during 
archeological digs in other regions of the country. Besides it, the 
followers of Zoroastrianism hardly became Christians, and numerous 
Turkish tribes also did not deny their beliefs.  Although such attempts 
were undertaken. Thus, in 537 the Albanian Christian missionaries 
headed by the episcope Cardost moved to the Northern Caucasus and 
there during 14 years they were spreading the Christianity “in the land of 
Huns”. However, that did not make any serious changes in the lives of 
the Turkish tribes of that period.  In 682 one more group of Albanian 
missionaries headed by the episcope Israel again was spreading the 
Christianity on the Northern Caucasus among Turkish tribes (34). 
However, we do not have evidence about wide spreading of the 
Christianity among Turkish tribes in Albania in the early medieval 
period. It can be suggested that a certain part pf Turks in Albania was 
christianized.  It was no accident that during archeological digs in 
Karabakh there were found numerous stone sculptures of the V-VII 
centuries which were obviously connected with the Turkish tribes in 
Azerbaijan (35).  

This is the situation which was in Azerbaijan on the eve of arrival 
here of Arabs who brought with them a new world religion.  As we see, 
during a long historical period of time the population of Azerbaijan 
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passed through several stages of beliefs and religions.  The first was 
connected with the heathen, idol worshiping and other beliefs.  Then time 
came for world religions.  Meanwhile, Zoroastrianism was formed and 
spread widely on the territory of Atropatena. In Albania it was the 
Christianity. At the same time some part of the population remained 
heathen.   
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CHAPTER II 
 

Islam in Azerbaijan in Middle Ages  
 

  Origin of Islam   
 
  The events that fundamentally influenced not only the history of the 

people and the countries of the Mediterranean, Near and Middle East but 
afterwards also made an impact on the destinies of many people in other 
regions of the world took place in the first part of the VII century in the 
Arabia. At the same time political integration of Arab tribes on the basis 
of the new religion – Islam happened by 630 in the Arabia. The origin of 
the new religion namely on the Arabic peninsula was caused by many 
factors. By the beginning of the VII century the Byzantine and Sassanid 
Empires dominated the Middle East, which was the Old World at that 
period of time. The state religion of the first power was Christianity, and 
Zoroastrianism was the state religion of the second one. Both states were 
theocratic with the complex hierarchic organization of the clergy. Both 
states fought numerous wars against one another, which often were 
religious at the same and the aim of which was not only to expand the 
territories but also increase the number of the followers of their religion.   

The last region where the influence of the paganism was kept was 
the Arabic Peninsula. It was a huge territory of deserts and steppes (about 
3 million square km) where Arabic nomad tribes lived.  Although, a part 
of Arabic tribes particularly those that lived near Byzantine and Sassanid 
empires were under the influence of Christianity, Judaism and 
Zoroastrianism. But in their majority by the early VII century Arabs were 
pagans.  Later Arabs called that period “jahiliya” (ignorance, barbarism). 
At that period of time they worshiped idols, i.e. they were actually 
polytheists. One of the most worshiped sanctuaries of the time of Jahiliya 
in Arabia was situated in Mecca city the name of which originated from 
Arabic word “makrab”, i.e. “sanctuary”. It was called Ka’ba, i.e. “cube” 
according to its appearance. At that period of time it was a yard fenced 
in with a wall with 360 idols that represented the whole religious 



 
 
 

28 

pantheon of Arabs of pre-Islam period inside. At the same time Arabs at 
that period of time already had the idea of the “Supreme God” whom they 
called Allah (contracted from the Arabic word al-Ilah, i.e. “God”) and 
“the Highest God” (“Allah ta’ala”).  The “black stone” which remained 
until today was also situated there. The whole complex in Mecca was 
named “Beyt Allah”, i.e. “House of God” (1). 

The Prophet Muhammad who belonged to the family of Hashim of 
the tribe Kureysh was born in this condition in 570. Approximately in 
610 he began the dissemination of the new religion Islam (“submission 
to the” (God)) and from this Muslim – “obedient to the” (God), 
“Muslim”.  Islam prescribes five main duties or “pillars of faith” (arkan 
ad-din) to the believers: 

 
1. Acknowledgement of the symbol of the faith (shahada) in 

monotheism (“tawhid”) and prophetical mission of Muhammad. It is 
expressed in the formula (There is no god but God; Muhammad is 
the Prophet of God) (la ilaha illa-llah va Muhammad rasul-u-llah); 

2.  Everyday pray (salat); 
3.  Fasting (saum) in Ramadan month; 
4.  Imperative charity (zakat); 
5.  Pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca. 

 
In the beginning Muhammad did not find support in his native Mecca 

and in 622 had to move to Medina. Afterwards there was given a huge 
importance to that event (hijra- “emigration”, from this originated 
muhajir – “migrant”), and the Muslim system of chronology begins since 
622. But the number of followers of Islam increased very soon and in 630 
Muhammad triumphantly returned to Mecca although Medina as before 
remained his residence.  By that period of time Islam already had strong 
positions on most of the Arabian Peninsula.  

However, on June 8, 632 at the age of 62 the prophet died and was 
buried in Medina. His tomb soon became the second sanctuary of Islam 
and the place of pilgrimage after Ka’ba. 
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Back during the life of Muhammad his revelations and sermons were 
written on the paper sheets, stones or bones. During the time of 
Muhammad’s successors or caliphs (“assistant”, “deputy”) the 
revelations and sermons were brought together under the title Quran or 
more precisely Quran (“reading”, “declamation”) that became the holy 
book of Muslims, the base of their religion. During the time of Caliph 
Osman (644-656) in 651 after the accurate edition the canonic text of 
Quran was established that reached our days with insignificant changes. 
Later on, Quran was exposed to insignificant changes, until the time 
when in X century the final text was established. Since then Quran was 
not to be changed, contracted or even insignificantly edited. Besides that, 
Quran consists of 114 chapters (sura), each verse of which is called aya. 
Along with Quran Hadith (Hadees in Arabic) – stories about the deeds 
and pronouncements of Muhammad and his associates play a significant 
role for Muslims.  

Thus, a new, monotheistic religion emerged that absorbed most of 
the elements of practically all preceding faiths in the Near East – 
paganism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Christianity (2). I.e. Islam 
recognizes the existence of angels, accepted the Bible story on the fall of 
the first people created by God, Adam and Eve and their banishment from 
Eden. Muhammad preserved the faith of pagan Arabs in the spontaneous 
spirits of nature – genies that turned into the creations of God in Islam, 
and that were former humans created “from parching fire” (Quran, 
15:27). From the Zoroastrians a belief in the dives (Iran) – demons 
subordinated to the Devil, the enemies of humans or God was adopted.  

It is especially important to note that the Islamic study on the 
prophets (Rasul in Arabic) each of which was sent to a certain tribe or 
nation. Islam recognized the Biblical Prophets: Adam, Noah (Nuh in 
Arabic), Abraham (Ibrahim in Arabic), Moses (Musa in Arabic), and 
Jesus Christ (Isa al-Masih in Arabic, i.e. “Messiah”). Besides that, Jesus 
Christ is talked about in Quran in such expressions as there are not about 
any prophets: Jesus – “the prophet of God, his word and his soul” (Quran, 
4:171). Muslims recognized other prophets as well, including David 
(Dawud in Arabic), and Solomon (Suleyman in Arabic). 
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At the same time Quran was not and is not considered by Muslims 
merely as a holy book, as Avesta for the Zoroastrians, the Bible – Jews 
(Old Testament), the Gospel – Christianity. From the point of view of 
pious Muslims Quran – is not at all the work of the prophet Muhammad, 
as is often supposed beyond the Islamic world, but the original words of 
God. Muhammad suggested to his followers that Quran – is the revelation 
from “the heavenly divine book” that has been communicated in parts 
earlier to the previous prophets (Quran, 4:163-165), The Torah was sent 
down to Moses, the psalms to David, and the Gospels to Jesus Christ. 
That is why the Jews and the Christians are named in Quran as “the 
people of the Scripture (Book)” (ahl al-kitab) (Quran, 3:23, 64, 65; 4:47 
and etc.). Their holy books according to Muhammad’s statements differ 
from Quran only by their language and their form; by their content they 
are identical with Quran. However, merely “parts from the Scripture” 
were communicated to these Books (Quran, 3:23, 4:44 and etc.), and 
these were not understood either or misconstrued subsequently by people 
(Quran, 2:174; 4:46, 5:13, 41).    

From all this it followed that Islam is not some new religion. On the 
contrary it – is a sole and eternal religion of monotheism that was 
revealed by God in various times to Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus and 
other prophets, then partly forgotten or distorted by people later on. That 
is why God chose the prophet Muhammad as the renovator of the single 
original faith, and Quran – as the original Book of God, not administered 
and everlastingly existing (3). The central place that Quran occupies in 
the lives of Muslims is explained with this. It – is the corner stone of the 
Islamic society, its constitution, it permeates all spheres of life. The 
aspiration for living by Quran means to implement the will of God for 
Muslims, and the ideal society – is the one that is governed by order of 
Allah.  

Hence, as it was noted by the famous Islamic scientist G. E. von 
Grunebaum “all common religious idea roving around the Near East for 
centuries were presented in Muhammad’s sermon in a strongly changed 
and simplified form, but in a known manner completed and concluded” 
(4). This assists in understanding why Muhammad’s teaching was 
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perceived in just two decades on the enormous Arabic Peninsula by the 
Arabic tribes that adhered to different beliefs. More than that Muhammad 
achieved not only the recognition, but also created in this same period 
the strong centralized theocratic government, uniting Arabs for the first 
time in the history. None of the prophets of other religions managed to 
achieve such fantastic results in such a short period of time.  
 

Arabic Campaigns and Invasion of Azerbaijan 
 

      While Muhammad was preaching and uniting the Arabs in a unified 
state on the Arabic Peninsula, on the remaining part of the Near East, 
including Azerbaijan, the dramatic events were occurring. In 603, 
another war broke out between the Byzantine and Sassanid empires that 
came to an end only in 628. At the same time very often the territory of 
Azerbaijan was the arena for the military actions of the opposing sides. 
In addition to that in 627, the northern part of the country (Albania) got 
exposed to the dreadful devastating invasion of Khazars from the north. 
To all these disasters during the same years the terrible starvation and the 
disease epidemics were added up. As a result, in the first quarter of VII 
century Azerbaijan was thoroughly ruined. How emotional and allegoric 
the Albany historian, Moses Kalankatuk wrote: “three fierce 
commanders – starvation, sword, and pestilence united were coming 
together and mercilessly struck down and decimated people” (5).  

In such situation in a year after Muhammad’s death in 633 the 
Muslims’ campaigns beyond the Arabic Peninsula began to take place. 
And already in two decades Arabs conquered vast territories belonging 
to the Byzantine Empire in the Near East and Africa, and captured the 
entire Sassanid State. Continuing the offensive Arabs conquered one 
nation after another, one country after another. And by the first quarter 
of the VII century, only in a century after Muhammad’s death the state 
of the Arabs-Muslims or Arabic Caliphate covered the territory from 
Spain to the Atlantic Ocean on the west, up to India and China on the 
east, from the Caspian and Aral Sea on the north to the Arabic Sea – on 
the south. Neither state, up to then or after that in such a time period has 
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conquered as much as and has possessed such territory as Caliphate in 
VII-VIII centuries. 

Studying the Arabic campaigns many researchers simply could not 
and cannot find so far reasonable and logical explanations-reasons of 
truly fantastic victories of Arabs during those centuries. Thus, if powerful 
empires of the past and the future were established by the outstanding 
commanders (Cyrus, Darius I, Alexander the Great, Hannibal, Julius 
Caesar, Chingiz-khan, Tamerlane, Napoleon), then Arabs in the course 
of their conquests did not raise commanders of such level from their 
armies. Not even one! Even the conquest of a certain country was often 
realized by different Arab commanders.  

On the other hand, Arabs implemented their conquests without 
having sufficient forces as well as armament and military knowledge for 
that. By the beginning of the VII century maximum of 7 million Arabs 
lived on the Arabic Peninsula. First caliphs Abu Bakr (632-634) and 
Omar (634-644) possessed 5-7 thousand warriors at their disposal (6). 
Subsequently the number of Arabic forces slightly increased due to the 
armies of nomadic Arabs (Bedouins), but in this case the sources report 
about 10-15, maximum of 20-30 thousand of warriors. Besides despite 
all military canons, the Arabs divided their already limited numbers of 
troops into several parts that undertook the simultaneous attack on 
various directions against the Byzantine, Sassanid, and Khazar armies 
each of which overwhelmed all Arabic armed forces during that period. 
Thus, approximately 30 million people lived in each of the Byzantine and 
Sassanid Empires. At the same time the Byzantines possessed a marching 
army of 50.000 people and about 165.000 in garrisons of fortresses and 
cities. Approximately the same number existed in the Sassanid army (7). 

Another thing is striking as well: in Ancient times the Greeks, 
Macedonians, and Romans, and in middle ages – the Byzantines, 
Persians, Goons, Turks, and Mongolians owned excellent armament and 
very well knew the military tactics and strategy, they made a significant 
contribution to the development of military art. To say something similar 
about Arabs is simply impossible. Starting their campaigns, they did not 
have sufficient armament and arming, acquiring all this in the course of 
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battles from the enemy. They did not even have the essential number of 
horses in the beginning. Arabs then did not have siege techniques and did 
not know how to take fortresses and cities by storm. They learned all that 
from the Byzantines and Persians. The most significant example that 
found its reflection in the historical and even religious literature: in 627 
the overwhelming forces of Mecca inhabitants besieged Muhammad and 
his followers in Medina. The outcome of the battle did not cause any 
doubts. However, the former slave-Persian, who adopted Islam not long 
before that, Salman al-Farisi offered as was customary in the Sassanid 
army to dig a ditch around Medina. The suggestion was very unusual for 
Arabs, but Muhammad agreed on that and this resolved the destiny of the 
battle in favor of Muslims: For the people of Mecca the ditch became an 
insuperable obstacle, and they retreated. This battle entered into history 
under the name of “the Battle by the Ditch”, and the figure of Salman al-
Farisi became legendary and honored by the Muslims (8). Per se Arabs 
in the course of conquests were learning how to fight. 

All mentioned above is so much contrary to the logic that the 
victories of Arabs are often explained up to present by their religious 
fanaticism and extraordinary bellicosity. The obligatory necessity for the 
Muslim to participate in “the war for the faith” and “holy war” – jihad 
(“to struggle”, “to make an effort” or ghazavat (“to fight”) is brought as 
an argument. As according to the theory of jihad worked out in the 
Middle Ages by Muslim jurists the whole world was divided into dar al-
Islam (“territories of Islam”) and dar al-harb (“territory of war”). 
Correspondingly “the territory of Islam” – is any country that is under 
authority of Muslims (even if the majority of the population are not 
Muslims) and governed on the basis of Muslim law - shariat. And “the 
territory of war” – is all non-Muslim countries with which a war should 
be led for the sake of expanding the world of Islam. Besides those two 
concepts there also exists the concept dar al-sulh (“territory of peace 
agreement”) – non-Muslim states governed by non-Muslim rulers who 
concluded peace agreement with Muslims and recognized themselves as 
their vassals (9). The verses of Quran where it is repeatedly stated about 
the necessity of struggle with “unfaithful” that is with those who do not 
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believe in Allah, particularly with idolaters (Quran, 2:190; 191; 4:75; 
8:39; 9:5; 14; etc.) are added to it.  

However, the Quran says much more about human attitudes to the 
outside world and requirements of Muslims to treat followers of other 
religions with respect as: “There is no force in the religion” (Quran, 
2:256). But the most important Sura in Quran is al-Kafirun 
(“Unfaithful”) where it is straightly told: “Oh, unfaithful! I will not 
worship what you will. And you do not worship what I will…You have 
your own faith and I have mine!”  (Quran, 109:1-6). 

Moreover, it should be mentioned that the original Islam paid little 
attention to dogmatism. The latter was developed later mainly after the 
IX century. In other words, the doctrine about jihad as the concept of 
expanding the “area of Islam” was formed after Arabic invasions in VII-
VIII centuries. On the other hand, the armies of nomad Bedouins who 
had very obscure idea about Islam made considerable part of Arabic 
armies. That is why, Muhammad who repeatedly compared them with 
the “hypocrites” and straightly pointed out that did not trust them: Said 
“Arabs Bedouins!” Tell them: “You did not come to believe. You would 
better tell: “We adopted Islam.” The faith has not yet entered your hearts” 
(Quran, 49:14). But Bedouins were the most battle-worthy among Arabic 
tribes and made shock force of Muslim armies, and that is why it was the 
necessity to bear them (10). Finally, the invasions of Arabs in the VII-
VIII centuries cannot be explained by their militancy, as afterwards they 
had never undertaken anything like that in the history.    

It is most likely that those researchers who consider that several 
factors played an important role in success of Arabs on the initial period 
of Caliphate are right. Another factor is the critical demographic situation  
in Arabia that became less tensed during Arabic invasions in the VII-VIII 
centuries; unconditional role of Islam as the driving and organizational 
force of invasions; as well as the sharp political, economical and social 
crisis on entire Middle East after many years of long bloody war between 
Byzantine and Sassanid empires.   

The fact that in the beginning Byzantines and Sassanids did not pay 
a proper attention to the half-beggar Arabs, who overwhelmed them in 
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their number and moreover were very badly armed, played an important 
role. According to the memories of contemporaries before one of the first 
battles Sasanian commander even sarcastically addressed the Arabs: 
“Please send us a rational man who would explain us what brought you 
here from your country as we see you have neither number nor 
equipment” (11).  

In this way or another Arabs began their campaigns and they 
immediately achieved successes, having defeated Byzantines in 634 near 
Ajnadayn and conquered Palestine. In 635 the main city of Syria – 
Damascus fell under the control of Arabs. At the same time, other Arabic 
armies made several defeats to Sassanid armies in Mesopotamia and they 
closely came up to the border of Sassanid Empire. Only then Byzantine 
and Sassanid Kings realized the danger and collected big forces for 
defeating Arabs. The year 636 became decisive for fates of people of 
Middle East: the best armies of that period – Byzantine and Sassanid 
campaigned off against two Arabic armies the total number of which 
slightly exceeded 40.000 people. Meanwhile, the Byzantine army that 
was making attack to Syria three times exceeded the Arabic army and the 
Sassanid army in Mesopotamia – twice (12). The results turned out to be 
stunning: In August Arabs defeated Byzantines on the Yarmouk River 
and besieged Jerusalem that surrendered in two years.  

 At the same time, another Arabic Army won a brilliant victory over 
Sassanid army in December 636 near Qadisiya and immediately without 
a fight invaded Ctesiphon - the capital of the Sassanid empire. Thus, only 
in four years after the death of Muhammad his followers radically 
changed the course of history in the entire Middle East and completed a 
triumphant offensive in all directions.   

It should be noted here that during those battles with Arabs Azeri 
warriors from Atropatena (by that period of time Adurbadagan) and from 
Albania also took part on the side of Sassanids.  Javanshir, the son of 
Albanian prince Varaz Grigor was particularly distinguished in that 
struggle that fought during seven years with his armies on the side of 
Sassanids against Arabs. During the battle near Cadesiya, Javanshir 
according to the words of Albanian historian Kalankatuk “entered with 
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his warriors to the heart of the enemy… and left the battle only after 
receiving himself three and his horse four serious wounds”. He managed 
to survive and to arrive to the Sassanid King Yazdegerd III (632-651) 
who “gave him a magnificent reception” and then presented valuable 
gifts to him (13). After that Javanshir left the Sassanid king and returned 
to his motherland. After seeing the collapse of the Sassanid Empire 
Javanshir approximately in 639 decided to restore the independence of 
Albania. According to Kalankatuk “having learned about the rebel of 
Javanshir, brave Persians moved to our country”. A series of battles and 
dramatic events followed unless Javanshir with the help of Georgian 
armies won a full victory over the Sassanid armies (14).  

Meanwhile, Arabs continued their attacks and in 639 under the 
command of Bukayr ibn Abdullah they for the first time invaded in 
Azerbaijan. The local Sassanid armies under the commandership of the 
governor of the Southern part of the country Isfandiyar ibn Farruhzade 
entered the battle, but they were defeated. At the same time, Isfandiyar 
was imprisoned and he contributed to the volunteer surrender of the 
southern part of Azerbaijan. The parties concluded a peace agreement the 
text of which was preserved and brought in the writing of a Muslim 
historian at-Tabari (838-923): “In the name of Allah gracious and 
merciful. That is what Utba ibn Farkad governor (amil) of the master of 
faithful Omar ibn Hattab grants to the inhabitants of Azerbaijan (a’ta 
ahla Azerbaijan), inhabitants of its plains and mountains, its suburbs, 
inhabitants of its religious community. They all were granted life (aman), 
inviolability of property (mal), their faith (milla) and laws (shariat) with 
a condition of payment by them of the head money (jizia) within their 
opportunities.  But jizia was not levied on children, women and 
chronically ill people as well as on those who had no means for living, 
on hermits, devotes (muta’abbid, muta’adjjat) who had no profit. That 
aman was granted to them as well as those who lived with them. Their 
responsibility was to support Muslim warriors during day and night and 
to show them the way. If anybody of them would be called to serve in the 
army then he was relieved from the tax”. In the end at-Tabari gave the 
date: the 18th year of hijra or the year 639 (15). 
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However, according to the information received from al-Balazuri 
(died in 892) two years later in 641 the commander Huzayfa ibn al-
Yaman entered to the western parts of the country from the territory of 
current Armenia. He took “Ardabil – the main city of Azerbaijan where 
its marzban (governor) stayed”. However, marzban managed to collect 
warriors “and they furiously fought with Muslims during several days”. 
But success was on the side of Arabs and “marzban had to conclude with 
Huzayfa peace agreement on behalf of all inhabitants of Azerbaijan 
according to which he was committed to contribute 800.000 dirhams”. In 
stead of it “Huzayfa committed not to kill anybody, not to imprison 
anybody and to destroy temples of fire” as well as not to cause obstacles 
to the inhabitants of Shiza where the main sanctuary of Zoroastrians 
situated, “to perform dances during their holidays and to openly realize 
what they previously did before”. After that Arabs made a campaign to 
Azerbaijanian provinces Mugan and Gilan “, seriously defeated 
inhabitants of those areas and concluded peace with them with an 
obligation to pay taxes” (16). 

However, Arabian armies did not only move further to the north of 
Azerbaijan but soon they left the country as it became known that the 
Sassanid King Yazdegerd III gathered a big new army for a final battle. 
Both parties understood that the outcome of the whole campaign 
depended on that battle. In order to participate in the battle Arabs united 
available armies although they could not collect more than 30.000 
warriors and again, they overwhelmed the enemy several times in their 
number (17). In 642 there was a battle near Nehavand city, in the center 
of the Sassanid Empire that ended with an absolute victory of Arabs and 
put a final point in Arabian-Sassanid war. The Sassanid Empire ceased 
to exist at all after the murder of Yazdegerd III in 651.   

Then Arabs had their hands untied and they began planning invading 
all lands of Sassanids including Azerbaijan. Immediately after the battle 
near Nehavand Arabs immediately entered from three directions from the 
south to the territory of Azerbaijan as “its inhabitants renounced Islam” 
(18). Utba b. Farkad who entered from the west took Ardabil without a 
battle and “he discovered that its inhabitants stayed faithful to the 



 
 
 

38 

agreement concluded earlier. However, other areas rebelled (against 
Arabs) and he had to campaign against them, win them and take booty 
from them.” Meanwhile, other Arabic commanders – Mugir and al-
Ash’ans who also concluded analogical peace agreements with the 
inhabitants of fortresses and cities, made campaigns to the south of 
Azerbaijan (19). Thus, by 644 Arabs subdued the southern parts of the 
country for the second time.  

At the same time, two Arabian armies marched into the north of 
Azerbaijan. One of them was under the commandership of Surak ibn Amr 
who campaigned down to the coast of the Caspian Sea and conquered 
Darband having concluded a peace agreement in 643 with its inhabitants 
that differed from the agreements on the south of the country. Dwellers 
of Darband recognized the power of Arabs and they were granted a 
personal immunity, inviolability of their property, and the right to 
practice their religious cults. At the same time, they were subjected to a 
call to the army and participation in combat operations on the side of 
Arabs. Taking into account the important strategic role of Darband in the 
struggle with attacks of Khazars from the north, local inhabitants were 
released from paying jizia. But if somebody avoided the military service 
to Arabs he was committed to the same obligations as “inhabitants of 
Azerbaijan in respect of obligations, showing the way and billets of 
(Arabic) warriors during 24 hours” (20). In other words, inhabitants of 
Darband were equated in their status with the warriors of Arabic army 
and were released from the payment of poll tax.   

After it Suraka sent his armies immediately to several directions. His 
armies mainly moved to the west in the direction of Tiflis and to conquer 
northern regions of Azerbaijan. But the campaign of the armies that were 
sent to the south and subdued Mugan area turned out to be the most 
successful. Arabs concluded peace agreements there analogical to those 
that were concluded on the south of Azerbaijan (21). 

At the same time another Arabian army under the command of Habib 
ibn Maslama first invaded the territory of modern-day Armenia and went 
on from there to the fortress of Nakhchivan where it encountered fierce 
resistance. According to the Armenian historian Gevond (VIII century), 
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Arabs “devastated Median villages (Azerbaijan) and settlements of 
Nakhchivan. Many men were killed and the rest were taken as prisoners 
with their wives and children and taken beyond Aras through Julfa ford” 
(22). Finally, inhabitants of Nakhchivan recognized the power of Arabs, 
and a standard agreement was concluded with them (23). This is how the 
second stage of the invasion of Azerbaijan by Arabs came to an end.   

However, during that period of time Arabs did not have sufficient 
opportunities for a real presence in all conquered countries. They 
preferred to concentrate their forces in certain countries from where they 
began their campaigns. In particular, Arabs made their campaigns to 
Azerbaijan from their basis in the cities of Mosul and Kufa in 
Mesopotamia. Having won and gaining official recognition of their 
authority Arabs did not leave their garrisons in Azerbaijan.  In fact, the 
authority remained in hands of the local governors. As soon as Arabs left 
the conquered lands rebels happened there or the local governors led an 
independent policy. At that time as soon as Arabs left the northern part 
of the country in connection with the death of Caliph Omar in 644, 
Azerbaijan again refused to fulfill the conditions of the concluded 
agreements as formally subdued.    

New Caliph Osman (644-656) immediately sent an army to the 
country under the leadership of Habib ibn Maslama that clashed with the 
Byzantine army. The battles were long and drawn out. In addition to that 
the population of southern areas rebelled against Arabs because of the 
heavy taxes (24). The situation was becoming complicated and caliph 
sent an army under the command of Salman ibn Rabi’a there. He 
suppressed the rebel on the south of the country and moved to the north. 
As by that time period Habib constantly fought on the territory of current 
Armenia and Georgia, Salman moved to the north with his army 
consisting of 8.000 people. Soon Salman came up to Beylagan 
“inhabitants of which walked out to meet him and to conclude a peace 
with him”. Then Arabs besieged Barda inhabitants of which “closed the 
gates in front of him”. But after a few days of battle Barda also signed 
peace agreement. Then the turn of areas and cities situating between 
Small Caucasus and Kura River came and they surrendered Arabs 
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without a fight (25). Then Arabs moved through Kura and began to 
methodically conquer eastern areas of Azerbaijan. Qabala, Shaki, 
Shirvan, Shabran and other cities surrendered one by one without any 
fights. By early 651 the whole Azerbaijan was again under the authority 
of Arabs.  

While continuing their attack in early 652 Arabs entered Darband 
without any serious resistance. However, the further attack on Dagestan 
resulted in a clash with Khazar Khaganate and the whole army of Arabs 
consisting of 4 thousand people headed by Salman was almost 
completely destroyed. This is how 150-year-long Arabian-Khazar War 
for the dominance in Azerbaijan began and it came to an end by the 
beginning of 800. For that period of time the country repeatedly became 
an area of combat operations that could not happen without serious 
destruction. At the same time, the scale was either in favor of one side or 
another one. For the first time since the beginning of their campaigns 
Arabs met worthy opponent in the face of Khazars that crushed the myth 
about invincibility of Muslims. Afterwards the local population many 
times used those victories of Khazars in their own interests. Thus, in the 
middle 80s of the VII century the population of the Southern Caucasus 
“after thirty years of obedience stopped paying taxes to Arabs”, i.e. they 
ceased their obedience (26). In the beginning of the VIII century Arabs 
organized several punishing campaigns and by 704 Azerbaijan was 
finally conquered. Thirty years later the Arabs decisively defeated the 
Khazars and with that the process of invading the country by Arabs was 
over (27). The further history of Azerbaijan was already connected with 
Arabs and Islam.   
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Expansion of Islam in Azerbaijan  
 
The problem of Islamisation of Azerbaijan – is a complex issue. On 

one hand it is clear that Islam was brought from outside as a result of 
Arabic campaigns and invasion of the country in VII-VIII centuries. But 
the statements that Islam was forcibly imposed or on the contrary 
voluntarily adopted by the population of Azerbaijan are not right. The 
process of Islamisation of the country as well as other territories of 
Middle East encountered a number of objective and subjective factors. 
On one hand, Arabs conquered Azerbaijan many times and specifically 
there they had their most severe fights with Khazars who were attacking 
from Dagestan territory. 

On the other hand, as a whole the local population did not regard the 
appearance of Arabs extremely negatively. Even more the conquerors 
behaved rather correctly and tolerantly with respect to the subdued 
nations during the beginning period, and despite the later widespread 
stereotypes, did not at all strive to impose their faith. According to the 
statement of an anonymous Syrian Christian, the first Caliph Abu Bakr 
ordered his warriors before the beginning of the campaign: “When you 
enter this land, do not kill neither old, nor young, nor women, do not 
offend hermits because they committed themselves to death to work for 
Him… Any city or nation that will accept you, conclude an agreement 
with it, be loyal in promises to them, let them live under their laws and 
establishments they had before our times. Establish a tax, as a margin that 
exists between you for them to remain in their religion and their land. 
The ones that will not accept you have a war with them” (28). It is 
surprising that these were not mere words. Thus, after being informed 
about the attack of the Byzantines in 636, Arabs according to the words 
of the same anonymous Christian historian, returned back to the 
inhabitants of Syria the tax collected from them stating that: “There are 
oaths between us, we are going to face Romans (Byzantines – A.Y.). If 
we come back, the tax is ours, if we become defeated and do not return 
then we are free of oaths” (29). Another monk Bar Penkaye that lived in 
Mesopotamia on the frontier of VII-VIII centuries witnesses that during 
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that period “they did not take anything from anybody, except the legal 
tax, and let everyone to practice a religion which one wants to.” Besides 
among the tax collectors “there were even Christians, some of which 
belonged to Heretics, others to us” (30).  

For the Arabs during the initial period of their invasions the main 
thing was the recognition of their political authority. And if they 
demanded, as it is told in the sources, “to adopt Islam”, then in actual fact 
it meant to accept the power of Arabs. The sides concluded agreements 
in which it was clearly pointed at the right of subdued to maintain the 
faith of their ancestors. The main thing for Arabs was not the conversion 
to Islam then, but the political obedience and the regular payment of 
taxes. More was not required. When the subdued rejected that for any of 
several reasons, Arabs once again made campaigns in the course of which 
the Muslims behaved cruelly at times. However, the cases of forcible 
conversion to Islam in Azerbaijan in VII century are not found in the 
sources. 

Arabs treated Jews and Christians very respectfully during that 
period. It is sufficient to point out that surprising fact: the entrusted 
secretary of Caliph Muaviyya (661-680) in charge of his chancellery was 
a Christian. Often Jews and Christians in case when any problems 
between them would occur addressed caliph for help who performed as 
an arbitrator (31). One of these addresses determined the destiny of 
Christians on the north of Azerbaijan: according to the information of 
Kalankatuk the Armenian Catholicos Eliye (Iliye) wrote to Caliph Abd 
al-Malik (685-705) that the Albanian Catholicos Nerses went over the 
side of Byzantines and “remembers in his prayers” the Byzantine 
emperor and disseminates the Chalcedonite doctrine “making everybody 
to become coreligionist with him”. The Caliph considered these actions 
of the Albanian Catholicos a betrayal and pro-Byzantine, sent the armies 
against Albanians, and put the Albanian church under the command of 
the Armenian Catholicos (32) that had far-going consequences for the 
Christians of Azerbaijan.  

In the southern part of the country the majority were Zoroastrians 
whom the conquerors named gebr (“fire-worshipper”, later – 
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“unfaithful”). The behavior of Arabs towards was rather different than to 
Christians and Jews, although Zoroastrianism was recognized by 
Muslims as a religion that protected them. An anonymous XI century 
Persian historian gave a very noteworthy example: In 671 one of Arabian 
governors in Iran ordered to destroy the temples of fire and to kill the 
pagan priests. This resulted in resistance and protests not only from the 
side of the local inhabitants but also of local Muslims who considered 
such an order a violation of the agreement and wrote a complaint to 
Caliph Muaviyya. The Muslims noted in the complaint that “one is not 
ought to do what is not in Shariat of Islam and in the agreement.” The 
caliph agreed with it noting that it is not necessary to destroy the fire 
temples, “Jews have a synagogue, Christians – a church, and gebrs – a 
fire temple… Nobody likes when somebody destroys what is lightened 
by a tradition. And if our messenger, be he blessed by Allah, wished, he 
would not leave anything of this and would destroy all Heresy and all 
religions, except Islam at his time. He did not do that and he did not 
destroy, but concluded an agreement with them, (imposing on them) 
jizia. And the grandeur of Islam is in that” (33).  

A respective and a tolerant attitude towards the local religions 
contributed in VII-VIII centuries to the peaceful widespread of Islam, 
especially among the Zoroastrians. After all Zoroastrianism was the 
prevailing religion in the Sassanid Empire and its followers in an instant 
found they were in different position, and the empire quickly broke apart 
and remained in the past. The victory of the Arabian arms was explained 
with the truth of Islamic doctrine. At the same time, most of the elements 
of Islam (belief in hell and paradise, in the end of the world and in 
Judgment Day) had Zoroastric roots and were very well known. As well 
as some of the Muslim ceremonies: a five times daily prayer (adopted 
from Zoroastrianism), and the necessity of charity. The primary Islam 
attracted Zoroastrians with its simplicity even more, and saying in a 
modern language, with a democracy of a religious life not feeling need 
in pagan priests. While adopting Islam Zoroastrians was freed at once 
from many extremely complex ceremonies and obligations that were 
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regulating one’s life and tied to priests from the cradle to the grave. In 
Islam one would be freed from all that at once (34).  

However, the process of transition of Zoroastrians to Islam in 
Azerbaijan during this period, nevertheless, did not have a mass 
character. After all Islam was for many local inhabitants an alien religion, 
a doctrine with the Holy Scripture in foreign and unclear language. It has 
brought with itself customs, unusual for local inhabitants for the present: 
circumcision, the division of food on a pure and an accordingly legal one, 
and a dirty and forbidden one, an abstention from wine. Thus, al-Balazuri 
reports that Caliph Omar having found out about the conquest of 
Azerbaijan, directed a letter to his armies in which he wrote: “You are in 
such a country the inhabitants of which come up with carrion in their 
food and clothes that is why they eat only what is allowed and wear only 
what is clean” (35). Zoroastrians and idolaters had to refuse, at the same 
time, to celebrate their sacred days with many joyful ceremonies. All this 
could not be carried out quickly.   

At the same time, as it is paradoxical, back then the conquerors were 
in many respects against the mass Islamisation because the Islamisation 
of non-Arabs in the beginning was carried out due to the captives, turned 
into slavery and serving the Arab families. The slaves and captives that 
have accepted Islam received freedom. But during this period one that 
accepted a different faith practically renounced their nation. And support 
or protection was necessary for him. Therefore, since the division into 
tribes and clans was kept among Arabs a newly converted Muslim had to 
join to the tribe or clan that released him. But not as a member possessing 
equal rights, but a client or mavla (in Arabian “to join to somebody”) 
(36).                                                                                             

A certain part of local feudal lords, and also of townspeople adopted 
Islam who settled in Arabian quarters and accepted the protection of 
some Arab for economic reasons. However, conquerors were not 
interested in wide Islamisation back then, as in that case the people who 
adopted Islam were released from paying jizia, and it was resulting in the 
reduction of receipts to the treasury of Caliphate. However, in that case 
there were not very many Arabs – Muslims in invaded countries, which 
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is why their settlements represented small islets in the boundless sea of 
people practicing different religions. And this was not safe in many 
respects. That is why to strengthen their own authority and safety Arabs 
began to create fortified military settlements with garrisons in all 
strategically significant points in Azerbaijan. The biggest garrison – 24 
thousand Arabs from Syria, was in Darband (37). Besides, Arabs had 
settled in other areas of northern Azerbaijan as well. At the same time, 
Arabs settled in Azerbaijan cities in separate quarters, for what reason 
they frequently moved local inhabitants out not to any direct contacts 
with them. Simultaneously Arabs created separate army camps, which 
were turning into cities as the time went by (38). However, the role of 
Arabian settlements in dissemination of Islam in VII-VIII centuries in 
Azerbaijan was not so significant. The purpose of Arabian colonists 
during this period was securing the political authority of Caliphate in the 
region and the struggle with Khazars. And for this reason, Arabs tried to 
not settle together with the local inhabitants, remained aloof, trying not 
to assimilate with the indigenous people.  

Nevertheless, in the course of time Arabs in Azerbaijan fully 
integrated into the population, and at present the names of several local 
cities and settlements are a reminder of their sojourn in the country. 
Certainly, a much more significant “reminder” of Arabs remains 
heretofore, which is the monotheistic religion brought by them – Islam 
remaining a dominating faith in Azerbaijan up to the present day. 

It is not any less important to note about VII-VIII centuries that 
Arabs considered Islam their national property back then. They treated 
Muslims – foreigners haughtily calling them ildj (“the barbarian, the 
foreigner”), scoffed at their Arabian pronunciation, habits in private life, 
avoided becoming related with them. As it is told in a writing of that time, 
on solemn entries or meals mavla were always behind Arabs. Besides 
there was not made any distinctions on age and the status of mavla so that 
“it would not be a secret from anybody that it is not an Arab” (39). 
Contempt of Arabs, first of all, concerned small traders, craftsmen and 
peasants who hoped to improve their position by adopting Islam, and they 
settled in Arabian quarters or nearby the settlements of Arabs. 
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Arabs were proceeding that the revelation given to Muhammad in 
Arabian language puts them above other nations. In their turn, Muslims 
– non-Arabs opposed this the thesis that Quran – is a revelation for all. 
The confrontation between Arabs – Muslims and newly converted 
Muslims gradually grew the number of which increased in the Caliphate, 
and they supported the protection of their rights even more actively 
becoming a nutrient medium for every possible oppositional movements. 
Along with that the social tension among Arabs themselves grew as well, 
oppositional tendencies began to arise among them.  

Thus, in the middle of VII century a split appeared in Caliphate the 
consequences of which still tell upon in the Muslim world. In 656, the 
caliph Osman from the clan of Umayyad was killed, and Ali – 
Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law was elected a caliph. However, the 
clan of Umayyad refused to recognize the new caliph on the grounds that 
the supporters of Ali appeared to be involved in Osman’s murder. The 
leader of Umayyad was the governor of Syria, Muaviyya. In 657, at Siffin 
on Euphrates River the armies of Ali and Muaviyya came face to face for 
the decisive battle. Not wishing to shed the blood of Muslims, Ali agreed 
to the court examination during which the judgment was pronounced 
against him. The supporters of Ali (in Arabian shiat Ali or “the party of 
Ali”, from here is the name “Shiites”) did not agree with that reasoning 
from that he is Muhammad’s relative, and has a prior right to a supreme 
authority over the Muslims. Accordingly, after Ali’s death the authority 
should pass on his descendants. In other words, Shiites upheld the 
hereditary principle of transfer of the supreme authority in the Caliphate. 
For them the essence of faith is in this principle. The opponents of Shiites 
considered that the caliphs as Muhammad’s successors should be elected 
by the community based on the traditions and customs. From here the 
name of this grouping among Muslims – Sunnites emerged (from a word 
Sunna – “custom”) or “the people of a custom and community (ahl as-
Sunna va-l-jama’a). 

As a result, stronger Muaviyya was elected a caliph in 660 who 
created the Umayyad’ dynasty. A year after Ali was killed. His 
supporters, nevertheless, continued their struggle, and proclaimed Ali’s 
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elder son a caliph. However, Hasan relinquished his rights in favor of 
Muaviyya. In 680, Muaviyya died, and his son Yazid was recognized a 
caliph. But Shiites refused to recognize him, and rebelled under the 
leadership of Ali’s younger son Huseyn. At the place of Karbala in Iraq 
Huseyn with a group of relatives and adherents was killed by the armies 
of Yazid. Since then Huseyn became for Shiites not simply the martyr 
(shahid) who accepted death for the faith (shahada), but a great martyr 
or “a shah of shahids”. Karbala where Huseyn was killed, became a place 
of pilgrimage for Shiites, and their most popular slogan to this day: “The 
whole world – Karbala, the year round – ashura (mourning)”. Today 
Karbala – is one of the two main sacred cities for Shiites along with Najaf 
city where Ali’s tomb is kept. 

This event became a final watershed between Sunnites and Shiites. 
Subsequently Shiites from the political movement turned into a religious 
trend in Islam, opposed to an official or, conditionally being expressed, 
to an “orthodox” Islam in the person of Sunnites. However, the split in 
the Muslim community did not stop at that and even began to grow. In 
fact, during the process of increase in the number of Muslims and 
aggravation of social intensity the distinction grew in the views at these 
or other doctrines of Islam. Thus, an especially explosive situation 
developed in the middle of VIII century in Iraq and Iran where Sunnites 
were the prevailing and official force, but Shiites and their branches 
(“moderate” Zaidians, Kaisanians, Imamians and “extreme” Batinians, 
Isma’ilians, Karmatians) were in open or secret opposition. 

In particular, based on the support by the large sections in Iran, first 
of all by the Shiites and the Muslims of non-Arab origin, the revolt 
against the Umayyad’ dynasty occurred, and in 750 new caliphs came to 
power that proceeded their origin from Abbas, the uncle of the Prophet 
Muhammad. Thus, the Abbasids’ dynasty (750-1258) emerged, which 
transformed the Arabian Caliphate into a poly-ethnic and cosmopolitan 
Muslim empire (40). Thus, the period of the “Arabian” Islam remained 
in the past. Abbasids put an end not only to domination of Arabian tribes 
in the Caliphate, but also with the division of Muslims to Arabs and their 
clients. Henceforth, all Muslims became really equal. 
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All this has influenced the wide dissemination of Islam. Specifically, 
since then began the sufficiently dynamical process of Islamisation of the 
Caliphate population. It enjoyed a special popularity among traders and 
craftsmen. In Azerbaijan this process especially actively continued 
among the townspeople. By the end of VIII century it is already possible 
to talk about serious positions of Islam in Azerbaijan, particularly in the 
south of the country. However, in the countryside, and especially in 
mountainous areas, the population practiced former beliefs. It is 
remarkable, that in rural and mountainous regions of Azerbaijan and Iran, 
the surprising alloy of old faiths, first of all, of Zoroastrianism and its 
trends, with the Muslim trends, mainly with Shiism occurred at times. It 
was connected with that in the Caliphate as well as in Muslim states, 
which emerged on its ruins, Sunnis was a prevailing trend in Islam, and 
Shiism was considered as heresy and was pursued. Thus, in Iran and in 
the southern part of Azerbaijan the views of supporters of “extreme” (in 
Arabian ghali, i.e. “to exaggerate”) Shiism, which unlike “moderates” 
idolized Caliph Ali and his descendants, were more popular. 

In such conditions, during Caliph al-Ma’muna’s governing (813-
833) the people's liberation war under Babek’s leadership developed in 
Azerbaijan, which is more known in history as Khurramis’ movement. 
The ideas of Zoroastrianism with the views of extreme Shiites have 
mixed up in their principles. That is why, it is told about them in the 
sources that “Khurramis – one of the kinds of magicians”, i.e. 
Zoroastrians (41). From here is the name “Khurram”, connected to the 
concept “fire”. Babek himself treated Muslims with contempt and set 
himself the goal of expelling them and restoring the pre-Islamic order in 
the country (42). It is noteworthy that in the beginning he had a Muslim 
name Hasan, and then he accepted the name Babek – one of the most 
esteemed in Zoroastrian traditions. We shall also note that he was born 
in the area of Ardabil city where the Zoroastric, and later the Shiite 
attitudes were always strong among the population.  

At the same time, Khurramis also obviously adopted several ideas of 
Shiites, in particular the doctrine on returning to the land of prophets and 
their imams, interflowed with the concepts on the resettlement of their 
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souls; idolization of the prophets and imams, and also the idea, taqiya – 
“the reasonable concealment” of one’s belief. Shiites based this principle 
on the interpretation of one place in Quran where it is spoken about a 
possibility of the external renunciation of the faith and infringement of 
ritual injunctions in case of absolute emergency (Quran, 3:29; 5:5; 6:119; 
16:106). Proceeding from this, Shiites allowed and even obliged their 
adherents living in the country where they are pursued, to hide their 
views, to pretend and express themselves aloud as if they were not 
Shiites. Thus, a Shiite must not only stipulate to himself that he does not 
believe in what is necessarily told aloud, but also to curse the enemies of 
his faith and idea (43). 

The thing that shocked orthodox Muslims the most in the views and 
actions of Khurramis was their attitude towards women. All Muslim 
medieval authors accused the Khurramis and Babek’s supporters of “a 
common sharing of wives” and of dissolute behaviour. Meanwhile, the 
views of Khurramis in many respects reflected the struggle going among 
Zoroastrians in the Sassanid Empire against the strict regulation of the 
entire life of women and against harems as the privileges of nobility. 
Khurramis of Babek’s time had all this remaining as a ceremony when 
once a year Khurramis – men and women – arranged a celebratory night: 
in candle and fire lights they drank wine and played on pipes. Then they 
blew out the fire, and “everyone went to one of the women” whom he 
drew by a lot (44). 

The sources report on Khurramis’ movement for the first time in 70’s 
of VIII century, but Arabs managed to crush them then. The situation 
abruptly changed when in 816 Babek became   the head of the community 
of Khurramis in their main fortress Bazz. Having lifted a red banner (that 
is why on the flag color of Khurramis they were at times also called 
Mukhammira) of the struggle, Babek very soon inflicted several serious 
defeats on the Caliphate armies. As a result, the revolt captured the 
territory of almost entire Azerbaijan (Arran, Nakhchivan, Beylagan, 
Shirvan, Mugan), and also many areas of Iran and even Iraq. At the 
certain stage, there even was a threat to the existence of the Caliphate 
itself, after all Khurramis got in touch with Byzantines. 
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Only by the cost of enormous efforts and due to the treachery of the 
nearest associates of Babek, Arabs managed after almost 20 years of 
continuous fights to finally win a victory and to capture the fortress Bazz 
in 837. Babek was seized and executed in 838 (45). According to Arabian 
geographer Mutahhara al-Makdisi (X century), the victory over Babek 
“was the greatest in (the state of) Islam, and the day of his capture was a 
holiday for Muslims” (46). It is confirmed by other Muslim authors of 
that period as well, directly specifying that if there were not this “glorious 
victory”, Babek would manage “to destroy the religion Islam and to 
replace it by another” (47). As a matter of fact, the Khurramis’ movement 
in the beginning of IX century should be considered a last fight of 
Zoroastrianism and other pre-Islamic beliefs in Azerbaijan against Arabs 
and Islam. Only after that it is possible to talk about a final victory of 
Islam in Azerbaijan. A well-known saying about Azerbaijanis, remaining 
up to present has appeared specifically then: “gilinj musalman” (Azeri 
“sword Muslim”), i.e. the ones who adopted Islam by force, under the 
threat of a sword. 

The reaction of the winners was uncompromising: the sharp 
toughening of the policy of Muslims with respect to Zoroastrians and 
mass resettlements of the latter to the deserted areas of East Iran and 
further to India followed. Muslims, who not long ago tolerantly treated 
to Zoroastrians, then began the true persecution of the defeated enemies 
of Arabs and of Islam, forcing them to transition to Islam. Frequently, 
Zoroastrians were forced to remove and tear their sacred belts at the same 
time, to spit in the fire and to treat badly to dogs to which they showed 
extraordinary piety. It is remarkable that in initial Islam there is no hostile 
attitude to dogs as to dirty animals. But now they were associated with 
Zoroastrians and their religion. As a result, the attitude of Muslims to 
dogs abruptly changed, and the negative attitude to this animal is still 
widespread in Islamic East (48). 

However, Arabs did not manage to completely eradicate 
Zoroastrianism and its branches including Khurramis in Azerbaijan then. 
The overwhelming majority of fire temples were destroyed, but the main 
temple in Shiz maintained its popularity for a long time among the 
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population and even more among the followers. Descriptions of it 
remained in the writings of many Muslim authors of X-XIII centuries. 

Still as before the ideas of Khurramis were popular among the 
population, especially among the peasantry and in mountainous areas. As 
a result, Khurramis continued their struggle against Muslims before the 
beginning of X century (49), even if not on such a scale and not so 
successfully. But after that medieval authors still report on Khurramis 
and fire-worshippers in Azerbaijan. Thus, a well-known geographer 
Yakut al-Hamavi (1179-1229) who visited Azerbaijan on the eve of 
Mongolian invasion, also visited Basva city “between Ushnu and 
Maraga”, and noted that “the majority of its inhabitants are Khurramis” 
(50). And in the end of XIII century a historian Rashid ad-Din wrote 
about “Mugas and heretics” in Azerbaijan “who long since exist in these 
possessions, however they hold their beliefs in secret and hide” (51). 
After the XVI century news about Khurramis disappear, which was 
connected with that their remainders partly interflowed with extreme 
Shiite sect Ahl-i hakk (“the people of truth”) or ‘Ali-ilahi (“idolizing Ali”) 
(52). But some of them continued their activity in a secret form in XVI-
XVIII centuries as well. Sources, including European ones (Adam 
Oleariy, Otter, Jonas Hanway), repeatedly report on the activity of sects 
of “false Muslims” on the territory of current Lankaran, Salyan, 
Zangilan, Qazakh, Balakan and several other regions of Northern 
Azerbaijan. 

The detailed information of an English traveler of XVIII century, 
Jonas Hanway on a sect with a Turkic name mum sonduren (Azeri 
“candle quenchers”) the Ireland of Sari (near Lankaran) and especially 
on their ritual when sectarians secretly gathered for a festival once a year 
on their sacred mountain or place, and then arranged mass orgies, is more 
interesting (53). Muslim governors conducted a persistent struggle 
against similar sectarians and their ritual festivals. However, these ritual 
festivals obviously connected with Khurrami traditions, though in a 
veiled form, remained in several regions of Azerbaijan right up until the 
beginning of XX century that found its reflection even in the writings of 
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Azeri writers (Ismayil Shikhli’s novel “The Kura indomitable”), and 
were collected during ethnographic researches of Azeri scientists as well. 

So, a new page opened in the history of religion of Azerbaijan after 
Babek’s defeat. Islam finally triumphed in the country. Sunnism was the 
prevailing creed. But Shiites continued to play a sufficiently serious role 
in the religious and political life of Azerbaijan. Moreover, in X century 
the Shiites went over to the offensive and on behalf of Bui and Fatimi 
dynasties managed to seize the power in Iran, Iraq, Syria and in many 
regions of Northern Africa. And in Azerbaijan the political authority 
during this period appeared to be at hands of adhering moderate Shiite 
views of Salaris and Ravvadis. In the middle of XI century Turks-
Seljuks, supporters of strict Sunnite views, restored the dominating role 
of Sunnis in the Islamic world. 

However, XI-XII centuries in history of the Muslim Near East are 
marked by a sharp confrontation between Sunnites and Shiites. 
Moreover, basic doctrines of Shiism got formed during this period. In 
particular, the doctrine about 12 imams from Ali’s kin was formed. 
According to a Shiite tradition, all imams – from the first Ali (he is also 
the fourth caliph in the history of Islam) to the last Muhammad al-Mahdi 
– received a martyr death from the hands of Sunnites. And the last imam 
“disappeared” or “escaped” and was proclaimed a “concealed” imam and 
“forthcoming” Mahdi (the Messiah and last successor of Prophet 
Muhammad) who must certainly return and fill the world with justice. 
Accordingly, if Sunnites esteem first four caliphs – Abu Bakr, Omar, 
Osman and Ali – as “righteous” (rashidun), but Shiites recognize only 
Ali as the lawful leader of the Muslim community, and other caliphs are 
usurpers for them. Therefore, to Shiite Shahadat to the words “there is no 
god, except for Allah and Muhammad – is a divine envoy” the words that 
“Ali – is the deputy of Allah” are added. At last, the cult of martyrdom 
once and for all developed for Shiites that created the notion for them 
that a martyr’s death – is the greatest honor before God, a direct way to 
paradise, and that a true saint should be a martyr. For a persecuted and 
frequently secret Shiite community the idea of greatness of martyrdom 
for the faith, of tragic destiny of the noble family of Ali and his 



 
 
 

53 

descendants-imams became one of the leading. It was expressed in the 
occurrence of an entire ritual in connection with Huseyn’s martyr death 
when mourning ceremonies and processions take place, accompanied 
with a self-torture of more fanatically adjusted Shiites who cry out “shah 
Huseyn, vah Huseyn!” (“His majesty Huseyn, ah Huseyn”), or “shahsey-
vahsey” (54) at the same time. 

Another feature of this period was the blossoming of Muslim 
mysticism or Sufism (55). The name is most likely connected with the 
clothes of Ascetics-Sufis (in Arabian suf - wool). Originally Sufis did not 
have a developed system of views, preached Ascetism, a refusal from 
worldly desires and neglect of daily life. They considered that a frantic 
and frequent fulfillment of prayers and of ritual commemoration (zikr) of 
Allah will help the person to acquire a certain supreme grace and will 
lead to “the supreme knowledge” – to the knowledge of God. Ascetics-
Sufis were often called dervishes (in Turkic world – baba). Since IX 
century, in the Muslim world Sufis began to become united in 
brotherhoods or tarikat (in the West it is more often preferred to use the 
term “order”) in which the head of tarikat, a sheikh or an instructor (in 
Arabian – murshid, in Persian – pir) trained the pupils (murid). Unions 
of Sufis were changeable on the membership and rather transportable: 
their members traveled much searching for teachers, and a part of them 
earned their living by labor, and a part was fed by charity. As a result of 
this, shelters for such wanderers – coaching, inns or shelters (in Arabian 
– ribat, in Persian – khanega) or special places of solitude for the sheikh 
and his pupils (zaviyya) began to spring up widely in the Muslim world. 

Despite the resistance of Sunnite seminary students seeing their 
contenders in Sufis in the struggle for influencing the believers, in XI-
XIII centuries Sufism becomes the important element of the religious life 
of the Muslim society. During this period the governors of the countries 
and areas who frequently listened to the advice of popular Sufi sheikhs 
were forced to take into consideration the influence of Sufis. The burial 
places of saint Sufis (turba) become the places of pilgrimage. During this 
period, people with different religions in many respects perceived Islam 
in a Sufi form, preached by dervishes whose abodes (zaviyya, khanega) 
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become the centers on the distribution of not only a special religious – 
philosophical view, but also of Sufi poetry. During this period, the Sufi 
tarikats – Suhravardiyya, Kadiriyya, Kubraviyya, Yasaviya, Halvatiyya, 
Bayramiyya, Nakshbandiyya and Haydariyya had the greatest fame and 
popularity in the Near East. The brotherhoods Kadiriyya, 
Nakshbandiyya, but especially the views of Yasaviyya tarikat were most 
popular back then in Azerbaijan. The founder of this brotherhood was 
Ahmad al-Yasavi who is considered the primogenitor of all Turkic Sufis. 
The doctrine Yasaviyya has played a serious role in the Islamisation of 
Turkic tribes, in the introduction of Islam into the midst of Turks-nomads 
in XI-XII centuries. A doctrine originated in Central Asia among the 
Turks-Oguzes, and then was widely widespread in the Near East, 
including Azerbaijan. On the basis of Yasaviya tarikat in Azerbaijan, the 
Halvatiyya and Bayramiyya tarikats originated in Tabriz (56).  

The main feature of all these specified tariqats was their belonging 
to Sunnis. Shiites in Azerbaijan sympathized with the brotherhood 
Kubraviyya as well as Khandariyya more back then (57). But the attitude 
of Shiites to the Sunnite brotherhoods of Sufis also was good. In fact, the 
majority of Sufis saw the source of their doctrines in Imam Ali, and 
consequently many Shiites survived under the Sufi clothes during their 
difficult periods. That is why, at times it is difficult to talk about a precise 
belonging of such tarikats as Kubraviyya, Halvatiyya, Bektashiyya and 
Bayramiyya merely to Sunnites. In fact, there were not few Shiites 
among them that kept their views in secret (58). 

It is interesting that Sufis in Azerbaijan were engaged not only in 
religious propagation, but also in political activity at times. Anyways, in 
957 after the death of Marzban, the founder of the State of Salaries, a Sufi 
named Mustajir Billah appeared in Azerbaijan in 960. He tried to seize 
the power together with his 300 armed supporters as well as with some 
local feudal lords who joined him. For a while Sufi Mustajir Billah even 
managed to capture several cities in Azerbaijan. But Salaries managed to 
inflict a decisive defeat, and to take this Sufi as a prisoner (59). However, 
there are nevertheless very few of such examples in history. Many more 
Sufis are known for their preaching Islam and literary works. 
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The clear evidence of the role of Sufis in Azerbaijan is numerous 
khanegas as is confirmed by many sources. A few of them survived to 
the present day: two khanegas of XII-XIII centuries nearby Shamakha 
city (Pir-Mardakan and the Pir-Huseyn khanega on Pirsaat River), the 
Qiz Qalasi khanega in Ismayilli region (XII century) and three khanegas 
in Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic – in Khanega village (XII century), 
in Kirna village (XIII century) and on Alinja River (XIII century). And 
it is obvious from the sources that all khanegas were very esteemed in 
Azerbaijan, were frequently constructed under the decree of governors, 
and were not only the religious, but also cultural centers of the country 
(60). In general, according to the remaining khanegas, and also according 
to materials of medieval sources, Sufis enjoyed great popularity in 
Shirvan and Nakhchivan in the north of Azerbaijan as well as in Tabriz 
and Ardabil – in the south. 

In Muslim sources of pre-Mongolian period information is to be on 
the beliefs of those or other cities of Azerbaijan. According to the report 
of a geographer of X century Ibn Haukal, a part of Muslims of the country 
adheres to the Sunnite doctrine “hadees”  (Islam is based not only on 
Quran, but also on numerous stories of Muhammad and his associates), 
another part the Shiite – the moderate “al-gavl bi-l-hashv” (Allah can be 
seen and heard in a human appearance) and the radical “Batiniyya” (the 
supporters of the allegorical interpretation of Quran, of searches of the 
secret meaning in it). A contemporary of Ibn Haukal al-Mukaddasi cites 
more detailed information specifying that mainly Sunnites live in the area 
between Tabriz and Mugan, though among them other currents, 
including “irreconcilables” can also be found. In the north, in Barda, 
Shirvan, Qabala, Shaki, Varsan and Darband, and in the south – in 
Ardabil, Tabriz, Marand and other cities there were big cathedral 
mosques. The population adheres to a Sunnite trend, but “their hadees 
experts – are Hanbalites” (61). 

In a geographical writing of the beginning of XIII century it is 
specified about the changes that took place in Azerbaijan after the 
campaigns of Turks-Seljuks to the Near East. On the first place is already 
Tabriz city where “there are a lot of ulamas and ascetics”, i.e. 
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authoritative experts of the Islamic religion and Sufis, and also “a lot of 
places of pilgrimage, tested and visited”. The inhabitants of Shamakha 
and Nakhchivan cities are especially emphasized in the writing: the first 
“are extraordinarily fanatical in religious affairs”, and the second adhere 
to “Sunnite and Shafi’ite persuasions. They – are brave (people), fighters 
for the faith” (62). In other words, in Azerbaijan not only Shiites were 
subdivided into several religious schools (mazhab), but also Sunnites. 
They during this period are represented basically Hanbalites and 
Shafi’ites. The first received their name from Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbali 
and adhered to fanatical severity in observing ceremonial and legal norms 
of Shariat, and were distinguished by an extreme intolerance to dissenters 
in Islam, particularly to Shiites. And Shafiites were the supporters of Abu 
Abdullah al-Shafi’i and carried out a fierce struggle with Hanbalites 
during this period. 

At the appointed time (XI-XII centuries) the clergy with one’s own 
hierarchy had already formed as a whole. To tell the truth, it was not 
precise enough, there were their own features in each state and during the 
different periods. In many respects, it is connected to unclear functions 
of the caliph himself among Muslims. Officially, the caliph was 
considered the Supreme governor and the judge of all Muslims. 
However, it is erroneous to portray caliphs, especially the Abbasi ones as 
a Muslim “high priest” or some kind of a “Pope”. It is far from being so. 
The caliph had to protect only the prevailing position of the Islamic 
religion in the state, to bar from encroachments on it, to punish “the 
enemies of faith” and to carry out “a holy war with unfaithful”. At the 
same time, he was not an authority for Muslims in religious issues and 
was obliged to consult on all critical problems of faith with the religious 
authorities – seminary students (ulama, later – ulam, from here – the 
Persian mullah). From amongst them starting from VIII century were 
selected the muftis – the assistants to caliph, and also to the governors of 
the provinces on the religious issues having the right to pronounce a 
judgment (fatwa or in Persian/Turkic – fetva) on different religious-legal 
issues. In the course of time the role of mufti in the Sunnite world grew. 
Besides, in a Muslim society, particularly in its Shiite part the role of 
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mujtahids – the supreme spiritual authorities, experts on Quran having 
the right to pronounce independent judgments on the important issues of 
Islam and even to establish theological schools (mazhabs), grew. Unlike 
muftis and other ecclesiastics, mujtahids had no ranks; both their 
religious authority and social status depended on the level of knowledge 
and personal qualities.  

Since the second half of X century the honorable title sheikh-ul-Islam 
appears for the first time that became very important later in Azerbaijan. 
In the beginning, this title was used as regards to the well-known Sufis 
or to the seminary students – lawyers (fakih). But later, particularly after 
XII century the caliphs began to award it to their representatives in the 
provinces and in Muslim states of the Near East (63). 

In XI-XIII centuries the sheikh-ul-Islam’s appointed the spiritual 
judges – qadi (“the one who decides”) or in Persian pronunciation – qazi 
(in Azerbaijan people adhered to the last form, therefore this form is used 
in this given research as well) who made decisions on the basis of Shariat. 
To tell the truth, at times in several countries the appointment of qazi was 
a prerogative of the second person after the governor of the country – 
vazir or vali. Thus, there was a Supreme judge in the country (qazi al-
quzat) to whom the judges in cities and the countryside obeyed. The 
penman (katib), the judicial attendant (hajib), his assistant (munsif) who 
investigated minor lawsuits as well as the manager of the court building 
and the policemen were at the order of qazi. All above-stated persons 
frequently received their salary from the state treasury (64). However, 
they frequently existed at the expense of vakf – property (land, school, 
mosque) bequeathed and transferred by private persons (the governor of 
the country, rich and noble people) for the benefit of Muslim religious 
(mosques, religious schools at mosques – madrasas, the tombs of saints 
or places of pilgrimage – mazars) and charitable (hospitals, shelters for 
the aged and wanderers) institutions. The vakf land and property was 
exempted from the tax, they could not be sold or alienated, they were not 
subject to confiscation. 
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Alongside with the listed above attendants of religion the personnel 
of the mosque – the head of the mosque imam and calling to a prayer 
muezzin were included to the staff of the clergy. 

Except for the named persons in the cities of the Muslim East as well 
as in Azerbaijan, during this period mukhtasibs also carried out the 
function of observers of Shariat norms and possessed large powers. In 
particular, mukhtasibs very soon began to carry out the control not only 
over the behavior of people in public places, but also over the tradecraft 
activity. They had assistants (a’van) and policemen (shurta) (65). 

At the same time, each state had its own features during this period. 
Thus, in XII century in the State of Atabeys of Azerbaijan the issues of 
the religious life were under the control of the head of the province (vali). 
He was the one appointing the qazis to posts and supervised their work. 
The persons related to Islam – seyids (the descendants of the Prophet 
Muhammad), imams, Sufis and sheikhs addressed specifically him with 
their problems (66). 

And in Shirvan State where the Sunnites-Shafi’ites dominated back 
then, sheikh ul-Islam was the head of clergy who appointed the Supreme 
judge or the qazi al-quzat. The latter in their turn appointed the local 
judges – qazis in the cities and villages. The post sadr – the official 
supervising the use of vakf property to destination, was very significant. 
Besides, the staff of clergy included the imams of mosques, teachers of 
madrasas (mudarris), seyids, sheikhs, the inhabitants of khanegas and 
zaviyyas (67).   
 

