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Introduction

The issue of the formation of modern Tatar national identity and of the 

various forms and manifestations of the Tatar nationalistic discourse has been 

widely discussed in the fields of history and turkology. In a certain sense, if we 

use the terminology of Benedict Anderson, the imagining1 of the Volga Tatars as 

a national community is far from possessing the characteristics of a 

homogeneous and consequential social process. The crystallization of various 

forms of Tatar identity can be seen in the context of imperial – Tsarist-Soviet-

Post-Soviet – dynamizing (and in some sense constructing) of identity categories 

in different historical periods, which is undoubtedly related to the specific 

historical and cultural context of the Russian state. Assuming that the nation is a 

strict social engineering project, a matter of temporal and contextual 

understanding and free from strict definitions – as shown in the complex and 

ambiguous debate on nations and nationalism – the author is inclined to look at 

1

1 Андерсън, Б. Въобразените общности. С., 1998.
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the dynamics of the Tatar identity as a product of the context of the 

understanding of nation in the 19th and early 20th centuries. In virtue of this, the 

author considers that the Tatar case(s) of the nation – I deliberately use the 

plural – are realized when the community acquires the characteristics of what 

Ernst Haas sees as “a socially mobilized body of individuals”2.

This paper actually presents a historical and anthropological overview on 

the dynamics of Tatar identity in the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. 

The paper focuses mainly on the various projects to affirm the Tatar national 

identity. In this context, I distinguish between two categories: (1) secular 
projects, competing with each other, which are a product of secularized thought 

– the Turkic, Turk-Tatar, Soviet projects; (2) projects which by their very 
nature are a religious reaction to conscious, manipulative or culturally 

predetermined distorted interpretations – the Vaisist, Neovaisist or Neobulghar 

projects. The text attempts to give well-argued answers to several questions: 

When was the modern Tatar national identity formed? Why did the regional 

projection prevail over a broader Turkic or Pan-Tatar projection of Tatar 

nationalism? Why was the Soviet project for the Tatar nation eventually 

enforced? The article contains an analysis of the place of the Volga Tatars in 

Russian symbolism, their position in the context of the Tsarist politics and 

national question. The focus of the presentation is on the ethnic, religious and 

political characteristics of the modern Tatar nationalism in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, placed in the context of the interrelations between the 

nation and the ethno-national mythology. The article presents a review of the 

various projects for the political autonomy of the Volga Tatars, among which the 

most effective proved to be that of the Bolsheviks. However, the study does not 

2

2  According to the typology of Haas, the nation is “...a socially mobilized body of individuals who believe 
themselves united by some set of characteristics that differentiate them (in their own minds) from outsiders and 

who strive to create or maintain their own state. These individuals have a collective consciousness because of 
their sentiment of difference, or even uniqueness,  which is fostered by the group’s sharing of core symbols.” 

Haas, E. Nationalism, Liberalism and Progress. Vol. 1. The Rise and Decline of Nationalism.  New York, 1997, 
p. 23.
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claim to be exhaustive since the problem to be discussed can hardly be 

exhausted in such format. The proposed conclusions make no claim to present 

the absolute truth and express the personal view of the author.

Volga Tatars in the context of Tsarist politics and the national question

The examination of the processes occurring in the Volga Tatar community, 

16th – 19th cc., should be placed in a broader imperial context. It is precisely the 

polyethnicity of  Russia, which, according to Andreas Kappeler, represents an 

integral constant in the history of the state3, shapes the different models of 

imperial policy towards the heterogeneous ethnic periphery. These policies 

largely frame the national question of the 19th century, and influence the 

construction of the different types of identity in the Russian state. In other 

words, the ethnic, social, and later - the political processes in a specific ethnic 

group in the Russian (and Eurasian) space are strongly influenced by the attitude 

of the imperial Centre and also by the place that the community occupies in the 

Tsarist ideology. 

Following this context, Lilia Sagitova suggests an interesting possible 

interpretation. She talks about a parallel existence in the pre-Soviet period of 

two “symbolic universums” – Russian and Tatar.4  According to this notion the 

coexistence and correlation between these two symbolic universums can 

determine the stance of Russian rhetoric on the Tatar (and to some extent the 

Muslim) question and vice versa – the Tatar periphery's stance on the Russian 

centre. In Russian symbolism the Tatars is an extremely unstable ethnonymic 

category. The rhetoric places all Muslims in the Russian Empire under the 

definition of Tatars. It can even be extended to cover all the 'non-Orthodox' in 

the state. This means that in the pre-modern period, before the proliferation of 

the concepts of modern national identity, the category Tatars does not have a 

3

3 Каппелер, А. Россия - многонациональная империя: Возникновение. История. Распад. М., 2000, с. 8.

4 Сагитова, Л. В. Этничность в современном Татарстане. Казань, 1998, с. 41.



4

clear ethnic connotation. It is associated primarily with the heritage of the 

Russian state (fortified by the negative image of the Tatar-Mongol invasion of 

13th century) and reflects the understanding of the Tsarist administration of 

multiple ethnic groups, mostly Muslims who settled in a wide geographical area 

after the collapse of the Golden Horde. From this perspective it can be said that 

in the Russian symbolic universum the notion Tatars is seen through the prism 

of ethnic stereotypes. It is well-known that in stereotypical thinking the folkloric 

and the ethnic ‘other’ reflect a combination of various signs of ‘otherness’ in 

terms of religion, language, external traits (physical appearance, clothing, etc.). 

I.e., the otherness in an ethnocultural dimension is seen through the daily 

generated opposition 'we – they', which in the Russian context occurs both at the 

senior levels of administration and among the populace. With respect to all non-

Russians in the state the imperial rhetoric uses the dichotomy civilized – 
uncivilized5. This dichotomy is associated with the gradually crystallized 

Russian sense of superiority over the imperial ethnic periphery. Tsarist ideology 

relates the Tatars to all groups that fall within the abstract category of 

uncivilized, and to the image of the Mongol conquerors and the Islam, which 

creates negative stereotypes. The Tatars fall in the pejorative quasi-confessional 

category inovertsy, and later on - in the quasi-racist category of inorodtsy6, 

formalized by Mikhail Speransky in 1822 and reflecting the incompatibility of 

some ethnic groups with the Orthodox imperial ideology. This negative 

ideological construct is projected also among the populace. As Christian Noack 

argues, in Russian daily life the category Tatars means above all ‘Asians’ and 

‘Muslims’.7 However, despite the negative stereotypes typical of the rural areas, 

4

5 See Рикарда, В.  К семантике империи в России XVIII века: понятийное поле цивилизации. В: Понятия о 
России. К исторической семантике имперского периода. Т. 2, М., 2012, с. 50–70.

6 For more details on the inorodtsy discourse, see: Бобровников, В. О.  Что вышло из проектов создания в 
России инородцев? (ответ Джону Слокуму из мусульманских окраин империи). В: Понятия о России. К 

исторической семантике имперского периода. Т. 2, М., 2012, с. 259–291.

