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EURASIA’S PEACE-MAKING POWER FOR ISLAM

There is a growing need to spread the idea of Islam as a peaceful religion and Muslim countries as
partners for global peace. The Eurasian worldview which encompasses a multi-ethnic character and di-
versity best showcases the essential role that it can and has played and continues to play with and for the
Islamic world globally. Geography and demography have given the region a unique character that lends
itself to a particular understanding of the world and its various elements. The geography makes it part of
the Eastern and Western civilizations which in addition with a shared history allows a special perspec-
tive to come through. In popular imagination today the world is divided between the East and West and
Muslims against the rest of the world which is not part of the worldview of a majority of Eurasian societ-
ies. In this increasingly divisive environment which is causing dangerous splits and ruptures around the
globe, the partnership between Islam and Eurasia is both necessary and integral for peace and stability
in the world. The historical place of Eurasian countries and their closeness with the Muslim world allows
for an approach beyond othering and appeals to the greater good. As part of the fabric of the Asian and
Muslim world the region as a whole is heir to a social and cultural milieu which is accommodating and
inclusive. This gives rise to partnerships not divisions and creates proximity not distance with Muslim
communities around the world. This paper provides the background and historicity of examples of inter-
actions between Eurasian countries with the Islamic world both within and without and takes a long term
view of history to showcase the consistent role that countries in the region have played and continues
to play in mitigating conflicts with the Islamic world. It specifically considers political and economic
relationships with a cross-section of Muslim societies around the world, majority or otherwise. It offers
instances where these countries have played the role of mediator in conflicts in the post-Soviet space
and particularly in the Middle East, and gives further examples where Eurasia’s track record and nuanced
approach through time can provide solutions and resolutions in the future.
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EypasmsiHbiH, UCAAM YLUiH 6eHBITIIIAIK OpHaTYLUbI KYLUi

Ucaamabl 6enbiT AiH peTiHAE, aA MYCbIAMaH eAaepiH >kahaHAblK 6erbiTIiAIK yiiH cepikTec
peTiHAEe TapaTyAblH KaXXeTTiAiri apTbin KeAeAi. KenaTHMKAAbIK, cuMnaT neH apTYPAIAIKTI KaMTUTbIH
eypasusIAbIK, AYHMETAHbIM OHbIH >KahaHAbIK, AEHrenAe MCAaM SAEMIMEH OMHal aAaTbiH MaHbI3AbI POAIH
>KakCbl kepceTeai. [eorpadms MeH aemorpadms ainmakka aAEMAI XX8He OHbIH BPTYPAI SIAEMEHTTEpIH
6eAriAi 6ip TyciHyre MymKiHAIK GepeTiH epekiue cunaT 6epAi. leorpacdms oxbl LLbiFbic sxaHe baTbic
epKeHMeTTepPiHiH Oip GeAiri eTeai, 6yA opTak, TapMxka KOCbIMLLA epeKLLe MepcrnekTUBara MyMKIHAIK
6epeai. byrinri TaHaa TaHbIMaA eAecTeTyae oAem LLbiFbIC neH baTbiC XKoHEe MyCbIAMaHAAP SAEMHIH
KaAFaH OeAiriHe Kapcbl GOAIHreH, OYA eypasusiAbIK, KOFaMAAPAbIH KOMWIAIriHIH, AYHMETaHbIMbIHbIH
GoAiri emec. AyHue Xy3iHAe KayinTi XKik-KiKKe >KoHe blAblpayFa 9KeAin CoFaTbiH OCbl 6apFaH caibiH
aAaybI3AbIK, XaraarbiHAa Mcaam MeH Eypasust apacbiHAaFbl CepikTecTik aaemaeri 6enbiTuwiAik nex
TYPAKTbIABIK YLLUIH KaXxeT api axkbipamac. Eypasus eaaepiHiH A3usaarbl TapUxXmM OPHbI XK8HE OAAPAbIH
MYCbIAMaH SAEMIMEH >KaKbIHAbIFbI 0acKaAapAaH TbiC KO3KapacKa >XKOHEe YAKEH MIIAIKKe LwakplpyFra
MYMKIHAIK 6epeai. A3ns >koHe MyCbIAMaH SAEMIHIH, KYPbIAbIMbIHBIH 0ip OOAIri peTiHAe aimMak, TyTacTai
AAFaHAQ bIHFAMAbI )KOHE MHKAIO3MBTI 9AEYMETTIK XKOHE MOAEHM OPTaHbIH Myparepi 60AbIN TabblAaabl. by
6GOAIHY eMeC, CepikTeCTiK TYFbi3aAbl )KOHE AYHME XY3iHAEr MyCbIAMaH KaybiMAAPbIMEH apaKallbIKTbIK,
eMeC, >KakKbIHABIK, TyAblpaAbl. YLiHWI AYHMEXY3IAIK COFbIC TypaAbl KEAICCO3AEP KE3IHAE, HE CO3Ci3,
He KasipAiH 63iHAe XKYpin XaTKaH Ke3Ae, eypasusiAblK, EAAEPAIH AYHME XKY3iHAET MyCbIAMaHAQPMEH
OpHAaTKAaH CaHCbI3 KapbiM-KATbIHACHI LWelliM TabyFa XKoHe KeAICneyLiAIKTepAl a3aiTyra KOMEKTeCeA|.
YKahaHaaHy »eHe MyAbTUKYAbTYPaAn3M OYriHAE SKCKAIO3MBTIAIK, OKLIAyAaHYy >KOHE MPOTEKLIMOHM3M
casicaTblHbIH, CaAAapbIHaH Kayin TeHin Typ, acipece 6YKiA 9AEMAETT MyCbIAMaH XaAbIKTapbiHa KATbICTbI.
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Eurasia’s peace-making Power for Islam

