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Abstract: The North Caucasus Federal District plays a double role as a buffer zone which protects Russia from
external attacks in the southern borders and as an economic ‘bridge’ between Europe and Asia directly linked to
the Middle East and the Gulf countries. Always described as a volatile, unstable, underdeveloped, and
dangerous region, the North Caucasus has attracted political, military, and economic interests of the Arab
countries which have tried to influence the local dynamics through a religious and ideological campaign,
Muslim and charity NGOs, and financial investments. In this paper, the author would like to underline the
importance of the North Caucasus for the Russian Middle East policy and the Russian - Arab World relations
dealing with the Arab interests perpetrated in the region to influence the socio-cultural and political environment
mainly through religion and business cooperation. Also, this study considers the fact that Russia has several
times described the Arab countries’ strategy as a threat for the stability of the North Caucasus where the
Kremlin has been fighting for decades the rise of insurgency and militant groups linked to the global terrorist
network.
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. Introduction

Media agencies and political analysts often describe the Northern Caucasus Federal District as a
volatile, unstable, underdeveloped region under the strict control of the Russian authority. Indeed, several
journalists and Western scholars have covered the area mainly focusing their attention on security problems,
terrorist attacks, local conflicts (especially the Russian — Chechen Wars), ethnic clashes and human rights
abuses. According to the majority of articles and reports published in the last decade, it seems that the North
Caucasus Federal District might only have a negative role in the Russian national policy and it represents the
primary domestic problem of the Kremlin.

This cynical and superficial description of the district does not reflect the reality entirely and does not
take into consideration all the features that characterise the region. Undeniably, the North Caucasus has a
strategic position which remains as relevant today in the geopolitics as it was in the past and attracts the interests
of the Russian Federation, the Western countries, and the Arab World.

This paper intends to answer the following questions: could the North Caucasus play an essential role
in the Russian Middle East policy and the Russian — Arab World relations? What are the challenges and the
threats which Russia could face in the North Caucasus regarding its direct link to the Middle East and Arab
World?

In fact, on the one hand, the North Caucasus is a buffer zone fundamental for the Kremlin’s national
and foreign policy, necessary to prevent an external attack at the Southern Russian border."Moreover, it is an
economic and strategic bridge which links Europe and Asia and allows the Russian Federation to expand its
interests and influence in the Middle East, the Anatolian Peninsula, the Caspian Sea region, the Black Sea
region, and Central Asia. On the other hand, the North Caucasus has stood guard and protected the Muslim
world, Turkey and Iran from Russian expansion projects for 200 years. During the XIX century, the Russian
Empire got stuck in the region fighting against the local insurgency in the so-called Caucasian War (1817 —
1864). In the XX century, during the Soviet period, the uprising and wars in Dagestan and Chechnya forced
Russia to abandon its plans of expansion in Iran. Nowadays the North Caucasian republics play a decisive role
for the independence and autonomy of the Southern Caucasian states (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia) because
they can be seen as a “neutral” zone which separates Russia and Transcaucasia, and hence the Middle East.”
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Il. METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH
This research is a qualitative study that attempts to explain the importance of the North Caucasus in the

Russian Middle East strategy and the Russian — Arab World diplomatic, economic and strategic relations.

The methodology used in this paper is based on a literature review about geopolitics, history, security,

ethnography, and books, journal articles, and NGO reports concerning the North Caucasus's ties with the

Muslim Arab world. Within this context this research consists of three parts:

1. Introduction to the Russian strategy in the Middle East and the Arab Muslim world which has evolved since
the collapse of the Soviet Union and changed significantly after the “Arab Spring”.

2. Description of the historical, cultural, social, religious and political connection between the North Caucasus
and the Arab Muslim world focusing the attention on the role of some North Caucasian countries and
diaspora communities in the field of international relations, finance and diplomacy.

3. Overview and underline the potential threats represented by the Arab countries’ strategies and propaganda
in the North Caucasus for the Russian Federation and possible future development in the regional dynamics.

