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Objective, Object and Methodology 
 

The last one hundred years have confronted Crimean Tatars with intense challenges and colossal 
hardship. They suffered greatly from the policies of the Soviet government before, during and after their 
total deportation of 1944 as well as during their return in the late 1980s, and they are being discriminated 
against by the Russian government following the annexation of Crimea in 2014. After the Red Army 
recaptured Ukraine from the Wehrmacht in 1944, Crimean Tatars were deported to Central Asia based on 
accusations of collective treason and collaboration with the enemy. The presentation of this group as 
traitors and enemies of the Soviet people was used as a foundation for discriminative policies during their 
return to Crimea.  

My first personal encounter with Crimean Tatars was when I was an 8-year-old child, in now distant 
1997, when my aunt took me to Crimea for vacations with her. We were on a bus, travelling between two 
major cities on Crimean coastline and an old lady awkwardly dressed, in what looked to me like some kind of 
traditional Central Asian clothes, seated herself on a seat exactly in front of as. I asked my aunt “Is she a 
Tatar?” – “Yes!”. “And what she is doing here [in Crimea]?” – “She is probably living here.” At that point it 
seemed to me obvious, that “non-slavic” looking people in Crimea must be Tatars, but at the same time, that 
they surely don’t belong there. I consider this perception of Crimean Tatars I had, is indicative of and was a 
direct result of representations and images of Crimean Tatars as they were constructed by post-Soviet public 
discourse in now independent Ukraine, and especially by TV programs, of which I was a great consumer at 
the time.  

Later on, I learned many details about Soviet repressions and the deportations of whole nationalities. 
Most of my knowledge of Crimean Tatars, prior to this study, was acquired following the annexation of 
Crimea by Russia, when old underreported problems of the region came to the surface. Now Crimean Tatars 
are facing oppressive measures implemented by the Russian government in Crimea (Human Rights Watch, 
2014), which are being justified based on accusations of extremism and radicalism. In order to understand 
the structures and dynamics of the current identity-based conflict in Crimea that has led to oppression of 
Crimean Tatars after the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, it is necessary to understand the political 
and social legacies of Soviet repressions, and the impact of that repressions on the development of the 
systems of identity for Crimean Tatars. 

I believe that knowledge and memory should not end up solely a dusty book in an academic library, 
but to be a lively relation and experience, which is continuously confronting with social antagonisms. That is 
why I am interested in “social memory”, a particular kind of speech, that is socially charged by the fact that it 
is constructed in the framework of specific social groups, who have suffered the consequences of the past 
and history in a concrete way. This type of memory, is often activated as resistance to formal requirement 
for lethe, thus acting as “counter-memory”, to highlight the discontinuities between the historical periods, 
between constructed dominant version of “historical continuity” and the particular mode of assuming of the 
past by different groups living together, such as ethnic and religious groups, etc. Τhis study is a tool with 
which I look at the past of the Soviet Union and its subsequent states, regarding the position of Crimean 
Tatars, in my attempt to deconstruct the dominant representations of public discourse, that selectively 
silence their past struggles and defend oblivion herein, while ascribing negative meaning even to the 
ethnonym “Crimean Tatar”. Certainly the institutions and the policies of the Soviet Union and subsequently 
Ukraine and Russia, must be taken into account for analysis of the Crimean Tatars. Thus, this study follows 
two different axes in the same time: one chronological axis of representations and one explanatory axis, that 
attempts to highlight the background in which those representations are made. The chronological axis is 
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vertically penetrating all three parts of the study, thus interconnecting them and draws on expertise of 
researchers mainly focusing on discourse analysis. The explanatory axis is horizontally present in each 
separate part and consists of theoretical and historical sections, beyond those related to representations, 
thus trying to focus on the general framework in which those representations are taking place. I believe that 
the second axis is not just supplementary addition to the first, but has a central role for our understanding 
and for the concept of counter-memory. The deportation of Crimean Tatars from Crimea to Uzbekistan and 
the Urals, where they lived under special settlement restrictions and suffered from extreme material 
deprivation undoubtedly constituted the most traumatic series of events in their modem history. It is 
impossible to understand the current position and struggle of the Crimean Tatars, without keeping these 
events foremost in mind. 

This study relies mainly on bibliographic research in available secondary sources in English and Russian 
language. The amount of available material is constrained by geographical location of the author and 
inaccessibility of Crimean and Ukrainian libraries, where newer studies are available, as well as by linguistic 
restrictions, making material available in Crimean Tatar language unusable. Main sources that were used in 
the study are: annotated collections of archival materials (Артизов, Сигачев, Хлопов, & Шевчук, 2000; 
Бердинских, 2005; Бугай, 1992, 1995, 2006; Бугай & Гонов, 2003), works of researchers that have 
conducted extensive fieldwork among Crimean Tatars (E. A. Allworth, 1998b; Aydingün & Aydingün, 2007; 
Aydın, 2012; Fisher, 1978; Korostelina, 2004, 2007, 2015; Kouts & Muratova, 2014; Mirimanova, 2013; 
Muratova, 2014; Pohl, 1999, 2000, 2010, 2014, Uehling, 2000, 2004, 2015), works on history of Soviet Union, 
its successor states and resistance to them (Alexeyeva, 1987; Fitzpatrick, 2005; Martin, 2001; Polian, 2004; 
Williams, 2001a, 2001b, 2016; Yurchak, 2014; Алексеева, 1992; Некрич, 1978; А. Р. Никифоров, 2014). The 
contemporary identity theories were drawn mostly from (Ivic, 2016) and representations of Crimean Tatars 
in Ukrainian media discourse from (Bezverkha, 2013, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c). 
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Part I: Before Perestroika 
The Soviet stereotype of Crimean Tatars 

Brief Contemporary History of Crimean Tatars 
Crimean Tatars are a Turkic-speaking people. According to some researchers (Korostelina, 2015, p. 

35), they represent a mixture of the ancient Gothic and Alan populations or according to others (Williams, 
2016, p. xi), an amalgam of pagan Mongols and Turkic Kipchaks then gradually converted to Islam, who 
settled in Eastern Europe in the 7th  century. The name Tatars first appeared in the 13th century, after the 
occupation of the peninsula by the Mongol Golden Horde. As the non-Turkic population became assimilated 
with other Crimeans via shared religion, language, and culture, Tatars formed an independent state known 
as the Crimean Khanate—a political entity ruled by a khan, on the model of the invading Mongols. This state 
remained independent, but allied with the Ottoman Empire for the most time, until the Russian Empire 
began to expand in the 17th century (Korostelina, 2015, p. 35; Williams, 2016, p. xii). 

In 1783, the Crimean peninsula was annexed by Russian Empire and the Crimean Khanate conquered. 
The relationships between Crimean Tatars and the Russian empire occasionally intensified, climaxing during 
the Crimean War in 1854. The mutual mistrust between the imperial Russian and Crimean Khanate 
governments further strained relations in the peninsula, driving many Tatars to the Ottoman Empire for fear 
of retaliation and possible resettlement within the Russian heartland. Though many Tatars remained in 
Crimea, by 1917 Tatars made up only a quarter of Crimean population (Korostelina, 2015, pp. 35–36; 
Williams, 2002). 

During the first years after the Russian Revolution, the Soviet regime enacted a policy created by Lenin 
to promote the national autonomy of minority national groups throughout the Soviet Union. Having 
inherited a multi-national empire, the new Soviet government had to find a way to rein in the nationalist 
ambitions of the numerous national groups, who had their distinct linguistic, cultural and religious traditions, 
and demanded the right to national self-determination (Martin & Suny, 2001). Searching for support from 
these groups towards the Bolshevik cause, Lenin initially promised to support national self-determination 
within the USSR, and encourage the autonomy of national minorities. By the early 1930s, however, the 
Soviet regime found these policies untenable, and turned to policies intended to coerce nationalist groups 
into submission to central authorities in Moscow. Historians have termed the policies of the late 1920s and 
early 1930s to be indicative of an “Affirmative Action Empire,” where Stalin believed that authorizing 
nationalist autonomy for minority groups allowed Moscow to dictate the contents of their national culture 
and thereby limit the political ambitions of these groups. Different policies, that ranged from banning 
national languages, to state-orchestrated famines, massacres, forced resettlements, internment in the 
system of gulags, and the incarceration or extrajudicial executions of the intelligentsia were used to address 
the political ambitions of various national groups (Korostelina, 2015, p. 36). This contradiction between 
promoting national autonomy, while crushing the political ambitions of national groups was common 
throughout the USSR (Martin, 2001). 

According to Mustafa Cemiloglou, both, Lenin and Stalin, had used the formation of the Crimean 
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic in 1921 as a demonstration that Soviet power was just and fair, 
offering political and cultural autonomy to those nations, which respected Soviet authority. It is during these 
years, that the first steps were taken in creating а written language on the basis of existing Crimean-Rumey 
dialects (Stadnik, 2001, p. 219). The establishment of the republic was followed by famine that some 
scholars are considering to be a state-orchestrated famine, which took the lives of over 100,000 Crimeans, 
mostly Tatars. By 1928, the nationalist leaders who Lenin and Stalin supported in 1921 were shot dead, and 
the Soviet leadership pursued the elimination of the Crimean Tatar intelligentsia, while simultaneously 
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proclaiming Crimean Tatar cultural autonomy (Korostelina, 2015, p. 36). Trying to affirm Soviet control over 
Crimea, the peninsula was divided in 1934 into zoning districts, and the territories with a certain national or 
ethnic group majority were transformed into independent administrative units. As a result, 177 Tatar, 130 
Russian, 40 German, 32 Jewish, 72 Greek, Armenian, Bulgarian, and other regional self-regulatory bodies 
were formed in Crimea. Furthermore, a number of Crimean Tatar schools were established, while 
newspapers and magazines were published in the Crimean Tatar language (Korostelina, 2007, p. 8). 

But still, these policies across the USSR did not manage to quell the resistance to the Soviet program 
of compulsory collectivization. This brief period of recovered autonomy was not to last in Crimea, as 
elsewhere in the USSR. The new policies adopted by Stalin in the mid-1930s, attempted to subdue national 
identities across the USSR and to create a new Soviet national identity for the Soviet state. In this campaign 
to create a single Soviet nation, aspirations for the distinct identity of minorities were brutally suppressed. 
These repressions in Crimea led to mass arrests and the destruction of religious buildings (mosques, temples, 
synagogues, etc). The independent ethnic administrative units were terminated and Crimean Tatars—among 
others—lost their religious freedoms and the possibility to send their children to ethnic schools, where they 
could be educated in their native language (Korostelina, 2015, p. 36). 

During the Second World War, the German occupying authorities attracted Crimean Tatars with 
special privileges, and invited Tatar nationalist leaders to Berlin. They distributed gardens to the Tatars, 
which was a highly symbolic act given that the Soviet Union had abolished private property and collectivized 
all the land. The German occupying authorities released Crimean Tatar prisoners of war, and excused Tatars 
from labor duty (Korostelina, 2015, pp. 36–37). In addition, Crimean Tatars were relieved of heavy tax duties, 
allowed to practice their religion openly, and offered education in the Tatar language. A Muslim Committee 
was created in Simferopol, and Crimean Tatars were appointed to administrative positions within it. As a 
result of these policies some Crimean Tatars, especially the older generations, showed some support for the 
occupying force. In exchange for such privileges, some Tatars did in fact collaborate with the German 
occupation by revealing key strategic information, such as the positions of partisan troops as well as Soviet 
army plans (Korostelina, 2015, p. 37). A number of Crimean Tatars served in German organized self-defense 
units to fight against Soviet partisans. German records show the number of Crimean Tatars to serve in 
German formed battalions reached 9,225 men (Pohl, 2010, p. 1). This number constitutes considerably less 
than 1% of the more than 1.3 million Soviet citizens to serve with the Germans during World War II. The vast 
majority of these men, over one million, came from the core Russian, Ukrainian and Belorussian nationalities 
of the Soviet Union (Бердинских, 2005, p. 65). Yet, most Tatars refused to work for the Wehrmacht, in part 
because of German brutality against inhabitants of Tatar villages (Korostelina, 2003, p. 37). In addition, a 
majority of Crimean Tatars retained their loyalty to the Soviet government, continuing serving in the Red 
Army, assisting partisan units and otherwise opposing the Nazi regime (Pohl, 2010, p. 1), based in part on 
their consumption of Soviet propaganda urging them to resist the German occupiers (Williams, 2001a, p. 
375). 

After the Red Army recaptured the Crimean peninsula, on May 11, 1944, the Soviet government 
accused the Crimean Tatars of mass treason and ordered the forced resettlement of the entire population 
from the Crimean ASSR to Uzbekistan. From May 18-20, 1944 the NKVD loaded, with little forewarning, Tatar 
women, children, and the elderly into freight trains and transported them to Central Asia. The vigilance of 
lower Party officials to meet pre-established quotas resulted in Crimean Tatars abandoning their property 
and personal possessions. Lacking food, water or adequate sanitation, many Tatars died in transit 
(Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). One tabulation by Radio Liberty places the total number of Crimean Tatars to die 
during transit at 7,889 (5%) people (Critchlow, 1991, p. 8). This contrasts sharply with the official Soviet 
figure of 191 deaths during transit (Бугай, 2006, p. 115). Oral testimonies of the survivors strongly suggest 
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that the first figure is closer to the truth than that of NKVD (Pohl, 2014, p. 52). A number of these trains were 
later diverted to the Urals and other regions of the RSFSR, but over 150,000 Crimean Tatars from a 
population of around 200,000 ended up resettled in Uzbekistan as special settlers. Those sent to Uzbekistan 
were initially settled mostly on kolkhozes and sovkhozes, but due to very poor material conditions on these 
farms a large number of them migrated to industrial concerns such as mines, construction sites, and 
factories within the republic to work. Despite this migration, tens of thousands of Crimean Tatars in 
Uzbekistan still perished from such causes as malaria, malnutrition, and dysentery (Pohl, 2014). Those who 
survived the journey were confined to special zones for their residency. The settlements of Crimean Tatars in 
Uzbekistan turned into permanent residences. Great economic, political, and social hardships arose 
(Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). In the Urals tens of thousands of Crimean Tatars ended up in wet forests where 
the able bodied adults felled trees and the rest of the population suffered from hunger and contagious 
diseases. Finally, a small group of Crimean Tatar men were mobilized as forced laborers in the coal mines of 
the Moscow and Tula oblasts (Pohl, 2014, p. 47). Crimean Tatars from Ukrainian SSR and adjacent Rostov 
and Krasnodar oblasts of RSFSR were deported as well (Бугай, 2006, pp. 110, 114). For the Crimean Tatars 
who had fallen prisoners of war to the Germans and for those who had been forced to move to Germany to 
work during the war years, the situation was even worse. Together with the Crimean soldiers who had been 
evacuated with the Germans to Rumania and Hungary, and who had been placed in the Waffen SS Division 
of the Eastern Turks (together with Azeris, Volga Tatars, and Turkestanis), they were forcibly returned to the 
USSR by the allies at the end of the war. Many of these people were not sent to the new places of Tatar 
settlement, but rather executed for wartime treason or confined in corrective labor camps in the Urals 
(Fisher, 1978, p. 171).  

Despite the fact that Russians and Ukrainians formed the majority of Nazi collaborators in the USSR, 
the Stalin regime did not subject these nationalities to collective punishment. The Soviet government, 
however, did justify its deportation of the entire Crimean Tatar population in the USSR to Uzbekistan and the 
Urals by reference to the alleged activities of Crimean Tatar self-defense battalions organized under the 
Germans (Pohl, 2010, p. 1). However, other ethnic groups in the Caucasus which never saw German 
occupation (the Chechens and the Meskhetian Turks) were also deported. The public reason is even less 
convincing if we consider that the Tatars who collaborated were not the ones who were punished—
members of self-defence battalions departed with the German army. It was primarily the women, children, 
and elderly left behind who were deported “en masse”, without considering if anyone was guilty of the 
charges (Uehling, 2004, p. 3,38). During the operation for the deportation from the peninsula during April 
and May 1944, the NKVD officially arrested only 5,989 Crimean Tatars out of a total population of over 
197,000 people or just over three percent of the population, charged as “anti-Soviet elements” (Бугай, 1992, 
p. 198). Like earlier deportations from the Caucasus, it appears that the Soviet leadership first decided to use 
the cover of war to remove the Crimean Tatars from Crimea and then formulated the charge of collective 
treason as a justification for this crime (Pohl, 2010). The charge of collective treason was a mere formality 
used to justify the total deportation of several nationalities. The real reasons for the deportations lie 
elsewhere and have been discussed extensively by scholarship on formerly secret archival documents 
(Алиева, 1993; Бердинских, 2005; Бугай, 2006; Бугай & Гонов, 2003). One of the prevailing explanations is 
that Stalin’s domestic policy with regard to the Crimean Tatars had little to do with their actual behavior. 
Rather, it was part of a larger and more complex foreign policy in line with his geopolitical strategy to secure 
the southern border and expand into Turkey. The Crimean Tatars, who had ethnic ties in Turkey, were 
viewed as potentially sabotaging that plan (Uehling, 2004, p. 3). 

After their exile, all traditional toponyms, that were considered Tatar were changed to Soviet ones like 
“Happy,” (Chastlivoe) “Pretty,” (Krasivoe) and “Clean” (Chistoe)(E. A. Allworth, 1998a, pp. 12–13; Fisher, 
1978, pp. 171–172; Uehling, 2004, p. 4; Некрич, 1978, p. 38). Books in the Crimean Tatar language, including 
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classics like Marx and Lenin, were destroyed. Their mosques were converted to movie theaters and 
warehouses, and gravestones from their cemeteries were used for building material (Pohl, 2014, p. 49; 
Uehling, 2004, p. 4). Mentions of them were cut from the Great Soviet Encyclopedia, and their ethnonym 
disappeared from the Soviet census (Uehling, 2004, p. 4). Tatars in exile were not allowed to speak of or 
commemorate Crimea, because mentions of Crimea were taken as an appeal for return and were 
passionately suppressed. Those who said they were Crimean Tatars when applying for internal passports 
(passports to travel abroad were categorically denied) were told there was no such group, only “Tatars.” 
While they struggled to survive in camps across RSFSR and the Central Asian republics, Russian and Ukrainian 
settlers were brought to Crimea and given houses, gardens, and livestock of the deported nationalities 
(Uehling, 2004, p. 4). 

The Soviet government only released the Crimean Tatars from special settlement restrictions on April 
28, 1956. It lifted the collective charges of treason against the nationality on September 5, 1967. But, it only 
allowed the Crimean Tatars to return home in large numbers after November 14, 1989. Their long exile in 
Central Asia and other areas of the USSR left an ineffaceable mark on the group. The Crimean Tatar response 
to the current Russian occupation of Crimea cannot be understood without reference to the history of their 
deportation and suffering under the special settlement regime (Pohl, 2014, p. 47). 

Johan Galtung developed the concepts of direct, cultural, and structural violence (Galtung, 1969). 
While direct violence describes open cases of aggression, structural violence is understood as injustice and 
exploitation built into a social system of inequalities, and cultural violence is based on the prevailing 
attitudes and beliefs in the society. Professor Karina Korostelina believes that Crimean Tatars were victims of 
all three forms of violence described by Galtung. They were deported by the Stalinist regime, were harassed 
upon their return to Crimea in 1990s and brutally beaten and killed during the current occupation regime in 
Crimea (Korostelina, 2015, p. 33). The political structures of Soviet Union and current Putin’s Russia 
supported these aggressive policies, while a culture of paternalism and submission to power justified violent 
actions. Korostelina stresses that the prevailing form of violence against Crimean Tatars was categorical 
violence, which is based on the social category, such as ethnic, religious, gender, etc. that is ascribed to a 
particular group. It can be related to existing identities of this group, or it can be created by the authority or 
group in power. Because of belonging to a specific social category, a particular group can be denied some 
rights or access to resources and power, to basic needs, including food (famine), territory (deportation), or 
right to exist (genocide). Members of a particular social group can experience exceptional hardship only 
because of their membership in this group that is perceived as treacherous, rebellious, or just secondary 
(Korostelina, 2015, p. 33). 

 

  



8 
 
 

The changing representations of Crimean Tatars during and after WWII 
 

The last almost one hundred years have presented Crimean Tatars with intense challenges and 
enormous hardship. They suffered greatly from the decisions of the Soviet government during their 
deportation of 1944 and their return in the late 1980s, and they are being discriminated against by the 
government of Russian Federation, following the annexation of Crimea in 2014. After the Red Army 
recaptured Ukraine from the Wehrmacht in 1944, Crimean Tatars were deported to Central Asia based on 
accusations of willingly supporting the enemy, killing not guilty Soviet citizens, and collaborating to institute 
a Crimean Tatar republic under German rule. The presentation of this group as traitors and enemies of the 
Soviet people was used as basis for discriminative policies during their return to Crimea (Korostelina, 2015, 
p. 33).  

This section is largely based on research of professor Karina Korostelina (2015) and her main argument 
is that during the German occupation of Crimean peninsula, Soviet propaganda presented the Crimean 
Tatars as little brothers, mobilizing popular support for the Crimean Tatars by positioning Tatar identity with 
the family of the Soviet nation. However, when the political demands of the Soviet government shifted after 
the Second World War, Soviet newspapers began presenting the Crimean Tatars as traitors to the USSR, who 
were a different, dangerous national group and had to be removed. The boundaries between Crimean 
Tatars’ and Soviet identities were redrawn to present Crimean Tatars either as being insiders, or outsiders, 
depending on shifting political and social contexts (Korostelina, 2015, p. 34). 

At the beginning of the Second World War, after Wehrmacht and allied armies occupied Ukraine and 
Crimea, Soviet newspapers narrated acts of courage and heroism by Tatar soldiers. These accounts fostered 
patriotism in Crimean Tatars, and intensified hatred toward the Germans (Korostelina, 2015, p. 37). Every 
issue of these newspapers published accounts of atrocities committed by the German troops, the progress 
of the Soviet army, and the courage of Crimean Tatar soldiers and guerillas fighting alongside and with the 
Soviet army. The leading Crimean newspaper, “Krasnyi Krym”, generally portrayed the Tatar people as 
coexisting peacefully for centuries alongside their “older brother―the great Russian nation.” In these 
narrations, all ethnic groups of the Soviet Union were acting in unison against their common malicious 
adversary (Krasnyi Krym, 16 June, 1943 & Krasnyi Krym, 2 July, 1943, in Korostelina, 2015). 

One such article recounts the brutality of the German army: 
“Brother- Tatars! You are in the occupied territory among the enemy. You see and feel the horrors of 
the Fascist occupation. The Germans send your sons to the frontline. They rape your daughters; they 
turn you into powerless slaves. They condemned you to starvation and death (Krasnyi Krym, 2 July, 
1943, in Korostelina, 2015).” 

As Crimean Tatars were positioned in unity with other nationalities in the “Soviet family,” the 
boundary divisions between Crimean Tatars (by being “brothers”) and Germans (by being the “vicious 
enemy”) deepened (Korostelina, 2015, p. 37). The newspapers repeatedly cast the Germans as colonizers 
seeking to destroy the cultural heritage of the people: “The Germans try to sow discord among people of the 
Crimea. They set Russians against Jews, Tatars against Russians. This is an old trick of colonizers” (Krasnyi 
Krym, 16 June, 1943, in Korostelina, 2015). In the same issue of “Krasnyi Krym”, announcements made by 
German occupying forces that they would bring freedom to Tatars were depicted in these narratives as part 
of a deceitful campaign of colonization, linked to their true mission to destroy Crimean Tatars’ honor and 
pride, and to plunder the rich Crimean soil. But the newspaper promised, that the Red Army was about to 
recapture the Crimean peninsula soon and oust the Wehrmacht. Some of the articles at this time do mention 
the collaboration of Crimean Tatars with the German army, but the reports state that such collaboration 



9 
 
 

occurred only after German deception, provocation, and coercion (Korostelina, 2015, p. 37). But, still 
collaborators were viewed as traitors to Crimean Tatars themselves. The article is emphasizing the fact, that 
every community has its own degenerates (urody obshestva) and there are some traitors within any 
community, however such cases were presented as exceptional. In general, the Crimean Tatar population 
remained loyal to Soviet rule and was viewed as such (Korostelina, 2015, p. 37).  