AyHue Xy3siHae 6enbiTWIAIKTI KaMTamacbI3 eTy yiliH OyA MOCEAEH] MYKMST Luelly Kepek. byA >Xymbic
eypa3unsAbIK, EAAEPAIH MCAAM BAEMIMEH ILLTHAETT >KBHE CbIPTbIHAAFbI ©3apa 9PeKeTTECY MblICAaAAAPbIHbIH,
Heri3i MeH TapuxbiH Gepeai >koHe aiMaKTarbl EAAEPMEH KaK ThIFbICTapAbl XKEHIAAETYAE aTKapFaH >koHe
OMHan »KaTKaH TypaKTbl POAAI KOPCETY YLLIH TapuxKa y3ak Mep3iMAi Ke3KapacTbl ycbiHaabl. OA AyHMe
>KY3IHAEr MyCbIAMaH KOFaMAApPbIHbIH KOrLLiAiriMeH Hemece 6acka )KOAMEH CasiCh >KoHE SKOHOMMKAADIK,
KaTblHACTapAbl apHaibl Kapactbipaabl. OA OCbl eAAEPAIH MOCTKEHECTIK KEeHICTIKTeri >XeHe acipece
Tagy LLbIFbicTaFbl KaKThIFbICTAapAQ AEAAAA POAIH aTKAPFaH XKaFAAMAAPAbI YCbiHAAbI koHe EypasusHbIH
yakbIT GOMbIHILIA TaXKipMOeci MeH HI0AHCTbl Ke3Kapacbl OoAallakTa LWelliMAEPAI KaMTamachi3 erte
aAaTbIH KOCbIMLLIA MblCcarAap Hepeai.
Tyiiin ce3aep: Eypasus, OpTanbik, A3us, Mcaam.
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MupoTBopueckas cuaa EBpa3umn B ucAamckom mupe