I11. RUSSIAN MIDDLE EAST POLICY AND NORTH CAUCASUS

The Kremlin’s involvement in the Middle East cannot be interpreted only as a legacy of the Cold War
or the Russian desire to conquer or control the world but can be explained by the fact that the region links the
Mediterranean Sea and North Africa with the Russian Federation, specifically the North Caucasus. Hereafter,
any political destabilisation, economic crisis, and military conflict in the Middle East have a significant impact
on Russia and represents a threat to the national security and stability.>

For this reason, Russia has always been interested in the Middle East; its policy followed the footprint
of the Soviet Union — Arab World relations, has evolved distinctively since 1991, and changed particularly after
the so-called “Arab Spring”. Before 2011, the Kremlin built harmonious relations with both states and non-state
actors in the Muslim-Arab World avoiding its involvement in the Sunni-Shia religious contrast and the military
intervention and presence in the region. The “colour revolutions™ in the post-Soviet space and the collapse of
Saddam Hussein and Muammar Qaddafi’s regimes urged Russia to become more involved in the Middle East’s
dynamics with the aims at preventing any destabilisation that could approach Russian frontiers.*

In the first decade of the XXI century, Russia was threatened by the “colour revolutions” in the post-
Soviet space (Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan) which Moscow interpreted as a US attempt to destabilise the
Russian borders and decrease the Kremlin’s influence in those states considered part of the vital Russian space.
The Arab Spring in 2011 revitalised the Russian concerns of the “colour revolutions” seen not only as ordinary
civil conflicts but as a Western geopolitical strategy to challenge the Russian interests in the Middle East and
North Africa.’

After Qaddafi’s regime collapse, Russia renewed its interest in the Middle East and the Mediterranean
Sea perpetrating the policy of opening the access to the warm seas. The military intervention in the Syrian Civil
War in favour of Bashar al-Assad could be justified by the Russian will to promote its idea of great power by
opening commercial markets in the Mediterranean Sea, supporting its credibility as an ally for the Arab
countries and facing the potential role of political Islam in Russia.’

Also, the Russian presence in the Middle East, expressly in Syria, relates to the situation in the North
Caucasus, a region which faces the problem of the domestic legitimacy and the local terrorism often exploited
by Arab countries and the Muslim world to support their interests and influence.?

The war on terrorism can be another reason which motivates the Russian intervention in the Middle
East. More than 2400 Russians and nearly 4000 nationals of the former Soviet republics of Central Asia have
joined the ranks of jihadists in Syria,” Central Asian citizens from former Soviet space organised the latest
terrorist attacks in Istanbul, Saint Petersburg, and Stockholm, up to 8 percent of IS fighters hold a Russian
passport and the North Caucasians represent a robust contingent of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq.The
Russian intervention in the Middle East and the promotion of its interests are part of the “war on terrorism”
whose goal is to avoid the affirmation of the Islamic State inside the Russian Federation, particularly in the
North Caucasus Federal District where the Russian authorities have fought against extremist religious groups
and jihadi militants in a predominantly Muslim region.

Islam is the religion of many ethnic minorities in Russia and Muslims are now the most significant
minority in the Russian Federation (nearly 15 percent of the Russian population is Muslim). The North
Caucasus, together with the Urals and Volga regions, is one of the areas where Islam is the first religion
practised by the local population which backed its roots 1300 years ago at the time of the Arab Conquest.*®

Since the beginning of the XXI century Russia has tried to improve its image among Muslims. The
Russian Federation became an observer in the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, Putin in his speeches also
described Russia as a Muslim country, and on the Russian territory under Putin’s Administration more than
7500 mosques have been built."***With the purpose of promoting its image and role in the Muslim world the
Russian Federation can use the North Caucasus as an example of success of its religious policy because Islam in
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the North Caucasus Federal District is the main religion, and it is protected by “The Law on Freedom of
Conscience and Religious Associations” adopted in 1997. It should be noted that the Chechen Republic of
Ramzan Kadyrov could help the Kremlin in this process.