The Mongolian Conquest and Islam 
 
In the first half of XIII century events took place, which made a huge 

impact on Islam. In Central Asia, another nomadic state sprung up, which 
was headed by Mongols who had carried out campaigns to Azerbaijan 
and many other states of the Near East in 20-30s of XIII century. By 1239 
Azerbaijan was obedient. In 50s of XIII century Mongols made a second 
campaign and established the states of Ilkhans and Hulagus (1256-1353). 
The problem was that Mongols adhered to Buddhism, and some people 
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remained true to pagan shamanism. There were even Christians-
Nestorians among them. The founder of the State of Ilkhans, Hulagu-
khan (ruled in 1256-1265) was brought up in the spirit of deep respect 
for Christians, why the Christian world was even excited once and 
created a legend about the imminent arrival of east Christians to help the 
European crusaders to release the coffin of God (68). In 1257 Mongols 
destroyed and liquidated the State of Ismayilites and by that practically 
finished the history of this current in Islam. A year after, the armies of 
Hulagu-khan, to which the Georgian and Armenian armies adjoined, 
captured Baghdad and executed the Abbasi Caliph al-Mustasim (1242-
1258) and all his family, put an end to the dynasty of Abbasids. Mongols 
made a bloody slaughter against Muslims in the capital of Arabian 
Caliphate sparing the Christians and Jews at that. Moreover, Mongols 
gave the palace of the caliph, the symbol of Islam as a present to the 
Nestorian patriarch under his residence. They acted similarly in Syria and 
other regions of the Near East where together with them Armenians, 
Georgians and other Christians fought against Muslims. It was the time 
when “the Christians used their position for abrupt attacks on Islam, and 
the Muslims did not dare to object them” (69). In a certain sense, Islam 
turned to be in the same situation, as Zoroastrians during the Arabian 
campaigns. An ease with which Mongols subdued many countries in the 
Muslim East for a short term, and the unprecedented mass cruelty never 
seen earlier and shown by Mongols shocked many Muslims.  

Hard times came for Muslims, particularly in Azerbaijan. In fact, this 
country became the center of Mongolian State of Ilkhans, and first 
Maraga, then Tabriz – its capital. After the beginning of Mongolian 
campaigns to the Near East in 1219, Islam lost its position as state 
religion on the territory subjugated by conquerors and now had to prove 
its right for existence, and to adapt to Mongols – to idolaters, shamanists, 
Buddhists and Christians-Nestorians (70). The aggressors widespread the 
idolatry in Azerbaijan for what purpose they built pagan temples in 
Maraga, Khoy and other cities (in Persian butkhane) and the bakhshis – 
shamans carried out their sermon among the population (71). It is 
remarkable that during the period from 1258 to 1291, there was no post 
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of the Supreme judge in the State of Ilkhans (72) that also rendered a 
negative influence on the position of Islam during the specified period. 

However, the Muslim world passed the test, quickly recovered itself 
and was able not only to stop the further advances of the Mongolian 
armies in the Middle East but to convert the aggressors to their own faith. 
After all the majority of population in this region as well as in Azerbaijan 
consisted of Muslims. Islam strongly enough took roots among them, and 
all attempts of the conquerors to change the religious situation only 
resulted in an increase of the conflict between the local population and 
alien nomads. On the other hand, the amazing fact is that the Mongols 
treated the supreme clergy of Islam rather contemptuously, especially to 
the people wallowed in luxury and corruption, and if necessary did not 
treat them excessively considerately, subjected them to repressions. At 
the same time, they treated the Sufis-ascetics and Sufi tariqats with 
respect. The authority of Sufis quickly grew not only among the local 
Muslim population, but also among alien Mongols. As a matter of fact, 
during the Mongolian conquests Sufis rescued Islam, and gave a push for 
its further development. 

All this for the first time became apparent in the Golden Horde – the 
Mongolian state which incorporates large parts of present-day Russia and 
Kazakhstan. Shortly after he came to the power, the new governor Berke-
khan (1257-1267) expressly went to Bukhara to adopt Islam from the 
sheikh of Kubraviyya tarikat (73). After that the armies of already 
Muslim Golden Horde in 1263 and 1265 made campaigns to Azerbaijan, 
which was the center of the Mongolian State of Ilkhans. And the most 
dangerous for Ilhkans, the population of Azerbaijan treated to the 
Mongols of Golden Horde rather favorably as those adopted Islam. Thus, 
the armies of Golden Horde were perceived by Muslims of Azerbaijan as 
the liberators from the people with a different religion. In addition, the 
khans of the Golden Horde entered into the alliance with the most 
powerful Muslim state in the Near East, Egypt, and declared “holy war” 
on the unfaithful”, i.e. the State of Ilkhans. 

In response the Ilkhans tried to create an anti-Muslim union with the 
European Christian states. Specifically, during this period the first 
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Catholic missionaries appeared in Azerbaijan. However, the influence of 
pro-Muslim forces grew inside the State of Ilkhans. Soon a sudden 
change occurred: first in 1291 under the order of Keykhatu-khan (1291-
1295) the post of the Supreme judge was restored in the state. But the 
basic events developed during Gazan-khan (1295-1304): he had scarcely 
entered on the throne, he sent for a Shiite Sufi, Sadr ad-Din Ibrahim 
Hamavi from the khanega in Khorasan to Azerbaijan, so that specifically 
he, and not the local Sunnite seminary students, was present as an official 
person at the ceremony of khan’s adoption of Islam (74). The fact is more 
than remarkable! According to the well-known contemporary of these 
events, a historian Rashid ad-Din, Gazan-khan after adopting Islam 
“displayed much kindness to seyids, imams and sheikhs”, and also issued 
a decree on the construction of “mosques, madrasas, khanegas and 
charitable institutions”. Simultaneously, “a resolution of the decree on 
that that in the capital of the state Tabriz, Baghdad and other Islamic 
cities all temples (maabed) of bakhshis, pagan temples, churches and 
synagogues would be destroyed, came to action”. As a result, Gazan-
khan “broke all idols (butani), totally destroyed the pagan temples 
(butkhane-ye) and all temples unprivileged by Shariat, and brought all 
idolaters, unfaithful and Mongols … to the Islamic faith” (75). More than 
200.000 people became Muslims along with Gazan-khan (76). It is 
noteworthy that Gazan-khan forbid to use pagan temples and temples of 
fire-worshippers as mosques, though during the previous epoch the pre-
Islamic cult constructions were frequently transformed into mosques. It 
was strictly prohibited to construct new fire temples and pagan temples 
in the country. And Gazan-khan strictly specified for the rebellious 
bakhshis that if he finds out about the construction of fire and pagan 
temples, then “he cruelly put them to the sword”. Moreover, Gazan-khan 
put bakhshis and all idolaters before a strict choice: “Each of you who 
wishes can go to India, Kashmir, Tibet and your native territories. And 
those who will stay here must not dissemble … and blemish the pure faith 
of Islam with their hypocrisy” (77).  

In several years the situation could change quite sharply: in 1303 the 
supporters of extreme Shiism – some Pir Yagub Baghbani and his murids 



 
 
 

62 

tried to overthrow Gazan-khan and to put prince Alafrang who is under 
their influence on the throne in Tabriz. It is notable that Rashid ad-Din 
reports on them as about “the supporters of Mazdak doctrine”, probably, 
the question is in the supporters of Khurramis. The conspiracy was 
revealed and all its participants were executed (78). However, despite this 
Gazan-khan preserved his respectful attitude to Islam and especially to 
Shiites up to the end of the life, has repeatedly visited the Shiite sheikh 
Hamavi and worshipped the sacred for Shiites tomb of Huseyn in Karbala 
(79). 

The geographical writings of XIII-XIV centuries in many respects 
give a picture of the religious structure of Azerbaijan population during 
the Mongolian period. Thus, it is specified in the encyclopedia of 
Zakariya al-Qazvini (written in the middle of 70s of XIII century) that 
the inhabitants of Ganja are Sunnites, and very pious. And to the ones 
who “do not profess their faith and do not recognize their customs, they 
do not allow to settle in their city as those can create disorders at them, 
preaching their doctrine and belief”. In Khoy the inhabitants are also 
Sunnites who adhere “to one mazhab and there is no distinction in their 
belief”. And in Maraga there are a lot of “madrasas and khanegas” (80). 
Hamdallah Qazvini (1280-1349) cites even more detailed information on 
the period after Gazan-khan: Gazan-khan after adopting Islam 
constructed a big cathedral mosque in the capital of the State of Ilkhans 
and the main city of Azerbaijan – Tabriz. The significant part of its 
inhabitants – are “Sunnites of Shafi’ite mazhab, however, there are 
numerous representatives of other trends and religions as well”. To the 
south of the capital the city Udjan was destroyed in the first half of XIII 
century, which “was restored and renamed to Shahr Islam (Arabic “City 
of Islam”)” during Gazan-khan as Muslims – Sunnites-Shafi’ites mainly 
live there. The community of Christians, though few in number, also was 
in this city. The majority of the inhabitants of Ardabil – Sunnites-Shafiits 
and thus, are the followers of the tariqat of sheikh Safi ad-Din Ishaq 
Ardabil (1252-1334). In Khoy region, which “is known as a Turkic 
territory” in Khoy, Akhar, Salmas, Ushnuye, Sarab cities as well as in 
Miyana, Dahargan, Nakhchivan and Gushtasfi cities the inhabitants are 
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Sunnites-Shafiites (81). Sunnites-Hanifites lived in Maraga and Gilan 
cities. There was a region Shahrud closer to Talysh Mountains where the 
population officially adhered to the Shafiite trend of Sunnism, however, 
according to the statement of Hamdallah Qazvini “they are unbelievers 
in fact. It is the nation of atheists”. The same “atheists” resided in another 
region of Talysh – Gilan Faslun. The region Pishkin is between Ardabil 
and Shahrud region where the religious structure of the population was 
complex: the majority – are Sunnites-Shafiits, there are also Sunnites-
Hanbalites and a small number of Shiites. Finally, Turks and Talyshs 
lived in Kaleibar city of Garadagh region, but they also adhered to the 
Shafi’ite trend (82). It is necessary to add the report of one more 
geographer of this period, Abd ar-Rashid al-Bakuvi to all this 
information on that the local residents “profess the doctrine of Imam al-
Shafi’i” in his native land in Baku (83).  

Thus, Muslims-Sunnites, mainly the adherents of Shafiite doctrine 
made up the significant part of Azerbaijan population during the 
Mongolian epoch. The Sunnites-Hanifites prevailed only in Maraga and 
in the settlements nearest to it. In any case, the number of Shiites was 
much less, and in particular therefore the successors of Gazan-khan, 
taking into account the religious structure of Azerbaijan population 
adjusted their religious policy for which reason the State of Ilkhans was 
considered a Sunnite state in the Muslim world.  

The restoration of the former prevailing role of Islam during the 
Mongolian epoch led to the sharp strengthening of the state control in 
religious issues. Under the instruction of Ilhkans, the funds were 
allocated “for the needs and requirements of mosques, namely: on the 
accomplishment, carpets, oil and on the maintenance of attendants”. “The 
maintenance and the monthly salary of each category of attendants” was 
also taken into consideration (84). 

During the same period the sufficiently precise hierarchy of clergy 
got determined. To tell the truth, the functions of sheikh-ul-Islam are not 
quite clear in XIII-XV centuries. Judging from the sources, during the 
specified period they headed the Muslim communities in the cities, and 
muftis obeyed to them as it took place in Tabriz in the second half of XV 
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century (85). At the same time, there was a central judicial – religious 
body, which was headed by the Supreme judge or qazi al-quzat. The 
governor of the country appointed him by a special decree. In total, 
during this period there were four main qazis in the State of Ilkhans, 
which is connected with the division of Islam into four main mazhabs: of 
the more popular Shafiites and Hanbalites as well as Hanifites and 
Malikites in Azerbaijan. In its turn, an individual qazi was appointed to 
each province as well as to each city and village. There were qazis of 
separate tribes or clans (qazi-i hayl-hane) along with them. 

The entire judicial office-work was carried out by the special body 
called dar-ul-qaza (“House of court”). Besides qazi (judge), katib 
(secretary) who had an extensive staff of assistants responsible for the 
concrete sphere of the religious life of the Muslim community, also 
consisted in this organ. A special body – divan operated the vakf 
property. Incomes from the vakf lands and property were spent on 
covering the expenses of mosques, madrasas, khanegas, dar as-sadat 
(“House of seyids”), hospitals, book-depositories, beyt al-masakin 
(“House of poor men”), beyt as-aytam (“House of orphans”). Besides 
that, there was a significant staff of other spiritual attendants – imams of 
mosques, heads of madrasas, seyids, sheikhs, and etc. Everyone also 
depended on the state, and received support and a salary (86). 

 
 
The confrontation between Sunnis and Shiites in the XV-XVIII 

centuries 
 
There were not any special changes in the positions of Islam in 

Azerbaijan until the XV century.  The collapse of the State of Ilkhans, 
campaigns of the famous Timur (Tamerlane) and the history of the 
Azerbaijanian state of Shirvanshahs’ on the north, and in the south of the 
states first Kara Koyunlu (1410-1468) and then Ak Koyunlu (1468-1502) 
did not make any serious changes in the religious situation in the country.  
The majority of the population as previously consisted of Sunnites of 
Shafi’i, Hanifi and Hanbali persuasion.    
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At the same time the activity and popularity of Sufi tariqats among 
the population greatly increased.  In general, in post Mongolian period 
Sufis but not the official theologians ulems became the most authoritative 
representatives of Islam.  And that is the main peculiarity of that period 
of the history of Islam.  The tombs of Sufis but not the mosques appeared 
as the symbols of Islam.   

At the same time besides already existing tariqats that also gained 
popularity there appeared new ones that reflected the realities of that 
time.  Thus, in the end of the XIV century there was popular a teaching 
of Shiite tarikat of Hurufiyya.  Their ideas were supported and 
propagandized by the famous Azeri poet Imad ad-Din Nasimi.   

In the XV century there were followers of several Sufi fraternities in 
Azerbaijan.  It is known that representatives of Ak Koyunlu made huge 
contributions in their favor in the country, particularly in the favor of 
Halvatiyya, Nakshbandiyya and Kubraviyya (87). However, the most 
popular in the XV century in the country was the tarikat Halvatiyya.  It 
originated in the region of Ardabil city in the early XIV century and the 
founder of the tarikat was considered Zahir ad-Din Umar al-Khalvati 
(died in Tabriz in 1397).  He formulated code of rules for his followers 
based on the individual asceticism (zuhd) and severe seclusion (halva, 
hence the name of the tarikat) and he also founded the practice of 12 days 
long fasting according to the number of imams (88). The successor of the 
teaching of al-Khalvati became Jalal ad-Din Yakhya Shirvani al-Bakuvi 
(he was born in Shamakha, died in Baku in 1464) who was recognized 
as the “second preceptor” (pir-i sani) of the tarikat.  Owing to him as well 
as his successor Nasir ad-din Dede Umar al-Aydini (died in Tabriz in 
1486) the Halvatiyya teaching soon gained wide spreading in Tabriz, 
Ardabil, Shirvan, Karabakh, Ganja and other populated points of 
Azerbaijan.  The rulers of the states Kara Koyunlu and Ak Koyunlu 
settled accounts with the opinions of the sheikhs of the tarikat.  It is 
noteworthy that in the beginning Halvatiyya was Shiite tarikat but 
afterwards it became Sunni one (89). In the end of the XV century there 
appeared a brotherhood Gulshaniyya on the basis of the teaching of 
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Halvatiyya.  Turkish sheikh Ibrahim Gulshani became its founder and the 
local rulers considered his opinion.   

However, at that period of time one tarikat grew quickly - Safaviyya. 
Its founder was sheikh Safi ad-Din Iskhaq (1252-1334), who was born in 
Ardabil city and he created there his tarikat.  Halvatiya as well as 
Safaviyya was Azeri tarikat.  It is interesting that at that period of time 
Safi ad-Din was Sunni-Shafiite at least officially.  However, it is not 
excluded that in fact he and his successors were secret Shiites and were 
guided by the principles of taqiya (90). In this way or another but by the 
mid XV century the tariqat had obvious Shiite direction and became 
serious factor in the political and religious life not only of Azerbaijan but 
also outside it.   

Two circumstances contributed to the changes in the activity of the 
tariqat of Safaviyya in the XV century. On the one hand it was that Shiism 
was a persecuted creed that was sympathized by the city peasant lower 
parts of the society.  That is why in Azerbaijan and Iran Shiites were 
pretty active and militant even while being minorities. That is why almost 
all revolts against Mongolian invaders and their successors in the XIII-
XV centuries were held under Shi’a slogans that could help but 
strengthening of the influence of Shiism in the region (91). That is why 
peasants and city lower population sections in Azerbaijan and Iran lived 
in expectation of the Messiah – Mahdi who was perceived in the image 
of the anticipated governor and the last successor of the prophet 
Muhammad sent by Allah for restoring of the original purity of Islam.  
Those ideas were particularly distributed among Shiites having merged 
together with their faith in the return of the “secret” imam from the kin 
of Ali who should rebel (ka’im) against illegal authority and restore the 
justice on the earth.   

Those Shiite spirits were particularly strong in the areas of Garadagh, 
Talysh and Mugan that is where the views of Khurramis were 
traditionally very popular.  Sheikhs of tarikat Safaviyya felt very deep 
those spirits. As a result of it the contemporary of those events Fazlullah 
Hunji wrote that sheikh Heydar (1460-1488) preached among his murids 
“religious law of Babek’s Khurramis” (92). Certainly, that refers not to 
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the direct interrelation between the views of Khurramis and Sufis of the 
Safaviyya tariqat but to the close connection of Safaviyya with the ideas 
of radical Shiites popular in a number of regions of Azerbaijan.  That is 
not by a chance at all that the followers of the radical Shiite sect Ali-ilahi 
or Ahl-i hakk were named Qizilbashes in Turkey up to the XX century 
(93). 

On the other hand, by the middle XV century 32 Turkish tribes that 
had Shiite views became murids of the tarikat.  They were often named 
Qizilbashes (Turkish “red headed”) because of their head-dress with 12 
purple stripes in honor of 12 Shiite imams.  The change of the 
membership of murids influenced on the nature of the tariqat of 
Safaviyya. In its essence the previous brotherhood of peaceful mystic’s 
dervishes and Sufis in the XV century was transformed into the strong 
military organization where warlike and battle worthy Turkish tribes 
became the main shock force of the tariqat. That would be more correct 
to name tariqat Safaviyya in the XV century as a military brotherhood of 
Turkish nomads a kind of spiritual- knights order.  Taking into account 
serious support of the peasantry and city lower population sections those 
considerable successes that accompanied tarikat Safaviyya from the end 
of the XV century when sheikh Ismayil began to head the armies became 
explicable, although first minor Ismayil had to hide for a long time (he 
was born in 1487), and only in 1499 he began his campaigns. That was 
already by the end of 1501 almost the whole of Azerbaijan was under his 
authority and in 1502 he announced himself as shah in Tabriz. Thus, a 
new Safavid state appeared.    

The new state faced the religious factor from the very beginning.  On 
the one hand having arrived to the power shah Ismayil proclaimed Shiism 
of Imamite trend (mazhab-i Jafar - mazhab of the departed in 765 imam 
Jafar as-Sadik or mazhab of 12 imams) as a state religion. Safavid 
undertook such step in a country where 2/3 of habitants (particularly in 
the cities) were Sunnis (94). The sources of that period are full of 
information about numerous acts of violence committed on religious 
grounds.  For example, the besieged inhabitants of Baku while being 
Sunnis made a strong resistance to Ismayil.  Having conquered the city 
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with serious efforts shah massacred a lot of Baku inhabitants and 
executed Sunni qazi Mirza Halilullah. (95) 

The establishment of the control over the capital of Azerbaijan –
Tabriz where the population was mainly Sunni was particularly 
important for Safavid.  The sheikh was determined for a coronation there 
although his entourage warned him about the danger of rebels among 
Tabriz people.  But Ismayil was determined in his intention to make 
Tabriz Shiite city and ready to shed the blood of the local Sunnis for that.  
He arrived at the mosque of the city and ordered khatib (the preacher 
reading Friday pray or khutba with the necessary naming of the governor 
to whom the whole Muslim community obeyed - A.Y) to begin reading 
of khutba “from the noble Shiites” with commemorate of 12 Shiite 
imams and public cursing of the first three caliphs – Abu Bakr, Omar and 
Osman.  At the same time Ismayil himself was standing beside him with 
a saber raised over the heads of the gathered people. His followers were 
around him ready to use arms at the first sign of the shah Ismayil (96). 

Then according to the statement of the historian Khondemir, a 
contemporary of those events, Ismayil-shah gave order that “khatibs of 
the areas of Azerbaijan should read khutba for the glorious name of 12 
imams,… and pishnamazes (leader of the public prays - A.Y.) would 
destroy cursed heretical rules while practicing namaz and other prays and 
muezzins of the mosques would introduce in the namaz the words “Ali - 
governor of Allah”. It was said in the conclusion of the order that the 
“zealous fighters of the faith if they notice somebody’s action 
contradicting the pure faith (i.e. Shiism - A.Y.) should cut their heads”. 
As a result of it according to the information of the same Khondemir 
“zealous and fanatic Sunnis who failed and were at a lost escaped in all 
directions of the world as they were scared of the retributive sword of the 
high warriors for the faith” (97). 

The process of the wide spreading of Shiite passed dramatically.  
There were mass executions and repressions of Sunnis in a number of 
places. Many of them including the outstanding representatives of the 
priesthood were forced to emigrate from Azerbaijan to the neighboring 
Sunni countries.  The leaders and representatives of Sunni tariqats 
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Halvatiyya and Gulshaniyya were first exposed to repressions.  The 
sheikh Ibrahim Gulshani – “head of Sunnis” in the country had namely 
for that reason to leave the Motherland while passing numerous posts of 
Safavid and to go to Egypt. At the same time Safavids exposed to 
repressions some Shiite tarikats (Nimatallahiyya and Nurbashiyya) as 
they did not want to have ideological rivals in the country (98).  

The policy of establishment of Shiite state and the first actions of 
Safavids (official damnation from the minbars of the mosques of three 
“upright caliphs” and repressions in respect of Sunnis) could not but 
create strong hostility and annoyance amongst adherents of orthodox 
Islam. In fact, Safavids opposed themselves to Sunni world that very 
soon brought to the religious war in the Muslim East.  It is noteworthy 
that Christian Western Europe at that period of time (XVI-XVII 
centuries) was also involved in the bloody and merciless wars of 
Catholics with Huguenot and Protestants in France, Germany and other 
countries which finally ended up in The Thirty Years War (1618-1648) 
of many countries of the continent. In other words, it was like a certain 
religious virus covered at the same time both Christian and Muslim 
worlds on the vast area from Atlantic Ocean to India.   

However, in contrast to the Christian world the religious worlds in 
the Muslim Middle East in the XVI-XVII centuries had their 
peculiarities. It was that they were mainly held between Turkish states 
that were divided into Shiite and Sunni. The Safavids developed combat 
operations between the Ottoman Empire on the north they were opposed 
by Shirvan and Shaki states and on the east – Uzbek state of Sheybanids. 
In his turn the famous Babur (1483-1530) who established the state of 
“the Great Moguls” in India accepted Shiite and entered into the union 
with Safavids in the struggle against Sheybanids. Meanwhile both Sunnis 
and Shiites held wars under the slogan of “holy war” for the purity of 
Islam from heresy. The nature of the wars is illustrated by the fact that 
Sunni theologians in Ottoman Empire and in the state of Sheybanids for 
the first time in the history of Islam announced permissible to turn captive 
Shiites even Seyids into slaves and to sell them on slaves markets (99). 
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The protracted wars between Safavids and the Ottoman Empire 
which lasted with intervals until 1639 was specifically fierce. The 
sources give numerous examples of mass brutality committed by both 
sides on the religious grounds.  Already in 1504 the Ottoman ambassador 
arrived with the letter of sultan to shah Ismayil. The letter contained the 
demand to stop repressions in respect of Sunnis. In his turn shah Ismayil 
sent to Ottoman sultan the letter of similar content. Further we regularly 
read from the sources about bloody repressions in respect of either one 
or another side. The Ottoman sultan Selim I (1512-1520) before his main 
campaign to Azerbaijan held the census of Shiites in his state in the age 
from seven to seventy years old.  They turned out to be more that 40.000 
people. They were all captured and at the same time executed by the order 
of sultan. The Shiites who remained alive with their families were 
deported inland in Asia Minor (100). Having conquered Tabriz in 1534 
the capital of Safavids the Ottoman warriors organized the massacre of 
townsmen that was legalized by Sunni ulems who considered that 
allowable in respect of Shiites (101). In their turn in the same period of 
time Sunnis implemented punitive measures against Sunnis of Shirvan 
and Shaki who fought hard.    

Meanwhile Safavids understood that in a state where the majority of 
the population is Sunnis success could not be achieved by repressions. 
That is why they used different methods. Thus in 1502 shah Ismayil 
released Shiite priesthood from all taxes (102). His successor shah 
Tahmasib I (1524-1576) who implemented new tax policy went further. 
According to the information received from Iskandar Munshi the famous 
historian and the contemporary of those events while levying taxes 
Tahmasib I always provided high privileges to the areas and populated 
points where Shiites lived.  If to take into account that during violent 
combat operations of the first quarter of the XVI century the territory of 
Azerbaijan suffered a lot then its clear that such policy contributed to the 
wide spreading of Shiism. That was not by accident that it was continued 
by the successor of Tahmasib I and was completed during the reign of 
shah Abbas I (1587-1629): Shiites were released from taxes but Sunnis 
had to pay them duly (103).  
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Shah Ismayil II (1576-1578) was going to go further and tried to 
carry out religious reform and as Abbas-Kuli-aga Bakikhanov the Azeri 
historian of the XIX century pointed out he decided to “to bring Sunnis 
and Shiites together between which their dominated animosity and 
hatred” (104). As referred to by Sharaf-khan Bidlisi, the contemporary of 
those events shah Ismayil II in spite of the custom of his “fathers and 
grandfathers” undertook such measures to create such conditions in the 
state in which “Sunnis and Shiites - each of them followed their own faith 
and did not interfere in the affairs of another one” (105). For that purpose, 
shah showered representatives of the higher Sunni priesthood with gifts, 
prohibited to damn the first three caliphs in the mosques, and on the coins 
issued during his reign the Shiite formula “Ali - the governor of Allah” 
was not minted.  All that caused serious dissatisfaction of Shiite clergy 
but Ismayil II continued his policy.  Moreover, he was even determined 
to persecute Shiite theologians.   

However, the hopes of Ismayil II were not to be realized.  There was 
launched serious struggle between two main directions in the country, 
particularly in the capital (at that period of time Qazvin city).  Proceeding 
from the fact that the majority of inhabitants of Qazvin and in the country 
as a whole were Sunnis in the past, representatives of Sunni priesthood 
announced that: those Muslims who never damned the associates of the 
prophet would be paid a certain sum of money.   

All that exasperated his Shiite entourage and in 1577 shah Ismayil II 
was found dead in mysterious circumstances (106). His death led to a 
new outbreak of the religious war in Azerbaijan and in the region. First 
Sunni Kurds rebelled and soon the western parts of the country including 
cities Hoy, Salmas and Urmiya came under his authority.  After that 
Sunni population in Shirvan (about two thousand Sunnis in blue and 
black caps “) rebelled next time against Safavids having defeated a lot of 
Shiites.  Then they required assistance from Ottoman sultan to “protect 
coreligionists and their release” from “oppression and tyranny of 
qizilbashes” (107). The Ottoman armies invaded and by 1589 conquered 
not only Shirvan but also other territories of Azerbaijan.  At the same 
time a part of Shiites particularly those living in Karabakh left the 



 
 
 

72 

country.  Many Shiites preferred to stay and crossed over to the service 
of Ottomans and for that they were named by their coreligionists “denuk” 
(Azeri, literally “turned aside”, i.e. “betrayal”) (108).  

In 1603 during shah Abbas I Safavids began counter attack and soon 
they returned part of territories of Azerbaijan.  The fact that considerable 
part of denuks again crossed over to the side of Shiites played important 
role.  But some of them remained loyal to Sunnis and Ottomans.  By the 
order of shah Abbas those were mercilessly annihilated (109). That were 
not only denuks who were exposed to repressions.  According to Arakel 
Davrizhetsi, the contemporary of the events after taking Ganja in 1604 
there was taken prisoner the tribe “Jekirlu, they had the confession and 
the religion of Ottomans that were called Sunni. Shah ordered to gather 
all of them in a certain place, … from where no one could get out and 
escape. Shah ordered to cut down all of them – men and women, old 
people and children” (110). 

Besides that shah Abbas I used new tactics in his war with Ottomans: 
deportation of unreliable Sunnis deep inside the state, to Iran and the 
settling of Shiites in their places. The first to suffer were inhabitants of 
Nakhchivan who according to the words of contemporaries “were Sunnis 
and committed themselves to help Ottomans as they considered the war 
against Safavids sacred one”.  That is why they as well as inhabitants of 
Julfa and Irevan (former – Yerevan) were deported to Mazandaran and 
Isfakhan city (111).  

The Safavids used tactics of mass resettlement afterwards as well and 
as a result of the ethnic and confessional situation in Azerbaijan seriously 
changed.  The famous traveler Evliya Chelebi who had been in 
Azerbaijan in 1647 thoroughly described the picture of the events that 
happened after the bloody wars in the XVI-XVII centuries. He began his 
travel from Nakhchivan where he wrote about the first village 
Sedergikend: “is the vakf of imam Ali Rza released from all duties…The 
whole population is Shiites.”  After it Chelebi arrived to the city 
Karabaglar where there was 70 mosques “40 out of them were cathedral 
mosques with minarets”. But among the population there were a lot 
“Shiites Betrai, Karabi. There are a lot of sects lost their way: Jafari, 
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Jabri, Kadiri, Hurufi, Zamini, Manicheans and other unrighteous» (112). 
There was very interesting comment of orthodox Sunni Chelebi who 
resumed that all Shiite mazhabs – “lost their righteous way”. At the same 
time that is the evidence of vitality of many directions in Shiite trend of 
Islam including those that seemed to disappear on the territory of 
Azerbaijan  (Hurufi, Manicheans, Kadiri). 

According to him the population is very pious in Nakhchivan there 
is qadi and sheikh-ul-Islam there.  The city is «adorned by 70 cathedral 
mosques and the places of worshipping, 40 mosques of quarters 
(mehelle)». But according to their faith the population – Sunnis, 
moreover Shafiits “are proud of being Shafi’ites, but that is not true: they 
are Jafarites” (113).  

That comment is very important: the events and first of all the 
deportations of the population did not pass for nothing: although 
inhabitants claimed that they were Sunnis but Chelebi immediately 
noticed that they did not carry out traditional for Sunnis rituals and in fact 
were followers of Shiite mazhab of Jafarites.  But they hid that, 
proceeding from the principle of taqiya. In any case it clear that by the 
middle of the XVII century. Shiites absolutely dominated in Nakhchivan.    

Then Chelebi brought the information about Shirvan where he 
mentions that in the north of the area in Niyazabad city and the adjoining 
area the majority of the population were Sunnis and they “belonged to 
the Khanifites trend”.  Chelebi said the same about Shamakha where the 
“population in its majority is Sunni”. There were also cadis. In total there 
were about 70 mosques including some cathedral in Shamakha.  
Moreover, there were also seven madrasas and “one mufti was teaching” 
in one of them.  There were cloister of two Sufi pirs – Darkuh and 
Marizat-sultan as well as the “sacred place of sheikh of hazrat Rza. His 
tomb is the place of pilgrimage”. There was the tomb of pir Khizrzend 
near the village Altiagach to the north of Shamakha “which was also the 
place of pilgrimage of Shirvan people”.  “The majority of the population 
– Turkmen nomad Sunnis” near Shabran city by the Caspian Sea.  The 
description of Baku “where the majority of the population are Sunnis» 
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completes the picture of Shirvan (114). Thus, the biggest part of Shirvan 
in the middle of the XVII century was faithful to Sunnis.   

Then Evliya Chelebi visited southern Azerbaijan and began his 
voyage from a small principality of Karabakh which was “a separate 
sultanate within Tabriz”. The population there was “Qizilbashes”, i.e. 
Shiites. Then it refers to Tabriz where there were 320 mosques, and 70 
out of them were cathedral ones.  Moreover, there were 47 madrasas, 
about 20 houses for reading Quran, 7 houses “where the Hadees of the 
prophets were interpreted”, and about 160 dervish zaviyyas where more 
than 7.000 “just men and sheikhs” lived.  However, “their faith is not 
right one”, i.e. inhabitants of Tabriz were Shiites.  (115). 

According to Chelebi most people living in Maraga city, which was 
not far from Tabriz in secret were Khanifites, i.e. Sunnis.  The Sunnis in 
Ujan city were Shafi’ites and in Sufyan city “the whole population 
belonged to Shafiite trend but sometimes one can find Khanifites as 
well”.  “Most people are Sunnis-Shafi’ites” in Hoy city and qazis and 
muftis head the priesthood.  The date about Ardabil city – the center of 
Shiite.  There the clergy was headed by qazis and sheikh–ul-Islam i.e. 
there evidently presents Shiite terminology.  But “the population speaks 
about its belonging to Shafi’ite trend. However, it is known that the 
inhabitants are Jafarites”, i.e. hidden Shiites (116). 

Thus, as a result of the dramatic events the confessional staff of 
Azerbaijan changed.  Sunnis as earlier prevailed in the country 
particularly in Shirvan and northern regions (Shaki, Qabala).  A part of 
the population of the Southern part of Azerbaijan also kept its loyalty to 
Sunnis.  At the same time most of people in the South of the country were 
Shiites.  Shiites also dominated in Nakhchivan. The Karabakh and region 
around Ganja created a certain difficulty.  But the information there can 
be picked up from the later information source: in the 1620s the territory 
between Kura and Aras rivers (Ganjabasar and Karabakh) turned out to 
be under the authority of Ottoman Empire which in 1727 organized 
census of the population there.  It turned out to be that out of 1.179 
populated areas, namely in 478 villages (40,5%) (in the overwhelming 
majority Turkish ones), there were no inhabitants. 11.818 Moslem 
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families (11.068 out of them were Turkish or Azeri and 750 were 
Kurdish) and 7.577 Christian ones lived in the rest.  Then its mentioned 
in the register that the Muslim population was Shiite (117).  

In general, the Muslim clergy was formed at that period of time. The 
essay of Huseyn Khezarfenn written in the second part of the XVII 
century in the Ottoman Empire but that mainly refers to Azerbaijan gave 
certain information about its hierarchical system in the studied period of 
time.  In particular it is said in the essay that theologians (ulems) were 
subdivided into two groups.  The first included “external ulems” who led 
the others”.  Those were “muftis or sultan teachers” as well as “cadis or 
governors of people”, then - mudarrises “or connoisseurs of sciences”.  
Meanwhile “mufti can and can not be sheikh-ul-Islam”.  The one who is 
not sheikh-ul-Islam was considered kenar muftisi (external mufti - A.Y).  
Cadis can be askers (army judge-A.Y.) or cadies of cities. The second 
group includes those “who chose the path of learning sciences - softa 
(studying in madrasas - A.Y.) and tutor Nakshbandiyya and Halvatiyya 
and Sufis and murids laid-back from everything earthy”.  The category 
of Imams should be also added to the mentioned two ranks. They can 
also be khatibs or muezzins and imams of the mosques of residential 
areas» (118). In other words, mufti was the most supreme spiritual 
person, Muslim lawyer authorized to pass a decision (fetva) on the 
particularly difficult and arguable religious issues. The main mufti was 
named sheikh-ul-Islam and was the head of the Muslim community.  
Meanwhile very often those positions could be occupied by one and the 
same person (119).   

At the same time in comparison with the previous period the role of 
sadr, responsible for the vakf property and its incomes in the state as well 
as medreses and charitable institutions, has sharply increased.  The “high 
sadr” (sadr al-azam), who was appointed on the position by a special 
decree of shah and was considered the second after him person in the 
issues of Shariat, headed the clergy.  In his turn sadr al-azam had his 
deputies – Sadr’s in provinces and cities, he also appointed and dismissed 
the responsible persons in the issues of religion: sheikh-ul-Islam’s, qazis, 
sheikhs, mukhtasibs, seyids, hafizes, akhunds.   
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The position of Sadr in Azerbaijan was fixed in many mosques of 
Absheron as well as Baku, Ordubad and other places.  The sources of the 
XVI-XVII centuries repeatedly talked about it (120). Safavids attached 
very big significance to that post in the issue of wide spreading Shiism in 
the state particularly in the regions where there were Sunnis.  In 
particular, Tahmasib I in 1550 issued special decree about appointment 
of Mir Sultan Abdurrazag, sadr of Shirvan at the same time on the post 
of Sadr of Shaki thus he “would lead his activity on the ideas of tariqat 
of Jafari and 12 imams”.  That was imposed a duty on his main 
responsibility.   

In its turn not only local spiritual but also secular persons obeyed to 
sadr (121). Sadr al-azam appointed sheikh-ul-Islam’s (heads of Muslims 
in provinces and cities), qazis (judges) and the rest representatives of 
clergy. In a number of cases the positions of sheikh-ul-Islam and qazis 
were combined by one and the same person. The degree of influence of 
sheikh-ul-Islam often depended on him as a personality.  Thus, in early 
XVIII century the head of Shiites of Shirvan sheikh-ul-Islam had such a 
big influence on the local authorities that Russian diplomat A.P. 
Volynskiy addressed him for the solution of interstate trade problems 
(122). At the same time Armenian historian of the XVII Century 
Zakariyya Kanakertsi informed about sheikh-ul-Islam Irevan Mahmud 
who was dismissed with disgrace from his position by Irevan khan 
because of the complaints of Armenians and accusation in bribery. He 
was also punished in public.  A few years later, in 1634, Ottomans took 
Irevan and Mahmud punished by Shiites passed on their (Sunnis) side. 
The latter again appointed him on the post of sheikh-ul-Islam of Irevan.  
A year later Safavids returned Irevan and it turned out to be that newly 
appointed sheikh-ul-Islam Mahmud again was involved in bribery.  But 
this time Muslims who in anger killed sheikh-ul-Islam suffered. The 
relatives of the latter applied with the complaint to the Irevan khan who 
first wanted to punish killers but they said:  «He was Sunni, prayed for 
Omar and Osman and that is why he was killed” Then khan forgave the 
murders of the sheikh-ul-Islam (123). 
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By early XVIII century Safavid state experienced a deep crisis in all 
spheres of life.  The weak-willed shah Sultan-Huseyn (1694-1722) was 
under the full influence of Shiite theologians headed by fanatic 
Muhammad Bagir Mejlis.  Shah Sultan-Huseyn was recognized 
Muhammad Bagir Mejlis as Mollabashi (the head of the whole clergy) to 
whom ulems, mujtahids and sheikh-ul-Islam’s obeyed.  In his turn the 
influence of sadrs was limited by the governance of vakf property and 
incomes from it (124). On the urgent request of Mollabashi and his 
supporters after a several tens of years of peaceful life in Safavid state 
there again began persecutions on Sunnis.  All that caused unrests and 
rebels on the edge of the state.  In 1709 the first rose Afghan tribes under 
the slogans of struggle of Sunnis against Shiites.  All attempts of Safavids 
to suppress the movement of Afghans failed.  Having faced a difficult 
situation Sultan Huseyn even undertook unprecedented step: he asked 
assistance from Ottoman sultan but he received refusal as shah was Shiite 
and Afghans were Sunnis (125). Soon after it Afghans began attack and 
in 1722 they managed to conquer Isfakhan – the capital of the state of 
Safavids and in fact to put an end to the dynasty of Safavids.   

Having taken advantage of that situation Sunnis rebelled in the 
northern part of Azerbaijan as the persecutions on them implemented by 
Shiites in early XVIII century particularly in Shamakha, Shaki, Qabala, 
Quba and Darband caused extreme dissatisfaction.  As a result of it in   
1709 there began revolt in Shirvan. The attempts of Safavids to suppress 
the revolts failed.   Gradually the rebellion spread to more and more areas 
of the country.  In response there were strengthened repressions in respect 
of Sunni clergy as well as feudal lords. Many Sunni mulls were executed 
in Shirvan and the mosques were defiled that in its turn caused new 
rebels.  People without hoping on their own opportunities applied to the 
Ottoman sultan with a request to accept them under his patronage.  
According to the information received from the contemporary of the 
events many people escaped to Ottomans (126). 

The culmination came in 1721 when numerous armies of Lezgins 
and other Sunnis of Dagestan headed by Surkhay–khan and Haji Davud 
famous among Sunnis theologian came to help revolted of Shirvan. The 
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declared to the local population that they arrived “to release Sunnis from 
the tyranny of Shiites” (127). The united forces of Sunnis conquered by 
storm Shabran city on the north of Shirvan and they fully defeated it.  The 
religious fanatism and hatred to Sunnis and Shiites was so strong that 
those were attacking according to Abbas Kuli-aga Bakikhanov “even 
killed babies in cradles” (128). As a result of it Shabran city – was the 
tragic victim of the religious war in Azerbaijan in the first quarter of the 
XVIII century and it was actually razed to the ground and was never 
rebuilt.   

After it there followed a turn of Shamakha, the capital of Shirvan 
which was besieged.  According to Yesai Hasan-Jalalyan, Albanian 
Catholicos, the eye-witness of the events the population of Shamakha 
consisted of Shiites and Sunnis “but Sunnis were more which is why the  
inhabitants of the district called Sarytorpag opened their gates during the 
night and let some of the enemy troops into the city and at the dawn they 
joined them and passed the city to them”.   

It is noteworthy, that the bloody pogrom touched only Shiites of 
Shamakha “but Armenian people, Christians, both the inhabitants of the 
city and of the settlements did not suffer that much from the massacre” 
(129). That information was confirmed also by other eye-witnesses and 
historians of that period.  Thus, as referred by Englishman J. Hanway, in 
Shamakha “there were killed about four thousand people”.  There could 
be “more victims if many people would not had escaped when the 
enemies were digging around in the residence area of Sunnis.”  
Meanwhile Sunnis killed men however “they had mercy to the wives and 
children of Shiites, but not because of compassion but because of the fact 
that according to their law they were becoming their slaves by the right 
of the winner”. And although there “were also many Armenians, Jews, 
Indian pagans and a several Russian merchants in the city” but the 
winners “demonstrated a feeling of justice and did not confuse them with 
their enemies and having considered them strangers they kept them alive 
and they gave freedom to different nationalities but they confiscated their 
property” (130).  
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Finally, lets mention the remark of Abbas Kuli-aga Bakikhanov, that 
Shamakha was taken “after fifteen days long siege with the help of 
Sunnis who lived there” at the same time only Shiite population of the 
city suffered” (131).  

After that event the united army of Sunnis of Shirvan and Dagestan 
defeated the armies of Ganja and Irevan khans and they moved on Ganja 
city. The local Shiites turned to Georgians for assistance having 
mentioned, according to Yesai Hasan-Jalalyan: «Lezgins would not have 
come to our country if they had not had supporters of the same views 
living in neighboring regions amongst the peoples surrounding us.” They 
came according to their instigation as their coreligionists Sunnis” (132). 
The attack of Sunnis was repulsed by the common efforts. However, the 
latter continued to attack Shiites in Karabakh.    

The Ottoman and Russian empires took advantage of the crisis of 
Safavid power to try to invade Azerbaijan.  Practically the Ottoman and 
Russian armies began their campaigns. Meanwhile, Turks counted on 
Sunnis while Russians on Shiite population as well as Christians.  
Moreover, every side formulated in a proper way its attitude to another 
one.  Thus, on 6 August 1722 the Ottoman government announced holy 
war.  But the head of the Ottoman ulems sheikh-ul-Islam Abdullah-
efendi in three fetvas addressed to Sunnis of Safavid state with the call to 
began annihilation of Shiite men and to capture their women and children 
in slavery.  The property of Shiites was announced as a legal loot of Sunni 
warriors (133). And that very quickly began to be implemented: soon the 
information was received that Azeri Shiites being incapable to repulse 
the attack preferred to sell their children to Armenians and Russians “in 
everlasting or temporary obligation”.  Meanwhile Russians while buying 
children of Shiites gave receipts to their parents (134).  

In such situation on 20 March 1724 there happened event that in the 
circumstances of the contemporary Azeri-Armenian relations seems 
fantastic: Armenian population of Karabakh concluded agreement about 
friendship and mutual assistance with Azeris from Ganja.  According to 
that agreement in case of the attack by Lezgins and Ottomans on “the 
landowners in Ganja and other Shiites” Armenians should come for 
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assistance.  If they refuse “the friendship and duty of neighborhood and 
will not help Ganja then they will be recognized guilty and will deserve 
the punishment”.  And if “Turks or Lezgins armies” will attack 
“Christians of Karabakh” and Ganja people “refuse to help Christians” 
then “they will be betrayals, cowards and faithless to their promise” 
(135). In other words, the agreement of Azeri Shiites with Armenian 
Christians was the vital necessity in their struggle with Sunnis of 
Azerbaijan and Ottoman Empire.  That is why the agreement dated 20 
March 1724 widely known and well represented in the historiography as 
a striking example of Azeri-Armenian friendship in fact its more correct 
to name it as a Shiite-Christian union against Sunnis.   

In this way or another, by the middle of the 20s of the XVIII century 
the northern part of Azerbaijan was divided between the Ottoman and 
Russian empires.  However, in the 30s of the XVIII century the situation 
changed, and Nadir Kuli-khan came to the power in Iran. He inflicted a 
number of serious defeats on the Ottomans and he also forced Russians 
to return the lands of Azerbaijan that were earlier occupied.  By 1735 
Nadir Kuli-khan fully controlled the whole territory of the country and in 
June 1736 he was crowned as a new governor of Iran under the name of 
Nadir-shah (1736-1747) in Mugan steppe. Meanwhile Nadir-shah 
explained his agreement to become the ruler by the necessity to carry out 
religious reform in the state by uniting Shiites and Sunnis.  

The important point is that Nadir shah was absolutely indifferent to 
the arguments of the theologians and he was not a fanatic.  Moreover, 
according to the evidence of J. Hanway Nadir shah expressed willingness 
to create a new religion “the best one ever practiced by people” on the 
basis of Islam and Christianity (136). At the same time, he clearly 
understood that the persecutions of Sunnis at the reign of shah Sultan-
Huseyn caused mass revolts in many provinces of the state.  And Nadir-
shah wanted to attract many Sunnis whose role was very significant in 
his ownership on his side.   Nadir shah understood that the religious 
policy should have different character in multi-confessional state.  On the 
other hand, he also tried to weaken the influence of Shiite clergy which 
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was closely connected with the traditions and interests of the dynasty of 
Safavids and which from the very beginning treated him with hostility.    

That is why before the coronation Nadir-shah demanded that Shiites 
would stop cursing the first three “upright” caliphs and would recognize 
four “pious” Sunni mazhabs.  They also had to refrain from mournful 
practices in respect to the martyr death of Huseyn. In their turn Sunnis 
had to recognize Shiite Imamites as the fifth “faithful” mazhab of 
Jafarites. According to Nadir-shah all that would put an end to the 
“terrible bloodshed between Sunnis and Shiites”.  As both Shiites and 
Sunnis “have the same prophet, the same Quran, and they have same 
namaz. If the Ottomans pray having put their hands on their heart and we 
having freely pulled them down, let it be like that. Let them carry out 
their rituals and we our and we will not abuse one another” (137). After 
that shah issued the decree “Decree about uniting two doctrines of Islam, 
Sunni and Shiite the existence of which divides Persians and Turks”. 
Moreover, it was particularly mentioned in the decree that those who 
would avoid to implement the decree would be severely punished (138). 

However, that act of Nadir-shah was understood neither in the state 
nor outside it. Sunnis did not believe Nadir-shah as they remembered the 
punitive operations against them and that is why they did not recognize 
Shiism as the fifth mazhab.  Shiites accepted that decree more negatively 
and they came to the fierce hatred of Nadir-shah. The hatred increased 
when in April 1742 Nadir-shah issued a new decree about acceptance of 
the state of Sunnis by all Shiites. Although, in early 1743 under the 
pressure of shah the supreme Shiite clergy stigmatized Shiism and came 
out for uniting with Sunnis (139). But in fact, that clergy opened secret 
counter-agitation among the population.   

On the other hand, the religious reform of Nadir-shah caused extreme 
unbelief and fear outside the state.  Neither Ottoman Turks nor Uzbeks 
believed in the sincerity of his statement being afraid that he undertook 
that step to conquer their states. As a result of that Nadir shah faced 
serious problems inside and outside his state. And his cruelty during the 
suppression of the religious unrests only strained the situation. Then both 
Sunnis and Shiites were dissatisfied by Nadir-shah and revolts followed 



 
 
 

82 

one by one. As a consequence, a conspiracy was hatched and in 1747 he 
was murdered.   
 

Azerbaijani khanates and Islamic factor 
 
After the murder of Nadir-shah his huge state collapsed and their 

feudal civil strife began.    The result according to A. Bakikhanov was 
the formation of “separate khanates and their owners while governing 
inherently and independently became independent sovereigns” (140). 
There were formed about 20 khanates, 5 sultanates and Djaro-Balakan 
free community (jamaat) on the territory of Azerbaijan between which 
in the second part of the XVIII century there repeatedly happened armed 
clashes.  However, the sources do not record that even one of them was 
fought on religious grounds. What is more alliances were struck between 
khanates that would be have seemed impossible only a few decades 
before, primarily for confessional reasons. But then the religious factor 
lost its importance and the activity of Azeri khanates in the second part 
of the XVIII century had strongly expressed political coloring.   

It is high likely that, as in the courtiers of the western Europe after 
the religious wars of the XVI-XVII centuries and in Azerbaijani society 
in the second half of the XVIII century grew tired from Sunni-Shiite 
conflict. The unprecedented cruelties and the bloody events perpetrated 
on confessional grounds that had lasted almost two and a half centuries 
had given Azerbaijan strong immunity.  Another factor was that the 
leading states of the Middle East, the Ottoman Empire and Iran had been 
destroyed by this protracted conflict and were experiencing serious 
political and social-economical crisis.  As a result of it for a while 
Azerbaijan turned out to be outside the direct interests of the Ottoman 
Empire and Iran that also positively influenced on the beginning of the 
religious tolerance in Azerbaijani community.   

In that respect the information about Fatali-khan (1758-1789), the 
governor of Quba khanate which was one of the biggest and powerful 
and who in 70-80s of the XVIII century managed to unite considerable 
part of the territories in the northern part of Azerbaijan. As the 
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contemporaries of the events inform Fatali-khan treated with equal 
respect both Shiites and Sunnites. In particular, Russian scientist S.G. 
Gmelin who have been in Shamakha wrote that “Fatali-khan recognized 
himself as Shiite however he loves Sunnis as much as Shiites” (141). 
That is true that proceeding from the interests of his khanate Fatali-khan 
tried to smooth the contradictions between Sunnis and Shiites while 
personally demonstrating a role model.   

It is interesting to mention that the Ottoman and Iranian governors at 
that period of time repeatedly sent numerous letters and agents to Fatali-
khan and other Azerbaijani khans particularly in respect of their wars 
with Russian empire with the aim to attract them on their sides or to 
unleash next religious conflict in the country.  But their efforts failed. In 
the second part of the XVIII century neither Iran nor the Ottoman Turks 
managed to achieve their goals in Azerbaijan.  Moreover, Azerbaijani 
khans believed that Muslim Ottoman and Iranian states represented a 
serious threat than Russian empire and they preferred to set contacts and 
to look for assistance from Christian Russia (142).  

There is no real information on the levels of religious affiliation of 
the population of the khanates by the end of the XVIII century.  But there 
is more accurate data about the structure of the clergy in Azerbaijanis 
khanates. It was divided into the highest, middle and the lower levels.  
The highest one consisted of ulems and mujtahids – the union of Muslim 
scientist theologians.  They did not have official status that proceeded 
from the directions of Islam.  Meanwhile mujtahids made the highest 
level among ulems. Not all ulems could become mujtahids as besides 
deep knowledge of the Quran and Hadith they should had led pious life 
style, to be very devout and to have special personal qualities that gave 
them aura of holiness.  As referred by Russian sources of early XIX 
century mujtahids “are free from all positions, do not have private 
responsibilities and do not get salaries. But according to their learning, 
godliness and virtue they are recognized as people called to protect 
people in respect of the religion and against the violence and oppression 
carried out by the chiefs. Those persons are so respected by the people 
that even the most arrogant governors should at least falsely demonstrate 
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respect to them” (143). August von Haxthausen, the German traveler who 
visited Azerbaijan in the 40s of the   XIX century indicated that the 
“status of mujtahid of Tabriz”- that is not the position but the “power of 
people”.  The population considered mujtahid as “legal political and 
religious head of the clergy” who in his authority was higher than the 
Iranian shah and the Ottoman sultan (144). Such high authority and 
independence of mujtahids were connected with the fact that there were 
not appointed by the governors and correspondingly they were not 
controlled by any of the secular governors neither at that period of time 
nor later (145). 

However, it should be noted here that there existed differences in the 
status of mujtahids in Sunni and Shiite doctrines. The difference was in 
respect of idjtihad (“zeal”, “big effort”) - in the capability and right to 
pass their own decision on the important issues referring to the religious 
and public life on the basis of the Quran, Sunna and akhbars. Until the X 
century Sunnis had mujtahids who were engaged in the creative 
elaboration of Muslim law.  But since the X century they called mujtahids 
only the founders of four faithful mazhabs – Shafi’i, Hanifi, Hanbali and 
Maliki. After the complete formation of those mazhabs Sunnis did not 
anymore recognize anybody’s right to idjtihad as “the gates of idjtihad 
were closed”.  Correspondingly of Sunnis muftis were equal to mujtahids 
but their judgments on the controversial questions definitely had to 
accord with one of the four mazhabs (146). 

Unlike Sunnis, Shiites thought (and today they still consider) that 
“the gates of idjtihad are always open”, i.e. in any era there exist such 
high authoritative mujtahids who on the basis of the Koran and akhbars 
have right to interpret Muslim laws, give personal conclusions, pass fetva 
on the main and private religious issues.  In other words, for Shiites 
mujtahid – is the highest religious authority who is called to express his 
opinion and to lead the Muslim community by the “faithful way” until 
the appearance of imam.    

That provision is unshakable for Shiites of the whole world even 
today and they should have or elect mujtahid for themselves and they 
should follow his instructions. In its turn the most authoritative mujtahid 
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who has most of all followers including among other mujtahids is called 
ayatollah (from Arabic word ayatollah - “sign of Allah”, “mark of 
God”).  That is the highest category of mujtahids who are the religious 
leaders of the community (147). 

Unlike mujtahids and ulems the rest representatives of the clergy 
were those who in fact were becoming official religious servants and 
received financial rewards including from the state.  They were divided 
into two groups – the highest and the lowest.  The first included sheikh-
ul-Islam, mufti and qazi.    

As a rule, at that period of time sheikh-ul-Islam of Shiites was elected 
from the most respected mujtahids and mufti was the highest religious 
authority of Sunnis.  But, although Sunnis of the Caucasus had close 
contacts with the Ottomans according to the religious line and were 
educated in Istanbul and Damask nevertheless by the beginning of the 
XIX century there was not the position of mufti in Azerbaijani khanates.  
In those khanates where Sunnis made majority (Shaki and Shirvan 
khanate as well as Darband) khan himself headed clergy.  He appointed 
one or two effendis or qazis for the implementation of the decisions of 
the court in each mahal (blocks of residential areas) (148).  

Sheikh-ul-Islam headed the clergy in the khanates with the 
overwhelming Shiite population.  He was appointed by the khan “out of 
his favorites” and at the same time “he received from him considerable 
maintenance” (149). Sheikh-ul-Islam’s headed collegiums of Shariat 
courts that consisted of qazis, fakikhs, and mulls in cities and who were 
attracted to the solution of important court cases. In fact, sheikh-ul-
Islam’s were the mediators between the secular authority and Shiite 
clergy.   
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CHAPTER III 
 

Islam in Azerbaijan in the XIX – early XX Centuries 
 
 

       The conquest of Azerbaijan by the Russian Empire in the first 
quarter of the XIX century 

 
 
In the early XIX Century Azerbaijan again became the object of the 

claims of more powerful neighboring states.  The difference was that on 
this occasion Russia, rather than Iran and the Ottoman Empire - the 
traditional rivals for the Caucasus, played the most active role.  In 1801 
it annexed the kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti and the Azeri sultanates of 
Kazakh, Borchaly and Shamshaddil that depended on Georgian king. All 
those territories (Eastern Georgia and three Azerbaijani sultanates) were 
united in the province of Tiflis.  In 1803-1804 two Azerbaijani states, the 
Djaro-Balakan jamaat and the khanate of Ganja were conquered by force. 
Ganja was downgraded to being a mere province (okrug) for its bitter 
resistance.  The city of Ganja itself lost its ancient name and was renamed 
Yelizavetpol in the honor of the wife of Tsar Alexander I.  

The successful actions of the Russian army and the intimidation 
tactics it used in the capture of Ganja had their effect and: in 1805 
Karabakh, Shirvan and Shaki khanates of the Northern Azerbaijan were 
incorporated by treaty and without resistance into the Russian empire. A 
year later Russian army conquered the Baku khanate and forced the Quba 
and Darband khanates to submit.   

Iran and the Ottoman Empire were not reconciled to the Russian 
invasions.  In 1804 Iran and two years later the Ottoman Turks declared 
a war to Russia.  However, in 1812 the Russian-Ottoman war ended with 
defeat for the Turks and the Ottoman sultan giving up his claims to the 
Caucasus. A year later Russia triumphantly ended the war with Iran and 
in 1813 concluded a peace agreement at the village of Gulistan in 
Karabakh.  Under that treaty the former khanates of Ganja, Karabakh, 
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Shaki, Baku, Talysh, Shirvan and Quba were all incorporated into the 
Russian empire. Thus, all khanates of the Northern Azerbaijan except 
Irevan and Nakhchivan came under the authority of Russia.   

At that time the Muslim population of Azerbaijan as a whole had a 
positive attitude towards Christian Russia and the policies of their 
Muslim neighbors, the Ottoman Empire and Iran caused more anxieties. 
Moreover, initially the Russian authorities behaved on the whole 
correctly and liberally towards local governors and did not interfere in 
the internal affairs of the khanates. Only the Ganja and Baku khanates 
that resisted were made exceptions and they were severely punished for 
that.  It is noteworthy, that when the Russian authorities carried out 
administrative reforms that process was not resisted but found 
understanding and support in Azerbaijan. Thus, having formally 
preserved the authority of the local rulers in the west of Azerbaijan in 
Qazakh, Borchaly and Shamshaddil sultanates by 1810 the authorities of 
Russia stage-by-stage reformed them into so-called “distances.” In 
structure these “distances” were very similar to the “Cossacks 
settlements that were obliged to protect” the borders of the empire and 
also “to post several l.000 irregular cavalry in support of Russian regular 
troops in all expeditions”. As a result, the whole male population of those 
three “distances” in the west of Azerbaijan was conscripted into the 
cavalry that made up about 6.000 people and which played an active role 
on the side of Russian army in the wars against the Ottoman Empire and 
Iran (1). The participation of the irregulars of the Karabakh warriors on 
the Russian side in the invasion of Baku khanate should be noted.    

This liberal and cautious policy by Russia was mainly explained by 
the fact that it was unclear to the Russian authorities how they should 
conduct themselves in the region where the overwhelming majority of 
the population were Muslims and when they had to take into account the 
Ottoman and Iranian factors. The policy towards Muslim clergy whose 
influence in Azerbaijan was stronger than that of local governors was 
more careful.  That came to light more clearly after the invasion of Ganja 
when one of the local mosques was changed into an Orthodox church, 
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the Russian authorities decided to reduce the number of the clergy and to 
take their activity under their control (2).  

These actions of the Russian authorities sharply aggravated the 
situation in Ganja and when in 1809 Iranian troops came close to the city 
“the head of the Muslim clergy of the Yelizavetpol okrug mullah Akhund 
gathered a group of beks and other representatives of the nobility around 
him and crossed over to the side of the enemy”. A year later as a result 
of the protest actions of the clergy, 1.400 families from Ganja khanate 
left the country and moved to Nakhchivan khanate (3). At the same time 
Muslim clergy of Quba khanate called for “Holy war” against the 
Russians and that call led to civil disturbances there. In these 
circumstances the Russian authorities preferred to enter into negotiations 
with local governor Sheykhali-khan, a man they had previously rejected, 
and recognize him as a “Quba khan and to give it with the surrounding 
areas to take possession of those areas”, to calm down the population in 
that way and to maintain the authority of Russia in the north east of 
Azerbaijan at a certain level. Later however the situation changed and the 
Russian army managed to win a victory over the rebels and to expel 
Sheykhali-khan to Dagestan (4).  

That is why as the Russian officials mentioned “at the very beginning 
of the establishment here of the Russian authority our government came 
into collision with the order that existed before it and feeling impossible 
to change it, one might say having not seen how the land lies, decided to 
leave it in the same way until the best opportunity” (5). That was only 
until the activity of the general A.P.Yermolov who was appointed in 
1816 commander of the Russian troops in the Caucasus and made the 
first attempt to interfere in the activity of the Muslim clergy.  According 
to his instruction in early 1822 Tiflis akhund Tanryverdi was expelled to 
Iran only because during a search of his house the certificate awarding 
him the title of akhund was signed by Iranian mujtahid was discovered 
(6). After this Yermolov in his letter to general V.R.Madatov of 4 March 
1822 mentioned that Russia needs to appoint its loyal sheikh-ul-Islam” 
who would afterwards issue certificates to akhunds and mullahs.  Finally, 
in 1823 there the position of sheikh-ul-Islam of the Caucasus was 
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officially established and the post was occupied by Tiflis akhund 
Muhammad Ali, an Azeri by nationality (7).  

Next General Yermolov decided to deal with the situation in Quba 
khanate where an anti-Russian revolt broke out in 1810. As a result, on 9 
March 1824 he signed “Decree for qazi of Quba province” that consisted 
of seven points. He requested the local Russian authorities to clarify the 
number and addresses of clerics, to pay serious attention to their 
preaching and activities and to bring them to justice if they displayed any 
anti-Russian activity. At the same it mentioned that “The Sunni sect is 
the leading one” in the province and that is why “the government 
subordinates all other persons exercising divine services to the main 
qazi”. That is why the qazi was responsible for the activity of effendis 
and mullahs whom he could have retired in case of their unreliability. 
Special attention was paid to the activities of the Shiite clergy, which was 
not allowed to send its youth to study in Iran and it was clearly mentioned 
that “the certificates awarding titles of akhunds and mullahs received 
from Persia are not to be accepted”.  There was also a demand to expel 
all seyids, sheikhs and dervishes from the province (8). 

The gradual toughening of the policy against Muslims in Azerbaijan 
in the 1820s caused part of the population to emigrate (9) and attitude 
towards Russia to change.   

In 1826 a new Russian-Iranian war broke out. The head of the Iranian 
clergy Seyid Karbalayi Muhammad played important role in unleashing 
it that was reflected in the Russian official document: “This man with the 
Quran in his hands began to preach the war, agitated people and moving 
with a crowd of acolytes of the teaching of Mahomet who submitted to 
him appeared before the Shah with the demand to break off relations with 
Russia” (10). The clergy and authorities of Iran in their plans for war with 
Russia hoped, as Russian officials wrote in their reports, for “universal 
indignation of the Caucasian Muslim provinces” and above all in 
Azerbaijan (11).  

Truly, according to the words of Russian generals as soon as the 
Iranian army crossed the border as the population of Azerbaijan 
“received them with open arms” (12). As General I.F. Paskevich 
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indicated in his report “in 1826 the majority of inhabitants of Muslim 
provinces having united with the Persian troops and receiving arms, 
revolted against Russia” (13). Karabakh, Shirvan, Talysh rose up in 
rebellion. But Ganja where on 28 July 1826 the inhabitants almost 
completely destroyed the Russian garrison became the center of 
resistance.  General Yermolov in his report of 13 August 1826 
emphasized that, “the total rebellion of Muslims against us was caused 
by religion” (14). 

Those events of 1826 are generally described by historians as “a 
national liberation movement of the people of Azerbaijan against Russian 
presence” (15) or “a universal Muslim rebellion” (16). However, these 
assessments are not very exact or correct. The point is that these events 
did not cover the whole country and did not involve all Azerbaijanis. 
Moreover, some Azerbaijanis fought on the side of the Russian army 
against their own compatriots, a fact that was explained in the 
historiography by pro-Russian orientation or by “mercenary traditions” 
of Azeri people “that over the centuries supplied soldiers” for other 
armies (17).  