PacteT noTpebHOCTb B pacrnpoCTpaHEHUN MAEUN MCAAMa KaK MMPHOM PEAMIMM U MYCYAbMAHCKMX
CTpaH Kak MapTHEPOB AAS FAOOAAbHOro Mumpa. EBpasmiickoe MMpPOBO33peHMe, KOTOPOE BKAIOYAET B
cebs1 MHOTO3THMYECKMIA XapakTep M pasHooOpasme, Aydlle BCEro AEMOHCTPUPYET Ty BaXKHYIO POAb,
KOTOPYIO MIPAAO M MPOAOAXKAET UrPaTb B U AAS MICAAMCKOIO MMpa BO BCcem Mupe. ['eorpacus 1 aAemo-
rpachust NprAAAM PErMOHY YHUKAAbHBIN XapakTep, CroCOOCTBYIOLLMIA 0COOOMY MOHMMAHMIO M1pa 1 ero
pPa3AMYUHbIX dAeMeHTOB. [eorpadms AeAaeT ero 4acTbio BOCTOYHOM M 3amaAHOM LUMBUAM3ALMI, YTO B
AOMOAHEHMWe K 006L1el MCTOPUK MO3BOASET YBUAETb 0COOYIO MepcrnekTnBy. B HapoAHOM BOOGpaXkeHmM
CEroAHs MUpP MOAEAEH MeXXAY BocTokom 1 3anaaoM M MyCcyAbMaHamm MPOTUB OCTAaAbHOIO MMPaA, YTO
He SIBASIETCSl YaCTbi0 MMPOBO33PEHMS DOAbLIMHCTBA €BPa3MinCKMX o0WwecTB. B 1ot Bce 6oaee pa3ob-
LLAKoLLLEeN CpeAe, KOTopas Bbi3blIBAaeT OMacHble PACKOAbI M Pa3HOrAacusi Mo BCeMy MUPY, NMapTHEPCTBO
MEXAY MCAaMOM 1 EBpasuent SBASeTcs HEOOXOAMMBIM M HEOTbEMAEMbIM SAEMEHTOM MMpPa M CTabMAb-
HOCTM BO BCEM Mupe. McTopnyeckoe MeCcTo eBpasminckux CTpaH B A3MM M MX BAM30CTb K MyCyAbMaH-
CKOMY MMpPY MO3BOASIET BbIATU 3a MPEAEAbl MHAKOBOCTM M arleAAMpPYeT K BbiClueMy OAary. SIBASSCb
YacTblo a3MaTCKOro U MyCYAbMAHCKOIO MMPA, PErMOH B LIEAOM SIBASIETCS HACAEAHMKOM COLIMAAbHOM U
KYAbTYPHOWM CpeAbl, KOTOpas SIBASIETCSI FOCTEMPUMMHONM M MHKAIO3UBHOM. DTO MOPOXXAAET NApTHEPCKME
OTHOLLEHMS, a HEe Pa3HOrAACKs, M CO3AAET BAM30CTb, @ HE AMCTAHLMIO C MyCYAbMaHCKMMM OBLLIMHAMM
no BCcemy Mmpy. YumTbiBasi pa3roBopbl O TpeTbern MMPOBOI BOWMHE, KOTOPble AMBO Hen3bexxHbl, AM6O
y>Ke MPOUCXOAST, MHOXKECTBO OTHOLLIEHMIA, KOTOPble eBPa3MICKMe CTPaHbl MOAAEPXKMBAIOT C MYCYAb-
MaHamMu Mo BCEMY MMPY, MOTYT MOMOYb B MOWMCKE PELleHMI M CMSrYeHun pasHoraacuit. aobaamnsa-
UM U MYAbTUKYAbTYPAAM3M CErOAHS HAaXOASITCS MOA Yrpo30iM M3-3a MOAMTUKU MCKAIOUMTEABHOCTH,
M30ASILIMOHM3MA U MPOTEKLUMOHU3MA, OCOBEHHO B OTHOLLEHWM MYCYAbMaHCKOTO HACEAEHWMS BO BCEM
mupe. Mx Heo6X0AMMO peLlaTh C FOTOBHOCTbIO, YTOObI 06ecrneunTb MUp BO BCeM MUpe. B aToi cratbe
NpeACTaBAEHbI MPEAbICTOPUSI U UICTOPUYHOCTb MPUMEPOB B3aMMOAEMCTBUS eBPa3UMCKMX CTPaH C UC-
AAMCKMM MUPOM KaK BHYTPM, TaK M 3a €ro npeAeAamm, a Takxke NpeACTaBAEH AOATOCPOYHbIN B3rASA Ha
MCTOPUIO, YTOBbI MPOAEMOHCTPUPOBATL MOCAEAOBATEAbHYIO POAb, KOTOPYIO CTPaHbl permoHa Urpaam
M MPOAOAXKAIOT UrpaTh B CMArYeHMU KOH(MAMKTOB C MCAAMCKMM MMpPOM. B cTatbe paccmartpumBatoTcs
MOAMTUYECKME M SKOHOMUYECKME OTHOLLEHMS C PAa3AMUYHBIMM MYCYAbMaHCKMMM OOLLECTBaMM MO BCEMY
mupy. [MpUBOASTCS NPUMEPbI, KOFAQ 3T CTPaHbl MFPAAU POAb MOCPEAHMKOB B KOH(DAMKTAX Ha MOCTCO-
BETCKOM MPOCTPAHCTBE U, B YaCTHOCTM, Ha bAnykHeM BocToke, 1 MPUBOASTCS AOMOAHUTEAbHbIE MPU-
MEpbl, KOrAa MOCAY>KHOM CNMCOK EBpasum 1 TOHKMIA MOAXOA BO BPEMEHM MOTyT 06ecreunTb peLleHms
B OYAYLLEM.

KatoueBble caroBa: EBpasus, CpeaHsas A3us, Mcaam.