According to the article: 

“[The Germans] created the so-called Tatar Committee, but it is clear to everyone that this 
committee is the slave of the German–colonizers, it works for Fascists and helps rob and deceive the 
Tatar people (Krasnyi Krym, 16 June, 1943, in Korostelina, 2015).” 

The Soviet propaganda used cultural images of tight-knit Crimean Tatar communities, emphasizing 
family security and respect for elders, to show that the willingness of some Crimean Tatars to join the 
German army was like an act of youthful rebellion against the wider family. By casting enemy collaboration 
in familial terms, forgiveness for such misbehaviors and re-unification of the greater Soviet family could 
result, seemingly, from acts of regret from the side of the rebellious child (Korostelina, 2015, pp. 37–38). 
Following the progression of war, Soviet propaganda made attempts to intensify national pride by 
promoting images of heroism of the multicultural Red Army. Acts of collaboration with the enemy were 
presented as cases of character flaws, equated to the betrayal of selling one’s ancestral land. Newspaper 
stories stressed that the Soviet army included soldiers of all racial and ethnic groups, in stark contrast to the 
racist policies of the Wehrmacht, which followed the National Socialist racial policies, and considered all 
non-Arians as Untermenschen (Korostelina, 2015, p. 38). Other articles offered personalized accounts of the 
hardships of Crimean Tatar troops and featured the life stories of those who demonstrated exceptional 
courage (Krasnyi Krym, 24 September, 1943, in Korostelina, 2015).  

But, as the Red Army in the later stages of the war was succeeding in its counter-offensive and 
recovering its territory from the Wehrmacht, the number of publications elevating the heroic deeds of 
Crimean Tatars hastily dropped. The Soviet propaganda machine switched from issuing inspirational stories 
in pursuit of national unity to narratives, that served the need to return a sense of normalcy to the 
reoccupied territory (Korostelina, 2015, p. 38). According to the new propaganda campaign, the newspapers 
abandoned their earlier representation of Crimean Tatars as rebellious younger brothers and depicted them, 
among other ethnic groups, as enemy accomplices. These representations chastised these groups as traitors 
deserving severe punishment. Furthermore, based on this characterization future generations of Crimean 
Tatars should be condemned for the actions committed by their ancestors during the war. Brutalizing images 
of Crimean Tatars were disseminated throughout the Soviet Union, representing a stark contrast to the 
glorification of those who had served in the Red Army (Korostelina, 2015, p. 38). 

Starting from 1943, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet began issuing resolutions about punishing 
collaborators and traitors in Crimea. At this point of time, the Soviet authorities did not yet label the whole 
Crimean Tatar population as traitors and the resolutions stated the need to try individuals under article 58 of 
the Soviet criminal code, rather than administrative exile, while not mentioning any particular nationalities 
(Pohl, 2014, p. 50). It is only after the Soviet military retook the peninsula that the higher echelons of the 
Soviet government made the claim that most of the traitors in the territory were Crimean Tatars and that 
the entire nationality should be punished. But even in their common, April 1944, decree (ukaz) designed to 
punish all “anti-Soviet elements” operating in areas previously occupied by the Wehrmacht, Beria, the head 
of NKVD, together with NKGB chief, still make no particular reference to any specific ethnic affiliation of the 
enemy elements (Korostelina, 2015, p. 38). According to this law, the Crimean peninsula was to be cleared of 
“agents of German and Romanian intelligence, traitors, collaborators, members of crime organizations.” 
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The law’s intent is conveyed as follows: 

“To clear the territory of the Crimean region from the agents of foreign intelligence agencies and 
contra-intelligence groups, of those who betrayed their country and traitors, who actively helped Nazi-
German occupation forces and their agents, of participants of anti- Soviet organizations, bandit groups 
and other anti-Soviet elements that helped occupations forces (13 April, 1944)”. (Korostelina, 2015, p. 
38) 

The first such written evidence of depicting Crimean Tatars as a treacherous group in its totality, is a 
letter from Beria to Stalin, on May 10, 1944 (Pohl, 2014, p. 50). The day after receiving this correspondence, 
Stalin signed the deportation decree. A top-secret document dated May 11, 1944 recounts that the Soviet 
State Defense Committee set the decree in motion, ordering the deportation of the entire Crimean Tatar 
population from the Crimean peninsula. Crimean Tatars were accused of treason, deserting their military 
units, embracing the enemy’s goal of conquest, and serving in “Schutzmannschaftsbataillonen” units 
organized by the German army. The document additionally asserted that Crimean Tatars acted inhumanely 
against the Soviet guerrillas, actively engaged in transporting Soviet people to German labor camps, 
gathered intelligence for the enemy, and sabotaged Soviet military operations (Korostelina, 2015, p. 39). The 
Crimean Tatars were not anymore cheered as war heroes or rebuked as younger brothers, but repositioned 
as a homogenized unit, a dangerous enemy bloc whose recent campaign of mass treachery necessitated the 
deportation of the entire population to Uzbek Soviet Republic by June 1, 1944. These drastic measures were 
allegedly required to prevent any additional collaboration of Crimean Tatars with possible sympathizers to 
the retreating German army (Korostelina, 2015, p. 39). 

The fear of Soviet government to lose Crimea to the German army even after their departure 
encouraged the deportation of elements of the population perceived as unreliable to Central Asia. But even 
in possession of totalitarian controls, the Soviet leaders still required a public justification for such 
widespread actions launched against this ethnic group. With venomous hatred of Germans still deeply 
rooted in the collective perception, which towards the end of the war formed a new perception of 
Sovietness (Johnston, 2011, p. 46), the positioning practices began to shift, and a new enemy group 
emerged. But contrary to Germans, who, as invaders, were never in close proximity to the majority of the 
Soviet population, Crimean Tatars inhabited the place for centuries and lived freely among the Soviet 
people. Their perceived betrayal felt personal, close to home, and fratricidal, becoming for many convenient 
scapegoats to explain the source of their current misery (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). Crimean Tatars were 
blamed for the miserable circumstances of service in the Red Army and the lack of basic necessities for 
existence of numerous Soviet citizens. The positioning tactics of the propaganda campaign created a 
normative order, which exiled the outgroup not only physically but socially, forever contaminating them 
with the stain of treason (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). 

The appeal of Peoples Commissar of Internal Affairs, Beria, to Stalin to implement a “cleaning 
[cleansing] process of Crimean population from the anti-Soviet elements” resulted in thinking clinically about 
the entire operation. Virtually every day for four months before the final arrests and deportations, Stalin 
received progress reports, which reduced the disastrous events for thousands of families to numerical 
measurements, i.e. the number of people deported, the number of arrests, and the number of appropriated 
houses, cattle, and other domestic animals (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). A year after the deportation on June 
30, 1945, the Crimean ASSR was abolished and transformed into the Crimean oblast of the RSFSR. It took 
one more year for the decree to be published by “Izvestija” newspaper, where Crimean Tatars and Chechens 
are presented in opposition to “the peoples of the USSR [that] were heroically defending the honor and 
independence of the Fatherland”  
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“… many Chechens and Crimean Tatars, at the instigation of German agents, joined volunteer 
units organized by the Germans and, together with German troops, engaged in armed struggle against 
units of the Red Army; . . . meanwhile the main mass of the population of the Chechen-Ingush and 
Crimean ASSRs took no counteractions against these betrayers of the Fatherland. 

In connection with this, the Chechens and the Crimean Tatars were resettled in other regions of 
the USSR, where they were given land together with the necessary governmental assistance for their 
economic establishment” (Fisher, 1978, pp. 167–168). 

From the moment the forced migrations were first used in the USSR and nearly until the late 1980s, 
they were one of the taboo topics. Not only any information concerning the deportations and deportees, but 
even mentioning the exiled peoples were not allowed in public discourse up until the mid-1950s, when first 
disclosures were made by Khrushchev (Polian, 2004, p. 5). The secrecy of Soviet institutions kept the citizens 
of Soviet Union unaware of the numerous atrocities committed by the Soviet government against its people. 
Those who expressed disapproval of inhumane treatment of minority groups were denounced as enemies of 
the people (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). Still, stories about mass deportation and arrests began to circulate 
unofficially throughout the country. But few people could realize the true scale of the tragedy, or the full 
extent of demonization campaign against the Crimean Tatars and other minorities (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). 
In the case of Crimean Tatars, it is not just their deportation that was censored by Soviet authorities, but in 
fact their entire culture and history, and from the mid-1940s to the late 1980s they were either not 
mentioned at all or were represented in a prejudiced way in the context of post-war falsification of history of 
Crimea, supposed “always to have been Russian”. The Crimean Tatars were portrayed as savages and 
bandits in history and as betrayers of the motherland in more recent times, as potential and actual “enemies 
of the people” reasonably punished by the Soviet authorities (Czerwonnaja, 2007, p. 146). 

During post-war reconstruction in the Soviet Union, a large number of deportees pursued their return. 
Many tried to escape from places of special settlement and some fugitives succeeded. According to some 
data as of 1 October 1948, out of the total of 2,104,751 special settlers registered at that time, 77,541 
escaped, with 20,955 of them remaining in hiding (Polian, 2004, p. 181). As countermeasure, the Supreme 
Committee of the Soviet Union issued a decree imposing severe punishment to anyone attempting to 
repatriate, citing that returning Crimean Tatars would serve as agents for foreign governments. The 
classified law demanded that each ethnic group be assigned a particular place of residence (Korostelina, 
2015, p. 40). 

During this period of censorship and secrecy on the subject of deported nationalities, images and 
representations of Crimean Tatars can be only found indirectly, through the official internal party 
communiques. Thus, in one such note to Malenkov, in 1953, a commission of CPSU Central Committee states 
the fact that “many local Party and Soviet organs neglect political and organizational work amongst German, 
Karachay, Chechens, Ingush, Balkar, Kalmyk and Crimean Tatar special settlers, overlook multiple facts of 
outrage against them, infringements of their legal rights and sweeping political distrust towards those 
people, and that this artificially generates mood of discontent amongst special settlers” (Артизов et al., 
2000, pp. 37–38). The same note also suggests creating a workgroup to analyze the possibility to lighten the 
set of strict restrictions imposed on special settlers, justifying it with the fact that almost ten years have 
passed since their deportation and the vast majority of deportees are now well rooted in new places and 
hard working in industry and agriculture. The result of this note, is another note from the workgroup under 
Voroshilov, towards Malenkov and Khrushev, in 1944, witch opinionates in favor of less restrictions for the 
special settlers. What is more interesting in it, is that after repeating the initial arguments from the first 
note, it stresses “under these circumstances, but also taking into account the fact that the vast majority of 
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the special settlers personally conducted no crime against the state, it becomes impractical to keep the 
current restrictions” (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 95). 

From the mid-1960s certain courageous dissidents like Kopelev (1976), Tashkentsky (1976) and 
Seitmuratova (1978) started writing in samizdat publications about the life of the Crimean Tatars in places of 
exile and their struggle for their rights. Thanks to writers like these and to researchers in other parts of the 
world books and articles began to appear in the second half of the twentieth century which offered a more 
objective analysis of the recent history of the Crimean Tatars, their high death toll during and after 
deportation and the creative potential of the Crimean Tatar national movement that had been formed 
during the regime of special settlement.  

On September 9, 1967, a decree was issued by Soviet authorities on partial rehabilitation of Crimean 
Tatars. In its text published in newspapers in areas where Crimean Tatars resided, they were presented as 
being recipients of groundless and indiscriminate accusations: 

“Decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, on citizens of Tatar nationality 
formerly resident in the Crimea: After the liberation of the Crimea from Fascist occupation in 1944, 
accusations of the active collaboration of a section of the Tatars resident in the Crimea with the 
German usurpers were groundlessly leveled at the whole Tatar population of the Crimea. These 
indiscriminate accusations in respect of all the citizens of Tatar nationality who lived in the Crimea 
must be withdrawn, the more so since a new generation of people has entered on its working and 
political life. The Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet decrees to: (1) Annul the section of the relevant 
decisions of State organs which contains indiscriminate accusations with respect to citizens of Tatar 
nationality who lived in the Crimea. (2) Note that the Tatars formerly living in the Crimea have taken 
root in the territory of the Uzbek and other Union Republics; they enjoy all the rights of Soviet citizens, 
take part in public and political life, are elected deputies of the Supreme Soviets and local Soviets of 
deputies of working people, work in responsible posts in Soviet, economic and party organs, radio 
broadcasts are made for them, a newspaper in their national language is published, and other cultural 
measures are undertaken. With the aim of further developing areas with Tatar population, the councils 
of ministers of Union Republics are instructed to continue rendering help and assistance to citizens of 
Tatar nationality in economic and cultural construction, taking account of their national interests and 
peculiarities” (Fisher, 1978, p. 179). 

This decree was sent selectively, solely to the regions of the Soviet Union, where the Tatars had “taken 
root”, meaning that for the vast majority of Soviet citizens, nothing had changed, and the views about the 
Crimean Tatars, which they had been accustomed to for twenty three years remained unrevised (Fisher, 
1978, p. 180). 

After 1967, and especially during mid-1980s, when Crimean Tatars started re-establishing their 
presence in the Crimean Peninsula, they found out that their new neighbors already had consolidated 
negative images of them.  Russians and Ukrainians in Crimea whispered about the terrible acts committed by 
Crimean Tatars during the war and suggested the deportation had been humane, bringing Crimean Tatars to 
some of the most climatically pleasant and agriculturally fertile land in the Soviet Union, the Ferghana Valley. 
Clearly, there was more than one way that this history was being imagined. While Crimean Tatars spoke of 
decorated veterans returning from war only to be exiled, their new Russian and Ukrainian neighbors saw 
traitors and henchmen given a life sentence in the equivalent of paradise (Uehling, 2004, p. 7). 
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Rehabilitation of Punished Peoples 
The process of rehabilitation 
According to the classification of researcher of history and geography of the forced migrations Pavel 

Polian (2004), deportations are one of the specific types of political repression. They represent a procedure 
designed by the state to persecute its real or imagined political opponents and keep them under control. 
Those cases, where essentially an entire group (social, ethnic, or confessional), rather than only some part of 
it, is subjected to deportation are considered total deportations (Polian, 2004, p. 2). Two features are 
characteristic in deportations as a distinctive type of repressive measure: their administrative nature and 
their collective application. This means they focus on an entire group, whose criteria are imposed from 
above and is sometimes rather numerous, rather than on certain individuals. Decisions concerning 
deportation operations were issued by the ruling Communist Party and Soviet government following 
initiatives taken by the Soviet security services. This locates deportation operations outside the judicial field 
of the Soviet system of justice, and outside international and Allied legislation concerning POWs. It also 
draws a sharp distinction between the system of special settlements, on the one hand, and the systems of 
prison labor camps and POW and internee camps, the GULAG and GUPVI “archipelagos,” on the other 
(Polian, 2004, p. 2). The Soviet Union was not the first or the only country that used deportations to further 
its goals, but it was the regime that most consistently and insistently implemented such a policy (Polian, 
2004, p. 3). 

One important aspect of the Soviet deportations is that the Decrees of USSR Supreme Presidium of 26 
November 1948 and 9 October 1951 stipulated the term of banishment of special settlers as eternal, without 
the right of return to their native places and were given a new status designation of “evictees”. Escape was 
now to be punished by 20 years of penal servitude instead the previously envisaged 8 years of prison 
confinement (Polian, 2004, p. 182). 

The term “rehabilitation” in its wider meaning does not only imply the restoration of the good 
reputation and violated rights of a specific person. In the post-Stalin period, this term began to be used 
when describing a process of “recovery of socialist legality”, as it was called. The posthumous restoration of 
the unsullied name and dignity of innocent victims, the removal of numerous legal restrictions, the release 
from various camps, prisons and places of resettlement of a huge number of guiltless people, partial 
restoration of their property rights on belongings confiscated from them, condemnation of repressions and 
abuses of power, punishment of crime perpetrators - all of those are part of the rehabilitation process, 
which began in the 50s (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 7). In Soviet Union, political rehabilitation has always been a 
litmus test for the detection of political sentiment of the ruling elite, to determine the real aspirations and 
government capacity to reform public life, the loyalty to constitutional rights and freedoms of citizens. Thus, 
rehabilitation should not be examined outside of the general context of developments in the Soviet Union. 
The distinct phases of rehabilitation almost mirror the stages of socio-political evolution of Soviet society 
(Артизов et al., 2000, p. 7). The notion of “rehabilitation” here is used from the perspective of those, who 
were subjected to political repressions, contrary to the perspective of Soviet authorities, where 
“rehabilitation” of political dissidents, kulaks and common-law criminals, ostensibly designed to create the 
“Socialist Man”, cloaked intentions to intimidate, punish and destroy these inmates. 

Almost three years without Stalin preceded Khrushchev's report "On the Personality Cult and its 
Consequences" at a closed meeting of the XX Congress of the Party. But these years have been very intense. 
They contained a bitter struggle for power between the leader's heirs, reprisals against Beria, Abakumov and 
others enacted in the traditions of the mid 1930s, shameful concealment of the organizers, the reasons and 
the true scales of previous repressions, the difficult shift of values and creation of rehabilitation commissions 
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of the Central Committee of the CPSU under the leadership of Voroshilov, Mikoyan and Pospelov (Артизов 
et al., 2000, pp. 7–8). 

Ironically, the first rehabilitation acts were initiated by a man, whose name in public opinion is firmly 
tied to the punitive organs of Soviet Union. In the spring of 1953, Beria was very active sending barrages of 
his notes and proposals to the Presidium of the Central Committee. They were related, however, only to 
some of his closest collaborators, relatives of senior party officials and those sentenced to a term of up to 5 
years. He proposed to review the cases of mid-40’s - early 50’s, but there was no mention about the mass 
repressions 30’s or deportation of peoples during the Second World War, to which had a direct involvement. 
It seems that his motives were the desire to strengthen their own position in Soviet power structures and to 
raise by any means his personal authority, by excluding himself from those responsible for the crimes of the 
Stalin era. Nonetheless, his execution had not facilitated the process of political rehabilitation (Артизов et 
al., 2000, p. 8). 

It is only in 1954, when Khrushchev consolidated his position in the leadership of the CPSU, that the 
rehabilitation was boosted. Still, it was obvious that Khrushchev was pursuing his personal motives when 
promoting the widening of the process of rehabilitation and establishment of the causes and consequences 
of the repressions. His pursuit of rapid rehabilitation of participants of the “Leningrad Case”, was an attempt 
to compromise Malenkov, his main political competitor. At the same time, he kept secret all the statistical 
data about the arrested people by VChK, OGPU, NKVD and MGB during 1921-1953, to conceal his 
involvement. Carried out with wide publicity among the Communist Party apparatus, the rehabilitation of 
participants of the “Leningrad Case” actually paved the way for his one-man rule (Артизов et al., 2000, pp. 
8–9). 

According to the Decree of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR from September 1, 1953, the Supreme 
Court of the USSR received the right to review on appeal from Prosecutor General of the USSR, decisions of 
the board of OGPU and other previously unreachable organs. Even a simplified procedure was foreseen. In 
May 1954, Central Commission for the revision of the cases of those convicted for "counter-revolutionary 
crimes", of those enclosed in GULAG camps, penal colonies and exiled to special settlements, began its work.  
A commission chaired by Voroshilov, was formed to study the situation of deportees, the result of which was 
the famous decree "On the removal of some restrictions in the legal status of special settlers" on July 5, 1954 
(Артизов et al., 2000, p. 9). The people that were earlier convicted for up to 5 years for "anti-Soviet 
activities" were cleared from registries of special settlers and from those whose who were convicted as 
“kulaki” the restrictions of special settlement were lifted (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 9). In 1954, restrictions 
were lifted from children and veterans of military service, as well (Uehling, 2004, p. 38). During the following 
year proposals for the revision of policies regarding certain repressed nationalities have been developed. 
The first people to be cleared of restrictions of the special settlement were Germans. This can be explained 
by the establishment of diplomatic relations between the USSR and FDR and the September 1955 visit to 
Moscow of West Germany’s Chancellor Adenauer (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 9). 

In 1956, USSR Supreme Soviet Presidium decrees on lifting the restrictions from deported nationalities 
continuously succeeded one another: on 17 January—relating to the Poles banished in 1936, on 17 March—
concerning Kalmyks, on 27 March—regarding Greeks, Bulgarians and Armenians, on 18 April— the Crimean 
Tatars, Balkars, Meskhetian Turks, Kurds and Khemshins, followed on 16 July by Chechens, Ingushetians and 
Karachais. Not all of them were allowed to return to their homelands. Remarkably, these decrees were 
launched before Khrushchev delivered his famous “secret” speech at the 20th Congress of CPSU on 24–25 
February 1956 (Polian, 2004, p. 184). Five of the totally repressed peoples that used to have their own self-
government systems before being deported, got their autonomy back. However, autonomous rule was not 
returned to two groups of people, namely Germans and the Crimean Tatars. The decrees provided for 
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neither mandatory restitution of the property confiscated in the course of resettlement, nor opportunities 
for returning to native places and homes, while a number of restrictions were still virtually valid until the 
early 1990s (Polian, 2004, p. 185). 

Regarding the Crimean Tatars, they had been banished from the RSFSR, but one decade later the 
Crimea was transferred under the jurisdiction of Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine, under a decree issued 
by the Supreme Soviet Presidium on 19 February 1954. By another Supreme Soviet Presidium decree of 28 
April 1956, the special settlement registration was lifted from Crimean Tatars, and their civil rights were 
restored. However, the restoration was not complete. In particular, they remained deprived of the rights to 
repatriation and restitution. Even the indiscriminate accusations of collective treason, that had been brought 
against the Tatars, were not renounced until much later, to be precise under the Supreme Soviet decree of 5 
September 1967, after almost 10 years (Polian, 2004, pp. 210–211). After the special settlement system was 
dismantled in 1956 many of the Crimean Tatars in the Urals relocated to Central Asia to be closer to Crimean 
Tatar kin (Uehling, 2004, p. 38). But, even when they were free to move about Central Asia, the treatment 
they received was perplexing. They were “freed” from internment, but prevented from returning to the 
Crimean peninsula, advancing in their jobs, or being elected to office. They also suffered from the constant 
surveillance of the security apparatus (Uehling, 2004, p. 39). 

Regarding the process of rehabilitation, one more important fact has to be noted. All the fundamental 
issues of rehabilitation, especially those related to prominent people in the country, were put foreward to 
the Central Committee Presidium beforehand. It is this all-powerful authority that was acting as supreme 
"prosecutor" and "judicial" authority, who determined the fate of not only the living but also the dead. 
Without its consent of the prosecuting authorities were not entitled to submit proposals for the revision of 
cases in the courts, and the courts - make a ruling on rehabilitation (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 10). The 
Presidium of the Central Committee collected generalized and comprehensive information on the progress 
of rehabilitation. With each note, with each revised case, an ever more ominous picture of the crimes was 
materializing, which were now more difficult to hide from the people. The more documents were detected, 
the more difficult and tough questions were rising, most of all about the causes and culprits of the tragedy, 
as well as about the disclosure of the blood-stained facts (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 10). Although never 
directly stated, the question of personal responsibility was invisibly present during the sessions of Presidium 
of the Central Committee, every time the discussion touched upon the legacies of Stalin and publicizing 
information about the repressions (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 11). 

