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Note on Transliteration

I

used the Library of Congress system of transliteration for Russian. For Kräshen
texts, I applied the same transliteration system as for Russian Cyrillic. For Tatar,
texts I consulted were in either Arabic script or the Cyrillic alphabet. Because
there is no standardized way to transliterate either alphabet for Tatar, I adopted the
following method.
For titles and personal names in Cyrillic, I used Edward Allworth’s transliteration
method as given in Nationalities of the Soviet East: Publications and Writing Systems
() with two major changes. With regard to consonants, I distinguished between q
before a back vowel and k before a front vowel, and gh before a back vowel and g before
a front vowel, except in Russian and international loan words.
For personal names in Arabic script, I used the standard English transliteration
system for Persian as given in the International Journal of Middle East Studies ()
but without diacritical marks in the text. However, diacritics appear in the text in the
names of books and in the footnotes. Long vowels, however, appear only for words
of Arabic and Persian origin, not for Turkic words and Russian loan words. In most
cases, the vocalization of Tatar personal names and book titles is given as reported in
modern Tatar.
In general, for the spelling of Islamic terms I used the classical Arabic-script spelling and gave their standard Romanized transcription without diacritics. Arabic
words that are commonly used in English and listed in Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary
were not italicized.
Names of villages are usually reported in Russian, except when the Tatar name has
some relevance in the text and differs completely from the Russian name. In general,
the Tatar name of a location is placed in parentheses after its Russian name the first
time it appears.
Dates are given according to the Julian calendar, which in the nineteenth century
was twelve days—and in the twentieth century, thirteen days—behind the Gregorian
calendar.

Russian Empire, ca. . Adapted from Robert Geraci, Window on the East: National and Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist Russia
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, ).

Volga Provinces (late nineteenth century). From Robert Geraci, Window on the East: National and Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist
Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, ).

Administrative Map of Kazan Province (late nineteenth century). Adapted from Robert Geraci, Window on the East: National and
Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, ).
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Becoming Muslim in Imperial Russia

Introduction

I

n , the police arrested a well-to-do trader who had petitioned that his village be officially recognized as Muslim. His father, a parish elder, begged him one
more time to rejoin the church, but Mikhail Matveev stubbornly refused to listen.
In desperation, his father asked him to take off his fine leather boots and replace
them with rude bast shoes—a vivid warning about the grim fate that awaited him
in Siberia. But the father’s pleas changed nothing. Matveev’s wife proudly stood by
his decision, repeating tirelessly that they both considered themselves Muslim. What
explained this young couple’s determination? What did it mean to become Muslim
in Imperial Russia?1
Over the course of the nineteenth century, tens of thousands of Orthodox Christian
Tatars like Matveev and his wife formally petitioned the czar to be legally recognized
as Muslims. At great personal risk—including the possibility of arrest, imprisonment, deportation and exile—these “apostates” from Christianity asked to leave the
favored established faith for membership in a tolerated, but second-class, religion.
Many of these Tatar Christians known as Kräshens, from the Russian word for baptized, made this difficult choice through the influence of a well-developed network of
Islamic primary education, brought to them by neighboring Muslim Tatars. Rooted
in a thaumaturgical tradition that dated back to the fourteenth-century conversion of
the Turkic peoples of Central Asia, this educational network was far from moribund
but provided a cultural treasury of miraculous stories about saints and prophets that
the apostates could draw upon as they fashioned their new Muslim communities.
Apocalyptic stories about God’s final judgment of the infidels, marvelous accounts of
Muslim martyrs in pagan lands, and tales of divine deliverance fueled the apostasy
movements. Filled with miracles, this literature served to expand the boundaries of
Islam among Finno-Ugric and Turkic peoples of the Middle Volga, including many of
the baptized Tatars who had converted to Christianity after the Russian conquest in
the sixteenth century. For these Kräshen converts to Islam, becoming Muslim meant
participation in the moral order described and defined in these traditional narratives:
a world in which God actively and miraculously intervened on behalf of the Islamic
community. These stories affirmed the possibility of divine empowerment for the
most ordinary believer, and they emphasized the imminence of the final judgment.

. Evfimii Malov, “Ocherk religioznogo sostoianiia kreshchenykh tatar, podvergshikhsia vliianiiu
magometanstva,” Pravoslavnyi sobesednik (hereafter PS) , pt.  (): –.
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