However, in fact the religious factor played the key role.  The point 
is that after the formation of Azerbaijani khanates in the second part of 
the XVIII century the Sunni-Shiite bloody clashes had ended. However, 
hostility and antagonism between representatives of two main branches 
of Islam in Azerbaijan still remained in Azerbaijan. That was noticed by 
the Russian authorities who pointed out that Sunnis “at heart are enemies 
to Shiites and they never take the slightest part in the affairs of the latter”. 
It was mentioned in another document that in Azerbaijan “the clergy of 
Shiites did not slacken in their enmity to Sunnis”. That is why the Russian 
generals for example were confident that “our government can rely on 
allegiance of the Karabakh Sunnis and in case of revolt of Karabakh they 
like Armenians will be on the side of Russians till the last moment” (18). 
In other words, the invasion of Iranian army in 1826 caused a universal 
rebellion by Shiites in Azerbaijan and that is how these events should be 
defined.  In their turn the Russian authorities used Azerbaijanis Sunnis 
and Armenians in its military actions against Iran and Azerbaijanis Shiite 
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rebels.  But when in 1828-1829 the next Russian-Ottoman war broke out 
on that that occasion Azeri Shiites fought on the side of Russian army in 
the South Caucasus against Ottoman –Sunnis.   

As a result of all these factors as well as the extremely incompetent 
actions of the Iranian army the leadership of the Russian army managed 
to gain the upper hand in the war. The decisive moment was the battle of 
Shamkhor of 3 September 1826 which ended in the defeat of the Iranian 
army.  The Russian side seized the initiative, recaptured Ganja and killed 
almost 1.500 local inhabitants. The savage punishment was also very 
severe to rebels in other areas of Azerbaijan causing thousands of Azeris 
flee to Iran (19).  

While pursuing the Iranian troops the Russian army invaded 
Nakhchivan and Irevan khanates in early 1827. Then it crossed the border 
of Iran and on 13 October 1827 entered Tabriz. The local garrison was 
ready for battle with the Russian army. However, Aga Mir Fattah 
Tabatabai, the head of clergy of Tabriz and a very influential mujtahid in 
Azerbaijan crossed over to the Russians for selfish reasons (20) and 
called on the population to follow his example. The authority of mujtahid 
Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai was so high that his call was an order that had 
to be necessarily obeyed.  And although, as the eyewitnesses wrote the 
commander of the garrison of Tabriz “used all means of the greatest 
cruelty in order to persuade the people to protect Tabriz” his efforts 
completely failed.  The Russians in Tabriz “were met as their own 
protectors” and “flowers were thrown on to the road and several bulls 
were even slaughtered in an expression of greatest joy” (21). 

After the call of mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai the other cities 
and provinces in southern Azerbaijan also followed the example Tabriz. 
As a result, as General Paskevich wrote, the mujtahid Tabatabai “kept 
almost the whole Azerbaijan under our authority by his admonitions and 
his own example” (22). The course of the war was decided and on 10 
February 1828 Iran, having recognized its defeat, signed a peace 
agreement at Turkmenchay which revised the conditions of the Treaty of 
Gulistan of 1813. Moreover, the Russian empire had already conquered 
the khanates of Irevan and Nakhchivan. Thus, the Treaty of 
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Turkmenchay divided Azerbaijan into two parts – the northern part inside 
the Russian empire and the southern part that remained under the 
authority of Iran. The further history and the fate of Islam in both parts 
of Azerbaijan was so different that it requires additional research and this 
book will from now on refer only to the history of Islam in northern 
Azerbaijan.  

The Russian-Ottoman war that began in April 1828 ended with the 
complete victory of Russia. Mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai played 
an important role in that war and he contributed to the formation of four 
cavalry regiments consisting of Azeri Shiites that took active part on the 
side of Russian army in the combat operations against the Ottomans. In 
1829 by the decree of Tsar Nikolai I the mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah 
Tabatabai was awarded the highest honor of the Russian empire – the 
order of “Saint Anna” first class for his achievements in the conquest of 
Azerbaijan, in the victory over Iran and the Ottoman empire.  
Interestingly, the Russian authorities were afraid that presenting a 
Christian order to the head of local Muslims would cause a negative 
reaction and that is why they offered him a rich brilliant ring instead of 
the medal, but mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai preferred the medal 
(23). 

On 2 September 1829 Russia and the Ottoman Empire signed a peace 
agreement in Adrianople. The agreement confirmed the Russian 
conquest of the whole South Caucasus.  And referring to Azerbaijan it 
finally confirmed the division of the country into two parts and the 
disavowal by the Ottoman Empire and Iran of any claims to northern 
Azerbaijan.   

 
The problem of relations with the Muslim clergy   
 
So it was that after the conquest of the Caucasus by Russia in the first 

quarter of the XIX century for the second time in its history Islam ceased 
to be the dominant religion in the region.  However, this time the situation 
was cardinally different:  if after being invaded by Mongols in the XIII 
century the local Muslim clergy had a chance to convert pagan invaders 
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to their religion then this time Muslims became subjects of a state where 
the official religion was Christianity.  And that represented a threat for 
Muslim clergy to lose its influence and privileges. Only due this the 
clergy had a negative attitude towards the policy of Russia in the region.   

The Russian authorities understood this very well. Russian officials 
repeatedly mentioned in the documents of that period that only after 
taking the Muslim clergy under severe control the process of 
Christianization of the region could be started. However, the authorities 
of Russia could really begin it only after the end of the wars with Iran 
and the Ottoman empire.   

The process of Christianization and Russification as the component 
part of the colonization of the conquered region was well planned and 
implemented in several ways.  On the one hand the authorities of Russia 
began to strengthen the role of Christianity and for that reasons they set 
about increasing the number of churches in the region and in a number 
of cases turned mosques into churches.  Thus, according to the instruction 
of Paskevich in order to perpetuate the seizure of Irevan the local Friday 
mosque built in 1582 by the Ottomans was turned into an Orthodox 
church (24). 

On the other hand, Russian authorities launched a policy of 
decreasing the Muslim population and for that purpose they tried to 
resettle Muslim population from the region in all ways and to settle 
Christians (Russians, Christians, Germans, Greeks, etc) on their lands.   
The conversion of Muslims to Christianity was also encouraged. Russian 
authorities conducted particularly strong propaganda on the north-west 
of the country among Ingiloys trying to convert them to Christianity.   

As was mentioned in the special document of that period “History of 
the spreading of Christianity among Muslim-Ingiloys and the return 
conversion to Mohammedanism”, the governor of the Caucasus M.S. 
Vorontsov with his wife once arrived in the village of Qakh where 
“having flattered influential; Muslims, he promised them a reward of 
golden medals and pensions and thus he baptized them into Orthodoxy”.  

Afterwards the activity of Christian missionaries and the 
construction of the churches in that district of Azerbaijan continued.  As 
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a result, as was mentioned in the document, by 1861 20.000 Ingiloys had 
converted to Christianity and formed nine Orthodox parishes. However, 
the overwhelming majority of Ingiloys were against this policy and this 
led to the rebellion of1863 in Zaqatala okrug “against forced conversion 
of Muslims to Christianity “.  The revolt was suppressed but Russian 
authorities decided not to risk anymore and officially allowed “Christians 
that desired to return again to Mohammedanism “. As a result, a 
considerable number of Ingiloys again returned to Islam and seven out of 
nine parishes were closed due to the decrease of the number of 
parishioners. The attempts to convert Muslims to Christianity in other 
districts of Azerbaijan also failed (25). 

At the same time Russian authorities realized that they needed to take 
the local Muslim clergy under their control to make the process of 
Christianization and Russification easier. Tiflis akhund Muhammad Ali 
Huseynzade appointed in 1823 to the post of sheikh-ul-Islam of the 
Caucasus was not recognized by Shiites of the region and Sunnis did not 
have a leader at all. There was not also a special legislative act of the 
Russian empire about the activity of Muslim clergy on the Caucasus.   

As beginning, immediately after the war with Iran in 1829 a project 
of reform of administrative governance and court system in the South 
Caucasus was devised. It envisaged the full Russification of the South 
Caucasus and it was supposed “to light up the inhabitants with the ray of 
the Orthodox faith establish the life-giving cross on the ruins of Islamism 
“(26). 

At the same time in 1829, Paskevich established a special committee 
under the chair of P. Zavileyskiy and instructed it to work out special 
“provisions on the structure of Muslim clergy” (27). Moreover, 
Paskevich sent a special report to the emperor about the future fate of 
mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai.  There he mentioned “the evident 
advantage of gaining clerics of the highest dignity and absolutely loyal 
to us” and enjoying the universal respect not only among Shiites but even 
among Sunnis of Azerbaijan (28). Moreover, that desire coincided with 
the interests of mujtahid himself who was afraid of the revenge of the 
authorities of Iran for crossing over to the Russians and surrendering 
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southern Azerbaijan to them.  As a result, immediately after the signing 
of the Treaty of Turkmenchay Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai left southern 
Azerbaijan with Russian troops for Tiflis where he became the head of 
Shiites of the Southern Caucasus.  Moreover, he was granted land in 
Tiflis for the construction of his house and awarded a very high pension 
by the decree of emperor Nikolai I (29). At the same year Aga Mir Fattah 
Tabatabai became the member of the committee of P. Zavileyskiy.  And 
on 13 August 1831 a decree was issued emperor delivering 15 villages in 
Shirvan for the lifelong possession of Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai for “his 
special devotion to Russia” (30). 

After the defeat of Iran and Tabatabai’s crossing over to Russia, the 
Shiite population of Azerbaijan did not represent a serious threat 
anymore.  But the issue of the Sunnis arose. In the 1820s a struggle began 
of the mountain people of Chechnya and Dagestan against the authority 
of Russia.  Moreover, they were united by Sufi tarikat Nakshbandiyya 
and headed by murshid Muhammad al-Yaragi.  As the followers of 
Nakshbandiyya were murids the struggle of the tarikat in the North 
Caucasus became known by the name of the movement of Muridism 
(31). In 1828 Muhammad al-Yaragi raised Qazi Muhammad who was 
better known as Qazi Mullah in the sources of that period in the title of 
imam of Chechnya and Dagestan.  It was the latter who began combat 
operations against Russian troops in Dagestan.  At the same time Qazi 
Muhammad found a lot of followers in the Northern Azerbaijan.   

And the positions of Russia in Azerbaijan were again rescued by Aga 
Mir Fattah Tabatabai:  as the Russian authorities mentioned “it is known 
how successfully Qazi mullah armed Dagestan tribes of Omar sect 
against us in 1832 and 1833 (Sunnites – A.Y.)”.  However, owing to the 
propaganda of Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai Shiites of Azerbaijan “did not 
unite with them but moreover they came forward with us” and as a result 
“helped our troops suppress the revolt” (32).  

Taking into account the influence of the clergy on the minds of 
Muslims in 1832 the authorities of Russia introduced the position of the 
Highest Mufti for Sunnis of the South Caucasus.  The first head became 
efendi Tadjutdin Mustafin, a Kazan Tatar by ethnicity (33).  
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However, soon the Russian authorities managed to kill Qazi 
Muhammad in Dagestan and the movement of the mountain peoples of 
the North Caucasus temporarily ceased.  On the other hand, Aga Mir 
Fattah Tabatabai began to annoy the Russian authorities more and more. 
It seemed that he did not understand that from the very beginning he was 
supposed to play a role of an ordinary state official faithful and loyal to 
Russia. Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai saw his role in a different way: he 
wanted to be the general leader of Muslims of the South Caucasus 
moreover without any interference of authorities in his affairs.  That is 
why he actually ended the work of the Committee of P. Zavileyskiy as 
he did not want any restrictions of his activity.   

Certainly, this went against the interests of the authorities of Russia 
and that is why soon Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai began to face problems.  
He was actually subjected to house arrest in Tiflis and was prohibited to 
leave the city. In 1839 all his villages in Shirvan were confiscated in 
exchange for a high pension.  In 1841 the mujtahid together with his two 
sons tried to leave Russia in secret.  He managed to do it but both of his 
sons died. Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai arrived in Tabriz where he was met 
in a pretty cold manner. In 1843 the mujtahid Aga Mir Fattah Tabatabai 
who did so many things on the Caucasus for Russia was stripped of 
citizenship and was prohibited from entering the empire by the decree of 
the emperor (34).  

However, the attempts of Russia to solve the problem of governance 
of Muslim clergy undertaken in the 1830-40s again failed.  At that period 
of time it did not go further than working out projects.  It was mainly 
connected with the fact that the situation again worsened for Russia 
particularly after in 1834 Imam Shamil, the closest assist of Qazi 
Muhammad began to head mountain peoples of the North Caucasus and 
the struggle against Russians again became stronger. In the early 1840s 
century Imam Shamil inflicted a number of serious defeats on Russian 
troops and he sent his murids all over the Caucasus.  The movement 
found support also in Azerbaijan. As the head of Sunnis in the South 
Caucasus mufti Tadjutdin Mustafin did not have influence and in 1842 
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Russians replaced him with an Azeri, the mufti of Qazakh efendi 
Velizade (35). 

However, that change did not give the required results. Moreover, in 
the mid-1840s for the first time in the history of Islam in Azerbaijan an 
attempt was made for the first time to unite Sunnis and Shiites against 
foreign invaders.  In 1844 qazi Abdul Latif Efendi the head of Sunnis in 
Nukha who was connected with Imam Shamil arrived in Karabakh and 
met with the highest qazi Mirza Abdul Qasim in Shusha. During the 
meeting the qazi Abdul Latif Efendi came forward for “providing 
assistance to Sunnis in Dagestan, Ilisu and Nukha as well as Muslims of 
Ali sect (Shiites - A.Y.) in the shared endeavor of all Muslims, opposing 
the Russian Christians” (36). Having received the agreement of Shusha 
qazi, Abdul Latif Efendi held meetings with representatives of the local 
nobles in Karabakh in order to persuade them to the common struggle 
with Russians (37). 

The agitation of Efendi from Nukha had results: immediately after 
he left Shusha a revolt occurred which however lasted only three days 
and ended due to the fact that a part of the local Shiite clergy refused to 
come out against Russian authorities (38). 

All those events forced Russian authorities to hasten their work to 
strengthen the control over the Muslim clergy. In summer of 1849 N.V. 
Khanykov prepared “Provisions about Muslim clergy of Ali’s teaching” 
who was very well received.  However, as the project referred to Shiites 
and Shamil was again achieving success in the North Caucasus, the 
project was considered premature (39). 

The turning point was the capture of Shamil by the Russians in 1859. 
Then it was possible to take up the issue of managing the Muslim clergy 
in quieter times.  First of all, it had to be decided how to name the head 
of Shiites.  Since the times of Tabatabai the head of Shiites was 
considered a mujtahid who lived in Tiflis.  However, there was also 
sheikh-ul-Islam in that city. Conflicts often occurred between two high 
religious persons of high rank.  As the mujtahid was not appointed by the 
authorities, taking into account their sad experience with Tabatabai the 
Russian authorities decided to prefer sheikh-ul-Islam who was appointed. 
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As a result, in November 1862 Ahmed Huseynzade, Tiflis akhund was 
officially appointed by the decree of the emperor Alexander I to the post 
of sheikh-ul-Islam of the Transcaucasus with the salary of 1.600 rubles 
per month (40). 

And finally, on 5 April 1872 by the decree of Alexander II “The 
provision about governance of the Muslim clergy of Transcaucasus” was 
adopted which was in force up to February 1917 (41). In accordance with 
that Provision the Muslim clergy was under the full control of the 
authorities that passed decisions about the appointment to the positions. 
A Shiite and Sunnis Religious Board was created that managed all affairs 
of Muslims in Transcaucasus. Moreover, at the local level these religious 
boards carried out their activities via the principal mejlises, qazis, and 
parish clergy (clergy of the mosques).  The highest clergy of Shiites was 
already headed by sheikh-ul-Islam and of the Sunnis by a mufti with the 
support of the members of the religious board, majlises and qazis.  
Meanwhile the centers of the both religious boards (of Shiites and 
Sunnis) were situated in Tiflis.    

According to the instruction of the governor on the basis of the 
Provision in every province that was under his control where there were 
sufficient enough Muslims there were created majlis under the chair of 
qazi.  The members of majlis were appointed by the governor from those 
persons that had the title of akhund and efendi.  The decisions of the 
majlis were implemented by the local police.  The majlis considered a 
wide spectrum of issues in the life of Muslims and first of all it solved 
legal issues as well as religious ones.   

The responsibilities of qazi included the supervision of the parish 
clergy, i.e. religious persons of the mosque.  The Qazi had to make sure 
persons who had no right to conduct public worship were not allowed to 
do so and also to investigate marriage and debatable issues between 
Muslims.  Moreover, the qazis had to be sure Muslim teachings which 
damaged the interests of Russia did not circulate. In that respect the 
authorities included the point in the provision that the religious persons 
had to have certificates about not belonging to any tarikats and teachings 
and first of all to muridism.   
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Travel by religious persons abroad was already possible only with 
the permission of Russia, but trips to receive religious education were 
allowed to those countries where Russian consulates and their agents 
were located.   

The number of mosques and of mullahs were already under the full 
control of the authorities.  According to the established quota there was 
one mullah for every 150-200 houses. An age limit was also set: persons 
who reached the age of 22 years old were appointed to the post of the 
mullah, and persons who reached 30 to the posts of akhund and effendi.  
The maintenance of the mosques and religious persons was entrusted to 
the Muslim community (42). 

It was strictly prohibited to collect money to send anybody abroad 
without preliminary agreement by the religious Board and of the Russian 
authorities. Finally, if earlier the Muslim clergy obeyed the governor of 
the Caucasus then from the second half of the XIX century, they obeyed 
the Minister of the Internal Affairs of Russia, Principal Chief of civil 
affairs in the Caucasus and governor.  The religious titles could be 
awarded and the appointments could be made only with their consent 
(43). 

 
Number of Muslims  
 
After the invasion of Azerbaijan by the Russian empire for the first 

time it became possible to receive exact data not only about the total 
number of the Muslim population in the country but also about the ratio 
of Shiites and Sunnis. Certainly, while collecting the information about 
the number of Muslims the authorities of Russia pursued their own aims.  
However, this data allows researchers to receive unique information 
about the real number of Shiites and Sunnis in Azerbaijan.  Neither before 
the Russian empire nor afterwards during the USSR nor during the times 
of the current independent Azerbaijan religious affiliation was not and 
still is not recorded in censuses.   

Although the authorities of Russia could not carry out full-scale 
census of the population in the first half of the XIX century in the 
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conditions of almost constant wars and unstable situation in the 
Caucasus, they began to collect statistical data on different khanates and 
populated areas. In 1810 General I.I.Repin, commandant of Baku and of 
the suburb settlements of Absheron collected information about Baku.  It 
turned out to be that at that time 2.235 persons lived in the city and 
correspondingly in Baku khanate. Leaving aside a small number of 
Armenians and Jews (81 persons) then the overwhelming majority – 
2.154 persons were Shiite Tats, of whom 199 (almost 9 per cent of the 
population) were mullahs and seyids (44). 

However, the Russian authorities seriously began to collect the 
statistical material only after the final invasion of the South Caucasus.  It 
is said in the explanatory note to the project of N.V. Khanikov mentioned 
above that in 1830 data was collected all over the South Caucasus.  And 
it turned out that 325.201 Muslim men lived in the region, 177.736 of 
whom were Sunnis and 120.674 of whom were Shiites. A total of 26.791 
Muslim men lived in the Karabakh khanate and as the Russian officials 
mentioned during the collection of the statistical information, they “were 
indicated without division into sects”.  However, at the same time it was 
well known that in Karabakh “only one quarter of the population are 
Sunnis and three quarters are Shiites” (45). Thus, according to the data 
of Russian authorities in 1830 – 325.000 Muslim men lived in the South 
Caucasus, 184.000 or 57 per cent out of them were Sunnis, and about 
141.000 or 43 per cent Shiites. The statistical information of 1830 also 
provided information about the number of the clergy: 5.750 religious 
persons were registered, a figure that raised doubts with the authors who 
particularly mentioned that in fact the number of Muslim clergy in 1830 
was 8.863 persons or 2,7 per cent of the total number of Muslims of the 
South Caucasus.  In other words, there was one religious person for every 
37 Muslims.  At the same time Muslims performed “public worship in 
1.232 buildings, 1.134 out of them are mosques and 148 chapels” (46). 

Certainly, this data was not complete as it did not take into account 
women (including women the number of Muslims in the South Caucasus 
reached 700.000 people). It also did not consider the migration of the 
population at the end of wars with Iran and the Ottoman Empire when a 
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considerable part of the population left the region. As the Russian 
authorities pointed out “between 1830 and 1835 many Sunnis of 
Akhaltsikh pashalik (present-day South Georgia – A.Y.) resettled in 
Turkey”, in accordance with the Adrianople peace agreement (47).  

In 1831-1834 the authorities of Russia carried out a new census of 
the population – so called “Paper Record” and that time the picture turned 
out to be the following. As Table 1 shows 62.934 Muslim males lived in 
Shirvan province who were Azerbaijanis, Tats and Arabs. Meanwhile the 
overwhelming majority were Sunnis, although, in Salyan oblast almost 
the whole population (6.951 people) were Shiites. Ethnically the majority 
of the inhabitants of Shirvan were Azerbaijanis who together with Arabs 
were Sunnis while Tats living in province were Shiites (48).  

54.841 males were registered in Karabakh of whom 35.046 were 
Muslims (about 26.000 Shiites and almost 9.000 Sunnis).  At the same 
time Muslims were divided into “three sects: Sunnis, Shiites and 
Aliallaga. The sect of Aliallaga is the Mohammedan split the followers 
of which recognize Ali instead of Mahomet, they do not smoke and take 
snuff, keep away from those who use that plant; however they drink wine 
and vodka” (49).  

The majority of Muslims in Shaki province were Muslims mainly 
Azeris (45.956 males) and 344 Ingiloys, in total 46.300 males. They were 
subdivided into Sunnis (about 16.000 families or about 43.000 people) 
and about 1.000 families of Shiites (more than 3.000 people). (50). 

A total of 15.428 males lived in Baku and adjoining 40 villages of 
the province who “were all Shiites without exception” (51). The 
overwhelming majority of the population in Talysh province were 
Shiites. Ethnically they were Talyshs. There were also some Azeris who 
were Sunnis (52). 

In Quba province the overwhelming majority of the population of 
46.000 people were Muslims predominantly Sunnis (53). But the ratio of 
Sunnis and Shiites was not indicated. However, taking into account other 
statistical materials it can be suggested that Sunnis did not exceed 36-38 
thousand people, 6-8 thousand - Shiites, and the rest were Jews and 
Christians.   
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During the Paper Record the data on the southwestern districts of 
Azerbaijan (the former Nakhchivan and Irevan khanates) were united in 
the common administrative unit “Armenian oblast”. The point is that as 
Russian officials mentioned after the end of the wars with Iran and the 
Ottoman Empire, tens of thousand Armenians were resettled from those 
states to Nakhchivan as well as Erivan provinces that considerably 
changed the ethnic, demographic and religious situation in those former 
Azerbaijani khanates. As the process of resettlement of Muslims from 
Erivan province and settlement of Armenians there continued even 
during the carrying out of the census the Paper Record not only does not 
contain information about the ratio of Sunnis and Shiites but even about 
the exact number of Muslims.  It was only mentioned that in 1834 – 
65.298 males were registered in Erivan province. It was also mentioned 
that according to some data 29.690 and according to other data 30.693 of 
them were Muslims, mainly Azerbaijanis and Kurds (54). Due to that 
reason while revealing the number of Muslims of Azerbaijan the facts on 
Erivan province were not considered.   

Although the same difficulties with the migration of the population 
were indicated in Nakhchivan province it was possible to give the picture 
of its religious composition.  In 1834 – 18.832 males lived there of 
whom10.808 were Muslims (Azeris and Kurds). Moreover, the Azeris 
that made up the overwhelming majority of the population in Nakhchivan 
province were all Shiites and the Kurds were Sunnis (55). 

The statistical information on the northwest districts of the country 
completes the review of the religious situation in Azerbaijan. In 1831 
there were registered 17.632 males in Qazakh distance, 12,836 of them 
Azeri Muslims.  The majority of them were Sunnis (56). In 1831 in 
Shamshaddil distance (modern Agstafa district of Azerbaijan) there were 
10.888 males, 8.697 of them Azeri Muslims, mainly Shiites (57).  

The information about the former Ganja khanate or then 
Yelizavetpol okrug was fragmentary.   It was known according to the 
census of 1833 that there lived about 13.000 males, more than 8.500 of 
them Muslims.  Meanwhile the whole population in Ganja was Shiite and 
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in the rural area almost the half of the population. Ethnically all of them 
were Azerbaijanis (58). 

The statistical description if Djaro-Belokan province situated in the 
northwest of Azerbaijan was not completed.  The authorities of Russia 
only managed to determine approximately that there were almost 47.000 
males (59). Moreover, it did not cause any doubts that the overwhelming 
majority made Muslims and mainly Sunnis.  Taking into account the data 
of Russian authorities it could be concluded that in the 1820s Sunnis 
made up almost 93 per cent and Shiites about 7 per cent in the oblast.   

Thus, the results of the first census held the 1830s showed that 
371.000 males lived on the territory of the modern Azerbaijan and about 
310.000 out of them or 83 per cent were Muslims.  It did not cause any 
doubts that ethnic Azerbaijanis were the majority.   The religious picture 
of Azerbaijan at that period of time even taking into account that the data 
was inexact (the female population was not taken into account and the 
information on some districts was approximate) is the same – in favor of 
Sunnis which were two times more than Shiites.  It is very important to 
mention that Russian authorities themselves often made mistakes and 
indicated different ratio that influenced the conclusions of the next 
researchers.  Thus, on the basis of the incomplete data pointed out in the 
project of N.V. Khanykov the contemporary historians came to the 
conclusion that Sunnis slightly dominated or even were equal in their 
number to Shiites (60), which obviously did not correspond to reality.   

At the same time, it appears that the whole northern territory of 
Azerbaijan (Shaki, Quba and Shirvan provinces, Qazakh distance and 
Djaro-Balakan oblast) can be called Sunni, and the southern and central 
districts (Baku, Talysh, Nakhchivan, Karabakh provinces and 
Shamshaddil distance) were populated mainly by Shiites.  Ethnically 
Sunnis were Lezgins, most part of Azeris and Kurds, Shiites-Talyshs and 
most of Tats as well as part of Azeris and Kurds.   

The statistical materials about Erivan province, Borchaly distance, 
Darband city and adjoining to Azerbaijan areas in Dagestan where Azeris 
lived could be added to those data.  According to the information that we 
revealed in 1830s 8.500 Azeris lived on the territory of contemporary 
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Georgia. The majority of them were Shiites. About 31.000 Muslims lived 
on the territory of modern Armenia, mainly Azeris and the majority of 
them were Sunnis.  More than 6.000 Azeris Muslims lived in Darband 
and adjoining populated areas. Only every tenth person (about 600 
persons) was Sunni, the remaining 5.500 were Shiites (61).  

Thus, in the 1830s no less than 40.000 Azeris males lived outside the 
contemporary Azerbaijan republic. Half of them were Sunnis and half 
were Shiites.   

The Russian authorities gave the next information about the number 
of Muslims in the South Caucasus in 1848. And it turned out to be that 
already 428.487 Muslim males lived on that territory, half of them 
(215.226 persons) were Sunnis, the rest (213.261) were Shiites (62). 
However, those figures were mainly relative as they were strongly 
defective and did not take into account the considerable part of Muslim 
population in the South Caucasus.  As Russian officials recognized the 
heads of many Muslim families strived to hide or to decrease their 
number thus to reduce the tax and also to spare their sons from military 
service.  And it was impossible to take into account the number of 
women. At the same time the statistical data of 1833 and 1848 did not 
provide clarity on the countries and that is why for that reason in 
particular it is difficult to determine the situation in Azerbaijan.   

That is why the authorities of Russia managed to receive the 
complete picture of the settlement of Muslims in Azerbaijan only at the 
end of the war with Shamil and with the relative stabilization of the 
situation in the Caucasus.  As a result, in 1886, on the basis of the family 
lists the Transcaucasus statistical Committee published data which today 
are the most complete for revealing the religious picture in the South 
Caucasus including in Azerbaijan.  Such statistical data were never 
published afterwards neither by the authorities of Russian Empire, nor 
later in the USSR and in independent Azerbaijan (63). 

Here below the tables made on the basis of the published in 1893 
statistical data about the population of the South Caucasus in 1886.  
However first the following should be mentioned:  in 1886 the authorities 
of Russia carried out administrative reform and as a result, the borders of 
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the uezds do not always coincide with the borders of contemporary 
Azerbaijan.  That is why for better understanding of the further religious 
processes on the territory of the modern Azerbaijan Republic it is 
important to keep in mind that the statistical data on Erivan khanate the 
territory of which is part of the modern Armenian Republic were not 
considered in the table.  For that very reason the statistical data on the 
part of Qazakh and Zangezur uezds were not considered in the tables 
mentioned below.   

Finally, the authorities of Russia particularly mentioned in their 
family lists of 1886 Shiite sect ‘Ali-ilahi (“idolizing Ali”) about which I 
provided information earlier among the Muslim population of 
Azerbaijan.  It is noteworthy, that at the same time with the publication 
of the statistical information there was published an article about that sect 
(64). It showed that its members lived at the end of the XIX century in 
the Ottoman Empire, Iran, India as well as in Azerbaijan in ten populated 
areas: Jabrayil and Zangezur uezds (modern Lachin and Kelbadjar 
districts of Azerbaijan).  The center of the followers of Ali-ilahi in 
Azerbaijan was Dashkasan city. In outward appearance they were not 
very much distinguished among Muslims and considered themselves 
Shiites.   But at the same time as the contemporary mentioned “they do 
not fast, make namaz, do not make circumcision, do not pay “zakat”, do 
not have mosques, make burials in secret, at night….and they entertain 
in different ways which are strictly prohibited by Shariat”.  During the 
description of the customs of that sect it was particularly mentioned that 
“they practice general sin committed on 9 March”.  And in general, “the 
wine and tipples are not prohibited and are used in abundance on 
holidays. Women do not hide as do the rest of Mohammedan women”. It 
is natural that Muslim-Shiites “and in particular Sunnis avoid those 
sectarians, never become related with them, and do not eat their meals, 
considering it defiled”.   

It obviously appears from that description that the above description 
refers to the evident offspring of Khurramis who mainly kept their 
customs although they believed in Ali and that is why they were 
perceived as Muslims.  It should be mentioned that Azeris followers of 
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Ali-ilahi had close contacts with like-minded persons in southern 
Azerbaijan.   

So, what do the tables below show? First let us consider the general 
data about the religious composition of the population of Azerbaijan in 
1886 (Table 2). Comparing this with the records of the 1830s it appears 
that the number of Muslims in Azerbaijan considerably increased.  
However, that was an increase in numbers; as a percentage ratio the 
number of Muslims in Azerbaijan somewhat decreased. If earlier they 
made up 83 per cent in the country, then they made up only 74 per cent 
of the population (1,1 million. people out of 1,5 million people.) of the 
population of Azerbaijan were Muslims. In other words, the emigrant 
policy of Russian empire seriously changed the numerical ratio of the 
population over half a century. It also led to changes in the ethnic and 
religious composition of the country.   

On the other hand, the dominance of Shiites in their number was very 
obviously noticed then. If 50 years ago, 66 per cent of Muslims of 
Azerbaijan were Sunnis then at that period of time they changed their 
places with Shiites and Shiites became almost the same in their number.  
In other words, during the last 50 years the number of Sunnis in 
Azerbaijan was reduced by 25 per cent!  Undoubtedly that is mainly the 
result of the war with Shamil as well as of the new war of Russia with 
the Ottoman Empire of 1877-1878 as a result of which from 1,8 to 3 
million Sunnis of the Caucasus died or moved to the Ottoman Empire 
(65). Many of them were also Azeris Sunnis particularly from the 
northern districts of the country.   

On the other hand, after the end of the war with Russia and Iran in 
1828 the relations of two countries became good and as a result the Azeri 
population of Iran could freely move and live in Russian empire.  That 
process became stronger after the beginning of the oil boom in the 1870s 
and as a result the population of Baku and adjoining populated areas 
began to grow very fast.  In the upshot, as it appears from the table there 
were not Sunnis 50 years ago in Baku uezd however then their number 
considerably increased at the expense of inhabitants of the north districts 
of Azerbaijan.  However, many more Shiites arrived from southern 
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Azerbaijan to the country and in particular to Baku. All that influenced 
the change of the ratio between Sunnis and Shiites in Azerbaijan.   

As a whole, as it appears from the table, in comparison with the 
1830s the number of uezds with the dominating Sunni population 
decreased. Then such were only Nukha, Aresh and Quba uezds.  Sunnis 
also dominated in Shamakha and Goychay uezds as earlier but at that 
period of time their superiority in number was not already that 
meaningful.  But the southern uezds of the country (Nakhchivan uezd, 
Sharur district, uezds of Karabakh (Shusha, Zangezur, Javanshir and 
Jabrayil)) as well as Lankaran and Javad then were mainly Sunni.   

Now let us consider the ethnic composition of Muslims of Azerbaijan 
on the basis of family lists of 1886 (Table 3). If by that period of time 
Azeris made up only 56 per cent of the population of the country as a 
result of the emigrant policy of Russian empire then the superiority of 
Muslims in number was beyond any doubt and they made up 76 per cent.  
Tats that made 11 per cent were on the second place, then Talyshs (5 per 
cent), Lezgins (4 per cent) and Kurds (3 per cent).  The remaining ethnic 
groups were so small in their number that they were united in the group 
“others” in the table.   

It is interesting that Azeris dominated not only all over the country 
but also in the overwhelming majority of uezds.  Moreover, the whole 
Muslim population without exception was ethnically Azerbaijanis in 
Shamakha, Javad and Shusha uezds.  There was almost the same picture 
in Yelizavetpol and Nakhchivan uezds where 99 per cent of Muslims 
were Azeris.  

Azeris were also dominating in their number among Muslims in 
Jabrayil, Aresh, Qazakh, Nukha and Goychay uezds. The exception made 
Baku, Quba, Lankaran and Zangezur uezds.  However, it should be kept 
in mind that in all those uezds Azeris were minority in the end of the 
XVIII and early XIX centuries. Speaking in modern language those 
uezds were the places of compact habitation of other ethnicities: almost 
only Tats lived in Baku, Lezgins and Lezgin languages speaking people 
lived in Quba, but in Zangezur on the eve of the invasion by Russia the 
majority of the population were Kurds.  That is why the fact of the 
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increase of Azeris in their number among Muslims in those uezds did not 
cause any doubts and it was connected both with the decrease of Sunnis 
in number in some uezds and afflux of the population from many uezds 
of the country and the migration of Shiite Azeris from Iran with regard 
to the oil boom in Baku.   

It is noteworthy that in their majority (59 per cent) Azeris were 
Shiites.  Although, according to the information of the family lists of 
1886 members of the sect Ali-ilahi ethnically were mainly Azeris: only 
121 out of 3.000 registered members of that sect were Kurds.  While 
comparing the data by uezds it turned that the majority of Azeris in 
Nukha, Baku, Goychay, Shamakha and Quba uezds were Sunnis while 
in the rest they were Shiites.   

The information about other people is no less interesting.  However, 
in contrast to Azeris representatives of other ethnicities were registered 
in one or maximum in several uezds.  For example, Tats that were in 
second place according to their number lived in five uezds at that period 
of time.   

Generally speaking, Tats are a very specific people of Azerbaijan for 
their religion.  Thus, almost all 45.000 Tats in Baku uezd were 
traditionally Shiite.  Not counting Zangezur uezd where about two 
hundred Shiite Tats were registered there was different picture in other 
uezds – there the number of Shiite Tats considerably decreased.  For 
example, the overwhelming majority of Tats (more than 46.000 people) 
were Sunnis in Quba uezd.  As a result of it, the ratio between Shiites and 
Sunnis among Tats was approximately the same (57 per cent and 
correspondingly 43 per cent) almost the same as among Azeris.   

Talyshs lived only in Lankaran uezd and in spite of all expectations 
there appeared Sunnis among them by 1886.  And although they made 
only six per cent among Talyshs but the fact itself was notable.   

Lezgins mainly lived in Quba as well as in Nukha uezds and they all 
were Sunnis. Few in number small people of Dagestan group – Djekts 
(7.400 people), Budugs (2.600 people), Khaputlis (2.600 people), 
Khynalygs (2.100 people) and Kryzs (2.000 people) living in Quba uezd 
were also Sunnis.    
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The overwhelming majority (97 per cent) of Kurds were also Sunnis.  
They mainly lived in the west of the country – first of all in Zangezur 
uezd, as well as in Javanshir, Jabrayil (all 5,500 Kurds living there were 
Shiites), Nakhchivan and Aresh uezds.   

The date of the first universal population census in Russian empire 
held in 1897 almost does not differ that much from the results of the 
census held in 1886 which is quite natural as much time had not passed.  
On the other hand, the census of 1897 is not very detailed and that is why 
it is not brought in this research. The most important are the data of the 
eve of the First World War – of 1913 and of the eve of the collapse of the 
Russian empire in 1916. The materials of the chancellery of the governor 
of emperor in the Caucasus collected on the basis of the information of 
administrative uezds and published in “Caucasus Calendar” for all the 
years of its publication were used in each case.   

As it appears from the table 4 mentioned below the number of 
Muslims in Azerbaijan increased having reached 1,6 million people on 
the eve of the First World War – 1913 in comparison with the year 1886.  
However, during a quarter of the century after 1886 the number of 
Muslims in Azerbaijan considerably decreased in the percentage ratio 
from 74 per cent in 1886 to 66 per cent in 1913.  Certainly, all that was 
connected with the emigrant policy of the Russian empire which was 
repeatedly mentioned above.  On the other hand, during the passed period 
of time the most serious changes in the number of the population and in 
religious ratio happened in 7 out 17 uezds of Azerbaijan.  The most 
striking were the changes in Baku and Javad uezds. The number of 
Sunnis remained almost the same in Baku uezd however the number of 
Shiites had sharply increased by three (!) and at that period of time their 
dominance was incontestable. That is undoubtedly due to the oil boom 
and an influx of population to Baku. That was not by accident that in 
1913 only 134.500 inhabitants of Baku out of 380.000 people were Baku 
born and bred and 245.500 were newly arrived. Meanwhile, the influx of 
not only Azerbaijanis from Iran but also from many uezds of the Northern 
Azerbaijan poured into Baku.  While comparing tables 2 and 4 we see 
that the particularly strong influx of Shiites to Baku was from Javad and 
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Yelizavetpol uezds. As a result of it, in 1913 the ratio of Muslims in the 
ratio of their number considerably changed in those uezds in comparison 
with 1886: if for example a quarter of the century ago Shiites made 85 
per cent of Muslim in then they made only 58 per cent in Javad uezd.   

The First World War that began in 1914 formally did not affect the 
territory of Azerbaijan.  However, as it appears from the Table 5 made 
on the basis of the “Caucasus Calendar” the ratio of Shiites and Sunnis 
did not change during the past two years (62 per cent and 38 per cent 
correspondingly). However, the movement of the population was 
obviously observed.  In particular, the number of Sunnis considerably 
increased in Baku city. The number of Sunnis also seriously increased in 
Quba uezd. But in Javad and Aresh uezds during those two years the 
afflux of Shiite Muslims considerably increased and the ratio between 
Shiites and Sunnis in those uezds changed again.  The changes also took 
place in Zangezur uezd which was connected with the course of combat 
operations and appearance of refugee Muslims there.    

Thus, summing up it can be said that after the invasion of Azerbaijan 
by the Russian empire the ethnic and particularly religious composition 
of the population underwent considerable changes.  As a result of the 
resettlement policy of Russia the non-Muslim population and first of all 
of Christians sharply changed. And although by the time of the collapse 
of the Russian empire the majority were still Muslims but the Christian 
factor already played a serious role.   

On the other hand, the bloody wars in the XIX century changed the 
ratio between Muslims:  if by the time of the conquest of Azerbaijan by 
Russia Sunnis had double the numbers, then by the year 1917 Shiites 
already had almost the same superiority in their number.    
 

 



 
 
 

111 

CHAPTER IV 
 

Islamic and national renaissance in Azerbaijan in the XIX – early 
XX centuries 

 
Islamic and national renaissance in Azerbaijan   
 
 
The Muslim population of Azerbaijan, which was a part of the 

Russian Empire, lived through a troubled period the consequences of 
which make themselves felt even today. The essence of those difficulties 
was again that society in Azerbaijan was split. It was not the traditional 
division of the Muslims of Azerbaijan into Shiites and Sunnis and their 
confrontation: the split was connected with those processes that started 
in Russia as well as in the Ottoman Empire from the end of the XIX 
century when the educated part of the population in those states began to 
think about the reasons for the backwardness of their countries and the 
ways out of the crisis.  

After the invasion by the Russian empire, alongside the traditional 
Muslim intellectuals soon a part of the population, which was educated 
in the European manner, also appeared in Azerbaijan.  Moreover, the 
peculiarity of the latter was that it was under the influence of two 
civilizations – European or Christian and Islamic one. Having received 
education in the traditional Muslim schools they continued their 
education in the Russian language in Russian educational institutions 
(seminaries in Gori and Tiflis, universities in Petersburg and other cities 
of Russia). And some people went to study in Western Europe. The 
Azerbaijani elite educated in the European manner had shared view 
points and beliefs which in its turn made them conduits for European 
intellectual values and afterwards the supporters and catalysts of change 
in the society of Azerbaijan.   

Certainly, in the initial stage of its history the European elite of 
Azerbaijan was small in number and often it was detached from the rest 
of the population, which perceived all that as “betrayal” of the national 
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traditions. In its turn, in Azerbaijan the concept of “intellectuals” began 
to be associated with that elite and with the reception of European 
education. Those who graduated from only the traditional Muslim 
schools with the exception of those who accepted the necessity of 
European reforms were not considered intellectuals. (1).  

A struggle began for the future of education between the supporters 
of European intellectuals and the traditional Muslim elite. If the 
supporters of traditions were strongly against any changes in the Muslim 
schools then the intellectuals educated in the European manner advocated 
fundamental reforms of the school system and for it to be separated from 
religion.  That struggle of the European intellectuals of Azerbaijan won 
support from the Russian authorities as it objectively increased the role 
of the Russian language and strengthened the Russification of the 
country.    

Interestingly, at that time even the intellectual part of the population 
was split on religious lines.  On the one hand, in the XIX century Russia 
fought the most violent conflict with the Sunnis in the Caucasus. As a 
result of it their number considerably decreased in the region as a whole 
and in Azerbaijan in particular. On the other hand, the authorities of 
Russia did everything to tear away the Muslims of Azerbaijan from Iran 
as from the second half of the XIX century the majority of the population 
of the country were Shiites.  Not only local Shiites but even a large 
number of Sunnis of Azerbaijan identified themselves with Iran in 
cultural and often in ethnic respect. The influence of Iran was particularly 
strong in Muslim schools.   

Consequently, all the processes which occurred in the religious and 
social spheres of Iran were immediately reflected in the Northern 
Azerbaijan.  And that’s why the Russian authorities were interested in 
the spread among its population of Muslim teachings which opposed the 
dominating trends particularly Shiism.  As a result, there appeared 
followers of the teachings and tarikats such as Nuktaviyya, Sheykhiyya 
(the variant of this tariqat in non-Islamic historiography – Sheykhits or 
Sheykhs) as well as Babiyya (also known as Babits) and Bahai (also 
known as Behaits).  Thus, giving big importance to Northern Azerbaijan 
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Russia used all factors of influence on the population of the country, from 
the quantitative to the confessional.    

It can be said that the first teaching was a purely Azerbaijanis 
“invention” as it was not met anywhere else in the Muslim East. In the 
Middle Ages it was subject to persecution in Azerbaijan itself but 
nonetheless its followers remained.  There was a moral basis in the 
teaching of Nuktaviyya. They believed in the movement of the soul and 
considered that the souls of the virtuous people rise to the sky and turn 
into the stars. Correspondingly, the world of the stars represents paradise 
while the earth is considered one of the lowest levels of the hell and is 
called by the supporters of that teaching “Nukta” i.e. “point”.  This is 
where the name of the sect comes from.  

Nuktaviyya were against any kind of terror and in private life they 
permitted almost everything that was prohibited by Shiite ulems. They 
acted secretly before the invasion of Azerbaijan by Russia.  They began 
to openly practice their teaching in the Russian period.  Although, then 
Nuktaviyya spoke out not against representatives of the authorities but 
Shiite clergy.  Moreover, the teaching of Nuktaviyya was accepted by 
many prominent khans, beks and merchants.  They propagated a liberal 
life style and did not consider fun and alcohol to be sinful.  Nuktaviyya 
were popular in Nakhchivan and Erivan provinces and the followers of 
that teaching were met in other parts of Azerbaijan as well.   

It is noteworthy, that in the end of the XIX century a view circulated 
that the great Azerbaijani thinker and enlightener Mirza Fatali Akhundov 
(1812-1878) was, if not the follower of Nuktaviyya, at least a 
sympathizer.   

Nuktaviyya welcomed the process of Europeanization of Azerbaijan 
and in early XX century they called their teaching “frank-masonry” or in 
Azeri “Farmasion” (2). In its turn the Muslim population of Azerbaijan 
and Armenia began to call “farmazons” all dandies dressed in European 
style and loving alcohol.   

The mosque Pir Khamusha and the tomb of Pir Yaqub were the 
centers of Nuktaviyya in Nakhchivan.  The worshiping of black stones 
was also characteristic of this teaching, as the followers of the teaching 
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believed that the lowest state to which a human being can fall was to 
move into the stone of black color. That’s why the expression of the 
compassion to the fallen people became the worshiping of black stones 
and burning candles in front of them. That custom remained in 
Nakhchivan region even in Soviet times. (3).  

Sufi brotherhood Sheykhiyya that appeared in the first part of the 
XIV century was even more popular in Azerbaijan. The brotherhood 
appeared in the east of Iran and preached social and material equality. 
That’s why it was very widespread among the poorest parts of the 
population. Leaders of this teaching headed an anti Mongolian rebellion 
at that period of time which became known in history by the name 
“movement of sarbadars”. (4).  

Afterwards the teaching declined only to reappear as a Shiite 
theological school in the XIX century in Iran. Its founder was sheikh 
Ahmed al-Akhsai (1753-1826). He preached ideas which were at 
variance with the dogmas of Imamits-Shiites and because it was called 
heretic.  But the most important of his teaching for the population of Iran 
and Southern Azerbaijan was the expected arrival of the last 12th imam 
Mahdi and that imams – were the gate (in Arabic - bab) to the 
understanding of the knowable substance of the God. (5).  

In 1848-1852 the doctrine of Sheykhiyya prepared serious ground 
for the social-religious movement Babiyya (Babits) in Iran directed 
against shah and religious authority. Seyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi 
became its founder. He declared himself “Bab”, i.e. “gates” through 
which the expected Mahdi would pass his will to the people.  The most 
important in his teaching was the attempt to overthrow the dogmas of 
Islam and to include changes in the Quran and Shariat which he 
considered were out of date and did not correspond to the time.  It did not 
mean that the Bab fully rejected Islam. On the contrary, being a follower 
of Shiite Islam and Sufism, he sincerely believed that after the mysterious 
disappearance of the twelfth imam Mahdi there came time for the 
appearance of the new prophet and that very prophet was he.  At the same 
time, he considered himself the last prophet but was convinced that after 
him there would appear greater teacher and prophet, “the one whom 
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Allah would reveal”, the sun in front of which both Bab and the previous 
prophets – were only the stars (6). 

The rebel of Babits was severely suppressed and its participants were 
repressed. But some of its followers found refuge in Northern Azerbaijan.   

The destiny of the followers of Sheykhiyya was luckier. They 
managed even to keep their positions in Iran but particularly in Southern 
Azerbaijan where in the beginning of the XX century it was officially 
recognized. One of the main four madrasas in Tabriz was in hands of the 
supporters of that Sufi brotherhood. It began to conduct its propaganda 
also in Northern Azerbaijan where it was most popular in Nakhchivan 
and Karabakh, as well as in Lankaran and Zangezur. It was mainly 
connected with the loyal attitude of the authorities of Russia to the 
followers of Sufi brotherhood. As many representatives of Azeri 
aristocracy (including general of the Russian service Ismayil-khan 
Nakhchivanskiy) as well as merchants and other sufficiently well-to-do 
population sections belonged to Sheykhiyya.  The fact that followers of 
Sheykhiyya were liberal in ritual and less fanatical also played important 
role.  For example, Sheykhiyya smoked during Ramazan and drank 
alcohol. All that helped them to become closer with the Christians 
including Russian authorities. The latter with pleasure gave employment 
to the Sheykhiyya in the administration.  The fact that in the early XX 
century one of qazis in Nakhchivan was representative of that Sufi 
brotherhood speaks about the influence of Sheykhiyya (7). 

Many Babits immigrated to many countries of the Middle East and 
Europe as well as Russia and the USA established their communities 
known as “Bahai”. Mirza Huseyn Ali was the founder of Bahaizm. After 
repressions in Iran he moved to the Ottoman Empire and there in Istanbul 
he declared himself Baha Allah or more frequently – Bahaulla 
(“magnificence”,” splendor of Allah”).  His teaching had much in 
common with the teaching of Babits.  In particular, he rejected many 
instructions of Shiite Islam and first of all those of them which caused 
obstacles for the development of the trade and contacts with foreigners, 
he raised the status of women, sharply limited polygamy and divorce.   
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At the same time the teaching of Bahaits considerably differed from 
the teaching of Babits.  In particular, Bahaits believed that every next 
prophet did not abolish the previous ones but completes their deeds in 
establishing relations between people and the highest spirit.  According 
to the teaching of Bahaits all people irrespectively of race, nationality, 
faith were brothers.  They should not be at odds, but should love and trust 
each other.  There should not be wars between the states and class or any 
other form of the struggle is impermissible within the states.  Bahaits 
instructed their followers to live in peace and agreement with the 
supporters of other religions and rejected Muslim directions about jihad 
(8). 

In Northern Azerbaijan Bahaits as well as Babits were less popular 
although they found refuge and even certain understanding among the 
population particularly in the Karabakh as well as in the region of 
Ordubad, Nakhchivan and Erivan (9). The authorities of Russia treated 
them well because as it was mentioned in one of the letters of the ministry 
of internal affairs, Babits living in Baku, Shamakha and other places of 
Azerbaijan “behave well and do not visit the mosques of fanatical 
Muslims”. And in Baku in 1910 Bahaits even received permission for the 
opening and propaganda of the society “Ruhaniyya” (“Spirituality”).   
(10). 

At the same time, it is known that in the second part of the XIX 
century but particularly at the beginning of the XX century other Sufi 
brotherhoods or Islamic trends carried out their activities on the territory 
of the Northern Azerbaijan. During all the Middle Ages well known 
tarikats like Nakshbandiyya and Kadiriyya were popular in the north of 
the country among Sunnis.    Moreover, there is information about 
brotherhoods like Sabai, Kamiliyya, Mukhsiriyya, Khitabiyya, Zeydiyya, 
Ismayiliyya, Ushtaliyya, Chanagiyya, Suleymaniyya, Kisaani (11). 

The enlightening activity of the intellectuals educated in European 
manner had a much stronger influence on the change of the religious 
ideology particularly in the end of the XIX and early XX centuries.  The 
distinguishing feature of this was that Azerbaijani enlighteners of that 
period were mainly Sunnis. The American historian Tadeusz 
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Swietochowski who first drew attention to this explained this with the 
observation that “there are fewer limitations in the Sunni Islam and 
Sunnis are more receptive to the idea of Turkish revival” (12). 

However, in fact the reason is quite different. Facts have just been 
given about the activity of Shiite teachings and brotherhoods 
(Nuktaviyya, Sheykhiyya, Babiyya and Bahai) in Azerbaijan. Those 
brotherhoods also promoted many enlighteners from their numbers. But 
the key point is that in the XVIII-XIX centuries the Muslim world 
suffered one defeat after another from Europeans and was defending 
itself. For Muslims it was a period of universal attacks by Christians on 
them, the time of a challenge from the Christian West which not only 
demanded an explanation for the reasons of failures of Muslims but also 
adequate reaction of the Muslim East.   

The first reaction was the appearance of Muhammad ibn Abd al-
Wahhabi (1703-1791) among the Arabs of Arabia. He preached the 
purification of Islam and its return to the early Islamic times of 
Muhammad, which included the strictest observation of the principle of 
monotheism, rejection of the cults of Saints of imported innovations and 
luxury.  The idea of the necessity of jihad not only against polytheists but 
also against Muslims who had retreated from the principles of the early 
Islam was important in his teaching.  Thus the start was given to the 
movement of Wahhabiyya or Wahhabis which in spite of the severe 
repressions carried out by the Ottoman Turks managed to keep its 
positions on the Arabian Peninsula and by the end of the XIX century 
was widespread in many countries of the Muslim world, particularly 
widespread in North Africa. Moreover, the teaching of Wahhabis served 
as the banner of struggle of representatives of the family of al-Saud for 
the unification of Arabia and in recent times it became the official 
ideology of the Saudi State.   

But that happened later. During that period of time the movement of 
Wahhabis awakened the Muslim world. The movement started for the 
renovation of Islam and that was first of all reflected on the Sufi orders. 
The traditional orders (Bektashiyya, Nakshbandiyya, etc) had to 
reorganize their doctrines in conformity with the new time. At the same 
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time new Sufi orders appeared in the Muslim world. Although, by the 
early of XX century their influence on the life of Muslims considerably 
decreased particularly in the Middle East (13). But the necessity of the 
response of the Muslim world to the call of the Christian West remained.  
It was not by accident, that the famous fighter for the independence and 
freedom of Arabia emir Abd al-Kadir from France (1832-1883) minted 
money with the legend: “O, Allah, have compassion upon us and keep us 
Muslims” (14). 

The response of Muslims at that period of time had the form of both 
armed struggle (Wahhabism and Mahdism) and ideological resistance to 
the European attacks on Islam and Muslim culture as well as Muslim 
traditionalists and conservatively tuned ulems.  At the same time there 
were many representatives of the Muslim intellectuals of the East who 
came to the conclusion of a possible convergence of Islam and 
Christianity. The supporters of Babits but particularly Bahaits in a certain 
degree strived to get closer to European culture and Christianity and by 
that very the success of Bahaits in the countries of the West in the XX 
century can be explained.   

These views were more pronounced in the Ottoman Empire. It was 
that former great Muslim empire of the East that mainly fought wars with 
the Christian West and its defeats in the XVIII-XIX centuries caused 
particularly painful reaction in the Muslim world. Any victory even 
insignificant one met rejoicing in the whole Muslim world. It is enough 
to illustrate such example: in the Crimean war in 1853-1856 the Ottoman 
Empire fought with Russia with the support of three European powers – 
England, France and Austria at the same time.  The victory was won only 
because of that. But the whole Muslim world greeted the news with 
rejoicing as the proof of the triumph of Islam over the Christianity and in 
the remote Mali there was written a poem about this historical event for 
Muslims (15). 

However, the Ottoman Empire continued to come off second-best 
and it practically fell apart. And that’s why it was no accident that the 
ideology of Pan-Islamism appeared there.  According to the conviction 
of the author of the author of Pan-Islamism Jamal ad-din al-Afghani 
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(1839-1897) - Islam “is the only force, capable of giving form to the 
rearrangement of the life and for the spiritual revival” and also to 
mobilize Muslims for the struggle with the Europeans and “corrupt 
leaders at one’s home”. And for that purpose, Muslims should unite and 
forget about what separates them including in religious issues. 
Meanwhile, al-Afghani advocated the modernization of Islam and 
believed that Islam was compatible with intellect and freedom of thought 
and appealed to Muslims to borrow the products of the scientific progress 
in order “to resist it and to return ourselves deserving place” (16). 

It was revolutionary ideology for the Islamic modernism for its time 
and the start of the reconciliation of Shiites with Sunnis or Shiite-Sunni 
ecumenism. Namely because of it the above-mentioned feature of Pan-
Islamism found most of all support in the environment of liberal 
intellectuals of the Ottoman Empire.    

On the other hand, the analogical process of the necessity of liberal 
renovation and modernization of Islam occurred among Tatars, Bashkirs 
and other Muslims of the Volga region and Ural on the territory of the 
Russian empire. The young generation of Russian Muslims strived to 
become acquainted with the achievements of the European science, and 
for that reason they opposed the traditional Islamic education and 
supported the teaching of the secular sciences.  At the same time in the 
return to the “genuine Islam” they looked for the “Islamic alternative” 
tried to re-give the meaning to its potential having made the Islam the 
basis for further development (17).   

However, in the Ottoman Empire and Russia the traditional Islamic 
educational centers were Sunni. And it was natural that Azeri Sunnis who 
at that period of time came to study in the Ottoman Empire became 
interested in the ideas of pan Islamism and Islamic reformation.   As all 
those problems were very pertinent in Azerbaijan. And on their return 
home the Azeri enlighteners started the struggle for the modernization of 
Islam and first of all of the educational system and elimination of the 
contradictions between Sunnis and Shiites. It was not by accident that 
Mirza Fatali Akhundov wrote: “We do not have unity. The Muslims 
populating the Caucasus are divided into two sects: one half of them are 
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– Sunnis, another one Shiites. Shiites hate Sunnis, and those cant bare 
Shiites and the antagonism rules between them. None of them wants to 
listen each other, where the unity can be?” (18).  

The outstanding Azerbaijani enlightener and poet Seyid Azim 
Shirvani (1833-1888) who received a traditional Muslim education wrote 
with sadness (19): 

 
The Sunni got exhausted while abusing Shiite, 

                  And the Shiite hurried to destroy the Sunni. 
 
Another enlightener – Hasan-bey Zardabi (1832-1907) spoke out 

against the rite of Maharramlik (the commemoration of the martyrdom 
of Huseyn by Shiites) as it often ended in the fratricide as Shiites 
considered Sunnis their deadly enemies.  In that respect he mentioned 
that “hostility between Sunnis and Shiites achieved such a level that 
Sunnis who came to Baku at that period of time hid their affiliation” (20). 
As a result of this Azeri proselytes who were supporters of Pan Islamism 
supported the reconciliation of Sunnis with Shiites.  Gradually their 
activity began to bear fruit.  Thus, according to the observation of 
V.L.Velichko, the Russian publicist and orientalist, “Recently 
sufficiently characteristic convergence between the Sunnis and Shiites is 
observed in the Muslim regions of the Transcaucasus”. And that 
convergence was conditioned by “the influence of the common 
unfavorable life conditions” that made Muslims to look for the unity 
having forgotten “the previous disagreements and quarrels” (21). 
Moreover, another Russian orientalist K.N.Smirnov in the 1920s directly 
linked that process to the activity of the enlighteners and opening of the 
new schools as a result of which “the relations between Sunnis and 
Shiites were smoothed over” in Azerbaijan (22).  

However very soon the ideology of Pan-Islamism in the Russian 
Empire began to stray from its original starting points as the 
overwhelming majority of the enlighteners and supporters of the 
modernism in Russia were Azeris, Tatars and Bashkirs, i.e. Turkish 
speaking nations and they supported the teaching in schools in their 
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native – Turkish language. Before that the education was in Arabic and 
Persian in the traditional Muslim schools and in Russian in the Russian 
educational institutions.   

Similar processes occurred in the Ottoman Empire at the beginning 
of the XX century when the intelligentsia that had first supported the 
ideas of Pan-Islamism faced the problem of nationalism at the turn of the 
XIX-XX centuries. Rebellions by Muslim nations wanting to secede 
followed one after another in the Ottoman Empire. In that way a strong 
blow was delivered to the idea of the unity of Muslims.  As the Arabs, 
Albanians and other nations of the empire who rebelled against the 
Ottoman Turks were Sunnis.  In other words, the difference had a purely 
ethnic character.  And in the response, there appeared the ideology of 
Pan-Turanism or Pan-Turkism, i.e. the unity of Muslim people but only 
of Turkish origin.   

It was quite natural that the ideas of Pan-Turkism were widespread 
among Turkish nations of the Russian Empire. Those ideas were 
particularly popularized at the beginning of the XX century by the 
journalist and scientist, popular figure of the Crimean Tatars – Ismayil-
bek Gasprinskiy (1851-1914) who gave the start to the Russian Pan-
Turkism movement.  It was he who put forward the slogan that became 
pretty popular among his followers: “Dilde, fikirde, ishde birlik” (“Unity 
of the language, thought and action”). The slogan supposed the unity of 
Turkish speaking Muslims of Russia under the aegis of the language, 
renovated culture and the spiritual authority of the Ottoman Turks (23). 

In the beginning both ideologies (Pan-Islamism and Pan-Turkism) 
closely coexisted and deeply intertwined with each other in Azerbaijan.  
On the one hand, the idea of the reconciliation of Sunnis with Shiites won 
deep sympathy with the liberal Muslim intelligentsia.  On the other hand, 
the process of the ethnic self-consciousness among Azerbaijanis made 
only its first steps and not everybody saw the difference between 
religious and ethnic identity.   

In that respect the evolution of the views of Ahmed-bey Agayev 
(1870-1938) the most outstanding representative of Azerbaijani Pan-
Islamists was very characteristic. Having received education in Paris A. 
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Agayev at first awarded in his publications a role to Iran comparable with 
the role of France in Europe.  But he regularly made harsh statements in 
respect of the Ottoman Empire.  Having returned in 1895 to Azerbaijan 
and having became closer familiar with the reality A. Agayev disavowed 
his previous views and came to the realization that the Ottoman Empire 
not Iran would become the source of the renaissance of the bygone 
greatness of the Islam in the world.  He then moved to a position of 
Turkism (24). That antipathy, and to be more exact the coexistence of 
two ideologies among the European elite of Azerbaijan led to the fact that 
it took active part in both processes in the Russian Empire in the 
beginning of the XX century.  

The revolutions that happened in the beginning of the XX century 
that took place both in Russia and Iran and particularly the tragic events 
of 1905-1907 that became certain boundary in the history of both Islam 
and Pan-Turkism in Azerbaijan played a serious role in the further 
development of the both ideologies.  

The first Russian revolution of 1905-1907 led to a sudden growth of 
the political activity of Azerbaijani intelligence. The influence of ethnic 
conflict with Armenians and mass clashes, pogroms that happened in 
those years in the whole South Caucasus turned out to be stronger on the 
thinking of the Muslims of Azerbaijan.  

As we recall, at the beginning of the XVIII century Christian-
Armenians and Shiite-Azerbaijanis led a joint struggle against Sunnis in 
Azerbaijan and they even signed a treaty agreement. The Sunni-Shiite 
contradictions also played a strongly negative role during the invasion of 
the Caucasus by Russia in the first part of the XIX century.  However, in 
the early XX century the situation fully changed: the blows delivered by 
Armenians with the encouragement of the authorities of Russia 
“catalyzed the process of formation and strengthening of the Muslim 
community in Azerbaijan”. Those bloody events were a striking example 
of the unity of Christians (Armenians and Russians) against the Muslims 
of the South Caucasus and particularly against Azerbaijan, without any 
division into Sunnis and Shiites.  And as a result, for the first time in the 
history of Azerbaijan there was “solidarity of Muslims in a matter beyond 
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local and sectarian divisions and from after that previous religious 
divisions ceased to be a serious obstacle to the joint political actions of 
the Muslims” of Azerbaijan (25). 

In particular, as a response to the actions of the detachments of the 
fighters of the Armenian party “Dashnaktsutun” in the spring of 1906 
under the leadership of A. Agayev there was established secret 
militarized organization “Difai” (“Protection”).  In its program it spoke 
on behalf of “all Muslims of Azerbaijan” and directly prohibited “all 
talks of Sunnis and Shiites as well as the actions of such tarikats as 
Sheykhiyya that cause contention among the nation” (26). That 
organization often called itself “National Muslim Party” (“Musulman 
Milli Partiyasy”) in its secretly published proclamations and laid all the 
blame for the bloody events on the authorities of Russia and it even 
resorted to terrorist actions against those tsarist officials who instigated 
Armenians to anti Muslim pogroms.  By doing so the organization 
“Difai” put a halt to many years of passive subordination by the Muslims 
of Azerbaijan to Russia.  At the same time those events strengthened the 
growth of national self-consciousness and self-identification of Azeris 
and correspondingly they became the basis for the strengthening of Pan-
Turkism (27).  

The first Azeri intellectual who understood this was Alibey 
Huseynzade (1864-1941), one of the founding fathers of Azerbaijani 
Pan-Turkism at the turn of the XIX-XX centuries.  It was he who wrote 
in 1905 in the newspaper “Khayat” (“Life”), “Strive for Turkisation, 
Islamisation, Europeanization”.  In 1906 he jointly with the like-minded 
persons founded literary magazine “Fuyuzat” (“Abundance”) having 
clearly and openly stated that the magazine they were publishing 
“focuses its attention on the following issues: Turkism, Islam, and 
European civilization”. Afterwards that verbal triad in a little bit changed 
form (“Turkism, Islam, modernism”) would become the slogan of 
Turkism in Turkey and Azerbaijan and would be symbolized in three 
colors of the national flag of independent Azerbaijan (28).  

