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This article is devoted to problematizing the research focus of aca-
demic literature on Islamic reformers in the Russian Empire. Stud-
ies of the late imperial period typically devote most of their attention 
to modernity. Jadidist reformers are considered the key protagonists 
and engines of history. The typical narrative about Jadids includes 
several elements: political activity, educational reforms, the flourish-
ing of journalism, the renewal of religion, and the “female question.” 
In this article we consider Jadidism as a narrative about backward-
ness and progress, which is uncritically reproduced in academic lit-
erature. Relying on the memoirs of Gabdulla Bubi, we offer a revision 
of the framework that is generally applied to describe the intellectu-
al history of Muslims in Russia. We classify Bubi’s narrative as a lan-
guage ideology and place it within the framework of his own “im-
perial project.” We do so to offer an alternative to Jadidism as an 
explanatory model.
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Introduction

PRIOR to the beginning of the 20th century, several million Mus-
lims lived across practically all regions of the Russian Empire 
and had extensive experience of interaction with the imperi-

al authorities within a multi-national and multi-confessional context 
(Prozorov 1998–2012; Abashin and Babadzhanov 2011; Bobrovnikov 
and Babich 2007; Babadzhanov and Kotiukova 2016; Abashin et al. 
2008). Our article examines how this experience is understood in the 
academic literature and how academic concepts are related to voices 
that emerge from primary sources.

Even after the archival revolution of the 1990s,1 the history of 
Jadidism still lies at the core of our perception of Islam in the Russian 
Empire. Debates around the concept of modernity shaped the scholar-
ly language in this area. In fact, what is at issue here is exclusively the 
relationship between modernity and Muslims (e.g., Tuna 2015). Thus 
for many decades now — with all the appropriate caveats and conven-
tions — academic discourse has depicted Jadids as admirers of Eu-
ropean progress and has portrayed traditionalists as “moss-covered” 
lovers of antiquity and exotic Muslim cultures.2 It is difficult to find 
a more politicized and pervasive misconception than the narrative of 
Jadidism as a triumphant struggle of enlighteners for progress against 
backwardness, for a secular world against religious obscurantism, for 
a printed book against ancient manuscripts. Historians and the Jadids 
themselves tell the same narrative: in the depths of “traditional” so-
ciety — exhausted by ignorance and darkness — there emerged new 
people who boldly engaged with progressive Western ideas in Russian 
or Ottoman translation, and in doing so advanced the inevitable mod-
ernization and Europeanization of society. The reception of “European” 
ideas becomes a temporal division that separates the traditional past 
from the modern present/future (Abashin 2015, 9–15). The ideal “pro-
gressive” is clean-shaven, wears a European-style suit, hat, and glasses, 
cares about the interests of the nation, and speaks Russian well. The 

1. For an overview of the achievements of the archival revolution for the study of Islam 
in Russia, see the special issue of Ab Imperio (2008), no. 4.

2. A detailed analysis and critique of this dichotomy can be found in Eden, Sartori, and 
DeWeese (2016).
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“accursed traditionalist” wears an enormous turban, a Bukharan robe, 
and has leftover pilav3 in his beard. Like it or not, readers will inevi-
tably encounter these caricatures when getting to know the history of 
Muslims in Russia at the beginning of the 20th century. This lens por-
trays the late imperial period as a time of the blossoming of Islam-
ic culture through its increasing proximity to European educational 
models and the articulation of political ideas.

The central problems on which the historiography of Islam in the 
Russian Empire have previously focused are integration, seculariza-
tion, and modernization, on the one hand, and resistance to imperial 
power — the mirror image of these processes — on the other. One can 
briefly summarize this narrative as the story of how the exotic and lit-
tle understood world of Muslims became intelligible and familiar for 
imperial observers. The empire demonstrably sought the homogeniza-
tion of its population, and for this reason the best fate for Muslims in 
Russia would be their complete dissolution and merger into the cat-
egories, practices, languages, and institutions prescribed by imperial 
scenarios of power. In other words, the binary of integration and re-
sistance to a large extent deprives Muslims of their subjectivity,4 the 
right to their own place in history, and their own interpretation of 
events. Imperial knowledge focuses on Muslim groups only when they 
enter the field of ideas and practices as defined by the imperial con-
text. In other situations and contexts, Islam is not of interest to out-
side observers. For this reason, the question of integration has divid-
ed historians into two camps (Sartori 2017).