Anastas Mikoyan, full member of six consecutive Politburo, later wrote regarding the motivation of 
the majority of members in the Presidium of the Central Committee who supported Khrushchev, that it was 
better for the party leaders to start speaking about repressions themselves, instead of waiting for someone 
else to do it. According to Mikoyan, these revelations should show the delegates that the leadership of the 
party learned about the Stalin’s crimes only recently, thus trying to absolve themselves of responsibility for 
the terror they conducted (Артизов et al., 2000, pp. 11–12). This kind of acknowledgement was also present 
in Khrushchev's memoirs, who was not only trying to avoid personal responsibility, but also understood that 
disclosure of the facts about Stalin’s crimes primarily discredits the oldest and still authoritative members of 
the Presidium of the Central Committee, who were long working side by side with Stalin (Артизов et al., 
2000, p. 12). 

In assessing the reasons that stimulated a course towards criticism of Stalinism, in addition to the 
subjective factors, another condition should be taken into account. The majority in the Central Committee 
Presidium should by that time have understood that with the preceding methods, it is unlikely they would be 
able to keep the country in obedience and keep the power when most of the population is in a difficult 
financial situation, poor living conditions, acute food and housing crises. Recent riots and uprising of 
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repressed people in Norilsk, Vorkuta and many other “islands of GULAG archipelago” were a good reminder 
about it (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 12). 

The famous report of Khrushchev on 25 February 1956, at a closed meeting of the XX Congress about 
the personality cult and its consequences, made a stunning impression on party delegates. This brave, for its 
timing, revealing document, contrary to the original plans of keeping it secret, has been brought to the 
attention of the entire party, employees of the Soviet state apparatus and communists youth organizations. 
Heads of delegations of foreign communist and workers’ parties that were present at the Congress were 
familiarized with it. Then, in an updated and slightly shortened form, the report was sent to the heads and 
secretaries of all the friendly communist parties of the world. This moment was a turning point, because 
since then, the criticism of Stalinism and inextricably related crimes became public (Артизов et al., 2000, p. 
12). A new stage in the rehabilitation of victims of repression slowly came into being. 

The waves of destalinization that followed Khrushchev’s 20th Party Congress report have been 
marked by a deeply hesitant, and yet active struggle to come to terms with the repressive past. At the center 
of these efforts have been organizations like Memorial, which began as a small initiative group in 1987 and 
grew into a scientific research center with an archive, museum, reception room, and a library. Many of the 
same politicians that were involved in repressions were still in power in the Soviet Union, when the GULAG 
system was dismantled and when political prisoners were released by administrative decree, thus the 
tension between the need to express one’s story and the fear of what will follow if one does, is therefore 
particularly serious (Uehling, 2004, p. 6). 
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(Attempts of) Return of Crimean Tatars until 1989 
 

Crimean Tatars share a history of deportation with other peoples – Greeks, Germans, Armenians and 
Bulgarians – who were forcibly expelled from Crimea during 1941-1944 under the pretext of having 
collaborated with the Nazi occupiers. Every single person of a ‘punished’ nationality was deported and 
strenuous efforts were subsequently made to erase remnants of their culture, traditions and actual 
presence. Crimean Tatars differ from the other formerly deported people in that they do not have a ‘kin 
State’ outside Crimea or a place in the world that is acknowledged as their place of origin, other than Crimea 
(Mirimanova, 2013, p. 1). Soviet propaganda and proponents of the USSR commonly portrayed the Soviet 
Union as a fatherland for all people residing on its territory regardless of their ethnic or national identity. 
This made the Crimean Tatar desire to return to a designated homeland after their deportation seem like a 
lack of patriotism, so that the very act of Tatars pursuing repatriation, among other rights, was viewed as the 
work of extremist nationals (Korostelina, 2015, p. 35). 

The Crimean Tatar movement for returning home dated back to their common petition campaign of 
1956 (Polian, 2004, p. 211). When, after Stalin's death, a mechanism of rehabilitation was officially set in 
place, almost all the survivors among the deported groups seem to have petitioned for rehabilitation, part of 
which was formal removal of the “enemy” label from their “file-self” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 20). The 
movement established itself in 1956–1964 and began to decline in the 1970s. The first legal case was 
brought against Crimean Tatar activists in Tashkent in 1962.The peak of the movement’s activities took place 
in 1964–1969 with rallies, petitions, delegations and the publication of a bulletin, the predecessor of the 
“Chronicle of Current Affairs”(Алексеева, 1992, pp. 93–140).  

In October 1966, the Crimean Tatars held mass rallies in Uzbekistan devoted to the 45th anniversary 
of the establishment of the Crimean ASSR, which were violently dispersed by the militia and troops. In 
subsequent events, a number of high USSR officials received a Crimean Tatar delegation on 21 June 1967, 
where they were given the promise of prompt rehabilitation of Crimean Tatars and sanctioning their return 
home (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 143). But it was not until after rallies held on 27 August and 2 September, and 
subsequently dispersed with 160 people arrested, in Tashkent by thousands of participants, that on 5 
September 1967 two decrees were issued by the USSR Supreme Soviet Presidium (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 143). 
The first one had the expressive title “On citizens of Tatar nationality, former residents of the Crimea.” This 
document did repudiate the indiscriminate charge against Crimean Tatars of treason. The other decree “On 
the administering procedure with regard to chapter 2 of the USSR Supreme Soviet Presidium decree of 28 
April 1956”, referring to the chapter that confirmed the prohibition for moving to the Crimea, allowed 
Crimean Tatars to reside all over the territory of the USSR but only “in conformity with the effective 
legislation pertaining to employment and passport regulations” (Polian, 2004, p. 211). The 1967 decree 
rehabilitated the Crimean Tatars in theory, but it was meaningless in terms of reinstituting justice without 
removal of consequences of this unjust accusation, i.e. collective return, restoration of national autonomy, 
or the end of discrimination through publication of this decree widely across the Soviet Union (Fisher, 1978, 
p. 180). In the words of Crimean Tatars, the edict of 5 September 1967 granted “Freedom to the dead and 
eternal exile to the living” (Aydın, 2012, p. 98).  

The practical implication of the decree was that the passport and residence permit (propiska) 
regulations would become new weapons of state defense used against the Crimean Tatars. Before the 
decrees were published, propiska was in effect only in the cities and resort towns of the Crimea, but in 
1967–1968 it was introduced in all Crimean settlements. Residing without propiska was equated to a 
criminal offence. Nevertheless, it did not prevent the first returnees from coming back home almost 
immediately after the decrees were published. Some 1,200 families, or around 6,000 persons, arrived to 



18 
 
 

Crimea during the three months from September to December 1967, but only two families and three single 
persons were able to receive propiska on a legal basis (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 144). Directors of enterprises 
were given orders to reject Crimean Tatar job applications, school headmasters were instructed not to admit 
Tatar children from families that did not have residence permission, and notaries were to deny Crimean 
Tatars legalization of real-estate purchases (Polian, 2004, pp. 211–212). But even under this circumstances, 
the 1967 decree stimulated many Crimean Tatar families to try to return to Crimea. Nonetheless, many 
families who tried to settle in Crimea on this early stage were typically re-deported (Uehling, 2004, p. 41). 
Only in the late 1980s and early 1990s were the Crimean Tatars largely successful in returning to the 
Crimean peninsula. 

Starting from 1968, the Crimean Tatar movement developed ties with the Soviet human rights 
movement which formed one of its major sections of interest within a short time. Its activists were always 
under the close surveillance of the state security and internal affairs bodies. The arrests and prosecution of 
its member Mustafa Dzhemilev in 1969, 1974 and 1979 were especially salient (Polian, 2004, p. 211). The 
Soviet dissident movement became deeply involved: Andrei Sakharov, Yelena Bonner, Petr Grigorenko, and 
Aleksei Kosterin supported the Crimean Tatars and in some cases helped secure the release of those 
imprisoned. (Uehling, 2004, p. 41). 

Many families were expelled from the Crimea even after they had managed to purchase homes, when 
the court ruled the purchase invalid. They had no deeds of sale because the notary publics had instructions 
not to confirm them. A description of one such expulsion is given by S. A. Smailova: 

“On June 3 we were tried for illegally drawing up the papers on our house, when we desperately 
want to legally register it. A terrible knock on the door woke us ... on the night of June 29, 1969. When 
we asked who was there, the window was broken and several men broke into the room. They were 
militia and volunteer police under the command of Novikov, the head of the militia in Belogorsk 
District... They were all inebriated. After tying my hands, they dragged me through the window. When I 
began to call to my neighbors for help, they immediately stuffed a gag in my mouth. Then they 
dragged our sleepy children out. The children were frightened and began to cry .... They took us to the 
Ust-Labin station in the Krasnodar region, where they let us out into the open without a cent, with no 
food, and with our four children. We went hungry for three days” (Alexeyeva, 1987, pp. 144–145). 

Because the newly re-deported families were trying to return to their homes soon enough, the 
authorities arranged that their homes had been destroyed after their expulsion, sometimes with the use of 
bulldozers or tractors (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 145). Returned owners would put up a tent next to the ruins or 
stay with neighbors. With the help of other Crimean Tatars, and sometimes even of Russian and Ukrainian 
settlers, they rebuilt their houses. Those few who managed to have the purchase of their homes registered 
had to obtain a propiska to live there. Many families spent years trying to break out of the following vicious 
circle: without a deed of sale, they could not get a residence permit and without a residence permit, they 
could not work. Without a permit their children were not accepted into schools and newborns were not 
given birth certificates, even if only one of the parents was a Crimean Tartar (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 145). 

The regulations relating to resettlement to the Crimea were toughened further in spring 1968, when it 
was decided that “OrgNabor”, a special work hiring structure, would be the only lawful way for Tatars to 
return to Crimea, by sending responsible officials from Crimea to the Central Asian republics. Some 168 Tatar 
families returned to the Crimea in 1968 under the “OrgNabor” regulations, 33 families followed in 1969, and 
16 in 1970 (Polian, 2004, p. 212). The selection process took place on the recommendation of the KGB. 
Contracts were signed only with those who had never participated in the Crimean Tartar movement, who 
had never signed statements, who had never gone to meetings, or who had never donated money for the 
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support of people's representatives in Moscow (Alexeyeva, 1987, pp. 145–146). The number of those that 
came back without authorization from the Soviet authorities was significantly higher in 1968. But, of the 
12,000 Crimean Tartars who independently entered the Crimea, only eighteen families and thirteen single 
persons obtained propiska and were registered and seventeen persons were sentenced to prison terms for 
"violations of the passport rules." (Alexeyeva, 1987, p. 146). The total number of Crimean Tatars that 
received propiska in the period of 1968–1979 made up approximately 15,000 persons (Алексеева, 1992, p. 
193). It should be stressed, that the majority of them were most active participants in the Crimean Tatar 
movement, thus the pursuits of those Crimean Tatars remaining in Central Asia were essentially 
undermined, and suppliant and even defeatist sentiments intensified among them (Polian, 2004, p. 212). 

Tens of thousands of Crimean Tatars that encountered the overwhelming obstacles erected by Soviet 
authorities and the impossibility to legalize their status in Crimea, chose to settle outside of the Crimea but 
at least in its close proximity, in particular in the western part of Krasnodar Kray (Krymsky, Taman and 
Novorossiysk districts) or in southern Ukraine (in the Kherson and Nikolayev Oblast, in the towns of 
Novoalekseyevka and Melitopol, etc.) (Polian, 2004, p. 212).  

During the All-Union population census, that was carried out in 1970, the Crimean Tatars were simply 
ignored by the authorities. They were still officially regarded as only one part of the entire Tatar population 
of the Soviet Union. This stimulated Crimean Tatars to conduct their own alternative self-census in 1971, 
which produced the figure of 833,000 persons (Polian, 2004, p. 213). 

In the late 1970s the Soviet authorities launched a set of measures considered as a “counterattack” 
(Polian, 2004, p. 213). On 25 April 1978 the secret directive No. 221 of the Uzbek Ministry of Internal Affairs 
came into force, prohibiting the local authorities from cancelling Crimean Tatars’ propiska in Uzbekistan, 
except if they were able to obtain certificates from their future place of residence confirming the availability 
of employment and housing there. Such practice was administered only in Uzbekistan and the regulation 
applied exclusively to Crimean Tatars. In Crimea itself instances of the ousting and even the re-deportation 
of Crimean Tatars became more frequent starting from October 1978, when dozens of families fell victims as 
a result. In order to legitimize the practice, the USSR Council of Ministers adopted resolution No. 700 “On 
additional measures for toughening passport regulations in the Crimean Obl.,” of 15 October 1978, making a 
ruling by the district executive committee was sufficient for eviction. No court decision was necessary 
anymore (Polian, 2004, p. 213). One instance of such eviction drove carpenter Musa Mamut from the village 
of Besh-Terek (Donskoye), of the Simferopol district, to self-immolation in June 1978. Neither this case, nor 
multiple appeals and delegations sent to the Soviet authorities on the initiative of Crimean Tatars, or even 
their address submitted to the United Nations in 1979, managed to harvest any significant result, apart from 
the inclusion of Crimean Tatars into the subsequent 1979 population census on equal terms with other 
nationalities (Алексеева, 1992, pp. 106–109). 

After his self-immolation, Musa Mamut became a strong symbol of resistance against Soviet 
authorities among Crimean Tatars and the practice (or the threat) of self-immolation, together with the 
practice of squatting (samo-zakhvat), both became tools of Crimean Tatars movement for return (Uehling, 
2000). During the same time, in 1977–1979, the first comparatively large-scale arrival of about 5,000 
Crimean Tatars to the peninsula took place. By spring 1987 approximately 17,5000 Crimean Tatars moved to 
the Crimea, and their number doubled by the middle of the same year (Polian, 2004, p. 215). Finally, in 
December 1987 the propiska of Crimean Tatars was sanctioned in 18 steppe and piedmont districts out of 
the Crimean oblast’s 24. According to the 1989 population census data, 38.4 thousand Crimean Tatars 
resided in Crimea at that moment (Polian, 2004, p. 215). Unlike for other FDP’s, and specifically Chechens, 
Ingush, Karachais, Balkars, and Kalmyks, the Soviet government never restored the Crimean ASSR and 
effectively continued to ban the vast majority of Crimean Tatars from living in Crimea until the late 1980s. 
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Thus, in many ways the problems of deportation and rehabilitation were greatly aggravated for the Crimean 
Tatars in comparison to the above listed North Caucasian nationalities and Kalmyks (Pohl, 2014, p. 49). 

Why did second-generation Tatars who had never lived in Crimea feel compelled to return against all 
odds? Their desires to be “at home” in their historic homeland seemed to carry on a strange coexistence 
with the discomfort and perpetual difficulties of daily life there. One explanation is that in a sense, past 
events are not really past. According to the research of Greta Lynn Uehling (2004), second generation 
Crimean Tatars reiterate the principal event in their parents’ narratives, when they place themselves in a 
position to be evicted by the authorities. Just as their parents and grandparents were deported in 1944, 
Tatars returning from the late 1960s to the early 1990s were often evicted. There are important differences 
between the two cases, but still, as scholars of the Holocaust have pointed out, children of survivors often 
try to live out their parents’ interrupted lives. The second-generation Crimean Tatars appear to be picking up 
where their parents left off. Notably, they even tried to change the outcome to success. Parental 
recollections form a cultural framework, that Crimean Tatars of second and third generation bring with 
them, when repatriating (Uehling, 2004, p. 9). The diasporic generations, therefore, have an instrumental 
role to play in the production of knowledge about the past: it is not the transmission of knowledge but its 
circulation that we are witnessing (Uehling, 2004, p. 10). 
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Part II: Perestroika and Crimean Tatar struggle for self-determination 
Contemporary Social Identity theories 

 

According to David D. Laitin (1998) social identities are labels that people assign to themselves, or that 
others assign to them, when they claim membership, or are assigned membership, in a social category that 
they (and others, whether members of that category or not) see as plausibly connected to their history and 
present set of behaviors. This assignment has powerful emotional appeal, both to its holder and to others in 
the society (Laitin, 1998, p. 16). To Laitin, social identities are distinct from personal identities. 

According to Sanja Ivic (2016), the whole history of identity is a dynamic system, which is constantly 
reinterpreted in the context of new movements, cultural multiplicity, and global political changes. For 
instance, the new value of political pluralism and cultural multiplicity requires breaking with old concepts of 
citizenship based on homogeneity and sameness. However, the significance of new concepts of identity and 
citizenship that celebrate difference and alterity can be comprehended only in relation to old concepts of 
citizen and alien. Though various models and traditions of identity deal with various problems and questions, 
they all encompass the problem of inclusion and exclusion (Ivic, 2016, p. 24).  

Some theorists link the Enlightenment with rationalism, but David Hume criticized reason and 
explored the sentiments. For others it meant optimism about human nature, but Voltaire was wickedly 
skeptical about many human qualities. For others it meant science, but Rousseau was barely a friend of 
science. Although the Enlightenment project is controversial and complex, it employs a single conception of 
the truth (Ivic, 2016, pp. 27–28). Representatives of the Enlightenment, as René Descartes and John Locke, 
associate human nature with rationality and describe human beings as “endowed with reason”. This point of 
view is the basis of the ethics of justice and the modernist notion of political equality (Ivic, 2016, p. 23). 
Rights are perceived as the same for all and applied to all in the same manner. In this way, the uniqueness of 
every human being is denied. The idea of the dominance of reason rejects different narratives and 
experiences that are culturally and socially produced. The Enlightenment’s philosophy ascribed unity, 
coherence, and homogeneity to the concept of identity and, in this way, ignored the heterogeneity and 
disparities of a number of social groups and individuals (Ivic, 2016, p. 23). The Enlightenment’s notion of 
identity is founded on the idea of a stable, conscious subject who has inherent or natural rights. Premodern 
ideas of identity understood the human agent as an element in a meaningful cosmic order. The modern idea 
of subjectivity disengages the individual from cosmic order and equates individual with the self (mind, soul, 
consciousness, ratio, etc.), which is perceived as a unified, stable, and coherent category (Ivic, 2016, p. 33).  

Modern hermeneutics of the subject is based on the idea of a fixed, stable identity and starts with 
observing consciousness as arbiter of the knowledge and world. These hermeneutics is based on the idea, 
that the data are detachable from theory and from the interpreter, that meanings are determined by 
correspondence with facts, that the language of science is exact and literal, etc. The interpretative situation 
aims towards the world ordering by the medium of language, thus creating a binary dichotomy between the 
subject and the world (Ivic, 2016, p. 26). Modern hermeneutics has persisted in taking a stable, fixed, and 
conscious subject as its foundation, leaving no room for otherness and difference (Ivic, 2016, p. 30). 

Descartes’s philosophy is often considered the foundation of this idea of subject (Ivic, 2016, pp. 27–
28). Descartes makes sharp binary oppositions between extended and unextended, conscious and 
unconscious, which according to him cannot exist at the same time. According to Descartes, the self can exist 
without the body (Ivic, 2016, pp. 29–30). However, the identity of the human body depends on its unity with 
the same soul. The latter is complete and independent substance. Descartes only defines the identity of the 



22 
 
 

human soul, but he does not take into account its individuality. This distinction between the soul and the 
body creates a number of binary oppositions, such as objective-subjective, self-other, and human-non-
human. Descartes reasons for a coherent, autonomous, rational, and conscious self. He derives knowledge 
from this idea of the thinking subject and emphasizes the difference between the rational, conscious, 
unified, and knowing subject, on the one hand, and an object, on the other. Descartes’s epistemology is 
based on the idea of the superiority of the mind. He separates the observer from the observed, subject from 
the object, and reader from the text (Ivic, 2016, pp. 29–30). 

John Locke’s idea of identity also implies various binary oppositions. But, unlike Descartes, Locke 
makes a distinction between the soul and consciousness and takes into account the question of 
individuation. Locke also makes a sharp distinction between identity and diversity (Ivic, 2016, p. 30). Locke 
excludes irrational, unconscious, and imaginary aspects of the self. By positing the self independently of the 
soul, he leaves room for multiple identities. Yet, even those multiple identities remain fixed and static, as 
Locke emphasizes, that nothing except consciousness can unite different experiences of the same person. 
Locke argues that if identity included the possibility of fluidness and dynamism, the distinction between 
“sameness” and “difference” would not be possible, thus not identifying the changeability of the individual, 
which is never exactly the same (Ivic, 2016, p. 32). 

Hume does not make a sharp distinction between mind and body, unlike Descartes and other 
modernists. He incorporates intellect, imagination, and passion, therefore mind and body. He rejects the 
idea of totalizing, universalizing transcendental rationality (Ivic, 2016, p. 34). Consequently, Hume 
reconstructs a modernist notion of reason. He argues that men, animals, and plants are in constant change, 
yet the same identity is attributed to them. This ‘identity’ proceeds from imagination. Hume perceives the 
self as a number of various impressions united by imagination. He argues that all ideas are derived from 
impressions. According to Hume, the self is in constant flux, it is dynamic, and it is always made of different 
impressions and perceptions, thus its identity is always questionable (Ivic, 2016, p. 35). Descartes establishes 
binary opposition between “rational man” and “irrational woman” within humanity. In this way, women 
became invisible and unknowable within the masculine epistemology. Hume locates the source of 
knowledge in the senses, and unifies mind and body, therefore women become knowable, and reasoning 
beings (Sukhu, 2010, pp. 4–5). According to Hume, conceptions of knowledge are socially constructed, and it 
can be concluded that identities are also socially constructed (Ivic, 2016, p. 36). 

The consequence of Descartes’s and Locke’s ideas of a rational, coherent, and conscious self is the 
creation of the concept of citizen as a political atom. Political atomism arose in the seventeenth century in 
the theories of Grotius, Pufendorf, Locke, and others (Ivic, 2016, p. 33). Descartes, Locke, Kant, and Hume 
place man at the center of a world, of which he is the judge. Man gives the context to the world and controls 
the nature (Ivic, 2016, p. 35). 

Poststructuralist feminist authors argue that subjectivity is constructed. “Subjectivity is produced in a 
whole range of discursive practices—economic, social and political—the meanings of which are a constant 
site of struggle over power” (Weedon, 1987, p. 173). Recent feminist movements began with the politics of 
the personal, challenging the unified, apparently ungendered individual of liberalism and suggesting that, in 
its gender blindness, liberal humanism makes structures of male privilege and domination. 
Poststructuralism, too, has been concerned to deconstruct the liberal-humanist subject in order to theorize 
how meanings are produced, how they are effective, why they conflict and how they change (Weedon, 1987, 
p. 173). 

Modern philosophers perceive the “self” as conscious, rational, and stable. Yet, this concept of the self 
is associated with “male”. French feminist Luce Irigaray focuses particularly on philosophy as the master 
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discourse and demonstrates how philosophical discourse from ancient times creates metaphysical, 
ontological, and epistemological truths from the male perspective (Ivic, 2016, pp. 36–37). She suggests 
reconstruction of binary oppositions, such as male-female, soul-body, culture-nature, identity-difference, 
rational-irrational, arguing that both terms should be reinterpreted (Ivic, 2016, pp. 37–38). 

American historian Joan Wallach Scott believes that binary oppositions existing in Western law and 
discourse are not ahistorical, universal or fixed, but constructed and argues that politics represents a 
gendered concept, where gender is socially constructed (Ivic, 2016, p. 38). Nonetheless, the problem with 
this definition is that gender is as determined and fixed as it was under the biology-is-destiny formulation, 
and thus, culture becomes destiny. As identified by Judith Butler, the meaning of the term “construction” is 
controversial, as it can denote another kind of determinism—a social determinism, that can be opposed to 
biological determinism (Ivic, 2016, p. 38). According to Marxist theory, the subject is produced by social and 
historical circumstances. Consequently, beliefs, attitudes, and purposes are also socially and historically 
constructed. Hence, the subject cannot be described by universalist and rationalist theory (Ivic, 2016, p. 44). 