Kadyrov’s behaviour regarding Islam and the Islamisation of Chechen society could be part of the
project of the Head of Chechnya to become the prominent figure of the Muslim ummah (community) in Russia.
To achieve this goal, Kadyrov has not only promoted his figure in Chechnya and the North Caucasusbut has also
established international contacts with the countries of the Middle East thanks to meeting with local politicians,
businessmen, religious activists, and official visits to Middle Eastern nations.™

It is possible to claim that Kadyrov has become one of the primary points of contact between the
Russian Federation and the Middle East and has increased his popularity among the Muslims. Not only Kadyrov
but the entire Chechnya has a particular link with the Middle East because of historical reasons: in the XIX-XX
centuries the Chechens migrated to the Levant, including Syria, becoming part of the Middle Eastern society,
and some of their descendants served in the highest levels of military, security, and administrative organs.***°
These Chechens, exploiting their roles and position inside the Levantine societies, could encourage the
cooperation with the Russian Federation and promote the Russian policy and interests in the region.

In 2004 Akhmat Kadyrov pledged an official visit to Riyadh delivering the Russian President’s
message to the Crown Prince Abdullah asking Saudi Arabia’s help to rebuild Chechnya.'® This request could be
considered the starting point of the new Russian — Saudi relations and endorsed the Chechen Republic with the
role of mediator between the parties. In the last decade, Ramzan Kadyrov has become an honorary and
welcomed guest at the royal household in Saudi Arabia.

In general, Chechnya has increased the number of its political, economic, and cultural contacts in the
Middle East; Kadyrov has met several times the representatives of Jordan, Palestine, United Arab Emirates,
Bahrain, Turkey, looking to attract capital for new investment projects.*’

Regarding the Muslim world, Chechnya offers a different image of the Russian Federation, a country
where the government respects Muslims’ rights, protects the ummah, and contrasts the religious extremist
groups. The decision to support Iran, Bashar al-Assad in Syria, and Hezbollah in Lebanon has damaged the
relations between Russia and the Sunni Muslims. Therefore, the Chechen Republic of Ramzan Kadyrov could
become a junction among the Kremlin, Riyadh, Doha and Abu Dhabi and a tool to restore the Russian
popularity in the Sunni Muslim world.*®

On the one hand, the Chechen diplomacy in the Middle East could help the Russian — Arab World
relations, but on the other side, Kadyrov has been improving his role and importance in the North Caucasus and
the Russian Muslim community. In the future, the Chechen leader could claim a more important role in the
region trying to shift his power from the only Chechen Republic to the entire area becoming the North
Caucasus’ leader and challenging the Kremlin’s authority.

Not only the Chechens, but in general the North Caucasian diaspora is present in Syria, Iraq, and
Jordan. Recently the Circassians, Chechens and Dagestanis residents in Iraq tried to unify their communities
under one national name “Caucasus” with the goal of seeking recognition under the Iragi Constitution and being
protected by the Government as Iragi minorities. These communities are the heirs of the tribes which were
forced to abandon their homeland in 1864 after the Caucasian War and emigrated to the Ottoman Empire. The
Turkish authorities forced them to move from Turkey to Syria, Jordan, and Iraq where they have been
assimilated by the local society. If this goal of recognition under the Iragi Constitution will be accomplished, the
Northern Caucasian communities could have their representatives inside the Iragi Parliament and could help or
block the Russian policy in the country.™

Russia has always tried to attract foreign direct investment in the North Caucasus and the national
development projects. The North Caucasus possibly will become the economic and banking hub for the Arab
investments and financial founds: on February 16th, 2017, the International Islamic Business Association (1AIB)
publicised its plans to promote Islamic Banking throughout the North Caucasus Federal District, an opportunity
to draw attention of the Arab and Muslim investors in the region and the Russian Federation. 1AIB stated that
four offices of Islamic Banking could be respectively open in Dagestan, Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, and
Karachaevo-Circassia in a presentation organised in Moscow during the official visit from Islamic Development
Bank representative Alabodi Khaled Mohammed from the United Arab Emirates with whom the association
would like to cooperate in developing Islamic finance in Russia.”