The first camp bases its research program primarily on Russian-
language administrative sources from which it follows that Muslims in 
the Russian Empire were certainly included in the discussions about 
practices of subordination and opposition to the imperial authorities.5 
The imperial archives reveal, as described in categories intelligible to 
Russian officials, the various hopes and fears regarding Russian Mus-
lims. This paradigm produced ideas about the acceptance of imperial 

“rules of the game” by Muslims (Crews 2006; Meyer 2013), as well as 
the narrative about the eternal struggle of Muslims for independence 
and for the creation of a Sharia-based state (Zelkina 2000). These 

3. Pilav — a rice dish originating in Central Asia. (Ed.)

4. In essence, a similar problem exists in the study of Stalinism and Soviet subjectivity, as 
in Gerasimov (2017).

5. The historiography of “Soviet Islam” predominantly displays this tendency of giving full 
credence to the imperial archives. For example, see Arapov and Kosach (2007), Guseva 
(2013), Arapov and Kosach (2010–2011), and Ro’i (2000).
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hopes and fears arose and were discussed within the educated impe-
rial elite, which was uninterested in the plans and ideas of Muslims 
themselves. Orientalists were supposed to tell administrators what 
Muslims were “really” about, and imperial authorities projected their 
own concepts onto the eastern borderlands and enthusiastically dis-
cussed the “Muslim Question” (Campbell 2015; Tol’ts 2011, 111–67).

Another camp of historians of the era of the archival revolution 
chooses rather to describe the experiences of Muslims within the Rus-
sian Empire in an isolationist mode. For a very long period of time, the 
language of Islamic discourse (Kemper 1998; Kemper 2005) allowed 
Muslims to articulate problems only tangentially related to those “im-
posed” by the imperial paradigm. These discussions, for the most part, 
emerged from the array of “eternal” theological debates over legal cat-
egories (see Shamil’ Shikhaliev’s contribution to this issue), as well as 
religious practices and historiographic traditions (Frank 1998; Frank 
2001; Frank 2012) that had little in common with the surrounding 
world. The isolationist paradigm is based on the voices of Muslims 
themselves and posits their separateness and differentiation from 
dominant imperial discourses. The emphasis on the self-sufficiency 
and uniqueness of the culture of Russian Muslims allows this group 
of researchers to consider transnational contacts and the circulation of 
Islamic knowledge with little concern for the imperial context.

Of course, between these two extreme camps there is room for ex-
periments with various sources and methods. One sees this, for exam-
ple, when examining the biographies of Islamic actors who at various 
times participated in resistance to the empire as well as in the work-
ings of the imperial administration (Bobrovnikov 2010) or those who 
discussed compulsory religious practices (the Hajj) at the intersection 
of imperial policies and the narratives of Islamic authors (Sibgatulli-
na 2010; cf. Kane 2016). Or one can see it in studies of nation-build-
ing, which reveal that occasionally Islamic thinkers could be effective 
actors in the political sphere and actively participate in the develop-
ment and realization of political projects (Khalid 2015).

In addition, the spatial perspective strongly influences our ideas 
about the relations between Muslims and the empire. Often this is 
seen when dealing with regional approaches, which trace isolated en-
claves (Turkestan, Dagestan, the Volga region) with their own Islam-
ic traditions on an imagined map. Such an approach can hold great 
interest when it reveals the worldviews of the regional actors them-
selves (Brophy 2016; Schluessel 2014). Transregional studies, with 
few exceptions (Meyer 2014), remain marginal and do not go beyond 
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the confines of a mechanical combination of microhistories (Miller 
2008, 9–33).