Introduction

The Cold War has ended but it continues to cast a
long shadow on international relations in the present
day. With the collapse of the Soviet Union came the
end of communism but also a number of sovereign
Muslim countries — Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyz Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbeki-
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stan — which has changed the landscape of global
politics. An increase in the number of Muslim coun-
tries in the world in the 1990s led to a number of
new possible coalitions and alliances (pan-Turkism,
Iran-Tajikistan, Arabs-Central Asia) but also com-
petition for influence along divisions within the Is-
lamic world. Russia’s debacle in Afghanistan as part
of the Soviet Union is a lesson worth heeding for the
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rest of the world community. Russia still occupies
an important place in the post-Soviet space and has
experience and knowledge of many of the conflicts
which exist within these newly independent coun-
tries in Central Asia and the Caucasus region. The
shared Soviet legacy and historical experience of
the seventy years give Russia, more than any other
country either in the Muslim world or beyond, the
tools to be able to play mediator for conflict resolu-
tion. In many ways some of the religious tensions
in the post-Soviet space were engineered by Soviet
nationalist policies, something which Russia has
personal experience of as well. There is no denying
the number of trouble spots in international conflicts
which exist along the faultlines of the Islamic world.
Tensions with the European Union and the U.S. are
also on the rise with the Muslims within and without
being perceived as threats and viewed with suspi-
cion. The rifts arising out of these conflicts are turn-
ing into far larger military engagements than was
previously seen. Eurasia’s longstanding and con-
tinued political, economic, and military relationship
with the bulk of the Islamic world can help direct,
coordinate, and construct modes of reconciliation
and “...help in preventing differences between the
Islamic and Western worlds from evolving into ma-
jor international crises.” (Kremenyuk 1994, 111)
Russia, China, and the Islamic world continue
to be viewed in much the same way and the old
Orientalist attitudes of Western Europe remain part
of the lexicon. Eurasia revisited through its unique
trajectory over centuries offers an opportunity to
move away from the old dichotomies of us vs them,
Muslims vs Christians, and so on. Eurasia can serve
as an example and model for what can be achieved
when faced with the opportunity to transform. With
the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia and coun-
tries in Eurasia shed their ideological constraints
and moved into a new world order where they had
to view the world in fundamentally different ways.
Eurasian responses to their external environment
guided by their internal composition and history
inform their interactions abroad and at home. The
Muslim world is both inside and outside Eurasia and
all the countries in the region navigate the differ-
ences and multiplicities accordingly. Islam is not a
single entity and Muslims do not have one voice,
this above all is accepted and understood in Eur-
asia because of its make-up and the long-standing,
extensive and expansive interactions with this part
of the world. The Eurasian landscape has been “...
neighbors, partners in trading, occasional collabora-
tors in raids, and spouses” with Muslims through the

ages (Reynolds 2014, 192). This informs and guides
the roles and interactions of and between Muslims
in Eurasia. Before European hegemony, imperial-
ism and colonialism, it was the formidable Muslim
Empires and civilizations of China and Persia that
were the drivers and actors of the world order that
was represented by several poles, ideas, cultures and
economic systems.

Results and Discussion
Eurasia

Eurasia is the landmass through which the an-
cient and historic Silk Road(s) passes. It has been
home to merchants from across the Eurasian ex-
panse from China, India, Central Asia, Arabs and
Persians, Russia to the shores of Italy. The number
of Muslim communities and states across Eurasia
are plentiful and form a large part of the Muslim
population worldwide. Muslim communities have
historically played formidable roles in the Eurasian
landscape and continue to be major players in the
region, with both natural and human resources. The
Silk Road(s) passing through Eurasia, most popu-
larly connected to China in the east and Italy in the
West, should not and cannot be imagined without
the presence of Muslim merchants and communi-
ties in the heartland of Asia, the Persian Gulf, the
Arab Middle East, North Africa, India and Rus(sia).
Contacts between the populations of Rus and Islam-
ic empires and states stretch back to pre-medieval
times. Numismatic and archaeological evidence
points to merchants from Rus traveling the Silk
Road(s) in the 6-7™ centuries. Islamic sources from
the 10" century onwards mention merchants from
Rus and Volga Bulghars selling furs and slaves to
Islamic merchants. Famous Islamic scholars like Ibn
Haldun, Ibn Rusta, and Gardizi have left accounts
describing merchants and commodities from Rus in
Baghdad and other markets, especially in the Abba-
sid Caliphate (Noonan 1998, 153-4, II). There was
a significant amount of international trade through
the North Caucasus and the Caspian which connect-
ed Russia and the Abbasid Caliphate, so much so
that,”...significant changes in the Baltic, European
Russia, the Caucasus and the Islamic world starting
in the second half of the eighth century made pos-
sible the great trade linking these diverse regions.”
(Noonan 1998, vii, I) Numismatic evidence of dir-
ham coins found in parts of Russia can be attributed
to the bulk of the Islamic world: Iraq, Northern Af-
rica, Northern Iran, Southern Caucasus, Khurasan,
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upper Iraq, Transoxiana, Southern Iran, Arabia and
Syria (Noonan1998, 156, IV). In the 13™ century
with the advent of the Mongols, Eurasia saw a fur-
ther burgeoning of trade and connectivity under the
auspices of the Chinggissid Khans. Merchants from
Rus had access to all Mongol lands that stretched
from the Middle East, Persia, Central Asia, and Chi-
na as part of the Golden Horde. There was a con-
stant flow of goods, peoples, and ideas in Mongol
Eurasia, engineered and driven by Mongol Khans
and their establishment of infrastructure across the
geographical landscape of Eurasia. The subsequent
successor states of the Golden Horde, namely Astra-
khan, Crimea, Kazan, Siberia, and Qazak Khanates
(Frank 2016, 139), became part of Imperial Russia
over time and defined the multicultural ethnic com-
position of Russia palpable even today. Trade was
alive and well between Caffa and Rus through to Ot-
toman Turkey in the 15" century. In the 15-16" cen-
turies, Ottoman Turkey imported furs from Musco-
vy; and Muscovite princes gave the Sultan favorable
treatment. From “...Mehmed II’s time merchants
from Muscovy were engaged in trade with Ottoman
territories; and settled in Ottoman ports of Azov and
Caffa.” (Inalcik 1994, 278) The volume of trade was
reportedly quite large and the Ottomans had access
to markets in Muscovy filled with goods from other
parts of Europe including metals and textiles as well
as goods from the Northern forests and other parts of
the Silk Road(s) (Inalcik 1994, 283). Russia’s role
as an interlocutor in the Eurasian space is evident
even in 1667 when a treaty concluded between Tsar
Aleksey Mihaylovich and an Armenian commercial
company to pass through Northern Russia to engage
with Iran’s silk trade (Inalcik 1994, 504). By the be-
ginning of the 20™ century, Tsarist Russia was able
to bring Muslims within its borders in closer contact
with Muslims abroad due to the growth of railway
and steamship navigation. There were also special
directorates and facilities prepared for Muslim sub-
jects of Russia to go on Aajj with pilgrims from Af-
ghanistan, China, India, and Persia (Crews 2014,
46-7; See also E. Kane 2010).