All those processes were particularly strikingly developed at the First 
All-Russian conference of Muslims dated 15 August 1905 and held in 
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Nizhniy Novgorod where the struggle between two movements started – 
the achievement of cultural autonomy for all Muslims of Russia and the 
movement for the federal reorganization of Russia as the first step to the 
further independence of Muslim nations. The first idea was lobbied by 
Tatars at the conference the second one by Azerbaijanis who had their 
own territory and started the struggle for the revival of their state.  During 
the discussions the moderate trend won and it was decided to establish 
the Union of Russian Muslims or in Turkish “Rusiyanin Muselman 
Ittifaqy” instead of a full political party of Muslims. Afterwards that 
organization was briefly named “Ittifaq al-Muslimin” or simply “Ittifaq” 
(Union).  Its leaders became Ismayil-bek Gasprinskiy, Azeri Alimardan 
bey Topchubashev and Tatars Rashid Ibrahimov and Yusuf Akchurin.  
Moreover, the headquarter of the “Ittifaq” was situated in Baku (29). 

However, the quick growth of the national self-consciousness of 
Azeri Muslims and their striving to independence very soon brought to a 
split from the positions of the Tatars and other Muslim nations who were 
liberally inclined towards Russia.  As a result, after the Second All-
Russian Muslim conference, which was held in January 1906, 
representatives of Azerbaijan actually quit the forum having left the field 
to Tatars. Azeri liberals concentrated their efforts only in their own 
country.   

The revolution that happened in 1905-1911 in Iran also made 
considerable influence on the religious and ethnic processes in 
Azerbaijan.  The brightest pages of the Iranian revolution of that period 
were connected with the rebellion of Azeri population under the 
leadership of Sattar-khan.  But the fact that Northern Azeris or “Russian” 
Azeris took the most active part in that rebellion of Southern Azerbaijanis 
was no less important.   

In 1909 the Iranian Democratic Party was established.  It began to 
publish the newspaper “Iran-ye nou” (“New Iran”) the editor of which 
was Mammad Emin Rasulzade (1884-1954) one of the most outstanding 
figures of Azeri political elite of that period and the follower of Pan-
Turkism.  That newspaper immediately became one of the most popular 
among Azeris on both sides of Aras River.  And although the Iranian 
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revolution was suppressed, it led for the time to the “development “of 
Pan-Azerbaijanism” spirits which were getting warm by the feeling of 
solidarity and striving to unite the divided land” (30). At that period of 
time it was a more spontaneous movement which did not have certain 
program.  But it appeared again during the XX century having become a 
particular national idea, that was constant although it was suppressed by 
the authorities.  Moreover, the peculiar feature of Pan-Azerbaijanism was 
that it perfectly corresponded to the idea of Turkism which was spreading 
in the consciousness of Azerbaijanis. As a result, there was delivered a 
serious blow on the century-old antagonism of Azerbaijanis Shiites in 
respect of the Ottoman Turks (31). 

The Azerbaijani elite played a notable role in the Pan-Turkism 
movement and in the Ottoman Empire. Once the prominent ideologist of 
Pan-Islamism A. Agayev rejected his previous views and became one of 
the leading contributor of the magazine of Pan-Turks “Turk Yurdu” 
(“Motherland of Turks”). In his articles he repeatedly wrote about the 
future of Azerbaijanis and particularly about the Shiite-Sunni split. He 
repeatedly noted with the grief that “the religious split makes us forget 
that we are Turks”. And that’s why he violently spoke out against 
disagreements among Azerbaijanis and harshly criticized the role of 
religion impeding the growth of Turkism among Azerbaijanis. In that 
respect he pointed out “how the national self-consciousness can take root 
among people constantly engaged in religious quarrels and living under 
foreign influence?”  (32). 

As a result, at that period of time the Azerbaijani intelligence 
accepted mainly the ideas of Pan-Turkism which after 1908 turned into 
the dominating trend in the political life of Azerbaijan. The final victory 
of the idea of Pan-Turkism among the European elite of Azerbaijan was 
won during the Balkan wars in 1912-1913 and the First World War of 
1914-1918. As a result, as Mammad Emin Rasulzade noted a transition 
occurred “from the religious system of Islamism to the national system 
of Turkism” in Azerbaijan (33). As a consequence of that, the Muslim 
Party “Musavat” (“Equality”) established in October 1911 which was 
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afterwards called in brief “Musavat” soon raised the issue of the 
independence of Azerbaijan.   

Thus, in 1917 when as a result of the revolutionary events the 
collapse of the Russian Empire began conditions were formed for the 
establishment of an independent national state in Azerbaijan.  An 
intelligentsia appeared, which developed from the idea of unity of 
Muslims of the country to the idea of Turkish unity and creation of the 
independent, democratic and secular state where Islam would be 
separated from the state and would play the role of the guardian of the 
culture of the nation.   

At the beginning of the XX century fate gave the European elite of 
Azerbaijan the opportunity to create a state based on the western values 
in the Muslim state. How did it use it?  

 
Islam and Azerbaijan Democratic Republic  
 
Azerbaijan was the first country in the Muslim world, which 

announced the establishment of an independent and democratic republic. 
However, the process of formation of truly national-democratic state in 
Azerbaijan occurred in very difficult conditions. According to the 
metaphoric remark of Mammad Emin Rasulzade the young Azerbaijan 
Democratic Republic (ADR) immediately “faced many internal and 
external enemies. Dark forces with bad intentions surrounded it from all 
sides, with cunning and cleverness created disorder in Azerbaijan and 
gave it no rest. Some with the black flag of Denikin, others with the 
bloody banner of Lenin wanted to blacken the bright days of the republic” 
(34).  

But the role of Iran should be particularly noted.  For the first time 
there was undertaken an attempt in Azerbaijan to really put an end to the 
hostility between Shiites and Sunnis as well as to separate the religion 
from the state.  However, the religious circles of Iran met “this initiative 
with enmity”.  On the contrary, according to the observation of Mammad 
Emin Rasulzade as a response on that from Iran “we got not the greetings 
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and cheers to the progressive ideas but the curses of religious fanatics” 
(35). 

Inside the republic many representatives of the religious circles were 
also aggressively minded, something that was repeatedly mentioned by 
the leaders of the ADR. The religious figures and their supporters united: 
in September 1917 the organization functioning in Baku “Rusiyada 
Musulmanlik” (Islam in Russia) established with the party “Ittihad-i 
Islam” (Islamic union), created in Ganja, the united party “Rusiyada 
Musulmanlik-Ittihad” or in brief “Ittihad”.  In its program statements it 
declared that it would be guided by the teaching of Shariat.  
Correspondingly, the followers of that party rejected Turkism and any 
form of nationalism which was considered as the splitting the forces of 
the Muslims of Azerbaijan.  The leaders of “Ittihad” directly pointed out 
that “in the current persecuted situation of Muslims the upholding of the 
idea of the nation is incompatible with common sense as that idea once 
brought the magnificent and powerful Islamic world to the current state 
of submission and slavery.”  Correspondingly, “no pious human can put 
the idea of the nation above Islam and no wise Muslim has right to ignore 
such big political power as “Ittihad-i Islam”. We do not need any other 
party except party of Islam” (36).  

The party “Ittihad” opposed Azerbaijani separatism in the same 
manner and was the follower of the united and democratic Russian 
Republic within the framework of which Muslims could “be freed” from 
the western values.  Because of that members of “Ittihad” violently 
accused “Musavat” that “having defined themselves they founded their 
parliament in order to upset their way of life, religion and their style” 
(37). 

The leaders of “Ittihad” were the millionaires Isa Ashurbekov and 
Garabey Garabeyov. Both of them by their activities caused great 
hostility of Musavat members. The resistance and antagonism between 
“Ittihad” and “Musavat” became the corner stone and peculiarity of 
Azerbaijani society in 1918-1920, representing the striving to keep the 
traditions on the one hand and the struggle for changes on the other.   
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Although in the beginning there was undertaken everything to avoid 
the confrontation.  Moreover, having declared independence on 28 May 
1918 its leaders in public expressed their respect for Islam. It was 
expressed but also in the adoption of the state flag of the republic on 9 
September 1918 where one of the three colors was green and according 
to the remark of Mammad Emin Rasulzade “was the symbol of the 
Muslim civilization” (38).  

Before that, on 17 June, there was formed the government (Council 
of Ministers) and special Ministry of the people’s enlightenment and 
religion (MPER) the head of which was appointed N.B. Yusifbeyli 
(Usubbekov, 1881-1920).  The Ministry immediately started close 
cooperation with the religious figures.  Both the religious and national 
composition of Azerbaijan was taken into account in the parliament: 
Muslim people (Azeris, Tats, Talyshs, Lezgins, Kurds and others) 
received 80 seats, the remaining 35 were granted to Christian people, 
moreover the majority of them (21 seat) to Armenians. Meanwhile the 
supporters of Pan-Islamism and Muslim clergy received sufficiently 
serious positions in the parliament having eight deputies from the clergy 
and 13 deputies from the party “Ittihad”.    

But the most important point is that for the first time after its 
establishment in 1872 the religious boards of Shiites and Sunnis of 
Azerbaijan began to work together under one roof.  Before the 
declaration of independence of Azerbaijan on 28 May 1918 those boards 
were situated in Tiflis.  However, taking into account the difficult 
situation in the South Caucasus the leaderships of both religious boards 
in sheikh-ul-Islam Muhammad Pishnamazzade and mufti Mustafa 
Efendizade decided to move to Azerbaijan.  And on the basis of the 
decision of the MPER dated 10 August 1918 they moved to Ganja.  
Moreover, the religious leaders of Shiites and Sunnis demonstrated 
important initiative and on 1 September 1918 they voluntarily united in 
one body under the Arabic name “Mashikhat” (“Council”). On 7 
September the MPER confirmed that decision. After the liberation of 
Baku from the authority of Bolsheviks in September 1918 the religious 
board “Mashikhat” moved to the capital of the republic (39). 
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On 30 October 1918 sheikh-ul-Islam and mufti sent a letter addressed 
to the government of the ADR where they made four proposals:   

1. To officially approve the establishment of the single religious 
board “Mashikhat” which at the same time should be independent;   

2. On the basis of the decision of the MPER dated 7 September to 
call one of the representatives of the “Mashikhat” sheikh-ul-Islam and 
another one – his assistant; 

3. Sheikh-ul-Islam becomes the member of the Council of the 
Ministers with the right to attend the sessions of the government; 

4.  The personnel policy of the clergy was fully entrusted to 
“Mashikhat” (40). 

However, the decision was made to agree to the establishment of a 
united leadership, so that both religious leaders of Shiites and Sunnis 
(sheikh-ul-Islam and mufti) would receive equal rights and status of co 
chairmen. A little bit later co-chairman of “Mashikhat” were granted the 
official status of the assistants of the minister of the MNER although the 
religious leaders insisted on the status of the minister.  At the same time 
there was approved the final staff of the board of the “Mashikhat” which 
then included 31 persons:  16 representatives of Shiites and 15 of Sunnis: 
sheikh-ul-Islam and mufti and 29 qazis (15 Shiite and 14 Sunni) (41).  

The activity of the religious leaders of the ADR was really 
strengthened and many things were created anew.  In particular, a 
national army was formed and the clergy was not forgotten: a decision 
was made to introduce the position of “Harbi mulla” (“Military mulla”) 
into the army units. The e government of the republic paid important 
attention to that issue and kept it under the special control.  The Ministry 
of Defense and “Mashikhat” dealt with the problems connected with the 
activities of the “military mullas”.  Meanwhile the direct supervision of 
the “Military mullas” was implemented by “Bash harbi mulla” (Chief of 
Military mulla) in the Ministry of Defense (42).  

However very soon differences appeared which turned into an open 
confrontation between followers of “Musavat” and “Ittihad” i.e. between 
the supporters of two directions in Azeri society.  The fact that “Musavat” 
and supporters of the creation of a secular democratic republic did not 
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have mass support of the population particularly of the rural population 
was against them.  In essence, it was about an attempt by a small political 
elite to reorganize the country and society.  However, the considerable 
part of the population and above all the rural one was far from those 
processes and its thinking remained on the level of the Muslim umma 
with its indifference to the secular power including foreign one.  And all 
this against a background of the powerful pressure from the outside from 
Russia, Iran and bloody war with Armenia.   

“Ittihad” which was in constant opposition entered into alliance with 
different forces which were against independent Azerbaijan. And when 
in early 1920 the 11 Red Army of the Soviet Russia came up to the border 
of Azerbaijan Ittikhad members openly went over to its side.  There was 
formed the union of Pan-Islamists with communists. Meanwhile Pan-
Islamists were justifying themselves that they were in alliance with 
fraternal Turkey. The latter was really in the difficult situation and that’s 
why it responded readily to an offer by communists of Russia of military 
assistance. In return Turks recognized the South Caucasus including 
Azerbaijan as the sphere of influence of Russia. As Mammad Emin 
Rasulzade admitted with bitterness, the ordinary Muslims of Azerbaijan 
sincerely believed that “as soon as Russians will come they will solve the 
Armenian issue and will send their troops to render assistance to Mustafa 
Kamal Pasha” (43). 

As a result, having received such a carte blanche and relying on the 
support inside the Azeri society – local communists and left forces as 
well as Ittikhad members on 27 April 1920 the 11 Red Army invaded 
Azerbaijan and established Soviet power there. Thus, after 23 months of 
independent existence Azerbaijan again became the part of Russia, by 
now Soviet Russia. 
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CHAPTER V 
Islam in Soviet Azerbaijan 

 
       «Honey moon» of the union of communism with Islam (1920-
1927) 
 

After the establishment of the Soviet power in Azerbaijan the policy 
of the Communists was very mixed at first. On the one hand all political 
parties except the Communist Party were abolished in Azerbaijan. 
Meanwhile some of parties did not wait for the corresponding decision 
and they abolished them themselves.  In particular, the party of Islamists 
“Ittihad” which made many efforts for the arrival to the power of 
Communists almost immediately made a statement that with the 
establishment of the Soviet power in Azerbaijan the aims of the party 
would be fulfilled and that is why all members of Ittihad Party were 
recommended to become members of the Communist party of Azerbaijan 
(1).  

At the same time immediately after the establishment of the Soviet 
power on 28 April 1920 there began arrests and first executions of 
members of political parties of Azerbaijan who were in opposition to the 
Communist party. Soon that grew into a real bloody campaign. It is hard 
to speak about the scope of “Red Terror” but according to some data only 
during the period from April 1920 to August 1921 there were killed “up 
to 48.000 people the majority of whom represented intellectuals” in 
Azerbaijan (2).  

At the same time Russian Communists pinned great hopes on 
Azerbaijan in their policy on the Muslim East.  The duality of the policy 
of Russian Communists was particularly strongly expressed at that period 
of time in the religious issue. On the one hand, while being atheists 
Communist immediately after the arrival to the power in Russia began to 
implement a series of measures aimed to make the society secular. First 
in November-December 1917 there were issued decrees about land, 
divorce, civil marriage which struck a blow to the position of religion. 
Then, on 20 January 1918 there was published decree “about freedom of 
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conscience, church and religious societies” which afterwards was named 
“About separation of church and state and school from church”. That 
decree became the main document of the Soviet state in respect of 
religion and religious organizations.  It limited the activity of religious 
societies and deprived the church of its economic basis.  It was clearly 
mentioned in the decree that no church and religious societies had the 
right to own property. They were also deprived of the right to be a legal 
entity. All the property of churches and religious societies existing in 
Russia was announced to be the common property of people. At the same 
time the decree abolished any discrimination of citizens in respect of their 
attitude to religion and announced the secular nature of the state and 
school and also eliminated the previously existing division of religious 
organization into “dominating”, “tolerated” and “persecuted” – all of 
them became equal and private societies established on a voluntary basis 
and maintained at the expenses of the believers.  The decree also 
prescribed suspension of subsidies to all church and religious societies, 
removal from all official documents of the information indicating the 
religious affiliation of citizens (3). 

Most importantly, the document separated church and state on the 
legislative basis. Henceforth nobody could avoid fulfilling civil 
responsibilities pleading his or her religious views. The religious vow or 
oath were abolished.  The acts of civil status were made only by the civil 
authority, by the departments of marriages and birth.  School was 
separated from religion. The propaganda of religious dogmas was not 
allowed in any state as well as private educational institutions where 
general education subjects were taught.   

However, although the decree from the very beginning was directed 
against all religions in the first years of the Soviet power it turned out to 
be mainly against Orthodoxy (4). However, the policy of Communists 
was more liberal if not to say more than that in respect of Muslims at that 
period of time. It was explained by the fact that at that period of time for 
Communists it was much more important not to override Muslims but 
more to find the common language with them to make them their allies 
in the struggle with the internal enemy – the White movement. This is 
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partly explained by the fact that about 30 million Muslims lived only in 
Russia. That was the force that could oppose the Communists which in 
those conditions would lead to the failure of the Soviet Russia (5). That’s 
why at that period of time Communists mercilessly struggled against 
Orthodoxy and at the same time tried to get Muslim people as their allies.  
And that was not only within Russia but also much more for the 
realization of their strategic goal – spreading of the world revolution in 
the East.  That’s why while organizing the repression of Orthodoxy in 
Russia on the other hand Communists demonstratively underlined their 
respect for Islam.   

As a result, on 20 November 1917 Communists adopted appeal 
“Addressed to all working Muslim people of Russia and the East” which 
was signed by V. Lenin and the outstanding Tatar socialist Mullanur 
Vahitov. The main principles of the policy of Soviet power in respect of 
Islam at that period of time were clearly mentioned there: “from now on 
your (Muslim - A.Y.) beliefs and customs, your national and cultural 
institutions are declared to be free and inviolable. Organize your national 
life freely and without difficulties” (6). After that in January 1918 
Communists established Central Commissariat on Muslim issues or in 
abbreviated form “Muskom” (translator - from Muslim Commissariat) 
which became the main body mobilizing Muslims in the interests of 
Communists and at the same time implementing surveillance over them.  
It is interesting that Pan-Turks and Pan-Islamists of Russia headed by M. 
Vahitov and his assistant the well known and authoritative Muslim 
politician and publicist of that period of time Mirsaid Sultan-Galiyev 
formed the majority of Muskom. It was officers of the Muskom who 
prepared the letter in the middle of 1918 which was urgently sent out by 
the Popular Commissariat on issues of nationalities of Russia all over the 
country. It was strictly prohibited in that letter to persecute mullahs 
teaching the fundamentals of Muslim dogmas in the mosques, at their 
houses or anywhere else, it was prohibited to close theological schools 
maintained from contributions by private persons (7).  

The Communists also took other steps to make them closer to the 
Muslim world.  They, in particular, in December 1917 returned the 
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unique copy of the “Quran of Osman” which was taken to Saint 
Petersburg in the end of the XIX century by the tsarist authorities to the 
Muslims of Turkistan. Some of the historical monuments and cult 
buildings were also returned to the Muslims.    

This should not just be considered a tactical trick by the Communists.  
Most probably at that period of time they sincerely saw in Muslims a 
huge reserve for the struggle with imperialism and believed that Muslim 
East would become the main focus of the world revolution. According to 
the remark of A.Malashenko this was the “honeymoon” in the relations 
of Communists with Islamic world (8).  

In that respect the conquest of Azerbaijan gave big hopes to the 
Communists.  As M. Sultan-Galiyev noted, the establishment of the 
Soviet power in the country - was a very important step for the wide 
dissemination of Communism in the Middle East “the revolutionary 
torch for Iran, Arabic countries and Turkey” (9).   

True, the situation in Azerbaijan was not so encouraging for the 
Communists.  On the one hand while being in euphoria from 
unexpectedly easily gained power they began to implement the decree 
about attitude to religion. For that purpose they first of all tried to dismiss 
from “Mashikhat” those representatives of Muslim clergy who did not 
support the establishment of Soviet power in Azerbaijan. Having 
achieved that goal in early May 1920 Communists dismissed that body 
of clergy which then was subordinated to the Central Religious Board of 
Muslims which was established in July 1917 with the center in Ufa city.  
At the same time on 5 May 1920 Communists issued a decree about the 
confiscation of vakfes and territories belonging to the mosques in favor 
of the “working population” (10). 

All those acts could not but make an impact on the attitude of the 
clergy to the Soviet power.  Some of their representatives took an active 
part in anti Soviet rebellion held in May 1920 in Ganja and Karabakh 
which were severely suppressed by September. However, the rebellions 
continued and soon about one thousand inhabitants of Zaqatala district 
who were supported by the battalion of Azeri army began their struggle. 
Mulla Hafiz Efendiyev headed the revolt. And although that rebellion 
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was also severely suppressed (11), the situation in Azerbaijan turned out 
to be very difficult for Communists.   

Nonetheless, in spite of that in early September 1920 according to 
the decision of the International Communist there was held in Baku the 
First Congress of the subject people of the East, which had to strengthen 
“pro-Muslim” orientation of the Soviet Russia. 1.891 delegates from 37 
countries took part in its work but the majority of them were from Turkey 
and Iran. Many statements were made about the revolutionary character 
of the “long-suffering working Mohammedanism of the East” which was 
“gripped by the spirit of protest and keen for battle” on the congress.  The 
prominent figure of the Communist party of Russia G. Zinovyev who 
chaired the congress called the people of the East “to holy war against 
imperialism” (12). Such romantic ideas about the East in general and 
Islam in particular were very common for Bolsheviks during the first 
years of the revolution when ideological passions were seething.  

It is noteworthy that such viewpoints at the time were held to some 
degree by ordinary Muslims and even considerable part of the clergy. As 
a result of it there was a paradoxical situation at first sight: on the one 
hand there were rebellions against Communist power in a number of 
districts of Azerbaijan particularly among Sunnis on the north of the 
country.  On the other hand, Communists sat together with mullas and 
other representatives of the clergy on the congresses and other events of 
Muslims and proclaimed the slogan “Faith, freedom and national 
independence!” The thesis about compatibility and even mutual benefit 
of Shariat and Communism was often used in the propaganda of the 
Communists.  All that could not but make an impact on a considerable 
part of the clergy on almost the whole territory of the former Russian 
empire.  Moreover, having noticed the readiness of the Communists for 
the cooperation then a part of Muslim clergy put forward the slogan “For 
the Soviet power and Shariat!” (13). There even appeared the movement 
of “red Shariat people” which in 1921was supported by the Popular 
Commissar on the issues of nationalities Stalin and as a result of it there 
were restored Shariat courts, mosques and madrasas and the previously 
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confiscated property and vakfes were returned in Tatarstan, Central Asia 
and Northern Caucasus.   

Another leader of Communists of Russia - S.M. Kirov who headed 
the Communist party of Azerbaijan also spoke in support of that 
movement having explained to Muslims: “If you wish to have legal 
proceedings according to Shariat then that’s your business I mean, 
obviously only this form of the trial is understood by people” (14). 

Certainly, a large part of the clergy particularly among top-level 
leaders of Sunnis in those years took an openly hostile position towards 
Communists. Rebellions by Muslims took place under the leadership of 
prominent representatives of the clergy in a number of districts and cities 
of Azerbaijan (Qubadly, Zaqatala, Shaki, Shamakha, Ganja, Quba).  As 
a response to that in 1923 Communists worked out the plan of struggle 
with the top level clergy. For that purpose it was considered to use 
differences between Shiites and Sunnis on the one hand and on the other 
to attract loyal Muslim religious leaders to their side.  In that respect there 
was even founded the “army of red mullahs” (15).  

And the result followed: on 17 August 1923 there was published 
“Proclamation of Azerbaijani clergy” directed against colonial 
aspirations of England on the Muslim East in the newspaper “Zarya 
Vostoka” (or “Dawn of the East”).  After it, in December 1923 there was 
held the session of the “red mullahs” under the slogan “The Soviet power 
does not conflict with Islam!”   
 
       Soviet attack on Islam (1927-1942) 
 

After the first years of coexistence and even cooperation other 
tendencies gradually became apparent in the policy of the Communists. 
On the one hand viewpoints on the role of religion as the “opium for 
people” became more radical in the process of building new Communist 
“paradise”. In 1923-1925 decrees were published “On registration of the 
religious societies” directives of Narkomat (or Popular Committee) of 
internal affairs about taking control of the activities of the clergy and 
religious societies.  
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At the same time changes of attitude to the role of Islam took place.  
The hopes for the revolutionary character of the Muslims of the East 
turned out to be a mirage and Communists began to realize that.    

On the other hand, the position of the main ally of the Communists 
of the USSR on the Muslim East, the leader of Turkey Kamal Ataturk 
also changed. He declared Islam to be one of the main reasons for the 
backwardness of the Ottoman Empire and began anti religious campaign.  
On 29 October 1923 Turkey was declared a republic. On 3 March 1924 
the caliphate was formally abolished.  Thereby a serious blow was dealt 
to Islam and ideas of Pan-Islamism as since then Muslim world was 
deprived its unity.  At the same time, it was the victory of Pan-Turkism 
and of nationalism in general as Turks accepted the challenge of the West 
and won their historical victories against troops of the Entente and their 
allies in those years.   

After that there followed a wide-scale campaign to make the Turkish 
society secular.  In 1924 there was established the Board on Religion and 
Religious Organizations’ Issues and Shariat courts were abolished and in 
1925 religious tarikats were disbanded. Then there followed reforms in 
the sphere of education and the Latin alphabet was adopted instead of the 
previous Arabic.  Finally, in 1928 religion was separated from the state 
(16). 

All that also made impact on the attitude of the Soviet power to Islam 
and Muslim clergy.  No trace remained of the previous romantic views 
of the Communists on the role of Islam, moreover as far as the authority 
of Stalin was strengthening in the USSR.  

In 1925 there was established the Union of the Militant Atheists 
(UMA) in the USSR which began to play the role of an attack force. The 
intellectually limited but cruel leader of the Antireligious Commission of 
Politburo of the Central Committee of All-Union Communist Party (of 
Bolsheviks) – Yemelyan Yaroslavsky was appointed to that post.  The 
slogan of the UMA became “The struggle against religion is the struggle 
for socialism”.  It is noteworthy that then all Communists already stopped 
talking about anti-imperialist opportunities of Islam pointing out that all 
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religions including Muslim help “to exploit and fool masses of people” 
(17). 

The process of the attack on Islam in Azerbaijan, which was closely 
connected, with the processes in Turkey began much earlier.  In August 
1923 the government of the republic started a campaign to prohibit the 
Maharramlik ceremony and particularly the process “shahsey-vahsey”. 
And in early 1924 the “Atheist” society was founded in Baku.  But then 
its activity faced serious resistance not only from the clergy but also from 
the local population (18). 

Azerbaijani Communists began to pay special attention to women in 
their activities and started a campaign to change their status in the society.  
Women’s clubs appeared where the propaganda of the need for education 
of women and of them taking off yashmaks was taught. By early 1926 
there were already 42 women’s clubs in Azerbaijan (19). 

In early 1927 in Azerbaijan as well as in other regions of the USSR 
with a majority Muslim population Communists organized movement 
“Hujum” (“Attack”) which formally was directed against the removal of 
the yashmak by all Muslim women. However, in fact that movement was 
an additional attack force of the UMA concretely directed against Islam. 
On 8 March 1927 in Azerbaijan, as all over the USSR, demonstrations 
were organized during which “women appearing on the tribune took off 
their yashmaks to the enthusiastic cries of the gathered people” (20). The 
following figures brought in the documents of the party of that period of 
time speak about the scope of that campaign:  in 1928 – 12.573 women 
and 1929 – 20.387women took off yashmak (21).  

The “Hujum” campaign gained a more mass character in Azerbaijan 
in the following years and it was accompanied by attraction of women 
and young women to the education in schools as well as to the courses 
preparing specialists for different spheres of the national economy and 
the further increase of the social activity and status of women.  

The authorities of the USSR decided to isolate Muslim population of 
the USSR from the coreligionists on the East in order to deliver the final 
blow to Islam and the clergy. First of all, it was decided to substitute the 
Arabic alphabet for the Latin one. This had a strong effect on Azerbaijan 
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as the considerable part of Azeris lived on the other side of the Aras River 
in Iran.  Although, the idea of the change from Arabic alphabet to the 
Latin one appeared in the country long before the arrival of the Soviet 
power.  It was in the early XIX century that the initiator of the reform of 
the written language in Azerbaijan was M.F. Akhundov. Afterwards, in 
the XIX and early XX centuries other Azeri enlighteners supported the 
reform of the Arabic alphabet and the transfer to the Latin one.  That was 
part of the struggle of Pan-Turks with Pan-Islamists.  As Arabic was 
mainly the symbol of Islam and the rejection of it was considered in 
Azerbaijan to be a renunciation from the Muslim past.   

The practical steps to change the alphabet were undertaken after the 
declaration of the independence of Azerbaijan in May 1918.  In March 
1919 there was founded governmental commission under the chair of Kh. 
Melik-Aslanov to prepare a new Azeri alphabet. A project of A. 
Efendiyev was adopted about new Azeri alphabet on the basis of the 
Latin alphabet and a textbook “Son Turk alifbasi” (“New Turkish 
alphabet”) was published (22). 

The establishment of the Soviet power slowed down that process, but 
not for long.  The ideas of Azeri specialists in Turkish philology underlay 
the formation of the Latin alphabet in Turkey. After that in May 1922 
under the direction of S. Agamalyoglu the commission preparing the 
Latin Azeri alphabet was restored and in 1926 received All-Union status. 
The uniform alphabet for Turkish people of the USSR was worked out 
under the direction of the commission of Azeri scholars. On 1 January 
1929 the new alphabet was officially accepted in Azerbaijan (23).  

However, the event had both positive and negative sides, as this was 
not a matter of the usual replacement of one alphabet by another one. The 
transfer to the new script certainly meant a serious convergence with the 
West and its achievements in the sphere of science and technology.  But 
in taking that decision the main consideration for Communists and Pan-
Turks in the USSR and Turkey was that it would bring to the sharp fall 
of the influence of the clergy on the life of the population. In essence that 
was a challenge to Islam and the values of Islam. Mullahs lost their 
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authority over the religious life of the society with the transfer to the new 
alphabet and with the start of the campaign for general literacy.   

At the same time the value of the Arabic alphabet was in its almost 
one thousand years long indissoluble connection with the Muslim 
tradition. Whole generations were cut off from their past and their history 
with the abolition of the alphabet. However, the troubles of Muslims did 
not end at that.   

The most important reason for the substitution of the Arabic alphabet 
with the Latin one was the desire to cut the Muslim masses off from their 
coreligionists in the East and first of all Iran and the Arabic world.  
However, if the changes in the sphere of education and substitution of 
the alphabet had ended there the consequences would scarcely have been 
so hard. In the second half of the 1930s disagreements and coolness 
developed in the relations of the USSR and Turkey.  Having completed 
the struggle with Pan-Islamists the Communists proceeded to the 
liquidation of Pan-Turkism.  By the mid 1930s the terms “Islam” and 
“Turks” were used in the negative meaning. In that regard it was decided 
to get rid of the symbol of Turkism, the Latin alphabet which was adopted 
only a few years ago. As a result, from the 1 January 1940 the Azeri script 
was changed into the Cyrillic one “with the aim of strengthening the 
friendship and fraternity with the mighty Russian nation” (24). That act 
in its turn led to the breaking off of ties with Turkey and even Turkish 
nations of the USSR who then accepted Cyrillic which had many 
variations instead of the uniform alphabet on the Latin basis.  

It is noteworthy that a whole ten years period of intense discussions 
and laborious work of several commissions was required to transfer to 
the Latin alphabet.  But the determined decision of Stalin and several 
meetings of the “community” which “roughly approved of the decision 
of the party and of the leader” proved to be sufficient to transfer to 
Cyrillic.  

At the same time the Shariat courts were abolished and the teaching 
in madrasas was prohibited in the second half of the 1920s. At the end of 
1928 began a new official stage of the struggle against religion in 
Azerbaijan. In December 1928 the most serious blow was delivered by 
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the decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
Azerbaijan about the transfer of many mosques, churches and 
synagogues into clubs and other enlightening goals particularly in the 
rural areas of the republic. As a result, in Azerbaijan only in 1929 about 
400 mosques were closed and refurbished as clubs (25). 

In general, the year 1929 can be considered as the beginning of the 
full-scale attack of the USSR on Islam. In the leadership of All-Union 
Communist Party (of Bolsheviks) an opinion formed of the necessity of 
the working out of the special document on the religious issue which at 
the same time should become the guidance for all employees of the state 
and party institutions. In February 1929 L.Kaganovich, secretary of the 
Central Committee of All-Union Communist Party (of Bolsheviks) sent 
out a letter “About measures strengthening antireligious work” to all 
republics and regions of the USSR. That document sanctioned a forceful 
solution to the religious issue and repressions in respect of religious 
organizations and clergy.  A month later, on 8 April 1929 the government 
of the USSR passed the Decree “About religious unions” which stayed 
in force until 1990, i.e. actually until the collapse of the USSR.  It was 
clearly stated in the Decree that “the religious societies are not authorized 
to be engaged in any other activity except satisfaction of the religious 
needs of the faithful and mainly within the limits of the building for 
prayers” and that the religious unions should be “forced out” from all 
spheres of the life of the society (26). One month later in May of the same 
year at the 5 Session of the Soviets of the USSR changes were made to 
the Constitution according to which the freedom of conscience of the 
faithful was recognized but not of the religious propaganda.  It was 
particularly mentioned in the atheist textbook of the UMA that this 
innovation “is timely and necessary in respect of the strengthening of the 
counter-revolutionary activity of church people and sectarians” (27).  

With this legal ground for repressions Communists launched an all-
out attack on religious organizations including Islam in Azerbaijan. The 
main blow was delivered to the mosques. The following facts testify to 
the scale of the campaign according to the number of the closed mosques 
and demolition of many of them:  there were about 3.000 mosques in 
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1917 in Azerbaijan. About 1.700 mosques were left by early 1927 in the 
country. No more than 120 out of them were left in Baku and around it.  
Meanwhile 969 mosques were Shiite and about 700 Sunni. Almost 400 
mosques were closed at the same time in Azerbaijan after receiving the 
instruction from Moscow. And by 1933 there were left about 17 mosques 
all over the republic, 11 of them Shiite, two Sunni and four mixed ones 
(Sunnis and Shiites made namaz in turns in those mosques) (28). 

The mass terror against religious observers in the USSR caused 
serious dissatisfaction with the population and the authorities had to stop 
antireligious campaign for a certain period of time.  However, from 1937 
the terror and “struggle against religious remnants” recommenced with 
the new force.  The total number of the victims of “the great terror” in 
Azerbaijan is unknown, as until today the documents were not presented 
in full to the public. But it is known that only in 1937-1938 almost 
120.000 people were repressed (29). That was a big figure for Azerbaijan 
with the population of 3,2 million people according to the census of 1939. 
Moreover, a considerable part of the repressed were representatives of 
the intellectuals and educated part of the clergy, i.e. intellectual potential 
of the nation.   

At the same time the blow was dealt not only on the traditional 
observers of Islam. As a result of the campaign of repression by the end 
of the 1930s there were actually liquidated representatives of numerous 
tarikats and communities such as Nakshbandiyya,	Bahai and Ali-ilahi in 
Azerbaijan (30). 

 
 
       The role of Islam in the USSR during the Second World War and 
at the end of the 1940s 
 

The war between Germany and the USSR started in 1941 and did not 
lead to a change of the policy of the Soviet power in respect of religion 
in general and of Islam in particular.  But in the course of war it became 
clear that German leadership was striving to play the “Islamic card”.  In 
November 1941 that Hitler gave orders to form military formations from 
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the number of Soviet prisoners of war and volunteers – inhabitants of the 
occupied territories of the USSR.  The percentage of Muslims among 
them was very high. By 1943 about 280.000 representatives of the USSR 
were fighting on the side of Germany. 170.000 of them (61%) were 
Muslims of the Caucasus, Central Asia and Volga region mainly Turkic-
speaking peoples.  Most of all there were Azeris – about 40.000 people, 
who were brought together in eight battalions (31).  

At the same time Germany wanted to avoid resistance from people 
of the Caucasus and first of all Azerbaijan with its oil. In addition, the 
Caucasus was considered as an advantageous bridgehead for the further 
conquest of Iran and Iraq rich with oil. That is why anti-Soviet rebellions 
by the local Caucasian people and first of all Muslims were supported in 
ever possible way. For that purpose several appeals were made to Soviet 
Muslims and above all to the highlanders of the Caucasus. It should be 
recognized that the repressions of the 1920-30s had their price.  At least 
in the first stages of the war in 1941-1942 there were many cases of the 
anti-Soviet rebellions in the Caucasus. And soon it became known about 
the plans of Germany to cut their way through Caucasus not only to the 
Middle East but also to the Central Asia.   

Irrespective of the policy of the Communists, the war made its 
corrections and strengthened the thirst of the population for religion. 
Taking into account all that, the authorities of the USSR changed their 
policy. The activity of the UMA, publishing house “Atheist”, the 
newspaper “Atheist” and the magazine “Anti-religionist” pretty active in 
1920-30s and which became odious in the opinion of the faithful was 
abolished by early 1942. Overtures were made to religious figures, 
moreover not only Orthodox but also Islamic. At the same time 
Communists paid main attention to the control over the clergy.  As 
mentioned above, the Muslim clergy was subordinated to the Central 
Spiritual Board of Muslims (CSBM) with the center in Ufa.   However, 
it became difficult to keep under the control of one center the activities 
of the whole clergy in all regions of the USSR in war conditions.   

In May 1942 the latest extraordinary congress was held of 
representatives of the Muslim clergy of the USSR in Ufa.  The situation 
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was discussed and an “Appeal to all Muslims of the Soviet Union” was 
adopted and read in the mosques that had survived. After that followed 
the congresses of Muslim clergy of the North Caucasus and Central Asia.  
After that the head of the CSBM mufti A. Rasulov applied to the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR with the proposal to 
change the form of leadership by the Muslims of the country.   

As a result, in 1943 there was formed the Spiritual Board of Muslims 
of the European part of USSR and Siberia (SBMEP) with the center in 
Ufa as well as the Spiritual Board of Muslims of Central Asia and 
Kazakhstan (SBMCAK) with its headquarters in Tashkent.  Then the turn 
of the Caucasus came: on 14 April 1944 the Presidium of the Supreme 
Soviet of the USSR passed the decision about formation of the Spiritual 
Board of Muslims of Transcaucasus (SBMT) with the center in Baku.  
And in May 1944 there was established the Spiritual Board of Muslims 
of North Caucasus and Dagestan (SBMNCD) with a headquarters in 
Makhachkala.  Thus by 1944 the single center of the governance of 
Muslim population of the USSR was divided into four regional centers.  
Moreover, all religious boards were formed as general bodies without 
division into Shiite and Sunni.   

Оn 25-28 May 1944 there was held the first congress of the Muslims 
of the Transcaucasus which selected Akhundaga Alizade for the post of 
the chairman of the SBMT who also received the honorable title of 
sheikh-ul-Islam corresponding to the post (32). Taking into account the 
numerical relation between Shiites and Sunnis in Azerbaijan the deputy 
of sheikh-ul-Islam who was Shiite was appointed Sunni hajji Ibrahim 
Efendizade, who was given the title of mufti.  At the same time the latter 
obeyed to the sheikh-ul-Islam only in economically-financial issues but 
in religious issues he was independent.  In total there were seven high 
level representatives of Muslim clergy of Azerbaijan in SBMT. Four out 
of them were Shiites and three Sunnis (33). 

Undoubtedly, both the election and the whole activity of the first 
sheikh-ul-Islam in the Soviet period and of the SBMT in general was 
under the most severe control of the Soviet bodies including special 
services. In essence, the clergy in general and Muslim clergy in particular 
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became the adjunct of the Soviet executive power and all religious boards 
altogether made unofficial Soviet ministry on the religious issues. It was 
in that period of time that talk began about the close connections of the 
leaders of the Christian and Muslim clergy with the Soviet power and 
special services. This opinion was pretty natural as such the stakes were 
high and the Soviet power understood very well the importance and 
necessity of total control over the activity of the clergy and particularly 
of the Muslim one.   

In 1944 in Moscow there was established a Council on the Work of 
the Religious Cults (CRC) under the government of the USSR which was 
officially put in charge of regulating relations of the secular authority and 
religion in the country.  In fact, the main task of the Council became the 
control over the religious life.  At the same time in March 1945 there was 
published the decision allowing the religious organizations and societies 
to be engaged in economical activity and even to open their own bank 
accounts although only to a limited degree.  It was already after the war, 
in January 1947 that there was sent out the letter of the CRC “About the 
procedure of the legalization of buildings for prays” to all republics and 
regions of the USSR (34).  

As a result of the policy of flirtation with Islam and certain 
liberalization of the confessional life there were opened old mosques in 
a number of places of Azerbaijan. By the end of the war the SBMT 
registered 22 mosques and one “holy” cult place as well as about 70 
representatives of the clergy (35). 

As its known, one of five main obligations of Muslims is pilgrimage 
(hajj) to the holy city of Mecca. Besides that, for Shiites including Azeri 
ones it is also very important to make pilgrimage to the holy for them 
cities Karbala in Iraq and Mashhad in Iran. If in the years of 1925-1928, 
i.e. in the initial stage of the repression campaign against Islam there were 
annually sent 500-600 believers from Azerbaijan to those holy cities then 
in the mid 30s already after the beginning of the repressions only 10-15 
people went there (36), and after 1937 the pilgrimage from the USSR was 
prohibited at all.   
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However, at the end of 1945 the Soviet Muslims were again allowed 
to make pilgrimage to the holy for them cities. But the permission was 
given only to 17 believers from the whole USSR and only for visiting 
Mecca and Medina (37).  

That Soviet policy in respect of Islam and particularly in Azerbaijan 
did not change that much either at the end of the 1940s or the early 1950s. 
It was mainly explained by the events happening in Iran.  As it is known, 
in 1945-1946 there appeared national-democratic movement under the 
influence and control of Moscow in southern Azerbaijan, which was the 
part of Iran. Very many Azeris from the USSR took the most active part 
in that movement at that period of time. And it was not advantageous for 
Soviet authorities to make pressure on the Muslim clergy, as there was a 
very different religious situation in southern Azerbaijan.   

 
       Islam in Azerbaijan in the 1950-80s  

 
The liberalization of the policy of Communists towards Islam during 

the reign of Stalin was explained by other circumstances as well. By the 
early 1950s the generation of the clergy that was formed before the Soviet 
power and which in this or that way participated in the resistance to the 
Communist regime but which avoided repressions of the 1930s died.  It 
was replaced by those whose views were formed in other conditions and 
who understood that anti-Soviet conduct and activity would unavoidably 
bring to their dismissal from religious activity in the best case. Along 
with those who had to make a deal with their conscience and faith, the 
stratum of collaborators grew very fast who willingly worked with the 
atheist Communist authorities and for whom the religious profession 
became just another kind of career for an ordinary member of the 
Communist party and administrator (38). As a matter of fact, the highest 
clergy - both of Christians and Muslims became by that period of time a 
part of the executive power in the USSR. It had to render assistance to 
the Communist authorities inside the country and on international level 
to take active part in the propaganda campaign.  By taking part in 
different peacemaking and religious forums the clergy had to 



 
 
 

147 

demonstrate to the whole world the presence of freedom of conscience 
and other democratic values in the USSR.  Sermons were given in 
mosques, which called on believers to support Soviet foreign policy.   

However soon after in the later 1950s, “the religious thaw” again was 
replaced by a new period of pressure on the believers of the USSR.  It 
was mainly connected with the coming to power of N.S.Khrushchev who 
declared the course of the fast formation of first a socialist and then a 
Communist society. Meanwhile a declaration was made about the 
“uniting in the USSR of nations in the single Soviet nation” which in fact 
meant the policy of Russification. At the same time the Communist 
ideologists proceeded from the idea that as far as the socialist and 
Communist societies would be built religion would die away in the 
USSR.  And the sooner that would happen the better as the Soviet leaders 
came from the saying: “Religion is the opium for people”.   

On 7 June 1954 the Central Committee of the CPSU adopted the 
decree “On serious shortcomings in the scientific-atheist propaganda and 
the measures for its improvement”. It was emphasized that “the church 
and different religious sects have revived their activities, strengthened 
their skilled workers and while flexibly adapting to the contemporary 
conditions they vigorously spread their religious ideology among 
backward population sections” (39). A comprehensive program of 
measures for atheist education was determined in it and the decision was 
made to stop the opening of new mosques and in all ways to cause 
obstacles for the preaching activities of the religious persons as well as 
to increase their taxes.  

It was a direct signal for the local authority bodies, which 
immediately began the campaign of persecution of representatives of the 
clergy and also began to close mosques that had functioned under Stalin. 
As a result, only 16 mosques were left in Azerbaijan and just two in Baku 
(40). 

The antireligious campaign was on such a scale that it caused mass 
discontent among the population and already in five months in November 
of the same year of 1954 there followed new decree of the Central 
Committee of the CPSU “On the mistakes in the implementation of the 
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scientific-atheist propaganda among the population”.  Regret was 
expressed about the unjustified cruelty in respect of the religious figures 
that occurred.  However, that did not mean that the antireligious 
campaign in the USSR ended.  It just underwent a modification.  
Religious figures were no longer exposed to repressions and mosques 
were not closed.  The special emphasis was made on the implementation 
of a wide-scale propaganda campaign among the population. Various 
atheist clubs and lectures about the damage of religion reappeared and 
became more active.  

That policy was not changed in the USSR in the 1960-70s under 
Brezhnev. But in the spirit of time it mainly had a grotesque and 
bureaucratic character. It was considered that the more the population got 
familiar with the “anti-popular substance of religion” the sooner the latter 
would stop to play a role in the life of the Soviet society.  On the one 
hand there were published numerous books about the history of religion 
where it was proved that “religion is the evil for nations” (41). On the 
other hand, the policy of the leaders of the USSR in respect of Islam was 
mixed in the 1960-70s. Inside the country it was aimed at its elimination. 
In the foreign policy namely from that period of time Islam began to be 
used as the tool for the pro-Soviet activity in the Middle East where the 
USSR declared itself as the “friend of Arab and Muslim nations in their 
just struggle with American imperialism and Zionists”.   

Certainly, from the end of the 1970s but particularly in the 1980s 
there were outlined next changes in the mutual relations of Islam with the 
USSR. The reason for that first of all was the war in Afghanistan and the 
Islamic revolution in Iran.  Being afraid that the events in those countries 
would make an impact on the Soviet Muslims the authorities of the USSR 
started a new campaign against Islam. On 18 August 1986, already under 
Mikhail Gorbachev there was adopted the decree (which turned out to be 
the last one) of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CPSU 
“About reinforcement of the struggle with the influence of Islam”.   

Naturally that affected the position of Muslims in Azerbaijan. The 
amount of antireligious literature constantly grew and the atheist 
societies strengthened their propaganda activities.  During the period 
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from 1948 to 1976 as it was mentioned with the feeling of pride there 
were published 96 anti-Muslim books and pamphlets in Azerbaijan. Plus, 
every year anti-religious propagandists in the republic read about 15.000 
lectures about the damage of Islam (42). 

However, in spite of the huge army of Soviet oriental scientists and 
specialists on Islam and much bigger order of propagandists the 
substance of Islam was not understood in USSR.  But the situation was 
analogical in the West as well where most scholarship on Islam was and 
remains in hands of non-Muslims. Both in the 1970-80s and afterwards 
many authors of Muslim origin accused and continue to accuse the Soviet 
(now Russian) as well as western Islam scholars of being anti Islamic and 
even pro-Zionist (43). It came to the point that the terms “orientalist” as 
well as “Specialist in Arabic philology”, “Specialist in Iran philology”, 
“Specialist in Turkish philology” were mainly compromised in the eyes 
of Muslims of the East.  As a result, for example at the 29th International 
Congress of Oriental Studies which was held in Paris in 1973 and on the 
100th anniversary of the 1-st Forum of Oriental Scientists it was decided 
to reject the term “orientalist” although the delegation of the USSR and 
socialist countries opposed this move. But with the majority vote the 
Congress of Orientalists was renamed “International Congress of 
Humanitarian Sciences in Asia and North Africa” (44).  

Indeed, one can not approach Islam, as one does Christianity and 
other religions.  What was the main mistake of the leaders of the USSR 
and ideologists of Communism?  They considered that Islam did not 
differ in any way from Christianity and other religions and that’s why the 
main attention was paid to the defeat of the Muslim clergy and 
destruction of the mosques.  However, there are pretty notable 
differences. For Christian the temple is the “holy” zone of the “worldly” 
space and while entering it “the pious goes beyond the limits of the 
ordinary life and finds himself in the world of religious meanings, 
symbols, subjects, actions and his attention unwillingly concentrates on 
things happening in the temple” (45). But in Islam from the very 
appearance of the mosques they were not only the places of divine 
services. They were open for twenty-four hours a day and could be even 
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the places for night’s lodging for homeless, travelers and repentant.  They 
were seldom vacant (at least in cities) and during the day they were at the 
same time clubs or people’s house. In all times justice was implemented, 
scientists, readers of the Quran, philosophers, poets and literary men 
were gathered in the mosque particularly in the Friday one. One could 
buy there necessary goods and even have lunch there.  As a result, the 
mosque which was situated in the immediate vicinity served for a Muslim 
as a second home providing him with the numerous small services and 
not always only religious ones. Finally, one could always find there 
company for conversation.  Although that referred to men and that’s why 
sometimes in the Middle Ages were named “males’ house” (46). 

The destruction of the mosques was undoubtedly a serious blow to 
Islam, but not a fatal one.  Muslims always have opportunity to find the 
replacement for mosques in ordinary houses for prays (mollakhana).   

On the other hand, unlike Christianity, which had centralized 
religious organization (church) every Muslim community always acted 
independently.  The point is that Islam does not accept the idea of the 
existence of mediators between man and God, even though in the Middle 
Ages a social group of clergymen formed called ulems.  In the course of 
time they began to play an important role in the life of the Muslim 
community (ummas) and from them there was formed the higher strata 
of the Muslim clergy – sheikh-ul-Islam’s, muftis, qazis and others.  
However, they did not have a serious influence on the internal life of the 
Muslim community. In Islam there was also not the official custom of 
ordination or consecration. That’s why the Muslim world did not have a 
clerical class in the strict sense of that concept.  That’s why the 
ideologists of Islam always strongly objected against the using of 
European terms such as “religious institutions”, “church”, “priests”, 
“hierarchy” in respect of the organizational structure of the Muslim 
clergy (47).  

The attempts to create the single and controlled by the authorities 
body in the form of the Religious Board undertaken in the Russian empire 
in 1872 and borrowed afterwards by the USSR by no means meant the 
control over the Muslim community. That was the control over the 
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highest elite group but not over the community itself.  In other words, the 
tenacity of life of Islam in the USSR was predetermined by its 
organizational structure.  If in Christian countries the secularization i.e. 
the separation of the church from the state and of the school from the 
church was strongly eased by the fact that those spheres were never 
completely amalgamated then in the Muslim community sometimes its 
impossible to determine where the confessional ends and the secular 
starts. Islam penetrates all spheres of life and activity of a Muslim.  For 
people practicing Islam it remains a timeless and absolute truth.  In that 
respect Islam does not know rises and falls. Its social activization and 
politicization are explained not by its internal changes but by the 
evolution of those countries where it exists. In other words, it is concrete 
Muslim countries which go through the prosperity or stagnation. But the 
position of Islam as religion remains stable inside those countries. The 
invariability of Islam as of the most important factor of the functioning 
of the countries of the Muslim world, its capacity to function as the 
official ideology or to appear as the basic idea of mass alternative 
movements, secret extremist organizations, or to serve as everyday 
“common” religion proceeds from its capability to correspond both to the 
first, second and third.  Prominent Islam scientists defined Islam as a 
general and universal religion, which finds its expression in the existence 
of the peculiar phenomenon, an “Islamic way of life” (48). 

That is why the attempts of the Soviet authorities to suppress the role 
of Islam in the life of the faithful in Azerbaijan and other regions of the 
USSR were doomed to the failure from the very beginning. When 
obstacles are created for a Muslim to pray, mosques are destroyed or the 
clergy is taken under control and turned into the ordinary servant of the 
state authority the Muslim community immediately reacts to that, by 
looking for an adequate substitute. As a result, a peculiar situation is 
formed in the regions where Muslims live: on the one hand there exist 
official representatives of Islam, while alongside them appears unofficial 
or so called “parallel” Islam.  The presence of the latter is the first and 
main proof of pressure being put on Islamic values in a society.  That is 
why from the very beginning the pressure on Islam in the USSR was 
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doomed to failure. The Soviet authorities managed to defeat the official 
Islam, take under the control the numerically small highest strata of the 
clergy and to make it an obedient executor of the will of the Communist 
Party.  Representatives of the official Islam often went abroad and 
appeared at different conferences about “new” role of Islam in “the USSR 
in the era of socialism”.  In other words, they were part of the Soviet 
propaganda machine.   

At the same time Muslim clergy did not play any role within the 
Muslim community in the regions.  That’s why Muslims for example in 
Azerbaijan virtually did not know who was sheikh-ul-Islam and mufti in 
1950-80s and did not know many ministers in the government.  For the 
faithful particularly in the rural areas the authoritative were unofficial 
representatives of the clergy who were not registered and were 
recognized only by the local inhabitants. As a result, in the 1960-70s 
more than 40 unregistered Muslim unions and organizations functioned.  
Moreover 12 out of them were implementing their activities not in the 
official mosques but underground.  The remaining organizations as a rule 
became active during Muslim holidays and ceremonies, even though two 
of those organizations in 1970 on the Absheron peninsula and in 1977 in 
the settlement of Djorat under Sumgayit managed to register as official 
public unions under the mosques (49). 

Besides, the authorities recognized that at that period of time a 
considerable number of officially unrecognized mullahs, seyids, 
marsiyakhans – executors of religious stories (marsiya) carried out their 
activities all over the republic.  Their number was unknown but even the 
most zealous atheists and representatives of the authorities did not have 
doubts that they far exceeded in number representatives of the official 
clergy (50). 

Moreover, in early 1960s the official authorities sounded the alarm 
about the activity of Chelebi. In the Middle Ages heads of the Sufi tarikat 
Mavlaviyya were named with this honorable title.  The founder was the 
famous sheikh and poet of the XIII century Jalal ad-din Rumi. The 
distinctive feature of that Sunni tarikat was an extremely respectful 
attitude to the personality of Ali, that’s why in Turkish they were also 
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called Alevi, i.e. “supporters of Ali”.  The tarikat was on the territory of 
Asia Minor and was particularly popular among the tribe Karaman.  In 
the XV century a part of that tribe moved to Azerbaijan and mainly to the 
south of the Karabakh where afterwards they founded a number of 
villages (Chelebilyar, Karaman, Karamanly, Sirik, Khavuslu).  In Soviet 
times Chelebi were persecuted particularly in 1930s however they did 
not lose their influence in Karabakh particularly in the Jabrayil district 
(51).  

However, for a long period of time there was no information about 
the activities of Mavlaviyya and Chelebi in Azerbaijan in the Soviet era.  
Moreover, representatives of the Soviet authorities in the country 
managed to report that by the early 1930s representatives of all Sufi and 
other Darvish brotherhoods and tarikats had ceased their activities in 
Azerbaijan. And that is why the information of the authorities was 
unexpected when they announced in the early 1960s that in Karabakh, in 
Jabrayil (at that period of time Fuzuli) district in villages Khavuslu and 
Sirik the activities of certain “Chelebi” reappeared and who called 
themselves holy under that name. And they virtually even managed to 
take the power under their full control in the mentioned two villages in 
Karabakh!  At the same time if we are to believe the reports of the local 
authorities from every family they took numerous taxes for religious 
needs (zakat, fitr, etc) to a total sum of 150 rubles.  Those who refused to 
pay were subject to persecution, sometimes their homes were destroyed 
and families were ousted from the village (52).  

Certainly, officially the activity of Chelebi stopped after the 
interference of the law enforcement bodies of the Soviet power.  But that 
was only formally as the influence and authority of “Chelebi” among 
habitants of Jabrayil district remain very high even today.  In any case 
the fact itself is pretty demonstrative and showed that Islam in Azerbaijan 
proved its steadfastness and vitality much more strongly that it appeared 
from aside.   

Undoubtedly, Soviet power achieved considerable success in the 
struggle with Islam in Azerbaijan. Considerable part of the Muslims of 
the republic particularly Russian speaking people as well as 
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representatives of the intellectuals was “de-Islamised”. That process 
turned out to be most effective in the capital, Baku.    

On the other hand, Soviet propaganda disseminated the idea that the 
religious devotion of the population in the USSR had considerably 
decreased particularly in the 1960-80s. Islam according to the Soviet 
propagandists retained its positions only in the rural districts of 
Azerbaijan which was temporarily “weakly covered by enlightenment 
activities”. The opinions were given that as a result of the cultural policy 
of the USSR the attendance at mosques was sharply reduced and as if on 
that reason many of them were closed in Soviet times.  As a result, by the 
early 1980s 22 mosques in total functioned in Azerbaijan and the number 
of the clergy was reduced to 200 people. Twenty of them had higher 
theological education and the rest were illiterate mullahs (53). 
Apparently only representatives of the older generation mainly visited 
those mosques and youth fully ignored religious events.   

The myths created by the propagandists about the “decay” of Islam 
in the USSR as a result of the cultural policy and building of socialism 
and that in the Soviet Azerbaijan so called “shadow” Islam kept its 
positions among the “backward” old generation turned out to be 
tenacious.  The most striking thing is that even nowadays there appear 
publications of Azeri Islam scientists who also spread those myths about 
dominance of the “shadow” Islam in Soviet Azerbaijan (54).    

However, in fact the situation was quite different.  In spite of the 
propagandist myths about the devotion of only the older generation to 
Islam and fall in belief, the attendance at mosques did not fall but actually 
increased during that period.  For example, the financial statistical data 
about the incomes of the mosques spoke against the Soviet myth. If in 
1961 only monetary incomes of the mosques from the volunteer 
contributions reached 59.000 rubles then in 1984 it reached 628.000 i.e. 
it increased tenfold over a quarter of a century.  Certainly, both incomes 
of the SBMT and of the government increased (55). And all that was in 
spite of the sharp reduction of the number of mosques and religious 
places, the de-Islamisation of the population as well as constant increase 
of taxes of the religious organizations imposed by the government.  
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 It is interesting to note that in the 1960-70s sociological polls often 
revealed the real situation of the religious beliefs of the population.  As a 
result, it became clear that in spite of the long policy in respect of religion 
and changes that took place in the social and cultural lives of Soviet 
citizens Islam managed to keep its positions in everyday life as the 
creator and custodian of national identity.  Moreover, the polls showed 
that for Muslims the “faithfulness to Islam, its traditions, according to the 
argumentations of representatives of the Muslim religion, is the 
necessary condition of loyalty to their own people” (56).  

In those years sociological polls were held in Azerbaijan as well.  
They showed that the positions of Shiism were very strong in 
Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic (NAR), on the south along the border 
with Iran (Astara, Lankaran, Masally, Jalilabad, Yardimly, Lerik, Fuzuli 
and Sabirabad districts), in the capital, Baku and on Absheron peninsula, 
in the center of the country – in Ganja, Ujar, Goychay, Qazakh, Tovuz, 
Agdam, Barda and some districts of the Karabakh.  Sunnism had strong 
positions in the north of the country – along the border with Russia - in 
Shaki, Zaqatala, Qakh, Balakan, Qusar, Quba and Khachmaz districts as 
well as in Shamakha district. Moreover, religious devotion was much 
higher in the zone with the dominant Shiite population. But as a whole it 
did not cause any doubts that inhabitants of areas bordering Iran as well 
as the Absheron peninsula were distinguished by the greatest religious 
devotion (57). It was mainly explained by the fact that Shiism had more 
capabilities for resistance to the Soviet propaganda and atheism than 
Sunnism.  It was particularly noticeable during the period of 
Maharramlik and first of all in the southern districts bordering with Iran, 
as well as Baku and Absheron peninsula.  Moreover, in spite of the Soviet 
propagandist assurances, many young people participated in the 
mourning ceremonies.  Certainly, after each such case representatives of 
the Soviet power carried out punishments.  In particular after the case 
when in 1963 in the mosque of “Shah Abbas” in Ganja about 60 children 
and young men aged 10-20 years old took part in the ceremony “shahsey-
vahsey” the mosque was turned into a museum (58).  
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But in spite of all that Shiites continued to celebrate Maharramlik.  
Moreover, in 1958-1962 in the south of the country in Sabirabad, Imishli, 
Lankaran, Masally, Yardimly, Salyan and Fuzuli districts, in Julfa district 
of NAR, and in a number of the populated areas (Amiradjan, Keshlya, 
Zabrat, Bina, Gala, Kyurdakhani) of the Absheron peninsula unregistered 
by the authorities mullahs headed the actions of the population to take 
over and repair mosques in order to carry out Maharramlik there.  
Moreover, the ceremony of “shahsey-vahsey” was held with the 
participation of children and was accompanied with self-punishment 
practices using chains and daggers.  The processions of “shahsey-
vahsey” were also held in other mosques including in the mosque “Taza 
pir” situated in the capital (59). 

It is noteworthy that the Soviet propagandists had to note the active 
role of women in Maharramlik.  They were headed by women mullahs 
(60). 

The following facts speak about the religious beliefs of the 
population and the scale of its participation in Maharramlik at that period 
of time: according to the information of the authorities in 1961-1962 
during the mourning ceremonies dedicated to Huseyn many inhabitants 
of the rural districts bordering with Iran and particularly in Nakhchivan 
did not go to the work or refused to work explaining that by the saying 
that one should not work in the “mourning day”.   (61). 

In 1960-80s in Azerbaijan there was also widely celebrated the 
Muslim holiday – Qurban Bayram (Turkish, in Arabic – Id al-adkha) 
connected with the legend of sacrifice by Ibrahim of his son Ismayil to 
the God.  On that day every Muslim after praying in the mosques should 
if his means allowed him sacrifice an animal (sheep, cow or she-goat) 
and that meat had to be distributed among needy people. Although, in the 
1950-60s Soviet officials tried to ban this ceremony as it deprived them 
of cattle. In the response the faithful resorted to killing birds and chickens 
and continued to celebrate the holiday. Moreover, on that day the number 
of the faithful in the mosques of Azerbaijan increased 7-8 times (62). 

One more prominent day of Islam which was celebrated by the 
faithful and was an important occasion for communication of the faithful 
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was the “birthday of the prophet” Muhammad or mavlud an-nabi (in 
Arabic or in abbreviated form in Azeri movlud).  As a rule, on that day 
the faithful gathered in the mosques.  In a number of countries as well as 
prayers and giving charity the holiday includes loud reading of poems 
praising Muhammad, festive processions with the kindled lights. The 
peculiarity of that holiday was that from its very appearance in early XIII 
century it was called a new invention by the religious authorities (Arabic 
bid’a) and caused an ambiguous reaction among Muslims. Wahhabis and 
many followers of strict, traditional Islam do not recognize that holiday 
even today. As a result, even in nowadays the Day of movlud is 
connected with Sufi brotherhoods moreover Sunni ones.   

In Azerbaijan in the 1960-80s on the Day of movlud the faithful 
gathered in the home of one of the most respected Muslim and at 
refreshments they read stories about the birth of Muhammad.  During that 
ceremony candles were lit and every time the name of Muhammad was 
mentioned they inclined in a respectful bow.  The celebration of the 
birthday of Muhammad was particularly popular in the north-west of the 
country in Zaqatala-Balakan region (63). As it was mentioned in one of 
the local newspapers the holiday was considered by the local mullahs as 
a wonderful cause for the propaganda of Islam (64).  

Undoubtedly, during the Soviet period the role of woman in the 
social life considerably changed. Mainly their discrimination in the 
society disappeared and often they themselves determined their destinies. 
Moreover, from the end of the 1940s the number of women-mullahs 
increased.   

However, Islam did not fully give in its position in “women’s issue.” 
According to statistical data every year during the period from 1970 to 
1987 there were registered about 60.000 marriages according to new 
Soviet laws in the office of the Registration of Acts of Civil Status.  At 
the same time – every year about 4.000 marriages were made on the basis 
of the Shariat (65), that made 6% of the total number of the marriages in 
Azerbaijan in 1970-80s. Undoubtedly during the years of the Soviet 
power the secularization of the society was on a large scale.  However, it 
was too early to speak a about full victory over Islam. As those 6% of 
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marriages made on the basis of Shariat were made in the atmosphere of 
persecution that itself is a serious indicator.    