Thus, for the last quarter century, several approaches to telling the 
story of the Muslims of Russia have developed in the historiography. 
Some, relying on administrative documents, talk about strategies of re-
sistance and accommodation. Some show the complex and multi-facet-
ed yet in many ways isolated life of elites, and some write about regional 
history through the prism of the nation. We propose a somewhat differ-
ent view of Islamic texts in Russia: to not study Jadidism as a historical 
phenomenon, but rather to examine the narrative of Jadidism found in 
the primary sources themselves. We hope that studying the structures of 
the language of Jadidism will generate a better understanding of what 
stands behind this narrative. In this article, we present an analysis of 
one source, the author of which is usually marked as an Islamic reformer.

The Imperial Narrative of Gabdulla Bubi

The search for a suitable analytical language for describing the intel-
lectual life of Muslims is acknowledged as an important problem for 
the study of Islam in Russia (Naganawa 2017). Which scholarly tool kit 
should be used? Taking into account the marginal status of the field, 
where should researchers look for processes and methods? Through 
which lens should they approach the sources used to construct the 
narrative of progressive reformers and backward traditionalists?

One particularly rich source around which one can build a narrative 
about progressive Muslims is the memoir of Gabdulla Bubi (1871–1922). 
He was director of and a teacher at the Izh-Bubi madrassa in Viatka 
governorate. In 1911 he was imprisoned along with his brother on charg-
es of pan-Turkism. Upon his release in 1913, he left for Ghulja6 (East-
ern Turkestan). Here an opportunity presented itself to create and run a 
new madrassa. In 1917 he returned to Russia, to Troitsk, where he also 
ran a local madrassa. Bubi worked to organize schools everywhere that 
it was possible, and in 1917 he regretted not staying in Tashkent, where 
he was offered the chance to run an educational institution. Clearly, his 
major ambition was the creation of the ideal madrassa. Such an as-
sumption, which appears self-evident, would seem to be an excellent 
way to link up to the story about heroic enlighteners, who were leading 
the people out of the darkness of ignorance into the brightness of en-
lightenment, a narrative that fits well into the discourse about Jadidism 

6. Currently called Yining, a city in northwest China. (Ed.)
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(Makhmutova 1997; Makhmutova 2005; Gimazova 2004; Akhunov and 
Minnullin 2013). Can we propose an alternative interpretation?

Bubi’s memoirs are a motley collection of notes that include the 
history of the madrassa in Izh-Bubi, travel notes about his journey to 
Ghulja in 1913, a detailed description of his life in Ghulja, as well as 
personal correspondence with various individuals. The three-volume 
manuscript made up of 636 pages is kept in the Oriental section of the 
Manuscript and Rare Books Division of the Scientific Library of the 
Kazan Federal University. The text is written in literary Tatar of the 
early 20th century, in Arabic script of the naskh style. The lack of ink 
blots and corrections, which are characteristic of diaries, indicates that 
the manuscript is a final draft of memoirs, possibly intended for pub-
lication (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 207 T-208 T).7

The structure of the narrative itself resembles a kaleidoscope of 
stories, which are laid out not on a chronological basis but as scenes 
from a life story: the anecdote about the Turkish teacher, the found-
ing of the Islamic association, the temperance society, the speech of a 
Chinese bureaucrat, the collecting of donations. The notes about his 
life in Ghulja have thus far attracted almost no attention from histo-
rians, who have been rather more interested in the story of the mad-
rassa in Izh-Bubi and the demonstrative arrest of the Bubi brothers, 
which was important in the formation of their image as fighters for en-
lightenment. Nevertheless, it is the case that the story of the madrassa 
was written retrospectively from Ghulja and it does not occupy a cen-
tral place in the three-volume manuscript. The episode of the madras-
sa, in fact, serves to introduce the scenes taking place in Ghulja. In any 
case, it is not the “reality” of the described events that is of interest, 
as much as it is the language of the narrative along with its structure.

The language of Gabdulla Bubi’s memoirs can be characterized as 
a language ideology (Freeden 2005), which developed into the special 
skill of “speaking Jadid,” that is, creating a discourse about the neces-
sity of education and progress for the improvement of the lot of Mus-
lims. This skill shapes the image of Jadids as progressive-minded peo-
ple, fighters against backwardness and the remnants of religion. The 
language ideology of Bubi is versatile, changes depending on the con-
versational context, and includes key concepts that make up the “po-
litical lexicon of the era” (Potapova 2015, 180).