7 Ноак, К.  Некоторыe особенности социальной структуры поволжских татар в эпоху формирования наий 
(конец XIX – начало XX в.) Отечественная История, 1998, No. 5, с. 122–132.
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one could talk about the presence of some religious pluralism and tolerance 

among the ordinary Christian and Muslim population in everyday life. Even a 

process of mutual acculturation is observed in terms of the folklore and the 

visual. 8

The ideological heritage of the idea of the Third Rome, adopted by Moscow 

after the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, the idea for the last 

Orthodox empire, whose mission is to defend Christendom from Islam, is a key 

point in the Tsarist policy towards its non-Orthodox population. In some sense, 

until the Revolution of 1905 – 1907, which substantially altered the situation in 

Russia, the two categories Pax Orthodoxa and Pax Russica (which was 

introduced as a technical term by Hélène Carrère d'Encausse to describe the 

nature of the Russian Empire9)  are considered as equal. In this regard, Alexei 

Miller believes that the imperial policy tends to confirm a type of regional 

identity, regardless of its ethnic framework, that is compatible with the ideology 

of the Romanovs.10  This imperial model allows me to outline four types of 

Russian political and civilizational offensive against the Tatars (although they 

can be applied also to other communities in the Empire) 16th – 19th ccs.

(1) Russian territorial and political expansion (16th century). This stage 

is associated primarily with the political incorporation of the Kazan Khanate 

into Muscovy Russia in 1552 during the reign of Ivan IV the Terrible (1533 – 

1584) and the elimination of the local political elite. It should be noted that the 

conquest of Kazan represents a turning point in the history of the Russian state 

and has a huge influence on its political system. 

(2) Russian Orthodox expansion (16th – 18th ccs.). The role of the 

doctrine of Moscow as the Third Rome, already outlined in the paper lends a 

5

8  See Yemelianova, G.  Volga Tatars, Russians and the Russian State at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century: 
Relationships and Perceptions. The Slavonic and East European Review, Vol. 77, No. 3, 1999, pp. 448–484.

9 Карер д'Анкос, Е.  Евразийската империя. История на руската империя  от 1552 до наши дни.  С., 2007, 
с. 83.

10 Миллер, А. Империя Романовых и национализм. М., 2008, с. 88.
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very strong symbolic meaning to the conquest of Kazan for the Orthodox 

ideology. The event is associated with the historic mission of Pax Orthodoxa to 

defeat the world of the infidels (Pax Tatarica or Pax Islamica). This explains the 

consistent policy of the Russian authorities in the persecution of Islamic clergy 

on the territory of the former Kazan Khanate, the expulsion of the local Muslim 

elite and the conversion of part of it into the Christian religion. Particularly 

active in this regard is the policy of the Orthodox Church, which Richard Pipes 

defines as a kind of a 'servant of the state' in Russian context.11 The aggressive 

policy of forced Christianization carried out by the Tsarist government in the 

Volga region12, with few exceptions, lasted for more than two centuries and was 

abolished only during the reign of Catherine II (1762 – 1796), who enforced 

religious tolerance in the Empire, through adopting “Law on Religious 

Tolerance” (1773). As a matter of fact, this Law practically legitimized the 

existence of non-Orthodox confessions in the Russian Empire. 

(3) Russian messianism (XIX century). The Russian 19th century can be 

defined as a period of consolidation of the autocratic domination over the ethnic 

periphery and the emerging national question, a period of crystallisation of the 

Great Russian civilizational – and in some sense messianic – offensive against 

the non-Russian peoples within the Empire. From this point of view, the 

ideological formulation Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality, presented in 

1833 by the then Minister of Education Count Sergey Uvarov, is greatly 

important to the polyethnic Russian Empire. One could argue that Uvarov’s 

construction represents a peculiar reaction of the Russian authorities to the 

processes in the state – first of all the Decembrist (1825) and the Polish (1830 – 

6

11 Пайпс, Р. Россия при старом режиме. М., 1993.

12 The historical context allows us to consider two main waves of Christianization in the Volga region: the first 
wave (second half of the 16th century) – immediately after the conquest of Kazan Khanate, and the second wave 

(mid-18th century) – until the religious liberalization of Catherine II. For more details on the conversion of non-
Orthodox peoples in the Volga region in the 18th century, see: Ivanov, A., M. Natalizi. Converting the Middle 

Volga Peoples in the 18th Century. In: Lévai, C., V. Vese. (eds.) Tolerance and Intolerance in Historical 
Perspective. Piza, 2003. pp. 171–188.
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1831) uprisings, which establishes the Polish question as one of the main 

problematic points of Russian nationalism13  – and confirms the dominant 

character of the Russian nation in its ethnoconfessional dimensions, its 

constitutive status in the State. Thus the civilizational expansion of Russia is 

legitimized at a very official level in times when the reverse process of 

recognizing the rights of national communities takes place in Central and 

Western Europe. Russia strictly adheres to Uvarov's formulation, refuses to 

reform itself after the Austro-Hungarian model and to embrace the idea of the 

nation in its western sense of a constitutional project after the French Revolution 

(1789).14 It could be argued that this, as many authors believe, is one of the main 

reasons for the revolutionary explosion of 1905 – 1907 and later in 1917, which 

led to the collapse of the Romanov Empire. 

(4) Russification. The Russification policy can be summed up as a private 

expression of the Russian messianic and civilizational expansion in the 19th 

century. In this sense, this model combines heterogeneous policies in different 

areas, giving grounds to Alexei Miller to speak not about Russification but about 

Russifications in the plural.15  As regards the Volga region and the Tatar 

community the most vivid example of the policy of Russification, in my view, is 

the educational system of the orthodox missionary and orientalist Nikolay 

Ilminsky (1822 –1891), approved in 1870 by the Minister of National Education 

D. A. Tolstoy.16 The Ilminsky system proposes the suspension of the policy of 

forced Christianization of non-Orthodox peoples and their peaceful integration 

7

13  According to Andrei Teslia the four problematic points of Russian nationalism in the XIX century are the 
Polish, Ukrainian, Ostsee (Baltic) and the Slavic questions. See Тесля, А.  А. Первый руский национализм... и 

другие. М., 2014, с. 39–47.

14  For more details on the evolution of the notion nation in the Russian official narrative, see: Миллер, А. 
История понятия нации в России.  В: Понятия о России. К  исторической семантике имперского периода. 

Т. 2, М., 2012, с. 7–49.

15 Миллер, А. Империя Романовых и национализм..., с. 55.

16 Давлетшин, Т. Советский Татарстан. Теория и практика ленинской национальной политики. Казань, 
2005, с. 63.
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into Christianity by introducing an educational system in their local languages. 

It can be argued that this system does not prove sustainable in the long run, 

mainly due to the dynamic historical context. As demonstrated in the study 

conducted by Mustafa Tuna, the Ilminsky system can be seen as effective for its 

time, but in the beginning of the 20th century the situation in the Russian 

Empire is significantly altered and this method cannot adapt to the changes.17 In 

this respect I am of the opinion that the most effective result of the Ilminsky 

policy regarding the Volga region is the stabilization of regional identity among 

indigenous peoples, including the Tatars. As Kappeler argues, the Ilminsky 

system de facto stimulates the development of regional consciousness among 

indigenous peoples by consistent educational policies embracing the local 

languages.18  In other words, the conditions are created for the emergence of 

what Eric Hobsbawm calls “popular proto-nationalism”19. Isabelle Kreindler 

suggests an interesting parallel, arguing that there are some similarities between 

the ideas of Ilminsky and the subsequently formulated national policy of Lenin, 

probably due to the fact that Lenin's father (Ilya Ulyanov) worked with 

Ilminsky.20 One could argue that the Ilminsky program is particularly important 

with respect to the differentiation from Russians and Tatars of an individual 

identity in the community of Baptized (Kryashen) Tatars. In the context of the 

8

17  Tuna, M. Ö.  Gaspirali v. Il’minskii: Two identity projects for the Muslims of the Russian Empire. 
Nationalities Papers, Vol. 30, No. 2, 2002, pp. 265–289.