No facts of polygamy were officially recorded, but it is likely into 
account the realties of the time they simply were not registered. The 
official propaganda said there were no under-age marriages in 
Azerbaijan. However, research a showed different picture. Thus, the 
sociological poll in Shaki district showed that in many villages after the 
official registration of the marriage in the office of the Registration of 
Acts of Civil Status the marriage was concluded again on the basis of 
Shariat (kabin) by a mullah. Meanwhile the most interesting thing is that 
the marriage agreement was concluded by mullah who was not officially 
registered in the SBMT! The analogical researches were carried out also 
in 1963 in Fuzuli district, Karabakh.  It turned out to be that 29 families 
in Khurdmakhmudlu, 54 in Bakhmanly, 26 in Gochakhmedly, 41 in 
Aybasanly, 21 in Akhmedalilar, 36 in Kadjar, 70 in Seyidakhmedly did 
not have official registration of their marriages.  Thus, in seven out of 
277 families did not have documents about registration in state office of 
the Registration of Acts of Civil Status but had marriage contracts from 
unofficial mullah.  According to the data of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of Azerbaijan a similar situation was revealed in other 
districts of the Karabakh and southern districts of the republic.  For 
example, 500 families did not register their marriages in state office of 
the Registration of Acts of Civil Status only in four villages (Vilvan, 
Karkalan, Alekseyevka and Shurk) of Lankaran district in the same 1963.  
There were registered 607 such families in Agdam district, 378 in 
Sabirabad and 275 in Ujar (66). 

Here information should also be given from the Ministry of 
Education of Azerbaijan about facts of early marriages among 
schoolgirls. It appears such facts were most frequently registered in the 
southern and central areas of the republic and namely in Nakhchivan, 
Kalbajar, Fuzuli, Gadabay, Imishli, Salyan, Kurdamir, Ismayilli and 
some other districts.  In most of them on average only one out of ten 
schoolgirls reached the final – eleventh form.  Thus, there were 4.508 
schoolgirls in 1-4 classes, 2.524 in 5-8 classes, only 490 in 9-11 forms in 
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1963 in Fuzuli district.  In a number of village schools (in Yardimly and 
Imishli districts) there turned out to be no schoolgirls at all in the final 
11th form (67). 

Referring to the divorces there not everything was implemented on 
the basis of the civil laws. According to the data of SBMT during the 
period from 1970 to 1982 there were annually registered 100-120 Shariat 
divorces or in Arabic talak (68).    

At the same time the persecution of Islam in Soviet times created a 
situation in Azerbaijan that belonging to it was not defined by the 
recognition of the symbol of the faith (shakhada) and the rules of 
behavior prescribed by Shariat but by circumcision (Arabic sunnat).  The 
adoption of Islam is inseparable from that ceremony. It is paradoxical, 
but even the Communists and convinced atheists practiced it. In other 
words, it was possible to be a Communist and fight the official fight with 
Islam but to avoid that ceremony meant to reject one’s identity i.e. one’s 
past and traditions of the people.  That is why the Communists tried to 
present that religious rite as “custom of the people” having a pre-Islamic 
character.   

In the same way the role of Islam was fundamental at the funeral 
wake.  Here as well as with circumcision religion was recognized by the 
Communists, if only privately (69). True, from time to time the 
authorities fought against participation by mullahs at funerals.  That 
campaign was particularly active at the turn of the 1970 and 1980s and 
many high level members of the Communist Party even suffered from 
that. But the population of Azerbaijan considered necessary the 
participation of mullahs at funerals.   

Certainly, the persecutions and bans imposed by the authorities on 
many Islamic customs led to the appearance of “parallel” Islam as 
mentioned above which however it would be more correct to name 
“popular Islam.”  Having no opportunity to comprehend or even having 
partially forgotten the meaning of these or other ceremonies the 
population continued to observe many of them.  Thus, one of five main 
responsibilities or “pillars of the faith” of Islam is the pilgrimage (hajj) 
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to Mecca.  Besides that, Shiites went to make pilgrimage to the holy for 
them cities Najaf and Karbala in Iraq and Mashed in Iran.    

However, in the 1960-80s the mass pilgrimage from the USSR was 
banned and only a few could undertake it. However, Muslims quickly 
adapted to this and replaced the hajj by the pilgrimage to the local holy 
places (ziyarat), to the graves of the holies (pir) as well as to the 
sanctuaries (mazar) and places connected with the cults of stone, water, 
fire and animals.  The peculiarity of such places of worshiping is that the 
majority of them had pre-Islamic character, but in Soviet times that was 
not so important for the population.    

As it appears from the researches of ethnographers and historians in 
1960-80s there were in total more than 300 pirs and other holy places 
where the population made pilgrimages   in Azerbaijan (70). One hundred 
of them were the most respected and visited.  They in their turn were 
subdivided into the holy places that had general character and had wide 
spectrum of influence.  That was the first group of such objects.  The 
second group included sanctuaries and cult places with the limited local 
and functional characteristics and influence on the concrete populated 
area.   

The objects of the first group where the pilgrimage was made most 
of all included 25 holy places.  They can be divided by region: 

1. Absheron peninsula: pirs «Said» (Nardaran settlement), «Ataga» 
(Shuvalyan settlement) и «Ali ayagy» (Buzovna settlement); 

2. Nakhchivan: in Babek district - the holy mountain «Askhab-i 
kahf» and pir «Imamzade» in the village Nehram, in Ordubad district - 
pirs «Ibrahim efendi» and «Nusnus»;  

3. Lankaran-Masally area on the south-east: in Astara district - pirs 
of «Seyid Ahmad» and «Seyid Jamal»; in Lankaran district – pir of 
«Sheikh Zahid», in Lerik – pir “Babagil”, in Masally – pir «Gizilagach» 
or «Seyid gabri», in Salyan – mausoleum «Khanega»; 

4. Center of the country: in Shamakha district – pirs «Pirsaat» and 
«Dadagunash»; in Agdash – pirs «Veys baba» and “Haji baba”; mosque 
and sanctuary «Goy Imam» in Ganja; sanctuary «Imamzade» in Barda; 
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5. North-east region: in Quba district - pirs «Soltan khalach» and 
«Agbil baba»; 

6. North-west region: grave «Aldad» in Tovuz district, pir «Haji 
Efendi» in Qazakh, in Shaki - pirs “Babaratma” and “Mammad Efendi”.   

Some of these holy places had a wider area of attention.  Thus, pirs 
on the Absheron peninsula - in Shuvalyan settlement and Nardaran was 
attended by Muslims from the whole of Azerbaijan.  The sanctuary «Goy 
Imam» was the place of a pilgrimage of the population not only from 
Ganja but also adjoining Qazakh, Tovuz, Shamkir, Yevlakh, Goranboy 
and other districts of the central Azerbaijan.  The sanctuary “Imamzade” 
in Barda was the main destination for inhabitants of Karabakh.  

The remaining pirs and cult places had local character and were 
connected with one function.  There are many trees among them which 
obviously testifies to their pre-Islamic origin.  Inhabitants subdivided or 
if that can be said “specialize” some pirs and holy places according 
certain diseases. There are such places where they go in the hope to cure 
rheumatism, others from psychological diseases, coughs and other 
illnesses.   
        In conclusion the following conclusions can be drawn.  During the 
years of Soviet rule the Communists did everything depending in their 
power if not to fully extirpate then at least to take it under the control.  It 
should be recognized that on the whole the Soviet power managed to do 
that. A considerable part of the clergy was repressed in the 1920-30s.  
The new generation of the clergy was under the control and virtually 
became the adjunct of the executive power.   

The process of de Islamisation in Azerbaijani society was 
particularly strong in the cities and first of all in the capital, Baku. 
However outside it, particularly in rural areas Islam mainly managed to 
keep its influence.  Besides official Islam there functioned so called 
“parallel” or to be more correct “popular” Islam.  Mainly Islam became 
the element of self-consciousness for the Muslims of Azerbaijan. To 
remain a part of their own people even the most zealous members of the 
Communist party could not ignore a number of Muslim ceremonies.  
Thus, the policy of repressions against Islam yielded only certain results 



 
 
 

162 

and at the first signs of the weakness of the Soviet power Islam was ready 
to launch a counter-offensive.  It just waited for its time.   
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CHAPTER VI 
 

Islam in Azerbaijan in 1985-2003  
 

      Gorbachev’s «Perestroyka» and Islam in Azerbaijan  
 
      In March 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev, who understood that the socialist 
system experienced the strongest crisis and that it was necessary to 
undertake serious reforms for the maintenance of the power of the 
communist party, became the Secretary General of the Communist Party 
of the USSR.  He decaled about the “revolutionary restructuring” 
(Russian - “perestroika”) in all spheres, about “new thinking”, “glasnost 
and democratization” of the Soviet society.  The “perestroyka” of 
Gorbachev certainly influenced on the change of the role of the religion 
in the life of the people of the USSR.   

However, talks about Islam factor started earlier in Azerbaijan unlike 
other Muslim republics of the USSR, and namely in the end of the 1970s 
after the engagement of the Soviet troops in Afghanistan and particularly 
after the beginning of the Islamic revolution in Iran. Azeri Muslims 
negatively accepted the engagement of the Soviet troops in Afghanistan 
as the war with the coreligionists. And the following victories of Afghans 
over the soviet troops were estimated by many people in Azerbaijan as 
the evidence of the strength of Islam.   

But the revolution in 1979 in Iran made much bigger influence on 
the Muslims of Azerbaijan.  Afghanistan was far and the information 
about the events in that Eastern country was received desultory in 
Azerbaijan.  And the Iranian revolution was mainly “closer for Azeris”- 
then Azeris could listen from the ancient Azerbaijan capital - Tabriz to 
the programs about religion and any statements of Khomeini in their 
native language and without problems (1). If to believe to the data of the 
Azerbaijani special services at that period of time there appeared semi 
“Underground organization of Khomeinists” (Azeri “Khomeinichilar 
tashkilaty”) in one of the religious centers of Azerbaijan - Nardaran 
settlement situated 35 kms to the north of Baku (2). 



 
 
 

164 

Certainly, the soviet power realized the danger of the influence of the 
Iranian propaganda and that’s why they tried to suppress the radio and 
TV programs from Iran.  The events in Iran began to strengthen the 
religious feelings of the Muslims of Azerbaijan and communists resorted 
other counter measures. Undoubtedly, according to the sanction from 
Moscow the Azeri authorities suddenly became “nationalists” and began 
to speak about “united Azerbaijan”.  The estimation was obvious: while 
addressing the national feelings of Azerbaijanis they hoped to neutralize 
the Islamic influence of Iran (3).  

However, the Islamic influence continued to grow.  It should be 
noted that in Azerbaijani society of the XX century the ideas of Pan-
Turkism and Pan-Islamism were never forgotten and always had their 
followers even if secretly. Meanwhile, as far as the national identity of 
Azerbaijanis was strengthening the role of Pan-Turkism considerably 
increased. Even the attitude to Islam in Azerbaijan was mainly 
determined through the prism of Pan-Turkism.    

Those ideas strengthened during the period of “perestroyka”.  During 
the times of Gorbachev on the one hand the campaign for the “united 
Azerbaijan” which annoyed Iran was stopped.  On the other, communists 
softened their policy in respect of Islam in the USSR.  Moreover, in 1980-
s there were published many books of the soviet orientalists about Islam 
and Islamic revolution in Iran. There also appeared many reference books 
about Islam and in 1986 there was republished the translation of the 
Quran by the academician I.Y.Krachkovskiy into the Russian language 
(the first edition was in 1965) and that in its turn caused serious response 
among Soviet Muslims. Although it was not the Quran itself but its 
translation, every respecting himself Muslim tried to gain it.  But the 
circulation was very small (10.000 copies for the whole USSR) and that’s 
why very limited number of books was received by every republic.  It is 
noteworthy, that in Azerbaijan mainly top level organization men of the 
Communist party gained it!   
     The interest to the Islam considerably increased in the Azerbaijani 
society in second half of the 1980-s.  In 1985-1987 the author of these 
lines had repeatedly to appear at the works, factories and other 
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institutions of the republic with lectures about Islam. The interest was 
very big to the theme itself.  Meanwhile, it could often notice that 
Azerbaijanis were coming to the lectures with the Quran which they were 
respectively keeping it to themselves. And it is not important that they 
had in their hands not the Quran itself but its translation into the Russian 
language which they had not even read and even if they did, they did not 
understand its content!  To keep and read the Quran even its translation 
into the Russian language in those soviet conditions was on the one hand 
the evidence of both national and religious identity and on the other hand 
– it was kind of protest against communist ideology. It was namely at that 
period of time that the new mosques began to be opened the number of 
the meeting houses for prays and other religious places increased.  In 
Azerbaijan by the end of 1987 besides 18 officially acting mosques there 
functioned 5 unregistered ones.  About 1 thousand of unregistered 
meeting houses for prays and about 300 pirs should be added to them (4). 

At the same time the national idea developed the interest to their own 
history and the past grew.  In Azerbaijan like the mushrooms after the 
rain there began to appear different circles and societies dedicated to the 
research and re-understanding of their own past.   

It’s difficult to tell, how the further history of Azerbaijan including 
the Islamic renaissance would develop. In February 1988 the quiet 
running of the events in the country was disturbed by Armenians who 
started the Nagorny Karabakh conflict. The Armenian call became actual 
for Azeris as it was in the early XX century and again it was necessary to 
respond on it.   
 
      The beginning of the Karabakh conflict and the role of Islamic 
factor  
 

From its very beginning the conflict brightened weak sides of Azeris.  
First of all, there was revealed the unconcealed helplessness of the local 
communist party and nomenclature which could not promote leaders 
from their rows.  On the other hand, the conflict also showed the 
weakness of the official leaders of the Muslims of Azerbaijan.  As in 
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Armenia the religious leader Catholicos Vazgen I almost immediately 
became one of the leaders of the Karabakh movement of Armenians.  
Moreover, the Catholicos spoke of “the necessity of the just solution of 
the Karabakh problem” on the conference that took place on 4 November 
1987 in Los Angeles (the USA). And on 25 February 1988 he sent open 
letter to M. Gorbachev with the demand to annex the Nagorny Karabakh 
to Armenia (5). After it, the Catholicos Vazgen I made analogical 
statements in the Mass Media including TV. In other words, the activity 
of the Armenian Catholicos was so obvious that it was already at that 
period of time his name was associated among Azerbaijanis with the 
Karabakh conflict and on the numerous meetings in Azerbaijan he was 
often mentioned as one of those who contributed to the appearance of the 
conflict.   

Certainly, Azerbaijanis hoped very much to hear the voice of their 
young 39-year-old Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade who in 1980 
was elected as the Head of the SBMT. Moreover, with the beginning of 
the Karabakh conflict in the neighboring Iran there were pined big hopes 
on the growth of the Islamic spirits in Azerbaijan. At that period of time 
ayatollah Khomeini repeatedly declared about the support of 
Azerbaijanis in the Karabakh issue.   

However, the Muslim clergy in Azerbaijan formed in soviet times 
virtually was a part of the state apparatus and was engaged in the 
propaganda of the soviet way of life.  Immediately after his election the 
Sheikh-ul-Islam A.Pashazade began to prove in his numerous speeches 
that rights of the Muslims of the USSR were not violated.  He became 
particularly “famous” by his “Open letter” in 1983 addressed to R. 
Reagan where he called “immoral” the statement of the American 
president about the USSR as “empire of the evil” as in reality “all ideals 
of the Islam were implemented only in the Soviet Union” (6). And when 
the whole world was shocked by the intrusion of the Soviet army into 
Afghanistan Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade on the contrary supported 
that action (7). A year before the Karabakh conflict he made a pathos 
statement in his interview to one of the leading soviet newspapers: “Even 



 
 
 

167 

if the soviet constitution deprived Muslims of something then its- 
discrimination, backwardness, illiteracy” (8).  

Certainly, such religious “leader” could not act independently 
without permission of the republican Communist party. In its turn, the 
latter waited for the corresponding instructions from Moscow which of 
course were not received.   

Meanwhile, very outside Azerbaijan the Karabakh conflict began to 
be presented as the religious confrontation of the “Christian Armenia” 
against “Muslim Azerbaijan”.  Of course, most of all it was written about 
it in Armenia. The Armenian propaganda began to frighten the soviet and 
world community by the increasing influence of the Islam pointing out 
that as if during recent years there were built 1.600 and about 400 
mosques were secretly implementing their activities in Azerbaijan (9).  

On the other hand, at that period of time the liberal intelligence in the 
USSR and particularly in Russia obviously had its sympathies to 
Armenians.  The deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR from 
Armenia G. Starovoytova - one of the ideologists of the Karabakh 
conflict from Russian side - said on meetings in Moscow that 
“Armenians are the small Christian people who suffered genocide like 
Jews and who bravely gave a dare to the wicked Muslim-pogrom 
makers” (10). Partially such statements were made on the basis of the 
formed stereotypes but more often they were deliberately frightening 
with the Islamic factor. The ideologists of the conflict took into account 
the fear of the Christian West in the face of the Muslim East in the light 
of the reporting about Iran and Islamic revolution of Khomeini as well as 
the increasing hostility of Russia in respect of Islam and the whole 
Muslim world after the bitterness of defeats and losses of the soviet 
troops in Afghanistan.  In 1990 the same Starovoytova stated literally: 
«The people of Azerbaijan is the new ethnos and that’s why it does not 
have its own ideology, it just looks for it. I think it will choose the Islamic 
fundamentalism” (11). And A.S.Chernayev, the nearest assistant of M. 
Gorbachev, very informed person even several years later continued to 
think in his own memoirs that in the end of the 1988 in Baku, as if “there 
the armored vehicles even tanks were burned down, two Russian soldiers 
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were killed, people walk in the streets with the green flags and portraits 
of Khomeini” (12). Afterwards, in the Russian and Western press there 
were repeatedly undertaken attempts to attract special attention to the 
portraits of Khomeini and Islamic flags which as if were the symbols of 
meetings in Azerbaijan. In that way they created the image of Azeri 
“Muslim fanatics”.   

What was the real role of the Islam and Islamic symbolic in the 
events of 1988-1990 in Azerbaijan?   

According to the published in nowadays shorthand reports of the 
speeches, photos of meetings and chronicles of the events happened in 
Azerbaijan in 1988-1990 it is clearly seen that during the first nine 
months after the beginning of the Karabakh conflict there were no any 
Islamic slogans, green flags or portraits of Khomeini. Moreover, the 
attempts of the mentioning of the religious factor were very negatively 
perceived by the leaders of the demonstrations and in the society of 
Azerbaijan as a whole.  People went to the rallies with the flags of the 
soviet Azerbaijan and many had in their hand’s portraits of …. Lenin.  
The faith in the soviet power and personally to Gorbachev was very 
strong in Azerbaijan on the initial stage of the Karabakh conflict and 
that’s undoubtedly influenced on the spirits of the population of the 
republic.   

But as far as the situation was becoming strained, sharp increase of 
the number of the Azeri refugees from Armenia and the open 
unwillingness of the central authorities of the USSR to solve the conflict 
the situation in Azerbaijan began to change.  As a result, on 19 November 
1988 Muhammad Tantakin Khatami, the leader of the public 
organization Popular Front of Qizilbashes and his supporters for the first 
time brought and raised the three colored flags of Azerbaijan Democratic 
Republic that existed in 1918-1920s on the square named after Lenin 
where the meetings were held (currently the square of Freedom). 
Together with them Haji Abdul Abdulov, who a year later organized 
Islamic society “Tovba” (Repentance) brought two Islamic flags to the 
square. Although, both the national and moreover two Islamic flags were 
lost in the sea of flags of Azerbaijan SSR.  Moreover, a few days later 
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the Islamic flags were taken down (the national ones remained) as the 
demonstrators did not accept them.  That’s why many participants of the 
demonstrations still are not sure that Islamic flags were present on the 
rallies.  Those flags remained only for a couple of days and were not 
striking and moreover M.T. Khatami had to prove that fact later (13). 

There were many different slogans and transparencies in the course 
of the numerous rallies on the square.  In the diary of A.Tahirzade, 
participant of the rallies of that period there were brought in total about 
300 slogans and transparencies which were used by the participants of 
the rallies.  The first and the only Muslim slogan - “Allah Akbar!” Death 
to the enemies of the Islam!” – appeared on 26 November 1988 and it 
also belonged to the supporters of hajji Abdul Abdulov.  On the same day 
certain mullah Ali who called to the liberation of “our lands and our 
religion!” for the first time appeared on the meeting (14). At the same 
time Azerbaijanis began to appear against the Islamic regime of 
Khomeini.  It was already on 2 December 1988 there were gathered 
Azerbaijanis who held rally by the building of the consulate of Iran 
(currently embassy) in Baku and who protested against repressions of 
their compatriots in Iran. And in the end of the demonstration in spite of 
the propagandist stamps of the soviet and western press and cursed 
Khomeini (15). 

Two days later, on 4 December 1988 the soviet power decided to 
disperse the unceasing since November 17 rally on the square named 
after Lenin.  The leadership of the republic applied to Sheikh-ul-Islam 
A.Pashazade who sent his deputy Haji Sabir Hasanly and then himself 
tried to convince participants of the rally to go to their homes.  But 
nobody wanted to listen to him and Sheikh-ul-Islam left the square (16). 
On that very in 1988 the Islamic thematic concluded itself.   

The situation did not change very much next year. Again, outside 
Azerbaijan they talked profusely about the strengthening of the role of 
Islam, omnipresent Khomeini and fundamentalists.  And there were 
undertaken desperate attempts to prove the opposite in the republic. But 
there gradually other spirits began to appear in Azeri society.  The 
economic situation of the population considerably worsened. The general 
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shortage of the foodstuffs, unprecedented increase of prices, the 
introduction of the rationing system could not leave without annoyance 
of the population.  At the same time with it- the constant since the end of 
1987 flow of refugees from Armenia to the republic, in 1989 gained 
catastrophic character.  The whole Muslim population of Armenia - 
186.000 Azeris and 11.000 Kurds were forcibly exiled.  That next 
deportation was accompanied by pogroms that became the reason of 
death of 216 Azeris and Kurds (17). The refugees immediately became 
the shock force of the rally participants.   

On the other hand, the feeling of the full hopelessness and even 
inanity of any refutations of that flow of biased information that fell on 
the republic from the pages of the soviet press particularly Russian one 
grew gradually in the society of Azerbaijan.  At that period of time Azeris 
sensed “themselves bestead from all sides, blocked by omnipresent 
Armenians dictating their will to almost the whole world” (18). And the 
more information about the high religiousness of Azeris and accusations 
about “Islamic fundamentalism” followed the more seriously people 
began to think about the substance of the religion in general and Islam in 
particular in Azerbaijan.   

Although there increased interest to the Islam in Azeri society 
meanwhile the official clergy was seized. Mainly it had general character 
for the USSR. As the “perestroyka” of Gorbachev caused changes in also 
in the relations of the state and confessions in the USSR.  There began to 
be opened new mosques and madrasas and the religious figures could act 
more freely.  At the same time there began a struggle for the replacement 
of the previous religious leaders on the new ones. That process passed 
particularly actively among Muslims: the process of the activities of the 
unofficial Islam against official one was taking place everywhere.  The 
registered mosques were seized, the struggle began for the replacement 
of the soviet clergy by the new leaders of Muslims.   

However, the official clergy was not going to give their place under 
the sun. On 25 July 1989 there was called the ninth congress of the 
Muslims of Transcaucasus and Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade was again 
elected on the post of the head of the SBMT.  At the same time on the 
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congress Salman Musayev was elected on the post of mufti instead of the 
departed in 1986 Ismayil Ahmadov. In the same year Sheikh-ul-Islam A. 
Pashazade became the deputy of the Supreme Soviet of Azerbaijan and 
the USSR. On 30 September 1989 the republican TV informed about the 
opening of madrasas in Baku. At the same time the rumors about the 
connections of the highest stratums of the SBMT in particular of Sheikh-
ul-Islam with the KGB USSR began to widespread in that period of time. 
In particular, it was written about it in the numerous and in unofficial 
newspapers or samizdat pretty popular at that period of time (19).  

It was namely at that period of time that there began to be formed 
new independent public and political organizations in Azerbaijan.  
Except particularly Islamic organization” Tovba” the religious issue 
thoroughly went without in all the rest.  The attention was paid to the 
religion in the programs of only two parties. In November 1989 the party 
“Dirchalish” published its program and in the small section “religion” 
mentioned the necessity of the freedom of faith and state support of the 
religious education (20). The party “Birlik” went much further having 
mentioned in its program that the Christianity and Islam base on the 
similar principles and proceed from the unity of the God.  
Correspondingly, any attempts to build the policy on the religious 
contradictions were criminal (21). 

But the more characteristic attitude to Islam had the Popular Front 
of Azerbaijan (PFA) – leading the oppositional public movement in those 
years.  On 16 July 1989 there was held the constituent conference of the 
PFA where the leadership was elected and the program and the chapter 
were accepted.  It was mentioned in the program that the PFA came 
forward for the “observation of the freedom of expression and faith. All 
religious monuments should be restored and delivered at the disposal of 
the believers” (22). And that was all referring to the religion that was 
included in the program of PFA.  At that period of time the leaders of the 
PFA did not consider it necessary even to use the term “Islam” and came 
forward for the support of the freedom of faith of all confessions.   

For the first time Abulfaz Elchibey, leader of the PFA expressed his 
opinion about Islam on the demonstration that took place on 16 
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September 1989: “The people of Azerbaijan have highly respective 
attitude to the Islam. The Islam is not religion - its great culture. It is 
necessary to publish books about it. The religion requires new view on 
it.” That statement caused ambiguous reaction in the society and the 
leader of the PFA had to clarify it on the next meeting on 24 September:   
«they write that I call to respect the Islam. And what to do with Babek 
then?”  And further Elchibey declared: «Babek was our great patriot, who 
fought against the great empire for 22 years of his life. But people’s 
liberation movement is one thing and the attitude to the religion quite 
another». Finally, on 2 December 1989 he again returned to that issue: 
“We are accused in the connections with the Islamic fundamentalism. 
Only 5-6 persons in Azerbaijan know what fundamentalism is. 
Slanderers bind our movement with the name of Khomeini and the 
religion. But our movement is democratic and under the flag of 
democracy we will encourage the modernization of our mosques and 
madrasas” (23).  

The following fact testifies the attitude of the PFA to the Islam at that 
period of time.  In the end of November 1989 in the Lithuanian 
newspaper “Soglasie” (Russian “Agreement”) there was published a 
conversation with Hamid Kharischi, the officer of the Institute of 
Literature of the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan about the role of 
Islam in the USSR.  In particular, H. Kharischi talked about the big role 
of the Islam in the Karabakh conflict and the necessity of jihad against 
Armenians (24). Undoubtedly, nobody would pay attention on the 
ordinary officer of the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan if the 
mentioned H.Kharischi would not be introduced in the newspaper as the 
“one of ideologists of the PFA”!  And that seriously changed the matter, 
the interview of H.Kharischi was instantly circulated in Armenia and 
many other soviet newspapers as well as outside the USSR. The reaction 
of the PFA on it was flash-like: there was made special statement about 
it that “irresponsible, politically dangerous statements of Kharischi 
caused indignation in a number of the republics” and were used as “a tool 
of anti-Azeri propaganda”.  That’s why the PFA considered it necessary 
to declare in public that H.Kharischi “is not the member of the elected 
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bodies of the PFA and could not be ranked among its ideologists” and in 
general “thoughts, expressed by Kharischi fully contradict the program 
aims of the PFA” (25). 

Thus, in spite of all propaganda stamps by which the soviet and world 
Mass Media were full of in the beginning of the Karabakh conflict the 
explosion of the Islamic spirits did not take place in Azerbaijan and the 
religious factor did not play any role in the public-political processes of 
that period. Moreover, leaders of informal organizations and movements 
tried even not to mention the term “Islam” in the aims of their programs 
having mentioning the necessity of the freedom of faith of all confessions 
in the best case.   
 
       The struggle of Pan-Turkism with the Pan-Islamism in Azerbaijan 
in 1990-1993 

 
The religious situation in Azerbaijan began to change since 1990 

when at night from January 19 to January 20 the soviet troops entered 
Baku and organized bloody slaughter of the peaceful citizens.  At time 
when Azerbaijan mourned over its “innocently killed” the local leaders 
of the Communist party kept silence in a cowardly manner and the 
authorities of the USSR declared on the whole world about the wave of 
“Islamic fundamentalists” in Azerbaijan the inhabitants of the republic 
suddenly saw and heard Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade in another 
capacity.  According to the memories of sheikh-ul-Islam himself 
immediately after the engagement of the troops Y.Primakov member of 
the CC CPSU suggested namely him – the head of the official clergy of 
the republic to take in the functions of the political leadership of 
Azerbaijan.  However, that hardly spoke about the growth of the 
influence and authority of the religious figures and personally of sheikh-
ul-Islam (26). It is most likely that on the background of the fully 
bankrupt leaders of the Communist Party of Azerbaijan Moscow needed 
loyal local leader who could undertake the function of the “main 
persuader” and “stabilizer” of the population. Moreover, the fact of the 
leadership of the rebellious republic by the religious leader itself would 
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be a wonderful argument for the grounding of the intrusion into the 
country of the Soviet Army.   

However, the careful Sheikh-ul-Islam A.Pashazade reasonably 
refused from such proposal.  Instead of that, on 22 January 1990 he 
headed the funerals of the victims of the intrusion of the soviet troops 
into Baku.  It is thought that Michael Smith, the American historian was 
right when he suggested to consider the «funerals of the victims of the 
Black January as the first true action of the civil Maharram (Maharramlik 
- A.Y.) during the post soviet period of time” (27). Truly, the ceremonial 
procession of the funerals of the victims of the January 20 had 
pronounced Islamic symbolic: hundreds of thousands of people under the 
target of soviet soldiers who were ready to use the arms any time passed 
the several kilometers route from the square of Freedom where all 
meetings were held at that period of time to Highland park where the 
mass burial was held.   The procession was headed by sheikh-ul-Islam 
and other religious figures.  Meanwhile people were walking and singing 
funeral songs mourning over the fallen.  There was established the “Alley 
of martyrs” (Azeri “Shahidlar Khiyabani”) at the same period of time.  
In other words, on 22 January 1990 the society of Azerbaijan openly 
refused from the soviet rites and forms of burials in favor of the 
traditional Muslim ones.  It was not only the expression of the protest.  
That was the refusal from the previous values of the soviet times and 
return to the Islam.  Before “The Black January” the funerals having state 
or public importance passed according to the soviet mourning rules.  One 
could not see mullah on the funerals of the outstanding state and public 
figures in the soviet Azerbaijan and in general the whole mourning 
ceremony had pronounced atheistic character.  But then the whole 
procession from the very beginning to the end passed according to the 
canons of the Islam. Virtually, on 20 January 1990 the soviet Army shoot 
not only the peaceful Azeris but at the same time the believe in the soviet 
ideology.  Correspondingly, on 22 January 1990 Azeris buried not only 
the victims of “The Black January” but also the ideals of the communism 
and almightiness of the soviet power.   
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At that period of the full vacuum in the structures of the authority 
sheikh-ul-Islam sent open “appeal” to M. Gorbachev and copies sent to 
the Secretary General of the UN and the heads of the governments of all 
the countries of the world and religious leaders.  He strongly denied “the 
provocative accusations which as if served as the reason for intrusion of 
the troops” and first of all “so called “Islamic factor””. Further the 
sheikh-ul-Islam accused in the committed M. Gorbachev personally and 
demanded to “move troops out of Baku without delay” having threatened 
otherwise by the appearance of the second Afghanistan and that time 
already in Azerbaijan (28). 

Such behavior of A.Pashazade the text of the “Appeal” itself which 
was also read on the radio “Liberty” had considerably increased the 
authority of sheikh-ul-Islam.  It can be said that namely in January 1990 
Azerbaijan for the first time knew Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade and he 
became the figure in the political life of the country.   

Thus, «The Black January» 1990 considerably changed the attitude 
of the population to the religion. The last illusions in respect of the 
communist party and the role of Moscow were dispelled.  There appeared 
very peculiar situation in Azerbaijan. Formally, communists managed to 
restore their power with the help of the army.  There was changed only 
the leader of the republic - Ayaz Mutallibov headed the communist party 
of Azerbaijan instead of Abdurrahman Vezirov. During the first months 
of 1990 the oppositional PFA was actually droved into the underground 
and hundreds of its activists were arrested.  But in spite of that it was 
namely PFA that remained the leading power of the republic not the 
Communist Party of Azerbaijan.  It was obvious, that communists were 
supported by soldiers of the Soviet Army not the trust of the population. 
The striking evidence of that was that after “The Black January” there 
was mass leaving of the citizens of Azerbaijan of the rows of the 
Communist party.   

For many years it was the first time that the inhabitants of Azerbaijan 
began to talk about the return to the religion.  It is noteworthy, that even 
the leaders of the Azeri communists including the new leader of the 
communist party of Azerbaijan – A. Mutallibov began to talk about their 



 
 
 

176 

religiousness. It is clear, that after him in a moment his close entourage 
became the believers.   As Vafa Quluzade, one of A. Mutallibov’s 
advisers mentioned, “the president, as me was always the believer, we 
simply had to hide it earlier” (29). A. Mutallibov was pronouncedly 
polite with the sheikh-ul-Islam and tried to demonstrate his respect to the 
Islam in all possible ways.  In its turn, the sheikh-ul-Islam who obviously 
was satisfied by such changes demonstrated full support to A. Mutallibov 
- the leader of the local communists and protégé of Moscow.  The same 
year the SBMT was reorganized into the “Spiritual Board of the Muslims 
of the Caucasus” (SBMC).   

Soon A. Mutallibov undertook other steps as well while moving 
away from the soviet symbolic and returning to the symbolic and values 
of the independent Azerbaijan of the period of 1918-1920 The three 
colors of the ADR became the state flag of Azerbaijan SSR and the 28 
May the day of declaration of the independence of ADR was announced 
as nonworking day.  There were started restoration activities of the 
mosques destroyed in soviet times and new ones began to be built 
everywhere.   

It should be also mentioned here that the big number of mullahs - 
Azeris ethnically or knowing Azeri language began to arrive from Iran in 
the period of 1990-1991. They had only one goal- to help to restore the 
religious life of Azerbaijan.  The old mosques were started to be restored 
and the new ones began to be constructed, madrasas were opened. At the 
same time the local mullahs and youth were sent to study in Iran.   

However, the representatives of the Iranian clergy were shocked by 
the weak religiousness of the population and also by the “dissoluteness 
and superficial knowledge of Azerbaijani clergy”. It were not only they 
but also many foreign Islam scientists paid attention on those 
circumstances and particularly on the low level of the religious 
knowledge among the youth and many representatives of the middle age 
in the cities.  That ever allowed to speak about the “ethnic character” of 
Islam in Azerbaijan.  As there appeared strange religious situation in the 
country: people considered themselves Muslims and “representatives of 
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the Muslim nation, and meanwhile protect materialism and state that 
there is no God” (30). 

In 1990 in Azerbaijan appeared the situation similar to the one that 
already was in the society in the beginning of the century.  In 1920 
communists abolished the ADR but could not stop the thirst of Azeris for 
their national identity.  Precisely 70 years later it turned out to be that the 
ideas of Turkism did not disappear for the years of the soviet rule and 
secretly continued to live in Azerbaijani society, particularly among its 
politicized part. Virtually all parties and public organizations of 
Azerbaijanis appeared after the beginning of the “perestroyka” of 
Gorbachev came forward for the development of the national culture first 
of all.  And that unavoidably brought to the ideas of Turkism. And after 
“The Black January” those ideas became much more than simply 
attractive. They also symbolized the protest against the previous life and 
the hope for the new future.   

Undoubtedly, meanwhile Azerbaijani elite considered itself a part of 
the Muslim world and civilization. However, the Islam was considered 
by them as a part of the spiritual culture of the ethnos which at the same 
time needed modernization.  Such view point was mainly connected with 
the fact that the considerable part of the new political elite of Azerbaijan 
made officers of the universities and Academy of Sciences of the republic 
mainly orientalists and historians  The so called “Muslim intellectuals” 
or future theological (Rafiq Aliyev, Nariman Qasymoglu, etc.) began to 
be formed namely from those rows. They tried to “give the modernist and 
reformative impulse to the development of the Islam in Azerbaijan” (31). 
Many of them challenged those directions of Shariat which did not 
correspond to the present and the secular character of the state according 
their view point.   

But communist’s ideology of atheism, official authority, oriented to 
Moscow as well as the official clergy which traditionally did not accept 
Turkism and inclined to expand contacts with Iran and wide spreading of 
ideas of Pan-Islamism in the republic opposed to that direction.   

Thus, 70 years later the struggle of the followers of Pan-Turkism and 
Pan-Islamism again began in Azerbaijan. Or, as Mammad Emin 
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Rasulzade figuratively expressed himself in due time in the book 
“Siyavush of our time”: “eternal struggle of Turan with Iran”.   

 The distinguishing peculiarity of that struggle in the researched 
period of time was that during the years of the soviet power the process 
of the national self-consciousness of Azerbaijanis was actually 
completed. And if in the beginning of the XX century small part of 
Azerbaijani society was the supporter of ideas of Turkism and the 
majority of the population supported Islamists then the situation fully 
changed.  The considerable part of Azerbaijanis supported Turkism and 
came forward against Islamism.    

There was one more peculiarity of that stage of the struggle of Pan-
Turkism with Pan-Islamism.  If in the beginning of the century 
representatives of Azerbaijani political elite took the most active part in 
the struggle of two ideologies in the Russian empire then Azerbaijanis 
were very passive to the All-Union processes. The political elite was 
engaged in the internal political processes in Azerbaijan itself.  The 
public figures and historians from Azerbaijan (including the author of the 
current lines) went to those or other events of the followers of the unity 
of Turkish people of the USSR.  But that was more academic interest 
than the wide public support.   

The situation was worse with the ideas of Pan-Islamists.  In 1990 a 
process of the creation of the united political organization of Muslims 
passed in the USSR.  On 9 June 1990 in Astrakhan there was created All-
Union Muslim organization – Islamic Party of Renaissance (IPR).  
Formally, if to believe the documents Azerbaijani Muslims also 
participated in its formation.  However, in fact it can be said about the 
participation of the small number of Azerbaijani intellectuals from 
Russia.  They were headed by Heydar Jamal, dissident famous even in 
70s in the USSR. It was namely he who created Information-Cultural 
Center “Tavhid” (Arabic “Union”) in 1990 and the same year published 
as samizdat two issues of the bulletin under the name “At-Tavhid”. 
Besides it he published two issues of the newspaper “Al-Vahdat” (Arabic 
“Unity”) of the IPR.   
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However, neither then nor after the collapse of the USSR the public 
of Azerbaijan knew about the IPR or about the future destiny of that 
organization.  Heydar Jamal was known better as extraordinary 
compatriot but not as the Islamic leader moreover of Azerbaijan.   

In this way or another there was formed very peculiar situation in 
Azerbaijan in the second part of 1990.  On the one hand the protégé of 
Moscow and communist was at the power.  But he made more and more 
curtseys to the side of the religion and he found full support of the official 
clergy of the republic. Moreover, the support of the head of the 
communist party of Azerbaijan was provided by two societies established 
on the eve of the “Black January” – “Gardashliq” (“Brotherhood”) 
headed by A. Akhundov and the already mentioned above Islamic society 
“Tovba” headed by Haji Abdul Abdulov.  The both societies included 
mainly inhabitants of the populated areas of Absheron peninsula where 
Shiite and pro-Iranian spirits were always traditionally strong.  In other 
words, the head of atheists was united with the Islamists against the 
supporters of Turkism.    

Meanwhile, the political opposition of the republic represented in the 
face of the PFA and other parties came forward for the strengthening of 
contacts with Turkey.  And A. Mutallibov remained under control of 
Moscow and was establishing contacts with Iran.   

The publication of the translations of the Quran not only into the 
Russian language but also into Azeri one began in the republic in those 
years.  They began to publish the materials about the life of the Prophet 
Muhammad and about the history of the Islam.  In their activities many 
parties began to pay more attention to the Islam factor.  In particular, 
there was established special Azad Dindarlar Shurasi  ( Azeri “Council 
of the free believers”) in the PFA (32). 

There began to appear publications about the situation of Islam in 
Azerbaijan in the oppositional press.  There the activity of Azeri clergy 
and of Azad Dindarlar Shurasi personally whose authority again began 
to fall in the society were sharply criticized.  As a result, the party 
“Musavat” (ally of the PFA) came to the conclusion that besides its main 
newspaper “Yeni Musavat” it should also publish the newspaper “Allah 
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Akbar” where the main provisions of the Islam would be explained. 
There were 4 issues of that newspaper – and the last one was in July 1990. 
Afterwards the leadership of the party stopped the publication «as a result 
of the lack of the need in the separate Islamic line in the ideology of 
“Musavat” (33). 

By the way, it was repeatedly mentioned namely in the publications 
of that party that many politicians of Azerbaijan vainly feared to talk 
about Islam due to the fear that afterwards the world community would 
talk about “Islamic fundamentalism”. Moreover, in summer 1990 there 
was directly offered to all political forces in the country to think about 
including of points referring to the Islam in the programs of their parties.  
In particular, it was suggested to declare Islam as the state religion of 
Azerbaijan; to stop propaganda of atheism in the republic; to release the 
religion from the care of the state and in that respect to abolish the SBMC 
as it “serves the soviet empire and is not capable to fulfill its 
responsibility”; to create the Ministry on vakf affairs and to begin the 
teaching of Islam in the secondary schools and higher educational 
institutions   (34). 

It was also pointed out that all talks about Shiites and Sunnis and 
their disputes should be stopped as the harmful for the society. Because 
as a result of that confrontation Azerbaijan turned out to be divided into 
two parts and was conquered by Russia and Iran.  That’s why “Iranian 
variant of the Islam is alien to us” and in general “we need real Islam not 
the drawn one” (35). 

Such ideas were not the statements of the separate people.  The poll, 
held in the same year in Baku showed that in the capital of Azerbaijan 
there was only 18,9% of the supporters of the integration of the country 
into the Islamic world. Meanwhile only 3,8% of respondents came 
forward for the creation of the Islamic state in Azerbaijan.  But at the 
same time 2,4% were for the prohibition of the Islam in the republic. In 
other words, there turned out to be very few supporters of Iranian model 
in Azerbaijan.  Finally, only 2,6% considered that Armenian-Azeri 
conflict due to the Nagorny Karabakh had religious basis (36). 
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All mentioned above confrontation was particularly strikingly 
expressed in the course of parliamentarian elections held on 30 
September 1990 in Azerbaijan. For the first time in the history of soviet 
Azerbaijan under the pressure of the opposition A. Mutallibov agreed to 
conduct relatively democratic elections without preliminary prepared by 
the authorities lists of the future deputies.  For the first time since the 
establishment of the soviet authority the opposition took part in them.  As 
a result, the elections were held in the atmosphere of the sharp struggle. 
In the course of the elections the official clergy and the communist power 
acted together against the opposition. Thus, Haji Adil Zeynalov the head 
of the capital mosque “Taza pir” and the member of the SBMC called to 
vote for Isa Garashov, one of the leaders of the Communist party (37). 
There were brought many such examples in the oppositional press (38).  

In spite of the numerous facts of the pressure on the voters and 
falsification the results of the elections turned out to be very pitiable for 
representatives of the official clergy.  None of their four registered (!) 
candidates including Sheikh-ul-Islam A.Pashazade the rivals of which 
were architect and student neither became deputy nor passed to the 
second round (39). That was full fiasco that shocked many people in the 
republic.  Even close to the authorities journalists noted in that respect: 
“We do not want to think that the religious head of our nation enjoys less 
respect in the republic than let’s say Catholicos in Armenia” (40). 

At the same time the results of the parliamentarian elections of 30 
September 1990 evidently showed that statements made outside the 
republic about “Islamic fundamentalism” and the growth of the role of 
the Islam in Azerbaijan were baseless.  At the same time, it was revealed 
that the official clergy was not popular among local Muslims and was 
associated with the authority that itself brought to its failure in the 
elections.  Certainly, the authority of Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade 
increased after the “Black January” but not as much in order to become 
the deputy of the parliament without support of the authorities or 
opposition.   

All that was strikingly revealed on 16 December 1990 during the 
revised elections in the “disputable” districts when Sheikh-ul-Islam A. 
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Pashazade managed to become the deputy but already as the supporter 
… of the PFA (41)! In other words, after the failure on 30 September it 
became clear to him that it was necessary to urgently change the tactics 
and ally.  And then sheikh-ul-Islam enlisted the support of the PFA after 
that he managed to pass to the parliament.  And all that happened whilst 
the PFA in its pre election platform again said nothing about the role of 
Islam in Azerbaijan while manipulating only with the brief on duty 
phrases about the necessity “to encourage the spreading of new thinking 
in respect of the religion. To create the worthy conditions for the 
believers for worshiping. All worship buildings should be restored and 
delivered to the believers…Taking into account the necessity of the 
development of the national interests of the Azerbaijani nation to create 
the conditions for study of the Muslim culture. To come forward for the 
development of the mutual understanding and cooperation with the 
Islamic world” (42). 

In 1991 the Islamic network much more expanded in Azerbaijan.  On 
the one hand the number of mosques increased from 23 to 84 in 
comparison with the 1987 (43). On the other, there began to appear 
numerous religious organizations of the Muslims of the republic.  
Besides the mentioned above society “Tovba” headed by hadji A. 
Abdulov in 1991 there appeared and began to function the society “Azad 
Ruhaniler” (“Free spiritual persons”), the charitable society “Islam” and 
Islamic Scientific-Cultural Center.  There appeared the first political 
organizations and namely Azerbaijan Party of Islamic Progress (Azeri - 
Azerbaijan Islam Tarakki Partiyasi) and the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan 
(IPA). Soon the former party stopped its existence and its members in 
their majority entered the rows of the IPA.   

The beginnings of the IPA were laid by a group of persons left in 
January 1990 the membership of the PFA and united with the activists of 
“Organization of Khomeinists” created in early 80-s in Nardaran 
Settlement.  In 18 months, on 2 September 1991 there was held the 
constituent conference from which the official history of the IPA begins.  
Haji Aliakram Aliyev became the leader of the IPA. A year later on 22 
September 1992 the party was officially registered. During registration 



 
 
 

183 

the leaders of the party stated that the IPA had 74 local committees 
(district, city, village) in different districts of the republic and the number 
of its members exceeded 50 thousand people (44). 

At the same time, it was pointed out that the ideology of the IPA 
based on the Quran, dictum of the Prophet and his family members.  The 
ideology of the party was based on the thesis that only Islam was capable 
to play the uniting role in the building of the independent Azerbaijan.  
Haji Aliakram Aliyev, the leader of the IPA said that the republic would 
not be able to overcome the crisis unless its leaders would not apply to 
the Islamic values and Islamic conceptions of the state building.   

The ideologists of the IPA paid special attention to the Anti-Turk and 
Anti-Semitism propaganda. The convinced supporters of the Islam in 
many Muslim countries, not only in Azerbaijan considered any form of 
the nationalism as shirk (Arabic “recognition of many Gods besides 
Allah”, i.e. worshiping anything else besides Allah), violating the strict 
Muslim monotheism. The worshiping of other divinities besides Allah as 
well as to objects and people was considered by them as a serious sin and 
lack of faith.  Correspondingly, activists of the IPA denied ideas of Pan-
Turkism considering them dangerous and harmful utopias that could 
become the substitution of the universal model of the human 
commonness – umma.  The leaders of the IPA were sure that the Islamic 
society should become the obstacle on the way of the expansion of 
everything leveling and, in its essence, anti-cultural American model of 
the civilization.  Meanwhile the main enemy of the Muslim world was 
not the West but the worldwide Masonic plot the threads of which 
gathered in Israel (45).  

Another peculiarity of the IPA was that its leaders took negative 
position not only in respect of the supporters of Turkism (PFA, Musavat 
and other national parties of the country) but also to the authority and the 
official clergy. There repeatedly appeared articles with the criticism 
addressed to sheikh-ul-Islam in the printed bodies of the IPA “Islam 
Dunyasi” (“Islamic World”) and “Islamin Sesi” (“Voice of the Islam”).    

All mentioned above allows to state that in 1991 there appeared 
paradox situation in Azerbaijan:  the leader of the communists 
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A.Mutalibov united with the Islamic forces in the country. There was 
formed kind of alliance of atheists and the top of the clergy. Those allies 
used the patronage of Moscow that had very negative image after “The 
Black January” in the eyes of Azerbaijani society. In addition to that there 
was private agreement with Iran.  At that period of time all mentioned 
above forces (Russia, Iran, the authorities of Azerbaijan and Islamists) 
were united by the common enemy – national democratic forces of the 
republic headed by the PFA and oriented to Turkey and the West.   

In those concrete circumstances such policy doomed A. Mutallibov 
to the unavoidable failure.  Even the dissolution of the Communist party 
and declaration of the independence of Azerbaijan republic on 18 
October 1991 as well as the implementation of the first in the history of 
the country presidential election could not help him. The national-
democratic forces boycotted the elections and that’s why the election of 
A. Mutallibov as the first president of Azerbaijan looked more like self-
appointment to that position.   

Finally, in March 1992 the unavoidable fall of A. Mutalibov 
happened: after the terrible slaughter of inhabitants of the small city 
Khojaly by Armenians he retired. Although, two months later on 14 May 
1992 A. Mutalibov returned to the power owing to the support of his 
followers “Tovba” and “Gardashliq” and immediately declared about the 
introduction of the country in the marshal law and prohibition of any 
political activity.  His supporters openly triumphed.  The sheikh-ul-Islam 
joyfully stated: “This is the great day!” and the leader of “Tovba” Haji 
A. Abdulov went much further: “We saw how imam Khomeini managed 
with the faith in the almighty Allah to exile shah and now we managed 
to achieve the same. Allahu Akbar!” (46). 

However, the PFA and its supporters began the attack and overthrew 
A.Mutalibov already on the next day. The numerous members of the 
societies “Gardashliq” and “Tovba” who supported the president were 
exposed to persecutions moreover hadji Abdul Abdulov was arrested but 
afterwards he was released.    

Thus, in May 1992 the worshippers of Turkism came to the power in 
Azerbaijan in the face of PFA and its supporters and on 7 June 1992 
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Abulfaz Elchibey became the president of the country.  As a result, there 
was formed principally new political situation.  Although Azerbaijan 
declared about its independence in 1991 only then forces that virtually 
did not obey to Moscow came to the power.   

At the same time the arrival of PFA to the power undoubtedly meant 
full victory of Turkism over Islamism.  In that respect some researchers 
even hurried to name the PFA “grave digger of the Islamisation in 
Azerbaijan” (47). It was partially that way at that period of time, the PFA 
really became the barrier on the way of pro-Islamic forces.  The Muslim 
ideology turned out to be obviously weak and in the early 1990s it was 
simply displaced by the nationalistic Turkish and pro-Western ideology 
which at that period of time seemed more effective and attractive for the 
population.  Although at the first sight that should not had happened.  The 
practice shows that in the epoch of crisis and historical coup the religious 
radicalism enjoys significant influence particularly in the lumpen urban 
atmosphere.   Formally there were all conditions for that in Azerbaijan: 
in 1988-1992 a huge flow of refugees and IDPs poured to Baku, the 
considerable part of the city dwellers turned out to be in a difficult 
economic situation was stirring to action. The youth in its majority was 
deprived of job, and coups and social demonstration shook the republic.  
However, at that period of time the political Islam moreover in its Iranian 
interpretation was very unpopular in Azerbaijan.  It was mainly 
connected with the level of the leaders of the IPA – in their majority they 
were of little education, radical and openly pro-Iranian spirited people.    

Meanwhile, in May 1992 partially namely through the fault of Iran 
Shusha - the main city and stronghold of Azeris in Nagorny Karabakh 
was invaded by Armenians. In early May 1992 in Teheran there were 
held next Armenian-Azeri negotiations according to the initiative of the 
Iranian authorities. The Iranian side managed to receive guarantees that 
there wouldn’t be combat operations for that period of time. Azerbaijanis 
believed that and sent part of the garrison of Shusha on holidays.  
However, Armenians having took the advantage of the carelessness of 
Azerbaijanis suddenly began the attack and took Shusha.  Mainly that 
invasion turned out to be turning point in the Karabakh conflict and 
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became very painful wound for Azerbaijanis people.  Certainly, that 
much more worsened without that unfavorable Azeri-Iranian 
interrelations.   

In this way or another, but the conclusion about the pro-Armenian 
policy of the Muslim Iran suggested itself.  In such circumstances any 
propaganda of Iran and everything Iranian moreover in the interpretation 
of the leaders of the IPA caused only strong annoyance in Azerbaijan. At 
that period of time “society unanimously considered the Iranian regime 
as the breeding-ground of the obscurantism. And the majority of 
politicians and intellectuals called for uniting 7,5 million citizens of 
Azerbaijan Republic with the 25 million Azerbaijanis of Iranian 
Azerbaijan. The united Azerbaijan became one of the integral parts of the 
national idea” (48). 

Thus, the victory of Turkism and nationalistic ideology was 
predetermined. At the same time the opportunities for using the Islam as 
the tool of the political mobilization considerably narrowed.  However, 
it did not proceed from that that having arrived to the power the leaders 
of the PFA turned away from the Islam.  It is most likely to be reverse, 
only then the authorities of the republic began to pay serious attention to 
the Islam and the religious factor in the country.  The religion stopped to 
be a big problem having taken the noticeable place in the life of the 
society.  It was before the coming to the power that the PFA included 
changes in its program and added the chapter “Morality and the religion” 
where the role of the Islam was clearly mentioned.  In particular, it was 
directly noted that the Islam was the religion of the majority of the 
population of Azerbaijan and that it was necessary to establish special 
institution on the religious affairs, to include the teaching of the religion 
in the secondary and higher educational institutions  in order to restore 
its positions in the country. Meanwhile it was recommended to pay 
special attention to the study of the Islam and Muslim culture and for that 
purpose it was necessary to publish corresponding literature. Besides it, 
the PFA came forward for the expansion of the contacts with Muslim 
countries, creation conditions for the pilgrimage of the believers to the 
sacred places.  It was also recommended to pay serious attention to the 
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preparation of the staff for the Muslim clergy and for that purpose to send 
talented youth to study in Islamic religious centers (49). 

Undoubtedly, in such a form the program of the PFA considerably 
differed from the previous programs and was the evidence of the serious 
evolution of the views of its leaders about the Islam.  That were not duty 
phrases. The president A. Elchibey swore on the Koran and that tradition 
still remains. Soon Azerbaijan became the member of the Organization 
of Islamic Conference (OIC).  After that for the first time in the history 
of the republic there was formed the legislative basis for the development 
of the religious organizations: on 20 August 1992 the parliament passed 
the Law “On freedom of religious beliefs” about freedom of faith” that 
consisted of 29 articles.  The right of the freedom of faith (Articles 1-3), 
equality of citizens irrespective of their relation to the religion (Article 
4), separation of the state from the religion and mutual nonintervention 
in each other’s affairs (Article 5), were declared in that document 
meeting the international standards in the human rights sphere. In the law 
there was also paid big attention to the problem of establishment of 
religious institutions and communities.  Moreover, the law provided full 
right for the establishment and functioning of the religious communities 
and institutions the head centers of which were outside Azerbaijan 
(Articles 8-9), and that opened wide perspectives in the confessional 
sphere.  Meanwhile the law made provision for the registration in one 
month period of the religious community by the local executive power 
bodies where should be nor less than 10 citizens of the full legal age that 
established it (Article 12). Moreover, there was restored the right to 
return buildings and other objects of worshiping which were earlier taken 
away by the state from religious institutions.  Without saying goes the 
right to open new mosques, churches, synagogues and houses for prays.   

Since then all religious unions and organizations including SBMC 
and the boards of other confessions as well were fully separated from the 
state. Correspondingly, their state subsidy was stopped. In other words, 
for the first time during the last two centuries the religious figures 
stopped to receive salaries from the state and since then could count only 
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on the contributions of the population. Meanwhile, according to the law 
the contributions were released from taxes (50). 

It is interesting to mention that the leaders of the PFA during their 
rule did not only pass very democratic law but also tried to encourage its 
realization.  In that respect the following fact should be mentioned: being 
well aware of the hostile attitude of the IPA in the respect of the PFA and 
about its open pro-Iranian activity nonetheless the government of the 
PFA registered that party.   

Sheikh-ul-Islam A.Pashazade took active part in the new-born 
religious and public life of the republic.  He was elected as the chairman 
of the Supreme religious Council of the people of the Caucasus at the 
same period of time.  

The adoption of the law “On freedom of religious beliefs” caused 
real boom in Azerbaijan. There began occurring everywhere restoration 
of the old and the construction of the new mosques. Very soon the 
number of the registered mosques reached 230 while the number if 
unregistered ones was about 900.  By the beginning of 1993 the number 
of the official mosques in Azerbaijan passed 300 (51). There were opened 
medreses under the big mosques in Sumgait, Ganja, Mingachevir. 
Lankaran, Goychay, Agdash and other cities and Islamic university was 
opened under the SBMC.   

The time of the governance of the PFA in general became the time 
of practically full freedom of faith in Azerbaijan. Many missionaries and 
sectarians - Muslim and Christian began their activities namely at that 
period of time.  In that respect the revival of communities of Behaits in 
Azerbaijan that were banned and repressed in the end of 1930s should be 
particularly mentioned.  Having established contacts with their 
coreligionists in Finland, Switzerland and India on 22 May 1992 Behaits 
held the constituent congress and by that very act they officially restored 
their community. And in the next year –1993 they were registered in the 
Ministry of Justice and thus received legitimate permission for the 
activity (52). 

At the same time the leaders of the national-democratic movement 
did not notice how they began to repeat the mistakes of the communists 
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in their struggle with the soviet regime.  They did not understand that 
there a big difference between the ideology and real policy of governance 
of the country.  The latter should have the pragmatic character and to be 
closely connected with the real problems of the society which should be 
solved.  However, leaders of the PFA put the ideology of Turkism at the 
head of the corner and that became one of their most serious and tragic 
mistakes.  They did not understand that the population accepted them 
enthusiastically as it believed devoutly that the appeared problems would 
be solved with their help.  First of all, to solve the Karabakh conflict and 
to improve the life of people.  But due to many objective and subjective 
reasons the government of the PFA could not justify the hopes that were 
pinned on them.  Instead of solving namely those real problems the 
leaders of the PFA and their supporters naively repeated as incantation 
the phrase of the president of Turkey – Turgut Ozal:  «XXI century will 
be the century of Turkish nations». Meanwhile they romantically 
believed in the forthcoming national-democratic revolution which as if 
should cover the whole Turkish world and to bring to the deliberation 
from the tyranny of dictators, triumph of democracy and in perspective – 
to the uniting of all Turkish people in the common Alliance.   

Reverence for Turkey and Turkism in Azerbaijan had such a 
romantic and often unreal character that it caused surprise even of many 
Turks.  For example, many political parties and organizations were 
prohibited in Turkey. However, as soon as somebody would say in 
Azerbaijan that he/she was Turk as immediately virtually any doors in 
the republic were open for him/her. Thus, the followers of Said Nursi 
(1876-1960) better known under the name “Nurchular” began their 
activities in Azerbaijan.  The spice of the situation is that in Turkey itself 
that religious movement is persecuted by the law enforcement bodies.  
But in Azerbaijan they were met with high respect and nobody was really 
and seriously interested in their activities.  There only appeared 
enthusiastic articles where Nurchular were presented as one of the …. 
Sufi tarikats. (53)! 

And there is nothing to say about the uniting of the North and South 
Azerbaijan, it was just idea.  It became the devout cherished dream of 
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national-democrats. The fall of the government of the PFA became the 
matter of time.   
 
        Islamic factor in times of Heydar Aliyev.    

 
 By summer 1993 the situation became critical in Azerbaijan and as 

a final result Heydar Aliyev came to the power. The representatives of 
the official clergy and many believers regarded it very highly.  As at that 
period of time H. Aliyev was associated with Russia and Iran. The fact 
that he, while being the leader of the soviet Azerbaijan and local 
communist party during the period from 1969 to 1982 made many blows 
on the Islam as on the hostile ideology was either forgot or nobody paid 
attention on it.  Moreover, as in May 1991 H. Aliyev left the communist 
party and a little bit later declared about his faith in the God.  After his 
second return to the power he explained it in the following way: “The 
change of fate and the hardest trials brought me to the faith in the God” 
(54). Later H. Aliyev began to particularly underline his belonging to the 
Islam religion and to assure that he regularly made namaz.  And in 1994 
during his official visit to the Saudi Arabia he made so called “small hajj” 
or umra - small pilgrimage carried out any time of the year.   

However, the experienced politician, H. Aliyev had the same attitude 
to the religion as many other high level leaders of the CPSU (Boris 
Yeltsin, etc.) who understood that the previous times irrevocably gone 
and that the demonstration of other feelings was necessary to run the 
country.   And very few in Azerbaijan believed in the sincerity of the 
statements of H. Aliyev about his conversion to the religion. As 
meanwhile he committed mass of things which contradicted the spirit of 
Islam and that was striking.  The attention was repeatedly caustically paid 
on the fact during his visit to Shaki while having declared himself faithful 
Muslim he doubted the belief in the life after death having directly stated: 
«Everything that exists – exists in the present life. Referring to the life 
after death - we do not know anything about it” (55). Such a statement is 
the real blasphemy for a true Muslim as the belief in the afterlife is one 
of the pillars of Islam (56). The faith in the afterlife literally runs through 
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the whole Quran - the Holy book of Muslims:  «Our life in this world is 
just a game and amusement. But the for those who are god fearing the 
future shelter is much better» (Quran, 6:32); «Oh my people! As the life 
in this world is the pleasure for a short earthy existence. The other one is 
for the stay forever» (Quran, 40:39). 

The attention was paid on the fact that during the fast immediately 
after his pilgrimage H. Aliyev permitted himself to eat hamburger on the 
opening of the next McDonalds before the sunset (57). The pilgrimage 
itself had mainly scandalous character for true believers as according to 
the instruction of H. Aliyev there was recorded special documentary film 
about it which was broadcast with pomposity on all TV channels of the 
republic. Thus, there was made real propaganda show from his 
pilgrimage which real Muslim should not permit himself.  The entourage 
of H. Aliyev who considered themselves Muslims behaved in the 
corresponding way and in the presence of the president permitted 
themselves blasphemous statements like: «Allah on the heavens, and 
Heydar Aliyev on the earth!». But “faithful Muslim” H. Aliyev did not 
react on that in any way as well as on the information of the Mass Media 
that in 1999…. The local authorities in Khachmaz city took away the 
building of medreses from the believers and opened there …. museum-
school named after H. Aliyev (58)! During 10 years of the second ruling 
of H. Aliyev there were brought many such examples in the Mass Media 
of the republic.   

Meanwhile, H. Aliyev saw very well the increased role of the Islam 
in the life of the society and in all the possible ways demonstrated his 
respect to it.  Thus, according to its instruction the Cabinet of Ministers 
passed the decision to announce 20 February, march 20-21 and April 28 
nonworking days in Azerbaijan. Henceforth in those days the country 
began to celebrate the end of the Muslim fast Ramazan (Arabic Ramazan, 
traditional for Muslims of Azerbaijan new year or Nowruz Bayram, also 
Qurban Bayram - the holiday of sacrifice – main holiday for Muslims).   

But there were different periods in the religious policy of H. Aliyev.  
Thus, in the beginning immediately after his return to the power he 
demonstrated almost in an emphatic manner his respect and sympathy to 



 
 
 

192 

Iran.  That was clear, as there was a huge mass of refugees in the country. 
By the end 1993 the biggest part of them concentrated on the south, along 
the border with Iran as well as in the center of the country.  Their 
appearance in the capital of the republic could have unpredicted 
consequences.  Fearing of the social explosion in August 1993 according 
to the instruction of H. Aliyev there were closed all the roads to Baku and 
other big cities of the country.  But that was only half measure and H. 
Aliyev realized it very well.  That’s why soon the authorities of 
Azerbaijan applied to Iran.  And the latter was the first one that provided 
assistance: in 1993-1994 the Iranian authorities settled 7 refugee camps 
on the south of the country, and there were settled about 100 thousand 
people (59). Thus, there appeared first tent refugee camps in Azerbaijan.   

Although, very soon there began to be received information that 
those camps were used by Iranian side for the propaganda of Islam to be 
more exact of Shiites dogmatic among refugees.   And later it became 
known that at the same time Iran began to establish open radical and 
military spirited Islamic organizations in Azerbaijan.  “Hezbollah” 
(“Party of Allah”) became the most popular among them (60). But at that 
period of time H. Aliyev did not pay attention on any received alarming 
information.  As at that period of time that and other religious 
organizations and humanitarian societies of Iran did not represent open 
threat to the national security of the country.  And the most important, 
was the authorities were in great need of the material support for refugees 
and that’s why they simply closed their eyes on what was happening.  
Moreover, as in 1993-1994 immediately after Iranian preachers the 
religious missionaries from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Pakistan and Turkey 
developed their active activities. In other words, in contrast to Iranian 
Shiite propagandists Sunni ones began to function in Azerbaijan.  
Although, the latter ones were not united and represented different 
directions and sects.   