7. The Manuscript and Rare Books Division of the Scientific Library of Kazan Federal 
University will hereafter be referred to as ORRK NB KFU. For a full paleographic 
description and a brief summary of the manuscript’s contents, see Fătkhi 1962, 11–18.
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In choosing to characterize Bubi’s memoirs as a language ideology, we 
designate that ideology an “imperial project.” An important element of 
this type of project is its civilizing function; the ambition to carry out this 
function, in turn, characterizes the imperial subject. This subject echoes 
the language of colonial authorities when discussing backward Muslims 
whom it is necessary to civilize, and thereby fuses the adopted argu-
ment about Muslim backwardness with imperial rhetoric about “former 
greatness” and the Golden Age of Muslims. In any case, the words and 
themes that Bubi articulated serve the cause of constructing an imperi-
al project that was conceptualized alongside that of the Russian Empire.

When news reached Ghulja from Beijing about the opening of an 
Islamic association there, Bubi said, “The Lord has given on earth that 
which I sought in the heavens” (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 207 T, 112a). Any 
opportunity to preach ideas of unity brought him happiness and any 
form that allowed him to do so was useful. Education or “enlighten-
ment” was not only a task for the madrassa, that is, not only for the 
rising generation, but also applied to adults. For this reason, Bubi re-
ceived the news of an Islamic association that presumed to include 
adults with great enthusiasm. He delivered a lengthy speech at the 
opening of the Islamic association:

I want to tell you a little about the necessity [luzumiyyat] and impor-
tance of this association [jam‘iyyat] from the point of view of Sharia 
and its obligation [fard]. The most indispensable and necessary thing 
in Sharia is the unity of Muslims [ăḣle islamnyng ittifag[y]] and their 
education. The main mission of the Prophet, peace be upon him, was 
to lead the ignorant Arabs onto the path to enlightenment, to make 
them equal and unite them with everyone, who found themselves un-
der the banner of Islam: white and black, Arab and non-Arab. “The vi-
olation of unity — is an indication of hypocrisy” [khuruj al-ittifaq ‘ala-
mat al-nifaq], in other words, leaving behind unity and Islamic society 
and separation is a sign of hypocrisy and unbelief [kȯfer]. These truth-
ful and holy words, and also the words of Allah in the Holy Quran 
َشْيٍء) فِي  ِمْنهُْم  لَّْسَت  ِشيًَعا  َوَكانُوا  ِدينَهُْم  قُوا  فَرَّ الَِّذيَن   ,in other words ,(Quran 6:159) (إِنَّ 

“those, who divide religion [din] and humility [ita‘a] into different forc-
es and divide themselves into different groups [firqa] — they are not 
with you and you are not with them”: these words are enough to under-
stand the necessity of connection with this association and community. 
As you see, Allah commands Muslims to be part of one association and 
community. He calls one who leaves it not a Muslim [mu’min], but an 
unbeliever [kafir]. [. . .] This association, similar to a message [ilham, 
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wahi] from Allah, will take you out of the baseness and abjectness of to-
day, it will make you a true community and people [millăt] of the Proph-
et Muhammad, peace be upon him. Thanks to this blessed association 
you will be adorned with learning and enlightenment [golum vă 
măgarif], handicrafts and art will spread among you. Only in this way 
will you rid yourselves of today’s indignities and impoverishment and be 
lifted above the wealthy, happy other peoples [millătlăr] (ORRK NB KFU, 
Ms. 207 T, 124b–126a).

And he said all this in the presence of a Chinese bureaucrat who had 
come for the official opening of the association! Analyzing Bubi’s fate 
through the prism of an “imperial project” allows one to interpret it 
not as the story of a man of the peripheral borderlands and subjugated 
groups, but as the story of a person who finds himself at the center of 
his own world — a world he considers the outcome of his own efforts. 
Just as the Holy Roman Empire promised to unite and defend all Cath-
olics, Bubi and many of his contemporaries wanted to unify and defend 
all Muslims in the way that seemed most effective. Several authors have 
already written about the elements of imperial ideology found in Islam-
ic texts. Stephen Kotkin, among others, notes that the “Tatars imag-
ined, and tried to realize, an imperial project before and then within the 
broad expanse provided by the Russian empire and the Soviet Union” 
(Kotkin 2007, 517). By pointing to the struggle between “Tatar-Muslim 
and imperial strategies around the question of the formation of the lo-
cal population’s identities” in the Volga-Ural region, Alexei Miller im-
plicitly casts this as a struggle of imperial ambitions (Miller 2006, 22).