Representatives of postmodern and poststructuralist thought are attempting to reconceptualize the 
rational tradition, on which the Enlightenment was founded. They argue that this rational tradition has 
produced physical and political oppression. Social groups like women, immigrants, homosexuals and others 
are marginalized and excluded in the name of “sameness” and universal principles based on reason. Those 
social groups are excluded because they are considered different from rational, universal principles of law 
and human nature (Ivic, 2016, p. 23). Postmodernism dismisses the ideal of a justice governed by reason that 
produces universality, coherence, and equality. It emphasizes the particularity and contextual 
embeddedness of truth and justice. It does not embrace “grand narratives”, but promotes the idea of 
constant reinterpretation. Therefore, it employs the notion of a more flexible and shifting identity. Identity 
here is an open process. It is a dynamic hermeneutic category, which is constantly reinterpreted and 
reinvented. The task of hermeneutics is not only understanding the subject, but also rethinking the subject 
(Ivic, 2016, p. 24). Postmodernism celebrates heterogeneity. The heterogeneous character of social groups is 
explained by various narratives and experiences of the representatives of the group, which cannot be 
universalized and united into a single metanarrative (Ivic, 2016, p. 25). The postmodernist shifting notion of 
the self presupposes the contingent nature of the human condition and contextuality. Postmodernism 
questions and overcomes binary oppositions such as self-other, public-private, rational-irrational, mind-
body, and justice-care. 

The term “grand narrative” was introduced by Jean François Lyotard and is thought to be a 
comprehensive explanation of historical, social, political, scientific, or any other kind of knowledge or 
experience. “Metanarrative” is a totalizing explanation of events and concepts, which unifies them into a 
whole. Postmodernist authors use this concept to point out unifications, which justify various power 
structures, thus science, religion, and different political theories can all be perceived as metanarratives. 
Lyotard describes the “postmodern condition” as skepticism towards all kinds of totalizing and unifying 
narratives, which aim at “absolute truth” (Ivic, 2016, p. 46).  “Grand narratives” tend to ignore heterogeneity 
and unify human experience. Postmodernists advocate pluralism of truths, discontinuity, and fragmentation 
transcending grand narratives by focusing on the diversity of human experience and specific local contexts. 
The entire postmodernist project aims at liberating various social groups, cultures, and identities from the 
terror of totalizing “metanarratives” (Ivic, 2016, p. 47). 

According to poststructuralist and postmodernist thinkers, biological traits such as race or sex, which 
are considered as natural and essentialist by modernist theorists, are constructed by discourse. 
Consequently, a new postmodern form of contingent and dynamic identity is produced. This notion of 
identity offers new understanding of concepts such as “nation”, “citizenship”, “society”, and “power”. 
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Subsequently, these concepts are perceived as socially and historically constructed, and thus are constantly 
reinterpreted and reconstructed by different historical conditions as well as social movements and changes 
(Ivic, 2016, p. 47). The assumption that the subject is produced by discourse leads us to perception of 
identity as fluid and as one that does not imply a stable, unitary, conscious, and self-identical subject (Ivic, 
2016, pp. 47–48). Hence, identity is shifting, fragmented, and polyphonic. It cannot be considered as rational 
and stable, and it is always in the process of rethinking, therefore identity is a multiple and changeable 
category. This approach emphasizes that meaning is not fixed—it is deferred and represents an interplay 
between two opposites. Therefore, concepts such as “identity”, “difference”, “equality”, and “nature” are 
always open to different interpretations (Ivic, 2016, pp. 47–48). Subsequently, philosophical postmodernism 
is often described as anti-anthropocentric, non-narrative, postmetaphysical, non-referential, and hyper-
realist (Ivic, 2016, p. 58). 

According to Derrida (1998), meaning is constantly deferred. The meaning of signifiers is different in 
different discursive contexts. Derrida emphasizes that the Enlightenment is based on the false belief that 
reason is independent from language, while he claims that the “rational” is produced by discourse (Derrida, 
1998, pp. 10–15). The reason is not trans-historical and universal, but historical and contingent. Reason is 
socially and historically constructed, as are all other modernists concepts. Thus, reason is just another grand 
narrative among many. The self is also a product of different, overlapping discourses and should not be 
reduced to rationality. The entire Western political philosophy is based on the homogeneous, essentialist 
concept of identity. This concept of identity is considered as coherent, stable, and autonomous. Derrida 
attempts to overcome any kind of essentialism, because it excludes and marginalizes certain groups and 
individuals. According to Derrida, only the transformation of language leads to the transformation of politics 
(Ivic, 2016, p. 50).  

The two terms of the binary oppositions present in Western discourse cannot be opposed, because 
every term of these binary oppositions contains in itself the phantom of the other. He rejects all kinds of 
dualisms based on their homogeneity and firm identity. That means that identity is neither essentialist nor 
contingent (Ivic, 2016, p. 52). The concept of “différance”, introduced by Derrida, overcomes the fixed 
identity of difference and represents a constant interplay of meanings (Ivic, 2016, p. 51). Derrida rejects 
identity based on totality and unity as an illusion. He argues that on the one hand linguistic, cultural, and 
national identities are different from themselves. On the other hand, the person is different from its identity, 
meaning that identity should not be perceived as a homogeneous category (Ivic, 2016, p. 54). 

Postmodernists introduced a fragmentary notion of identity, which emphasizes that ethnic groups are 
not monolithic and essentialist categories. They should be perceived as heterogeneous, because they consist 
of different individual narratives and experiences, which are dynamic and constantly in a process of 
reconfiguration. According to Derrida, the concepts of borders, nations, culture, citizenship, and so on, do 
not have fixed meanings. Rather, the meaning is a free interplay between two opposites. Thus it is always 
open to different interpretations (Ivic, 2016, p. 54). The dialogical approach to identity represents the self as 
a multiple, fluid category. The dialogical self is based on the assumption that an individual lives in multiple 
worlds. This notion of the self is inspired by Bakhtin’s polyphonic novel, which emphasizes the heterogeneity 
and fluidity of identity (Ivic, 2016, pp. 55–56). 

Representatives of postmodern theory perceive identity as performative, not constative. Among them 
are Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida and a number of poststructuralist, postmodern, and queer theorists. 
Consequently, identity does not preexist the discursive field. In this sense, identity is not about fixed 
attributes possessed by individuals, but is instead constructed in a variety of ways at a variety of levels (Ivic, 
2016, p. 57). Butler, for example, examined how through conventional, repetitive daily material practices of 
the subject embodied social norms are reproduced. Butler criticizes the traditional theories of the subject, 
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according to which the subject is at first completely set and only then commits acts and statements. 
Contrary, Butler emphasizes that the very existence of the subject is possible only through the repetition of 
normative acts and utterances and such repetitions do not determine the subject completely. The subject is 
never given once and for all, remaining always kind of unfinished, open to development and change, as it 
precisely the repetition of these acts that is necessary for the existence of the subject (Yurchak, 2014, p. 68). 

The postmodernist approach offers an expanded, alternative idea of the political. As Foucault points 
out, instead of perceiving power as based on prohibitions, use of power should be observed as production of 
a whole range of meanings, identities, bodies, knowledge, beings, and actions (Foucault, 1984, pp. 60–61). 
The meaning is placed in the discursive practices that are produced, disputed, and transformed in socio-
historical actions, rather than in a sui generis scheme of timeless categories (Foucault, 1984, pp. 117–120).  

In short, poststructuralist and postmodernist thinkers question the main concepts of the modernist 
metaphysics such as subject, identity, truth, and reality. They reject the essentialist notion of identity and 
argue that identity is dynamic, hybrid, and changeable. They argue that universalist aspirations are 
oppressive and they emphasize multiple perspectives that are discursively produced. Thus, a 
poststructuralist and postmodernist approach promotes disintegration, particularity, and difference. The 
resulting social identities are built on cultural materials coming from the family, the community, and the 
nation, but they are not totally determined by these background conditions. Since social identities are seen 
as constructed, they are always subject to reconstruction. Following from this constructed nature of identity 
is a popularly accepted notion of a “crisis of identity” when a person fails to fit easily or comfortably into any 
social category (Laitin, 1998, p. 14). 
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Soviet Identities and Perestroika 
 

It is important to be noted, that any attempt to analyze how the subject is constructed in Soviet 
Union, was for the most time done through the framework of Sovietology. Sovietology, as scientific 
framework, was highly affected by Cold War discourse and had revealed early its well surveyed limitations. 
Main of which are overemphasis on stability and stagnation of the old regime and the resultant failure to 
predict the kinds of reforms initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev, obsession with the political and a lack of 
attention to the social and cultural, excessive focus on the Russian center with consequent neglect of the 
non-Russian peoples (Suny, 1995, p. 105). Until the turn toward social history in the late 1960s and 1970s, 
concentration on the state left society relatively ignored, and the legacy of the totalitarian approach 
encouraged seeing the non-Russians as objects of political manipulation and central direction, sometimes as 
victims of russification, sometimes as pathetic, archaic resisters to the modernizing program of the central 
authorities. Nationalities were perceived as homogenized, distinctions between them and within them were 
underplayed (Suny, 1995, p. 107).  

Important input to overcome those limitations was done by “anti-totalitarian” model of Soviet history, 
also called “revisionist” approach towards analysis of Soviet Union. It is based on debates of 1960’s-1980’s 
between the Western political scientists and historians studying the socialist countries. In the earlier period, 
many of the researchers involved in the analysis of the state, focusing on the technologies of state violence 
and special subjects as political elites, who relied on this violence. Later researchers, influenced by 
sociological, and then cultural "turns" in social sciences began to study more advanced technologies of 
power, that cannot be reduced to violence, as well as more complex objects of power application, including 
ordinary people, thus criticizing an earlier model of Soviet political establishment based on a narrow 
understanding of totalitarianism. As a result of this criticism, the category of “political” in the Soviet context 
widened considerably. Political expressions, political actions and political consciousness ceased to be 
examined as something exclusive, existing only in the form of special manifestations or in special places 
(solely in the party, or in a circle of dissidents), and acquired traits of everyday life (Беляев, 2014, p. 13). 
Political dimension was now seen in the context of routine existence of ordinary citizens. 

Moreover, insightful anthropological input to the study of socialism was extremely limited until the 
dissolution of Soviet Union. The main reason was the preference of anthropologists for participant 
observation, contrary to the work in archives. However, participant observation in the socialist countries was 
extremely difficult, as the free movement of foreign researchers have been limited or even prohibited 
(Беляев, 2014, pp. 13–14). One additional reason lies in the geopolitical imaginary, which was formed during 
the Cold War, according to which capitalism territory is a “first world”, the socialist countries are the “second 
world”, and the territory of the so-called developing and Non-Aligned Movement - the “third world”. This 
division was also projected towards social sciences, creating their “territorial” division, according to which 
the first world has been engaged in history and sociology, the second in political science, and the third in 
anthropology (Pletsch, 1981). 

As seen in the previous section, most recent social scientists and philosophers see social, national, 
confessional etc. identities as constructed, rather than innate. However, there may be a disagreement on 
personal identities. Political scientist David D. Laitin notes, that they are “firmly entrenched in a primordial 
or generic discourse”, so that anyone constructing himself or herself a new name or credit history is 
generally seen as perpetrating a fraud (Laitin, 1998, p. 14). Philosopher Rom Harré argues that personal 
identities, too, are essentially fashioned by individuals on the basis of cultural norms (Harré, 1984, p. 26). 
Harré sees two kinds of identity projects: the one dedicated to constructing social identity, which involves 
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identification with a group or category, and the one dedicated to constructing personal identity, whose 
purpose is to establish a degree of uniqueness within one's category (Harré, 1984, p. 23). 

Rom Harré (1984) suggests a notion of “file-selves”, that may help in thinking about Soviet identity 
issues. As “file-selves” he describes the selves or accounts and histories of selves, that are documented in 
bureaucratic files labeled with the person’s name (Harré, 1984, p. 69). Such documents may include curricula 
vitae, applications for jobs, credit ratings, copies of birth and marriage certificates, and information on 
criminal records. “Since most file encounters involve some sort of assessment of a person relative to a moral 
order, the fate of one’s file can play an enormously important part in one’s life,” Harré writes. “Though a 
person has only one real-self, he or she will be accompanied through life by a flock of file-selves of unknown 
extent, each member of the flock representing an aspect of a person as defined by the appropriate file-
master” (Harré, 1984, p. 70).  

In the case of Soviet Union, and our discussion on Soviet identity, file-selves could be equivalent to the 
combination of: personnel files kept on all employees, trade union members, CPSU and Komsomol 
members; official questionnaires including questions on key classifications like “social position”; curriculum 
vitae submitted along with the questionnaire for the personnel file; internal passport introduced in 1933, 
which contained an entry for nationality and an entry for social position; as well as the files of 
“compromising material” on party members, obtained from denunciations and the extensive files on 
individuals under surveillance kept by the secret police (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 15). The content of file-selves 
was not static and could change as a result of changes of state policy, e.g. when whole categories of 
convictions imposed by courts in the early 1930s were annulled by law a few years later, leading to a new 
entry of annulment in individual files. A file on an individual could be changed if another person sent 
compromising information on him or her, in a denunciation to the bureaucratic institution holding the file 
(Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 15). File-making was not solely a state project, but also an individual one, and “self-
fashioning” in the sense of influencing a file-self. At the crudest level, people could fabrication data and false 
identity documents. Moreover, it was possible to act in certain ways in order to change the file-self, e.g. a 
privileged woman could marry a worker trying to discard her family background and assuming his “class 
position” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 16). In few circumstances it was possible to appeal against an undesirable 
social classification in a file-self (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 18). 

According to historian Sheila Fitzpatrick (2005), in early Soviet discourse, the closest equivalent of the 
term “identity” was “litso”, literally meaning the face. In its “identity” meaning, though, the term was used 
almost entirely with two qualifiers: “klassovoe” (class) and “politicheskoe” (political). The class identity, as 
well as the closely related political identity, had to be made manifest. Discussion of identity was closely 
linked with questions of disguise and concealment, since the Revolution had made certain social and political 
identities dangerous handicaps and thus promoted concealment. A disguised identity should be “unmasked” 
(razoblacheno), a very common term in early Soviet discourse. Double identity or duplicity, the latter defined 
as “behavior of a person ostensibly belonging to one group but acting on behalf of the opposing side” was 
regularly denounced in the Soviet press (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 10). Double identity in the Soviet context, 
presumes misrepresentation of one’s real position on a particular axis of identity, the class-political one. But 
there are other possible axes of identity, like ethno-national, confessional and gender, as well. In contrast to 
Soviet perception, individuals always have multiple identities that mark their location in the world and 
relationship to other people. Assuming identities to be the categorizations that a person accepts as 
applicable to oneself, a single person may simultaneously hold the identities of, for example, man, worker, 
Communist, deported person, Crimean Tatar. Simultaneously, self-identifications are grounded in everyday 
phenomena, such as native language, parentage, and occupation, which are also fluid and subject to 
modification. They are also often open to choice and change under specific circumstances, for example, the 
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multitude of available self-identifications of a Russian-speaking person, born in special settlement in 
Uzbekistan, with one Crimean Tatar and one Lithuanian parent. Moreover, the comparative importance of 
different types of self-identification may change during different stages of their life. 

Prominence of ethnicity can be seen from the very inception of the Soviet state. As Mark Beissinger 
pointed out (2005, p. 17), the “Soviet Union should be understood as one of the first of a new form of 
empire, whose crucial contributions were its denial of its imperial quality and its use of the very 
cornerstones of the modem nation-state system the norms of state sovereignty and national self-
determination, as instruments of nonconsensual control over culturally distinct populations, thereby blurring 
the line between state and empire”. In an attempt to gain allies in their struggle to build the Soviet state, the 
Bolsheviks created an ethno-federal entity built on ideas of self-determination, that would differentiate the 
new state from the Tsarist and Hapsburg Empires. Ethnically defined federal units formed a key part of this 
effort. In the Soviet Union, ethnically based units included union republics, autonomous republics, krais, and 
autonomous oblasts. At each level, the Soviets acted, in the words of Terry Martin (2001), as an “affirmative 
action empire”, that promoted local languages and indigenization of the local positions. Although the 
development was directed from the center, and the system required knowledge of the Russian language to 
advance, the policy did work to create some support among sizable segments of minority populations, as 
Beissinger notes. On the other hand, the system often relied on ethnically based repression, including ethnic 
violence and forced deportations. In addition to earlier actions against Cossacks, from the mid-1930s to the 
mid-1950s, the Soviet Union forcibly moved Kurds, Turks, Koreans, Karachai, Chechen and Ingush, Balkars, 
Kalmyks, Crimean Tartars, Meskhetian Turks, and Germans, as well as tens of thousands of Lithuanians, 
Latvians, Estonians, and others. Given this history of ethnic engineering, ethnically defined territories, ethnic 
deportations, and general ethnic salience, Soviet scholars and the population as a whole tended to view 
ethnicity in primordial terms (Petersen, 2005, p. 224). 

Fitzpatrick believes, that the most important postwar development in the realm of Soviet identity, was 
that class, the great focus of identity concerns in the 1920s and 1930s, became less central. The Soviet 
Constitution of 1936 started the move away from the revolutionary elites’ obsession with class as a way of 
“reading” the population. Most class discriminatory policies were dropped, except for the newly 
incorporated territories of the Baltics and Eastern Poland. While it took time for the shift away from class 
discrimination to be implemented in the provinces, noting parents class and whether anyone in the family 
had ever been deprived of voting rights on class grounds in personal dossiers, was officially discontinued in 
1936 (Fitzpatrick, 2005, pp. 23–24) and the party had become markedly less responsive to class 
denunciations, than it had been before the war. 

With regard to the large proportion of the Soviet population that had lived under German occupation 
during the war, suspicions of collaboration took over from the earlier suspicions that “bourgeois” origins 
would translate into support for the old regime or non-Bolshevik political parties. Whole ethnic groups were 
deported in the 1940s as alleged collaborators with the occupying forces. In the postwar years, all contacts 
with foreigners were regarded with deep suspicion and were sometimes severely punished (Fitzpatrick, 
2005, p. 24). 

The other important postwar change in the identity realm was the naturalization of the Soviet identity 
which was well established by the mid-1960s. The talk of a forthcoming New Soviet Man gave way to 
speculations about a “really existing” Soviet Man, that was accompanying the “really existing socialism” of 
the Brezhnev era. This does not mean that Soviet identity became monolithic, on the contrary, this was a 
period when the range of choices available to Soviet citizens expanded greatly and public debate about 
lifestyles and values proliferated. But the society was no longer composed of individuals learning to “speak 
Bolshevik” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 25). 
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Greater solidification of the Soviet subject was indicated by its capacity to generate both parody and 
rejection. In the prewar period, when the Soviet identity was still insecure, articulated countercultures that 
played off and challenged the dominant culture were virtually unknown. The first recognizable 
counterculture was that of the “stiliagi”, style-conscious young men adopting Western fashions and 
challenging the prevailing plainness of Soviet dress of the 1940s and 1950s (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 25). They 
were followed by the dissidents of the 1960s and 1970s, who moved the field of challenge from fashion to 
politics. 

Fitzpatrick argues that the collapse of 1991, that followed, was an event no less significant in its 
consequences for individual identity than the 1917 Revolution itself. It started the process of identity change 
and self-reinvention of the 1990s, the discrediting of “Homo Sovieticus” and Soviet values, the embrace of 
capitalism as a basis for post-Soviet identity (Fitzpatrick, 2005, pp. 25–26). In terms of the imperative of self-
reinvention, the tide seemed to have turned back to the last great transition after 1917. This time, however, 
it was not a matter of becoming Soviet, but of rooting out the Sovietness. According to Fitzpatrick, this story 
of identity reconstruction that is still in progress. 

According to anthropologist Alexei Yurchak (2014), the terminology still used to describe the Soviet 
Subject and the Soviet Union more generally, in Western historiography, political and social sciences, media 
and popular culture, as well as in Russia and other countries of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
for a retrospective description of socialism after 1990’s, is flawed. This terminology is based on the use of 
binary oppositions to describe the Soviet reality, such as the suppression - resistance, truth - lie, official 
culture - counterculture, totalitarian language - counterlanguage, public self - private self, conformism - non-
conformism, actual behavior - hypocrisy, true face - mask and so on (Yurchak, 2014, pp. 38–39). In extreme 
examples, such description of Soviet subject, often referred to with disdain as “Homo Sovieticus”, presents a 
person, who has no personal will. The participation of this subject in the Soviet system is presented as 
evidence that he/she either succumbed to threats or temptations for career growth, either have lost the 
ability to think critically. Even if these descriptions assume, that the Soviet subject could have its own will, 
the voice of the subject is still not taken into account. Because of its oppression and fear, this voice 
supposedly cannot be true (Yurchak, 2014, p. 39). The basis of this approach is one extremely simple, binary 
model of power, according to which the power can only operate in only two ways - either by persuasion or 
by coercion. 

Vitality of models, that describe the Soviet reality in terms of binary oppositions, can be partly due to 
the special situatedness of the researcher in relation to the Soviet system as an object of analysis. For 
obvious political reasons, most of the critical studies of the Soviet system were carried out beyond its spatio-
temporal framework, either from outside of the Soviet Union, or after the Soviet state ceased to exist. 
Such external situatedness of the researcher in relation to socialism, contributes to the fact that most 
researchers are based in their analysis on the philosophical tenets of Western liberalism, sometimes without 
realizing this (Yurchak, 2014, p. 41). This is reflected, for example, on how analytical concepts such as the 
“subject”, “power”, “resistance”, “freedom” etc. are interpreted. Studies of Soviet reality are made and are 
spreading in contexts where the political, moral and cultural meaning of the term “Soviet person” knowingly 
acquires a negative connotation, and the concept of “resistance”, on the contrary, is deliberately 
romanticized (Yurchak, 2014, p. 42). In the “binary” model of socialism, the Soviet authoritative language of 
that period, was mistakenly regarded as a false representation of reality, while performative elements of this 
language are completely ignored. Therefore, researchers concluded that the Soviet reality, supposedly either 
transformed into a space of universal lies, or in a post-modern world in which reality in general has ceased to 
exist, becoming a simulacrum. This model is based on an erroneous model of language and discourse. The 
function of language, according to this model is only a representation of the facts that exist independent of 
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language (Yurchak, 2014, p. 163). This conclusion is erroneous, since in reality the function of Soviet 
authoritative language is not limited to the representation of the facts of reality, and in the period of “late 
socialism” function of representation in that language has been reduced to a minimum. 

Yurchak argues, that the post-Stalinist period of Soviet history acquired special features as a result of 
the performative shift that occurred in the Soviet authoritative discourse with the demise of Stalin. It is this 
special period of around 30 years before perestroika, that he calls “late socialism” (Yurchak, 1997, p. 163). It 
is the discourse of perestroika and glasnost that revealed many unknown facts and critically colored a set of 
phenomena from the Soviet past, which until then could not be publicly discussed and analyzed. However, 
this discourse has also contributed to and created new myths about the Soviet past, permeated with 
romantic ideas and political objectives of the late 1980s and then the 1990s (Yurchak, 2014, p. 43). Thus, in 
the second half of the 1980s, meta-discourse about ideology in Soviet Union undermined the central 
principle according to which the system functioned in “late socialism” i.e. the principle of performative shift. 
It was really a process of discursive deconstruction of “late socialism”, deconstruction of its symbolic order, 
which occurred even before the country started to significant economic problems and ethnic conflicts 
(Yurchak, 2014, p. 577). These specific changes of the late 1980s have been made possible thanks to the 
reforms that started in a relatively random moment the leadership of the Party and the state, which itself 
does not give and could not be fully aware of that, which process these reforms will start and where it will 
lead (Yurchak, 2014, p. 582). Many of the binary oppositions, that are used today to describe the vanished 
Soviet system, oversimplifying it and presenting is as a more predictable and black-and-white, than it 
actually was, acquired their importance precisely in the new revolutionary context of late perestroika period, 
and then in the neoliberal context of early post-Soviet period (Yurchak, 2014, p. 43). Thus, Soviet “late 
socialism” proved to be a bright historical example of how a dynamic, powerful, confident system can 
collapse unexpectedly, when changing the basic symbolic principles, that were providing its self-
reproduction (Yurchak, 2014, p. 583).  