So, on the initial stage of his second ruling H. Aliyev tried to 
demonstrate his kind feelings to the leaders of Iran in all the possible 
ways. He appeared on the reception dedicated to the sixteenth 
anniversary of the Iranian revolution and held in the embassy of Iran. 
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Certainly, all pro-Islamic forces liked that and the in particular in the 
beginning the IPA was very loyal to H. Aliyev.  

However, in autumn 1994 there were signed so called “oil contracts” 
and the foreign policy of H. Aliyev gradually began be more and more 
US and West oriented.  Iran was the first that felt the change. The Iranian 
missionaries began to be ousted from Azerbaijan without any 
unnecessary publicity.  Finally, in 1996 the authorities of Azerbaijan 
delivered the key blow: all 7 camps that were established by Iran were 
given to Western humanitarian and international organizations (the UN, 
Red Cross, etc.) and the Iranian representatives were simply asked to 
leave the country.   

The clouds began to thicken over the pro- Iranian forces inside 
Azerbaijan as well.  The first blow followed in autumn 1995 when the 
preparation to the parliamentarian elections began. First on 12 August the 
parliament adopted the new law “About elections” according to which a 
part of citizens of Azerbaijan was deprived of the electoral right for their 
participation and activities in the religious organizations.   

At the same time the Ministry of Justice started campaign checking 
the activities and re registration of parties and public organizations. On 2 
September 1995 it was already announced that several oppositional 
parties including the IPA did not pass re-registration. The reason for the 
prohibition of the IPA was ... the name of the party. Afterwards the 
leaders of the party were offered to change the name and in particular not 
to use the word “Islam”.  But that was only excuse and the leaders of the 
IPA understood it very well.  It was not in vain that Rovshan Ahmadov, 
deputy chairman of the IPA while remembering that period and the 
cancellation of the registration sincerely stated: “I do not think that if we 
change the name the Ministry of Justice will immediately register us with 
a big pleasure” (61). 

Then the authorities made a blow on another organization. In autumn 
1995 there was arrested A. Akhundov, the chairperson of the society 
“Gardashliq” in the apartment of whom the law enforcement bodies 
certainly “found” real arsenal of arms and ammunitions.  Certainly, that 
was traditional “course”. The main reason of the arrest was the closeness 
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of A. Akhundov to the disgraced president A. Mutallibov. After it and in 
the beginning of 1996 the authorities prohibited the activity of the society 
“Gardashliq” in Azerbaijan as of one of the “half militarized religious-
terrorist organization” which as if jointly with other supporters of A. 
Mutalibov was preparing to the “military capture of the power” and 
return of the ex-president (62). 

But the attack on the supporters of Russia and Iran in Azerbaijan was 
not over. In the end of May 1996, the authorities officially declared about 
the arrest of hadji Aliakram Aliyev the chairman of the IPA and 4 
members of the Supreme Council of the party (Ali Shura).  That is the 
whole top leadership of the IPA was arrested: on the accusation in the 
treason and espionage in favor of Iran.  The immediate grounding for the 
arrest was that on 6 April 1996 the Ministry of National Security (MNS) 
of the republic arrested 18 young members of the IPA on the border with 
Iran. According to the official version of the MNS they were going to 
Iran for the further military-political training in special camps.    

In early 1997 there began a court process in the course of which the 
leadership of the IPA was criminated heinous accusation in the treason 
and espionage in favor of Iran as well as that they “were creating 
conditions for carrying out the Islamic revolution in Azerbaijan”. 
According to the version of investigation for that purpose the leaders of 
the IPA illegally sent to Iran young citizens of the country of the call-up-
age who did not only study the basis of the Quran but were also trained 
in the special military camps.  At their return home they had to carry out 
series of the terror acts.  Meanwhile, according to it as all the activities 
of the IPA in Azerbaijan were covered by the Iranian side.  Moreover, as 
it proceeds from the official accusation the special services of Iran put 
the following objectives for the leadership of the IPA:  to develop the 
expanded campaign against the USA and Israel and in that respect to 
prevent the realization of the oil contracts with the participation of the 
western companies; to establish close contacts with the national 
minorities and to strengthen their influence in the republic (63). 

Although, on the court trial the defendants categorically rejected all 
mentioned above accusations having one by one declared “accusations 
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were unfair and were not proved” they told about the use of tortures 
during the investigation and compared the court with the Stalin 
repressions in 1937 and underlined that “the court is made on order”.  
(64). Nonetheless, on 14 April 1997 there was passed a sentence for the 
leaders of the IPA and in accordance with which the chairman of the party 
Haji Aliakram Aliyev was sentenced to 11 years of imprisonment. Three 
more leaders of the IPA were sentenced for a long period of time and one 
of the arrested Haji Kablaga Guliyev died during the investigation period 
in the MNS according to the official version “from the cerebral 
hemorrhage”.    

The authorities did not limit their activities with the court process 
and tried to organize sensational propaganda campaign in the Mass 
Media of the republic. As a response to the doubts that appeared in the 
society about the fairness of the accusation and verdict, statements of the 
human rights activists against tortures of the Islamists there was on-the-
fly published a book of Araz Qurbanov chairman of the press-service of 
the MNS proving the IPA guilty (65). However, the authorities did not 
manage to fully assure the public in the criminal intentions of the IPA.  
And the thing was not about the IPA. In the second part of the 1990s the 
law enforcement and particularly court bodies of Azerbaijan simply took 
part in the political games of the authorities too often that they openly 
sullied their names.  The lack of the independent court system in 
Azerbaijan is generally known. That’s why the future historians should 
again research all real and would-be attempts of the coup d’etat in the 
middle of 1990s.  

The most important for our topic is the reaction of the society and 
political forces on the process itself.  As a whole, the arrest and the court 
trial did not cause any serious reaction in the society what itself is 
indicative and speaks of the weak authority and the role of the IPA in 
Azerbaijan, as well as outside the country. Referring to the political 
force’s representatives of the pro-Turkish orientation did not hide their 
satisfaction with the fact of arrest and the decision of the court.  It was 
yet in the course of the process that the leaders of the IPA that remained 
in freedom applied to the bloc of national-democratic parties and 
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organizations of Azerbaijan named “Round table” with the request to 
include them in their rows. However, it was unanimously rejected. 
Members of the “Round Table” pointed out that a party with Islamic 
ideology could not be member of the democratic bloc (!), moreover, the 
one that “sullied itself in the cooperation with the special services of the 
foreign state” (66). It is noteworthy, that the party of pro-Turkish and 
pro-western orientation made its decision about the IPA before the 
official verdict of the judge was passed. And when the court read out the 
verdict then the newspaper “Azadliq” of the PFA published leading 
article under the title: “Whether the book of Islamists is closed (or not)?” 
(67). 

The members of the IPA that remained on freedom needed support 
very much.  The registration of the party was cancelled the IPA turned 
into the party of outcasts persecuted by everybody.  Then the members 
of the IPA that remained on freedom began the work on revival of the 
party and establishing more serious contacts with the leading forces of 
the country.  For that purpose, the new leaders of the party agreed to 
change the name of the party and to declare it as the Party of Muslim 
Democrats (PMD) and to adopt the new program where more attention 
would be paid to the democracy and human rights.  They decided “to 
nationalize their religious propaganda” thus the famous Islamic 
postulates and principles would be pronounced in Azerbaijani language 
(68). However, even such insignificant changes were passed with big 
difficulties and in struggle with conservative opposition within the party.  
Nonetheless, the new leaders of the IPA undertook that step thus not to 
stay in the isolation.  Such tactics gave its results and already in autumn 
1997 the IPA concluded agreement with the Liberal and Social 
Democratic parties.   

After it in the beginning of 1998 the leaders of the IPA offered the 
agreement about cooperation to the leadership of the leading oppositional 
party of the republic - “Musavat”.  The calculation was very simple: the 
IPA promised support to Isa Gambar, the candidate for presidency from 
“Musavat” and instead of it planned to conclude agreement about 
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cooperation in hope that afterwards that would seriously make it easier 
for it to sign analogical documents with other opposition parties.    

However, it became known in the course of the further negotiations 
that the desire to change the name of the party did not mean the refusal 
from the fundamental principles and human rights were interpreted very 
freely by the members of the IPA.  That’s why “Musavat” refused to sign 
agreement about cooperation (69). And the IPA kept its name.   

Turning back to the process over the IPA and the actions of the 
authorities of the republic at that period of time in general it should be 
mentioned that still the opinion is spread that the main reason of the 
persecutions on the pro-Islamic parties and organizations was the change 
of the foreign orientation of H. Aliyev and the pressure of the Western 
countries and first of all of the USA on him.  However, that’s very simple 
explanation and it hardly corresponded the reality.   It is most probable, 
that having strengthened his authority H. Aliyev decided to step-by-step 
get rid of the most dangerous for him political forces. On the other hand, 
H. Aliyev did not need political Islam he needed only official clergy the 
activities of which would add up to the support of the authorities as in 
soviet times.  That is during the ruling of H. Aliyev the Islam in 
Azerbaijan should return to the state in which it was in the previous soviet 
times:  to play the role of the “medical product” for maintaining the 
stability of the  existing secular institutions”  (70) and correspondingly to 
become the part of the propaganda machine of the state.   

That’s why H. Aliyev on the one hand defeated pro-Islamic and first 
of all pro-Iranian parties and organizations. On the other hand, at the 
same period of time he decided to take SBMC under the special control.  
It was not by accident that in 1996 there began to show the coolness of 
the attitude of H. Aliyev to sheikh-ul-Islam.  The assumption of a number 
of experts that the clan factor played its role in that case was most 
probable.  As natives of Nakhchivan and Armenia dominated everywhere 
and in all authority structures but sheikh-ul-Islam was from Lankaran 
region, situated on the south-east of the country and populated mainly by 
Talyshs. And correspondingly in the SBMC the sheikh-ul-Islam as it was 
repeatedly mentioned in Azerbaijan relied on “natives of Lankaran and 
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Talyshs while appointing them on the more or less important positions in 
the religious hierarchy” (71). 

From that point of view the disagreements and confrontations that 
happened at that period of time between Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur 
Pashazade and Haji Sabir Hasanly the rector of Baku Islamic university 
native of Nakhchivan as H. Aliyev was noteworthy. Objectively, Haji 
Sabir Hasanly is undoubtedly one of the most educated religious figures 
of Azerbaijan. By the way, unlike sheikh-ul-Islam who defended 
dissertation on the history of Islam Haji Sabir Hasanly defended 
dissertation on theology and that is important fact for the believers.   

In 1996 in his interview and also on 2 July 1996 on the special press 
conference Haji Sabir Hasanly made a statement about very dangerous 
situation in the religious sphere in Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile, he straightly 
called in public Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade who was stuck 
in the indulgence to the foreign missionaries and was bogged down in the 
corruption guilty in that. Haji Sabir Hasanly also accused sheikh-ul-Islam 
in the bygone connections with the special services and first of all with 
the soviet KGB (72).  

At the same time in the society rumors appeared about plans of H. 
Aliyev totally replace the SBMC for the fully state body a kind of 
ministry on the religious issues as in Turkey.   

But Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade held out on his post. 
Undoubtedly, he managed to assure H. Aliyev in his absolute loyalty. Or 
the president considered the replacement of A. Pashazade untimely.  In 
any case all accusations addressed to sheikh-ul-Islam immediately 
stopped having once again demonstrated who in reality was the author of 
the campaign against A. Pashazade.   

Since then the RBMC again returned to its previous role - unofficial 
body of the state apparatus.  Moreover, H. Aliyev gave sheikh-ul-Islam 
carte-blanche in religious issues. The latter brilliantly took advantage of 
that. As by that time there appeared more missionaries -  Muslim and 
Christian in Azerbaijan. It can hardly be said that during several years of 
their activities they achieved notable results and represented real threat 
for the national security of the country as it was written about it in the 
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middle of 1990s in the Mass Media of the republic.  But only their 
presence caused annoyance of the heads of the religions as missionaries 
were very open and were not afraid of the discussions what could not be 
said about representatives of the traditional confessions. The anxiety of 
Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade was understandable: as Islamic 
missionaries had considerable finances at their disposal and constructed 
mosques and at the same time they did not obey to the SBMC.  And then 
Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade together with the leaders of two 
other traditional confessions (Orthodoxy and Judaism) friendly called the 
authorities to limit the access of the missionaries to the country.   

The response of the authorities followed immediately: on 7 June, 5 
November and 27 December 1996 as well as on 10 October 1997 there 
were included changes into the once democratic law “On freedom of 
religious beliefs”. The amendment appeared in the Article 1 in 
accordance with which foreign citizens and persons having no citizenship 
of Azerbaijan were prohibited to be engaged in the religious activity on 
the territory of Azerbaijan. At the same time on 15 October 1996 the 
Cabinet of Ministers accepted resolution “About legal state of foreigners 
and persons having not citizenship” which gave legal ground to bring to 
trial foreign missionaries.   

But the amendments to the Articles 8 and 9 of the law “On freedom 
of religious beliefs” became the most important. It was straightly 
mentioned there that since then all Muslim religious communities obeyed 
to the SBMC according to all organizational issues and non-Muslim ones 
to the centers of their traditional confessions.  Correspondingly, only 
religious centers could train staff for the clergy.  Missionaries were not 
granted such a right. Certainly, after such changes the issue of the re-
registration of the religious communities gained particular importance 
and in that respect the article 12 was fully changed. In order to be 
registered at that moment the religious communities had to submit their 
charter, which had to correspond the charter of their religious center. And 
certainly, no any religious union could be registered without receiving of 
the corresponding document from their center. The Articles 13, 14 and 
15 that referred to the refusal of registration and their complaints in that 
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respect were cancelled.  According to the amendments included in 
Article 22 the religious literature had to be printed or brought to the 
country from the permission of the corresponding bodies of the executive 
power (73), and for that purpose there was revived the Board on the 
Religious Issues.   

Thus, in 1995-1997 there was delivered serious blow on the religious 
structures in Azerbaijan. As a result, the political regime and first of all 
the IPA were defeated. The CBMC lost those miserable remains of 
freedom which it had gained in early 1990-s and again it became the same 
as it was in the soviet times.  And the amendments to the law about 
freedom of faith seemed put the iron barrier on the way of those religious 
sects and communities that could represent any threat to the personal 
power of H. Aliyev.     

The law enforcement and court bodies zealously implemented the 
accepted amendments. As a result, many citizens of other states were 
ousted from Azerbaijan by the decisions of the court bodies for their 
“illegal” religious activity. It is surprising enough but citizens of Russia, 
Byelorussia and other CIS countries dominated in that list (74).  

On the other hand, there began re-registration of the religious unions 
and their number was considerably reduced. The following fact spoke 
about its scale: in June 1996 M.Ibrahimov deputy chairman of the Board 
on Religious Issues under the Cabinet of Ministers officially stated on 
behalf of the authorities that by that time there were registered 216 
religious organizations and communities and about 850 functioned 
without registration.  Moreover, there were more than 350 holy places 
that were attended by the believers.  Meanwhile 216 out of 178 registered 
organizations were Muslim and the rest 38 represented communities of 
Orthodox, Adventists, Pentecost, 5 Judaist communities, 14 spurge and 
13 Baptist unions and also by one organization from Lutherans, Bahai 
and Krishna.  After the amendments made to the law about freedom of 
faith the same M.Ibrahimov in April 1998 pointed out that a little bit more 
that 120 religious organizations and unions were registered and almost 
all of them were Muslim (75). 
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However, it became clear soon that the authorities failed to take the 
religious situation in the country under the full control.  They delivered a 
blow on non-Muslim communities which were law-abiding and 
depended on the registration very much.  In their turn, human rights 
organizations began to speak of the numerous violations of the rights of 
the believers in Azerbaijan.    

It became clear that the authorities of Azerbaijan and H. Aliyev 
personally repeated the same mistake, which earlier the soviet authorities 
used to make: the prohibition of the registration were not the obstacle for 
the Islam. Muslim communities and organizations do not need the 
official permission and they would always find a way for their activities 
moreover in Azerbaijan.  Moreover, the majority of Muslim missionaries 
came to the country under the cover of the ordinary humanitarian and 
charitable organizations and officially were engaged in the provision of 
the humanitarian aid to the population as well as financed and encouraged 
the construction of religious establishments but not in the propaganda of 
the religious views. Certainly, such activity found full support among the 
Muslim population of the republic.  And at the same time there were 
engaged in the propaganda of “their” ideology and not any special 
permission was required for that.  In case of the necessity of the 
registration that problem was solved as well taking into account the big 
level of the corruption in Azerbaijan which certainly did not pass by the 
SBMC.   

Per se, after the amendments to the law about freedom of faith the 
“unofficial Islam” again began to revive in Azerbaijan. But Muslim 
preachers from the Eastern countries and first of all Iran, Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait played more important role at that period of time.  
And the official clergy in the face of SBMC simply was not capable to 
make any influence on that process.  The fact that the considerable part 
of Islamic organizations that acted in the second half of 1990s belonged 
to the open radical directions and groups caused special anxiety of the 
authorities.  Meanwhile, the followers of Wahhabism and also a number 
of terrorist Islamic organizations made themselves presence more 
known.  The IPA which once threatened the authorities by their pro-
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Iranian sympathies looked simply liberal-democratic on their 
background.    

Thus, very soon the authorities revealed unexpectedly for themselves 
that instead of the IPA other religious forces appeared on the political 
arena of the republic. They were uncontrolled and represented much 
serious danger that the legal and mainly predicted IPA. The Shiite-Sunni 
confrontation that was forgotten in soviet times again began to remind 
about itself in a number of cases. In any case in 1999 there became known 
about the first clash on the religious ground when akhund of the mosque 
in Goychay refused to let local Sunnis to the public worshipping and that 
conflict almost brought to the bloodshed.  At that period of time conflict 
was managed to be solved with the help of sheikh-ul-Islam and local 
authorities (76), but that was serious precautionary bell. Many Azeris 
analytics began to predict serious increase in the nearest years of Islamic 
factor in Azerbaijan (77). 

Meanwhile the authorities began to understand that by the end of 
1990s the religious situation began become more uncontrolled and the 
SBMC openly could not fulfill undertaken responsibilities.  And it could 
not as it was perceived by many believers as one of the public religious 
organizations in Azerbaijan. According to the data of a number of experts 
870 mosques out of 1.200 functioning in the country were used without 
any control by believers (78). And today according to our field researches 
there are no more than 100 mosques under the control of the SBMC.  The 
rest formally contact with the SBMC while being free from the influence 
of the official clergy in their everyday activities.  The new changes in the 
religious policy of the authorities were unavoidable.  Further it was 
already dangerous to ignore the increasing problem.   

In early 1999 a number of congressmen from the USA sent a letter 
to H. Aliyev with the imperative request to include changes in the 
religious policy and namely to permit the Christian missionaries to 
preach in the country (79). At the same time the USA came forward for 
the release of the leaders of the IPA. That was a good excuse for H. 
Aliyev. And contrary to the new amendments included into the law about 
freedom of faith first he decided not to put obstacles on the way of 



 
 
 

203 

Christian missionaries and already in November 1999 i.e. two years and 
a half after the verdict was passed the president decided to pardon Haji 
Aliakram Nuriyev and other leaders of the IPA. The famous charges in 
treason, espionage and preparation of the “Islamic revolution” were 
forgotten as the IPA did not represent serious threat already.  Moreover, 
the authorities took into account the hostile attitude of the leaders of the 
IPA to Wahhabis and other radical Islamic groups and that’s why the 
activity of the leaders of the IPA in freedom was only favorable for the 
authorities.    

Truly, the released leaders of the IPA attacked the supporters of new 
trends in Islam and first of all Wahhabis considering their views as “Virus 
in Islam” (80). By the way, the Islamic Democratic party separated from 
the IPA and which was under the leadership of Mirmehdi Guliyev stuck 
to the same position in that issue (81). However, in reality both those 
parties could hardly influence on the situation.  It became evident that it 
was necessary to establish a new structure that would have bigger 
authorities than the SBMC.   

On 21 June 2001 there was published a decree of the president 
number 512 about establishment of new structure - State Committee for 
Work with Religious Organizations (SCWRO) under the Cabinet of 
Ministers of the country on the basis of the Board on Religious Issues. 
According to the decree and the Article 48 of the Constitution of 
Azerbaijan Republic, law about faith and other legal acts of the republic 
the SCWRO was empowered the responsibility to be engaged in the 
regulation of the situation in the religious sphere: control, register (earlier 
Ministry of Justice was engaged in that) and to make decisions about the 
prohibition of the activities of the religious communities, organizations, 
etc. (82). 54-year-old Professor Rafiq Aliyev was appointed on the post 
of the head of the new state institution.  That appointment was one of 
those few that was accepted with satisfaction in the society.  R. Aliyev is 
known as a brilliant Islam scientist and the author of many publications 
about Islam.  He worked for a long period of time in the Institute of 
Oriental Studies of the National Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan then 
he headed center of Islamic researches in the Caucasus. In 1990 he 
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established and headed the center of Islamic researches “Irshad”.  In other 
words, the service record of R. Aliyev allowed to hope that he would be 
able to make serious change in the religious situation of the country in 
the presence of the serious support in the authority structures.   

In a month, on 21 June 2001 there was accepted “Regulations” 
(Asasnama) about the activity of the SCWRO where the concrete 
mechanisms of the control and registration of the religious communities 
and organizations as well as about the cancellation of the registration 
were stated. Henceforth the SCWRO was becoming that state body that 
was responsible for the religious situation in the country.    

The efforts of R. Aliyev had to be highly appreciated: he very 
zealously took in the work. He started from the registration. By that time 
406 religious associations were registered in the Ministry of Justice in 
Azerbaijan.  372 out of them were Islamic and the rest 32 represented 
other confessions. At the same time about 1.000 Islamic and 50 Christian 
religious organizations which in their majority belonged to untraditional 
trends functioned in Azerbaijan without any registration (83). It was 
officially announced to all religious associations about the necessity of 
re-registration during the period from 1 October till 31 December 2001.   

A year later the leadership of the SCWRO officially announced that 
138 religious associations received the certificate of registration and the 
documents of almost 100 more waited for the checking (84). By the end 
2003 the checking of the religious “farm” was completed and R. Aliyev 
could already give a report and more full picture.  According to the 
SCWRO about 1300 mosques, more than 50 churches, synagogues and 
houses for prays and more than 500 places for worshiping (pirs) 
functioned in Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile during the last 15 years there were 
built or returned to the believers more than 1.000 mosques.   

By the end of 2003, 227 out of 500 religious communities and 
associations, that were registered during the years of independence of 
Azerbaijan, were re-registered. 26 out of them were non-Muslim, 
including 5 Judaism, 3 Orthodox, one Catholic, one Lutheran and 9 
untraditional protestant trends (Seventh-Day Adventists, etc.). At the 
same time many communities were rejected in the right for the official 
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activities.  There were almost 50 such organizations only in 2003. 
Meanwhile 56 foreign missionaries had to leave the republic.  By the 
middle 2004 those figures a little bit changed:  the number of the 
registered religious associations reached 252 and the documents of 25 
more waited for their hour. The number of the registered non-Muslim 
religious associations was reduced to 23.  Among them: Christian, 
Judaist, as well as untraditional for Azerbaijan trends such as Krishna, 
Bahai, etc.  By 2004 there functioned more than 10 Muslim religious 
directions in the country: besides traditional (Sunni and Shiite) there 
appeared Wahhabis, followers of Said Nursi (Nurchular), Suleyman and 
Ibrahim, there are Sufi tariqats and even dervish tariqat “Mevlana” 
appeared in the republic (85). 

That part of the activity of the SCWRO was met pretty calmly and 
with understanding in the society. The SCWRO and R. Aliyev personally 
faced in May 2002 when it was announced about the process of checking 
of documents and activities of the religious educational institutions in the 
republic.  Moreover R. Aliyev declared about the intention of the 
SCWRO to take in the attestation of mullahs which would be held jointly 
with the SBMC and with the participation of Islam scientists.   

The ignorant mullahs becoming rich on pavement ceremonies were 
really serious problem for the population and even many political and 
public figures who were far from the religion also spoke repeatedly about 
that problem in Azerbaijan.  The Mass Media of the republic were full of 
reports about illiterate and ignorant mullahs many of whom were 
engaged in the open extortion.  The scandalous case happened during the 
construction of the mosque in “Shahidlar Khiyabany” in Baku:  
representatives of the religious vakf that financed the construction of the 
mosque insisted that the akhund of that mosque were Turk.  And the 
reason of such request was explained that Azeri akhund would ask for 
money and “they will say in public that Turks take money from the 
relatives of Shahids” (86). 

In November 2001 Nazim Imanov, the famous politician and public 
figure made a speech in respect of the religious problems in the country. 
He stated directly that many religious figures sternly accusing co-
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nationals who converted from Islam to other religions themselves in fact 
know neither the peculiarities of their own or other faith.  N. Imanov 
offered “to carry out all-republican open attestation of those people 
which will help to determine whether they can be engaged in such a 
difficult business as the religious supervision or not. Meanwhile, they 
should demonstrate their secular knowledge as well. And different 
scientists also can participate as examiners.” in order to release the 
society from the illiterate Islamic religious figures (87).  

The proposal met wide support in the society having demonstrated 
how important the problem of the religious education was.  That was 
beyond any doubts in the republic that the fast growth of the number of 
mosques in Azerbaijan was not accompanied by the same increase of the 
number of educated religious figures. Today the main official center of 
the religious education and preparation of the staff of Muslim religious 
figures in Azerbaijan is BIU.  By the time of establishment of the 
SCWRO that university established in 1989 on the bases of the Islamic 
medreses under the SBMC and registered in 1994 educated 539 graduates 
(450 out of them received internal education and at the same time 4 
students graduated with honors). By the end 2001 276 students studied at 
BIU. Although 17 of them were afterwards dismissed from the university 
and 59 more voluntarily stopped their education.  Moreover 134 students 
completed their education and 318 continued to study in the branches of 
the BIU in cities Sumgayit, Zaqatala and Mingachevir (88).  

Of course, the number of graduates of the BIU did not meet the 
demands of the time.  That’s why it’s quite natural that the problem of 
the increase of the number of mullahs and other religious figures was 
solved in different ways in Azerbaijan.  On the one hand new medreses 
the majority of which did not pass attestation in the SCWRO and which 
did not obey to the SBMC began to be opened in the republic.  Although 
the lack of registration did not cause obstacles for the hosts of such 
educational institutions to receive agreement of the local executive 
bodies for the construction and activities of medreses (89).  

On the other hand, representatives of Azerbaijani youth left for Iran, 
Turkey, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and even 
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Malaysia as well as to Muslim educational centers in the USA and 
Western Europe to receive religious education. Some part of students was 
sent to study by the Ministry of education, others by SBMC and BIU or 
different charitable societies, newly brought to life Islamic communities 
and even private persons.  As a result, the authorities simply did not have 
any clear idea either about the number of those who left to study, or what 
they were engaged in and what Azerbaijani students were taught as well 
as what was their future destiny.    

If during the first years of independence of Azerbaijan the departure 
abroad to study in the religious centers of the East was not negatively 
perceived then from the second part of 1990s the attitude of the society 
noticeably changed. It was already in 1999 the Ambassador of 
Azerbaijan in Iran Aliyar Safarli stated at his return home in one of the 
interviews that more than 10 thousand Azerbaijani teenagers left without 
knowledge of their own state for that country to study or were deceitfully 
lured there. He was very concerned that the psychology of those students 
changed during the period of their education in Iran. They expressed 
hostility in respect of their motherland and wanted Azerbaijan to become 
part of Iran (90). There were other publications as well in Azerbaijani 
Mass Media confirming those facts. It became known that many 
teenagers and even children leave for Iran from the southern regions and 
first of all from Yardymly and Astara districts of the republic. It is 
partially connected with the miserable situation of the population and 
impossibility not only to cover expenses of children to go to school but 
even simply to   nourish big families.  And missionaries from Iran 
promise the parents free education and good residence.  Thus, according 
to incomplete information several hundred Azerbaijani children were 
taken out of the country to study in the religious institutions.  And only 
suggestions can be made about their future destiny. Including about 
which part of those students get to terrorist organizations.  In any case, 
there are facts that Azerbaijani children were taught “to hate the USA, 
Israel and love Iran. They were taught that Azerbaijan does not need its 
independence and imparted the idea about united Islamic state” in Iranian 
medreses particularly in Gum city (91). 
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Things are not much better referring to the education of Azerbaijani 
youth in other countries of the West.  There is also no full and trustworthy 
information either about the number of those who left to study or about 
the future destiny of the students. It is known that annually the Ministry 
of education sends 20 Azerbaijanis to study in Egypt.  Azerbaijani 
students are sent to the same country and in concrete to the famous Cairo 
university “al-Azkhar” but already by the SBMC.  In the end of 2001 
about 20 students studied at that university and 40 more were already 
taught to the “Correct Islam” as doctor Said Tantaui, the supreme 
religious leader of Egypt and also sheikh informed Azerbaijani 
journalists (92).  

Taking all mentioned above the SCWRO began the work to inspect 
the religious education.  As a matter of fact, the process of checking of 
the activities of medreses in Azerbaijan started already since August 
2001 when it was announced that illegal educational institutions function 
in many districts of the country.  The functioning of 8 medreses was 
stopped by October 2001  (93). A year later, in September 2002 R. Aliyev 
officially informed that 22 out of 30 acting medreses in the country were 
temporarily closed. Those medreses were functioning in the settlements 
of Absheron peninsula, in cities Zaqatala, Balakan, Agdash, Lankaran 
and Akhsu.  R. Aliyev said in his interview that the reason of their closing 
was the fact that they did not correspond to the legislative acts of 
Azerbaijan. Thus, the education there was not held according to the 
educational program of the republic, in particular there were absent such 
subjects like history and geography of Azerbaijan. Moreover, the 
teachers were not citizens of our country. Moreover, R. Aliyev directly 
declared that all those medreses “created threat for the future of 
Azerbaijan”.   

Although, R. Aliyev did not exclude that those medreses could be 
registered and correspondingly would receive the opportunity to 
recommence their activities.  But for that purpose they are obliged to act 
within the framework of the requirements made by the SCWRO and 
namely: the head and teachers should be the citizens of Azerbaijan, the 
financing should be transparent, and the education should be carried out 
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according to the educational program of the republic. Moreover, 
certificates of medreses graduates should correspond to the certificates 
approved by the Ministry of education of the republic thus their owners 
could have opportunity to enter any educational institution of the country. 
Today only 4 medreses as well as Baku Islamic university and 3 its 
branches which are registered meet the requirements of the SCWRO and 
Ministry of education (94).  

At the same time with the inspection of the activities of medreses in 
the end of October 2002 R. Aliyev announced about the inspection of the 
religious education of Azerbaijani students abroad.  In the end of October 
2002 R. Aliyev even raised the issue of their recall.  According to the 
preliminary data, 43 students of the BIU studied at that period of time in 
Syria, 11 - in Egypt at the University “al-Azkhar”, 10 in Turkey and one 
in Malaysia. According to other information sources more than 5.000 
Azeris in the age of 12-25 were receiving religious education abroad.  R. 
Aliyev openly stated that that was very serious issue as “one person who 
got to the influence of the radical Islamic groups can create more 
problems for Azerbaijan than 1.000 believers in our country” (95).  

The abeyance of the activity of the whole number of medreses in 
Azerbaijan and the decision about recall of students were accepted with 
a big annoyance of many religious figures of the republic.  It became 
evident that R. Aliyev touched very morbid problem. Even Sheikh-ul-
Islam A. Pashazade who was usually very careful made statement on TV 
saying that SCWRO violates legislation of Azerbaijan and human rights 
and R. Aliyev “sticks without any proof a label on the students studying 
abroad describing them as the future terrorists”.  As a response R. Aliyev 
stated that SCWRI carried out its activity strictly within the framework 
of their charter and would continue it in that direction (96). There was 
outlined a conflict between the SBMC and the SCWRO.  

By the end of 2002 the leadership of the SCWRO already had more 
exact information about 400 Azerbaijani students who left abroad by 
different organizations and societies (97). In January 2003 during his 
visit to Iran R. Aliyev met with 200 Azerbaijani students studying in Gum 



 
 
 

210 

city. They were sent to Iran 10 years ago and only then they met with the 
official representative of Azerbaijan (98). 

The sharp worsening of the situation in the Middle East made the 
SCWRO to pay more rapt attention to the inspection of the conditions of 
education and recall of students from abroad.  The situated became more 
complicated after the beginning of the war of the USA and its allies in 
Iraq. It became known in March 2003 that the famous Cairo university 
cane forward with the call to the “holy war” against the USA and its allies 
in Iraq.  The spice of the situation was that on the one hand Azerbaijan 
officially announced itself the ally of the USA and even sent limited 
contingent of militaries to Iraq.  And on the other, 156 Azerbaijanis who 
went there by SBMC were receiving education “al-Azkhar” in the 
beginning 2003.  Meanwhile the education of 104 of them was covered 
by the Kuwaiti charitable society and the rest by the ministry of the 
religious vakfes of Egypt (99). 

It is noteworthy that in 2003 it was already the SBMC that sent the 
instruction to all 46 Azerbaijani students that were receiving education 
in Syria urgently to come back to the motherland.  The surprising thing 
about it was that it was the SBMC that recalled them and that gave rise 
to many assumptions. The most widespread assumption was that they 
were recalled due to the combat operations in Iraq.  However, the 
theologian Nariman Qasymoglu explained the reason of the recall by the 
willingness of the SBMC to hide the information about the number of 
citizens of the republic studying abroad and sent by that organization.  
(100). In May 2003 the SCWRO received specified data according to 
which more than 600 Azerbaijanis were receiving religious education 
abroad. About 300 out of them studied in Turkey, more than 150 - in 
Egypt, 60 in Syria. And only 12 students on the eve returned from Iraq 
(101). 

While continuing the inspection of the system of the religious 
education R. Aliyev offered to begin teaching of the special course 
“Basics of the religion” at schools of the republic.  The head of the 
SCWRO also offered to include amendments in the law “About freedom 
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of beliefs” thus the necessity of the attestation of the religious persons 
and theological education at schools would be reflected in it (102).  

It is noteworthy that the proposal of R. Aliyev about the necessity of 
the religious enlightenment of schoolchildren and in particular teaching 
of the basics of the religion at schools found broad support in the society 
including among the clergy (103). But then R. Aliyev faced problems 
with the Ministry of Education which came strongly objected against it.  
The Ministry of Education based its position with references to the 
Constitution of the Republic according to which the religion was 
separated from the state and that’s why the teaching of the religion at 
state schools was impossible (104). 

Soon the leadership of the SCWRO faced new problems in its 
activities. From the very beginning R. Aliyev declared that only 40 
religious organizations out of 406 registered by autumn 2001 had 
necessary registration in the Ministry of taxes (105). In other words, the 
religious communities even being registered in the state body did not 
hurry to submit information about the financial side of their activities.   

Certainly, R. Aliyev also paid attention on the sources of incomes 
and expenditures of the religious organizations.  First, he raised the issue 
of the contributions and about how those funds were used by the religious 
communities. It is noteworthy that in its first edition dated 1992 the 
Article 18 of the “On freedom of religious beliefs released contributions 
from the taxes.  After the amendments accepted in 1996 that point was 
withdrawn from the article 18 and for the time being the issue with taxes 
remained open.  

The attention was paid in the SCWRO that since the end of 1990-s 
the number of so called “Nazir qutusu” or “boxes for contributions” 
suddenly increased in many populated areas of the country and 
particularly in Baku. In January 2002 R. Aliyev announced about the 
necessity of the establishment of levying a tax for the contributions of the 
parishioners. That caused very morbid reaction of the religious leaders of 
almost all confessions but particularly of the Islamic clergy.  The 
leadership of the SBMC made a statement about illegality of the proposal 
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of R. Aliyev as it contradicts article 106 of the Tax Code according to 
which contributions were released from taxes.    

R. Aliyev immediately stated that the thing was not about levying 
taxes on the contributions that were really released from taxes.  However, 
it was pointed out in the Tax Code of Azerbaijan that could not be used 
for paying salaries.  And the religious figures received salaries namely 
from those contributions. Thus, they should to pay taxes from those 
contributions from which their salaries were paid. Also, part of 
contributions which were used for the construction and other needs of 
mosques, churches, synagogues and other places of worshiping should 
also levied by taxes (106).   

According to the legal view point the argumentation of the leadership 
of the SCWRO undoubtedly was not very irreproachable.  However, he 
managed to achieve the decision to take away “Nazir qutusu” from the 
streets of Baku and the whole Azerbaijan then they could be only in the 
mosques.   

The financial inspection of the religious farm implemented by the 
SCWRO was not over on that. Then there began the work to certification 
and stock-taking of the mosques and finding out their real value. It was 
mentioned above that during the last 15 years more than 1.000 mosques 
were built and returned to the believers in Azerbaijan. The inspection of 
almost 150 mosques built during the last years by the foreign Islamic 
foundations caused immediately numerous questions. Thus, it became 
revealed that two organizations were the most active: Kuwaiti society 
“Revival of the Islamic heritage” (RIH) (Islam Irsinin Dirchalishi) and 
Turkish “Youth charitable foundation” (YCF) (Gancliya Yardim Fondu). 
Since 1994 to 2001 62 mosques moreover mainly in the central (39 
mosques including in Goychay district - 9, Ismayilli -7 and Agdash - 8) 
and northern (17 mosques including 9 in Khachmaz and 4 in Qusar 
districts) areas of the country were built on the funds of the Kuwaiti 
society. They were also active in the capital of the where they built 4 
mosques including the “Abu Bakr” mosque which soon became very 
popular (107). The spice of the situation was not that all those 62 
mosques were Sunni but that they had the direct relation to Wahhabis and 
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Samad Bayramzade, member of the SCWRO openly informed Mass 
Media about it (108).  

During the same period of time the Turkish Foundation carried out 
the construction of 18 mosques in Azerbaijan and mainly in the north-
western area (Shaki, Zaqatala, Qabala, Oguz districts) of the country.  All 
of them were also Sunni but the thing is not in that.  The problem was 
that during the construction of the mosques there were used cash funds 
and financial and technical documentation were absent. No any 
agreement even temporary ones as well as acceptance report were 
concluded by the state structures or SBMC. There was just provided brief 
information that there was spent 200-400 thousand dollars for the 
construction of small mosque although real cost was as a minimum 5-6 
times smaller.  As a result, it became known according to the information 
received by the SCWRO as well as from the publications made in Mass 
Media that the Kuwaiti RIH granted 19 million USD for the construction 
of only 62 mentioned above mosques. The Turkish foundation YCF as 
well as some other Islamic foundations also officially made big 
contributions for the construction of mosques. In any case, officially 425 
thousand USD were spent for the construction of the mosque “Laki” in 
Agdash district, 404 thousand USD for the construction of the mosque 
“Shahidlar” (built by Turkish vakf “Gintash” in 1993-1996), 365 
thousand USD for the construction of the mosque in Qarachukhur 
settlement situated in the suburb of Baku. And a small mosque in 
Yevlakh cost 244 thousand USD (109). Undoubtedly, the scales of the 
expenditures impressed very much and caused well- grounded 
suspicions. The thing could be about ordinary corruption. But it is not 
excluded that in reality such sum of money was officially granted for the 
construction of that or another mosque.  However, in fact there was spent 
much less money and the rest dollars were spent for other purposes 
including propaganda.  But legally that did not go through the formalities.  

It is noteworthy that the positions of the SCWRO and SBMC 
seriously dispersed in that issue. Thus, hadji Salman Musayev, first 
deputy of the head of the SBMC stated that “the SBMC has not any 
relation to the construction of 62 mosques financed by the RIH” and 
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moreover it unaware of the expenditures spent for their construction.  
That immediately caused the refutation of R. Aliyev who pointed out that 
“as a rule the RBMC gives agreement and permission for the construction 
and to all appearances including those 62 mosques as well” (110). 

There appeared serious disagreements between the SCWRO and 
SBMC in one more issue.   Before 2001 traditionally the organization of 
hajj (pilgrimage) of Muslims of Azerbaijan was absolute monopoly of 
the SBMC. As it is known Saudi Arabia gives certain quota for each 
country where Muslims live.  The latter depends on the number of 
believers and is determined from the account: approximately one 
thousand for 1 million of Muslims.  Certainly, very small number of 
Azerbaijani Muslims could visit holy places in times of the USSR.  In 
certain period of time the soviet authorities absolutely prohibited hajj.   

Of course, after gaining independence the situation changed and the 
number of pilgrims constantly increased as well as the quota of Saudi 
Arabia for Azerbaijan.  Naturally, for a long period of time the SBMC 
had monopoly right for receiving quota for the country and organization 
of the hajj. That issue had commercial side as well as the trip for remote 
for Azerbaijani pilgrims Saudi Arabia cost expensive. And the expenses 
of the SBMC did not satisfy many people at all. As a result, Azerbaijan 
turned out to be one of those few countries where the quota granted by 
Saudi Arabia for hajj often remained unclaimed. There were often cases 
of resale of Azerbaijani quota to the Muslims of Russia - Dagestan and 
Chechnya.  In 1998 the king of Saudi Arabia himself covered expenses 
of 200 Azerbaijani pilgrims.  However, there were not only people 
strange to Islam but even ardent atheists who continued their atheist 
propaganda even after …. hajj (111).  

In early 2001 the scandal burst out: about 400 Azerbaijani pilgrims 
left for Mecca bypassing the SBMC. The reason of such step was 
explained to them in the following way: the expenses of a pilgrim 
committing hajj independently make maximum 700 USD while the 
SBMC requested from each of them about 1.300 USD. As a response 
Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade made his best to cause any 
obstacles on the way of “independent” pilgrims. Moreover, he even made 
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a statement inadmissible for a Muslim moreover for sheikh-ul-Islam that 
all pilgrims who left bypassing the SBMC ... were not real Muslims!  And 
it was already in March 2001 that there appeared public organization - 
Center of Freedom and Liberty of Consciousness Protection the leader of 
which – Elchin Gambarov appeared with arraignment addressed to 
SBMC (112). 

It was quite naturally that the SCWRO took in the research of 
problems which Azerbaijani pilgrims faced. Moreover, in the beginning 
of 2003 the scandal again burst out: 800 Azerbaijan citizens out of the 
received quota for 2.000 people committed pilgrimage and were sent by 
the SBMC, 270 left for pilgrimage independently, 20 committed hajj on 
the invitation of the king and government of Saudi Arabia. 200 more 
places from the quota of Azerbaijan citizens the SBMC granted to the 
citizens of Iran. Correspondingly the rest more than 700 places from the 
quota for 2003 were unclaimed (113). 

And the monopoly for hajj was finally husked by the SBMC: there 
were immediately established three private travel agencies close to the 
authorities that became engaged in the organization of the hajj.  In 
January 2004 the quota for 2.200 people was for the first time granted to 
Azerbaijan.   

The attempts of the private travel agencies to agree with the SBMC 
failed. Then with the support of SCWRO they left for Saudi Arabia and 
concluded their contract with the Minister of hajj about granting to them 
of additional 695 places for Azerbaijani pilgrims.  The organization of 
hajj began to look more like the tourist trip than hajj.  It is enough to 
mention that the embassy of Saudi Arabia in Baku refused to issue visa 
to those who committed hajj more than once   (114). And meanwhile the 
SBMC and travel agencies competing with it such as “Karvan-D”, “Tur-
Ltl”, and “President” began to offer pilgrims their services.   The costs 
were the following: Azerbaijani pilgrim had to pay for hajj from 1.100 
for a travel by bus and 1.950 by plane.   However, the pilgrimage 
committed through the services of the private companies cost 700-100 
USD cheaper (115). In other words, the SBMC earned namely that sum 
of money from every pilgrim and the Azerbaijani Mass Media did not 
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fail to pay attention on that.  In its turn, in its magazine “Bulletin” the 
SCWRO published real costs for the trips to the holy places and back: 
792 USD by bus and 944 - by plane (116).  

As a result, in the beginning of 2004 925 people made pilgrimage 
through the SBMC: 605 out of them left by bus and the rest 320 - by 
plane. 695 people made hajj through the private travel agencies, i.e. 
exactly as many people as many places were granted to the companies.  
Thus, in total 1.620 Azerbaijani pilgrims committed hajj in 2004 (117).  

However, the story under the name “business-hajj-2004” was not 
over on that but gained more scandalous character:  it became known that 
the rest part of quota (1.200 places) the SBMC offered to Iranian travel 
companies! It became known later that the expenses of every Iranian 
pilgrim taking into account their stay in Baku made 3.200 - 3.500 USD. 
That’s why only 342 Iranian citizens used the quota (118). The embassy 
of Iran in Baku booked as many places in the hotel “Absheron” that it 
became known to the journalists and public of Azerbaijan very soon.  All 
those disgraceful things were explained by the SBMC in very original 
way: first they refused the fact of sale of a part of quota to Iranian 
pilgrims. It was even declared that the quota for Azerbaijan was not 2.200 
but only ... 1.000 places and all it was realized among citizens of the 
republic (119)! However, on 18 January 2004 Iranian pilgrims began to 
arrive to Baku and it was not already possible to hide it.  Then the head 
of the press-services of the SBMC announced that the thing was about 
small group of family members of Iranians working in Azerbaijan.  But 
afterwards scandals began with already Iranian pilgrims a part of which 
could not leave for hajj due to the fault of the SBMC. Then the SBMC 
preferred not to comment anything.  But then there followed strict 
statement of R. Aliyev addressed to the leadership of the SBMC in 
respect of the sale of a part of the quota of Azerbaijan to Iran and the 
attempt to hide it.  It was for the first time that the head of the state body 
while estimating the actions of the official leadership of the clergy of the 
republic permitted himself to use such phrases as “dishonorableness”, 
”the indicator of the certain level of their moral degradation” and the 
“loss of the trust of the society”.    (120).  
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Thus, by the end of rule of H. Aliyev the religious situation in 
Azerbaijan became more complicated.  The conflict between the 
SCWRO and the SBMC demonstrated that none of those organizations 
was able to take the numerous religious communities and organizations 
in Azerbaijan under its control. Moreover, the conflict between them was 
growing. It was particularly striking during the implementation of the 
official religious events in 2002-2003.  Thus, in early October 2002 the 
government of Azerbaijan jointly with the OSCE held in Baku the 
international conference about the role of the religion on the modern 
stage.  Representatives of many countries of the world took part in the 
forum and even little-known local orators were given a word.  But there 
was not given a word to the head of Muslims of Azerbaijan who 
moreover was offered a seat in the secluded part of the hall.  That 
certainly became the reason of the open dissatisfaction of Sheikh-ul-
Islam Allahshukur Pashazade (121). 

The confrontation between the heads of the SBMC and the SCWRO 
was striking on 29 July 2003 when there was held the XI Congress of the 
Muslims of the Caucasus in Baku.  It was before its beginning that there 
were published numerous publications in the Mass Media of the country 
about the presence of the opposition to Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur 
Pashazade and the name of Haji Sabir Hasanly was even mentioned and 
his strict statements of 1996 were called to mind (122). 340 deputies and 
138 guests took part in the work of the congress.  The Sheikh-ul-Islam 
A. Pashazade did not fail to revenge the head of the SCWRO for his 
activity in the religious sphere and gave a seat to R. Aliyev in the most 
secluded place and did not give him a word!  The congress showed that 
there was no any opposition to the sheikh-ul-Islam in the SBMC.  
Moreover, A. Pashazade who was announced lifelong leader on the X 
Congress of the Muslims of the Caucasus held in 1998 and he was again 
elected as the head of the SBMC on the XI Congress and again - for term 
of life! Thus, then sheikh-ul-Islam was already twice the lifelong head of 
the SBMC.   

The reaction on the scandals and corruption in the SBMC as well as 
on the decisions of the XI Congress were ambiguous in the society. The 
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theologians close to the ideology of Turkism offered to dismiss at all the 
SBMC as the reaction body created in times of Russian empire and 
always serving the interests of the authorities not Islam. The others paid 
attention to the numerous facts of the violations that took place on the 
congress. The reaction of the SCWRO was predictable that immediately 
declared “there is no lifelong position of the head of the Board of 
Muslims of the Caucasus!”.  The title of sheikh-ul-Islam is lifelong but 
his post is electoral one and in five years there again will be held the 
elections of the head of the SBMC and the acting head should participate 
in them. As a response there followed the statement of the RBMC that 
such lifelong position “exists since 29 July 1993” and “and we elected A. 
Pashazade for life term” (123). 

Thus, by 2003 there was formed duumvirate in the face of the SBMC 
and SCWRO the open confrontation between which formed additional 
problems.  That’s why many experts very soundly spoke of the necessity 
of the solution of the formed situation.  As the dual power and 
confrontation took place on the background of the more and more 
increasing threat of Islamic radicalism.   
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CHAPTER VII 
 

Islamic radical and nontraditional organizational   
 

The problem of wide spreading and functioning of radical Islamic 
organizations and views in Azerbaijan always causes increased interest 
in the republic and outside it.  As the matter refers to mainly very 
unpredicted and dangerous directions.  It is noteworthy that outside 
forces stand up for the creation of almost all those structures.  In other 
words, the thing is about export of militant radical Islamic organizations 
to Azerbaijan.    

The Islamic radical and nontraditional organizations began to appear 
in Azerbaijan from four directions which conditionally could be called 
“Iranian”, “Turkish”, “Russian” and “Arabic”.   

 
Pro-Iranian religious organizations  
 
In the previous chapter there were described the attempts of Iran to 

spread Islam in Azerbaijan in early 90-s of the XX century c and the 
contacts with some political forces in the republic. It does not matter what 
kind of questions and doubts the investigation and trial over leaders of 
the IPA caused their orientation and sympathies to Iran did not cause any 
doubts. However, the activity of Iranian in Azerbaijan directed at 
spreading radical Islamic views and organizations nevertheless was more 
connected with other persons and structures.   

In the first part of 1990-s the most active organization was 
“Hezbollah” (“Party of Allah”). The founders of that religious-political 
structure based on the conception “Velayat-i faqih” or “hokumat-i 
Islami” (“Islamic direction”) worked out by ayatollah Khomeini and that 
consisted of the idea that in the absence of imam – the legal leader of the 
umma- the leadership is entrusted to theologians to whom the right 
reinterpretation of the Quran is transferred.  Meanwhile the whole full 
authority was concentrated in hands of the model theologian – fakih.  In 
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other words, the thing was about religious, in the given case – Islamic 
governance, i.e. theocracy.  

In 1993 the Iranian propagandists of the conception “Velayat-i faqih” 
attracted young Azerbaijanis in Baku in their rows and established local 
organization “Hezbollah”. According to the name of spreading of ideas 
in Azerbaijani Mass Media it was also called “Velayat-i faqih”.  Tariyel 
Ramazanov was the head of Baku branch of “Hezbollah” until 2000.  
Although it was not large in number the things were about a group of 
several tens of people.  It is also known that afterwards there was formed 
small branch of “Hezbollah” on the south, in Lankaran (1).  

It is hard to research the further actions of “Hezbollah” in Azerbaijan.  
According to the official version of the Ministry of National Security 
(MNS) of Azerbaijan in 1996 namely that group passed death sentence 
to the famous Azerbaijani scientist - academician Ziya Bunyadov and on 
21 February 1997 carried it out.  According to the MNS the reason for 
murder of the famous academician not only in the republic but also 
outside it was the accusations of the bosses of the “Hezbollah” that as if 
Ziya Bunyadov was the agent of the Israeli special service “Mossad” and 
was spreading Zionism (!) in Azerbaijan (2). In March 2000 the MNS of 
Azerbaijan arrested five activists of “Hezbollah” according to the 
accusation in murder.  In early 2001 there was held court process where 
two of them were sentenced to life imprisonment, three to long periods 
of imprisonment. The leader of the organization and several members of 
“Hezbollah” managed to leave Azerbaijan and were announced in search 
(3). 

That’s the official version of the murder of the academician - Ziya 
Bunyadov and of participation of “Hezbollah” members in it.  It’s hard 
to tell yet how true is that version as the society still has many questions. 
Journalists and representatives of nongovernmental organizations in their 
numerous investigations put forward the assumptions that having 
sentenced “Hezbollah” in fact the authorities shielded the real killers of 
the academician who punished Ziya Bunyadov for revealing the 
corruption and crimes in the high level authority strata and in particular 
in the Ministry of Defense.  Unfortunately, the court also did not give 
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answers on numerous questions appeared in the course of investigation 
and court examination. In any case the trial over “Hezbollah” coincided 
with the campaign against Iran.    

In this way or another the authorities of Azerbaijan delivered the 
strongest but not the fatal blow on the “Hezbollah” as earlier they did 
with the IPA. It was already in Autumn 2001 that it became known that 
Azerbaijani special services detained 6 local inhabitants on the south of 
the republic in Jalilabad city bordering with Iran.  There were found 
documents in their presence proving cooperation with “Hezbollah”. 
Moreover, there were revealed lists of about 30 Azerbaijani citizens that 
were also connected with that organization and Iran. In the course of 
investigation, the arrested did not deny their belonging to the 
“Hezbollah” and they straightly stated that they did not recognize the 
secular regime existing in the republic.  They openly came forward for 
the establishment in the country of the Iranian model of Islamic state (4). 
It is most probable that after the failure of the organization in Baku it was 
decided to move the activity of the “Hezbollah” to the south of the 
country where the religiousness and sympathies of the population to Iran 
were very high.   

The particular attention of Iranians attracted two mountain districts 
on the south of the country- Yardymly and Lerik which directly bordered 
with Iran and had bad communication with both Lankaran the main city 
of the region and other districts of Azerbaijan.  In that respect Yardymly 
district very soon became the locator for Iranians for the propaganda of 
radical Islamic views.  It was yet in October 1999 that there was 
established the religious society “Imami” (“Imamits”) by the followers 
of ayatollah Khomeini in Arus and Telavar settlements.  However, as its 
activity caused suspicions of the local authorities in the end of march 
2001 the members of the society turned into illegal activity.  In April 
2001, 14 activists moved to Khalgal city in Iran and established their 
headquarter there. It is noteworthy, that at the same period of time the 
radio in Ardebil began religious-political programs “Imamits say”.  The 
34-year-old Avazaga Emanullayyev while speaking about goals of their 
organization said in one of the programs that: “Our main objective is to 
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form Islamic society in Yardymly and Lerik. On that territory we do not 
recognize any other authority except Islamic” (5). 

It became known later that there was established organization “Ganj 
imamilyar” (“Young imamits”) for schoolchildren in Khamarkan, Alar 
and Perimbel villages. Besides the society “Imami” in November 1998 
religious structure “Zeynabilyar” (“the followers of Zeynab”, i.e. the 
followers of the eldest daughter of the prophet Muhammad) uniting the 
pious women was established first in the bordering Shafagli settlement 
and then in the contiguous Kurakchi and Chayuzyu settlements.  The 
organization was headed by a woman citizen of Iran. It is noteworthy that 
in 2000 the information began to be received that women relatives of a 
number of local top level officials became members of that organization.   

The interest of Iran to that region increased and currently 12 different 
religious groups and organizations unofficially functioned only in 
Yardymly district (6). Moreover, since February 2000 the authorities of 
Iran decided to expand the area of their activities and to become more 
active in Astara-Lankaran-Masally zone. For that purpose, top level 
religious figures of Iran repeatedly visited the region. They visited 
mosques, took part in the religious rites that were held in private homes 
and called their supporters to take under the control local mosques and 
medreses.  After their visits the “Schools of Doctor Zohtabi” and the 
“School of Ansari” close to “Hezbollah” began to function in Astara (7). 

In January 2001 there was received information about the activity of 
the religious organization “Huseyniyya” (“followers of Huseyn”) in 
Mahmudavar and Yeddioymag settlements of Yardymly district. There 
were also inhabitants of other districts of the region among members of 
that organization.  Thus, more than 100 young people from Masally 
district entered the organization “Huseyniyya”.  The reason was that 
many of them were students of the educational institutions in Baku and 
“Huseyniyya” undertook to cover their tuition fee granting them 
“stipends of ayatollah Khamenei”. In their turn students had to recruit 
followers from Baku higher educational institutions (8). 

The peculiarity of that organization was that the financing of its 
activity was implemented through the Iranian charitable Committee 
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“Imdad imam Khomeini” (“the help of Imam Khomeini”) the 
headquarter of which was situated in Baku.  That Iranian Committee that 
opened its representation in December 1993 in Azerbaijan by the 
beginning 2001 had its representatives in already 19 districts and 415 
villages of the republic.  That Committee is engaged in the humanitarian 
activity under the leadership of Bahram Kazimzade:  it provides 
gratuitous help in Baku, Lankaran, Ganja, Nakhchivan, builds houses for 
refugees and IDPs.  However unofficially the committee is also engaged 
in the import of the Islamic literature where the main attention is paid to 
the preaching of Shiism and aversion of Sunnism.  It is noteworthy that 
that religious literature is published for Azerbaijan in Iran in Gum city in 
Azerbaijani language moreover in the Cyrillic script (9). 

On the south the illegal activity was implemented also in 14 medreses 
(in settlements Turkoba, Mahmudavar, Musakucha, Gyzylavar, etc.).  
Since 1999 the religious organization “Dervish” consisting of almost 40 
people began to function on the basis of the program “Hezbollah” in 
Boradigah settlement of Masally district.  Since early April 2000 turned 
out to be in the center of attention of Azerbaijani authorities it went in 
underground (10). 

From time to time the information about the activities of other Iranian 
religious organizations as well become the property of publicity.  Some 
of them have the most immediate relation to the authorities of Iran. The 
most popular became the story of the activity of Iranian Association 
“Ahl-i Beyt” (from Arabic “Ahl al-Bayt”), i.e. “People of the Home” or 
“The family of the Prophet”, taken from the Quran where that expression 
was repeatedly mentioned), the head-quarter of which was situated in 
Teheran.  Its main objective is to propagandize the Shiite direction of 
Islam in the whole world and to carry out corresponding conferences and 
seminars.  The fact that since 1999 to 2002 Ali Akbar Velayati former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Iran was the head of that organization 
spoke of the importance of that organization in Iran.  

“Ahl-i Beyt” developed its activity in Azerbaijan since 1995 and was 
engaged in the supply of the religious literature confirming the fairness 
of Shiite dogma.  Moreover, the SBMC sent students to study in Iran 
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through that organization. However, on 5 January 2000 the activity of 
“Ahl-i Beyt” was stopped in Azerbaijan as the authorities of the republic 
revealed that Iranian missionaries tried to breed religious and national 
discord and encroached the territorial integrity of the country (11). 

Iran continues its activity in the propaganda of Islam and particularly 
among refugees in the Southern regions of Azerbaijan. At the same time 
the information is received about Iranian preachers in other districts of 
the country as well. In particular, the authorities and public of Quba 
district sounded the alarm about the activity of Iranian propagandists in 
local medreses.   (12). 

 
Turkish direction 
 
If Iranian missionaries faced resistance and repeatedly became the 

objects of persecutions of the authorities and public opinion almost from 
the very beginning of their activities in Azerbaijan then it was much 
easier and better for Turkish preachers.  It can be said that from the very 
beginning there were created comfortable conditions for their activities.  
As Turks who were not well informed about all religious peculiarities of 
Azerbaijanis first of all were brothers by blood.  Only that could 
sometimes explain unexplainable events and phenomena.  Although it 
should be recognized that the tactics of Turkish preachers mainly came 
to the religious enlightenment.   

But there were exceptions as well. Thus, initially the preachers of 
tariqat Nakshbandiyya were particularly active in Azerbaijan. It is not 
surprising as the tariqat had its followers in soviet times in 1920-30s in a 
number of districts of the republic (mainly on the north-west and in 
Nakhchivan region. It’s natural that immediately after the announcement 
of the independence the tarikat restored its activity in Azerbaijan owing 
to the support of Turks. However soon the tariqat faced troubles. The 
thing is that Turkish diplomat Farman Damiroglu was one of the activists 
of the tariqat.  But he was accused in the participation in the violent 
political events in 1995 in Azerbaijan, was accused in the participation 
in the attempt of the coup d’etat and expelled of the country.  After that 
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the tariqat Naqshbandiyya was driven out of the most part of the territory 
of Azerbaijan but found refuge in Qazakh district (13) and Nakhchivan 
Autonomous Republic (NAR). According to our field researches in 2002-
2004 the followers of Naqshbandiyya carry out their activity in NAR in 
secret conditions in that region and the leader of the tarikat Sheikh 
Mehman Zahid Gotkun episodically comes to NAR from Turkey.     

Besides Nakshbandiyya in the first part of 1990s followers of such 
tariqats as “Suleymaniyya” and “Mevlana” appeared in Azerbaijan 
where they came from Turkey.  The main channel of the spreading of 
their teachings was mainly the society of Turkish students in Baku.  
Unfortunately, it is hardly possible to receive information about all of 
them.  It was only once that the law-enforcement bodies took serious 
interest in such student’s organizations. In particular, in 1993 14 Turkish 
students established so called “Society of Muslim Students in 
Azerbaijan” (SMSA) Its formal aims were pretty harmless: to help 
students studying in Azerbaijan as well as to expand “the world outlook 
of students in spiritual and moral sphere”.  And their mail objective 
became the striving “to collect all Muslim-students around themselves.”  
The most surprising in the activity of that organization was that having 
been registered in the Ministry of Justice they mentioned in their program 
documents the necessity of observance of secrecy.   

Afterwards, after completing their education they left Azerbaijan and 
in 1997 the Ministry of Justice automatically stopped the activity of that 
organization. However, in fact only the founders and activists of the 
organization left the country.  But the organization itself continued to 
function although according to the law “On freedom of religious beliefs” 
foreign citizens including students were prohibited to be engaged in the 
religious propaganda.  Nevertheless, it became known that the activity of 
the SMSA in Baku was connected with the mosque of “Haji Sultanali”.  
At the same time its members act not only in the capital of the country 
but also in the districts of the republic.  In any case it is known about the 
activity of the organization in 2003 in the south of the country in 
Lankaran district.  In particular, it was informed about the propaganda 
work in the mosque of Veravul settlement. The fact that the followers of 
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the SMSA held propaganda of Sunni direction of Islam among local 
Shiite population of that and other bordering villages of the district 
caused special anxiety of the authorities. Meanwhile they attract 
Azerbaijanis to their work in order not to cause irritation of the 
authorities.  Having received that information, the SCWRO decided to 
seriously take in the activity of the SMSA but yet it was not informed 
about the results of the checking (14). 

However, the most popular among acting in Azerbaijan Turkish 
organizations gained the followers of the Islamic religious figure and 
learned mullah Said Nursi (1873-1960) or in abbreviated form in Turkish 
“Nurchu” (plural – Nurchular).  The name of that organization of Sunni 
doctrine was given according to the name of Turkish village Nursi (near 
Bitlis city) where the founder of that movement was born.  But afterwards 
mullah Said connected the name of his ideology with the word “nur”, 
i.e. “light”.  Correspondingly, “Nurchu” was translated as the “followers 
of Nur”.  The history of the organization begins from 1945 when strictly 
speaking Said Nursi in Turkey declared the conception consisting of 4 
principles:   

 
1. The Islam should be announced as the state religion of Turkey and 

the Quran should become the basis for the Constitution;   
2. The secular government should have only executive and protecting 

functions;     
3. The special Council of religious figures should control the 

government;   
4. The country should in reality become the part of the Muslim world 

and the contacts with the Christian world should be limited.  
In other words, the followers of that movement came forward for the 

establishment of Islamic state as they believed that the secular authority 
“is not from Allah”.  That’s why they openly called the secular 
government of Turkey “khunta” and had very negative attitude to Kemal 
Ataturk (15). 

However, Nurchular gained real power when in 1969 multi-
millionaire Muhammad Fetullah Gulen began to head the movement.  



 
 
 

227 

According to the estimations of experts, today Gulen and Nurchu 
community have at their disposal the capital of 50 milliard dollars.  By 
the end of 1980s the network of Nurchu consisted of 88 vakfes, 200 
private lyceums (schools), more than 500 companies and firms. They 
publish 14 magazines, the newspaper “Zaman” (“Time”) printed in big 
circulation, broadcasted to the whole world through the private channel 
“Samanyolu” or in abbreviated form STV and two radio channels. After 
the collapse of the USSR the hour of triumph of Nurchu came who 
managed for the short period of time to strengthen in almost all Muslim 
republic (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan) as well as in the regions of Russia.    

The peak of popularity of Nurchu and of Muhammad Fetullah Gulen 
personally came for the second half of 1990s when the president of 
Turkey was Suleyman Demirel (16). By using his support Gulen began 
calmly to widespread his views not only in Turkey but since 1992 in other 
countries of the world and first of all in the CIS republics as well.  
According to the information received from the followers of that 
direction today in 54 countries they have branchy network consisting of 
293 firms and enterprises belonging to them, 6 universities almost 250 
lyceums where about 40 thousand students’ study (17). 