Other than trade and the growth of vibrant and
flourishing Muslim commercial activities in Rus-
sia, under Catherine the Great, there was also “...
the formal recognition of Islamic institutions by
the Imperial Russian government...” (Frank 2001,
1). Catherine II’s policies in the 18" century led to
good relations with both the ulama and the general
population. One of her first legislations was to shut
down the Office of New Converts’ Affairs and she
convened a Legislative Commission that had many
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Muslim delegates in 1767. Her reign saw the impe-
rial construction of mosques and religious institu-
tions (Inalcik 1994, 504). In 1788 Catherine created
the Muftiat, ‘Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly’, in
Orenburg and by 1831 three others in Crimea. She
also established Sunni and Shi’a assemblies in the
Trancaucasus region which were akin to the //miye
in Ottoman Turkey and served as a model for later
Soviet Spiritual Directorates (Akiner 1986, 9). The
Muftiat organized the ulama, standardized Muslim
education, printed Islamic books which led to a rise
in printing, and maintained religious buildings and
institutions. All through the 19" century “...trade
remained in the hands of Russia’s Muslim subjects
...” (Frank 2001, 1 ) and world-famous centers of
Islamic learning and commercial centers, madras-
sas of Hussainiya in Orenberg, Mukhammadiya in
Kazan, Galiya in Ufa, Izh Bobi, Troitsk and Kar-
gala, among others abounded. These centers were
marked for their “... prominent, innovative and
far-sighted...” thought all over the Islamic world
(Bukharaev 2000, 304). Later, in 1905, Russia’s De-
cree on Religious Tolerance furthered the status of
Muslims in the empire (Rorlich 2004, 41).

In general, the conditions of Muslims were far
more favorable in the Russian Empire than the Brit-
ish Empire at the time with Muslims exempt from
military service, poll tax, and corporal punishment
in Imperial Russia (Akiner 1986, 10; Frank 2016,
139). As a result of institutional and juridical struc-
tures Russian Muslims (Muslim Cossacks on the
steppe, Turkmen sailors on the Caspian, merchants,
Bashkirs in Urals, populations in Samarkand among
others) were able to forge a relationship with the
Russian state and “...reinforced the stability of the
empire and shaped the possibilities of being a Rus-
sian Muslim, both within and without its borders.”
(Crews 2014, p. 52) Later, in the Soviet Union a no
less multicultural and ethnic milieu continued along
with close contacts and relations with the Islamic
world, near and far. There were four spiritual direc-
torates in the Soviet Union that represented the ad-
ministration of Islam. The most significant of these
were in Central Asia and Kazakhstan (Akiner 1986,
11). In Russia today, the Volga, North Caucasus re-
gions and Tatarstan regions represent large Muslim
populations with different levels of autonomous re-
lationships with the center. To summarise, Eurasia,
denoted by Russia, Central Asia, Caucasus, and the
territory of the former Soviet Union has offered a
space for multiple interactions between a diverse
set of people, especially for Muslims in neighboring
Central Asia, Iran, or the Arab Middle East. It has



P. Kalra

consistently stimulated the possibilities and poten-
tial within the Eurasian space and driven commer-
cial activity with the Muslim world. By minimiz-
ing perceived differences with the Islamic world,
empires, and states, the region’s contribution to se-
curity and wealth is unparalleled. The next section
considers Russia’s Eurasian identity.