The Russian opening to the world of Islamic finance may perhaps be a benefit for the entire nation
because can create investment opportunities for Islamic business not only in the oil sector but also in tourism
and agriculture. By contrast, the Russian legislation does not encourage Islamic banking, and currently, Islamic
banks do not exist in Russia.?

IV. ARAB COUNTRIES’ INTERESTS AS A THREAT FOR RUSSIA
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Since the early 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the North Caucasus experienced a lack of
religious figures after decades of religious repression. Consequently, foreign imams from the Arab world,
mainly from the Gulf countries, arrived in the region to fill this vacuum of spiritual guides and promote their
religious ideologies (Wahhabism, Salafism, the Muslim Brotherhood) and political Islam challenging the
Russian central authority.

Hence, political Islam has become a threat as it might influence Muslims in Russia, particularly those
who live in the North Caucasus, Tatarstan, and Bashkortostan. The affirmation of different Muslim ideologies
might result in loss of control over the region and spread of religious extremist groups in those areas
strategically fundamental for their geographical position, natural resources, critical infrastructure, and
communications connecting the European Russian with the Asian Russian sides.?

Various Arab countries have shown their interests in the North Caucasus perpetrating their policies
avoiding a common strategy and response. Many Arab states have supported Russia for its territorial integrity
during the two Russian — Chechen wars and the region has not been transformed in “the second Afghanistan”
with thousands of Arab volunteers supporting the local militants and fighting against the Russian forces.
Nevertheless, countries such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, Iran, and Qatar have carried out their political and
economic strategies trying to destabilise or use the North Caucasus for their personal and national goals.?

Saudi Arabia was one of the Arab countries more involved in this process financially and economically
supporting local religious organisations and jihadist terrorist groups with the purpose of spreading the Wahhabi
ideology and contrasting the Shia Muslims.

In the past, the Saudis supported Afghanistan’s mujahideen during the Russian — Afghan War (1979 —
1989), sided with the Chechens during the Russian — Chechen wars, and created a network of contacts in
Dagestan and Ingushetia. At that time, the Kremlin accused Saudi nongovernmental organisations (NGOs)
operating in Russia of being involved in “espionage operations” with the purpose of destabilising the Russian
Federation and weakening its influence in the former Soviet Space and the Middle East.*

Nowadays Saudi Arabia is considered the leading Russian rival in the Middle East after the United
States; the Russian support of Bashar al-Assad in the Syrian Civil War and the close alliance with Iran and
Hezbollah in Lebanon are reasons of contrast between Moscow and Riyadh. Even if Russia has always tried to
establish good relations with Saudi Arabia and cooperation in the Middle East, the two parties have different
goals and strategies in the region and could be considered antagonists.

Turkey has shown particular interest in the Russian North Caucasus, a region targeted by the pan-
Turkic project whose goal is to unite all States whose population speaks Turkic languages under Ankara’s
leadership.”

Besides, the Northern Caucasian diaspora is significantly active in Turkey, has a connection with
businessmen and authorities in Adygea, Kabardino-Balkaria, and Karachaevo-Cherkessia, and has affected the
Turkish foreign policy and its attitude towards the Russian Federation.?® Turkey has several times hosted
forums, workshops, and conferences held by NGOs and think tanks supporting the North Caucasus autonomy
and independence from the Russian central authority. One of the most active communities is the Circassians
who protested against the 2014 Winter Olympic Games of Sochi and tried to attract the international community
attention with the aim of boycotting the event, promoting the so-called “Circassian Genocide” and contrasting
the Russian authority and economic strategy in the region.

The Circassian community, around thirty thousand to one hundred thousand of people (according to
different sources) who lives in the Middle East, especially in Syria, Turkey, and Jordan, might represent a threat
because of its activity of opposition to the Russian presence in the North Caucasus. The Circassians are loyal to
their respective governments and can act as agents who promoted their interests in Russia and those of the
foreign countries thanks to their ties with their homeland.?’