The situation changed when in 2000 Ahmed Sezer became the 
president of Turkey and who started a struggle against anti-Kemalists and 
organizations representing danger for the state and territorial integrity of 
the country. As Gulen repeatedly expressed in public his dislike to 
Ataturk and came forward for the establishment of the Islamic state his 
movement was prohibited and, in the beginning of 2001, Gulen himself 
was announced to be in search.   

However, the situation developed in a different way in Azerbaijan.  
It was yet in the end of 1991 that Mehmet Ali Shangul representative of 
Gulen arrived to Azerbaijan for getting familiarized with the situation. 
And in 1992 after arrival of the PFA to the power Gulen himself came to 
the country.  He met with Elchibey and received permission to publish 
the newspaper “Zaman” and opening of the private channel “Samanyolu” 
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(STV) and for the establishment of a number of enterprises and firms 
(18). 

The change of the authority in Azerbaijan did not change the 
situation of Nurchu in Azerbaijan. On the contrary it was namely in times 
of Heydar Aliyev that they finally strengthened their positions in the 
country.  According to the information of Turkish Mass media currently 
Nurchu function in several directions in Azerbaijan. On the one hand they 
have 7 commercial firms that send their incomes for the further 
propaganda of the ideas of Nurchu.  Such companies like “Istiqbal”, 
selling furniture, “Romanson” engaged in the sale of watches and 
“Ulkar” occupied in the sale of confectionaries refer to such firms.    

On the other hand, Nurchu pay big attention to the spreading of their 
views which is implemented through the books of the ideologist of the 
movement and educational institutions.    In the first case the network of 
shops selling stationary goods and books included in “Nil” company.  In 
the educational process the views of Nurchu are spread not only owing 
to the programs on the religious themes and broadcast by TV channel 
STV and radio “Burj - FM” but also through the companies “Chag 
Oyratim” and “Feza”. The first one is the founder of 11 educational 
institutions in Azerbaijan and the second one of three.  That list includes 
university “Caucasus”, secondary school “Caucasus” and private Turkish 
lyceums in the capital as well as in the cities Agdash, Mingachevir, Quba, 
Lankaran, Shaki, Nakhchivan, Ordubad (for young women), Sharur and 
two lyceums in Sumgait (19). 

The attention which Nurchu pay to the educational institutions is 
quite explainable: they work with the youth for the future perspective. 
That’s why they open in Azerbaijan not simply schools of general 
education but boarding-schools, and pay special attention to the preaches 
among schoolchildren and students. According to the materials received 
from the republican Mass Media as well as from our field researches 
Nurchu try to unite their followers in those lyceums in so called “ishik 
evi” (Turkish “house of light”) or “yurd” (Turkish “fireplace”,’’home”).  
They represent big flats consisting of at least 10 rooms where nor less 
than 15 schoolchildren and 3-4 “agabeys” (Turkish “elder brother”) live. 
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The classes on the fundamentals of religion are held in those classes. The 
distinguished ones gradually are promoted to the title “agabey” who are 
engaged in the attraction of other young people to those “yurds”.  At the 
same time Nurchu do not lose their connections with those with whom 
they already established contacts.  They solve almost all problems of their 
alumnus - from education to employment and accommodation. Literally 
they solve all the problems of their alumnus – from education up to 
employment and accommodation.  After completing education, the job is 
found for the followers of the teaching of Said Nursi in Turkish firms 
who in this or another degree are connected with that movement.  Per se 
Nurchu created real barracks system and that was not by a chance that 
those “yurds” or “ishik evi” were also called “nur kazarmasi” (Turkish 
“barracks of the light”) (20). 

The activity of Nurchu in Azerbaijan does not have political slant.  
That’s why if in Turkey and Russia the followers of that movement are 
pursued then in Azerbaijan the attitude of the society and government as 
a whole is sufficiently well-wishing in their respect to them.  From time 
to time they take part in discussions of political parties and public 
organizations of the republic dedicated to the problems of Islam (21). In 
Azerbaijan they play notable role among Turkish businessmen as well. 
Moreover, when in January 2003 Recep Tayyip Erdogan - the head of 
the ruling party of Justice and Development in Turkey arrived in 
Azerbaijan it turned out to be that his visit was organized by Turkish 
businessmen connected with Nurchu (22). 

 
The movement of Salafis (Wahhabis) 
 
The «Arabic» and «Russian» influence on the appearance of the 

radical Islamic organizations and groups in Azerbaijan was so closely 
connected with each other that they could be united.  That particularly 
refers to the followers of the Wahhabism.   

Very different and discrepant data and opinions about Wahhabis and 
their teaching are spread in Azerbaijan.  As a whole there were widely 
spread the views that Wahhabis - are “ultra-radical Islamists” as well as 
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“fundamentalists and accomplices of terrorism” who enlarge their 
numbers in the republic only owing to the generous financial support of 
Arabic countries.   The fact that the term “Wahhabis” has extremely 
negative shade and it is very often used to blacken the opponent speaks 
about the level of the knowledge about Wahhabis in the society of 
Azerbaijan. The classical examples of that: the statements of the 
authorities that the demonstrations in the settlement of Nardaran in 2002 
– were organized by Wahhabis as well as the accusations of the religious 
figures close to the SBMC that the head of the SCWRO R. Aliyev ... was 
Wahhabis! Meanwhile it was not taken into account that the habitants of 
the same Nardaran settlement – were convinced Shiites and have 
extremely negative attitude to Wahhabis. That is not important.  It is 
important to stick a negative label on the opponent.  In the modern 
Azerbaijan such a label is the nickname “Wahhabis” and more 
humiliating variants _ “Wahhabis”, “sakkalar” (“bearded people”) or 
“garasakkalar” (“black bearded”).  

However, in reality such a view point is a big simplification and does 
not allow to understand the main postulates of the teaching of Wahhabis, 
the reason of all the time increasing popularity in Azerbaijan and the 
perspectives of the development of that teaching in the republic.    

Let’s start from the fact that for many generations of Muslims in the 
whole world the etalon of the organization of the Islamic society and state 
was and remains to be “the experience of Medina” (622-632) connected 
with the name of the prophet Muhammad and named by believers as “the 
gold age of Islam”. That’s why in Islam there regularly appeared 
intellectual and political movements for the return to the Muslim values 
of the times of the Prophet Muhammad.  In the Western historiography 
of XX century the movement for Islam renascence is called 
fundamentalism, implying the return to the fundamental principles of the 
religion.  Although, how surprising it can be the term itself was used for 
the first time in respect of Christians: in 1919 in the USA Protestants who 
came forward against teaching of Charles Darwin in the educational 
institutions and for the modernization of the religion were called in that 
way.  Since then “fundamentalist” is called a man devoted to the main 
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provisions of his faith and opponent of the modernization of the religion 
(23). Muslim world however preferred to call such movements in Islam 
by the Arabic term Salafiyya (hence – Salafis and Salafism) from the 
expression as-salaf as-saliheen (Arabic “pious ancestors”) or simply 
Salaf (“ancestor”).  Salafis came forward for the thing that all Muslims 
in all their acts and rituals, norms and rules would follow to what existed 
and was done in times of the Prophet Muhammad.  That’s why sometimes 
Salafism is called “pure Islam” and under that the striving to the 
purification of the Islam from the later developments that historically laid 
trace on it is meant.   

It is also important to note that such kind of fundamentalism and to 
be more exact Salafism in Islam – is cyclically repeated phenomenon.  In 
that respect it was still in times of Muslims of the medieval ages there 
were popular Hadiths of the Prophet Muhammad that in the beginning of 
every century the Muslim community would be exposed to the test or 
distemper.  Then the God would send the one who would renew “for the 
community the affair of its business”.  Meanwhile it was meant under the 
renovation that the restoration of the life of the Muslim umma in its 
previous state but not the appearance of the new stage.  Thus the life of 
the Muslim community or umma is subdued to the cyclic recurrence on 
the duration of the history:  the observance to the true faith, the gradual 
deviation from it, crisis of the community, the appearance of the 
“reformer” or “renovator” of the true faith, the rebirth of the umma. Then 
the cycle repeats (24). 

That’s why from time to time such movements appear in the Islamic 
world.  In 1145-1269, followers of one of such movements of “reformers 
of Islam” even created a state in Spain and the biggest part of the North 
Africa better known in non-Islamic world as “the state of Almohads” 
(Almohad Caliphate), from Arabic al-Muwahhidun (“monotheists” or 
those who believe in one God)  (25). 

In XVIII century the next struggle for the renovation of Islam was 
headed by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhabi and according to his name 
the participants of movement were called “Wahhabis” and it was already 
briefly mentioned in other chapters about it.  Here we’d like to mention 
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that from the very beginning of the appearance of the new movement the 
attitude to it was ambiguous.  The extreme radicalism in the actions and 
particularly the destruction of many sacred places caused the indignation 
of many Muslims already at that period of time. The Wahhabis were 
considered dissenters that brought discord to Sunnis and created new, the 
fifth mazhab. Certainly, Wahhabis absolutely denied all that. However, 
even the founder of the ideology and movement - Muhammad Abd al-
Wahhabi had to recognize “the disgusting hostility” to him personally 
and the negative nuance in the word “Wahhabism” (26).  

The time did not make impact on the outlook and acts of Wahhabis.  
In 1924-1925 they destroyed many constructions raised over the graves 
of the associates of the prophet in Mecca and Medina. Those events much 
more alienated from them many in the Muslim world.  The current 
ideologists of Wahhabism have to recognize the extremely negative 
attitude of many Muslims to them (27). The case came to the situation 
that in 1946 the official representatives of the Saudi Arabia declared: 
“They say that we are Wahhabis but in reality we are Muslims, following 
the Book of Allah, Sunna of his messenger and traditions of the pious 
ancestries”.  In other words, the authorities of the Saudi Arabia preferred 
to name their ideology not Wahhabism but Salafism.  Because of that 
reason some Islam scientists consider it right to name the ideology of the 
Saudi Arabia Salafi but in no way Wahhabi. (28). However in reality that 
was simply tactical trick: in 1997 the Supreme mufti of the Saudi Arabia 
Abd al-Aziz ben Baz without beating around the bush put the sign of 
equality between terms “Wahhabism” and “Salafism”: “Wahhabis are 
not – heretics, they are those who follow the way of the beneficent 
ancestors” (29).  

The problem is that besides the negative image there is one more and 
probably the main reason why Wahhabis strive  not to call Wahhabism 
either the teaching of Muhammad Abd al-Wahhabi or the official 
doctrine of the Saudi Arabia no the ideology of movements or groups 
accepting or spreading that views in many countries of the world. As in 
that case the accusations  that Wahhabis are heretics within the 
framework of Islam (Arabic mubtadi’a) that follow special religious 
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teaching worked out by concrete man (Muhammad Abd al-Wahhabi) in 
concrete historical period of time (XVIII century) and that did not exist 
earlier in such a way and with such content would be recognized 
grounded. And this is namely the thing against which Wahhabis come 
forward against in respect of other directions of Islam accusing them that 
they were not founded on the Quran and Sunna but on the views of the 
concrete people who founded their own mazhabs.    

At the same time it should be taken into account that the current 
followers of Salafism do not strictly bound themselves to any Sunni 
mazhab (Shiism all Salafis traditionally perceive as the heretics in Islam) 
and in that essence the Salafism is trans-mazhab ideology addressed to 
the early or “right (pure) Islam”.  That’s not by a chance that in Cairo 
university “al-Azhar” and other Salafis educational institutions they 
teach “right Islam” and they flatly come forward against the division of 
Muslims into mazhabs.    

That’s why Wahhabis prefer to be named simply “Muslims” or 
“monotheists” or Salafis but in no way “Wahhabis”.  At the same time 
many ideologists of Salafism and rebirth of the “pure Islam” while not 
calling themselves Wahhabis accept that definition from the lips of their 
opponents (30). Thus, Wahhabism is the part of Salafi movement for the 
renovation of the Islam. However, in the modern Muslim world the terms 
“Salafism” and “Wahhabism” are perceived as synonyms.  On the other 
hand, the term “Wahhabism” is much more spread on the territory of the 
former USSR and particularly in Azerbaijan than the term “Salafis” and 
that is why the terms “Wahhabis” and “Wahhabism” will be further used 
in the text.   

What are the main provisions of the ideology of Wahhabism on the 
contemporary stage? Let’s review them in brief on the basis of works of 
ideologists of Wahhabism that can be obtained under their mosques in 
Azerbaijan as well as in the recently opened in Baku specialized shop 
with exotic for Muslims of the republic name “Muslim-shop” (31). 

The contemporary preachers of Wahhabism see their mission in the 
overcoming of the “split” between Muslims.  In that respect they 
proclaim the strict monotheism (Arabic tauhid) and the necessity of 
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straight-out struggle with “polytheism” (Arabic shirk) and “unbelief” 
(Arabic kufr). To the acts contradicting Islam the modern ideologists of 
Wahhabism refer the mediation (Arabic tavassul) under which the appeal 
with a pray or prays to anyone except Allah is understood.  According to 
the convictions of Wahhabis there should be no mediators between the 
believers and Allah. Correspondingly there was denied the worshiping 
and glorification of the holy and sheikhs and even of the prophet 
Muhammad as the deviation from the monotheism which allows 
worshiping only of Allah. That’s why Wahhabis extremely negatively 
accept the visiting and worshiping of the tombs of the famous holies and 
sheikhs, raising of buildings and headstones over their graves, reading of 
the Koran on the graveyards, use of amulets and talismans and sacrifice 
to anyone except Allah.   

The peculiarity of the views of Wahhabis is that they absolutise all 
that but particularly the concept “unbelief”. On the one hand for modern 
Wahhabis are Jews and Christians. On the other hand – unfaithful are 
announced Muslims who committed the slightest deviation from the 
monotheism. In that case the life and property of a Muslim cease to be 
untouchable that is he can be killed and his property can be withdrawn. 
And the thing that such a Muslim does not repudiate from the symbol of 
the Muslim faith (shahada) “There is no God except Allah and 
Muhammad is God’s messenger” would not save him.   

The Wahhabis treat with extreme hostility all the innovations (Arabic 
bid’a) and call to strictly stick to all prescriptions of the Quran and Sunna 
referring to the ritual – ceremonial sphere, behavior and the outside 
appearance of a Muslim  (unshorn beards and short-cut trousers of men, 
the necessary dressing of a shawl or hijab by women). The Wahhabis 
extremely negatively treat Sufis and all tariqats as to the religious 
structures and organizations created by people.  Besides that, they 
consider innovation to celebrate the birthday of the prophet Muhammad 
(the day of movlud) as well as appeal for the blessing (Arabic. barakat) 
to anyone except Allah.   

The distinguishing feature of the doctrine of Wahhabis is the demand 
to confirm their monotheism by the “hatred and hostility” in respect of 
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“unfaithful” and “polytheists”. As Muhammad ibn Jamil Zinu, one of the 
contemporary ideologists of Wahhabism points out that “every true 
Muslim should without fail” should show in their respect “enmity and 
experience the hatred”.  Moreover, “friendliness in respect of unfaithful 
and providing them assistance are not allowed” (32). And that respect a 
special role in the ideology of Wahhabism plays the necessity of the 
armed struggle or jihad “from positions of Islam”.  Meanwhile in the 
interpretation of Wahhabis jihad – is only the armed struggle and actually 
there are no detailed provisions about “jihad against one’s own soul” i.e. 
about moral perfection of a Muslim in their texts.   For them jihad – is 
only the armed struggle against all “unfaithful” which is necessary for 
every Muslim.  These is the summary of the views of Wahhabis in their 
own expression (33). 

However, in the Islamic world there are also more radical ideologists 
and the Wahhabism would hardly gain such popularity if it would had 
stayed within the framework of the Arabian Peninsula.  As today the 
Sunni Islam in the Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain and UAE is 
colored in the Wahhabi tones and that does not cause any special anxiety 
in the world.  While combining the measures of attraction of the followers 
of Wahhabism to the governance of state and repressions against radicals 
the local authorities managed to take the Wahhabism under control.  
However, from the beginning of the 70s but mainly after the intrusion of 
the soviet troops into Afghanistan the Wahhabism began to spread 
purposefully beyond the Arabic peninsula and that fundamentally 
influenced on the change of the attitude to Wahhabism.   

After the collapse of the USSR the Wahhabism appeared in the 
former soviet republics as well. Meanwhile the time of appearance and 
reason of growth of the popularity of Wahhabis in that or another country 
were different.  The strongest positions of Wahhabis turned out to be in 
Russia and first of all in the republics of the North Caucasus where the 
first Wahhabi preachers appeared in early 1970s.  Meanwhile those were 
local inhabitants not missionaries from foreign countries (34). However, 
the strengthening of the positions of Wahhabism in that region of Russia 
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began from the end of 1980s. The main districts where Wahhabism was 
most of all spread were Dagestan and Chechnya.   

Here it should be pointed out that the spread of Wahhabism in that 
region cannot be explained by the outside factors i.e. financial assistance 
of international Islamic organizations, ideological processing by the 
preachers of those organizations of pilgrims during the hajj and of 
students studying in foreign Muslim educational institutions, distribution 
in big circulations of the corresponding literature. Of course, all those 
factors contributed to the growth of popularity of Wahhabism however 
the reasons of internal nature that made Wahhabism attractive in the eyes 
of a part of local Muslims played main role.  First of all, the fact that the 
biggest part of those believers made Sunnis and their religiousness was 
comparatively high. The social-economic situation particularly in 
Dagestan had greater significance.  The fast impoverishment of the 
economically active population, the growth of the protest spirits in regard 
with the huge sizes of corruption, the paralyses of the bodies of the 
executive power and the raging of the crime became the main reasons of 
the expansion of Wahhabism in the North Caucasus. As the Wahhabism 
is sufficiently universal ideology standing above all the rest mazhabs and 
at least on words calling for the unity of Muslims.  The peculiarity of 
Wahhabism was that it was becoming attractive not only for the poor 
population sections but also for the intellectual elite.  The simplicity, 
rationalism and accessibility of the Wahhabi doctrine also attracted 
people to it as well as the healthy life style of the members of Wahhabi 
communities, the spirit of brotherhood (the treatment “brother” was 
accepted among Wahhabis) (35).  

In Azerbaijan the Wahhabi views began to be propagandized from 
the beginning of 1990s.   Although, unlike Russian republics of the North 
Caucasus the situation for the spreading of Wahhabism was different at 
that period of time in Azerbaijan.  First of all, the majority of the 
population (nor less than 65%) is Shiite and already because of it it’s 
much more difficult for Wahhabis to propagandize their views in 
Azerbaijan.  Namely because of its Sunnis and first of all living on the 
north of the republic along the border with Russia turned out to be more 
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receptive to the ideas of Wahhabis.  That is mainly Lezgins as well as 
Avars, Tsakhurs and other national minorities having close connections 
with their compatriots in Dagestan.  Referring to Azeris in early 1990s 
the ideas of Turkism were much more attractive for them.  The hopes of 
Wahhabis for the Islamic solidarity in respect of the Karabakh conflict 
also turned out to be baseless.  In summer 1992 a small group of 40 
Chechens headed by Shamil Basayev arrived to Azerbaijan. Having 
fought for several months in the Karabakh soon they left the country 
being disappointed by the weak religiousness of Azeris (36).  

Thus, in early 1990s there appeared first Wahhabis in Azerbaijan but 
they were very few in number and held their preaches in the northern 
districts of the republic bordering with Russia where many 
representatives of nations of the Dagestan group of languages lived.  The 
fact that Lezgins played dominating role in the spreading of Wahhabism 
in Azerbaijan was not casual.  On the one hand Lezgins and Lezgin 
languages speaking ethnos are sufficiently numerous in the northern 
regions of the country particularly in Qusar and Khachmaz districts.  On 
the other hand, Wahhabism was mostly widely spread also among 
Lezgins in Dagestan.  For example, in the local medrese in the settlement 
Karamakhi - one of the centers of Wahhabism in Dagestan half of the 
students made Lezgins (37). It is natural, that in Azerbaijan the ideas of 
Wahhabis were first of all spread among Lezgins and close to them 
ethnicities on the north of the country.   

Since 1993 the situation in Azerbaijan changed in favor of Wahhabis.  
The government of the PFA devoted to the ideas of Turkism lost the 
power.  In 1993-1994 H. Aliyev who headed the republic encouraged 
contacts with the Russian side.  May be that’s why in a number of Mass 
Media the time of the first appearance of Wahhabis in Azerbaijan was 
referred to 1993 (38). Although, as earlier the followers of Wahhabism 
still were few in number and they preferred to carry out their activities in 
the outlying districts of the republic and not to appear in the capital.  
Initially all their activity came to the spreading of the Wahhabi literature 
and to the penetration in medreses and mosques. But gradually they 
began to expand the geography of their activity and soon they already 
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appeared in Baku. The authorities delivered the mosque of the XII 
century situated in the old part of the city and known under the name 
“Lezgin mosque” to the Lezgin national center “Samur”.  In their turn 
the leaders of the center “Samur” presented it at the disposal of their 
compatriots - Wahhabis.  Thus, in 1995 there appeared the first Wahhabi 
mosque in Baku around which afterwards the discussions and clashes 
repeatedly broke out.   In 2001 the authorities even passed the decision 
about closing the mosque however that remained only on paper (39). 

In 1994 besides the mentioned above Kuwaiti IHR (Islamic Heritage 
Renaissance) some other international (mainly Arabic) Islamic 
organizations and charitable societies: “Rabita al-Alam al-Islami” (“The 
Muslim World League”), “al-Igasa” (“Salvation”), “Geyyat al-Gaus va-
l-Musaada li-l-muslimi al-Kaukas” (“Organization of the Assistance and 
Support of Caucasian”), “al-Harameyn” (“Two Shrines”) developed 
their activities in Azerbaijan (40). The expansion of Arabic organizations 
was mainly conditioned by the war in Chechnya started in 1994 where 
the role of Wahhabis sharply increased. Azerbaijan became a kind of 
transit country for the military supplies as well as material and 
humanitarian assistance for Chechens.  At the same time there appeared 
the first Chechen refugees in the country the number of which reached 
5.000 people by the end of first Chechen war in 1996 (41).  

Thus, the second stage in the spreading of Wahhabism in Azerbaijan 
connected with Chechen refugees began. In their overwhelming majority 
they settled in the capital of the republic and then the issue of the mosque 
raised. For the first time they visited mosques that were situated in the 
districts of their habitation.  But as they repeatedly explained it to the 
author of these lines “in your mosques things are not in the way how they 
should be according to the Quran”.  And the Lezgin mosque was too 
small for such a number of Wahhabis.  In 1997-1998 according to the 
initiative of Chechens and a number of citizens of Dagestan Arabic 
millionaire from Kuwait – Muhammad ibn Budeya built the common 
mosque in Narimanov district of Baku officially known as Juma mosque 
but known under the name “Abu Bakr” mosque among population. It 
immediately attracted attention of very many in the republic both by the 
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very unusual outside appearance for the mosques of the republic and the 
number of believers that visited it. Officially, the hall for prays could 
accommodate 625 male-believers and 360 more places on the first floor 
for female - Muslims.  That is about 1 thousand believers can make 
namaz at the same time in the mosque (42). But even that was not enough 
for the parishes of the “Abu Bakr” mosque.  Then the believers laid out 
the carpets and began to pray in the yard of the mosque. And then in the 
adjoining streets. To help the believers on the adjoining streets there were 
established loud speakers thus the speech of imam could be heard.  As a 
result, in usual days 2.500-3.000 people visited the mosque and about 
6.000-7.000 thousand people came for Friday namaz – unprecedented for 
the modern Azerbaijan figures (43)! It was also unusual that the majority 
of the servants of the mosque were very fluent in Russian language which 
is not characteristic for the Muslim clergy of Azerbaijan.  The 
overwhelming majority of the religious literature that was sold in the 
mosque was also in the Russian language and was published in Russia.  
However, all that can be easily explained if to take into account that 
Chechens and many Sunnis of the northern districts of Azerbaijan and 
inhabitants of Dagestan came namely to that mosque and that was 
immediately mentioned by journalists (44). 

Since then namely that mosque became the center of Wahhabis of 
Azerbaijan and its 28-year old and brilliantly educated imam Gamet 
Suleymanov (since 1991 to 1998 he studied in the Islamic University in 
Khartoum city, in Sudan and in university in Medina, in Saudi Arabia) 
immediately gained great fame and popularity for the unusual manner of 
pronouncing preaches.  It should be noted that the genre of the preaches 
is not spread in the mosques of Azerbaijan at all and in the traditional 
ones particularly. The role of the majority of the mosques is limited to 
the practicing of the religious rites mainly funerals. In Abu Bakr mosque 
they refused to fulfill funeral ceremonies as contradicting Islam and there 
is no mullah for such a case. On the other hand, the Friday mosque is 
always completed by the additional preach where imam does not only 
explain the verses from the Quran but also explains the essence and 
reasons of the current social-economic problems in the republic. The 
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absolute relaxedness of the young imam, his brilliant knowledge of the 
Quran and Sunna and the ability to hold conversations on different 
challenge issues strikes the believers.   

At first the authorities did not see the danger in the actions of 
Wahhabis.  However, from the second part of 1990s the special services 
of Azerbaijan faced the activity of the radical Islamic groups. Their 
peculiarity was that almost all of them were connected with the countries 
of the Arabic East and in this or another degree with the Wahhabi 
structures.  First if all Asul Kasumov the habitant of Dagestan and the 
citizen of Russia dropped into the sight of the Ministry of National 
Security (MNS) of Azerbaijan.  Having declared himself imam of all 
Lezgins he openly preached for the establishment of the Lezgin Islamic 
state in the zone bordering between Azerbaijan and Dagestan.  In that 
respect he repeatedly organized appearances and meetings of Lezgins on 
both sides of the border. The next such attempt ended by the arrest of A. 
Kasumov on 21 April 1996. After that there followed the trial which on 
18 March 1997 sentenced him to 13 years of imprisonment. (45). 

In 1996 the information about the activity of the terror organization 
“Jeyshullah” (“Army of Allah”) was received by the MNS of Azerbaijan.  
The fighters of that structure were engaged in the plundering and murders 
of all ideological opponents of different organizations and persons 
disagreeable with them, tried to sow discord on the religious basis in the 
country. The most famous their crimes were the murder of Etibar Erkin - 
famous in the country healer and extrasensory individual and two his 
sons and the attempt to mine the building of the Society of Krishna. The 
attack with the purpose of robbery on the Baku representation of the 
European Bank of Reconstruction and Development that took place in 
December 1998 also lies on the consciousness of the “Jeyshullah”. The 
32-year-old Mubariz Aliyev the leader of the “Jeyshullah” admitted later 
during the investigation that he kept close relations with field 
commanders in Chechnya – Ibn Khattab and Shamil Basayev.  In 1998 
while being next time in Chechnya he got in touch with the international 
secret organization “Fidai Islam” (“Self-sacrificing in the name of 
Islam”). in June 1999 On to the initiative and support namely of that 
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organization M. Aliyev and his fighters tried to hijack the helicopter M-
8 of the company “Azalavia” from the airport Zabrat (under Baku) to 
Chechnya in order to organize terror act against the embassies of the USA 
and Israel in Baku in August.   

In summer 2000 - 13 activists of “Jeyshullah” were arrested in 
Azerbaijan as a result of the operation of the MNS of the republic. The 
leader of the organization Mubariz Aliyev was sentenced for term of life 
and other activists to different period of imprisonment (46).  

But the activity of the terror organizations did not end up on that in 
Azerbaijan.  On the contrary, there appeared new and new facts proving 
that the country turned out to be engaged in this or another way into the 
terror acts that took place outside the republic.  Thus, the capital of 
Azerbaijan – Baku repeatedly appeared in the course of investigation of 
the terrible according to their consequence’s explosions of American 
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania that took place on 7 August 1998.  It 
became known that before that in 1996-1998 the leader of the currently 
sadly known radical terrorist organization “al-Qaeda” (“The Basis”) 
Usama bin Laden called approximately 60 times from Afghanistan to 
Baku.  It was clear that he had his followers in Azerbaijan.   

American special services also managed to determine that Vadikh al-
Hagg the arrested by them supporter of Usama bin Laden in his turn sent 
to Baku the parcel for local supporters of “al-Qaeda”.  And an hour before 
the terror act in the capital Kenya there was sent fax in Arabic language 
from Baku to London where terrorists took the responsibility for the 
crime having described the reasons that drove them for that step (47).  

The cells of such Arabic radical religious-political organizations as 
Egyptian “al-Jihad” and “Gama’a al-Islamiya” (“Islamic terror”), 
international “Jjamiyat al-ikhvan al-Muslimin” (“Muslim Brotherhood 
Society”) also functioned in Azerbaijan. In particular, Egyptian Mahmud 
Yaballah arrested in 1999 in Canada turned out to be the member of “al-
Jihad” and meanwhile he was closely connected with Usama bin Laden 
and “al-Qaeda”. The most interesting thing was that Yaballah came to 
Canada from Baku.  According to the data of the Canadian special 
services Yaballah worked in so called International Islamic Foundation 
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of Assistance in Pakistan and then turned out to be in Yemen where from 
he came to Azerbaijan and then to Canada.  It is pointed out in the verdict 
that Yaballah was in close contact with Tirwat Salah Shetat – confidant 
of the leader of “al-Jihad” Ayman al-Zawahiri (48).  

One of the most influential Islamic terrorist organizations “al-Jihad” 
has its cells in many countries of the world.  The leaders of the 
organization Ayman al-Zawahiri and Muhammed Atef took part in the 
session of the Consultancy council (Arabic Majlis ash-shura) of “al-
Qaeda”  and as a result in the February 1998 “al-Jihad” united for the 
sake of the common struggle with the “al-Qaeda” as well as a number of 
other Islamic radical structures.  As a result, Usama bin Laden received 
the branchy network in the whole world including Azerbaijan. Then, in 
February 1998 Usama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri approved the 
“Appeal” (Arabic fetva) under the title “World Islamic front of struggle 
with Jews and Crusaders” that gained popularity as the “World Front of 
Jihad”.  According to the “Appeal” Muslims should annihilate Americans 
and Jews including civil persons wherever they meet them (49). 

The Egyptian Ibrahim Eyduraz arrested in 2000 in London and 
accused in the committing terror acts against the embassies of the USA 
in Kenya and Tanzania showed that yet in 1995 he organized and headed 
the secret cell “al-Jihad” in Baku which he run up to the end of 1997.  
then he was transferred to London. After the uniting “al-Jihad” with “al-
Qaeda” the capital of Azerbaijan was used by terrorists as the staging 
post (50). That was revealed in the course of the court trial that took place 
in April 1999 in Cairo over 107 extremists nine out of which were 
sentenced to the capital punishment and 12 were sentenced by the 
Egyptian court for life term forced labor. One of them was the leader of 
the military operations “al-Jihad” Ahmad Salama Mabruk who in his 
time served 7 years in prison for participation in the murder of the 
president of the Egypt Anvar Sadat in October 1981. Then on the court 
Mabruk stated that after the release he left for one of the Arabic countries 
then he constantly moved from one place to another one having visited 
Afghanistan. Pakistan, Sudan, Albania and finally Azerbaijan.   Here as 
it was mentioned above created the secret cell “al-Jihad”. It turned out to 
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be that the leader of the organization Ayman al-Zawahiri by the way 
sentenced in Egypt to the capital punishment in his absence repeatedly 
visited Azerbaijan on the way by using forged deeds.  Moreover, it was 
still in December 1996 that Ayman al-Zawahiri left with a group of 
activities of his organization to fight in Dagestan through Azerbaijan but 
he was arrested while passing Azerbaijanian-Russian border.  Ayman al-
Zawahiri spent almost 6 months in the prison in Dagestan unless Usama 
bin Laden did not interfere and ransomed him from the authorities of 
Dagestan. As later the authorities of Dagestan were justifying themselves 
as if the law enforcement bodies recognize the leader of “al-Jihad” as he 
had the forged passport.  And due to the same reason at that period of 
time in Egypt nobody heard about the arrest of terrorist whom they 
searched for a long period of time. Mabruk also said that his organization 
had chemical and biological weapons, which it was going to use against 
representatives of the USA and Israel.  According to his words the 
organization worked out the plans of implementation 100 attacks of 
Israeli and American targets worldwide.   All details were recorded on 
the computer disc.  However, in 1996-1998 the MNS of Azerbaijan and 
American special services held joint operation in the result of which in 
1998 Mabruk and his brother Isam Hafiz Mabruk and Yasir al-Sirri were 
arrested in Baku.  The special services found that very computer disc 
about planned 100 terror acts.  On the basis of that information the CIA 
held a series of operations against terrorists in many countries.  In their 
turn, the authorities of Azerbaijan suddenly strengthen the security of the 
embassies of the USA and Israel in Baku (51). 

In view of understandable reasons the MNS of Azerbaijan did not 
advertise their activities in the struggle with the radical Islamic groups. 
However, its cooperation with the corresponding structures in the USA 
after 1996 was so successful that before 11 September 2001 the 
leadership of the CIA and State Department of the USA repeatedly 
thanked the leadership of the republic for the assistance and intensive 
activity in the struggle with terrorism (52). Later the head of the MNS of 
Azerbaijan Namiq Abbasov also straightly declared about that. He also 
brought concrete facts of the struggle of Azerbaijan with the international 
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terrorism having pointed out that at that period of time Azerbaijani 
special services arrested and delivered up to the authorities of the Saudi 
Arabia 9 its citizens: two to Sudan one to Algeria and 5 to Egypt (53). 
That struggle against terrorism continued and in September 2003 the 
MNS informed that for the passed two years there were arrested 23 
international terrorists who were afterwards delivered up to the countries 
of the Arabic East (54). 

However not always the activity of the radical Islamic political 
organizations had direct connection with the Arabic states.  Thus, the 
members of “Hizb-ut-tahrir al-Islami” (“Party of the liberation of 
Islam”) – Sunni political structure coming forward for the creation of the 
Islamic state - Caliphate functioned for the short period of time in 
Azerbaijan.  That international organization which was also founded by 
Arabs became more known in 1990s for its activity in the republics of 
the Central Asia (55). It tried to move its activity namely from there to 
Caucasus and first of all to Azerbaijan.  The citizen of Uzbekistan 
Abdulrasul Abdulrahimov who came to Baku in August 2000 founded 
underground group “Hizb-ut-tahrir al-Islami” which included 7 
Azerbaijanis. However, it did not exist long: on the one hand its members 
came forward against one of the Christian missionary organizations and 
the MNS found out about that.  On the other hand, special services of 
Russia and Uzbekistan passed the corresponding information to the MNS 
of Azerbaijan about that organization and A. Abdulrahimov who was in 
search.  As a result, in July 2001 the MNS of Azerbaijan arrested almost 
all members of the Baku group of “Hizb-ut-tahrir al-Islami” who 
afterwards were sentenced to different years of imprisonment.  But the 
leader of the group A. Abdulrahimov managed to escape the arrest and 
for the next time was announced in search (56). 

It should be noted that there was no direct connection between the 
arrested terrorists and the followers of the Wahhabism in the republic. 
Moreover, the arrested were not citizens of Azerbaijan and by the 
nationality they were Arabs.  The exception made members of the Hizb-
ut-tahrir al-Islami” but that organization does not have any connection to 
Wahhabis.  However, the activity of international radical groups forced 
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the authorities of Azerbaijan to pay more serious attention on the activity 
of Wahhabis in the republic.  Moreover, after the beginning of the second 
war in Chechnya in 1999 the number of the Chechen refugees increased 
in two times by the beginning of 2001.  Many out of those 10.000 
Chechens particularly the youth were convicted and radical followers of 
Wahhabism. The second Chechen war led to the complications in 
Azerbaijanian-Russian relations.  Wishing not to sharpen the relations 
with Russia in the middle of 2000 the authorities of Azerbaijan arrested 
and delivered up to the law-enforcement bodies several Wahhabis - 
Chechens and inhabitants of Dagestan who earlier actively fought in 
Chechnya. After that in November 2000 the law-enforcement bodies of 
Azerbaijan received information from Russia about connections of the 
Arabic charitable foundation “al-Harameyn” with Chechen fighters to be 
more exact about weapons supplies through Azerbaijan.  And that’s why 
the activity of “al-Harameyn” and after it of a number of Arabic 
foundations and humanitarian organizations (Kuwaiti IRH and the 
“Foundation of assistance to sick”), international Islamic “Qatar” and 
“Benevolence”) were prohibited on the territory of Azerbaijan at the 
same period of time  (57). 

On the other hand, the Wahhabi propaganda brought its fruits and 
more and more Azerbaijanis became Wahhabis.  Starting from 2000 there 
appeared more and more books and brochures in Azerbaijani language in 
Wahhabi mosques including “Abu Bakr”.  But the most important is that 
there was received more information about the participation of 
Azerbaijani Wahhabis in combat operations against Russian army in 
Chechnya. The MNS of Azerbaijan informed about the death in the 
course of the second war in Chechnya of 13 Azerbaijanis who were 
Wahhabis and earlier visited the mosque “Abu Bakr” in Baku (58). 
Meanwhile the Wahhabi structures in Azerbaijan began to be subdivided 
into two parts- purely religious and military-political ones. The latter 
functioned secretly and had obvious connection with the radical Islamic 
organizations on the Arabic East. By that period of time almost the whole 
Azerbaijan was divided: certain Abu Muslim headed Wahhabi groups on 
the north-east of Azerbaijan in Quba-Khachmaz-Qusar zone. Motasim 
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headed Wahhabi groups in the center of the country, from Ganja to the 
border with Georgia.  Al-Talib was considered such a person in 
Nakhchivan and Nasiraddin was consider the leader in Baku and 
Absheron peninsula.  Moreover, before the terror act Nasiraddin called 
several times to Kenya as well as to Afghanistan in August 1998 (59).  

On 1 May 2001 according to the instruction of the president Heydar 
Aliyev the head of the executive power of Baku held expanded session 
with the participation of the majority of Ministries and departments 
dedicated to the situation in the religious sphere. The biggest interest 
caused the deputy Minister of the National Security of the country – 
Tofiq Babayev who stated: “Some religious and missionary 
organizations controlled by the special services of Iran and a number of 
Arabic countries set their objective to conquer the authority in 
Azerbaijan”.  Further the deputy minister of the national security of the 
country pointed out that the activity of Wahhabis in Azerbaijan passes in 
three stages.  The first stage is the distribution of the Wahhabi literature, 
materials encouragement of the potential followers. On the second stage 
the most distinguished ones are attracted to pass special training. The 
final third stage included the implementation of the provocations, terror 
acts with the aim to paralyze the activity of the state bodies.  According 
to the words of Tofiq Babayev currently there are about 7 thousand 
followers of that religious trend in Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile the center of 
Wahhabis in the country is the mosque “Abu Bakr’. At the same time 
about 300 citizens of Azerbaijan received education in Wahhabi centers 
in Dagestan and Chechnya (60). 

Thus, the authorities of the country openly declared that the activity 
of Wahhabis gets more dangerous character for the national security of 
the country.  And as nor less than a half of Wahhabis made Chechens 
then it was quite natural that after that session the law enforcement bodies 
of Azerbaijan started unofficial campaign of pursuing of Chechen 
refugees living in the country.  Meanwhile some of them were delivered 
up to Russia as the fighters.  As a result, at the same period of time in 
May 2001 Aslan Maskhadov offered Chechens to leave the country 
dangerous for their residence.  As a result, the number of Chechens in 
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Azerbaijan decreased almost two times in the following months and by 
the end 2003 there were left only 5.000 people in the republic.  (61). 

At the same time the authorities started the real campaign against 
Wahhabi - Azerbaijanis. Immediately after the session a group of state 
officials headed by the President’s Adviser on the National Policy – 
Idayat Orujev and Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade started to make trips to 
those regions of the country where Wahhabi communities were.  There 
was held regional session dedicated to the activity of Wahhabis in 
Shamakha.  It was mentioned that if only two mosques (Lezgin and “Abu 
Bakr”) in the capital were under their control then they achieved more 
impressing successes in the provinces.  Thus, in a small thinly populated 
Gobustan district 14 mosques were considered Wahhabi, 20 mosques in 
Akhsu and 28 - in Khachmaz.  By the summer 2001 there were about 100 
mosques in total under the control of Wahhabis (62). 

The further actions of the authority were traditional for Azerbaijan: 
they gave instructions to the heads of districts where Wahhabi 
communities existed to start the repression campaign against them. 
Certainly, the campaign had extremely primitive character: as the local 
authorities and moreover the law enforcement bodies had very vague 
impression about the ideology of Wahhabis and other theological 
delicacies, they chose the way of struggle… with the outside appearance 
of Wahhabis. In other words, in the northern districts of Azerbaijan the 
policemen began to forcedly shave beards of all men they caught.  As the 
journalists began to caustically inform then very soon “there will not be 
left bearded men” in the provinces.  The policemen and representatives 
of the local executive bodies were sure in their rightness and they 
sincerely believed that “only in that way the Wahhabism can be 
extirpated”.  It was also prohibited to dress short-cut trousers (63).  

In the capital the authorities restrained from such primitive measures 
but started strong campaign against imam of the mosque “Abu Bakr” 
Gamet Suleymanov in the Mass Media. On the one hand one after another 
there were held processes in respect of Wahhabis who were militarily 
trained abroad and mainly in Pankisi ravine in Georgia to participate 
afterwards in the combat operations in Chechnya.  In the end of 2003, the 
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MNS announced that during the period from 2001 to 2003 there were 
detained and brought to the court about 70 such Azerbaijanis Wahhabis.  
It was repeatedly heard during those processes that the arrested were 
parishioners of the mosque “Abu Bakr”.  On that ground the courts raised 
the issue about the application of the corresponding measures in respect 
of the mosque and concretely imam Gamet Suleymanov   (64). 

On the other hand, officially the issue of the approval of new imam 
and akhund of the “Abu Bakr” mosque who were elected by the 
community but were not registered in the SBMC in accordance with the 
amendments to the law “On freedom of religious beliefs” was not solved 
in any way (65).  

Such actions of the authorities had the effect of the boomerang and 
only strengthened the interest to Wahhabis and increased the personal 
rating of Gamet Suleymanov.  It was particularly strikingly expressed 
when in March 2003 the imam of the mosque “Abu Bakr” was the guest 
of the popular Internet-forum of the newspaper “Echo” and about 84% 
participants voted for him.  Only 11% of the votes were given against 
him and the rest restrained.  For comparison it should be mentioned that 
one of the most popular representatives of the official clergy in 
Azerbaijan hadji Sabir Hasanly did not receive such support from the 
participants of that Internet-forum a month later: 58% of the participants 
agreed with his position, and 36% estimated it negative   (66). 

At the same time the Mass Media began to publish the materials from 
which it proceeded that Wahhabis strengthened their positions in 
Azerbaijan and their number strongly increased.  In January 2002 there 
appeared information that Wahhabis had the strongest positions on the 
North-West (Zaqatala, Balakan and Qakh districts) and on the north-east 
(Qusar and Khachmaz districts) of the country as well as in the center 
(Baku and Ganja cities and Shamakha district).  Meanwhile 
approximately 450 Wahhabis number in Balakan district, 150 in 
Zaqatala, in Qusar- 380 and up to 300 in Khachmaz (67). The fact that 
the followers of the Wahhabism already appeared in such areas where 
short time ago it was very difficult to imagine them – in traditionally 
Shiite southern districts and on the Absheron peninsula speaks about the 
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growth of the popularity of Wahhabis (68). According to the data of some 
experts today the number of Wahhabis in Azerbaijan varies within the 
limits of 25.000-30.000 people (69). Our field studies carried out in 2002-
2004 give ground to tell that today the number of those regularly 
attending Wahhabi mosques and considering themselves followers of 
that trend in Islam in Azerbaijan is 6.000-7.000 people.  But about 20.000 
people who agree with many provisions of Wahhabis but are afraid to 
openly demonstrate their views should be added to them. They can be 
called potential or hesitating Wahhabis.   
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CHAPTER VIII 
 

Religion as a factor prior and in the aftermath of presidential 
election of 2003 

 
As of early 2003 the state of health of 80-year-old H. Aliyev became 

a key issue not just in Azerbaijan but also beyond its borders. Heydar 
Aliyev’s era in the history of Azerbaijan was coming to an end. It was 
clear that presidential election of 2003 would be pivotal. 

In these circumstances Islamic factor began to play an ever-growing 
role in society. The policies of authorities were partly responsible for this. 
Unable and unwilling to solve socio-economic problems of the 
population and losing control over the situation, republican authorities 
adopted force and repression as means of tackling political problems. In 
the wake of tragic events of 11 September 2001, authorities, playing on 
a negative image of Islam in the West, increasingly began to link various 
actions of protest by political opponents as well as general population to 
a growing threat of pan-Islamic forces. The government in Azerbaijan 
thus justified repression against population, warning the West of 
impeding threat of the Islamic factor. Between 2002-2004 a growing 
number of “Islamic conspiracies and attempts to overthrow the state” 
were being publicized. As an example, it is enough to cite the story of the 
Imam of Juma mosque in Ganja falsely accused of plotting a coup (1); 
arrests of citizens on charge of supporting international terrorism (links 
to Al-Qaeda) without sufficient evidence by law enforcement agencies 
(2). 

Yet the events in the town of Nardaran, 35 km north of Baku, were 
perhaps the clearest manifestation of the struggle against “the Islamic 
factor”. The town is famous for its pier, a destination for visitors from 
across the republic. On the other hand, residents in this town of eight 
thousand were renowned even in Soviet times for their strong religious 
beliefs. It is no surprise that most of IPA leaders come from Nardaran.  

Authorities took all this into account when in 2002 townspeople took 
to the streets, protesting difficult socio-economic conditions. On 3 June 
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2003 police cracked down hard using force against unarmed civilians, 
killing one and wounding over thirty people. The government wasted no 
time in presenting events in Nardaran as a result of their fight against 
“international Islamic extremism”. This way they hoped to gain support 
in the West and particularly the USA, for what was essentially a blatant 
violation of human rights. In the official statement issued by the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs and the office of General Prosecutor of 1 August 2002 
it was stated that “the town is a model of a semi-closed society under a 
strong influence of Islamic fundamentalist circles” and the reason for the 
3 June clashes was allegedly an attempt by the police to prevent local 
inhabitants from “commemorating anniversary of Khomeini’s death”. In 
order to further unsettle Western diplomats in Azerbaijan, who are not 
particularly knowledgeable in religious particularities, authorities added 
that protesters in the town carried … Wahhabis slogans, although it is a 
common knowledge that inhabitants of Nardaran are devout Shiite 
Moslems and staunch enemies of Wahhabism (3). 

Authorities were partly successful: Western reaction to the use of 
force in Nardaran was very limited, not least because of fear and the 
stereotype of “growth of Islamic fundamentalism”.  However, inside the 
republic government actions prompted an opposite reaction: the society 
did not believe official statements and condemned use of force against 
peaceful citizens. Federation of human rights organizations of Azerbaijan 
set up an independent commission, consisting of lawyers, medical staff, 
civil society representatives and residents of the town to investigate 
events in Nardaran. When on 17 October 2002 the commission reported 
with results of its findings, the official version was totally discredited (4). 

At the same time Nardaran did not surrender and the struggle 
continued. Nardaran remained the only town in Azerbaijan where one 
could not find H. Aliyev’s portraits and the authority of the all-powerful 
president did not manifest itself in any way. Yet there were numerous 
placards with quotations from Quran.  Steadfastness and courage of this 
small town generated not only support and sympathy in Azerbaijani 
society, but also a new approach and understanding of religion. In late 
2002 and early 2003 articles on the role of Islam in society and possibility 
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of an Islamic revolution were commonplace in the republican media. A 
range of publications argued that “Pan-Turkic and other similar slogans 
are no longer working”. In the last few years these ideas have “collapsed” 
and failed to live up to popular expectations, whilst the national-
democratic “movement became a silent shadow and lost its previous 
popularity” (5). 

In early February 2003 H. Aliyev’s health rapidly deteriorated and in 
the light of forthcoming presidential election discussions on the future of 
the country once again came to the fore. In this situation on 12 February 
Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade made an unexpected statement 
in which he informed that SBMC was soon to examine the issue of his 
candidacy in the presidential election (6). Naturally, Sheikh-ul-Islam 
Allahshukur Pashazade understood perfectly well that his statement as 
well as future activities of SBMC went against the code of practice of 
SBMC itself as well as against the Constitution and relevant legislation 
on “On freedom of religious beliefs”. It is most likely that that the 
statement was intended to try public opinion on the issue of his 
candidacy. Public reaction was negative enough to ensure that sheikh-ul-
Islam never returned to the issue. Instead in the Summer 2003 he actively 
joined government election campaign. Speaking on 31 May in Quba he 
made a public statement: “We have one God, one prophet and one 
president and it is Heydar Aliyev”. Such a “pronouncement” is 
blasphemy from a religious point of view (one cannot equate an ordinary 
man, even president, to God and his Prophet) and this sent ripples through 
society, prompting reaction from amongst others, leaders of IPA (7). Yet 
Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade did not stop at that and a month 
later made another similar statement: “To act against Heydar Aliyev is to 
act against the will of Allah” (8).  

Much of the criticism for such statements came from several Islamic 
organizations and groups in Azerbaijan. Islam Ittihad (Islamic Union) 
headed by Haji Azer Ramizoglu and Jumma mosque community in the 
old town in Baku led by Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu were foremost in the 
attack against sheikh-ul-Islam and general SBMC leadership. Before this 
Ilqar Ibrahimoglu was little known beyond the capital. However, after his 
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public protests his career as a community and political leader went on a 
rapid ascent. This was partly due to the religious situation in Azerbaijan 
at the time and partly result of his own actions. 

The fact is that Azerbaijani society had undergone a difficult process 
of spiritual transformation in quite a short 15-year period, after the start 
of the Karabakh conflict and attainment of independence. Initially, at the 
end of 1980s and early 1990s consequences of the Soviet period were 
still being felt and ideas of pan-Turkism and national identity in general 
played a dominant role in forming and developing worldview of an 
average Azerbaijani. Islam generated interest but only as part of history 
and culture. This was not a real embrace of religion but more a general 
interest. 

However, major events then occurred in the life of society. Collapse 
of once powerful soviet state with its communist ideology, Karabakh 
conflict and painful defeat, difficult economic situation, absence of 
democratic progress, rapid transformation of moral norms and value 
systems – demanded answers and explanations. The paradigm of 
Azerbaijan’s relations with the rest of the world had also changed. Up 
until mid-1990s Russia played the main role for Azerbaijanis, i.e. the 
northern direction. Therefore, all problems, defeats and failures were also 
associated with Russia. Therefore, the idea of political Turkism seemed 
an attractive proposition as a symbol of the struggle for independence 
and preservation of ethnic identity. However, Azerbaijan soon became 
an independent state. From mid-1990s onwards Russia was gradually 
losing her power and was a cause for concern in the framework of 
historical memory and existing stereotypes. For majority of Azerbaijanis 
it was obvious that the soviet and wider Russian stage in the life of 
society was now in the past.  

From mid-1990s the West and in particular USA began to play a more 
prominent role in Azerbaijan. A western direction came to dominate 
Azerbaijani consciousness. And the West was now associated with 
solutions to existing problems. However, towards the end of 1990s it 
became clear that a change in the vector of hope did not bring results that 
many expected. The Karabakh conflict was still not resolved. Moreover, 
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it was becoming clear that pinning all hopes on realization of “oil in 
exchange for Karabakh” was no more than an illusion. Rapid growth of 
radical opinion in the society clashed with the Western unwillingness to 
challenge existing status-quo in the region. The economy also failed to 
offer space for optimism - the gulf between a small group of rich “new 
Azerbaijanis” and the rest of the population was becoming deeper and 
deeper. In addition, there were new problems – unemployment, 
prostitution, mass outward migration. 

Once again, the society faced the question of identity; this time 
spiritual. It was quite natural that people turned to Islam, seeking a 
spiritual identity and answers to unresolved problems, although this did 
not concern elder population - those over the age of 50. Brought up with 
the Soviet ideology, they were more concerned with solving everyday 
problems. However, the middle aged and younger citizens urgently 
needed a new moral and spiritual direction.  

However, the official religious authorities did not and could not, due 
to various objective and subjective factors, provide answers to arising 
questions. Raised by the Soviet system, SBMC leaders were simply 
unable to adapt under conditions of rapid social transformation. They 
were accustomed to act as a co-opted part of executive power and failed 
to respond to spiritual quest of the society. Poor professionalism as well 
as their small numbers also played a role in the failures of the official 
religious leadership. From the late 1990s Institute of Peace and 
Democracy carried out extensive and regular monitoring of Azerbaijani 
media and results showed that most of publications on SBMC and sheik-
ul-Islam himself carried negative connotations, often relating to 
numerous scandals. Entrenched conservatism of the official clergy is 
today perceived as “stagnation” in Islam. It is not surprising that 
increasingly proposals for reforms and rejuvenation in the system of 
religious authority appear in the media. Moreover, calls for removal and 
replacement of SBMC with a more efficient and modern structure can 
also be heard. 

As a counterbalance to SBMC an Islamic opposition had arisen in 
Azerbaijan. This is not a homogeneous force and on many issues, 
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particularly its internal relations and interactions, it is quite contradictory. 
Yet a full realization of a need for a new religious conception served as 
its unifying factor. This raises the question: why, despite of crackdown 
by authorities and a negative image in the media, popularity of 
Wahhabism and Gamet Suleymanov in particular continues to grow? 
Wahhabis in Azerbaijan are on one hand campaigning against modern 
interpretation of Islam and for a return to a traditional religious basis. The 
paradox is that unwittingly and perhaps against their wishes they are 
introducing and propagating new forms of religious sermon and spiritual 
life. It is not just the outward appearance and presentation but in 
particular new forms of sermon that attracts attention. The fact is that in 
Azerbaijan a major role is played by an idea of a need for unity and 
common approach to tackling social schisms. Defeat in the war with 
Armenia and failure to solve socio-economic problems are explained by 
the fact that Azeris are divided into Northerners and Southerners (Iranian 
Azeris), Shiite and Sunni, government and opposition.  

In their sermons Wahhabis categorically oppose division of Moslems 
into mazhabs; they offer quite simple and precise prescriptions for 
improving quality of life; strongly criticize many aspects of modern life 
(“un-Islamic” practices such as high expenditure on weddings, funerals 
and other essentially antisocial events, that have taken root in society) 
and corruption. On the issue of Karabakh they speak out in favor of a 
military solution and this finds strong resonance in society, which had 
lost hope for a peaceful solution to the conflict. As government arrests 
Azerbaijanis seeking to fight in Chechnya, sympathy for Wahhabis 
grows. Most importantly Wahhabis are not afraid to enter discussions on 
sharply conflicting issues. It is no accident that worshippers in the 20 to 
30, maximum 40-age bracket, i.e. the most active section of society, 
attend Wahhabi mosques. Interestingly not all of them come from poorer 
backgrounds – quite the opposite, many of them are educated and 
successful people. From discussions with them it is clear that many do 
not fully realize the aims of the Wahhabi movement and its suggested 
methods; nor is there an awareness of the Wahabi role in North Caucasus 
and Middle East. Yet extraordinary sermons, simplicity, straightforward 
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and logical prescriptions to complex problems cannot be unattractive 
under conditions of total spiritual and political stagnation in Azerbaijan. 

Popularity of “opposition Islam” becomes even more obvious when 
visiting mosques under official administration. Attendance is comprised 
of a different contingent and a different mood prevails. There are very 
few educated and well-off young people in mosques under the 
jurisdiction of the SBMC.  

In other words, a societal crisis of faith and trust in the official 
structures of religious authority occurred at the end of 1990s, prompting 
a growing demand for spiritual reformers. One indicator of this crisis is 
a growing number of individuals proclaiming themselves to be 
“prophets”. Towards the end of 2003 there were some 30 of these of 
which 6 were women. These are not just psychologically affected 
individuals or con-artists. They have a certain degree of charisma and 
attract attention amongst some relatively educated people (9). In other 
words, a spiritual vacuum in society was being filled by “prophets” in 
such numbers that, as Gamet Suleymanov ironically put it “Azerbaijan 
can export such “prophets” abroad, catering to all tastes, ages and 
genders” (10). The most infamous of such “prophets”, Alaskar Musayev, 
was an imam of “Ibrahimlyar” (“Followers of Ibrahim” - Biblical 
Abraham) community at the sheikh Nizamaddin Amirhajj mosque in 
Amirjan, a settlement in Absheron. Soon after declaring himself a 
prophet he was arrested for marrying two underage girls and in January 
2004 was sentenced to 1.5 years imprisonment (11).   

In this context, activities of Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu and his “Jumma” 
mosque community in the old part of Baku is noteworthy. Ilqar 
Ibrahimoglu became the mosque’s imam in 1992. Under his directorship 
the mosque engaged in a multitude of charity projects. From 1998 the 
community has been carrying out “Asma-ul-Husna” (“The Beautiful 
Names of Allah”) program, entailing a campaign of blood donation by 
community members to children ill with the tales-semi syndrome. 
Another project “Motherland Without Orphans” includes, apart from 
material support to orphaned children, a long-term rehabilitation program 
aimed at ensuring that they secure a decent future.  For this purpose, the 
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mosque’s community carries out secular study program (English 
language, mathematics, geography classes) for these children as well as 
providing professional training for those wishing to pursue (hairdressing, 
auto-mechanic classes) it.  

Of particular interest is “Struggle against drug addiction and 
alcoholism” program directed towards emancipation from dependence 
and spiritual rehabilitation. Love of discussion-led debating led to 
establishment of “House of Wisdom” debating society and a new 
program “Dialogue Between Civilizations”.   

Such a diverse range of activities naturally attracted much attention to 
Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu’s work and soon his community numbered over 
3.000. Moreover, a significant proportion of members (over 75%) was 
comprised of young and educated people, many with higher academic 
degrees. In 2000 Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu together with Haji Azer 
Ramizoglu set up and became leaders of a civil rights organization “Dini 
etigad ve vijdan azadliglarini mudafia merkezi” (DEVAMM – “Center 
for Defense of Freedom of Consciousness and Religion”). Two years 
later hajji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu became General Secretary of Azerbaijan 
Section of the International Religious Liberty Association (IRLA). A 
new period had started – struggle for the rights of religious people. In this 
context the work of DEVAM on the issue of the right of women to wear 
headscarves or full body-cover (Arabic - hijab) at all times, in all places 
and to be photographed for passport ID attracted most attention. Muslim 
women wishing to wear hijabs faced difficulties when attending places 
of study where they were required to take it off, whilst Ministry of 
Internal Affairs officials demanded hijabs to be taken off for passport 
photos. Considering this as violation of human rights, since 1999 nearly 
200 Moslem women made claims to such effects in courts. Having failed 
to successfully prosecute their cases in the Supreme Court, they turned 
to SBMC for support. Yet even there they faced disappointment since 
SBMC did not wish to confront authorities. The women turned to 
DEVAMM in 2002 and the latter began a major campaign to restore the 
rights of the women. In 2003, in anticipation of presidential elections, 
DEVAMM accelerated this campaign since tens of thousands of women 
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could not receive their passports and ID cards and thus lost their 
constitutional right to take part in the elections (12).  

Such actions, in the first place, could not have been welcomed by the 
SBMC. Since “Islam Ittihad” society was fully independent, its actions 
caused growing irritation amongst official religious leaders. It is enough 
to mention that “Juma” mosque community is the only religious entity 
which does not charge money for its religious services, such as funerals. 
Moreover, hajji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu and his colleagues in the community 
openly accused official religious authorities and Sheikh-ul-Islam 
Allahshukur Pashazade personally of corruption, pointing out that 
“SBMC leadership view religious as means of financial gain” (13).  

However, soon Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu began to face difficulties, 
particularly when he and his supporters in “Islam Ittihad” community and 
DEVAMM decided to take an active part in presidential elections. Had 
they supported the government candidacy there would have been few 
problems. However, they chose to support “Our Azerbaijan” bloc and its 
candidate, opposition “Musavat” party leader Isa Gambar. In their 
publications and appeals Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu called upon the faithful 
to take an active part in elections and fulfill their civic duty. The 
government and relevant authorities responded in a traditional fashion: 
in early August 2003 Justice Ministry started a court case, demanding 
closure of “Islam Ittihad” society on the grounds of religious propaganda 
– criticism of SBMC and practical support to pilgrims, making a hajj. On 
28 August 2003 the court naturally satisfied demands of Ministry of 
Justice (14). Moreover, on 11 October 2003 pro-government “Lider” and 
“Space” TV channels publicized information alleging that the basis of 
Ministry of Justice’s case for liquidation of “Islam Ittihad” was based on 
information that organization was lined to… “Al-Qaeda” (15).  

The main events, however, developed in the wake of 15 October 2003 
presidential elections: a wave of arrests of opposition supporters, 
principally members of “Our Azerbaijan” bloc, engulfed the republic. 
According to Institute for Peace and Democracy, nearly 1.500 people 
were detained and arrested in the first three days following the election. 
Repression affected Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu and his followers. At first 
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pro-government media began a campaign calling for arrest of DEVAMM 
activists as members of an “armed gang”, alleging that the organization 
was financed by Wahhabis and kept weapons inside the Jumma mosque. 
It became clear that the authorities sought to repeat a scenario tested on 
“Jumma” mosque community in Ganja, whose members were arrested 
and tried as conspirators (and sentenced to lengthy jail-terms) on the 
same accusations. It was a well-known fact that Ganja’s Jumma 
community simply did not wish to fall under SBMC jurisdiction and that 
was the principal reason for persecution. On 17 October 2003 police 
officers broke into Baku’s Jumma mosque with the aim of arresting 
leaders of DEVAMM (16). 

A threat of physical destruction was clear and Norwegian embassy in 
Azerbaijan gave Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu with a temporary asylum. It was 
only after security services provided Steiner Gill, the Norwegian 
ambassador to Azerbaijan with firm undertaking not to pursue Haji Ilqar 
Ibrahimoglu that the latter left the embassy and even went abroad to take 
part in international conferences. Yet he was arrested on 1 December 
2003 and charged with participation and organization of public disorder 
on 15-16 October 2003 (17).  

Without understanding it, authorities raised Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu’s 
public rating, providing him with an image of an “Islamic martyr”. 
Multitude of his articles on Islam, human rights and problems of modern 
Azerbaijan, written from behind bars, were eagerly published by 
newspapers.  

Government actions against Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu were so illogical 
and seemingly foolish that the media even reflected on possibility that 
they may be part of an organized and preplanned campaign. In one 
publication it was noted that Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu’s arrest  was  a 
“calculated step to create a “national martyr”, in balance to democratic 
forces, and to “create inside the country a powerful Islamic opposition 
led by a charismatic leader, who at a needed time, will overturn existing 
situation and become something of an “Azerbaijani Khomeini” (18). 
Observers considered that changes in an existing situation were, in the 
wake of 2003 elections, simply unavoidable.  
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Throughout 1990s real political forces in Azerbaijan were strongly 
orientated towards the West. In the election of 15 October 2003, the 
struggle was also between two western-orientated camps. On one hand 
there was the ruling elite led by Heydar Aliyev’s son Ilham Aliyev. On 
the other there was the opposition consisting of leading parties – the 
Musavat, National Independence Party, Democratic Party and the 
Popular Front party. In the pre-election period, there was a general social 
consensus that this time elections were going to be democratic. This was 
being asserted by all Western international organizations, Western 
ambassadors, leaders of pro-Western opposition. The population 
believed that this time election results were not going to be fully falsified, 
guaranteed by multitude of foreign observers. Therefore, there was such 
a high elector participation, something that seriously surprised many 
observers. 

However, what always happens in Azerbaijan, happened again. Yet 
this time population reacted bitterly to falsification and rigging of 
election results and the Western reaction to these. Supporters of 
demolished and repressed pro-Western opposition parties and 
organizations considered position of western international and 
intergovernmental organizations (OSCE, CE, EU etc.) and leading 
Western nations as nothing short of betrayal. Particular disappointment 
and anger greeted US administration position. As a result, anti-Western 
and anti-American mood spread in the republic in the aftermath of 15 
October 2003 presidential election and this is evident from many articles 
in the media, in particular newspapers belonging to pro-western parties 
and organizations. Newspapers were covered with such characteristic 
headlines as “Oil in Exchange for Democracy”, “Goodbye the West!”, 
“Washington’s Shortsighted Policy”. The toughest criticism came from 
previously radically pro-Western “Yeni Musavat” newspaper, which on 
17 October 2003 published an article under a shocking headline “If 
America is happy with such elections then long-live Bin Laden?” (19). 
This is symptomatic of the bitterness caused by G. Bush administration’s 
support for the policies of electoral fraud and falsification and the 
repression of Azerbaijani authorities.  
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Events beyond Azerbaijani borders, particularly in Iraq and in relation 
to Iran, had also began to influence religious situation in the country. 
Azerbaijan’s faithful could not have remained indifferent to the deaths of 
thousands of innocent civilians and military operations being carried out 
in places holy to Moslems. Our field research in Spring 2004 showed that 
in many parts of Azerbaijan there is a growing support for the uprising in 
Iraq, especially by the Shiite. Iranian propaganda also continued to gather 
pace. It is no surprise that private Iranian channels resumed broadcasting 
to Azerbaijan at the time of Shiite uprising in Iraq. Private TV channel 
“Sahar 2” became particularly active in this period despite the fact that 
in Autumn 2003 Azerbaijani authorities, in negotiations with Iran, 
managed to stop TV transmissions of this and other Iranian channels to 
Azerbaijan.  