Eurasian Russia

A large part of Russian territory is in Asia mak-
ing it a uniquely Eurasian state. With the exception
of the period since 1991, Russia has been connected
in one form or another with the rest of Asia for most
of its history. Whether it was relationships with the
Abbassid Caliphate, the Golden Horde (Mongol
Empire), Central Asian Khanates (Khiva, Kokand,
Astrakhan; later Bukhara, Khiva, Kazakh Khanates)
and modern Central Asia and Caucasus, Russia has
been part of or close to Muslim Asia. Muslims have
been part of the very fabric of society within Rus-
sia and have played a more than a substantial role
in determining Russia’s external environment. Any
discussion of Eurasia or Eurasianism, is incomplete
without a note on Lev Gumilev, a Soviet scholar and
intellectual, who put forth the theory of Eurasian-
ism in the Soviet period in the 1960-70s. He has
been variously referred to as a geographer, archae-
ologist, ethnologist, medievalist, and orientalist. He
was not the first one to coin the term, however, his
views continue to influence and inform the current
political leadership in Russia. Presidents Putin and
Nazarbaev have both openly acknowledged that
their vision of Eurasia and the Eurasian Economic
Union is influenced by Gumilev’s ideas. At least
three strands of Eurasianism can be traced in Russia:
one, Eurasianism of the 1920s after the civil war in
Russia; two, Gumilev’s theory of ethnogenesis and
Eurasia; and three, neo-Eurasianism which has been
in vogue in the 1990s and some would argue has
led to the establishment of the Eurasian Economic
Union. They are all theories of Russian national-
ism aimed to understand the history of Russia. In
particular, Gumilev’s Eurasianism focuses on the
multi-ethnic character of the Russian population
which he calls a combination of Slavs, Finno-Ugric
tribes and Tatars. He focuses on the unique geo-
graphical, climactic and topographical character of
Eurasia which he considers as determining Russian
history. He refers to the different characteristics of
the Russian ethnos as a kind of superethnos that led
to a distinct historical trajectory. These elements put
together paint a vivid picture of Russia today and al-

low for a far more intricate depiction of the disparate
elements and the ways in which they come together
to comprise the population and the political thought
of Russia. According to Eurasianists in the 19th
century like N.S. Trubetskoii, G.V. Floro, Roman
Jakobson, and George Ver, Russia belonged not to
Western Europe alone but to Eurasia, the region that
geographically, ethnically, linguistically, and his-
torically constituted a separate whole. Furthermore,
according to Savitsky, Russia occupies the place be-
tween east-west and north-south which he calls the
‘Eurasian Junction’ (Savitsky 1993; Savitsky 1997;
Glebov 2005). Within this context, we can begin
to connect and inform the understanding of Russia
in the past and bring into focus its Eurasianness.
This understanding provides the basis for Russia’s
interactions with the Islamic world and shows how
those interactions form a continuum that dates back
centuries.

Russia’s Eurasian footprint is also discussed by
modern scholars like David Christian who presents
Russia and the Soviet Union as part of Inner Eur-
asia and a single, coherent historical unit (Christian
1994, p. 175). This allows us to apply a longer lens
on the environment which is inhabited by Russia and
present day Central Asia and bring coherence to its
presence in the wider region. His argument offers an
understanding of political, climactic, and geographi-
cal Eurasia. Historically, these lands have been the
nodes through which peoples, commodities, ideas,
religions and diseases have travelled and as a result
“...the political history of Inner Eurasia shaped the
rhythms... of the entire Eurasian region.” (Christian
1994, p. 182) This places Eurasia at the very center
of the interactions with the Islamic world, both as a
part of it and as a facilitator of contact with it. Eur-
asia, of the past and present, endeavors to keep the
region accessible for the growth and productivity
of East-West interactions. The Eurasian Economic
Union is a revival of a world sans borders which
is uniquely Eurasian and part of the very fabric of
the countries in the region. It is of no surprise then
to find the Silk Road(s) in this region meandering
through the heart of Eurasia. The oldest and most
famous traders in the world are Muslim merchants
be it Sogdian, Bukharan, Arab, and Persian. It was
Muslim societies and markets in the 8" century that
spurred merchants from Rus and Volga Bulgars on
to mercantile activity which brought prosperity and
power along with it to Muscovy. A Eurasian world-
view generated with this in mind can help inform
understandings and instil meanings in relationships
with the wider Islamic world the particularities of
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which may differ in time but the core values of in-
teraction continue to be diplomatic and economic in
nature. This is not lost on the political leadership of
all countries of Eurasia including Russia today and
is easily identifiable in their interactions abroad.