18 Каппелер, А. Op. cit., с. 195.

19 Хобсбом, Е. Нации и национализъм от 1780 до днес. Програма, мит, реалност. С., 1996, с. 53–87.

20 Kreindler, I. A Neglected Source of Lenin's Nationality Policy. Slavic Review, 36:1, 1977, pp. 86–100.
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events following the October Revolution, they even formulate their own national 

project, albeit unsuccessful.21

Tatar national myth: the ethnic, religious and political context of modern Tatar 

nationalism

One could argue that the 19th century is a period of Tatar reform, 

modernization and in some sense of secularization of the hitherto dominant 

traditional Islamic discourse within the community. This is a period of active 

economic and cultural development of the Volga Tatars, a time when the 

national idea starts to penetrate actively into the new secular elite. The religious 

identity changes gradually, the education system is reformed. There is an 

increasing interest in the history of the Tatar people and its ethnogenetic 

processes. The emerging secular Tatar intellectuals start to imagine their 

community in national and ethnic categories in contrast to the hitherto dominant 

confessional identity. These are the topics that become the focus of debate 

among the local intelligentsia. In this way, the community acquires its own 

ethno-national myth, the presence of which is one of the major features of the 

process of construction and expression of a modern national identity. In this 

context, an in-depth analysis of the nation-building processes in Volga Tatar 

community requires a short theoretical approach to the role of the myth and 

ethno-national mythology in the collective identity. It might be argued that the 

myth has a clear symbolic context and plays a very important role in the 

collective memory. In this respect Peter Burke sees the myth in two senses. (1) 

9

21  The idea is developed mainly through the newspaper Kriashen gazite (“Baptized newspaper”),  and in this 
respect the work of its editor Ignatii Alekseev is particularly important. In May 1918 a Kryashen Congress was 

convened. Subsequently Kryashen councils and village committees were established. The project is rejected 
under the pretext that a separate Kryashen identity does not exist and it has to be affiliated to the recognized 

groups of Tatars, Bashkirs, etc. For more details on this process, see: Werth, P. From "Pagan" Muslims to 
"Baptized" Communists: Religious Conversion and Ethnic Particularity in Russia's Eastern Provinces. 

Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 42, No. 3, 2000, pp. 497–523.
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The first relates to the falsification of stories from the past. In this role the myth 

clearly represents a dramatic, metahistoric interpretation. (2) The second sense 

of the myth Burke sees as more metaphrastic. According to him, the myth is a 

symbolic story telling about characters who are larger than life (more 'black' or 

more 'white'); a story teaching a lesson and in particular a story about the past 

that is told to explain or justify a present state of affairs.22 Of special interest is 

the function of the myth as an integrating unit in the collective past that is 

projected into the collective present. From this perspective, the mythological is 

characterized by a distinct ahistoricity, i.e., as Claude Lévi-Strauss points out, 

the mythological thought is not framed by a start and an ending; its key feature 

is the idea of infinity and incompleteness, which links the collectively 

experienced and the future of the community.23  The myth has the conscious 

important function: to build a sense of continuity between the past and the 

present in the history of a group of people. In this regard Mitja Velikonja, giving 

the example of the national myth-making of Serbs, Croats and Bosnian Muslims 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, speaks about two main groups of mythological 

subject-matter: (1) 'traditional myths', i.e. those that exist in pre-modern form 

as a socially experienced reality and whose infinity is determined by the concept 

of primordial truth: folklore, rites, rituals, sacralisation of objects and people, 

stories, symbols, etc.; 2) 'ideological myths', i.e. those that draw from the 

ancient pre-modern basis of the 'traditional myths', but unlike the latter are 

future-oriented.24  A good example for the establishment of a mythological 

connection between the past and the present in the Tatar community is found in 

the works of one of the first Tatar educators Şihabetdin Märcani (1818 – 

10

22 Бърк, П. Ренесансът. С., 2000, с. 7.

23 Lévi-Strauss, C. The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology. London, 1964, p. 6.

24 Velikonja, M. Religious Separation and Political Intolerance in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Texas A&M University 
Press, 2003, p. 7.
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1889).25 He builds a clear historical link between Volga Bulgaria and his Tatar 

contemporaries. 

This process can be placed in the context of the stereotypical dichotomy 

prestigious (i.e. pre-Mongol) – non-prestigious (i.e. Mongol, Golden Horde 

identities). This identity confrontation, institutionalized by the official Russian 

and subsequently by the Soviet narrative, dynamizes the myth-making process 

among some Tatars and encourages their identification with Volga Bulghars, 

which constitutes one of the debates on the Tatar nation in contemporary 

Republic of Tatarstan.26 One could argue that these counter-mythological stories 

fit into Eric Hobsbawm’s concept of “inventing traditions”.27

Taking into account the context, we can draw the conclusion that the ethno-

historical mythology, with all its accompanying tools, has a strict coherent, 

social and (quasi)political function. This requires an answer to the question: 

'What are the functions of the ethno-historical myth?'. As noted by Anthony 

Smith, the myth is situated in a specific time and circumstantial space, it appears 

when there is political, economic and social change, and cultural clash.28 In that 

sense the myth has the function to legitimize specific political objectives, such 

as the right of an ethnic community to a concrete history and / or territory. 

Specifically, the ethnogenetic myth or the process of formation of an ethnic 

community, in the words of Victor Schnirelmann, has an important 

compensatory function of uniting the community in critical moments of its 

11

25  See Шамиль,  Ю.  Формирование исторического сознания  татар: Шигабуддин Марджани и образ 
Золотой Орды. Татарстан, No. 10, 1991, с. 21–29.

26  See Шамилоглу,  Ю. «Джагфар тарихы»: как изобреталось булгарское самосознание.  В: 
Фальсификация исторических источников и конструирование этнократических мифов, М., 2011, с. 275–

287.

27  Hobsbawm, E. Introduction: Inventing Traditions. In: Hobsbawm, E.,  T. Ranger (eds.).  The Invention of 
Tradition. Cambridge, 1983, pp. 1–14.

28 Smith, A. Myths and Memories of the Nation. Oxford, 1999, p. 83.
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history.29  From what has already been said, it is clear that it would be very 

difficult to sustain the ethno-historical mythology within the strict academic 

discourse. It often appears in (un)conscious unscientific historical-ethnological 

narratives, as the context in many post-communist societies shows, and is 

characterized by what Vladimir Korenyako calls “historiographic 

megalomania”30, and Alexandar Nikolov defines as “para-history”31.

***

The historical context shows that the Tatars are the most developed of the 

non-Russian peoples in the Volga-Ural region and certainly among Muslim 

peoples within the Russian Empire. This is mainly due to their dynamic cultural, 

social and economic development, which became even more rapid from the end 

of the 18th century onwards. In the 19th century these developments resulted in 

the beginning of the nation-building process in the community – a period which 

Aidar Habutdinov equates with phase A as formulated by the Czech historian 

Miroslav Hroch32  (Habutdinov refers to the period 1900 – 1905 as phase B in 

the political development of the Tatars, and identifies the years of the revolution, 

1905 – 1907, as phase C33). One could argue that the religious tolerance 

12

29  Шнирельман В. А.  Национальные символы, этноисторические мифы и этнополитика В: 
Теоретические проблемы исторических исследований, Вып. 2, 1999, с. 118–147.