A new threat of terrorist attacks in Azerbaijan was another 
consequence of events in Iraq. Threatening phone-calls to Turkish, Israeli 
and US embassies at the end of March and early April led to additional 
and rather tough security measures (20). 

On the other hand, our field research showed that in Spring 2004 there 
has been a significant shift in the strategy pursued by Moslem 
missionaries in Azerbaijan. If before Arab and Iranian foundations and 
other religious groups were often hostile (even if covertly so) to each 
other (21), then presently this all changed. Religious arguments became 
secondary and now Arab and Iranian emissaries are clearly working 
together, often coordinating their actions. It is noteworthy that the head 
of SCWRO R. Aliyev is informed of this. Moreover, in an official 
SCWRO publication it is openly stated that there is a direct link between 
US-led military action in Iraq and unification of radical Shiite and Sunni 
organizations (22). In an interview R. Aliyev added that this integration 
pursues an aim of fast-paced Islamization of Azerbaijan. Such unification 
is of particular benefit to Iran, which fears the Americans and seeks to 
ensure that Azerbaijani territory is not used against it. Some Arabic 
countries, supporting radical Sunni groups and movements, are also 
interested in a common strategy (23). 
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Generally speaking, the head of SCWRO undergone a dramatic 
transformation of his views in relation to Islamic factor in Azerbaijan. In 
the early period of his work, in 2001-2002, he rejected outright any 
proposition that Islam could play a political role. In 2003 he accepted 
such a possibility and in 2004 he officially proclaimed that “the threat of 
Islamic fundamentalism exists in our country and represents a real 
threat”. R. Aliyev went so far as to suggest legislative changes to allow 
for tougher penalties against religious extremism (24). 

There were also other factors which can be seen as causal in such 
proposals by SCWRO. One cause for concern was behavior of sheikh-ul-
Islam himself during the funeral of H. Aliyev in December 2003 and its 
immediate aftermath. At the end of December, he addressed religious 
leaders gathered at “Taze pir” mosque in Baku and stated that “power is 
now in safe hands. The country is now governed after consultations with 
me. From now on you too must change your behavior and not listen to 
anyone else. You are my representatives on the ground and not those of 
local authorities. Therefore, you should obey me and not heads of local 
executive authorities” (25). After that Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur 
Pashazade began to make comments on the situation in Middle East and 
the region which often went against the government line on republican 
foreign policy. This immediately raised interest amongst Azerbaijani 
analysts (26). 

On the other hand, confrontation between SBMC and SCWRO, which 
began in 2003, broke out into full scale hostilities. A massive campaign 
alleging R. Aliyev’s support for Wahhabis and then paradoxically his 
conversion to Christianity started in the media. It was also being reported 
that R. Aliyev was soon to be sacked and then replaced by the head of 
Baku State University theological faculty Vasim Mammadaliyev, 
thought to be close to Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade (27). R. 
Aliyev naturally resisted and denounced the allegations (28) but his once 
active public policy began to slow down in 2004 and this was of course 
noted.  

Continued government campaign against Juma mosque community 
and Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu, is yet another factor which will influence 
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development of the religious situation in the country. Capable only of 
repressive action as means of disabling political opponents, the 
government continued thoughtlessly to apply such means. On 16 January 
2004 Baku mayor’s office demanded “Islam Ittihad” society to vacate the 
premises of Jumma mosque within 15 days. And on 1 March a court 
decreed that Jumma community itself was to immediately vacate the said 
premises (29). Meantime the court-case against Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu 
came to an end and on 2 April 2004 the latter was sentenced to 5 years 
imprisonment but the sentence was suspended and he was released 
immediately from the court (30). On 22 April a higher court reactivated 
decision to expel Juma community from the mosque’s premises (31). 

The official version was that Juma community members fell under 
judicial amendments made as early as 1996 to the Law “On freedom of 
religious beliefs”. The Juma community was registered by the Ministry 
of Justice in 1993. After the amendments were passed it had to undergo 
re-registration, by presenting relevant documentation to SBMC and 
receiving official notification from the Board. However, Juma 
community members consider such provision in the Law “On freedom of 
religious beliefs” as illegitimate since SBMC is in itself a public religious 
institution, which was itself re-registered by SCWRO. Therefore, in 
December 2002 Juma mosque community presented relevant documents 
directly to SCWRO, bypassing SBMC. 

Since public opinion was firmly behind Juma mosque community, 
SBMC and SCWRO authorities began to accuse each other of procedural 
violation. Sheikh-ul-Islam A. Pashazade argued that SCWRO head R. 
Aliyev could have easily registered Juma mosque community if he 
wished to do so and thus end the matter. He pointed out that without 
SBMC recommendation SCWRO registered nearly a hundred mosques 
and said that “responsibility should not be passed onto us” (32). R. Aliyev 
considered such statements as libel since SCWRO does not register 
mosque communities or societies without SBMC recommendations (33). 

The situation climaxed in the Summer 2004: on 30 June police broke 
down the mosque doors and raided the building. The faithful were 
expelled. Soon after SBMC representatives arrived at the scene and 
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announced that the mosque was to have a new akhund. Yet the faithful 
refused to accept the new appointee. In the following few days, during 
the Namaz prayer ceremony, the new akhund would sit alone in the 
mosque still under police control (!), whilst the mosque-goers would 
assemble around Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu in another part of the mosque 
complex. The authorities then attempted to provoke clashes so as to 
provide the police with pretext for interference and arrests of community 
members. However, the latter group refused to respond to provocation. 
Since the community refused to accept the new akhund, the authorities 
simply closed the entire mosque giving need for refurbishment as a 
pretext (34). 

In the meantime authorities continued to pile pressure on the 
community in the following months: in the period between 30 June to 25 
August 2004 some 85 mosque-goers were arrested and detained. 

The events around Juma mosque even led to international scandal. 
Practically all international organizations as well as Norwegian 
ambassador and the US State Department criticized the authorities and 
the latter demanded return of the mosque to its attendees. 

However this was to no avail and republican government along with 
SBMC continued with measures practiced since communist times: on 8 
July 2004 various SBMC representatives, led by Haji Salman Musayev, 
carried out a press conference where they accused Norwegian 
ambassador Steiner Gill of entering the mosque on 4 July in a state of 
alcoholic intoxication (!?) and insulting the faithful. Then various 
mullahs from sheikh-ul-Islam’s native region of Lankaran joined in the 
chorus of criticism directed against the Norwegian ambassador (35). 

Such an open and quite primitive provocation on the part of official 
religious circles was met with a highly negative reaction in wider society. 
There was strong criticism of sheikh-ul-Islam himself (36). Naturally the 
Norwegian reaction was also very strong, since information relating the 
Norwegian ambassador was distributed around the world and was given 
high publicity. On 16 July ambassador Steiner Gill presented Azerbaijani 
Foreign Ministry with an official note of protest and the held a conference 
rejecting outright accusations levied against him (37). 
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In the meantime, authorities continued the policy of applying ever 
growing force and on 22 July 2004 the Supreme Court rejected the appeal 
by “Islam Ittihad” society and retained decisions made by previous courts 
relating to bans on its official activities (38). 

Thus, having subjected secular pro-western opposition to mass 
repression in late 2003 after presidential election, the government started 
a fight against “oppositionist Islam” and this naturally had a reverse 
effect. It was during police crackdown in Jumma mosque in July 2004, 
that Haji Ilqar Ibrahimoglu was put forward as a candidate for the post of 
UN Special Reporter on Freedom of Consciousness and Religion (a first 
such case in post-soviet history) – this in itself being a significant 
recognition. 

Growth of his popularity is evidenced by such facts: he was invited 
twice (!) to participate in Echo newspaper internet forum in 2004. In 
April he received 91% of votes, 2% were against and 7% remained 
neutral (39). Results of voting in the internet forum in July of the same 
year, during the peak of government and SBMC crackdown against Juma 
community, exceeded all expectations: there was an unusually high 
number of participants for such a forum. Moreover, Haji Ilqar 
Ibrahimoglu received 98% (!) of the vote, 2% voted against him, whilst 
no one remained neutral and indifferent to his work (40). No political 
leader or social activist ever received such a high rating in this forum. 

At the same time IPA felt a need for change in leadership. The 4th 
Congress of IPA was held on 29 August 2003. It was stated during the 
congress that the party had nearly 10 thousand people and supporters in 
45 regions of the country. The congress once again reelected 
unchallenged party leader Haji Aliakram Aliyev as Chairman. It is likely 
that the vote was intended as a show of support for the leader who was 
imprisoned at the time on charges relating to events in Nardaran (41). Yet 
a year later the founder and unchallenged leader of the party voluntarily 
resigned on health grounds. He was temporarily replaced by his deputy 
Haji Rovshan Ahmadli, General Secretary of IPA (42). So, IPA had a 
new leadership. Islamic organizations now had in their majority leaders 
of a new, younger generation. 
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CHAPTER IX 
 

Azerbaijan’s population on religion and its role in society 
 

 
In order to gain a better understanding of religious situation in 

Azerbaijan Institute for Peace and Democracy (IPD) carried out a 
sociological research in the period from 1 February to 30 May 2003. 
From the start it was decided to include as many regions and as wide a 
segment of population as was feasible. The questionnaire included 35 
questions and covered practically all spheres related to problems of Islam 
and religion as a whole.  

The study took place in following regions: 
1. Metropolitan – Absheron peninsula and Baku city. Absheron 

peninsula is traditionally renown in Azerbaijan for its many mosques and 
pirs (places of pilgrimage), as well as religiousness of its inhabitants. At 
the same time Baku is headquarters to many religious organizations and 
political parties, as well as Western organizations, including the oil 
companies. The results of the survey were to show the role of Islam in 
the capital and nearby areas, attitudes towards Islam and its 
interpretations as well as the nature of relationship between local 
population and westerners and wider Christian world at the current time. 
Taking into account the significance of the region and its role in the 
political life of the country, 500 respondents from this area took part in 
the survey. As well as Baku, 9 other populated centers in the Absheron 
peninsula were covered. 

2. South – Lankaran and Astara regions. In these lands, bordering 
Iran, Shiite Islam is very influential, particularly amongst the Talysh 
compactly residing here. 130 respondents participated in the survey in 7 
populated centers (Lankaran, Astara and 5 villages situated nearby). 
Degree of Islamisation and Iranian influence in southern regions of the 
country were principal areas of interest for the region. 

3. North-East – Qusar and Khachmaz regions. In this part of the 
republic, on the border with Russia, Lezgins and other ethnic minorities 
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(Jews, Kurds, Meskhetian Turks) reside compactly. Sunni Islam is 
predominant. In recent times, Wahhabis and multitude of religious 
missionaries from Turkey and Arab countries. 80 respondents were 
approached in this region in 6 populated centers including Qusar, 
Khachmaz and Quba.  

4. West – cities Ganja, Qazakh, Agstafa and Shaki where in post-
soviet times a number of emissaries from Muslim states of the East. 150 
respondents participated in the survey. 

5. South – West – Sabirabad and Saatly regions – areas of compact 
residence of Meskhetian Turks and internally displaced persons from 
Karabakh. The survey took place in two villages and two IDP camps and 
involved 140 people. 

The survey was thus carried out in four months, in the first half of 
2003, in five regions of the country. 1.000 respondents were approached 
in 31 populated centers (10 cities, 21 villages and 2 IDP camps. Ethnic, 
religious and social factors in populations were taken into account with 
students, military personnel, refugees and IDPs, intelligentsia, political 
party members and NGO staff were involved as respondents. On the 
other hand, the survey catchment-group was determined in accordance to 
proportion of adult population (over 18 years of age) and subdivided into 
6 age gaps: 18-24, 25-29,30-39, 40-49, 50-59 and over 60. Respondents 
were approached on the basis of a route principle, using face to face 
method. Respondents themselves familiarized themselves with the 
questionnaire and filled it in. Submitted questionnaires determined that 
981 (53%-male and 47%-female) are valid for study. 19 questionnaires 
or 2% were deemed invalid (incomplete answers given).  

In order to gain further information and to ascertain correctness of 
gathered results, additional in-depth interviews with respondents were 
carried out, at their homes. For this 6 focus groups were chosen: four 
were organized in regional centers and two assembled from amongst 
village population. A hundred interviews were carried out overall – 20 in 
each of aforementioned regions. Given a set of objective reasons it was 
not possible to carry out the survey in Nakhichevan AR. Therefore, 
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twenty additional interviews were held with respondents from this 
autonomous republic. 

 
Results of the Survey 
 
1. Ethnic and social make-up 
 
The ethnic and social make-up of respondents objectively reflects the 

modern structure of Azerbaijani society. Azeris are naturally the 
dominant ethnicity amongst the respondents – 84%, followed by Lezgins 
(5%), Talyshs (4%), and Meskhetian Turks (4%). The remaining 3% are 
representatives of 10 peoples: Kurds, Russians, Arabs, Halajs, Tartars, 
Tats, Mountainous Jews, Ukrainians, Greeks and Tzahurs. There is a 
slightly higher number of registered Meskhetian Turks in proportion to 
census data. In the course of the survey IPD experts visited places of their 
compact residence and, moreover, issued questionnaires to Turks, both 
citizens of the republic and refugees. 

60% of survey participants were male and 31% female. There was 
lesser female participation in the provinces, especially in the South. 
Examination of the age groups amongst the respondents reveals that the 
majority (64%) are from the most active and able-bodied part of the 
population in the 25-49 age bracket. The youth (18 to 24) is also well 
represented with 16% as is the older population of 50-59 age bracket – 
12%. 

Educational level is very high; over half of respondents (53%) hold 
degrees, 42% have medium academic or vocational education. Just 5% 
are uneducated. Majority of respondents are married (62%), 31% (mostly 
the young) is single, 3%-divorced, 4%-widowed. 

Social status: a significant proportion of survey participants are 
unemployed (23%), mostly refugees and socially excluded elements in 
the regions. Students make up second largest social group (18%), 
followed by those employed in various spheres such as education, 
administration, trade, private enterprise, agriculture. Respondents can be 
divided into two roughly equal income groups: 49% are generally happy 
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with their material status whilst 51% consider themselves to be either 
poor or very poor. 

 
2. Religious identity 
 
Turbulent events of the post-soviet period in Azerbaijan led to major 

changes in popular perception of Islam. Majority of those who in the 
soviet times considered themselves atheist and were members of the 
Communist party markedly changed their attitudes to religion. It was, 
however, difficult to determine what percentage remained loyal to 
atheism and what found religion. Therefore, initially the respondents 
were invited to state their religious identity. It was essential to determine 
how after 70 years of communism and 12 years of independence 
Azerbaijani citizens perceive themselves. It was revealed that just 3% 
considered themselves to be atheist and a dominant majority (97%) 
associated themselves to one or another religion. Furthermore, just six 
people (0.6%) were non-Muslims by birth (Russians, Jews, Greeks and a 
Ukrainian) and only one remained atheist. The highest proportion of 
atheists amongst Azeris was in the capital.  

As for respondents, Muslim by birth (Azeris, Lezgins, Talyshs, 
Meskhetian Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Tats, Tzahurs, Halajs, Tartars), 943 
(97%) out of 975 of them who took part in the survey, considered 
themselves as believers and 32 (3%) as non-believers. In the Absheron 
peninsula and the southern region not a single non-believer (atheist) was 
found.  

Naturally it was very important to ascertain how does Azeri Muslim 
population perceive itself? In order to get the most valid result, the views 
of only those Moslem respondents who held themselves to be believers 
(as opposed to atheist), were considered. Results showed that the 
majority (565 respondents or near 58%) prefers to be described simply 
as “Muslims” and hold negative view on the split in Islam. Some 30% 
were precise and described themselves as Shiite and 9% as Sunni. There 
are of course regional variations: in Baku 69% considered themselves 
“simply” Muslims but 27% Shiite and 4% Sunni; in the Absheron 
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peninsula 47% are Moslems, as much Shiite and 6% Sunni. Beyond the 
capital and the Absheron peninsula 62% consider themselves as 
Muslims, but 24% as Shiite and 14% as Sunni. Moreover, in the Western 
and Northern regions (cities of Ganja, Qazakh, Shaki and Khachmaz and 
Qusar region) over 70% of respondents preferred to be described as 
“Muslims” and negatively view the Shiite-Sunni schism. In Southern 
regions (Sabirabad, Saatly, Lankaran and Astara regions) there is a more 
pronounced religious identity, with around 40% identifying themselves 
as “simply” Muslims.  

It is thus obvious that in the modern Azerbaijan predominant 
majority rejected communist past and abandoned atheism. Moreover, 
majority Moslem population does not accept the Shiite-Sunni division. 
Another amazing detail: in additional interviews it emerged that, 
surprisingly, many respondents in the capital, particularly the young, 
negatively viewed the persona of XVI century Safavid Shah Ismail I, 
who, from their point of view, is responsible for entrenching the Shiite-
Sunni schism. 

 
      3. The Role of Islam 

 
Respondents were also questioned on the role of Islam in the political 

life of the country. According to the opinion of 21% of those surveyed 
Islam plays a significant role, 33% are of opposite view, 24% are 
confident that religion plays no role whatsoever and the remaining 23% 
could not answer the question. Again, there are regional variations. Thus, 
in the capital the majority (63%) believe that Islam plays a marginal role 
– 32%, or no role at all – 31%, and just 7% are sure that it play a major 
role. The rest were unsure. 

The same opinion exists in Qazakh and Agstafa: 15% are positive 
that Islam plays an important role and 82% hold the opposite view. In 
other regions respondents are more optimistic with an average 20 to 30% 
positive that Islam plays a great role in political life. 

A more probing question on the influence of religion on moral and 
cultural state of affairs in the republic revealed a different picture. 55% 
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of respondents are positive that Islam has a major influence and 22% 
disagree with such an assessment. Around 23% replied “Don’t know”. 
There seems to be a consensus across the regions; only Ganja and Qazakh 
respondents did not think that there Islam had a strong influence. 

A follow up question concerned the need to strengthen Islam’s 
position in social life (Table 2). Respondents’ reaction was more than 
convincing: over 60% responded in favor of a greater role for Islam 
against 21% disagreeing with such a proposition. In other words, over a 
half is convinced of the need to increase and strengthen the role of Islam 
in social life. Surprisingly the view is shared by the non-Muslim 
respondents. Outside the capital this was most desired in the Absheron 
peninsula (72%), by the Karabakh war refugees (68%), and in Lankaran 
region (64%). A more cautious response came from respondents in other 
regions and a fully negative reaction was in the North, in Khachmaz-
Qusar region: 31% were in favor of strengthening the role of Islam and 
46% against. 

 
       4. The problem of religious tolerance 

 
For the multi-confessional modern state of Azerbaijan level of 

tolerance of its citizens is a major issue. Therefore, relevant questions 
were posed. First the respondents were invited to express their views on 
the new directions in Islam which sprang up in Azerbaijan with the 
collapse of USSR (Table 3). As a whole the attitude tended to be negative 
(41%), with just 27% judging the activities of new movements as 
positive. Particularly surprising were the responses of Absheron 
residents, 32% of whom were positive about the Islamic sects and 40% 
against. Karabakh refugees were even more outspoken with 49% 
supporting new movements in Islam and nearly 30% against these! In 
Khachmaz and Lankaran districts the opposite was the case with 21% 
and 17% respectively for and 44% against. The attitude in the capital was 
most categorical with 51% speaking out against Muslim sects and 13% 
were in their favor. 
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Then respondents were asked to specify their attitude to Wahhabism, 
the best known new direction in Islam which gained a major following 
in Azerbaijan in recent years (Table 4). The reaction was practically 
unanimous and quite firm: 4% responded positively to the Wahhabi 
activity in Azerbaijan and 69% negatively. Particularly categorical 
reaction against Wahhabism was in the South, in Lankaran and Astara 
regions (80%), in the Absheron peninsula (78%), in the capital (75%) and 
also amongst Meskhetian Turks in Sabirabad district (77%). Two regions 
were an exception – in Khachmaz Wahhabis gained most votes (nearly 
18%; nearly 53% against; 23% indifferent and the rest undecided). In the 
North – West of the country, in Shaki few voted for Wahhabis – 8% but 
there was also the lowest “Against” – 38%. 

After that the respondents were asked to elaborate on their attitudes 
towards Judaism and Christianity (Table 5). There seemed to be a degree 
of confusion: 21% felt positively about Christianity and Judaism, 33% 
negatively and 39% indifferent. Respondents in Guba and wider 
Khachmaz region turned out to be most tolerant – 36% held favorable 
opinion. Moreover, many of them added certain specifications in the 
questionnaire, setting Judaism apart from Christianity. The same issue 
was raised in the interviews. In other words, Judaism held a marked 
advantage over Christianity and enjoyed more support. The Meskhetian 
Turks in Sabirabad region and respondents in Qazakh were as tolerant. 
In the capital the votes were evenly divided: 30% were positive about 
these religions, 31 negative and 39% indifferent. The most radical views 
were held in Shaki: not a single respondent was positive about 
Christianity and Judaism. 47% were against them and the rest 53% were 
indifferent. The surveyed in Ganja and Qazakh region tended to be the 
most indifferent.  

The respondents were then asked about freedom of religion and their 
attitudes to this concept (Table 6). 56% responded positively, 12% 
negatively. There were few regional variations in responses to this 
question across the republic. Therefore, quite a provocative question was 
asked: the attitude towards Azerbaijanis who abandoned Islam and 
converted to other religions (Table 7). This was an attempt to check the 
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sincerity of the responses to the previous question. There was a 
tempestuous reaction: just 9% held a positive view of such individuals, 
whilst 67% were categorically against them and many went as far as to 
express their emotional protest against these Azeris in the questionnaires 
and in the interviews. Particular strong negative views were held in the 
Absheron (80%), in the South – in Lankaran and Astara regions (78-79%) 
and in the capital (64%). In Shaki and Khachmaz regions, on the other 
hand, there were twice fewer the number of those with negative views. 
In Qazakh and Agstafa districts there was an even split of 21% in favor 
and 21% against Azeri converts to religions other than Islam.  

 
       5. Respondents’ Religiousness   

 
A set of questions was asked to determine religiousness and strength 

of faith amongst the respondents. First, they were asked to state how 
often they attend mosques (Table 8). It turned out that just 12% attended 
regularly, 49% occasionally and 39% do not attend at all. There is a 
striking finding when examining regional responses to this question. It 
transpires that people of the Absheron peninsula and the so-called 
“Southern Shiite Belt” in Lankaran, renowned for their religiousness do 
not seem to be in much of a hurry to get to mosques. Most (64-65%) 
attend irregularly with only 10-11% attending often and regularly. In the 
west of the country the results show that just 3% of Ganja and Agstafa as 
well as Karabakh refugees in Sabirabad and Saatly are regular mosque-
goers whilst around 45% are occasional attendees. The capital had more 
mosque-goers: 11%-regular; 42% - occasional. The most religious turned 
out to be the Meskhetian Turks in Sabirabad where 51% regularly attend 
mosques and 36% occasionally.  

Answers to the question relating to keeping and carrying out of 
Islamic rituals revealed that 22% carry these out regularly, 49% 
sometimes and 29%do not at all. Responses to this question matched 
those to the previous regarding mosque attendance and regional picture 
was also the same. Nearly 25% carry out namaz whilst over 75% do not 
(!). Again, there was a consensus across the regions with answers 
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practically matching those to the previous questions. Around 25-35% of 
respondents carry out namaz across the republic and the rest do not. 

 
6. The Issue of Religious Education 
 
In the last few years discussion of religion and the issue of religious 

education of the populations and in particular the youth became highly 
actual. It was therefore essential to probe these matters in the survey. 
Thus, the respondents were at first questioned on what they understand 
by religion. 44% held religion to be science, 38% - ideology with a 
positive influence on the people. However, 17% are of negative opinion: 
3% believe religion to be ideology conducive of ignorance, 6% - 
superstition, 8% - prejudice. Analysis of the regional distribution of 
answers showed that in the South, particularly in Lankaran and Astara 
districts, 54% believe that religion is science, 40% - ideology with a 
positive influence on the people. There was a similar ratio of responses 
in the Absheron peninsula and the capital: 49% and 39% respectively 
held religion to be science and 37% and 46% - ideology with a positive 
influence on the people. Yet in the South only 5% held religion to be a 
negative factor, whilst in Absheron the view was held by some 32% and 
in the capital by 15%. IN other places there was little divergence of 
views: for the majority (30%-40%) religion was science, or (10%-15%) 
an ideology with a positive influence on the people.  There is a 
convergence of the negative views on religion: 9% -13% held it to be a 
superstition, prejudice. It is clear, however that religion was associated 
with ignorance, superstition and prejudice by representatives of older 
generations and pro-Western political opposition parties and 
organizations.  

Then the respondents were asked if they read religion literature. 59% 
did, 37% did not and 4% could not answer. Moreover, most interest 
(around 65%-75%) seemed to be concentrated in Lankaran and Astara 
districts and in the Absheron peninsula. Even in the Western regions, in 
particular in Qazakh and Agstafa, where population was more indifferent 
to Islam, respondents proclaimed interest in religious literature.  



 
 
 

275 

Naturally the issue of study of Islam in schools and universities was 
of particular interest. Respondents seemed to be in a consensus in their 
support for teaching of religious subjects at school (63% in favor and 
16% against; the rest undecided). The same pattern is observed across the 
regions: majority (between 55%-75%) in favor. Naturally most in favor 
were to be found in the South (Sabirabad, Saatly, Lankaran and Astara 
districts) and in the Absheron peninsula. 

 
7. External influence on the life of the Moslems of Azerbaijan 
 
Activities of missioners – Muslim and Christian – in Azerbaijan are 

a major topic of discussion in the republic. Naturally the issue was 
addressed in the survey. A whole set of questions was designed to probe 
opinion on religious propaganda by representatives of other countries and 
about the attitudes towards those countries in Azerbaijan. It was not just 
the propaganda being carried out by missioners that was explored by the 
survey but also state level propaganda promoted and sponsored through 
the media and TV. First respondents were asked four questions on the 
influence of Iran, Turkey, state of the Arab East and also on the Christian 
West on the Muslims of Azerbaijan. According to respondents there is 
an issue of such influence but the degree depends on the country in 
question. Thus, 50% of respondents acknowledged Iranian influence, 
52% - Turkish, 35% - the Arab East, 30% - the West. Between 18%-22% 
of those surveyed did not share the view. Furthermore, answers differ 
according to regions. There are few disagreements as regards the Iranian 
influence: Meskhetian Turks were the most convinced of that country’s 
influence (64%) and in other groups the figure is between 45% and 52%. 
Highest influence is felt in the South, in Sabirabad, Lankaran and Astara 
districts and in the West of the country in Shaki and Qazakh-Agstafa 
regions, where the figures of those disagreeing with the contention that 
Iran has a great influence are 8%, around 13% and 15% respectively. 

 
There is a wider divergence of views on the influence of other 

countries. Thus, Turkey’s influence is felt most in the West of the 
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republic, in Qazakh and Agstafa regions (82%-85%). Some agreement 
with this is held in the Absheron peninsula – 63%. Turkey’s influence is 
weakest in the South – In Lankaran (34%) and in Shaki (33%). 

The Arab countries have greatest influence in the Absheron 
peninsula (46%) and the capital (44%). The Arab emissaries received 
similar vote in the North of the country – around 33-40%. The least 
influence is in the South in Lankaran and Astara regions – 13-14%. 

Then respondents were asked to express their attitude to these 
countries. Only 22% were positive about Iran (Table 9) and 33% were 
against that country and 37% were neutral and the rest did not know. The 
regional picture suggests that Iran has greatest sympathy in the capital 
(for 35% and 20% against) and in Lankaran region (for 21% and 25% 
against). Despite expectations Iran is quite unpopular in the Absheron 
peninsula (majority 40% against Iran, 40% neutral and just 16% spoke 
out in favor of Iran). The most negative view of Iran is held in the West 
in Qazakh: just 3% “supported” Iran, 23% were against the country and 
65% were neutral. In Ganja and Agstafa Iran is also unpopular - with 
12%-13% positive about the Islamic Republic and 25%-27% against. 
Similar views are held by Meskhetian Turks in Sabirabad and Saatly 
regions: 46% against and 16% in favor of Iran. 

Attitude to Turkey (Table 10) is different: 64% of the respondents 
are in favor of Turkey’s policies in Azerbaijan and just 6% against (25% 
neutral). Naturally Meskhetian Turks and Karabakh refugees in 
Sabirabad and Saatly regions were supportive of the Turkish Republic: 
all (!) of the respondents approved of the country’s politics. Following 
results were found in other regions: the Western districts (Ganja to 
Qazakh), the capital Baku and the Absheron peninsula were the most pro-
Turkish - around 70-75% were in favor of Turkey. Against all 
assumptions the town of Nardaran was more pro-Turkish rather than pro-
Iranian. 

Attitudes to the Arab countries were overall positive (Table 11): 42% 
“for” and 10% “against”, around 40% remained neutral. There is a 
different picture across the regions: surprisingly the so-called “Shiite 
Belt” (Lankaran–Baku-Absheron peninsula) was quite positive about the 
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Arab world: 42%-45% “for” and between 5% and 10% “against”. A 
different situation is in the Northern regions: in Shaki 23% were positive 
and 23% against. In Guba-Khachmaz zone 26% were against to 25% in 
favor of Arab states.   

The same was the attitude to the concept of “the West” (Table 12): 
38% were “for”, 15% were “against”, the rest did not know. There is 
quite a large divergence across the regions. Thus, in the capital 50% were 
in favor of the West, 8%-against. Approximately the same attitude was 
found to prevail in the Western regions from Ganja to Qazakh. In the 
Absheron and Quba-Khachmaz the West received fewer votes: 30% and 
37% in favor, 14% and 17% against respectively. That is not a bad result, 
considering that amongst the Karabakh refugees and in Shaki the West’s 
popularity is even lower: just 22% and 32% in favor and 27% and 38% 
against respectively. 

 
8. Attitude to the Leadership 
 
The concluding set of questions sought to determine respondents’ 

attitude to the leadership both on local and republican level in the context 
of Islam. First, they were asked about sheikh-ul-Islam (Table 13). It 
appears that the acting leader of Muslims of Azerbaijan does not have a 
high standing amongst them: 27% voted in his favor, 34% against and 
the remaining 39% either neutral or did not know. Sheikh-ul-Islam’s 
position was strongest in two regions in the South – in Lankaran and 
Astara (35% in favor, 23% against and 31% neutral) and amongst the 
Meskhetian Turks in Sabirabad and Saatly districts (33% in favor and 8% 
against). In other regions his rating is very low. In Baku, and in the North 
(Shaki and Quba-Khachmaz region) an average of 20-25% positively 
viewed sheikh-ul-Islam’s activities as opposed to 35-40% against. The 
rest were either neutral or did not know. In the Absheron peninsula, in 
Ganja and amongst refugees Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade has 
a low standing. In Absheron 18% approved of his role as the head of 
SBMC and 42% held a negative view and 27% were neutral. Similar 
rating was given by Karabakh refugees in Sabirabad and Saatly regions. 



 
 
 

278 

However, it is in Ganja that sheikh-ul-Islam received the lowest rating: 
13% approved of his activities against 53% who disapproved. In the 
interviews it became clear that many believe that sheikh-ul-Islam is self-
interested and thinks only about his family members, is corrupt and acts 
as a simple representative of the authorities in power. The younger 
generations seems more disparaging about sheikh-ul-Islam than older 
respondents.  

The next question probed respondents’ attitudes to SCRRO (Table 
14). Again, the response was negative: 23% in favor and 31% against. 
There are wide regional variations. In the capital the attitude is stable: 
21% in favor and 27% against. In the Absheron peninsula, Khachmaz 
region and in particular in Shaki and Ganja respondents held highly 
negative views: positive rating of SCRRO was given by an average of 
15% to 25%, negative – from 35% to 40%. Interviews also showed that 
most respondents, in particular those in the provinces, are poorly 
informed of SCRRO activities and make judgments of this institution 
through publications in the press. 

In conclusion respondents were invited to analyze religiousness of 
the country’s leaders and heads of local executive power. Since the 
survey was being carried out in the first quarter of 2003, the questions 
related to the then President Heydar Aliyev. Results showed that 25% of 
respondents believed that H. Aliyev was a devout Muslim, 34% disputed 
the fact and the rest did not know. The Meskhetian Turks tended to be 
most confident in their trust in H. Aliyev’s piousness amongst regional 
groups (57% “for” and 16% “against”). Qazakh-Agstafa region: 41% 
“for” and 23% “against”. The lowest rating to the leadership of the 
republic in the first half of 2003 was given in Quba-Khachmaz region 
(6% “for” and 28% “against”); in Shaki (10% “for” and 23% “against”; 
and in Absheron peninsula and the capital: here 24% and 18% believed 
in devoutness of the leadership and 39% and 35% did not, respectively. 

Heads of local authority received slightly better ratings: 24% trusted 
their religiosity and loyalty to Islam and 26% did not. There were 
regional variations, due to local particularities at the time of the survey. 
Leaders in Sabirabad and Saatly districts once again had the most 
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confidence: 67% of Meskhetian Turks believe in the sincerity of their 
Islamic faith and 8% doubt it. As a whole positive response were gained 
by authorities in Shaki (23% “for” and 8% “against”), Qazakh and 
Agstafa districts (35% “for” and 29% “against”). Negative results 
dominated in other regions. The Mayor of Baku received lowest 
confidence votes on the issue of loyalty to Islam (Just 10% “for” and 22% 
“against”). In the North, in Quba-Khachmaz region: around 11% “for”, 
34% “against”. In other regions (Ganja and Lankaran and Astara districts 
in the South) a rather negative tendency predominated.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
The survey showed that on the issue of religion Azeri society today 

is on the whole a tolerant one and it is premature to talk about the real 
threat of radical Islamic extremist forces or possibility of their gaining 
power. This is the case at least for the foreseeable future. Views on 
Islamic movements and in particular Wahhabism are quite negative. 
Tolerance towards other confessions (Christianity and Judaism) is 
weakened when the issue is Azeri converts to other religions. On the 
whole it would be true to say that Azerbaijanis are Muslims by birth 
rather than faith. Hence low attendance rates in mosques and poor 
observation of Islamic rituals. At the same time there is an unmistakable 
rise in the interest in Islam, partly explained by the spiritual vacuum 
created by the collapse of USSR. 

It is important to note that there are significant regional and age 
differences. The younger generation (under 30) and in particular the 18-
24 group, is the most fervent support of social “Islamization”. It is this 
age group that is most settled on the issue of faith. The young resent the 
division of Muslims into Shiite and Sunni branches, poorly attends 
mosques and is in favor of teaching of Islam in schools and other 
educational centers. Much of this can be explained by unpopularity of the 
official religious leaders, the mullahs, who are held to be ignorant and 
highly conservative. It was this group that gave the worst rating to the 
personal and activities of sheikh-ul-Islam. 
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An older group (30-39) also supports growing role and influence of 
Islam in the society but also poorly attends mosques and fails to practice 
religious rituals. The older people tend to be less religious. This 
generation is more atheistic and pragmatic and is more concerned with 
economic and political problems. 

The most important factor, however, that must be examined is that 
despite of al proclamations the social group most interested in Islam is 
not that of the very poor and uneducated. Quite the opposite – it is the 
relatively well-off and highly educated people that seek and embrace 
Islam, viewing it more than just a religion. It is this group that contributes 
most to the growth of Islam in social life. The poor and less educated, on 
the other hand, are burdened with economic difficulties and view Islam 
as a traditional religion and are more concerned with day-to-day survival. 
They are less interested in attending mosques and carrying out religious 
practices. 
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Appendices 
 

The Results of Sociological Survey 
 
February-May 2003 
 
Number of respondents - 981 
 
1. Nationality: 
 

Azeris                                           – 828 (4.4%) 
Lezgins                                         – 48 (4.9%) 
Talyshs                                         – 43 (4.4%) 
Meskhetian Turks                         – 40 (4%) 
Tats                                               – 5 (0.5%) 
Kurds                                            – 4 (0.4%) 
Russians                                        – 3 (0.3%) 
Arabs and Khalajs                         – 2 and 2 (0.2%) 
Avars, Greeks, Mountain Jews, Tatars, Tzakhurs 
and Ukrainian    – 1 each (0.1%) 

 
2. Age: 
 

18 to 24                                         – 161 (16.4%) 
25 to 29                                         – 217 (22.1%) 
20 to 39                                         – 209 (21.3%) 
40 to 49                                         – 198 (20.2%) 
50 to 59                                         – 121 (12.3%) 
60 and over                                   – 75 (7.6%) 

 
3. Gender: 
 

Male                                              – 679 (69.2%) 
Female                                           – 302 (30.8%) 
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4. Religion: 
 

Muslims                                          – 565 (57.6%) 
Muslims-Shiite                                – 290 (29.6%) 
Muslims-Sunni                                – 88 (8.9%) 
Christian                                         – 4 (0.4%) 
Jewish                                             – 1 (0.1%) 
Other                                               – 0 
Atheist                                             – 33 (3.4%) 

 
 
Education: 
 

Higher (including incomplete)                     – 612 (62.4%) 
Secondary (including incomplete  
secondary)       – 265 (27%) 
Vocational                                                    – 149 (15.2%) 
No education                                       – 44 (4.5%) 

 
Marital status: 
 

Married                                               – 612 (62.4%) 
Divorced                                             – 28 (2.8%) 
Widow/er                                            – 39 (3.9%) 
Single                                                  – 302 (30.8%) 

 
Place of living: 
  

City                                                      – 501 (51%) 
Village                                                 – 480 (48.9%) 

 
Occupation: 
 

Clerical/admin                                     – 46 (4.7%) 
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Medical/health care                             – 56 (5.7%) 
Education/culture                                – 129 (13.1%) 
Trade/service                                       – 69 (7%) 
Agriculture                                          – 27 (2.7%) 
Private sector                                       – 78 (7.9%) 
Student                                                 – 178 (18.1%) 
Housewife                                            – 66 (6.7%) 
Pensioner                                              – 49 (4.9%) 
Unemployed                                         – 223 (22.7%) 
Other                                                     – 60 (6.1%) 

 
Material wellbeing/Income: 
 

Well off                                                 – 54 (5.5%) 
Comfortable                                          – 46 (4.7%) 
Normal                                                  – 387 (39.4%) 
Poor                                                       – 411 (41.9%) 
Very poor                                              – 83 (8.5%) 

 
Your view on the role of Islam in the political life of the country: 
 

Big role                                                 – 203 (20.7%) 
Weak role                                             – 323 (32.9%) 
No role                                                  – 233 (23.8%) 
Don’t know                                           – 222 (22.6%) 

 
Does Islam influence cultural and moral life of population? 
 

Yes                                                        – 540 (55%) 
No                                                         – 220 (22.4%) 
Don’t know                                           – 221 (22.5%) 

 
Should the role of Islam be strengthened in our society? 
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Yes                                                        – 594 (60.5%) 
No                                                          – 203 (20.7%) 
Don’t know                                           – 184 (18.8%) 

 
Attitudes towards Islamic movements present in Azerbaijan: 
 

Positive                                                  – 254 (26.9%) 
Negative                                                – 403 (41.1%) 
Indifferent                                             – 213 (21.7%) 
Don’t know                                           – 101 (10.3%) 

 
Attitude to Wahhabism:  
 

Positive                                                  – 38 (3.9%) 
Negative                                                – 679 (69.2%) 
Indifferent                                             – 178 (18.1%) 
Don’t know                                           – 86 (8.8%) 

 
Attitude to Christianity and Judaism: 
 

Positive                                                 – 208 (21.3%) 
Negative                                               – 320 (32.6%) 
Indifferent                                            – 380 (38.7%) 
Don’t know                                          – 73 (7.4%) 

 
Attitude to freedom of religion: 
 

Positive                                                 – 550 (56.1%) 
Negative                                               – 121 (12.3%) 
Indifferent                                             – 269 (27.4%) 
Don’t know                                           – 41 (4.2%) 

 
Attitude to Azeris – converts to other religions: 
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Positive                                                 – 93 (9.5%) 
Negative                                               – 656 (66.9%) 
Indifferent                                            – 175 (17.8%) 
Don’t know                                          – 57 (5.8%) 

 
Do you attend mosques: 
 

Regular                                                – 114 (11.6%) 
Irregular                                               – 484 (49.2%) 
None                                                    – 383 (39.1%) 

 
Do you observe Islamic customs and rituals? 
 

Regular                                                – 219 (22.3%) 
Irregular                                              – 483 (49.2%) 
None                                                   – 279 (28.5%) 

 
Do you carry out namaz? 
 

Yes                                                     – 241 (24.6%)  
No                                                      – 740 (75.4%) 

 
21. What is religion? 
 

Science                                              – 436 (44.4%) 
Ideology with a positive influence on the people – 376 

(38.3%) 
Ideology, conducive of ignorance     – 31 (3.2%) 
Superstition                                       – 63 (6.4%) 
Prejudice                                           – 75 (7.7%) 

 
22. Do you read religious literature? 
 

Yes                                                    – 580 (59.1%) 
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No                                                     – 361 (36.8%) 
Don’t know                                       – 40 (4.1%) 

 
23. Should religious studies be taught at schools and higher 

education institutions? 
 

Yes                                                    – 621 (63.3%) 
No                                                     – 161 (16.4%) 
Don’t know                                       – 199 (20.3%) 

 
24. Is there an Iranian influence on our Muslims? 
 

Yes                                                   – 491 (50.1%) 
No                                                    – 173 (17.6%) 
Don’t know                                      – 317 (32.3%) 

 
25. Is there a Turkish influence on our Muslims? 
 

Yes                                                   – 512 (52.2%) 
No                                                    – 176 (17.9%) 
Don’t know                                      – 293 (29.9%) 

 
26. Is there an influence of the Arab east on our Muslims? 
 

Yes                                                   – 348 (35.5%) 
No                                                    – 214 (21.8%) 
Don’t know                                      – 419 (42.71%) 
 

27. Is there the influence of the West on our Muslims? 
 

Yes                                                   – 386 (39.3%) 
No                                                    – 210 (21.4%) 
Don’t know                                      – 385 (39.31%) 
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28. Your attitude to Iran: 
 

Positive                                            – 215 (21.9%) 
Negative                                          – 321 (32.7%) 
Neutral                                             – 365 (37.2%) 
Don’t know                                      – 80 (8.2%) 

 
29. Your attitude to Turkey: 
 

Positive                                            – 627 (63.9%) 
Negative                                          – 56 (5.7%) 
Neutral                                            – 243 (24.8%) 
Don’t know                                     – 55 (5.62%) 

 
30. Your attitude to the Arab East: 
 

Positive                                            – 417 (42.5%) 
Negative                                          – 98 (10%) 
Neutral                                            – 389 (39.6%) 
Don’t know                                     – 77 (8%) 

 
31. Your attitude to the West: 
 

Positive                                           – 377 (38.4%) 
Negative                                         – 147 (15%) 
Neutral                                            – 374 (38.1%) 
Don’t know                                     – 83 (8.5%) 

 
32. Your attitude to the current sheikh-ul-Islam: 
 

Positive                                           – 269 (27.4%) 
Negative                                         – 335 (34.1%) 
Neutral                                           – 280 (28.6%) 
Don’t know                                    – 97 (9.9%) 
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33. Your assessment of the work of the State Committee for 

Work with Religious Organizations (SCWRO): 
 

Positive                                           – 223 (22.7%) 
Negative                                         – 306 (31.2%) 
Neutral                                           – 288 (29.4%) 
Don’t know                                    – 164 (16.7%) 

 
34. Are the leaders of Azerbaijan loyal to Islam? 
 

Yes                                                 – 248 (25.3%) 
No                                                  – 335 (34.1%) 
Don’t know                                    – 398 (40.6%) 

 
35. Are the leaders of your region (town/village) loyal to Islam? 
 

Yes                                                 – 234 (23.8%) 
No                                                  – 251 (25.6%) 
Don’t know                                   – 496 (50.6%) 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

As it proceeds from the mentioned above the religious past of 
Azerbaijan is closely with its present, at the same time making influence 
on the future as well.  During the long historical period the population of 
Azerbaijan passed through several stages of religious beliefs.  The first 
one was connected with the paganism, idolatry and shamanism. Then the 
turn of the world religions came. The Zoroastrianism was formed and 
spread on the territory of the South Azerbaijan.  One of the main centers 
of that first world religion is situated namely there.  On the north of the 
country the religious situation was more complex in the early middle 
Ages.  The most part of the population accepted the Christianity, other 
remained faithful to the Zoroastrianism or kept the paganism.    

It was already then that the ethnic and religious diversity became 
kind of calling card of Azerbaijan that considerably differed it from other 
countries and people.  That was its strength and at the same time 
weakness. The foundations of many current problems were laid namely 
in the past.  The composition of the population of Azerbaijan many times 
partially changed, it was renewed, and different ethnic groups appeared 
and disappeared in the country.  But even having achieved the language 
and ethnic homogeneity of the most part of the population Azerbaijan did 
not manage to avoid the religious diversity and fragmentation in its 
history. 

All that made impact on the spreading of the Islam in the country.  
On the one hand the population made vehement resistance to the Arabic 
invaders.  As a result, the process of the political invasion of Azerbaijan 
lasted during the period from 639 to 704.  On the other hand, the victory 
of the invaders was mainly predetermined namely by the local ethnic and 
religious diversity.  But that very turned out to appear against Arabs and 
the Islam, which they brought.  Nonetheless, the liberal religious politics 
of Arabs could not pass without attracting many local inhabitants on their 
side. As a result, from the middle of the VII century the new world 
religion – Islam quickly began to gain a foothold along with the previous 
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beliefs in Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile, the process of the Islamisation as a 
whole had peaceful character.  But as far as the role of the Islam in 
Azerbaijan increased and particularly after the fall of the influence of the 
Zoroastrianism the clashes of the new religion with the previous beliefs 
became unavoidable.  In the beginning of the IX Century that brought to 
the spreading of the movement of Khurramits headed by Babek and to 
the war of the local inhabitants with Muslims for more than 20 years.  Per 
se that was the first really religious war on the territory of Azerbaijan that 
ended up by the victory of the Islam over Zoroastrianism. By the X 
century the considerable part of the population turned out to be Islamised.    

However, it was not possible to fully exterminate the previous beliefs 
and first of all the teaching of Khurramits.  They continued to live in 
Azerbaijan in that or another way including up to the XX century having 
become the basis of appearance of many directions already in the Islam 
itself in the country.  The split in the Muslim world into Sunnis and 
Shiites at that period of time only contributed to that. There began to 
appear the surprising alloy of the old confessions and first of all 
Zoroastrianism and its different directions mainly with Shiism 
oppositional to Sunnism.  It was not by any chance that soon Shiism was 
widely spread in the South Azerbaijan particularly in the mountain and 
rural areas where traditionally the positions of the Zoroastrianism were 
always strong.  However, in the northern part of the country where 
Zoroastrianism was always weak the dominance of Sunnism was 
irrefutable.   

The crisis in the Islamic world brought to the Sunni-Shiite 
confrontation in the XVI-XVIII centuries which had particularly bloody 
and painful character namely in Azerbaijan.  However, the conflict that 
lasted more than two centuries had its pluses as well: it worked out the 
immunity of the population against the religious hostility. Although, that 
process also passed with a difficulty and did not immediately reveal it. 
Moreover, the religious fragmentation helped Russia during the invasion 
of the North Azerbaijan in the first quarter of the XIX century.   

The Russian period in the history of the Islam in Azerbaijan became 
important milestone. Then it was managed to receive the first and yet the 
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only real data about the ratio of Sunnis and Shiites in the country.  In the 
30-s of the XIX century 66% of the Muslims of Azerbaijan made Sunnis 
who were mainly on the north and in the middle of the country. However, 
half of the century later after the completion of the war on the North 
Caucasus and emigration of the considerable part of Sunnis of the region 
the majority (59%) of Muslims were already Shiites.  By the moment of 
the fall of the Russian empire in 1917 Shiites made already 62% and 
Sunnis 38% in Azerbaijan. Afterwards that ratio did not change that 
much and today approximately 65% of the Muslims in Azerbaijan make 
Shiites and the rest 35% Sunnis.   

The peculiarity of the “Russian” period in the history of the Islam in 
Azerbaijan was that Russia tried in all the possible ways to depreciate the 
role and the influence of that religion in the region.  That’s why on the 
one hand in 1872 the authorities created the Religious Board of Shiites 
and Sunnis of the Transcaucasus and by that very created a structure to 
control the Islamic clergy by the government. That structure still remains 
in Azerbaijan up today with little changes.  However, such a policy of 
Russia brought to the situation when it became possible to mainly 
smother Shiite-Sunni contradictions as both directions turned out to be in 
the obedient position.   

But on the other hand, there appeared new threat in the “Russian” 
period of the history of the Islam, which brought to the new split.  The 
authorities encouraged in the possible ways the spreading among 
Muslims of Azerbaijan such directions and tariqats which in their 
activities were against the main provisions of the Islam – Nuktaviyya, 
Sheikhiyya, Behaits and Ali-ilahi. At the same time the intellectual part 
of the Muslims of Azerbaijan turned out to be divided into the followers 
of Pan-Turkism and Pan-Islamism.  The struggle between those two 
ideological directions virtually came to replace the previous Shiite-Sunni 
confrontation and became the dominant in the course of the boisterous 
political events that happened after the collapse of the Russian empire in 
1917.   

The short-term period of the independence of the North Azerbaijan 
in 1918-1920 was characterized by the struggle of two ideologies: Pan-
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Turkism and Pan-Islamism.  The process of the national self-
consciousness of Azerbaijanis made only its first steps and that’s why the 
followers of the ideas of Turkism was insignificant part of the society 
whilst the most part of the population was the social basis for Islamists.   

There was delivered the strongest blow on the positions of the Islam 
in Azerbaijan in the “soviet” period.  Tens of thousands of representatives 
of the clergy were repressed, almost all mosques were destroyed or 
closed, there was started the struggle of the authorities with any religious 
manifestations.  The survived part of the clergy was under the full control 
and actually became the adjunct of the executive power.   

At the same time the traditional religious fragmentation of the 
population of Azerbaijan contributed to the openness of the population 
of Azerbaijan to different new beliefs and views.  Namely due to that 
reason not only one but much more Islamic tarikats carried out their 
activities in the country during the centuries. On the other hand, the 
population of Azerbaijan did not refuse from the previous religious 
beliefs and strictly speaking the process of the Islamisation was not 
brought to the end. There happened the alloy of the Islam with the pre-
Islamic beliefs and that’s why for example the numerous holy places and 
pirs stand high esteem and still remain the objects of worshiping and 
pilgrimage. That’s why as a response on the pressure made on the Islam 
the population paid attention to those religious hearths in their majority 
having pre-Islamic character. As a result, there appeared next dualism 
traditional for Azerbaijan: besides the official and fully controlled by the 
Soviet authorities clergy there functioned so called “parallel” or 
“popular” Islam with its pastors.    

The beginning of the Karabakh conflict and the further collapse of 
the USSR caused the process of the “re-Islamisation”, i.e. the return of 
the population to the previous dominating religion.  However, that 
process faced another one: The Karabakh conflict had ethnic character 
and demanded the corresponding reaction.  And as it was in the beginning 
of the XX century the society of Azerbaijan came across the selection 
between Pan-Islamism and Pan-Turkism.  AS the process of the national 
self-consciousness of Azerbaijanis was completed during the years of the 
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soviet power that’s why then the selection was made in favor of Turkism. 
Then the Turkism was not only attractive but was estimated as the 
necessary and main ideological basis in the struggle for the independence 
of the country.    

However, the independence that was gained again in 1991 and the 
triumph of Turkism did not bring to the completion of the Karabakh 
conflict and the improvement of the population’s life.  On the contrary, 
the conflict ended up with the difficult defeat and the appearance of the 
huge army of refugees. And the difficult social-economic crisis made the 
spiritual sufferings of the population of Azerbaijan harder.  As a result, 
in the middle of 1990s the crisis of thrust both to the secular power as 
well as to the official clergy appeared in the society. The official religious 
leadership brought up by the soviet system and pretty conservative failed 
to be the religious leader of the republic.  A big number of the eastern 
missionaries that started to lead the propaganda of these or other 
directions in the Islam appeared in such circumstances in Azerbaijan.  
After them there appeared representatives of the radical Muslim 
organizations.   

The openness of Azerbaijanian society to the different beliefs formed 
in the course of centuries did not allow creating fanatic and radical spirits 
in it.  That’s why the activity of the numerous emissaries from the 
countries of the Muslim East in early of 1990s did not give its harvest. 
They did not find support and understanding in the society. As a result, 
in the overwhelming majority of cases that referred to the small in 
numbers cells of extremists that included foreign citizens mainly from 
the Arab countries as well as Iran. It was also characteristic that 
Azerbaijan was used by them as the transit territory.  As a result, the MNS 
of the republic managed to crush them as whole by the end of 1990s.   

The Islamic directions such as Wahhabis, Nurchu and some others 
that appeared and functioned in Azerbaijan at that period of time were 
not very popular among Azerbaijanis.  However, the situation began to 
gradually change from the end of 1990s.  The new generation that was 
thirsty for the religion and strived to fill in the spiritual vacuum began to 
play more significant role in the society of Azerbaijan.  There increased 
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the need in the religious reformers on the background of the crisis of trust 
to the official structures of the clergy.  Due to that reason in spite of the 
pressure of the authorities and unfavorable image of Wahhabis in the 
Mass Media their authority and influence began to grow from the end of 
1990s. More and more representatives of the young generation began to 
head religious organizations and independent religious communities.   

What are the future perspectives of the Islam in Azerbaijan?  As far 
the influence of the new generation grows in the life of the society the 
tendencies of the further religiousness and Islamisation of Azerbaijan do 
not cause any doubts. Whether that process will bring to the 
strengthening of the radical Islamic forces and the arrival to the power of 
the political Islam?  It is hardly possible at least in the nearest 10-15 
years. The degree of the religious tolerance and openness of the society 
of Azerbaijan, its urbanization and closeness to the western values and 
secular model of the statehood do not give grounds to speak about such 
scenario for Azerbaijan.  However, one cannot fully exclude such variant.  
In that respect very many things depend on how soon many existing 
internal and external problems will be solved.  First of all – whether the 
Karabakh conflict and the problem of the return of hundred thousand 
refugees to their hearths will be solved? Whether the economical 
development of the country will pass the way of the developed countries 
of the world and the existing oil-gas resources will be effectively used 
and in interests of not a small corporative group but the whole population.  
And certainly, it is no less important to receive the answer on the 
problematic question- how soon Azerbaijan will become real democratic 
country, where there will be not place for the arbitrariness of the law-
enforcement bodies and official leadership of the clergy will become the 
religious leader of the people with a thirst for the faith and hope for the 
better future.   
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TABLES 
 

Table 1 
 

The number of Muslims of Azerbaijan in 1831-1834 
 

 
Provinces   The 

populati
on   
(males) 

Number 
of 
Muslims  

 
% 

Including 
Shiites  

 
% 

Including 
Sunnis  

 
& 

Shirvan 69.627 
persons  

62.934  
 

90 About 
8.000   

13 About 
55.000  

87 

Karabakh 54.851 
persons  

35.046 
 

64 26.000  74 About 
9.000  

26 

Shaki 55.723 
persons  

46.300 
 

83 About 
3.000  

7 About 
43.000  

93 

Baku 15.428 
persons  

15.244 
 

99 15.244 
 

10
0 

0 0 

Talysh 22.750 
persons  

22.750 
 

10
0 

19.000  87 About 
3.000  

13 

Yelizavetpol 
okrug 

12.836 
persons  

8.644 67 More than 
5.000  

58 About 
3.000  

42 

Quba 46.094 
persons 

44.440 
 

96 6-8.000  17 36-38.000  83 

Nakhchivan 18.832 
persons  

10.808 57 About 
10.000  

91 About 
1.000  

9 

Djaro-
Balakan 

46.680 
persons  

About 42 
persons  

90 About 
3.000  

7 About 
39.000  

93 

Qazakh 
distance 

17.632 
persons  

12.836 85 About 
2.000  

15 About 
11.000  

77 

Shamshaddi
l distance 

10.888 
persons  

8.697 80 About 
6.000  

66 More 
3.000  

34 

Total: 371.341  309.699 83 104.000 34 205.000  66 
 
Source: Review of Russian possessions in the Transcaucasus. Parts 1-4. 
– Saint-Petersburg, 1836. 
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Table 2 
 

The number of Muslims in Azerbaijan in 1886 
 

Uezds  The whole 
population 
in uezd  

Number of 
Muslims in 
uezd  

 % 
 

Including 
Shiites  

 % Including 
Sunnis  

% 

Baku 141.412 92.331 65 54.801 59 37.530 41 
Goychay    76.644 61.715 80 25.348 41 36.367 59 
Javad     94.687 94.423 99 80.643 85 13.780 15 
Quba  174.101 163.750 94 30.538 19 133.212 81 
Lankaran  109.340 101.397 93 98.392 97 3.005 3 
Shamakha  116.519 89.729 77 31.852 35 57.877 65 
Yelizavetpol  122.903 79.783 65 71.068 89 8.715 11 
Aresh    51.845 39.546 76 4.321 11 35.225 89 
Jabrayil  46.911 35.029 75 22.861 65 12.168 35 
Javanshir  54.954 38.881 71 29.407 76 9.474 24 
Zangezur  
(2,3,4 districts)  

84.582 55.724 66 46.749 84 8.975 16 

Qazakh 
(without Dilijan 
district) 

74.646 47.141 63 28.567 61 18.574 39 

Nukha  117.014 89.073 76 5.664 6 83.409 94 
Shusha  126.269 52.887 42 49.821 94 3.066 6 
Nakhchivan  84.020 48.356 58 47.883 99 473 1 
Sharur district  31.760 27.453 86 27.453 100 0 0 
Total: 1.507.607 1.117.218 74 652.368 59 461.850 41 

 
Source: Code of statistical data about the population of the 
Transcaucasus derived from the family lists 1886. – Tiflis, 1893. 
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Table 3 
 

The number of Muslims in 1886 according to the ethnic 
characteristic 
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Table 4 
 

The number of Muslims in 1913 in Azerbaijan  
 

 
Uezds  The whole 

population 
in the uezd  

Number of 
Muslims in 
uezd  

% 
 

Number 
of Shiites  

 % Numbe
r of 
Sunnis  

% 

Baku  407.674 200.720 49 169.091 84 31.629 16 
Goychay  130.982 110.261 84 46.207 42 64.054 58 
Javad  123.413 80.659 65 39.050 48 41.609 52 
Quba  106.342 82.882 78 24.670 30 58.212 70 
Lankaran  167.144 143.960 86 138.497 96 5.463 4 
Shamakha  148.624 106.973 72 39.763 37 67.210 63 
Yelizavetpol  217.603 144.112 66 93.667 65 50.445 35 
Aresh  83.776 66.502 79 10.105 15 56.397 85 
Karyagino 79.367 58.411 74 40.227 69 18.184 31 
Javanshir  90.634 65.060 72 54.362 84 10.698 16 
Zangezur  220.186 131.789 60 108.456 82 23.333 18 
Kazakh  132.190 65.735 50 45.027 68 20.708 32 
Nukha 148.608 116.194 78 11.355 10 104.839 90 
Shusha  175.403 76.604 44 71.831 94 4.773 6 
Nakhchivan  135.635 81.001 60 80.381 99 620 1 
Sharur-
Daralagez  

83.319 57.776 69 55.388 96 2.388 4 

Zaqatala 
okrug  

81.417 73.804 91 141 1 73.663 99 

Total  2.532.317 1.662.443 66 1.028.218 62 634.225 38 
 

Source: Caucasus calendar for 1914. – Tiflis, 1913, pp.110-113, 
119-133. 
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Table 5 
 

Number of Muslims of Azerbaijan in 1916  
 

 
Uezds  The whole 

populatio
n in the 
uezd  

Number 
of 
Muslims 
in uezd  

% 
 

Including 
Shiites  

 
% 

Including 
Sunnis  

 % 

Baku  405.829 214.230 53 168.644 79 45.586 21 
Goychay  134.098 112.732 84 48.681 43 64.051 57 
Javad  162.305 135.128 83 127.440 83 7.688 17 
Quba  196.077 175.251 89 19.701 11 155.550 89 
Lankaran  195.247 178.726 91 171.858 96 6.868 4 
Shamakha  159.621 117.047 73 39.978 34 77.069 66 
Yelizavetpol  272.477 140.084 51 88.149 63 51.935 37 
Aresh  99.400 79.090 80 16.935 21 62.155 79 
Karyagino 89.584 65.641 73 44.345 68 21.296 32 
Javanshir  75.730 52.998 70 42.766 81 10.232 19 
Zangezur  224.197 123.149 55 110.514 90 12.634 10 
Qazakh  137.049 68.216 50 46.239 68 21.977 32 
Nukha  185.748 111.110 60 10.293 9 100.817 91 
Shusha  188.745 85.646 45 80.709 94 4.937 6 
Nakhchivan  136.859 81.714 60 81.191 99 523 1 
Sharur-
Daralagez  

90.250 70.357 78 69.843 99 514 1 

Zaqatala 
okrug  

92.608 85.136 92 577 1 84.559 99 

Total  2.656.778 1.896.25
4 

71 1.167.863 62 728.391 38 

 
Source: Caucasus calendar for 1917. – Tiflis, 1916, pp.178-185, 

190-197, 214-221. 
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Table 6 
 

 
 

 
Table 7 

 
 

 

Significant Weak Does not play
any role

Don’t know 

21%

33%

24% 22%

The role of Islam in political life of 
Azerbaijan

Yes
64%

No
25%

Don’t know 
11%

Is it necessary to strengthen 
positions of Islam in the life of 

society

Yes

No

Don’t know 
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Table 8 
 

 
 
 

 
Table 9 

 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Positive Negative Indifferent Don’t know 

27%

41%

22%

10%

Attitude to Islamic trends in 
Azerbaijan

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%

Positive Negative Indifferent Don’t know 

4%

69%

18%
9%

Attitude to Wahhabism
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Table 10 
 

 
 

Table 11 
 

 

0%
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Positive Negative Indifferent Don’t know 

21%

33%
39%

7%

Attitude to Christianity and 
Judaism
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Positive Negative Indifferent Don’t know 

56%

12%

28%

4%

Attitude to the Freedom of Faith
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Table 12 
 

 
 

Table 13 
 

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Positive Negative Indifferent Don’t know 

9%

67%

18%

6%

Attitude to Azerbaijanians 
professing non-Muslim religion

No
39%

Sometimes 
49%

Regularly
12%

Whether you visit a mosque

No

Sometimes

Regularly
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Table 14 
 

 
 

Table 15 
 

 

Don’t know  
8%

Neutral  
37%

Negative  
33%

Positive  
22%

Attitude to Iran

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Don’t know  
5%

Neutral  
25%

Negative  
6%

Positive  
64%

Attitude to Turkey

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive
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Table 16 
 

 
 

 
Table 17 

 

 

Don’t know  
8%

Neutral  
40%

Negative  
10%

Positive  
42%

Attitude to Arabic East

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Don’t know  
9%

Neutral  
38%

Negative  
15%

Positive  
38%

Attitude to the West

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive
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Table 18 
 

 
 

Table 19 
 

 
  

Don’t know  
10%

Neutral  
29%

Negative  
34%

Positive  
27%

Attitude to the sheikh-ul-islam

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Don’t know  
17%

Neutral  
29%

Negative  
31%

Positive  
23%

Evaluation of the activity of 
State Committee on Work with 

Religious Organizations

Don’t know  

Neutral

Negative

Positive
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Photos 
 

 
Bibi Eybat mosque on the suburb of Baku 

 
 

 
 

“Djuma” mosque in Shusha city 
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“Abu Bakr” mosque in Baku 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

“Shehidlar” mosque in Baku 
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Sheikh-ul-islam Allahshukur Pashazade 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Prof. Rafiq Aliyev, Chaitman of State Committee on Work with Religious 
Organizations 
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Pir in Nardaran settlement 

 
 
 
 

 
Dr. Layla Yunus. Director of IPD on the meeting with inhabitants of Nardaran (June, 

2002) 
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Ilqar Ibrahimoğlu “Djuma” mosque in Baku 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Conference in Baku “Islam in Azerbaijan” (11 July 2003) 

 