A spatial vision and the choice of setting are very important in Bu-
bi’s narrative. In departing for Ghulja, Bubi does not see that city as a 
goal in and of itself; he is interested, rather, in schools, the templates of 
which could be spread after the successful conclusion of the experiment:

As soon as I get out of prison, I need to go to China, to Ghulja. To take 
one school there and to fix it, so that teachers and imams appropriate 
to the times can be produced. To open a school for girls that would be 
able to produce teachers to gradually send there all who worked in Izh-
Bubi. To create in Ghulja a center for the spread of knowledge in Turke-
stan, and if possible to organize artistic and artisan associations among 
the people (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 207 T, 96a).

Thus, Ghulja is for him a center of sorts in Turkestan. Although formal-
ly the city was part of the Chinese republic, Bubi sees it as belonging 
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to Muslim territories. Of course he does not “discover” Ghulja; he ar-
rives where there is already a foundation — Muslim communities that 
were well-established prior to his arrival (Usmanov 1998; Light 2012). 
In his travel notes, Bubi writes about Troitsk, Samara, Yarkand, Bishkek, 
Tashkent, and Kashghar, and in each city he finds like-minded people 
who help him.8 Bubi’s goals resonated and he was always accompanied 
by affluent merchants willing to support him (or whom he coaxed into 
doing so). In his story, cities and people are connected above and across 
administrative boundaries; he links these points on the basis of his own 
conception of their importance as centers. Bubi saw himself as a mis-
sionary of a vitally important association, and his goal was the diffusion 
of such ideas. Allen Frank speaks of Bubi, during his travels in the vi-
cinity of the Kazakh steppe, addressing two questions to the population 
about their historical role in Xinjiang: “These were education (including 
among girls) and the spread of modern ideas and technologies among 
local Muslims, that is, a sort of civilizing mission” (Frank 2011, 463).

The imagined “empire of Muslims,” in Bubi’s vision, stretches from 
Viatka governorate to Western China and the inhabitants of this em-
pire included Nogais, Taranchi, Dungans, Kazakhs, Sarts, Russians, 
Chinese, and Turks. This world was diverse, motley, and disparate, on 
the one hand, but united into a single whole, on the other. Individu-
als such as Bubi tied this region together; moving from place to place, 
he created new connections and strengthened old ones, and he collect-
ed money for madrassas and mosques from wealthy merchants.9 With 
the like-minded, he discussed social problems, questions of backward-
ness or flourishing, as well as questions of subjugation or dominance. 
Bubi was concerned with the preservation of the Muslim heritage, he 
worried about the destiny of the “former greatness.” He wanted to pre-
serve this cultural foundation.

The Structure of Gabdulla Bubi’s Narrative

The key concepts in Bubi’s story include, among others: the people 
(millăt), advanced people (alga khalyq), freedom (hurriyyat), educa-
tion (ma‘rifat), and progress (taraqqiyyat). Millăt appears in reference 
to the condition of Muslim peoples as a whole: “to what depths do igno-
rance, baseness, and incomprehension of religion plunge man and even 

8. Such networks of acquaintances were not specific to Bubi but rather were common 
among travelers from within Russia. See Brophy (2014).

9. On Islamic charity in this period, see Ross (2017).
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the whole people”; “this situation burns the souls of Muslims who be-
trayed their people”; “yet where is there a place of tranquility for those 
who wish to serve the people”; “only having rid oneself of today’s debase-
ment and impoverishment will it be possible to rise above other prosper-
ous and happy peoples” (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 207 T, 97b, 98a, 99b, 102a, 
126a). The unification of Muslims is a leading theme in his narrative, 
and the struggle for unity aided by progress is one of Bubi’s key goals.