30  Кореняко, В. Этнонационализм, квазиисториография и академическая наука. В: Олкотт, М., А. 
Малашенко (ред.) Аналитическая серия. Выпуск 3. Реальность этнических мифов. М., 2000, с. 34–52.

31  Николов,  А. Параисторията като феномен на прехода: „преоткриването” на древните българи. 2011. 
<http://www.academia.edu/4388505/paraistorija> (Visited on 20-09-2014, 15:00 h.).

32 According to Hroch's theory of the nation-building process, Phase A is the period of scholarly interest in the 
language, history and culture of the nation; Phase B is the period of patriotic agitation and distribution of the 

national idea to the consciousness of the masses and Phase C is the period of the rise of a mass national 
movement. For more details, see: Hroch, M. Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A 

Comparative Analysis of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups Among the Smaller European Nations. 
Cambridge, 1985.

33  Хабутдинов, А.  Ю. Концепция «миллет»  у татар на рубеже XIX–XX вв. Религия и идентичность  в 
России, М, 2003, с. 240–248.

http://www.academia.edu/4388505/paraistorija
http://www.academia.edu/4388505/paraistorija
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institutionalized in the Empire under Catherine II and the legitimacy of Islam as 

an officially existing religion in the country through the creation of the Orenburg 

Muftiyat in 1788 gave an initial impetus to the nation-building process of the 

Volga Tatars. These events stimulated the economic and cultural development of 

the Tatars and laid the foundations for their modern national identity. The 

economic progress and industrialization of the Volga region in the 19th century 

consolidated the Tatar bourgeoisie and enhanced their trade. As a result, the 

Tatar middle class began to take shape. Richard Pipes believes that the Volga 

Tatars were the first Turkic people in Russia, and possibly in the world, to 

manage to develop a middle class, which can be defined as one of the main 

requirements for the emergence of modern national identity.34  The process of 

shaping the modern secular Tatar identity was accelerated by the active cultural 

development of the community, which resulted in the emergence of a new, 

secular and (proto)national Tatar elite. The Tatar intelligentsia was strongly 

influenced by the penetration of Enlightenment ideas in Russia and the 

development of the modern Russian thought. Western ideas were mixed with the 

Tatar's traditional Islamic type of identity, which shaped a specific model of 

national development. From this perspective, Edward Lazzerini believes that a 

major factor in shaping the modern national identity among many Muslim 

peoples in the Russian Empire was the development of Russian Oriental 

Studies.35 Much of the impetus in this regard came from the Kazan University 

founded in 1804. Indicative of this process is the fact that among other non-

Russian peoples in the region the Tatars have the highest level of educational 

attainment.36 These circumstances as well as the thriving extensive trade and the 

sophisticated national Tatar intelligentsia explain the gradual penetration of 

13

34 Pipes, R. The formation of the Soviet Union: communism and nationalism, 1917-1923 : with a new preface. 
Harvard, 1997, p. 12.

35  Lazzerini, E. Defining the Orient: A Nineteenth-Century Russo-Tatar Polemic over Identity and Cultural 
Representation. In: Allworth,  E. (ed.) Muslim Communities Reemerge: Historical Perspectives on Nationality, 

Politics, and Opposition in the Former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. Köln, 1989, pp. 33–45.

36 Ноак, К. Op. cit.
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Tatar influence, de facto a process of tatarization, among the ethnolinguistically 

similar and less developed pre-modern nomadic Turkic communities in 

Turkestan (present-day Central Asia).

The multidimensional changes in Tatar society in 19th century shaped the 

reforms in the sphere of religion, education and the modernization of political 

discourse in the community. I have come to the conclusion that the changes in 

these three aspects significantly modernized the Tatar identity, unleashed a 

process of nationalizing the Tatar consciousness, defined the essential features 

of modern nationalism in the community. Reforms in religion and education as 

well as the nationalization of the political debate had a strong influence on the 

consistent political movement among the Volga Tatars, which emerged after the 

First Russian Revolution (1905 – 1907). These circumstances prompted me to 

offer a brief overview of the changes in these aspects of the development of the 

Tatar community. 

(1) Religious reform. After the conquest of the Kazan Khanate in the 16th 

century and until the end of the 18th century Tatars’ Islam became established in 

rural areas and branched off into what we may call popular Islam. This term 

reflects the characteristics of the Tatar confessional identity in the period 16th – 

18th ccs. when Islam existed in rural areas and was mixed with many local and 

ethnic elements, some of which of pre-Islamic origin. It can be argued that these 

cultural processes shaped the tolerant nature of the regional Islamic identity of 

Tatars. That is to say, the Islam of the Volga Tatars is highly adaptive to a 

dynamic and an often hostile political context. This fully confirms, on the one 

hand, Marvin Harris' statement that religion is one of the main forms of 

adaptation37, and on the other hand, it fits in with the thesis of Ernest Gellner 

who highlights the high degree of adaptability of Islam as a religion. He argues 

that Islam is the most protestant monotheistic religion and it is always prone to 

reformation.38
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37 Харис, М. Религията като адаптация. В: Бонева, Т. (съст.) Културна екология. С., 1997, с. 98–102.

38 Гелнър, Ъ. Нации и национализъм. С., 1999, с. 107.
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In the category of popular Islam Sufism39 had a huge influence through its 

religious orders, known as tariqa40. Against the backdrop of the absence of 

Islamic clergy (ulama), Sufism stood for an oral tradition, essentially 

unorthodox, and offered a mostly folkloric and easy to understand notion of 

Islam.41  In this context, Rafik Mukhametshin believes that “Sufism partially 

makes up for the deficiency of the ideological, philosophical-political and socio-

structural vacuum formed in the Tatar society in the period after the conquest of 

Kazan Khanate”42. In terms of the absence of Quranic-educated clergy, the 

social functions performed by popular Islam in the traditional Tatar community, 

formed a strong conservative stratum, which was criticized by some pro-

reformist Tatar theologians in the context of the cultural dynamics of the 19th 

century.

The changes in the religious identity of the Volga Tatars are associated with 

the emergence in the Tatar society of two interrelated phenomena, which are 

often characterized by identical features – Islamic modernism and Islamic 

reformism. Ira Lapidus' study makes a clear distinction between the two 

categories. He believes that Islamic modernism is the introduction of Islam in 
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39  Generally speaking, Sufism is a form of Islamic mysticism. This is a philosophical and ascetic tendency in 
Sunni Islam, which seeks emotional and personal communication of the believer with God. For a more detailed 

theoretical insight into the essence of Sufi Islam, see: Евстатиев, С. (съст.) Ислямът. Кратък справочник. 
С., 2007, с. 183–186; Граматикова,  Н. Неортодоксалният ислям в българските земи. Минало и 

съвременност. С., 2011.

40 The Tariqa are one of the integral elements of Sufism. To some extent these are brotherhoods seeking mystical 
perfection,  cohesion and understanding of the believer with God. The name “ṭarīqah” comes from the Arab word 

for “way”.  In the early stage of the historical development of Sufism (9th century) “ṭarīqah” used to refer to a 
“method” of achieving a certain spiritual condition. Each brotherhood consists of a sheikh (mentor) and his 

murids (students).  There are different categories of terminology in relation to the Sufi brotherhoods: ṭarīqah – 
“way”,  silsila – “chain”,  ihvat – “brotherhood”. For more details, see: Евстатиев,  С.  (съст.) Op. cit., с. 183–

186.