The Syrian Civil War has menaced the North Caucasian diaspora in the Middle East and has convinced
many people to repatriate to their homeland. Resettlement of Circassian, Chechens, Dagestanis may create
tension in a region which has faced economic and social problems for years. Furthermore, some of these people
could take part in the local fight supporting the militants or influence the religious background promoting Salafi
ideology, political Islam, and the interest of Arab countries.

The North Caucasus is also of particular interest for Iran which remains the primary exporter to the
republics of the North Caucasus Federal District along with Azerbaijan, China, and Germany. The need to
increase its export might push Iran to get more economically involved in the district financially supporting local
projects, especially those related to the field of transport communication. The Iranian interests in the North
Caucasus market and Teheran’s involvement in economic projects should strengthen the Russian — Iranian ties
and promote the image of the Kremlin inside the Shia Muslim community, an opportunity which could further
deteriorate the Russian — Sunni Muslim relations.

V. CONCLUSION
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The Russian’s Muslim community has never been separated by the Muslim world and the
Volga region, Crimea and the North Caucasus have never cut their ties with the Middle East. Therefore, any
event in the Middle East has an impact among Russian Muslims and the recent political and economic
development in the Arab world can influence the Muslims community in the Russian Federation.?

After the Arab Spring in 2011 several negative trends, such as the rising of the Islamic State or the
affirmation of political Islam, have influenced the Russian Muslim ummah which is nowadays more involved in
the regional dynamics than before at the time of the Soviet Union. In this picture, the North Caucasus and the
North Caucasian diaspora play a fundamental and strategic role in the Russian Middle East policy and the
Russian — Arab World relations as a barrier and a bridge between the Russian Federation and the Arab Muslim
world. Overcoming the economic and social problems in the North Caucasus is not only a primary goal in the
Russian domestic policybut represents an asset in the Russian foreign policy which the Kremlin might use to
face Middle Eastern problems and destabilisation process as well as strengthen its ties with Arab countries.
Indeed, the Kremlin could exploit the link between the region and the Middle East to spread its strategy and
foreign policy and to promote its image. To achieve this goal, Russia needs to control and stabilise the North
Caucasus Federal District because this region has become a target of the Arab countries’ geopolitical and
religious interests focused on limiting the Russian influence in the Middle East and the Arab Muslim world.

REFERENCES

[1]. George Friedman, The Geopolitics of Russia: permanent struggle, Austin, Stratfor, 2008,
https://www.colorado.edu/geography/class_homepages/geog_4892_sum10/Geopoliticsofrussia_stratfor.p
df

[2]. Marie BennigsenBroxup, The North Caucasus Barrier. The Russian Advance towards the Muslim World,
New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1992.

[3]. Sergey Markedonov, «Russia in the Islamic World», The National Interest, giugno 27, 2012,
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/russia-the-islamic-world-7126.

[4]. Johan Norberg, «How some of Moscow’s Middle East interests could create problems for Russiay», FOI
Swedish Defence Research Agency, 2013,https://www.google.it/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=
web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj1wsCYyc3Y AhWBohQKHVHB94QFggpMAA&uUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fw
ww.foi.se%2Fdownload%2F18.2bc30cfb157f5¢989¢31819%2F1477482863407%2FRUFS%2520Briefin
g%2520N0.%252017%2520-%2520130201.pdf&usg=A0vVaw2wwBsP3hGIlsaFJLi3BOQTp.

[5]. Irina Zvyagelskaya, «Russia, the New Protagonist in the Middle East», Putin’s Russia: Really Back?,
Milano, ISPI, s.d., pp. 72-91.

[6]. Irina Zvyagelskaya, «Russia in a Changing Middle East», International Middle Eastern Studies Club,
dicembre 11, 2015, http://www.imesclub.org/tribune/item/395-russia-in-a-changing-middle-east.

[7]. Roland Lombardi, «Comprende (vraiment) la politique russe en MéditerranéeauMoyen-Orient»,
Atlantico, ottobre 12, 2016, http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/comprendre-vraiment-politique-russe-en-
mediterranee-et-au-moyen-orient-roland-lombardi-2847543.html.