Eurasian Shared Space

There is a growing understanding especially in
response to world politics today that we live in an
interconnected world and while a global perspective
includes a much wider region, the Eurasian region is
a microcosm of that same process and is inhabited
by the majority of the world’s population. Eurasian
countries have relations with difficult Islamic states
speak to these aspects. Continued relations with Iran
despite its religious leanings and economic ties with
the Persian Gulf point to a complex understanding
of how inter-civilization dialogue and interaction is
necessary in the region. The presence of the Caspian
Sea which is shared by Iran, Azerbaijan, Kazakh-
stan and Turkmenistan means that this shared space,
geographically part of the Islamic world, exerts its
own pressure on all the economies in Eurasia. The
2008 financial crisis and the subsequent economic
difficulties which spread like wildfire across the
globe, and the more recent Anglo-American shifts
away from globalization have left a turbulent feel-
ing in the world order. Whether it is globalization
and/or multiculturalism the tide has turned towards
Asia. In 2010 Merkel, Cameron, and Sarkozy talked
of the negative tide of multiculturalism and spoke of
the problems of European cosmopolitanism, while
Medvedev 2011 tried to rehabilitate the term and
bring its positive aspects to the fore (Pain 2013,
168). Similarly, while the Brexit vote of 2017 led
Britain away from the European Union; Eurasian
countries continue to find ways to connect. There is
a definite trend away from globalization in the U.S.
and Western Europe which is limiting migration and
acting more and more protectionist. Many Eurasian
countries, including Russia, occupy the same space
as many of the countries of the Islamic world and
with their own domestic Muslim populations can
provide a better understanding and platform for in-
teraction which mitigates the othering of Islamic
communities. In other words, Eurasian countries
can create the conditions to step away from the kind
of thinking which alienates the Muslims.

The adjectives most closely associated with the
East continue to be words like mysterious and dan-
gerous which evoke distance and unfamiliarity even
for people who inhabit the region. As inhabitants of
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a shared physical geography in the form of Eurasia,
the Islamic world is not the ‘other’ and Muslims in
turn don’t represent something alien and unrecog-
nizable in this region. In addition to the Muslim-ma-
jority countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus,
Muslims also are also a part of the Russian world-
view for many centuries. Throughout history, Mus-
lims have traversed Russian lands, have been sub-
jects of the Russian Empire, then the Soviet Union,
and are present as citizens and neighbors today.
There is a long and expansive relationship shared
between present-day Russia and Muslim communi-
ties across the globe. Russia represents one of the
oldest multicultural societies in the world and it is
guided by internal as much as external factors when
interacting with the wider Islamic world. Economic
relations with the Islamic world have formed a large
part of Russia’s relationship with the countries of
the Middle East, North Africa, South Asia, South-
east Asia and beyond. Furthermore, there has been
a concerted effort from the Russian government to
solidify its relations with the Islamic world since the
collapse of the Soviet Union. The plurality of Rus-
sia’s relations with the Islamic world signifies its
commitment to be inclusive and reflects its attempts
at engaging with the wider international arena.
Since the 1990s it has consistently become part of
a number of organizations and signed treaties with
a number of Muslim countries around the world.
The Soviet period has left its footprint on the larger
theoretical framework and particular experience of
Russia’s external policies, be it Afghanistan or rela-
tions with Pakistan, Syria, and Arab countries. They
serve as concrete examples of lost opportunities and
lessons in international behavior.