41  Kefeli-Clay, A. L'islam populaire chez les Tatars chrétiens orthodoxes au XIXe siècle. Cahiers du Monde 
russe, Vol. 37, No. 4, 1996, pp. 409–428.

42  Мухаметшин, Р.  Татары и ислам в XX веке (Ислам в общественной и политической жизни татар и 
Татарстана). Казань, 2003, с. 18.
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the modern framework set by Western discourse. This is a general process of 

adaptation of Islam in a modern context; it emerged as a reaction against the 

powerful conservative stratum of the regional clergy. On the other hand, Islamic 

reformism is a reaction of the already existing Muslim clergy against this 

modern influence.43 The main feature of Tatar religious reformism at the turn of 

the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century is its criticism of 

traditionalism and of the distortion of the primary Islamic principles. Tatar 

religious reformers called for the “purification” of Islam (а central motif in the 

works of Märcani44), for a revival of the principles of pure Islam, i.e. a return to 

the basics of the positive culture which existed at the time of the Prophet 

Muhammad. Particularly important in this regard is the concept of opening the 
doors of Ijtihad45, a major subject of debate in Tatar religious Reformism in the 

period under discussion.46

(2) Reform of the education system. In the context of reforming the 

religion in Tatar society in the second half of the 19th century, the renewal of 

religious education was crucially important. It was associated with the so called 

“new method” or usul al-jadid (in Tatar language: ысулы җəәдид), while the 

ideological movement was called jadidism (in Tatar language: җəәдидчелек). 

Broadly speaking, jadidism was a reaction of that circle of the Tatar 
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43 Lapidus, I. A History of Islamic Societies. Cambridge, 2002, pp. 453–468.

44 Юзеев,  А. Н. Научная  биография Марджани.  В: Алексеев, И. Л.  (ред.). Марджани о татарской элите 
(1789-1889). М., 2009, с. 15–35.

45 Ijtihād (“zeal”, “great diligence”) is an effort by a representative of the Muslim clergy to offer independent – 
unaffected by dogmatism – judgments on religious and legal issues. It is associated with the ideas of the Islamic 

doctrine of revival (Tajdid). Once Islam laid its theoretical foundations between the 7th and the 11th centuries, 
the 11th century saw the so called period of closing the doors of Ijtihad under the rule of Abbasid Caliph al-

Qadir (947 – 1031). The later concept of opening the doors of Ijtihad is used in the sense of purification,  renewal 
of religion. The doctrine is purely symbolic and is an integral part of Islamic reformism and its aspirations for 

the removal of the later distortions in religion. For more details, see: Евстатиев,  С. (съст.) Op. cit., с. 56, 186–
188.

46 For a more detailed review of the Tatar religious-reformist thought and its main representatives, see:  Юзеев, 
А. Н. Татарская религиозно-реформаторская мысль. Казань, 2012.
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intelligentsia who believed that religious education based on the model of 

Bukhara no longer met the requirement of social commitment. Historians refer 

to Ismail Gasprinski (Gaspıralı) (1851 – 1914) as one of the main ideologists of 

the jadidism. He was the editor of the newspaper Terjuman (“Translator”) - a 

forum for the development and evolution of jadidist ideas which first appeared 

in 1883 in Bakhchysarai and was published until 1918. The jadidists proposed a 

reform of the education system in the madrasa (secondary Islamic school) and 

maktab (primary Islamic school), e.g. the phonetization of reading instead of 

remembering passages in Arabic language; translating the Quran; studying 

secular sciences along with religion.47 Naturally, these innovations encountered 

strong resistance by some Tatars known as qadimists. There was a debate on the 

new educational method, which formed a substantial part of the public discourse 

of the Tatars in the second half of 19th century.48  However, the debate still 

remained limited to the educated stratum of Tatar society. On the basis of these 

characteristics Andreas Kappeler believes that jadidism could be seen as a kind 

of phase A in Hroch's classification.49

(3) Modernisation of the political discourse related to the debate about 
the name of the nation. The debate on the adoption of a general ethnonym for 

the emerging Tatar nation was associated with the broader (Turkic) and narrower 

17

47  More on the nature of jadidism, see: Yemelianova, G. Russia and Islam. A Historical Survey.  New York, 
2002, pp. 76–87.

48 For a more detailed overview of the positions, interpretations and disputes between jadidists,  see Abdoulline, 
Y., S. Dudoignon.  Histoire et interprétations contemporaines du second réformisme musulman (Ou djadidisme) 

chez les Tatars de la Volga et de Crimée. Cahiers du Monde russe,  Vol. 37, No. 1/2,  Le réformisme musulman en 
asie centrale: Du "Premier renouveau'' à la soviétisation, 1788-1937, 1996, pp. 65–82.

49 Каппелер, А. Op. cit., с. 174.
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(Tatar) understanding of the nation (millet50) and its ethnic boundaries. It is 

worth mentioning however that both projects were secular and transcended the 

Islamic identity, which was dominant in pre-modern Tatar society and which 

was fixed by the dominance of the “Muslim” confessionym. At the beginning of 

the 20th century the Tatar intelligentsia formally divides into two wings – 

turkists and tatarists. On the pages of Tatar periodicals they debated which 

identity deserved to take priority – a broader Turkic or a regional Tatar 

identity.51  On the one hand, turkists saw in the ethnonym Tatar a pejorative 

Mongol context, a peculiar construct of the Tsarist administration; while the 

Turkic identity stood for ancient high culture and helped to eradicate this 

overpowering historical heritage. The introduction of a common Turkic 

ethnonym was an idea shared by Gasprinski, who saw the existence of Russian 

Muslims as inextricably linked with the Russian state.52  On the other hand, 

tatarists believed that the common Turkic identity would lead to the assimilation 

of the Tatar people, to their “Turkification”, to the loss of their unique culture, 

etc. In a similar vein, Galimjan Ibragimov famously wrote on the pages of Shura 

(“Council”) magazine in 1911: “We are Tatars. Our language is Tatar. Our 

literature is Tatar, all we do is Tatar, and our future culture will be Tatar”53.

18

50 The term millet (in Tatar language: миллəәт),  derived from the Arabic word milla,  which in turn is probably of 
Aramaic origin, has different connotations. In the Quranic interpretation, the concept has a confessional 

meaning. Later, especially in the Ottoman context, the meaning of the category became broader and came to 
refer to the religious community, mostly Islamic.  At the end of the 19th century,  under the influence of the 

national idea in Europe, the term further developed to carry national and ethnic connotations. It becomes 
equivalent with “national”. See: Люис, Б. Възникване на съвременна Турция. Пловдив, 2003, с. 388.

51 For more details on the debate between turkists and tatarists among the Tatar intelligentsia in the beginning of 
the 20th century, see: Мухамметдинов, Р.  Нация и революция (Трансформация национальной идеи в 

татарском обществе первой трети ХХ века). Казань, 2000, с. 26–41.

52  Червонная, С. Идея национального согласия в сочинениях Исмаила Гаспринского. Отечественная 
история, 2, 1992, с. 24–42.