[8]. AkhmetYarlikapov, «Russian Islam and the Situation in the Middle East», RIAC, giugno 14, 2016,
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/valday/Russian-Islam-and-the-Situation-in-the-Middle-East-18211.
J. Norberg, op.cit.

[9]. Paul Globe, «7500 Mosques Have Been Erected in Russia Since Putin Become President», The
Interpreter, dicembre 4, 2014, http://www.interpretermag.com/7500-mosques-have-been-erected-in-
russia-since-putin-became-president/.

[10]. Maxim Suchkov, «Chechnya’s silent diplomacy in the Middle East», Al-Monitor, gennaio 15, 2014,
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/01/chechnya-mideast-diplomacy-muslim-outreach-ramz
an-kadyrov.html.

[11]. Theodore Karasik, «Chechnya in the shadow of Russia’s Mideast strategies», Al Arabiya English, ottobre
19,
015http://english.alarabiya.net/en/views/news/middle-east/2015/10/19/Chechnya-in-the-shadow-of-Russi
a-s-Mideast-strategies.html.

[12]. Maxim Suchkov, «What’s Chechnya doing in Syria?», Al-Monitor, marzo 26, 2017, https://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/russia-syria-chechnya-ramzan-kadyrov-fighters.html.

[13]. Bill Gasperini, «Putin Asks Saudi Arabia’s Help to Rebuild Chechnya», Islam Daily, gennaio 21, 2004,
http://www.islamdaily.org/en/saudi-arabia/349.putin-asks-saudi-arabias-help-to-rebuild-chechnya.htm.

[14]. M. Suchkov, «Chechnya’s silent diplomacy in the Middle East»cit.

DOI: 10.9790/0837-2306062126 www.iosrjournals.org 25 | Page



The role of the North Caucasus in the Russian Middle East strategy and Russian — Arab world

[15]. Paul Saunders, «Tensions rise between Saudis, Russians», Al-Monitor, febbraio 18, 2015, http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/02/russia-suadi-arabia-rivalry-us-oil-chechnya-iran.html.

[16]. David Salloum, «Iraq’s Caucasus tribes demand formal recognition», Al-Monitor, dicembre 9, 2016,
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/12/caucasus-circassians-chechens-dagestanis-irag.html.

[17]. «OtkpsITHEODHCOBUCIAMCKOTOOAHKHHTATLIIAHHUPYETCSI B yeTsipexpecnyonukaxCeBepHoroKaskaza
(Pianificatal’apertura di ufficidellabancaislamica in Quattro repubbliche del Nord Caucaso)», Kavkaz
Uzel, febbraio 18, 2017, http://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/297909/.

[18]. «Islamic Banking Could Be coming to the North Caucasus», Transition Online, marzo 20, 2017,
http://www.tol.org/client/article/26784-islamic-banking-could-be-coming-to-the-north-caucasus.html.

[19]. J. Norberg, op.cit.

[20]. S. Markedonov, op.cit.

[21]. P. Saunders, op.cit.

[22]. K. Mironov, «Geopolitical significance of the North Caucasus to the Russian Federation», Center for
Strategic ~ Assessment and  Forecast, novembre 14, 2014, http://csef.ru/en/oborona-i-
bezopasnost/340/geopoliticheskoe-znachenie-severnogo-kavkaza-dlya-rossijskoj-federaczii-5919.

[23]. OrkhanGafarli, «<The Role of the North Caucasus Diaspora in Turkey-Russia Relations», Turkish Policy
Quarterly, vol. 13, fasc. 1, 2014, pp. 171-182.

[24]. S. Markedonov, op.cit.

[25]. A. Yarlikapov, op.cit.

|
Giuliano Bifolchi "The role of the North Caucasus in the Russian Middle East strategy and |
Russian — Arab world relations.” IOSR Journal Of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-JHSS). |
vol. 23 no. 06, 2018, pp. 21-26. :

DOI: 10.9790/0837-2306062126 www.iosrjournals.org 26 | Page