Bubi speaks and acts precisely like an imperial civilizer, organizing 
schooling, societies, and meetings, and demonstrating the backward-
ness of earlier forms and calling for facing new challenges. These chal-
lenges lie both within Muslims themselves, who have distorted or even 
left their religion behind, and in the “civilizational” superiority of their 
neighbors. He sees this superiority here and now: in Russian schools, 
and in his brethren who serve the “Russians” and don’t recognize the 
values of history and religion, in a changing urban landscape:

In Tashkent we visited akhund Akhtiamov. However, I am disappointed; I 
did not see things among our Sart brethren that gave me hope. In Tashkent 
there are two parts: the new Tashkent and the old Tashkent. If one can com-
pare the former with heaven, the latter can be likened to hell. (ibid., 96b)

In describing Tashkent, Bubi creates a dramatic image of decline: 
the mosque of Khwaja Ahrar in disrepair, the shiny new cupolas of 
churches rising above the city, and local indigenous schools destroy-
ing religion among the children. Children symbolize the future, and 
Bubi seems to predict it in describing the state of local schools. But he 
does offer hope by proposing the only means for avoiding the spiritu-
al death of the “people’s” children: to organize one’s own schools and 
enlighten the population. Bubi wants to give knowledge, to enlighten, 
so as to give people power over their own lives, to unify them, and de-
liver them from subordination to the “Russians” — this is also one of 
the tasks of his imperial mission.

There is a great deal of anti-colonial rhetoric in the manuscript’s 
text (see Bustanov 2016), but close attention to how Bubi uses the 
word “predator” to generalize Russians suggests that he has in mind 
the bureaucratic apparatus and the state. All the more so when, in re-
sponse to the February Revolution, he rejoices at the “days of freedom” 
that have come for Muslims and for Russians.10

10. In Islamic texts of the time the February Revolution was often called khȯrriiat, an 
Arabic word meaning “freedom.”
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The special associations that he endeavored to support or create 
were supposed to be responsible for religious “enlightenment.” For ex-
ample, with help of the “temperance society,” he planned

to end or reduce the use of alcoholic beverages, because, after all, they 
are the reason for the birth of weak and drunken children, they dam-
age health, they are what takes away what is most valuable to us — our 
intellect, in so far as vodka, beer, and similar beverages are forbidden 
[kharam] from the legal point of view [shari‘a], and it is precisely be-
cause they harm the intellect and are harmful in general. Each believer 
of a sober mind ought to become a member of this association. (ORRK 
NB KFU, Ms. 207 T, 110a)

In the matter of education, there were also “enemies,” those who did 
not wish to “enlighten” people, those who sought only profit. Those 
Muslims, Bubi is convinced, are the true reason for difficulties — it is 
exactly due to their negligence that Allah has sent punishment. Some 
write denunciations, some engage in “fraud,” and they harm their 
own people. It is precisely in this mode that he interprets the arrival 
of Shami damulla in Ghulja in 1916.11 The denunciation begins with a 
reproach for greed:

In these places he describes himself as a person whom the Turkish side 
has sent to collect money and donations. He visited many cities ruled 
by the Chinese and collected a great deal of money. (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 
208 T, 131a)

Bubi did not know that he had in fact been chased out of the Otto-
man Empire over allegations of “Wahhabism” (Babadzhanov, Mumi-
nov, and fon Kiugel’gen 2007, 58). It should be noted that Bubi him-
self was forced to leave Ghulja soon after the February Revolution, as 
he was alleged to be an unbeliever by local scholars and faced real dan-
ger. Shami damulla showed Bubi records that indicated that he was 
an emissary of the sultan:

11. For more details on him, see Muminov (2005). At the beginning of the 1920s, Shami 
damulla was chosen by the Soviet authorities as a “progressive” theologian, who would 
support the ideas of Islamic socialism and struggle against “obscurantism.” One of 
Shami damulla’s most famous students was Ziya al-Din Babakhan, the mufti of SADUM, 
Central Asian Muftiate, from 1957 to 1982. This connection supports the opinion of our 
colleagues that fundamentalism lay at the core of Soviet Islamic discourse and did not 
come from abroad, but rather was developed as a response to the times and by Soviet 
power. Sartori (2010).
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In so far as he was regarded as a representative of Chinese Turkestan in 
Istanbul, the sultan sent a holy lock of the Prophet’s hair to the Muslims 
of Chinese Turkestan in his care. He brought this hair to Altishahr, peo-
ple began to travel there, and he collected a great deal of money. (ORRK 
NB KFU, Ms. 208 T, 131a)