Other researchers, like political scientist Mark R. Beissinger (2004), point to the centrality of policies of 
perestroika, especially those affecting freedom of press and expression that are called “glasnost”, to the rise 
of possibility of nationalist mobilization in the Soviet Union of the time. When glasnost first began in late 
1986 and early 1987, it contained no strong nationalist component, and initially manifested itself almost 
entirely in the operation of official institutions – in the press, movie theatres and government offices 
(Beissinger, 2009, pp. 337–338). But already by spring 1987 glasnost began to escape official control, as small 
groups of hippies, Crimean Tatars, ecologists, Jewish refuseniks, Russian nationalists and Baltic dissidents 
tested the boundaries of the permissible by taking politics to the streets, engaging in small-scale 
demonstrations. The new atmosphere of press freedom, growing factionalism within the Politburo and 
toleration of small-scale protest encouraged deeper politicization (Beissinger, 2009, p. 338). 

The first major eruption of nationalism took place almost a year and a half after glasnost had begun, in 
February 1988 in Armenia and Azerbaijan, and had nothing to do with the secessionist issues that ultimately 
pulled apart the Soviet state. When during 1988 and 1989, politics moved increasingly from the government 
offices to the streets, issues of nationalism, once effectively marginalized, pushed themselves loudly into the 
political sphere. Massive mobilizations encompassed multiple national groups simultaneously, as successful 
challenge by one group was followed by further challenges by others. At first, most nationalist mobilizations 
centered around demands for freedom of movement, increased autonomy, and linguistic and cultural 
expression, following closely the liberalizing and reformist spirit underlying glasnost. But over time the 
demands of newly emerged nationalist movements began to be framed with increasing boldness, focusing in 
many cases on demands for secession (Beissinger, 2004, p. 48). By spring and summer 1989, large-scale 
nationalist demonstrations involving hundreds of thousands of participants had spread across multiple 
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republics and had become a relatively frequent affair. By this time the effect of institutional constraints on 
nationalist action had largely faded, and nationalist mobilization had increasingly become its own 
autonomous originator of events, influencing the character of political institutions instead of being 
contained by them (Beissinger, 2009, p. 338). 

Beissinger demonstrates how a tide of nationalism emerged out of a larger mobilizational cycle and 
quickly came to dominate its agenda. Other types of mobilization besides nationalism e.g. over 
democratization, labor and economic issues, environmental justice, were present within the cycle and 
constituted autonomous directions of mobilization, at times intersecting with issues of nationalism and at 
times diverging from them (Beissinger, 2004, p. 49). But for a variety of reasons, nationalism gained a 
particular force and momentum not enjoyed by these other streams. The rise of nationalism as the 
dominant force within the glasnost mobilizational cycle was very much an interaction between pre-existing 
structural conditions, institutional constraints, and event-specific processes. Acts challenging the Soviet 
system grew, as institutional constraints eased and the successful nationalist mobilization of one group 
evoked subsequent efforts by others to do the same through processes of analogy and emulation 
(Beissinger, 2004, p. 49). 
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Representations of Crimean Tatars during Perestroika & first Post-Soviet years  
 

The horrors endured during deportation and the initial years of exile have become one of the most 
important collective memories shared by the Crimean Tatars. This memory constituted an important role in 
the mobilization of Crimean Tatar political activism aimed first at returning to Crimea and later struggling for 
the full restoration of their rights as the indigenous people of the territory (Pohl, 2014, pp. 49–50). The 
period of perestroika was an accelerating point for their return and their struggle rehabilitate their image. It 
is a period of liberal statements from Soviet authorities, that are still followed by legal impediments and 
brutal repression, that can be summarized in a phrase from an article in “Komsomolets Tatarii” on 
November 5, 1989: “The descendants of those on whom experimented Stalin, continue to receive greetings 
from him. For them it is a question of confidence in the perestroika” (Якупова, 2009, p. 13). A variety of 
stimuli, from single-person pickets to mass rallies, and a desire to build solidarity with the reformist 
democratic forces in the volatile Soviet Union of the time, produced a revival of national consciousness in 
Crimean Tatars and mobilized this ethnic group for action (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 7). Action toward 
recognition as a distinct ethnic group, equal rights and return to Crimea.  

According to Mark Beissinger, in the summer of 1987 two developments took place that began to give 
structure to what had previously been isolated acts of protest. The first of these was a concerted protest 
campaign for the right to return by Crimean Tatars, the first protracted wave of protest in the USSR during 
these years. A second development betrayed a growing interrelationship between specifically nationalist 
challenges and the emergence of a more radical current in the new politics of the street (Beissinger, 2004, p. 
60). It is during this time, that Crimean Tatars extensively used direct action challenging the authorities, with 
demonstrations and occupations being the main tool, as well as self-immolation on a persona level. Crimean 
Germans, Armenians, Bulgarians and Greeks did not engage in protests or direct action. Their groups are not 
nearly as numerous as Crimean Tatars and moreover Crimean Tatars have more young people relative to old 
people. These factors clearly affect whether a group considers “street politics” an appropriate strategy in 
their pursuit of solutions to their collective problems (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 7). The first development, an 
unprecedented demonstration in the Red Square on July 23 and 24, 1987, by several hundred Crimean 
Tatars, was followed by an announcement by Soviet news agency, known as “the TASS announcement”, 
proclaiming the formation of the Gromyko Commission to discuss solutions to the Crimean Tatars’ problems. 
The announcement included a public admission that the forced deportation of the entire Crimean Tatar 
people had been unjust, but it also represented the Crimean Tatars as those who had burned people in 
ovens during Second World War and described the Tatars’ activities during World War II as “anti-Soviet” 
(Uehling, 2004, p. 163).  

The Soviet mass media, acting as an extended arm of the reigning political institutions, actively 
embraced government policies, including for the repatriation of exiled ethnic groups. However, their 
simultaneous coverage of public demonstrations and conflicts among the local population in Crimea 
perpetuated strong negative images of returning Crimean Tatars. Letters to the Editor of the large 
newspaper “Argumenty i facty” (1 August, 1987, issue 30, p.1) denounced attempts by Crimean Tatars to 
return to Crimea, dismissing their claims to return to their historic homeland as groundless. Most returnees 
were accused of never having lived in Crimea. Crimean Tatars were accused of marrying outside of their 
ethnic group and thus relinquishing their right to return. Because the USSR was viewed as a homeland for all 
people residing in its territory regardless of their ethnic identity (or nationality in Soviet context), the desire 
to return to a designated homeland symbolized a lack of patriotism. Once again, the practices of identity 
positioning returned to the idea of the greater Soviet family to suit the needs of the dominant group. The 
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very act of Tatars pursuing repatriation, among other rights, was viewed as the work of extremist nationals 
(Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). 

As the number of Crimean Tatars returning to Crimea increased, ethnic hostilities intensified in 
Crimea. After extended political debate in the late 1980s over the rights of Crimean Tatars, representatives 
of the Central Committee of Communist Party of Ukraine held dialogues between Crimean Tatars and other 
ethnic groups, pursuing reduction of social tensions and prevent extremist tendencies toward repatriation in 
the population. Some Committee officials were sent to Uzbekistan, the major source of repatriates, to 
discourage the migration of large numbers of people. Moreover, in newspaper “Pravda Ukrainy” of May 5, 
1988, the Committee was presented recommending, that the Soviet of Ministers of Ukraine reexamine the 
history of the peninsula, particularly the period of Second World War, and to install a monument in 
commemoration of the Crimean Tatars soldiers who died during the war (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). 

Following the liberal policies associated with Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika, the XIX CPSU 
Conference in June 1988 in one of the adopted resolutions called for deep reformation of the Communist 
Party and Soviet Union. In August 1988, a special unit on “nationalities policy” was established within the 
CPSU Central Committee (Osipov, 2016, p. 65). In May–June 1989 a new supreme legislative organ of the 
USSR, the 1st Congress of Deputies, held debates on nationalities issues, resulting in the establishment of 
standing and ad hoc committees on ethnicity-related affairs. In September 1989, a special Plenum of the 
CPSU Central Committee adopted the Communist Party Platform on Nationalities Issues – a detailed and 
comprehensive policy guideline drafted after a long lasting countrywide public discussion (Osipov, 2016, p. 
65). But it was only with the passing of a resolution by the Supreme Soviet on November 14, 1989 “On 
Recognizing the Illegal and Repressive Acts Against Peoples Subjected to Forcible Resettlement and Ensuring 
their Rights”, that the Soviet government allowed more than a quarter of a million of Crimean Tatars to 
return to Crimea, predominantly from Uzbekistan.  (Алиева, 1993, p. 257). These policies were driven by the 
need to redress gross injustices of the past and the brutal mistreatment of this predominantly Muslim ethnic 
group. However, many Crimean residents objected to Crimean Tatar repatriation. Images of their allegedly 
treasonous deeds during the war were not forgotten or forgiven. The Crimean Tatars were stigmatized as a 
danger to the Soviet people, citing alleged Tatar degeneracy (Korostelina, 2015, p. 40). In the half-century 
absence of Crimean Tatars from the peninsula, Crimean Tatar history and cultural heritage were largely 
erased from the population of Crimea as they were criticized as invaders, whose presence represents a 
threat to the legitimate residents of the peninsula (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). In October of 1989, a father of 3 
in a family of Tatar returnees, where both parents had received higher education in Kazakhstan, but could 
not get any job in Crimea and the authorities refused to issue them residence permits and connect the house 
that they bought to the sewage and natural gas networks, set himself aflame. A local newspaper “Krasnoe 
Znamja” (The Red Flag) reported that “it was a person with mental disorder”, denying that he had problems 
with getting a residence permit and a job and that he was a Tatar, referring to the words of prosecutor in 
charge (Якупова, 2009, pp. 28–29). 

While the Crimean Tatars viewed their return as a step closer to parity among nationalities, in 
particular greater equality for Crimean Tatars, their return had aroused a kind of fury in the dominant ethnic 
group in Crimea (E. A. Allworth, 1998a, p. 20). Before 1990, many acts of willful destruction struck Crimean 
Tatars. In August 1989 rose the first tent city of Crimea during perestroika, erected on land occupied (samo-
zakhvat) by Crimean Tatars in Sevastianovka village, in Bakhchesaray rayon. Acts of occupation of land and 
squatting of housing continued and soon provoked strong reprisals. Slavic vigilantes destroyed a similar self-
constructed habitation in the village of Molodezhnoe, near Simferopol, on 9 September 1989 they destroyed 
another near Nizhnie Oreshka, in Belogorsk rayon on 12 September 1989. Local thugs demolished an old 
Muslim mosque in the village of Plodovoe in Bakhchesaray rayon on 7 October 1989 and yet another group 
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of temporary habitations on 14 December 1989 at the village of Degirmenka, near Alushta, with militiamen 
participating in the action (Губогло, 1992, p. 310; Якупова, 2009, p. 32). Crimean Tatars answered with 
demonstrations in front of Communist Party head office in Simferopol. Ibrahim Mustafayev, a leader in a 
tent city near Sudak, spoke of an attempt to evict them to “Komsomelts Tatarii” in December 1989: “When 
we were surrounded by the internal troops, they gave us half an hour to think. They showed us a water 
cannon and batons. During this half hour we read a prayer and took an oath on the Koran that we will not 
leave alive. We armed ourselves with crowbars and Molotov cocktails. The unit stood there until the 
morning, and left with nothing ...” (Якупова, 2009, p. 26) 

At the same time, the positioning tactics of the Central Committee of Communist Party of Ukraine 
embraced a policy of “keep them where they are.” The Department of Information and Popularization of the 
Central Committee of the Communist party of Ukraine advised the Ukrainian media to promote peaceful 
coexistence among the various ethnic groups of the Crimean peninsula. The Ukrainian newspaper “Pravda 
Ukrainy” (1 March, 1990) called for harmonious ethnic relations and stressed long traditions of respectful 
and peaceful coexistence between Crimean Tatars and the Ukrainian population, condemning attempts to 
sow seeds of discord among the citizens of the Ukraine. Other articles in “Pravda Ukrainy” (26 July, 1990) 
mentioned that Crimea had sufficient resources to meet the needs of all returnees (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). 

Transition to market economy and general economic stagnation contributed to escalating tensions 
between current residents and the newcomers to Crimea. To aggravate tensions, the government could not 
provide all returnees with affordable housing, equal educational opportunities, or adequate medical 
services. The newspapers repeatedly raised the following rhetorical question: “Where does one get various 
resources?” (Pravda Ukrainy, 26 July, 1990). The dissolution of the Soviet Union increased economic burdens 
on the local government. Lacking governmental support, many returning Crimean Tatars settled in locations 
that were prohibited by government authorities. The formation of unauthorized occupied settlements, 
enraged the local population. Newspaper “Selskaya jizn” on 21 October, 1990, reported that samozakhvat 
destroyed 238 hectares of fertile land. Hundreds of houses built by the newly arrived Crimean Tatars were 
destroyed, while hundreds more Crimean Tatars were denied registration, and thus jobs and education. The 
rights for housing and settlement became a point of contention between the government of Ukraine and the 
Crimean Tatar Mejlis, an unofficial representative body (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). In “Literaturnaya Gazeta” 
on 3 October, 1990, the citizens of Crimea argued that the peninsula was being invaded by traitors who 
sought to Tatarize the peninsula. Despite certain official proclamations regarding the need to exonerate 
Tatars from past allegations, returning Tatars accused by some officials of engaging in a sinister campaign of 
conquest over the rightful residents of Crimea. These officials went as far as to argue that Crimean Tatars 
lost all their rights as a result of their deportation to the Central Asia (Korostelina, 2015, p. 42). 

During these first years of 1990’s, Russian militiamen and members of a vigilance committees 
continued the physical destruction and theft of Crimean Tatar housing and materials. On 16 August 1991 the 
mosque rebuilt from the materials left after the first destruction of housing in Molodezhnoe on 9 September 
1989 was again razed to the ground (Губогло, 1992, pp. 321–325). The harsh economic conditions and the 
hostility of Slavic settlers that awaited Crimean Tatars emigrating from Central Asia to Crimea tested and 
hardened them (E. A. Allworth, 1998a, p. 21). One interviewed young couple, that squatted on a plot near 
Simferopol and was expecting a child, considered “Crimea ... a remote, provincial place, compared to 
Tashkent”, the capital of Uzbekistan where they came from. The return to Crimea purported for them 
“exchanging relative prosperity [in Central Asia] for poverty”, but “all of us are returning” (E. A. Allworth, 
1998a, p. 22). Asked if they fear more persecution after the repeated imprisonment of their parents for 
breaking discriminatory regulations here, they laugh: “We have survived so much, we no longer fear 
anything”. 



35 
 
 

Only in I994, fifty years after their deportation, an official action resolved the deprivation of their 
distinctive group name. The provincial government, the Republic of Crimea, authorized the restoration of 
“Crimean” to individuals and the group in the following resolution:  

“Led by principles of humanism and social justice, with the aim of removing discrepancies in the 
interpretation of the name of the nationality "Crimean Tatars" and "Tatars," the Supreme Council of 
Crimea resolves 1. to restore the official name of the nationality, "Crimean Tatars"; 2. [to direct] the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs of Crimea to determine the procedure before 15 January 1994 and enter 
into the passports of citizens of Crimean Tatar nationality the appropriate changes. Chairman, 
Supreme Council of Crimea, N. Bagrov, 9 December 1993, Simferopol' (E. A. Allworth, 1998a, p. 13). 

With the official restoration of the self-name of this ethnic group, a symbolic name linkage established 
a correspondence between the self-name of at least one nationality of Crimea and the designation for the 
peninsula. 

It is noteworthy that coordination, consultation and cooperation with ethno-cultural organizations of 
Crimean Greeks, Armenians, Bulgarians and Germans is recorded in the documents issued by the relevant 
Crimean authorities. Moreover, this communication is perceived as a key component in the design and 
implementation of resettlement for these groups. Yet in the same period, no Crimean Tatar organization is 
ever mentioned as a partner or a consultative body in any official document that concerns re-settlement of 
Crimean Tatars (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 6). The reason is that the Mejlis, the most prominent body 
representing Crimean Tatars, or at least the majority of them, was not recognized by the Ukrainian State as 
an institution of self-governance. 

A journalist for “Komsomolets Tatarii” newspaper at that time, Venera Yakupova, later (2009) 
published a set of articles about Crimean Tatars exile and attempts of return, that she wrote in 1989-1993, 
accompanied with the letters from readers that were sent to the editor regarding those articles. The letters 
varied from “Stalin did what he should have done!” to letters of support to the writer, signed by the whole 
Crimean Tatar village assembly. But significant part of them stressed the importance of the articles, as a 
source of information about a subject they had little or no information about. One letter from Petrov I.V.: “… 
At that time [1944] I served in Bakhchisarai and saw what was going on after the eviction of the Crimean 
Tatars. … It now has been 45 years since the war. Tatar children became adults. What is their fault? Why 
they have to suffer? And I believe that if we are people, not bureaucrats, we must all rise to their defense. 
And since we have a humane state, not in words but in deeds to return them to their homeland !!!” 
(Якупова, 2009, p. 94). Another letter by Hatifie Abljalimova, a Crimean Tatar in Uzbekistan: “After all, what 
you're writing about openly on the pages of your newspaper, we only could talk to each other whispering, in 
secret. After the material on the Crimean Tatars comes out in your newspaper, it is reprinted by “Lenin 
bayragy” [Crimean Tatar newspaper in Uzbekistan]. ... Here your newspaper Crimean Tatars pass from hand 
to hand. Try that each to learn the truth, that our “Lenin bayragy” does not dare to write about ...” (Якупова, 
2009, p. 102). And a letter of complaint by Nikolai Zhemkov: “Dear Comrade. editor! ... I'm sorry, but I am 
outraged by the position of the author, who after so many years is trying to justify the traitors, who during 
the war supported the enemy. … I am also against the genocide of entire peoples, including the Crimean 
Tatars ... But once again it is necessary to fight for the restoration of violated rights to the habitat with 
legitimate means… From the regional newspaper I learned that the Crimean Tatars had illegally occupied 500 
hectares of land in 1988. And if for such an action was tried a Russian, a Ukrainian or a Jew? Then everything 
would be ok, right?” (Якупова, 2009, p. 104). 

Public officials and mass media eventually recognized the scarcity of resources to meet the basic 
needs of the general population. The voices that encouraged resettlement were met with disdain from most 



36 
 
 

members of the population (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). According to researcher Karina Korostelina old labels, 
representations, and prejudices reflecting well-worn patterns of ethnic hostility resurfaced, with articles 
casting Crimean Tatars as traitors for serving in the German army. “Argumenty i fakty” newspaper on 5 
October, 1994 attributed the economic prosperity of some Crimean Tatar families to their inherent criminal 
character, as evident in practices such as money laundering and government corruption, rather than to their 
hard work. In “Nezavisimaya Gazeta” on 25 March, 1998 Crimean Tatars were even positioned as barbarians 
and other newspapers defamed them as culturally backwards, lacking adequate language skills, and unsuited 
for modern life (Korostelina, 2015, p. 41). Some of the repatriating Crimean Tatars responded to continued 
provocations with aggressive statements, political challenges, and in some cases violence. Attempts to 
reclaim lost property led to numerous attacks against the local population. Some Crimean Tatar officials 
threatened that, once in power, they would deny residency for all non-Tatar populations in Crimea 
(Korostelina, 2015, p. 42). Such rhetoric further incited ethnic hostility and escalated the fight. 
 

Crimean Tatar national movement 
The Crimean Tatar national movement in reality began with the annexation of Crimea by Tsarist Russia 

on April 8, 1783. Therefore, here the phrase is used to refer to the period after their deportation in Central 
Asia. For reasons of comparison, general theoretical framework of ethnicity and nationalism will be 
presented first.  

Theories of ethnicity and nationalism 
In the field of ethnic and national identities the literature can be divided into two schools: 

primordialist and instrumentalist (Aydın, 2012, p. 35).  

The primordialists argue that ethnicity is based on distinctive “primordial ties” that are fixed. The 
primordialists emphasize either a biological or psychological need for belonging to a group, and support their 
case by pointing to the endurance of family and kinship ties in human societies. The primordialists principally 
consider ethnicity as being of the same nature as these natural ties. But, it is easily observed that shared 
traits, like language, kinship, homeland, etc. do not automatically create ethnic identity (Aydın, 2012, p. 35). 
Ethno-symbolist approach of one of the founders of the interdisciplinary field of nationalism studies Anthony 
D. Smith, recognizes that structural changes, particularly modernization or globalization might affect the 
development of ethnicity and nation, but he does not agree that they change an underlying durable “ethnic 
core”, composed of myths, symbols, values, and traditions, that creates a strong continuity with a pre-
existing ethnic community and contemporary nation (Smith, 1993, p. 69). 

Instrumentalism is divided into two schools: situationalism and constructivism (Aydın, 2012, p. 38). 
The situationalists outline various structural factors including social, economic and political processes that 
provide a comparative advantage to individuals in explaining nationalist mobilization. Processes of 
modernization such as industrialization, public education, urbanization, modern state-building, and mass 
communications facilitate and necessitate the emergence of a nation (Gellner, 1983). An alternative 
explanation of this approach is that uneven processes of modernization create inequalities among groups in 
society. Therefore, to both join an ethnic group and engage in an ethnic conflict becomes a rational decision 
for individuals who aim to maximize their individual interests. 

Constructivism agrees with situationalism that ethnicity, nation, and diaspora emerged as a response 
to modern political, social and economic processes. It is true that the gradual consolidation of the 
Westphalia nation-state system and nation-building processes disrupted the communities and transformed 
the relations of states towards their minorities (Gellner, 1983). Constructivism, however, criticizes several 
aspects of situationalism.  
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Firstly, situationalism claims that modernization, print capitalism, communication, and other macro-
sociological modern processes are the causes for the mobilization of ethnic communities, but this creates a 
very wide net and does not explain the causal chain of how these factors form mobilization (Aydın, 2012, p. 
39). Constructivism criticizes the reduction of nationalism to modern processes, although it also argues that 
ethnonational identities emerged as a response to modern processes, or were facilitated by modern 
processes. Political scientist Benedict Anderson (2006), argued that nation is first and foremost a response to 
the disappearance of face-to-face communities, and their replacement by large-scale territorial societies is 
organized around a state. A constructivist explanation of nationalism confirms the findings of the framing 
processes approach, according to which, grievances do not automatically create mobilization of masses. It is 
only when meanings are attributed to those structures or grievances, that mobilization occurs (Aydın, 2012, 
p. 40).  

Secondly, the weakness of the situationalist approach is rooted in its understanding of human 
psychology. In the situationalist accounts of nationalism, individuals turn to nationalism to serve their self-
interests, which are derived from the structures of the environment, where the individuals are embedded. 
Instead of rationally calculating their individual self-interest before every move, which is beyond the 
cognitive capacity of humans, individuals rely on other sources, like elites or institutional and ideological 
frameworks constructed by others, to explain the situation and then select the best way of action. Thus, 
constructivism underlines how self-interests are socially, ideologically, and politically constructed (Aydın, 
2012, p. 41). Various constructivist theories emphasize different ways of constructing identities, such as 
state and institutional frameworks, and discursive structures.  

Thirdly, situationalism takes for granted the existence of “diaspora” as a unitary collective actor ready 
to be mobilized in response to political opportunities and threats (Aydın, 2012, p. 41). Sociologist Rogers 
Brubaker warns us against using, what he calls “groupings”, that we must not talk about ethnicity or nation 
as if they were internally homogeneous, externally bounded groups, even unitary collective actors with 
common purposes (Brubaker, 2004, p. 8). According to Brubaker, we should treat diaspora as a category of 
practice, project, claim, and stance rather than as a bounded group (Brubaker, 2015, p. 130). 