53 Bennigsen, A., S. Wimbush. Muslim National Communism in the Soviet Union: A Revolutionary Strategy for 
the Colonial World. Chicago, 1979, p. 199.
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Other issues included the meaning of such concepts as kavim (understood 

in the context of ethnicity or nation) and millet (understood in the context of 

nation). These concepts become an integral part of the rhetoric of the national 

movement. In some cases these notions were presented as synonyms, and the 

very concept millet underwent a significant transformation. The term is tellingly 

ambiguous. It is unclear whether millet refers to: (1) the regional Volga-Tatar 

millet, (2) the Turk-Tatar millet in the Russian Empire or (3) the global Turk 
millet.54

In a regional Tatar context Turkism and Tatarism can be seen as a broader 

and a narrower version of the expression of Turkic identity in the Volga-Ural 

region, respectively. On the one hand, (pan)Turkism (a counter-reaction to the 

pan-Slavism of the 19th century55) presupposes the unification of all Turkic 

communities into a single Turk nation, while (pan)Tatarism argues that all 

Turkic groups in Eurasia – Crimean, Astrakhan, Siberian Tatars, etc. – can be 

assimilated into a larger Tatar nation around the Volga Tatars. This confirms 

Rafael Mukhametdinov's view, who believes that Tatarism is also a kind of 

Turkism, though on a smaller scale.56

Taking into account the political and ideological context of the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries, we can conclude that the only concept out of the 

aforementioned distinction between Turkism and Tatarism that managed to go 

beyond the project phase and to establish itself as a real political doctrine was 

Tatarism. In the Tatar public space the ideas of Tatarism became particularly 

popular after the October Manifesto (1905), which served as a basis for the 

emergence of regular periodicals among the national minorities. This is the 

period when the ethnonym Tatar – similar to the ethnonym Türk in the Ottoman 

Empire – lost its original pejorative sense and became a socially mobilizing 

component, central to establishing a new ethnic identity. 
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54 See Мухамметдинов, Р. Ф. Нация и революция; Хабутдинов, А. Ю. Концепция «миллет» у татар...

55 Landau, J. Pan-Turkism: From Irredentism to Cooperation. London, 1995, p. 8.

56 Мухамметдинов, Р. Ф. Нация и революция, с. 135–136.
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Alongside the secular identity projects among the Volga Tatar community 

in the 19th century there appeared a number of marginal non-secular sectarian 

trends. An axiomatic example is the Vaisi movement (named after its founder 

Bahautdin Vaisov). In the most general sense, the Vaisi movement was an anti-

Russian, anti-Tatar and anti-secular protest of one small Sufi brotherhood, a 

protest of Islamic Puritanism against those whom they regarded as infidels. 

Their rhetoric presented the myth of the pure Islam in Volga Bulgaria. They 

spoke about “the destruction of the brilliant Bulghar kingdom by the infidels 

Tatars”57  and called for “purifying” the Islam from the harmful later layers and 

for returning to the “Bulghar”, which necessarily implied rejecting the “Tatar”. 

This represented a (re)discovering of the pre-Mongol positive identity, which 

overcame the un-prestigious heritage of the Golden Horde.58  The powerful 

social demands of the sect explain why early Soviet historiography, in strict 

adherence to the Stalinist paradigm, presented the movement in a positive light. 

A clear example of that is a monograph by Lucian Klimovich.59  The 

autochthonism of the Vaisi movement could be defined as a kind of expression 

of the so called Bulghar identity. This is a form of local religious identity in the 

Volga-Ural region, related to the Bulghar historiographical tradition, presenting 

the history of the local community not in ethnic or national but in Islamic 

categories.60  In a similar vein, Tomohiko Uyama claims that “Bulgharist 

historiography was a part of the pre-modern tribal and local historiography of 
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57 Quelquejay, C. Le "Vaïsisme" à Kazan. Contribution à l'étude des confréries musulmanes chez les tatars de la 
Volga. Die Welt des Islams, New Series, Vol. 6, Issue 1/2, 1959, pp. 91–112.

58 More on Vaisi and the subsequent Neovaisi movement, see: Шнирельман,  В. А.  От конфессионального к 
этническому: булгарская идея в национальном самосознании казанских татар в XX в.  Вестник Евразии, 

1998, N 1-2, с. 131–152; Гусева Ю. Н. Ваисовское движение в Волжско-Уральском регионе в контексте 
исламской «реформации» конца XIX – первой трети XX вв. Вестник РГГУ, № 10, 2013, с. 43–57.

59 Климович, Л. Ислам в Царской России. М., 1936.

60  See Frank, A. Islamic Historiography and "Bulghar" Identity Among the Tatars and Bashkirs of Russia. 
Leiden, 1998.
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Central Eurasia, and was still far from ethnic history in the modern sense”61. 

This regional identity and the growing interest of the historical intelligentsia in 

the history of Volga Bulgaria form the basis for the political movement of the 

Bulgharism, representated by the Vaisi movement. However Bulgharism also 

has its supporters in post-Soviet Tatarstan.

Formation of the Tatar political movement and projects for autonomization 

(1905 – 1918)

The First Russian Revolution of 1905 – 1907 had a substantial impact on 

the political and social climate of the Russian Empire, including its ethnic 

peripheries. However, the peoples in the Volga-Ural region did not participate 

actively in these events, unlike western governorates (mainly Poland). One 

possible explanation is that the Muslims were still economically 

underdeveloped; they lived predominantly in rural areas; they had no large 

industrial centres, unlike Poland, where the city of Łódź, for example, was the 

biggest centre of the textile industry in the entire Russian Empire. Nevertheless, 

the consequences of the revolutionary events had a lasting impact on the 

national question in the country. The October Manifesto, adopted on 17 October 

1905, legitimized the right of the national minorities to establish their own 

cultural and political organizations, periodicals, etc. As a result, Muslims in 

Russia were entitled to political representation in the newly established Russian 

Parliament (the State Duma). Most active in the political movement were the 

Volga Tatars who were the most advanced among the other Muslim peoples. 

They dominated the Muslim faction in the Duma, actively participated in the 

three All-Russian Muslim Congresses, held in the period 1905 – 1906. Before 

the congresses Tatar political activity was amorphous, inconsistent; there was no 

clearly developed political structure. The main objective of these congresses was 
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61 Uyama, T. From "Bulgharism" through "Marrism" to Nationalist Myths: Discourses on the Tatar, the Chuvash 
and the Bashkir Ethnogenesis. Acta Slavica Iaponica, 19, 2002, p. 167.
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the crystallization of a clearer political concept to serve as a blueprint for a 

coherent programme. The second congress (held in St. Petersburg in January 

1906) saw the establishment of the Union of Muslims (Tatar: Иттифак əәл-
мөслимин). The party had a largely liberal and pro-reform platform, borrowing 

to a large extent from the ideology of the Russian Constitutional Democrats 

(Kadets). It is worth mentioning that the Union of Muslims was a party mainly 

representing the Tatar elite, with no significant support among the general 

population, which explains to a large extent its subsequent marginalization in the 

context of the dynamic changes in the Empire until 1917. From the outset, the 

party met with a strong reaction from the conservative strata in Tatar society and 

the emerging leftist Tatar intelligentsia.62  In other words, from the very 

beginning, the political movement of the Volga Tatars was not a homogeneous 

phenomenon, without a common political core.