Drawing on the image of Shami damulla, the author caricatures the 
scholars of Kashgar:

The ulamas of Kashgar raided that site, took the sacred hair, and re-
moved it to another mosque, and people began to go there. In order to 
retrieve the Prophet’s hair, Shami damulla went to various villages and 
collected petitions to the sultan and the Sublime Porte. It is clear that 
the “sacred hair” was the choicest scrap that had fallen into Shami’s 
mouth. (ibid.)

Bubi writes disapprovingly about his “entrepreneurial” activity, charg-
ing Shami damulla with deceit and self-interest:

He has gathered old manuscripts and money and sold all of these things 
to European museums. He told me himself that he worked for one Ori-
entalist who arrived in Altishahr with this goal. This person became the 
reason that old Turkic and Islamic works that had belonged to Muslims 
fell into the hands of Europeans. He helped them a great deal. (ibid., 
150a)

Caricaturing those who use the image of the sacred for private gain, 
Bubi again demonstrates the necessity of changes — enlightenment 
and the exposure of fraudsters, who in this case were Shami damulla 
and the ulamas who had taken the hair. Apart from the fact that un-
educated people were being cheated, that is, forced to pay for a fake, 
from a historical perspective, they are also being robbed of their own 
heritage. Bubi’s task is thus to expose the saboteurs who were inter-
fering in the task of enlightening. He not only identifies those self-in-
terested wreckers like Shami damulla, but he also implicitly carries on 
an argument with those who oppose new madrassas and his vision for 
religious renewal. This makes him continually demonstrate, explain, 
and justify his position. The arguments are constructed according to 
the dichotomies of “ignorance/backwardness” versus “knowledge/pro-
gress.” It is ignorance that draws the ire of Allah with the consequenc-
es of sad life circumstances, poverty, and subjugation:
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When they (Kazakhs) themselves kept hens, they never saw eggs; no mat-
ter how many cows, there was no milk or butter. Over the course of their 
lives they did not gather a single stack of hay. After they gave the Ukraini-
ans all of their land, they tend the hens of others very well, they gather their 
eggs, they prepare butter and milk with great care. And when it belonged 
to them, they did not do any of these things. They tend pigs with great care. 
Verily the earth is tended by worshippers [of Allah]. O, Islam, Islam! You 
have come to the point of changing from safety, sloth, and unconsciousness 
of the people who raised your flag and said “we follow you, Islam.” Was it 
so that Islam entered and left the heart of our beloved Prophet Muham-
mad, peace be upon him? (ORRK NB KFU, Ms. 207 T, 100a)

In addition to the need to better people through enlightenment and 
education, it was also necessary to return Islam to their hearts. But 
what kind of Islam, if people had abandoned its foundations? How to 
move forward, toward “progress,” and at the same time to return to 
the ideal of the past? How could “progress” (taraqqiyyat), a key con-
cept in his narrative, be combined with a return to pure Islam and the 

“improvement” of society?
The story of the reformers commonly begins with the desire for 

progress. When the motif of the necessity of “progress” is encoun-
tered in the sources, it is translated as “progress” in its modern mean-
ing. The image of reformers as enlightened young people, who as-
pire to a new order of things, is built on this foundation. It is exactly 
on this point that they differ from the old clerics, mired in ignorance 
and stuck in the past. However, in Bubi’s story, taraqqiyyat is related 
closely to the idea of the necessity of embracing the latest scientific ad-
vances as well as the theme of returning to the past, that is, the Gold-
en Age of Muslims. Taraqqiyyat is thus indispensable for both a re-
turn to pure religion and for reaching the level of Western civilization. 
In other words, interpreting taraqqiyyat only as Westernization (Tuna 
2011) and a linear forward progression is misleading when it comes 
to Bubi’s narrative. For him progress is not simply movement toward 
the future; it is also a movement backward toward an idealized past.