Researcher in social ontology Anna Moltchanova (2009) argues that, when a national group, usually a 
minority, is severely discriminated against and lacks the means of expressing its political culture, its identity 
is inadvertently confirmed and publicly expressed in a negative form by the hostile attitudes of the political 
culture of the oppressing nation. Exclusionary treatment by the authorities aimed at the suppression of the 
minority identity, such as an explicit prohibition of any political institutions for the group or a targeted 
violation of its members’ human rights, can indicate the group’s existence. Occasionally, the suppression of a 
group may lead the group to losing its constitutive features, its agency. Nevertheless, if a potential political 
culture survives, minority co-nationals recognize one another, first, through what they consider to be their 
shared traits, which may vary across the group due to the lack of communication. Some of these shared 
traits might be recognized by the larger society for the purposes of exclusion. The minority members also 
share identification as being “not-them”—not the majority (Moltchanova, 2009, pp. 90–91). She brings as 
example the Crimean Tatars, who were deported from their territory in 1944 and were able to fully express 
their political culture when they repatriated. Moltchanova suggests that it is wrong to think that their 
political culture was always there in a complete form, just waiting to be expressed. It has undergone 
significant changes over the last two decades, evolving from claims to cultural protection to full-fledged 
claims to self-determination. The political culture of Crimean Tatars, however, always had a “negative” 
expression in the official Soviet political culture that attempted to eliminate Tatar national identity. Since 
membership in a potential political culture is sometimes not entirely defined even for its members, their 
beliefs may change when their culture acquires full expression and their collective agency has a chance to 
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actualize, but it should be noted that the full expression of a political culture does not prevent its future 
changes (Moltchanova, 2009, pp. 90–91). 

 

Crimean Tatar national movement 
Khrushchev in his “Secret Speech”, at the XX Party Congress in 1956, mentioned the problem of the 

deported nationalities, except the Volga Germans, the Meskhetian Turks, and the Crimean Tatars (Fisher, 
1978, p. 175). Over the next year, after all of the deported nationalities, except the three, were rehabilitated 
and “Izvestija” published a speech of A. F. Gorkin, Secretary of the Supreme Soviet Presidium, calling for a 
return to Leninist nationality policies, the Crimean Tatars launched a set of petitioning campaigns toward the 
Supreme Soviet (Fisher, 1978, p. 176). The early participants in the Movement were the elderly Crimean 
Tatars, who were party members and war veterans and believed that the party would resolve the Crimean 
Tatar problem if they appealed to the party. After one such effort produced a petition with over 25,000 
signatures that was delivered to the XXII Party Congress in October 1961, two Crimean Tatar leaders were 
jailed. The first such letter of petition shows us the two main goals of Crimean Tatar national movement: 
return to Crimea and autonomous status. 

“In accordance with the decisions of the 20th Congress of the Communist Party, and principles of 
V. I. Lenin on the national question, which were published after the congress, and by understanding 
those as documents of outstanding political significance for the life of our nation, which also governs 
the activities of the party in the contemporary period, we one more time appeal to the Presidium of the 
Central Committee of the CPSU that in the period the liquidation of results of the cult of personality in 
relation to other questions, we plead that you resolve the important political question of the return of 
unjustly deported Crimean Tatar nation to its homeland - to Crimea, the re-establishment of Crimean 
ASSR within the Ukrainian SSR, which was founded by the decree of the Soviet government on 18 
October 1921 signed by V. I. Lenin, the return of or compensation for property before the deportation, 
and the taking of measures for the people to return to normal life as soon as possible” (7.9.1956) 
(Aydın, 2012, p. 80) 

Uehling describes Crimean Tatar national movement in the 1960s as an “intellectual phase”, during 
which activists (initsiativniki) were inspired by their history that they rediscovered (Uehling, 2004, p. 138). 
According to Fisher, between 1962 and 1966, in each Tatar settlement a community committee was 
organized, that instructed the Crimean Tatars about the truth of their past, the injustices of their 
deportation and subsequent existence, and subsequently delegations from these committees were sent to 
Moscow, to deliver petitions and to present their case (Fisher, 1978, p. 177). These representatives were 
able to establish contact with the leading Moscow based Soviet human rights activists such as Alexei 
Kosterin, Pyotr Grigorenko, Alexander Lavut, Ilya Gabai and Andrei Sakharov. It has been largely through the 
work of such prominent figures that the western observers have become interested in the Crimean Tatar 
question. It was followed by an “expansive phase”, starting in 1967 with the partial rehabilitation, which did 
not give them the right to return. The letter writing campaign was abandoned and the number of 
participants in the movement expanded greatly. The inability to attain total rehabilitation gave way to 
strengthened internal criticism, and a new generation of activists who were either small children during the 
deportation or born in the special settlement regime, began to differ in the way they framed the Crimean 
Tatar issue (Aydın, 2012, p. 98). In the 1960s, the first Crimean Tatar demonstrations were held and activists 
cultivated contact with the dissident movement of the Soviet Union, this was answered with repression by 
the Soviet authorities (Uehling, 2004, p. 138). This was also the period during which the first attempts to 
return to Crimea were made, only to find out that they were not welcome, with mass arrests of the 



39 
 
 

returning Crimean Tatars and their re-deportations, dramatized in the self-immolation of Musa Mamut on 
June 28, 1978. 

In 1987 begins what Uehling called the “mass social movement” phase, with the advent of glasnost 
and perestroika, and is characterized by the active involvement and repatriation of Crimean Tatars from all 
segments of society (Uehling, 2004, p. 138). Some researchers suggest that Crimean Tatars during this period 
formed the first, the longest and the largest human rights movement in the USSR (Aydın, 2012, p. 14). When 
reform minded leader Mikhail S. Gorbachev was selected to lead the Soviet Union, a petition was drafted 
and signed by 30.000 Crimean Tatars and sent to him in March of 1987, appealing to review the Crimean 
Tatars' national problem with seriousness. There was no response at all and in July 1987, hundreds of 
Crimean Tatars demonstrated in Moscow’s Red Square demanding to meet with him (Uehling, 2004, p. 140). 
After several days, the government agreed to meet their delegation and on July 29, 1987, a group of 
representatives met with Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet Andrei Gromyko. It took the 
“Gromyko Commission” eleven months to study the Crimean Tatar problem, and on July 9, 1988, it declared 
that due to the demographic changes in the Crimea it was not possible for the Crimean Tatars to return and 
have their autonomous republic reinstated. In May and June of 1989, the Congress of People’s Deputies of 
the USSR met and a new commission under the chairmanship of Gennady Yanayev was formed on July 12, 
1989, which on November 28, 1989, recommended that the Crimean Tatars should be returned to Crimea 
under a government sponsored plan, and have their autonomy restored (Uehling, 2004, p. 164). However, it 
was soon made obsolete by the disintegration of the Soviet Union. Moreover, while the Yanaev Commission 
removed resistance at the highest political level, officials in Crimea still took measures to discourage the 
Crimean Tatars from repatriating. During this phase, a squatting strategy was used by returnees to claim the 
land and houses, that local Crimean authorities refused to sell to them.  

Greta Lynn Uehling suggests that the next phase of reframing in the Crimean homeland is still in 
progress. In May 1990, a policy document outlining the state program for the returning of Crimean Tatars to 
the Crimea was formulated. In essence it merely accepted the process that was already underway by 
Crimean Tatar national movement, without state approval and in spite of resistance on the part of the state 
(Polian, 2004, p. 214). On 12 February 1991, the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet adopted a resolution on the 
transformation of the Crimean Autonomous Oblast into the Crimean Autonomous Republic under the 
jurisdiction of Ukraine and on 26 February 1992 it was renamed to Republic of Crimea. The newly 
established republic was in no official way associated with either its Crimean Tatar, or the more populous 
Russian population (Polian, 2004, pp. 215–216). Because of their minority position, Tatar returnees 
developed a strategy of supporting Ukrainian power in Crimea vis-à-vis the option of Crimea’s unification 
with Russia (Aydın, 2012, p. 14), despite the fact that they were mishandled under Ukrainian authorities as 
well. A shared commitment to taking political action in various forms to support the Crimean Tatar 
community grew out of a need to resolve pressing everyday issues for returnees, on a large scale and in a 
less than favorable context. A conflict transformation researcher Natalia Mirimanova observed three main 
types of political behavior and political strategy among Crimean Tatars in Crimea: the establishment of their 
own political and self-governance institutions, grassroots mobilization and direct action, and participation in 
State politics and institutions (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 2). The collapse of the Soviet Union, paved the way for 
the ascendance of Crimean Tatar political organizations of a more formalized nature. In 1991, the Crimean 
Tatars convened a Qurultay (parliamentary assembly) in Simferopol (Uehling, 2004, p. 165). Delegates to the 
Qurultay were elected in the Crimean Tatar settlements across the region. When this body met, it elected 33 
people by secret ballot to serve in the Mejlis, an organization with executive authority, conceived as the 
highest representative body of the Crimean Tatar people. Only in 1993 did the first school since the 
deportation using the Crimean Tatar language for instruction came into being. Another one was established 
in the following year. Both schools owed their start to private funding (E. A. Allworth, 1998a, p. 17). During 
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this phase the nature of the land seizures have evolved from individual, spontaneous actions to organized 
and collective forms of squatting. The protest fields that initially demarcated the sites with temporary homes 
are gradually becoming more permanent. Squatters are organized, coordinated by committees and expected 
to contribute both financially and personally to the construction, running and defense of the site (OSCE 
HCNM, 2013, p. 13). 

Crimean Tatar national movement structure 
Disappointment in the results of the letter campaign led the decision that the movement must be 

“internationalized,” a radical idea for a closed society and disputes over appropriate organizational form 
erupted, upon which different activists grouped together (Uehling, 2004, p. 141). By the 1960s, three 
factions developed that became increasingly formalized over time: the most radical and anti-regime “Central 
Initiative Group” with Mustafa Dzhemilev at its head, the most pro-Communist “Ferghana” group led by Yuri 
Osmanov, and a “Samarkand” group led by Rolan Kadiev (Uehling, 2004, p. 141). The National Movement of 
the Crimean Tatars (NMCT) was established in 1987, based on these previous factions. In the circumstances 
of perestroika, disagreements within the NMCT on how to proceed with the return and re-establishment of 
Crimean Tatars in Crimea grew stronger and in May 1989 the NMCT split into the Organization of the 
Crimean Tatar National Movement (OCTNM) led by Mustafa Dzhemilev, and the remnant NMCT led by Yuriy 
Osmanov and, after his death, by Vasvi Abduraimov. Both organizations were devoted to the return and self-
determination of Crimean Tatars, but their ideas differed on self-determination and on strategies on how to 
manage return in the short term and achieve integration in the longer term (Mirimanova, 2013, pp. 2–3). 

The OCTNM looked back to the model of national statehood in the pre-1783 era, while the NMCT 
preferred to reinvent a more ethnic version of Crimean ASSR, that existed from 1921 to 1945 (Mirimanova, 
2013, p. 3). They also diverged on the issue of a strategy for return, with Dzhemilev advocating the right of 
return as their inalienable right and considering that the State had a duty to assist their immediate return. 
Supporters of this strategy were returning to Crimea largely at their own cost, because the official 
resettlement assistance Programme worked inefficiently. The OCTNM adopted a strategy of self-help and 
direct non-violent action (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 3). Their opponents from the NMCT pressured the 
government to pay the costs of returning and called for increased numbers of returnees, only once State 
guarantees were granted. In particular, they opposed the land squatting tactics that the OCTNM had 
adopted (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 3). The OCTNM encouraged closer ties with Turkey and the Turkic world and 
the Crimean Tatar diaspora and were not inclined to work with Russia organizations, while the NMCT 
gravitated towards building understanding and dialogue with first Moscow and then Kiev, and adopted a 
softer and even cooperative stance towards Russian organizations within and outside Crimea (Mirimanova, 
2013, p. 3). The NMCT was officially registered, while the OCTNM was not registered and positioned itself as 
a grassroots movement and is often described as a radical nationalist political party. The OCTNM has 
inspired a mass, simultaneous and prompt return of Crimean Tatars, while NMCT stood for a phased return 
in coordination with the State (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 3). According to Natalia Mirimanova there are several 
dozen other Crimean Tatar civic organizations, either supportive or neutral toward the Mejlis, either in 
opposition to the Mejlis, covering a spectrum from grassroots activism and international lobbying, to 
education and culture. The most vocal opposition groups are Sebat, Milli Firqa, the Centre for the Studies of 
the Indigenous People (Nadir Bekirov group) and others, including as part of the so called Crimean Tatar 
National Front (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 6) 

The formation of a representative body called Qurultay of the Crimean Tatar people took place in 
Simferopol in June 1991. It is often referred to as the second Qurultay to stress continuity with the Qurultay 
of November 1917. Nearly all Crimean Tatars, both in Crimea and those remaining in the places of 
deportation had the right to send delegates to the Qurultay and a body called Milli Mejlis was elected as the 
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executive to act in between sessions of the Qurultay (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 3). Seventeen out of 33 of the 
Mejlis deputies came from the OCTNM and they elected Mustafa Dzhemilev as the first Head of the Mejlis. A 
system of regional and local Mejlises was also formed in all the territorial and administrative units of the 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea and in Sevastopol to address and deal with the everyday local affairs, as 
well as ensuring the highest degree of coordination and effective implementation of the decisions of Milli 
Mejlis (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 3) 

While the Qurultay, comprising of 250 delegates elected for five year terms, was founded as a 
representative body, it combines a parliamentary culture with the discipline of a political party. Opportunity 
for debate is provided, but is kept within limits (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 4). After a decision is taken, those who 
disagree are obliged to either stay neutral and not impede the implementation of the decision or leave the 
Qurultay. No delegate is allowed to undermine its decisions, promote a rival political force or pursue an 
individual political career in a way detrimental to the Qurultay. For example, when a decision regarding 
candidates for elections is made, no Qurultay delegate can stand for election in the same district as a 
candidate approved by the Mejlis, without losing Qurultay mandate. Competition between Crimean Tatar 
candidates in local and national elections is considered counterproductive (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 4). In 
response to declining participation, the leadership changed the voting rules in a way that only one third of 
Crimean Tatars need to participate in the elections to the Qurultay, for them to be considered legitimate 
(Mirimanova, 2013, p. 4). 

The Mejlis has executive and representational functions between the Qurultay sessions and is 
composed of 33 members. According to Natalia Mirimanova it has evolved into an institution with two main 
responsibilities. On the one hand, it seeks to protect and promote the struggle for statehood. On the other, 
it engages with the authorities in Simferopol and Kiev in order to draw their attention to the pressing daily 
issues of housing, infrastructure, education and employment (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 5). Mejlis was formed 
against a background of pressure from the radical wing of the OCTNM to pursue the quest for the 
restoration of the Crimean Tatar statehood as asserted in the “Declaration on national sovereignty of 
Crimean Tatars” which, while not explicitly mentioning the word “indigenous people”, was consistent with it, 
and claimed Crimean Tatars’ right to self-determination (Loode, 2016). Its leader, Mustafa Dzhemilev takes a 
moderate stance towards the Ukrainian State, emphasizing self-determination as the aspiration of Crimean 
Tatar people, but seeking to avoid appearing to threaten Ukraine’s sovereignty or integrity (Mirimanova, 
2013, p. 5). Before every election the Mejlis decides which candidate or party to support and mandates local 
Mejlises to promote its choice within the Crimean Tatar electorate, justifying it with Crimean Tatar minority 
status in all electoral districts, thus their only chance to get their candidate elected is if no vote is lost or 
diverted (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 9). If the chosen candidate is elected, this person is expected to be 
accountable to a clearly defined community. 

Nonetheless, Ukraine had not officially recognized Mejlis, until the Russian annexation of Crimea in 
2014. Progress on the status of the Qurultay and the Mejlis was contingent on progress in the legislative 
framework defining the status of the Crimean Tatar people as indigenous in Crimea, along with Krymchaks 
and Karaimes (Mirimanova, 2013, pp. 5–6). Ukraine recognized Crimean Tatars as indigenous people and 
Mejlis as their highest representative body in March 2014, while having no actual control over Crimea. 
However, in September 2016 the Russia's Supreme Court upheld the decision to ban the activities of Mejlis, 
thus prohibiting its activities in occupied Crimea (Филипенок, 2016). 

Mirimanova believes, that Avdet is the most prominent and strong direct action group, formed to 
protect and represent the interests of Crimean Tatar land squatters. Avdet was registered in 2007 and since 
then has been actively using civil disobedience and direct action to attract the attention of Kiev as well as to 
apply pressure on corrupt local authorities, which were sabotaging proper land distribution procedures. In 
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addition to hunger strikes and protest campaigns, Avdet provided vigilantes to defend land squatters from 
police attacks (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 7). 

Sebat was registered 3 May 2011, as a result of a split within Avdet, when it decided to proceed in 
close co-operation with the Mejlis. Sebat positions itself as a human rights NGO concerned with land issues, 
and declares a strict commitment to peaceful means of problem solving via dialogue with the authorities, in 
contrast to Avdet, that was pursuing a confrontational strategy. It sees its strength in the fact that it is a 
properly registered organization, unlike the Mejlis, enhancing the chances of Sebat becoming a partner with 
the authorities in the solution of land problems (Mirimanova, 2013, pp. 6–7). 

Opponents are labeled by the Mejlis as “self-appointed pseudo-representatives” of the Crimean Tatar 
people since the only election that happens within the Crimean Tatar community is the Qurultay, and accuse 
them of being agents of the Russian secret service (Лохвицкий & Береговая, 2011). Mejlis opponents 
accuse it of monopolizing the right to represent the entire people, point to its shrinking support base, and 
charge it with corruption and acting in the self-interest of its leaders (Сулейманов, 2011) 
 

Nationalization through return 
“Before coming here, I was a man, and now I became a nationalist”. 

This phrase allegedly belongs to a Crimean Tatar returnee, who had access to the Central Committee of 
Kazakhstan, a unique specialist in the field of agriculture. In Crimea, the young scientist was offered a job of 
a collective farmer and during his spare time in the wilderness, in a trailer he lived in, he was trying to 
continue his scientific experiments (Якупова, 2009, p. 22). The vast majority of returnees are not from 
Crimea, but they were born and raised in Soviet Central Asia. Moreover, their lives in Central Asia were 
relatively secure and comfortable. Thus, according to anthropologist Greta Lynn Uehling, the Crimean Tatars’ 
desire to return is complicated by two factors. First, Crimea lies beyond the actual memory of the majority of 
returnees, who were born in exile and therefore their affection for Crimea must be historicized. Second, 
Tatars gave up comfortable and prosperous lives in places of former exile for a life in Crimea characterized 
not only by a lack of infrastructure and crime, but opposition to their presence. Faced with resistance, those 
who returned resorted to squatting on vacant land as well as threatening and sometimes carrying out self-
immolation (Uehling, 2004, p. 8). Uehling suggests that the desire to repatriate was sustained by practices of 
collectively remembering the homeland. The production of a body of knowledge about the past helped 
shape a structure of feeling about belonging that was charged enough to make the Crimean Tatars believe 
they were linked to one another and the land (Uehling, 2004, p. 8). 

While Crimean Tatars were victims of murderous policies, and were deleted from official Soviet 
history, they did not disappear or assimilate with other groups. They themselves are linguistically, culturally, 
and physically heterogenous, but, as suggested by Uehling’s informers (2004), they developed a body of 
recollections that spans the borders of Ukraine and Uzbekistan. According to Uehling, the Crimean Tatar 
national movement was strengthened by memory, history, and sentiment and, in a reciprocal process, the 
powerful political platform and charismatic leadership of the movement gave people a reason to remember 
and return. By casting a precise look on the past, and “speaking” with the state, participants in the 
movement progressively made return seem self-evident, even obligatory. In many ways, the remembering 
the movement endorsed became a form of collective action (Uehling, 2004, p. 135). But, other researchers 
point to the fact that while the identity construction described by Uehling is very significant for 
understanding Crimean Tatar national movement, as she argues that the Crimean Tatar identity was not 
primordial, but rather primarily a reconstruction of the collective memory of homeland and deportation that 
occurred in places of exile, but the movement itself was mainly a political process. The Crimean Tatar 
identity was constructed through mobilization processes, which are particularly influenced by “framing 
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processes”, through which, they attributed meaning to their condition, and developed goals and strategies, 
significant for the development and consequences of their movement (Aydın, 2012, p. 73). 

There are not many ethnonational communities who have maintained a high attachment to their 
homeland after being exiled for a time period as long as fifty years and who have succeeded in a collective 
return, almost solely based on their own resources. A researcher Filiz Tutku Aydın (2012), believes that the 
Crimean Tatars achieved this by not using negative nationalist rhetoric or exerting violence towards other 
groups, mostly remaining in the realm of a struggle for human rights. Aydın elaborates on how stateless and 
minority communities construct their identities through social movements, mobilization and framing 
processes. While Rogers Brubaker (1996) underlined the institutional factors in the construction of the 
national identity in the Soviet geography, to Aydın mobilization and framing becomes more important for 
non-institutionalized communities deprived of their national institutions. In the global age, maintaining 
common identities across different contexts is possible. However, this is not because of the reproduction of 
a common culture, but because of the political movements that utilize newly developed communication 
technologies which enable transnational imagination, and coordination of discourses and activities across 
diaspora communities (Aydın, 2012, pp. 22–23). 

According to Aydın, when Khrushchev in his “secret speech”, called for de-Stalinization and an alleged 
return to Leninism, he created a discursive opportunity for dissent in the USSR, signalling that it intended a 
master frame extension. Under these circumstances the Crimean Tatar “collective return” frame emerged, 
where they presented two main goals that were consistent with the Soviet master frame, which promised a 
transformation to Leninism, namely returning them to their homeland and restoring national autonomy as 
established by Lenin. (Aydın, 2012, p. 73). But the Soviet authorities did not actually engage in full de-
Stalinization and thus did not extend the Soviet master frame to the degree that the Crimean Tatar frame 
would also be acknowledged, which became more evident after the 1967 decree of Central Committee on 
the Crimean Tatars. The Crimean Tatars saw the Soviet master frame as too inflexible and attempted to 
transform it through counter-framing by by aligning with the “democracy” master frame (Aydın, 2012, p. 74). 
The Crimean Tatars formed alliances through frame-bridging with other dissident movements, mainly the 
democracy and human rights movement in the USSR which also aimed to transform the Soviet master 
frame. Despite heavy repression in the 1970s, the Soviet regime made some small attempts to extend the 
master frame, incorporating elements of the Crimean Tatar frame, without fully acknowledging it. 

 During perestroika and the softening of repression, the resonance of a democratic “collective return” 
frame strengthened further and it flourished toghether with other frames as human rights etc., contributing 
to a master-frame transformation in the Soviet Union (Aydın, 2012, p. 75). In 1989, the Soviet authorities 
recognized the Crimean Tatar collective return frame, permitted them to return to Crimea, and state funds 
and policies were foreseen to deal with potential problems of return and restoration of Crimean Tatar 
national and cultural rights. Though the Soviet Union dissolved, the existence of a well-maintained collective 
return frame, fit to a newly emerging democracy master frame maintaned a sense of legitimacy, that was 
recognized by the post-Soviet states notwithstanding their reluctance to take financial responsibility (Aydın, 
2012, p. 75). Contrary to other formerly deported peoples without a clearly articulated frame, like 
Meskhetian Turks, that  missed this window of opportunity. 
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Part III: Post-Perestroika period 
Post-Communist Nationalities Policies in Crimea 

 

The terms “national”, “nation”, and “nationality” in English often signify a group of people united by 
common descent, history, or culture who form a political social body, frequently a state. However, Soviet 
politics have a long history of conceptualizing nations and nationalities in different terms, overlapping with 
the concept of ethnicity. Beginning around the 1930s, the boundaries of national identities in the USSR were 
often demarcated ideologically (Korostelina, 2015, p. 34). As the Soviet Union disintegrated and its central 
authority fragmented, social categorization based on ideological models became irrelevant. The formation of 
the new independent states, the development of concepts of national identity, the rise of ethnic autonomies 
and enlargement of the European Community lead to changes in the system of identity (Korostelina, 2003, p. 
141). The drive from totalitarianism to political pluralism after 1989 was connected to the construction of a 
state and the reshaping of national identities, thus most post-Soviet national identities are now political and 
defined by the state. Karina Korostelina argues that, in this circumstances, when a post-Soviet country 
declared itself a “national state,” it led to an ethnic definition of “nationality” and the categories of ethno-
national social identity that are currently influencing the conflict in Crimea were concretized by the fall of 
the USSR. (Korostelina, 2003, p. 141, 2015, p. 34). 