The events surrounding the February Revolution and the overthrow of the 

monarchy in 1917 caused even greater changes in the national movements in the 

Russian state. Most of them started to elaborate their own programs for the 

establishment of national autonomies. In the context of political liberalization, 

deputies of the Muslim fraction in the Fourth Duma decided to convene an All-

Russian Muslim Congress (held in Moscow and opened on 1 May 1917). This 

forum brought to light the conflicting opinions as to the future place of Muslims 

in Russia. The delegates split into unitarists (mainly Azeris and Volga Tatars), 

who favoured the unity of Muslims in Russia in the form of national-cultural 

autonomy, and federalists, who advocated a future federal structure of the 

Russian state on the basis of territorial autonomy.63  It can be argued that this 

split clearly illustrates the various concepts of Muslim peoples. On the one hand, 

the Volga Tatars spoke about a large united Turk-Tatar millet in Russia, in which 

they would naturally be at the forefront. On the other hand, other Muslims saw 
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62 Каппелер, А. Op. cit., с. 248.

63  More details on the debates between unitarists and federalists, see: Мухамметдинов, Р. Ф. Нация и 
революция, с. 68–82.
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this concept as dangerous because of their fear of tatarization and insisted on the 

establishment of their individual autonomies. Eventually, the concept of the 

federalists gained the upper hand at the Congress. This caused a reaction among 

the Volga Tatars, who subsequently convened a new All-Russian Muslim 

Congress in Kazan in August 1917, where the unitarist’s project for national 

autonomy was realized. The Second Congress 

was witness to the major split in the political 

movement of Russian Muslims, following the 

forum boycott by delegates from North 

Caucasus, Crimea, Turkestan and Bashkiria in 

protest against Tatar-Azeri domination.64 At the 

congress the “National-Cultural Autonomy of 

Muslims of Inner Russia and Siberia” was 

proclaimed and the decision was made to form a 

National Council (Milli Mejlis) and National 

Administration (Milli Idare).65  The First All-

Russian Muslim Military Congress, held in 

parallel with the congress in Kazan, elected an 

Islamic Military Council (Harbi Shuro), which 

had the task to implement this autonomy 

project.66 Against that background, boycotting Muslims acted independently of 

the Congress in Kazan, held their own national conventions and went on to 

proclaim the formation of autonomous territories. Similar national congresses 

were also convened by the so called “small peoples” in the Volga region 

(Chuvash, Mari, Mordva). A paper by M. Korbut provides a detailed description 

of these political forums. Despite its marked ideologisation, the text is quite 
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65 Ibid.
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informative. The author examines the events surrounding these national 

congresses and the congress decisions.67

The Bolshevik coup in October 1917 and the establishment of the Soviet 

regime in Russia were met with relative passivity by the Tatar national 

movement. Subsequently Harbi Shuro declared the new government illegal, i.e., 

the existence of the Council became incompatible with the communist regime as 

the new authorities were not ready to compromise with any organization that 

refused to cooperate. The Volga Tatars launched their political campaign for 

national autonomy on 22 November (4 December) 1917, when the National 

Council (Milli Mejlis) held its first meeting in Ufa.68 The meeting was chaired 

by Sadri Maksudi (1878 – 1957), who graduated in law and philosophy at the 

Sorbonne in Paris. The work of the Council envisaged the preparation and 

creation of the territorial autonomy Idel-Ural (lit. "Volga-Ural"). It discussed the 

formation of a “Turk-Tatar state, including South Ural and the Middle Volga 

region”69, spanning the entire territory of the Ufa and Kazan governorates, as 

well as parts of Simbirsk, Samara, Orenburg, Perm and Vyatka governorates.70 

The actual process of creating Idel-Ural was initiated on 8 (21) January 1918 in 

Kazan, where the Second All-Russian Muslim military congress took place. Its 

main task was the implementation of territorial autonomy. The main decision of 

the forum was to build up a national army to ensure the creation of an 

autonomous Idel-Ural state, scheduled for March 1, 1918 (See Fig. 1).71  The 

Bolsheviks left the forum and subsequently declared martial law in the Kazan 

Governorate. The Military Congress was closed; the authorities went on to arrest 
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67 Корбут,  М.  Национальное движение в Волжско-Камском крае в 1917 г. Революционный восток, No. 7, 
1929, с. 168–210.

68 Давлетшин, Т. Op. cit., с. 185.

69  Исхаков,  С. М. Октябрьская революция и борьба мусульманских лидеров за власть в Поволжье и на 
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70 For a detailed list of the territories that were to be included in the Idel-Ural autonomy, see: Давлетшин, Т. 
Op. cit., с. 190.

71 Ibid., с. 195.
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members of the Harbi Shuro, and then, with the deployment of regular Red 

Army troops, the Idel-Ural project was completely destroyed by the Soviet 

government.72

In my view, the factors that contributed to the failure to establish the Turk-

Tatar autonomy Idel-Ural include: (1) the lack of support for the Tatars from the 

Bashkirs and other smaller Muslim communities, which launched their own 

autonomy projects; (2) the extremely powerful Bolshevik propaganda 

proclaiming the idea to form a Tatar-Bashkir Soviet Republic, technically 

granting the Tatar and Bashkir nations the right to self-determination, an idea 

that a wide circle of the Tatars and Bashkir intellectuals found attractive; (3) the 

refusal to cooperate with the new government, which meant Idel-Ural did not 

conform with the principles set out by the Bolsheviks in the “Declaration of the 

Rights of the Working and Exploited People”, adopted on 12 (25) January 1918, 

which guaranteed the adoption of federalism in the new state, but only within a 

centralized system.73 (4) The significantly larger revolutionary experience of the 

Bolsheviks compared to Tatar nationalists.

In some sense Idel-Ural represented the culmination of the Tatar national 

movement in the context of the post-October period. The idea of Tatar autonomy 

was preserved among a limited number of nationalists, to be instrumentalized in 

the post-Soviet period by the more radical Tatar nationalism, which transformed 

the project into a myth about the violated national ideal. From this perspective, 

the idea of an independent Turkic Republic Idel-Ural exists in the contemporary 

Russian Federation, albeit among a very limited and marginal circle of radical 

Tatar nationalists.

The Bolshevik project and “inventing” the “Tatar socialist nation” (1918 – 

1920s)
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In preparing to deploy Red Army troops against the autonomy Idel-Ural, 
the Soviet leadership elaborated a counter-project for autonomy, envisioning the 

establishment of a Tatar-Bashkir Soviet Republic, which would include roughly 

the same territories as Idel-Ural. The decision to establish the republic was 

announced by the People's Commissar for Nationalities Joseph Stalin in an 

article entitled “On the Tatar-Bashkir Soviet Republic”, envisioning the 

formation of a Constituent Assembly for the establishment of the republic.74 In 

general, the project had a propagandist nature and aimed to destabilize the Tatar 

nationalists. Subsequently, however, the project failed because of the dynamic 

context of the Russian Civil War (the Kazan Governorate was occupied by the 

White Army of Admiral Kolchak, and later by the Czechoslovak Legion) and the 

lack of support from the Bashkir national movement which launched its own 

autonomy project.75

After the defeat of the White Guards and the return of the Kazan 

Governorate under Soviet power, the project for a Tatar-Bashkir Soviet Republic 

was abandoned and on 20 March 1919 a decision was made to establish a 

separate Bashkir ASSR.76  This move provoked a reaction among the Tatar 

communists who called for the establishment of a Tatar Republic. In this 

context, the VTsIK ("All-Russian Central Executive Committee") and the 

Sovnarkom ("Council of People's Commissars") issued a joint decree on 27 May 

1920, proclaiming the establishment of a Tatar ASSR as part of the RSFSR. The 

decree was made public two days later on the pages of the government 

newspaper Izvestia77. The establishment of an autonomous Tatar republic within 
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Soviet Russia can be described as a compromise which had a huge impact on the 

development of the Volga Tatars. For the first time since the fall of Kazan 

Khanate in the 16th century, they had their own state, though not sovereign. This 

is one of the possible explanations for the relative lack of anticommunist 

hysteria in Republic of Tatarstan, a sentiment typical of other parts of the post-

Soviet space.