By all appearances, this concept itself did not have any rigorous-
ly defined content in Bubi’s rhetoric. For example, in the dictionary of 
the Muhammadiyya madrassa teacher Tahir Ilyasi (1881–1933), ta-
raqqiyyat is defined as follows: “to develop, to grow, to render the 
words of another person” (Ilyasi 1912, 447b). Bubi notes Kazakh pau-
pers and the ruined mosques and madrassas of the Sarts; and he sees 
Ukrainians with well-constructed homes, prosperous farms, and clean, 
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well-maintained roads. It is not so much the “colonizers” who are to 
blame for this state of affairs as it is the Muslims themselves, who 
have forgotten Allah’s injunctions. For Bubi religion is not something 
separated from life; not following religious instructions is in fact a 
cause of material misfortunes in this life as much as for punishment 
after death. For this reason, Bubi thinks of education as a combination 
of schools and enlightenment societies. Increasing school hours devot-
ed to the natural sciences and decreasing those for religious instruc-
tion (if one believes the curricular tables) does not imply the secular 
transformation of education. When combined with conscious religi-
osity, Bubi’s school program was aimed at comprehensive “progress,” 
which was meant to help achieve an ideal in religion as well as in the 
attainment of equal development with the “leading nations.” With-
in the framework of ideas about progress, he carries out a project of 
codifying knowledge, searches for a universal educational framework, 
and this is likewise one of the important tasks of empire — normaliz-
ing scattered territories and peoples according to a common denomi-
nator (Sartori and Shablei 2015).

Conclusion

Even a cursory overview of our knowledge about Islam in the late 
Russian Empire demonstrates that, in spite of the recent boom in re-
search, the paradigm of the inevitable “integration” of Muslims in 
the imperial context serves as a barrier to seeing the various modes 
of Muslims’ self-description and the formation of their subjectivi-
ty. One can hear the language of colonial power in Bubi’s references 
to the backwardness of Turkic Muslims: he has adopted the descrip-
tions of Central Asian society as backward and in need of “Europe-
an enlightenment.” This narrative, of course, is connected to Orien-
talism and converges with the rhetoric of imperial Orientalists when 
it comes to the use of terms such as “Central Asian backwardness” 
and “European enlightenment.”12 The narrative repeats clichés about 

“bringing European civilization and progress” to the “backward” Cen-
tral Asian peoples, making a claim to legitimacy through its professed 
ideas about inevitable change and progress (Gorshenina 2007, 292; 
Geraci 2001).

12. On the mutual influences of Orientalism as an academic discipline and the discourses 
of “European enlightenment” among leaders of communities studied by Orientalists 
themselves, see Frank (2012), 163, and Campbell (2002).
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When Bubi speaks about the backwardness of the Kazakhs and 
Sarts, he reproduces these clichés, but he changes the ideology’s ac-
tors: in his telling, the “enlightened” Turks, having mastered the Eu-
ropean system of education, ought to become the Kulturträger, the 
new imperial civilizers. This “civilizing mission” passes from Europe-
ans (Russians) to Muslims themselves, endowing them with their own 
will and capacity for transformation. Yet the principal civilizers in his 
telling are Bubi himself and also his rather narrow “elite” circle, whose 
mission is to elevate the illiterate masses. Muslims are “colonized” in 
this narrative, appearing in the role of object of reform. It is necessary 
to civilize them for their own good; after all, without dedicated leader-
ship they could not become a “happy people.”

His imperial project belongs neither to the Russian nor Ottoman 
Empires. Bubi appears in his narrative as an independent imperial 
subject, despite the fact that his rhetoric is often built on a comparison 
with other “happy peoples,” including “Russians.” He is not an inter-
mediary between different empires; he has his own plan for the devel-
opment of Muslim society. Having absorbed ideas about backwardness, 
he fights for the happiness and flourishing of Muslims. He strives to 
create new, educated, competitive people according to the model he 
regards as ideal. He does this within the space of his own empire, in 
every place where his influence allows him to carry out this project. In 
his narrative, of course, imperial officials appear and create difficul-
ties or assist him, such as the Chinese official with the Muslim associ-
ation. But these officials quickly assume a secondary importance and 
Bubi continues working on his romantic project.
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