A scholar of democratic legitimacy Christopher Lord insists that the Soviet system, though Russian-
dominated, was not simply Russian-nationalist in its ideology, and indeed actively promoted identities which 
compromised the Russian identity: on the one hand а Soviet identity, and on the other the nationalisms of 
the non-Russian components of the Soviet population (Lord, 2001, p. 81). Thus adoption of mass democracy 
in Eastern Europe has generally worsened the relative position of minority groups in many cases, by 
systematically tending to exclude minority groups from “national” decision-making, in contrast with 
favorable to minority identities Soviet system (Lord, 2001, p. 64). But, he was writing before the widespread 
institutional adjustments took place, when the Eastern European states started attempts to comply with EU 
regulations. 

Social historian Sheila Fitzpatrick believes (2005), that revolutionary events invalidate the conventions 
of self-presentation and social interaction that obtained in pre-revolutionary society and that this is true for 
Russia after the October 1917 revolution, as well as again in 1991, when Soviet Union collapsed. In such 
upheavals, people have to reinvent themselves, to create or find within themselves identities that fit the 
new post-revolutionary society. The process of reinvention is at once a process of reconfiguration and one of 
discovery. It always involves strategic decisions and may also prompt ontological reflection and those who 
are engaged in self-reinvention generally prefer not to discuss what they are doing, claiming that in their 
hearts they were always the new post-Soviet persons that they are now trying to become (Fitzpatrick, 2005, 
p. 3). 

Sociologist Rogers Brubaker (1996) claims that political transformations that took place in post-
socialist Eastern have produced distinctive, dynamically interlocking, and in some cases explosive forms of 
nationalism: the autonomist nationalisms of national minorities, the “nationalizing” nationalisms of the new 
states in which they live, and the trans-border nationalisms of the “external national homelands” to which 
they belong by shared ethnicity though not by citizenship. For Brubaker a nationalizing state is considered as 
nation-state even though its population is far from ethnically homogeneous and indisputably loyal, and it is 
this heterogeneity and mixed and unsteady loyalties that make the elites think of their newborn or reborn 
states as “insufficiently ‘national’ in a variety of senses” (Brubaker, 1996, p. 79). The “nationalizing 
nationalism” of a state hosting a national minority is competing the motivation of the latter to assert its 
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national rights, strivings that are instigated by the “homeland nationalism” of another state that views the 
given minority as an indisputable part of its respective nation defined in ethno-cultural terms. Nationalizing 
states, national minorities, and their kin-states are the three elements of Brubaker’s triad (Brubaker, 1996, 
pp. 55–78) and given their largely antagonistic orientations, the relations between these elements are most 
likely to be conflictual. He believes that dominant ethno-cultural perceptions of nationhood inherited from 
the Soviet Union, which institutionalized ethnicity on both the collective and the individual level, hardly will 
make inclusive nation-building in successor states possible (Brubaker, 1996, pp. 104–106). 

Expert in Ukrainian political affairs Taras Kuzio is critical (2001) about the concept of “nationalizing 
states” coined by Rogers Brubaker, when referring to the policies implemented by post-communist states. 
He argues, that the concept of “nationalising states” has little theoretical value unless it is equated with 
nation building and no longer selectively applied to only former communist countries (Kuzio, 2001, pp. 147–
150). For example, the Russian Federation is not described as a nationalizing state, while policies of other 
post-Soviet states with a Russian minority are scrutinized for nationalizing tendencies, even if these states 
pursue rather liberal and inclusive policies on ethno-cultural matters. Additionally, Kuzio believed that the 
overwhelming majority of the Eastern European states could be in 2001 considered civic and inclusive 
political communities built on similar foundations to those which led at an earlier period in history to the 
eventual creation of national states in the “West”, with only two out of the nineteen post-communist 
European states, Belarus and then Yugoslavia, being defined in his article as “nationalisers” (Kuzio, 2001, p. 
150). 

Specialist in Ukrainian national identity, language policy and ethnopolitics Volodymyr Kulyk, considers 
Brubaker’s theory insufficient (2001), for the way “nationalizing state” and “national minorities” are defined, 
but mainly for the relative absence of violent conflict between the two in Ukraine during the period until 
2001. He argues that the avoidance of violent conflicts and majority-minority polarization was possible 
mainly because of the non-nationalizing attitudes of the ruling elites, which reflected both the Soviet 
formative context of the elites, where members of the former nomenklatura have been predominant, and 
their perception of the ethno-political preferences of the masses, which were determined by the ambiguous 
Soviet policies on the nationality question (Kulyk, 2001, p. 220). 

In 1990, in the Declaration on the State Sovereignty of Ukraine was stated the intention to facilitate 
cultural advance for the ethnic groups living in Ukraine: “guaranteeing all the nationalities that reside on the 
territory of the country the right to national-cultural development” (Stadnik, 2001, p. 227). Earlier, in 
October 1989, the Law on Languages, contained а provision allowing “an other than Ukrainian language to 
function alongside the official language in areas where non-Ukrainian ethnic groups constitutes the 
majority” (Stadnik, 2001, p. 227). In October 1991, these legal provisions for the minority issue in Ukraine 
were supplemented with the Law on Citizenship, which set up а so-called “zero-option”, whereby anyone 
who was living in Ukraine at the time of passage of the Law automatically acquired Ukrainian citizenship. 
Also, in 1991 the Law for the rehabilitation of the victims of political repressions was passed by the Ukrainian 
SSR and then amended and updated after independence (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 11). The first document 
containing an article on the right to national-cultural autonomy for ethnic minority groups was adopted by 
the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet on 25 June 1992 as a National Minorities Law. Having systematized the 
approach proclaimed in the Declaration of the Rights of Nationalities, it also contained some new principal 
provisions, demonstrating liberal approach from the State to inter-ethnic relations(Stadnik, 2001, p. 227). 
The new Constitution of Independent Ukraine was adopted on 28 June 1996, where Ukraine officially 
declared itself as a fully-fledged independent state, with its own approach to nation-building. Therefore, all 
the regional issues were to be treated in accordance with the established state regulation, and any 
representative of a distinct area or particular ethnic group is still, in the first place, a member of the 
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Ukrainian nation and a citizen of the Ukrainian State, which is perceived as one and indivisible (Stadnik, 
2001, p. 228). The newly issued Ukrainian passports, after independence had no record of nationality. 
According to Kateryna Stadnik, state regulation of the most crucial issues of inter-ethnic relations in post-
Soviet Ukraine were couched largely in the universal language of the Declaration of Human Rights, providing 
а wide spectrum of opportunities for the social, cultural and educational development of different ethnic 
groups (Stadnik, 2001, p. 239). Despite the fact that the treatment of nationalities problems was based on а 
liberal approach, some debatable issues were observed, as applied to the regional case. The most significant 
of those were the definition of the minority group, language status and the realization of the National-
Cultural Autonomy principle (Stadnik, 2001, p. 240). 

Taras Kuzio summarizes (2015) the nationality policies of independent Ukraine as follows: 

“Nationality policies in Ukraine pursued under the country's first three presidents [1991-2010] … 
became radically different under Yanukovych [2010-2014]. Presidents Kravchuk, Kuchma, and 
Yushchenko agreed on the need to support the Ukrainian language but differed over how, and over 
what period, to increase its use in the educational system. Ukrainian language use, … expanded the 
greatest under Eastern Ukrainian President Kuchma. Presidents Kravchuk and Yushchenko adopted 
nationality and language policies that promoted mutually exclusive identities commonplace in Western 
Ukraine while President Kuchma fashioned a centrist compromise that promoted moderate, mutually 
exclusive policies, supported in Western Ukraine, with tolerance toward multiple identities and the 
Russian language that placated Eastern Ukrainian concerns. In contrast to these policies, President 
Yanukovych promoted Eurasianist and Soviet nationality and language policies” (Kuzio, 2015, p. 237). 

In the field of education, Ukraine's first three presidents supported the view that the proportion of 
pupils educated in a language should approximate the proportion of the corresponding ethnic group within 
the population (Kuzio, 2015, p. 239). According to Kuzio, Ukraine's elites and political parties, with the 
exception of the nationalist right, have held a consensus on the provision of support for national minority 
rights. National democrats supported the national revival of minorities because their main concern was 
Russification and de-nationalization. National minority leaders largely had good relations with national 
democratic political forces, such as “Rukh”, until the Yushchenko era when national minorities, such as 
Hungarians and Romanians, began to increasingly vote for the Party of Regions and its presidential candidate 
Yanukovych (Kuzio, 2015, p. 264). The 2012 language law under Yanukovych, gave to minority languages 
regional status. Kuzio stresses that separatism never became a threat to Ukraine's territorial integrity except 
in the Crimea in the first half of the 1990s, and the Donbas conflict would not have emerged into a violent 
showdown to the degree it became, without massive Russian support and incitement (Kuzio, 2015, p. 265). 

The Soviet Legacy in Ukraine resulted in ethnic minorities constituting more than a quarter of the 
country’s population of almost fifty million inhabitants, and there are ten groups amounting to more than 
100,000 each, including Crimean Tatars (Kulyk, 2001, p. 203). In the 1990s, the population of Crimea was 
nearly 2.5 million, with 64% of the population identifying themselves as ethnic Russians, 23% as Ukrainians, 
10% as Crimean Tatars, and 3% as Belarusians, Armenians, Greeks, Germans, Jews, and others (Korostelina, 
2015, pp. 34–35). This meant that Crimea was the only large-scale administrative-territorial district in 
Ukraine, where the ethnic majority consisted of ethnic Russians. Ukrainians in Crimea had virtually no 
Ukrainian-language institutions and thus have been subject to mass-scale Russification (Kulyk, 2001, p. 204). 
At the same time, Crimean Tatars considered Crimea as homeland, that formed their ethnic group and were 
returning there in increasing numbers (Korostelina, 2015, pp. 34–35). After the disintegration of the USSR, 
the problem of repatriation of the Crimean Tatars became an international issue concerning a number of 
sovereign states, but mainly Uzbekistan, Ukraine and Russia. Russia promptly distanced itself from 
participating in the repatriation process, although Russia is a legal assignee of the USSR, the state that 
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carried out the deportation of Crimean Tatars. Russia’s financial assistance was minimized in 1992, and fully 
terminated in 1993 (Polian, 2004, p. 216). Because of the history of Soviet repression against Tatars and 
Muslims, Crimean Tatars viewed ethnic Russians as threats to their security, despite the fact that the 
Russians living in Crimea in 1989 were not responsible for committing Soviet atrocities and therefore, 
substantial potential for ethnopolitical violence was present (Korostelina, 2007, p. 10). Karina Korostelina 
suggests that it is through this context that the current political discourse of Crimean Tatars as anti-Russian 
radical extremists, which is being employed by the Russian government in Crimea to justify repression of the 
Crimean Tatars, was forged (Korostelina, 2015, p. 35). 

In line with its 1995 Special Autonomous Status, the main legislative body of the Autonomous 
Republic of Crimea (ARC) is the Crimean Parliament or “Supreme Council”, composed of 100 directly elected 
members. The executive power in the ARC is located with the Council of Ministers, headed by a Chairman 
who is nominated by the Supreme Council and confirmed by the President of Ukraine. The President of 
Ukraine also appoints a Presidential Representative. The ARC is further subdivided into 25 regions, consisting 
of 14 districts and 11 city municipalities, each with a directly elected local council (OSCE HCNM, 2013, p. 15). 
According to Ukrainian census in 2001, there are more than 125 nationalities, national minorities and 
language groups in Crimea, with the Russians constituting the largest single group who, with a population of 
1,180,400 people, make up 58.5 percent of the total population (Mikelic, 2009, p. 12).  

Ukrainian authorities set up two institutions mandated to handle the return of the formerly deported 
persons (FDPs): State Committee for Nationalities and Religion (Derzhkomnats) at the national level and 
Republican Committee for Inter-ethnic Relations and Deported Citizens (Reskomnats) at the Crimean level. 
These two agencies were responsible for implementing a “State Programme for the Integration of Formerly 
Deported People” to assign land plots, construct housing and meet other social, economic and educational 
needs (OSCE HCNM, 2013, p. 9). In 2004 Cabinet of Ministers issued resolution “On measures for providing 
social needs of FDPs, who returned to Ukraine for permanent residence”, which states that settlements 
should be supplied with water and FDPs should receive a lump-sum equivalent of not more than 30 
minimum monthly wages to construct housing. The programme has been hampered by irregular funding, 
slow implementation and frequent changes to procedures and institutional competences and it also has 
come under considerable domestic and international criticism for the way the funds were allocated (OSCE 
HCNM, 2013, p. 10). 

Derzhkomnats was the main government agency responsible for minority issues until late 2010. It 
administered State assistance to FDPs, but it also fulfilled other important functions related to minority 
participation and protection of minority rights. While some of its functions have been transferred to a much 
smaller subdivision within the Ministry of Culture, its role as coordinating agency for minority participation 
has been lost and the Council of Representatives of All-Ukrainian Associations of National Minorities that 
met under its auspices has ceased to meet regularly (OSCE HCNM, 2013, p. 15). 

Reskomnats continued to function after the dissolution of the Derzhkomnats and is one of the 
agencies where persons belonging to national minorities are actively represented (OSCE HCNM, 2013, p. 16). 
It is worth noting that in the early years after 1989, separate administrative bodies dealt with the return of 
Crimean Tatars and the other FDPs (Greeks, Germans, Armenians and Bulgarians). Therefore, the 
distribution of financial help was more favorable for the four non-Tatar groups as each was getting 25%. 
After several agencies were conflated into the Reskomnats the total share of the four FDP groups was 
reduced several times from 10% to a lower figure. These reduced resources were only dispensed after 
significant delays (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 10). Non-Crimean Tatar FDPs agree, that Crimean Tatars are in a 
privileged position, not least because they dominate the Reskomnats by virtue of holding disproportionately 
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many positions there, including the top ones, and the parliamentary committee on nationalities 
(Mirimanova, 2013, pp. 8–9). 

Crimean Tatars have challenged the authorities’ framework for dealing with returnees and have 
applied pressure to have the framework changed, especially the legal definition of their status which they 
believe does not serve their collective interest (Mirimanova, 2013, pp. 10–11). Crimean Greeks, Germans, 
Armenians and Bulgarians have never expressed any aspiration towards self-governance or self-
determination. In practice they do not mobilize politically, but interact with authorities through civic 
channels within a framework set by the authorities (Mirimanova, 2013, p. 10).  

The common political goal of all FDPs was for their rehabilitation to be inscribed in Ukrainian 
legislation, something on which the Ukrainian authorities had procrastinated since independence 
(Mirimanova, 2013, p. 11). However, Ukraine made a U-turn after the annexation of Crimea by Russian 
Federation, when in March 2014 Ukrainian Parliament adopted a resolution recognizing Crimean Tatars as 
indigenous people of Crimea and instructed the Cabinet of Ministers to start the process of Ukraine’s joining 
the UN Declaration on the rights of indigenous people and develop bills which would define and reinforce 
the status of Crimean Tatar people as indigenous people of Ukraine. 
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Images of Crimean Tatars after Ukrainian Independence and Russian Annexation of Crimea 
 

Greta Lynn Uehling suggests (2004, pp. 4–5) that stories of suffering, that Crimean Tatars kept 
retelling, grew into a “chosen trauma” for them, while other societies, e.g. Japan, Argentina, and Germany 
tend to delete hurting memories, thus supporting the idea of Kurlansky (1995, p. 123), that there are two 
types of survivors: the ones who cannot speak, and those who cannot stop speaking. She also argues, that 
different interpretations of the past of Slavic majority and the Crimean Tatar community challenge each 
other in the public sphere, trying to establish its own interpretation of the historical events as dominant 
(Uehling, 2004, p. 8). Karina Korostelina (2015) believes Crimean Tatars were targeted with categorical 
violence for decades and arguments about how they were placed outside the boundary of loyal Soviet 
people during Soviet Union, and again outside the boundary of loyal Crimean residents during the current 
Russian occupation of Crimea. She claims that Crimean Tatars considered it reasonable to reclaim the right 
to property, and national-territorial autonomy, which were prohibited by Soviet authorities, thus creating a  
dynamic that supposedly legitimized Russian irredentist autonomy claims after 1989 (Korostelina, 2015, p. 
35). Ethnic Russians viewed themselves as being marginalized by Crimean Tatars, while being clearly in a 
privileged position and thus, protestations of Crimean Tatars against discrimination in housing, education, 
and politics triggered in the former feelings of threat. Korostelina concludes, that these goals of Russians and 
Crimean Tatars “were incompatible with the formation of a common national identity in post-Soviet Crimea 
in Ukraine” and that this discourse later became the main discourse intended to support the repression of 
Crimean Tatars perpetrated by the current Russian government in Crimea (Korostelina, 2015, p. 35). 

Anastasia Bezverkha, a Ukrainian media researcher, demonstrates (2015a) that media discourse 
around Crimean Tatars in independent Ukraine was a sensitive field, which reflected unequal power 
relations between the Crimean Tatar minority and the Slavic majority and shaped the way individuals 
constructed their identities and social roles in Crimea. The discursive mechanisms of media representations 
of the Crimean Tatars frequently incorporated indirect forms of social exclusion and used references to 
common sense and ethnic markers to contrast the positive self-image and the negative image of the “Other” 
(Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 135). The media created a discourse of “the unsatisfied”, depicting Crimean Tatars as a 
possible threat to the social order. 

Anastasia Bezverkha, studied (2013) the corpus of the texts of deportation-related media materials 
dated between May 15 and 20 each year during the period 2007–2012 in the mainstream national and 
Crimean media, in order to analyze the coverage of the commemoration practices and political discussions 
related to the May 18, the day of deportation of Crimean Tatars in 1944. She processed 184 media texts 
from the all-Ukrainian media and 167 materials from regional Crimean media (Bezverkha, 2013, p. 67). She 
confirms the suggestion made by Volodymyr Kulyk, that the related public discourse in Ukraine is divided 
primarily between two approaches, simply described as the “Soviet” and the “nationalist” (Кулик, 2012). The 
first is constructing the deportation in terms of Stalin’s repressions against the Crimean Tatars and other 
ethnic groups of the USSR and is mainly employed by Crimean Tatar leadership and Ukrainian national 
democratic elite. The second meta-narrative justifies the deportation by accusing Crimean Tatars of betrayal 
to Soviet state and is widely used by carriers of the post-Soviet and pan-Slavic sentiments (Bezverkha, 2013, 
pp. 67–68, 2015b, p. 2). In her research (2013, 2015b, 2015c), Bezverkha points to fact, that “post-Soviet 
sentiments and legacy of the Soviet historical meta-narrative, shared by the Russian-speaking Slavic majority 
of Crimea, dominates in the mainstream media discourse of Crimea, imposing its meanings and patterns of 
representation of the Crimean Tatars’ deportation, its character and reasons behind it” (2015b, p. 2). Thus, 
constructing social borders between the ethnic groups in Crimea. 
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For example, according to an article in “Ukrainska Pravda”, on May 16, 2012, the leader of the 
Ukrainian Communist Party Petro Symonenko, during his speech in the parliament named deportation as a 
salvation act for the Crimean Tatars: “They [The Crimean Tatars] have turned to Hitler and gave an oath… 
they ruined the basis of the partisan movement in the Crimea… they guarded the concentration camps”, “In 
order to save the Crimean Tatar people the dislocation act has been conducted. Why? Because these crimes 
would inevitably lead to civil war” (Українська правда, 2012). In Ukrainian nationalist discourse, Crimean 
Tatars are often represented as united to titular ethnicity and contrasted to other “non-native” ethnicities of 
Ukraine (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 4). For example, article in all-Ukrainian newspaper “Ukrajina Moloda” (8 July, 
2010) mentions: “In Ukraine there are two nationalities, which live on their own lands—Ukrainians and 
Crimean Tatars. Representatives of other nationalities—they are guests, who for various reasons inhabited 
Ukraine and became its citizens” (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 5). These different narratives on historic past and the 
exclusion they carry, can be well summarized in a quote, published in “Krymskiy Telegraph” (18 May, 2012) 
newspaper: “Too bad that our Victory—is their deportation” (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 6). Here the “our” side is 
associated with victorious Red Army and the general Soviet legacy, while “their” side is associated with the 
deported “collaborators”. One example of inclusive representation of Crimean Tatars is a reference to 
famous singer in “1 Krymskaya”, on 15 December, 2011: “…She is native and close, Susanna 
Dzhamaladinova, Jamala—she is ours. Yes, everything is clear: Kiev, Yurmala, TV, but many Crimeans 
consider and will be considering her to be ours” (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 6). In this case a famous 
representative of Crimean Tatars is perceived as part of all-Crimean identity. 

One more of Bezverkha’s findings is that Crimean media avoid the usage of the word “deportation” for 
the representation of these historical events and instead prefer using other terms e.g. “eviction”, “forced 
removal”, and even more neutral “relocation” (Bezverkha, 2013, p. 69). When local politicians are reported 
by Crimean regional media, they also inclined to avoid the usage of the term “genocide”, preferring terms, 
that largely refer to mourning, grief and collective pain, but not to political responsibility and historical 
injustice (Bezverkha, 2013, p. 69). This may be explained with the assumption, that the usage of terms like 
“genocide” is associated with the following discussion of its legal recognition and thus, implies political 
rehabilitation of affected groups. For example, newspaper “Den” in May 2012 reported that Deputy Prime 
Minister of Crimea Georgii Psarev stated during commemoration event: “The deportation of the Crimean 
Tatar people, Armenians, Bulgarians, Greeks and Germans - this blatant lawlessness, is tragedy of millions of 
people. The deportation is our common pain, the sorrow of thousands of people with crippled destinies and 
a warning to politicians who do not want to recognize the lessons of history” (КИА, 2012). According to 
Bezverkha, to counter this attitude, Crimean Tatars through their media were trying to promote an 
alternative discourse of deportation, through personal recollections of the deportation, which show 
inhumane conditions of their forced deportation and stressing the unfairness of the accusations (Bezverkha, 
2013, p. 68). She concludes that “dominant ideological meaning of the word “deportation”, which it conveys 
to the Ukrainian public and decision-makers, directly informs the way in which the public policy towards the 
Crimean Tatars is shaped as well as the way, in which this ethnic group is treated in the Crimea and in the 
Ukrainian society in general” (Bezverkha, 2013, p. 69). 

Anastasia Bezverkha, also studied extensively representations of Crimean Tatars in all-Ukrainian and 
Crimean regional media during the years 2010-2012, analyzing 700 relevant media materials. One of her 
conclusion was that this media discourse reproduced a constant attempt “to establish and maintain the 
dominance of Soviet-molded history, the prevalence of the Russian language, and the political hegemony of 
the Slavic, pro-Russian groups in Crimea. These forces shape the ways in which media represents group 
identities and builds relations of dominance and subordination between them” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 135). 
Nevertheless, she argues that hate speech and discriminatory rhetoric regarding ethnic minorities was in the 
negative, decreasing trend during that period, thus in the years before the Russian annexation (Bezverkha, 
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2015a, p. 136). In her attempt to generalize the ways of naming of the Crimean Tatars in the Ukrainian 
media, she concludes that none of the terms regularly used by the media could be understood as offensive 
or derogatory, in contrast, most of the terms are rather neutral (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 145).  