In the context of the policy of korenizatsiya (“nativization” or 

“indigenization”, i.e. appointing representatives of the titular nations to the local 

administrative and political institutions), the early 1920s saw an increasing 

number of ethnic Tatars appointed to the local republican administration. The 

Tatar language was declared an official language on a par with the Russian 

language on the territory of the republic. Within the framework of this complex 

process, Aidar Yuzeev saw great progress in the formation of the Tatar political 

nation.78  In this context starts a process of affirmation of the Tatar ethnic 

identity, begins the formation of the so called “Tatar socialist nation” in line with 

the titular group. The period of korenizatsiya was the time when most of the 

Tatar organizations and cultural and scientific institutions were established.

In a wider Soviet context, one could argue that the korenizatsiya was the 

process that formed the modern nations in the new state. The Ukrainian and 

Belarusian nations provide two notable examples. The policy of korenizatsiya 

promoted local languages and cultures and gave birth to a number of scientific 

disciplines at local republican level (kraevedenie), e.g. the study of the national 

language, history and folklore. This policy essentially filled the identity of the 

titular nations with ethnic content, a process that Yuri Slezkine rightly called 

'chronic ethnophilia'79. The main objective of the Bolsheviks was to stimulate 

the national development of the communities that had no well-defined national 
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identity and that thought about themselves in confessional, regional or other 

categories. In this connection, Juliette Cadiot claimed that “the Bolshevik 

leadership considers it necessary to assist the formation of modern nations in the 

areas where tribal and kinship structures and feudalism are still dominant”80. 

However, she argued that the true attachment of national identity in the Soviet 

context occurred only in the process of passportization in the 1930s, whereby 

every individual acquired a fixed national identity in their passport (i.e. the so 

called “fifth point”).81 As well as giving information about national (and ethnic) 

origin and some basic personal information, the main goal of the internal 

passport was to represent the collective Soviet identity of an individual, his full 

participation in Soviet society. Thus, it can be noted that during the Communist 

period the internal passport was probably the most important document for 

every citizen of the Soviet state.82

It is worth mentioning that the policy of korenizatsiya strictly adhered to 

the principles of the already established Bolshevik ethno-national concept 

(which adopted some of the ideas of the austromarxists83). This theory is 

centered around Stalin's formulation of the nature of nation. According to him, 

'The nation is a historically established community of people, formed on the 

basis of four main attributes, namely: a common language, a common territory, a 

common economic life and general psychological attitudes manifested in the 

specific features of the national culture'84. This interpretation became a key point 

in the Bolshevik ethno-national policy adopted after the October Revolution 

(1917) during the process of constructing the Soviet system, or what Rogers 
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Brubaker called “institutionalized multinationality”85. The ethno-national policy 

of the Soviet leadership envisioned the formation of the new state on the basis of 

a union of territories characterized by various privileges and built on a strictly 

defined national hierarchy.86 This hierarchy classified national groups into three 

categories (later on in the context of Stalinism, a fourth category was added) 

according to the status of the territory they inhabited.87 A basic principle in the 

territorial entities was the right of the titular nation, i.e. the ethnic group that 

gave its name to the corresponding territory. In this sense, Stalin's ethnic 

engineering was built upon a topographic understanding of the nation.

In the context of the ethno-national policy and the formation of the new 

Soviet identities, science played a particularly important role in upholding the 

state and its ideology. History, ethnography and linguistics were central to this 

process. In the 1920s a new historical school was established, associated with 

the name of Mikhail Pokrovsky (1868 – 1932), which reappraised the historical 

heritage of the Russian state.88  Soviet science of that period strictly adhered to 

the so called “evolutionary approach”, according to which human development 

led to a gradual disappearance of the small groups and their integration into 

larger communities.89  This served as the basis for the doctrine of the united 

‘Soviet people’ (советский народ) in the 1960s and 1970s. According to the 

official rhetoric, this was a new historical community, but as Brubaker pointed 

out, this community was actually supra-national90 ; it was linked with the 

29

85  Brubaker, R. Nationhood and the national question in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Eurasia: An 
institutionalist account. Theory and Society, 23, 1994, pp. 47–78.

86 See Tishkov, V. Ethnicity, Nationalism and Conflict in and After the Soviet Union. London, 1997, pp. 24–43.

87 For more details on the hierarchy of the national groups in USSR, see: Кадио, Ж. Op. cit., с. 260–261.

88  See Шнирельман В. А.  Злоключения одной науки: этногенетические исследования и сталинская 
национальная политика. Этнографическое обозрение, No. 3, 1993, с. 52–68.

89 Кадио, Ж. Op. cit., с. 205.

90 Brubaker, R. Op. cit.



30

characteristics of Soviet universalism or what Carrère d'Encausse calls Homo 
sovieticus91 in the sense of a supra-ethnic, civil project.

Conclusion

Judging from the historical events, we can draw the conclusion that the 

Tatar nation, seen as a consistent mass social construct, was fully established 

only with the imposition of the Soviet system in the Tatar ASSR after 1920 and 

particularly in the context of the policy of korenizatsiya. This process gave the 

ethnonym Tatars a new ethno-national meaning for the general population, 

which used to imagine itself primarily in confessional or other categories. In this 

sense, the Bolsheviks were the first to succeed in bringing the nation within the 

Tatar community to the level of practice, if we accept Brubaker’s theory.92 In the 

course of the events in the beginning of the 20th century Tatar identity became 

increasingly secularized. In this sense, Eduard Ponarin from the European 

University in St. Petersburg believes that every subsequent period in the Tatar 

national development becomes more and more nationalistic and less and less 

religious, giving an example with the sequence jadidism – Pan-Turkism – 

National Bolshevism.93

The analysis prompts us to draw a conclusion which applies not only to the 

Tatar but also to other similar cases. As a matter of fact, the successful projects 

were the secular and pragmatic ones such as the Bolsheviks’. Neither Turkism 

nor Tatarism – understood as a nationalist practice – and even less the Tatar form 

of liberalism (represented by The Union of the Muslims party) managed to offer 

adequate solutions to the dynamic and rapidly changing situation after 1905 – 
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1907, which culminated in the years of crisis after the October Revolution 

(1917). Two main factors explain the failure of these projects to become a 

political reality: (1) the lack of mass support among the population, which in 

some sense prioritised the social over the national demands; (2) the 

attractiveness of what the Bolsheviks proposed. The “Decree on Peace”, 
“Decree on Land” and the right of nations to self-determination were the main 

propaganda tools that ensured the support of the national minorities for the 

Bolsheviks and created favourable conditions for the realization of the Soviet 

project.
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