The place of Russia in the Islamic world was
recently made even more poignant, in the 2015 Tur-
key-Russia jet debacle, it was neighboring Kazakh-
stan and Azerbaijan which quickly helped mitigate
the situation to minimize tensions in the region (Putz
2016). Russia’s close relationship with the countries
of Central Asia and the Caucasus helped mitigate
regional tensions in this case. Furthermore, Turkey,
Iran, and Saudi Arabia were all touted as competi-
tors to Russian influence and interest in Central Asia
and the Caucasus, however, this has proven other-
wise and diplomatic relations with all countries
have led to an easing of tensions rather than escala-
tion. Russia’s relationship with the Orient and the
Islamic world is far more varied than its Western
European counterparts. Russia’s past includes being
part of the East as well as being an imperial power.
As mentioned above, the ethnic composition of Rus-
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sia reflects its past contacts and interactions with the
people of the East and the Muslim world. Not only
can Russia help mitigate problems with Europe but
even within the Muslim world there are divisions
between Saudi-led Muslim countries and countries
that fall under the purview of Iran. These divisions
can be minimized with the active role of Russia
which enjoys diplomatic relations with Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran. Putin’s trip to Saudi Arabia in 2007
was a clear signal to Saudi Arabia that Russia was
not partnering with Iran against the Sunni kingdom
(Nizameddin 2013, 246). According to Saikal, Rus-
sia’s foreign policy in Central Asia and the Middle
East has “... a clear eye on the need to lay the foun-
dations for a long-term...policy.” (Saikal 1995,
281) Within this context, Russia’s Minister for For-
eign Affairs, Sergei Lavrov has put forth ‘network
diplomacy’ which focuses on the lack of ideological
constraints on Russian foreign policy and allows for
flexible alliances (Bacon 2014, 212). Most impor-
tantly, the challenges that the Islamic countries face
are similar to the ones faced by Russia. The curse of
energy resources or the Dutch disease common to a
lot of countries in the Islamic world is applicable to
Russia as well. There is more in common between
Russia and oil-rich countries of the Middle East
and farther afield Indonesia and Malaysia as well.
In 2007 Saudi Arabia and Russia as major oil ex-
porters considered maintaining oil prices as a com-
mon interest, especially in light of the highly un-
stable region they inhabit (Nizameddin2013, 247).
“Whereas energy has been the central pillar in Rus-
sian economic growth for the last ten years, it over-
dependency on this sectoral dimension has rendered
Moscow hostage to international market prices and
to its assessments of its engagement as a producer,
consumer and transit country.” (Freier 2012, 261)
In addition, radical Islamists within their borders, a
strong state and a strong leader, along with having
suffered under U.S.-led sanctions; all allow Rus-
sia a far better understanding of the Muslim world
than its other Western counterparts. Russia’s role in
many ways amounts to being an insider and an out-
sider simultaneously, echoing its Eurasian character
and its geographical location, which imbues its ac-
tions.

Conclusion

In international relations, a relationship that
mutually benefits all parties is more attractive and
stable. Looking beyond realpolitik, Eurasia offers a
formidable example of the advantages of coopera-

tion above the competition. The natural connected-
ness of the Eurasian space brings to the fore centu-
ries-long interactions which have allowed disparate
cultures and peoples to live together and is a model
for development which dates back to a time before
European colonialism and imperialism. Russia’s
unique position and array of relationships, past and
present, with the bulk of the Muslim world is in tune
with the rhythms of globalization today. A Eurasian
perspective is essential in order to bring understand-
ing via a closer look at the ways and means through
which countries in the region with diverse popu-
lations, ethnicities, religious affiliations, customs
and tradition, have overcome obstacles and found
convergences (Kalra 2018). Processes of globaliza-
tion have seen a sea change in the last decade and
continue to inform and influence the world order.
A rapidly growing Eurasia is poised to change the
balance of world powers. Eurasia represents an ac-
commodation of multiple cultures, ideas, and aspi-
rations within and without its borders and promotes
multilateral decision-making. Eurasian countries
and the Islamic world represent each other in popu-
lar imagination which requires rethinking in order
to ensure global security. Eurasian history can help
provide solutions to the increased perceived divi-
siveness of the Muslim other. For too long, the U.S.
and its allies have used divisions within the Islamic
world and in Asia for their own benefits creating a
world of mistrust and distance. Eurasia’s multi-eth-
nic population and close relations with the Islamic
world and other difficult powers in Asia give it the
tools and the understanding to propel a far better un-
derstanding on both sides and apply a salve on the
fissures which are fast enveloping global politics.
This level of conflict and suspicion with Islam is to
nobody’s benefit and needs to be addressed objec-
tively and with forethought. Eurasia can serve in this
endeavor and prove a valuable partner and leader.
The Islamic world represents alienness and separ-
ateness in Western European imagination whether
because of its Muslimness or Asianness. This has
increasingly caused rifts and fissures in the world
leading to the notions of a Clash of Civilizations
(Huntington (1997), Eurasian history and present
offer an alternative to that kind of binary thought
process and appeals to similarities, parallels, and
counterparts so necessary for global security. With
talks of World War 111, either inevitable or already
taking place, the myriad relationships that Eurasian
countries have with Muslims around the world can
help find solutions and mitigate differences. Global-
ization and multiculturalism are under threat today
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because of policies of exclusiveness, isolationism,
and protectionism especially with regard to Muslim
populations around the world. These have to be ad-
dressed with alacrity in order to ensure world peace.
Eurasia doesn’t just serve as a bridge between the
East and West, the region in reality forms a contin-
uum flowing from the East into the West seamlessly
as it holds both within its geographical expanse.
Within this context, it is essential to point out the

importance of the Islamic world in Eurasia both his-
torically and at present.
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