However, Bezverkha argues, “that the Russian political and cultural dominance in Crimea is realized 
and sustained by means of various discursive strategies, which aim to strengthen the idea of Russian cultural 
and political supremacy on the peninsula, as well as to suppress social agency of the Crimean Tatars and 
other ethnic minorities, delegitimize their claims for cultural self-identification and political representation” 
(Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 3). This is done by media, when constructing relations between ethnic groups, through 
what Bezverkha identifies as the ideological construct of “Multiculturalism” or “all-Crimean unity”, according 
to which “multiethnic solidarity in Crimea is expressed solely by the acknowledgment of cultural diversity, 
while the political rights of the groups remain backgrounded or excluded” (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 5). She 
continues by arguing that by “reproducing the concept of the “multicultural Crimea,” the Crimean media 
help the current pro-Russian political elites sustain the status-quo of their political dominance over other 
ethnic groups of the peninsula” (Bezverkha, 2015b, p. 5). Part of this discursive strategy is representation in 
the Crimean media of the day of the yearly commemoration of deportation on May 18, as a day that 
reinforces the all-Crimean identity and as a day of unity for all ethnic groups active in Crimea (Bezverkha, 
2015b, p. 5). Bezverkha considers as well, that her analysis “has revealed the fact that the voice of minority 
group representatives in the media discourse is systematically suppressed, their personalization is limited to 
generic and aggregated terms, and the specific ideological frames of the group’s representations are 
imposed by the majority” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 145). She claims that ideologically neutral and general 
wordings like “the Crimean Tatars” are dominant in media and the usage of categories referring directly to 
deportation, like “deportees” and “repatriates”, is marginal, which can be described by the Slavic 
domination of the media. Thus, “the public discussion of the legal status of the Crimean Tatars as formerly 
repressed or indigenous group is either omitted or backgrounded” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 145). 

 According to Bezverkha, during the period under study Crimean Tatars are often collectively referred 
to through the prism of “subject-patient” relations, with the use of verbs that express weak position, e.g. 
“ask” and “plead”, describing them, and representing them as passive recipients of support from a stronger 
party (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 146). The role of the stronger party is assigned to human rights activists during 
Soviet era, Ukrainian officials or generally the state. For example, in the Crimean newspaper “Krymskii 
Telegraf” (11 March, 2011) the title of the relevant article is “Simferopol authorities have calculated the 
amount of money the Crimean Tatars will cost them”, implicating that the latter are a passive burden 
(Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 146). In contrast, Crimean Tatars are described using active verbal forms when some 
of them participate in confrontations, street actions and fights, and in that context they are often 
represented as a threat (Bezverkha, 2015a, pp. 146–147). For example, in newspaper “Segodnia”, (March 12, 
2010): “The Tatars were fiercely resisting, but had been defeated by the riot police using armored vehicles.” 

According to Anastasia Bezverkha’s findings, among personal representations of Crimean Tatars, 
Mustafa Dzhemilev, member of the parliament and political leader of the Milli Mejlis, is the most often 
mentioned representative of the Crimean Tatar people with 293 mentions, followed by Refat Chubarov, also 
member of the parliament and deputy head of the Milli Mejlis, who was cited on 75 occasions (Bezverkha, 
2015a, p. 148). Whereas the popular vocalist of the Crimean Tatar origin Jamala was mentioned only 27 
times (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 149). She also points to the fact that local Crimean media according to their 
political affiliation and their stance towards Crimean Tatars, resort to different discursive strategies to 
describe Crimean Tatar leaders (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 149). For example, “Krymskii Telegraf” (August 3, 
2012) with a firm anti-Mejlis stand is inclined towards stressing the illegal status of the Mejlis and 
challenging its control over Crimean Tatars: “Mustafa Dzhemilev, […] self-proclaimed leader of the Crimean 
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Tatars” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 149). The same “Krymskii Telegraf” also sometimes uses scandalous nicknames 
e.g. in its issue on 4 June, 2010: “the Crimean “king of self-seizures” Daniyal Ametov is accused of the 
organized resistance to the police’s operation on demolition of the illegal buildings of the Crimean Tatars…” 
(Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 150). In contrast, a friendly towards Crimean Tatars newspaper “1 Krymskaia” (3 May, 
2012), in its attempts to stress the authority of Mustafa Dzhemilev is inclined to using suffix –aga, a way of 
addressing a respected man: “Mustafa-aga, giving up his post and moving aside, will be patronizing his 
successor, will be so to speak, keeping the reigns, directing from the top of his authority, correcting the 
political course of Mejlis” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 149).  

Bezverkha argues, that “Crimean Tatar problem” in the local media in Crimea is constructed through 
“the discourse of the unsatisfied”. According to which “The Crimean Tatars, together with their political 
leaders who represent the group in the regional bodies of authority, are represented as the ones, which can 
not stop criticizing the majority-backed decision-makers and keep demanding privileges for themselves” 
(Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 152). In her opinion, by formulating the discourse upon “us vs them” and “good vs 
bad”, when representing non-Tatar and Crimean Tatar officials, the Crimean newspapers build an image of 
the Crimean Tatars as “unsatisfied” and “scandalous” minority group. Few more examples from “Krymskii 
Telegraf” (June 15, 2012): “All the best in our Crimea — is exclusively to the Crimean Tatars. Taking into 
account that there are more than 100 ethnic groups in the republic, the special treatment of only one group 
of repatriates, who always call themselves offended, cannot stay unnoticed” (Bezverkha, 2015a, p. 152). 
Here the majority “us” is juxtaposed to unsatisfied minority “them”, but instead of acknowledging the highly 
privileged position of Slavic, and especially Russian population of Crimea, Crimean Tatars are contrasted with 
other ethnic groups, of whom the vast majority was not deported, and those that were deported do not 
actively demand rights and recognition. “Krymskii Telegraf” on December 30, 2011, described Refat 
Chubarov as the most “unsatisfied” politician of the year, because of his criticism for the work of Crimean 
authorities about implementation of aid programs for deportees: “Member of the Crimean Parliament Refat 
Chubarov appeared to be the most “unsatisfied” activist of this year. At first he was short of money for 
deportees. Then suddenly it came out that the budget funds have not been used at all […]” (Bezverkha, 
2015a, p. 153). 

During demonstrations against policies of pro-Russian Ukrainian ex-president Viktor Yanukovich, in 
winter 2013-14, Crimean Tatars actively participated in Euromaidan. Ukrainian newspaper “Segodnia” (4 
December, 2013) reported in a neutral way the statement of deputy chairman of Milli Mejlis, Ahtem 
Chiygoz: "Groups of people to go to Kiev are being organized. Currently on the Maidan in Kiev there are 
representatives of the Chernomorkiy, Bakhchisaray, Sudak and Kirovsky districts [of Crimea]. There are a lot 
of the Crimean Tatars, who want to go and join the peaceful protest. Crimean Tatars would like to be 
represented on the Maidan as much as possible. Some people go themselves - we are not counting such 
“volunteers” “ (Сыч, 2013). However, Ukrainian national TV channel “TSN” (16 December, 2013) presented 
their participation in a positive, but a-political way: “On Euromaidan a huge delegation of Crimean Tatars 
made its appearance. They addressed the activists, singing national songs. Thus, they warmed up the people 
with their rhythms. Also today they plan to prepare their national foods. To do this, they even brought a 
large sheep” (ТСН, 2013). 

After fleeing of President Yanukovych in February 2014, pro-Russian demonstrations erupted in 
Crimea. From 27 February onwards, “little green men” occupy strategic administrative and military buildings, 
main roads and infrastructure, as well as isthmus connecting Crimea to mainland Ukraine. Crimean 
Parliament held an emergency session in a militarily occupied building, during which the Crimean 
government was terminated, Prime Minister replaced by openly separatist Aksyonov and a referendum on 
greater autonomy was decided (Bilych et al., 2015). During the referendum on March 16, 2014, the ballot 
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provided voters with two questions, each of which proposed a change to Crimea’s status as an Autonomous 
Republic, which they had to vote for affirmatively. No option to vote for the status quo was provided (Bilych 
et al., 2015). The referendum was held while Russian military troops, and para-military formation including 
Cossacks, and “self-defense” units, were guarding polling stations and election commission offices 
(Klymenko, 2015). The officially presented results stated that 96.7% of participating voters in Crimea and 
Sevastopol were in favor of joining Russia. On March 17, the Crimean Parliament declares independence, 
requests to be admitted into Russia, and seeks UN recognition (Bilych et al., 2015). On April 17, after weeks 
of denying the knowledge or origin of the armed soldiers, Vladimir Putin admitted that the armed men in 
military uniform without insignia, dubbed “the little green men” or “the polite people,” who were present in 
Crimea before and during the referendum, were Russian troops (Reuters UK, 2016). 

On March 18, the Treaty on Accession of the Republic of Crimea to Russia was signed and all citizens 
of Ukraine legally residing on the territory of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol 
were automatically declared citizens of Russia (Klymenko, 2015). Those who denied Russian citizenship, 
became foreigners in their own land and had to acquire a “residence permit” (Korostelina, 2015, p. 42). Both 
Ukraine and Russia do not allow dual citizenship, but according to Greta Lynn Uehling, many of those 
affected carry both passports, trying to avoid dire consequences: absence of a Russian Federation passport 
means losing your job, be unable to receive a pension or even purchase a cellphone plan (Uehling, 2015). 
Uehling’s informants, consisting of residents of Crimea who relocated to continental Ukraine, even if they 
carried Russian Federation passports, they did not perceive themselves as having Russian citizenship, but 
treated their Russian citizenship as fictive: 

“I was unsure if it was a dream or a real life. When I finally understood, I started to cry. But I still 
have the sensation that its not real. It’s like some kind of a farce. It’s like some kind of theatre” 
(Uehling, 2015). 

Milli Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar people has openly criticized Russian occupation of Crimea and 
recommended to its members to boycott both the March referendum on Crimean status and the September 
2014 local elections, supporting Ukraine’s territorial integrity (Korostelina, 2015, p. 42). Mejlis, as well 
appealed to the Crimean authorities to disarm and disband the “self-defense” units in Crimea. But Crimean 
authorities subsequently legalized Russia-backed para-military “self-defense” units to check identity 
documents and assist police in temporarily detaining people, often accused of harassing, interrogating, and 
beating people (Korostelina, 2015, p. 42). Cases of deprivation of the right to life, associated to “self-
defence” units, are present in Crimea. A few representative examples are presented here. One case is the 
“enforced disappearance and subsequent killing of Reshat Ametov”, who staged on March 3, 2014, a one-
man protest near the building of the Council of Ministers in Crimea by standing in front of “self-defense” 
forces guarding the building (Human Rights Watch, 2014). The same day he disappeared and his mutilated 
and tortured body was found two weeks. Human Rights Watch also reported the forced disappearance of 
two Crimean Tatars, “the body of one was found hanged on October 6.” Among Crimean newspapers, 
“Krymskii Telegraf” has no mention of Reshat Ametov disappearance or death, but “Krymskoe 
Informatsionnoe Agenstvo” on 23 May, 2014 does mention his abduction avoiding any reference to political 
connotation: “According to the identified video recordings, on March 3 in Simferopol on Lenin’s square, a 
man resembling the victim, was pushed by unknown persons in a black car, which drove away in an 
unknown direction” (КИА, 2014). There is no mention at all about what happened in and around the Council 
of Ministers, which is adjacent to Lenin’s square, on March 3, as if Reshat Ametov was there by luck or by 
accident. 
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In Russian occupied Crimea Mejlis became the target of coercive actions by the Crimean Government. 
The leaders of Mejlis, including Mustafa Dzhemilev and Refat Chubarov, were forced to live outside Crimea 
(Korostelina, 2015, pp. 42–43). The houses of Mejlis members were routinely searched by Crimean 
authorities, followed by searches in dozens of private residences of Crimean Tatars and mosques and Islamic 
schools, officially looking for drugs, weapons, and prohibited literature (Korostelina, 2015, p. 43). In its 
“analytical” article about eviction of Mejlis from its office, “Krymskii Telegraf” reported (26 September, 
2014) the following justification for the searches: “Once in a number of mosques, schools and in homes of 
some of the Crimean Tatars (by the way, close to the Mejlis) were held searches, Mejlis-friendly public was 
moved - they said, it is element of pressure on the people, searches are carried out by armed men and “in an 
incorrect form.” But none of the “victims” does not deny that law enforcement officers are mainly looking 
for extremist literature, which, as everyone knows, was really kept in some mosques and houses. ... And 
visiting “interpreters” of the Qur'an with the help of these “manuals” have successfully recruited Crimeans in 
their radical ranks and training camps in the mountainous areas of the Crimea” (Сапрыкин, 2014). People 
and structures close to Mejlis are represented as radical and even militant (training in the mountains), 
because supposedly some undisclosed books were found in their possession, while official position of the 
Mejlis itself is negative towards radical Islam. On 29 September, 2016, Russia’s Supreme Court upheld the 
decision to ban the activities of Mejlis definitely, recognizing it as an extremist organization and banning its 
activities in Russia. 

Crimean authorities also denied to Crimean Tatars to proceed with planned yearly commemoration of 
the anniversary of the mass deportation on May 18, thus denying their right to freedom of expression, 
assembly and potentially association (Korostelina, 2015, p. 43). Mainstream Russian newspaper 
“Kommersant” reported (22 September, 2014) an interview with acting head of Crimea Sergey Aksyonov, 
where he commented on banning commemoration of deportation: “This is primarily care about citizens, the 
Russians and the Crimean Tatars. If I would have a half-percent probability, that during some kind of public 
action, an accident can occur to someone, I'm not going to let it happen” (Герасименко & Галустян, 2014). 

All Ukrainian media were progressively stopped from transmitting in Crimea. Broadcasts from the six 
main Ukrainian TV channels in Crimea have been blocked and replaced with broadcasts from Russian 
channels. Police seized the equipment of Chernomorska Television Company and the Center for Journalistic 
Investigations (Human Rights Watch, 2014). Crimean Tatars’ media also were targeted by the new Crimean 
authorities and “self-defense” units. FSB and Crimean prosecutor issued warnings to leading Crimean Tatar 
media outlets not to publish materials perceived as extremist and threatened that the outlets would not be 
re-registered according to Russian law, if they do not alter their anti-Russian editorial line (Korostelina, 2015, 
p. 43). The main Crimean Tatar channel, ATR, was accused by the “self-defense” units, as enemy channel and 
a number of ATR journalists were beaten (Human Rights Watch, 2014). According to Amnesty international, 
“ATR has received informal instructions from the authorities not to broadcast reports which included 
members of the Mejlis or leaders of the Crimean Tatar community, unless they were loyal to the Crimean 
authorities and Russia” (Amnesty International, 2014b). In spring 2015 Russian media regulator 
“Roskomnadzor” denied license to Crimean Tatar channel ATR and thus, from 1 April, 2015, it stopped 
broadcasting. Covering this, all-Ukrainian newspaper “Ukrayinska Pravda” reported the statement of Deputy 
General Director of ATR, Lily Budzhurova, that the decision to close Crimean Tatar TV channel “did not hit 
the channel itself, but all the [Crimean Tatar] people” and “It is unlikely that this attempt will be successful. 
We have lived through much worse things. Our people survived Stalin. You really think they will not survive 
the current problems? They will live through it. And will survive. And will continue to build their house on 
their land” (Українська правда, 2015). Here we can see the parallelization of Russian annexation and Stalin’s 
deportation in the presented self-image of Crimean Tatars, fitting well the Ukrainian “nationalist” meta-
narrative in the media discourse.  
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According to BBC, other Crimean Tatar or Crimean Tatar owned media, also failed to obtain Russian 
broadcasting licenses and suspended their operations on 1 April. They include “Meydan” radio, Russian-
language “Lider FM”, children entertainment TV channel “Lale”, Crimean Tatar news agency “QHA”, and 25 
year old Crimean Tatar “Avdet” newspaper (Shevchenko, 2015). Subsequently, in the summer 2015, “ATR” 
and “QHA” moved to mainland Ukraine, where they are trying to continue operating. 

The growing prosecution of Crimean Tatars and their structures associated with Milli Mejlis in Crimea 
on charges of “extremism”, is proceeding hand in hand with attempts for creation of parallel Crimea Tatar 
organizations, overtly loyal to Russia and the de facto Crimean authorities. Movement “Crimean Unity”, 
founded by the former member of the Ukrainian Party of Regions Seytumer Nimetullaev, intended to create 
its own Mejlis (В. Никифоров, 2014b). His call in November, 2014, for the creation of pro-Russian Qurultay 
to elect a pro-Russian Mejlis, was responded by 300 delegates. But his attempt was unsuccessfully impeded 
by local Crimean authorities, in the face of Deputy Prime Minister of Crimea, that is understood to be 
promoting another loyal Crimean Tatar organization, the “social movement of the Crimean Tatars “Kyrym” “, 
run by an ousted member of the original Milli Mejlis, and currently Vice-Speaker of the State Council of 
Crimea Remzi Ilyasov (В. Никифоров, 2014a). All-Russian, business-oriented national newspaper 
“Kommersant” (1 December, 2014) hosted comments of Ahtem Chiygoz, Deputy Chairman of the pro-
Ukrainian Mejlis about the creation of “Crimean Unity”, where he expressed his concerns about the attempt 
to split the Crimean Tatar national movement: “This is a puppet structure, that is apparently controlled by 
the central government. They want to tempt some of the people to their side. But the effect of such acts will 
be close to zero” (В. Никифоров, 2014b). Thus, we can see the leadership of Milli Mejlis presenting Crimean 
Tatars as quite consolidated and politically homogenous group, to be able to resist political persuasion from 
competitive structures. 

The events, that resulted in Crimean annexation by Russian Federation, in spring 2014, produced a 
number of internally displaced persons (IDPs). The first IDPs started to flee Crimea in March 2014, prior to 
the referendum. A second wave of IDPs followed Russia’s declared annexation of Crimea. Many pro-
Ukrainian Euromaidan activists, journalists, some officials and Crimean Tatars, escaped Crimea out of fear 
persecution or because of received threats, intimidation and discrimination related to their ethnicity or 
political position (UNHCR, 2014). As of 28 August 2015, from the officially registered 1,459,226 IDPs in 
Ukraine, those who fled Crimea are estimated around 20,000 people, but when considering those who did 
not register as IDP, the estimates are around 60,000 persons (IDMC, 2015). The most of them are located in 
western Ukraine. At least 7,000 of those were Crimean Tatars in 2014 (Amnesty International, 2014a). On 
March 16, 2014, a mainstream Ukrainian internet news agency iPress.ua, published an interview with the 
Head of External Relations of the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar people Ali Khamzin, where he is answering a 
question about existence of coordination between Mejlis and Ukraine or other states for the resettlement of 
fleeing Crimean Tatars: “We do not support their departure from this territory. To quote the words of one of 
our Mufti: “Those among Crimean Tatars, who will leave the territory of Crimea – those are not Crimean 
Tatars and are not Muslims.” In this, I support him. That’s why my family is currently in Bakhchisarai” 
(Лефтер, 2014). Here, Mejlis leadership, while presenting a primordial national identity connected to a 
specific territory and a single religion, also present itself as able to measure and criticize the Crimean 
Tatarness of people they are supposed to represent. Two years later (22 August, 2016), an article in 
Ukrainian mainstream news agency “112.UA”, was published titled: “Crimean Tatars, IDPs from Crimea 
gather people for procession in Kyiv on August 24” and subtitled: “On Independence Day, activists will 
remind the rest of Ukrainian society of those who support the army in the fight against Russian aggression” 
(112.UA, 2016). The wording constructs a representation, where Crimean Tatars, as a group are in the avant-
garde of Ukrainian “national” meta-narrative by omitting, that procession on Independence Day, after 
military parade, is a usual place for such calls, from a multitude of various groups. 
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During 2015 “Danyliw Seminar”, Greta Lynn Uehling presented some preliminary findings from her 
new ethnographic research on the lived experiences and perceptions of IDPs in Ukraine. Uehling argued that 
a shift is happening in political subjectivity in Ukraine, leading to a new Ukrainian identity, that is bringing 
closer groups separated by formerly salient social divides. She suggested, that a narrative of political agency 
is gaining more ground, contrary to previous narrative modes for understanding events as the Holodomor or 
the Stalin’s deportations. And especially this narrative of political agency is more present among IDPs from 
Crimea and mainly among Crimean men. “Her informants enthusiastically vocalized their rejection of 
victimhood, claiming that they will find a way to be strong, describing themselves as survivors. At the same 
time, however, trenchant socio-political narratives are emerging from dormancy and finding new footholds 
in the moral narratives used to explain the current conflicts. The most prominent of these is an accusation of 
treachery against anyone whose life circumstance deviates from an imagined ideal of national fidelity. 
People were called traitors, for example, for seeking a Russian passport in Crimea or maintaining a romantic 
relationship with a Russian partner” (Carroll, 2015). Uehling argued that she witnessed elements of strategy 
in the amalgamation of Crimean Tatar identity with an emergent pan-Ukrainian identity. Crimean Tatar 
leaders have been emphasizing their loyalty to Ukraine for the past 20 years, something that constitutes a 
strategic claim. Simultaneously, mainland Ukrainians and Crimean Tatar IDPs are experiencing a new physical 
proximity that is leading them to discover the amount of similarities in their customs and experiences. Thus, 
shifting Crimea and Crimean Tatars in the popular imagination of the Ukrainians (Carroll, 2015).  
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Conclusion 
 

The last one hundred years have confronted Crimean Tatars with intense challenges and colossal 
hardship. They suffered greatly from the policies of the Soviet government before, during and after their 
total deportation of 1944 as well as during their return in the late 1980s, and they are being discriminated 
against by the Russian government following the annexation of Crimea in 2014.  

During the Second World War, Crimean Tatars suffered from a coordinated campaign to collectively 
reclassify negatively certain ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union as a justification to their deportation. While 
initially presenting them as “little brothers of Soviet people”, the Soviet propaganda machine, through the 
demonization of Germans as Nazis, exploited information about several cases of Crimean Tatar collaboration 
with the German occupation to generate nationalistic hatred that is still lasting. As a result, an image of 
“treacherous nation” was constructed for the Crimean Tatars.  

While exiled mainly in Soviet Central Asia, the Crimean Tatars began a struggle for their social and 
political rehabilitation. Struggle for the rehabilitation of their image was a crucial part of it. Soviet 
authorities, even after they admitted during partial rehabilitation in the 1967 that Crimean Tatars were 
victims of groundless and indiscriminate accusations, they never made it known to the general public. Even 
worse, Soviet authorities actively used the negatively constructed image of Crimean Tatars to prevent them 
from returning to Crimea. A Crimean Tatar national identity emerged based on reiteration of memories of 
Crimea and suffering during deportation. Active involvement of Crimean Tatar national movement with the 
dissident struggle in the USSR led to significant reduction of the level of hostility toward this ethnic group 
during perestroika and the dissolution of the Soviet Union.  

Mass repatriation of Crimean Tatars started in the 1980s aimed to redress preceding unfairness. Yet, 
Crimean Tatars were harassed by local Crimean authorities and experienced discrimination from the 
Crimean population. The old negative images of Crimean Tatars were combined simultaneously with a 
perception of threat, from a disadvantaged group that was denied access to land, work, and reasonable 
housing. During the first two decades of Ukrainian independence, Crimean Tatars gradually acquired many 
rights and their representations improved, but still they remained an “other” for Ukraine and for Crimea.  
Due to their tactic of land occupation and housing squatting, they were still often presented as a threat for 
social order and cohesion or viewed through the discourse of “unsatisfied” and “scandalous” group. 

Images of treason and extremism were employed again by the authorities of Russia-occupied Crimea, 
starting in 2014. Crimean Tatars refused to acknowledge the new authority by boycotting the referendum on 
the status of Crimea and the local elections. In response, local authorities and “self-defense forces” targeted 
Mejlis leadership, activists and Crimean Tatar mass media. Categorical violence based on the negative 
portrayal of Crimean Tatars has led to a denial of their rights, and the prosecution and harassment of 
leadership and ordinary citizens.  

In their search for the rehabilitation of Crimean Tatar identity, the group’s leadership made a strategic 
choice of siding with the Ukrainian “national” meta-narrative. This tendency intensified after Russian 
occupation of Crimea, when a new Ukrainian identity started forming, that attempted to incorporate the 
Crimean Tatar identity. 
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