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The Crimean Tatar Question: A Prism for Changing Nationalisms and Rival Versions of Eurasianism1

Andrew Wilson

Abstract: This article discusses the ongoing debates about Crimean Tatar identity, and the ways in which the Crimean Tatar question has been crucial to processes of reshaping Ukrainian identity during and after the Euromaidan. The Crimean Tatar question, it is argued, is a key test in the struggle between civic and ethnic nationalism in the new Ukraine. The article also looks at the manner in which the proponents of different versions of “Eurasianism”—Russian, Volga Tatar, and Crimean Tatar—have approached the Crimean Tatar question, and how this affects the attitudes of all these ethnic groups to the Russian annexation of Crimea.

 

Key words: Crimean Tatars, Euromaidan, Eurasianism, national identity, nationalism—civic and ethnic

Introduction

In the period either side of the Russian annexation of Crimea, the Crimean Tatar issue has become a lodestone for redefining the national identities of all the parties involved. The mainstream Crimean Tatar movement has been characterized by steadfast opposition first to the Yanukovych regime in Ukraine and then to Russian rule. This position has strengthened its longstanding ideology of indigenousness and special rights, but it has also belatedly cemented its alliance with Ukrainian nationalism. Meanwhile, Ukraine’s would-be new supra-ethnic civic identity draws heavily on the Crimean Tatar contribution. Russia’s attempted incorporation of Crimea has been hampered by its unwillingness to give proper space to Crimean Tatar identity, despite its promotion of a rival loyalist Crimean Tatar movement. 



1 	The author is extremely grateful to Ridvan Bari Urcosta for his invaluable help with research for this article, to Bob Deen and Zahid Movlazada at the OSCE HCNM, to Professor Paul Robert Magocsi, and to the anonymous reviewers who made useful comments and criticisms. 




The Crimean Tatar issue is also a prism through which rival versions of the resurgent idea of Eurasianism are redefining themselves. Russian Eurasianism is the best known of these, both in general and as a cover story for the annexation of Crimea; but other versions and repudiations of the Eurasian idea have taken new forms in Crimean Tatar and Ukrainian circles, and also among the Volga Tatars of Kazan.

This article is in five parts. First is a brief historical background. Next, the Crimean Tatar issue is discussed as a factor in changing Ukrainian politics and identity debates. There then follows an analysis of debates within the Crimean Tatar movement, especially the conflict between the traditional ideology of indigenous rights and the Crimean Tatar version of Eurasianism. The latter is then compared with all-Russian and Volga Tatar versions of Eurasianism. Finally, the article examines identity debates within Crimea in 2014, finding that during that year, these debates were mainly focused on the doctrine of “Russian historical rights,” meaning little space has been found for Crimean Tatar identity in occupied Crimea.

Background

The Russian annexation of Crimea was formally declared on 18 March 2014. In his victory speech, Putin claimed that “in people’s hearts and minds, Crimea has always been an inseparable part of Russia,” at least since the baptism of Vladimir (Volodymyr) the Great, prince of Kievan Rus’, in 988. “Residents of Crimea,” he continued, “say that back in 1991 they were handed over like a sack of potatoes,” leaving them stranded when “the Russian nation became one of the biggest, if not the biggest ethnic group in the world to be divided by borders.” In independent Ukraine “time and time again attempts were made to deprive Russians of their historical memory, even of their language and to subject them to forced assimilation,” and in 2014 they were threatened by “terror, murder and riots” organized by the “nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes and anti-Semites [who] executed this coup” in Kyiv. Russia’s role, however, was merely to facilitate “self-determination,” to “help create conditions so that the residents of Crimea for the first time in history were able to peacefully express their free will regarding their own future.”1

Subsequent studies have confirmed the initial impression that the real coup was in Crimea. The government was changed unconstitutionally after government buildings were occupied by Russian soldiers and the Ukrainian Berkut militia, after their role in the killings in Kyiv.2 Plans for the coup had been laid through secret contacts with Crimean politicians several months in advance.3 The crowds outside were organized by the same Crimean politicians,4 and reinforced by bogus demonstrators flown in from Russia, but “to play the part of ordinary Crimeans.”5 The referendum of 16 March on joining Russia was conducted under conditions of occupation, and the results were rigged.6 Contrary to the official claim that 96.8% voted “yes” to union with Russia on a turnout of 80.4%, the Russian Human Rights Council reported that the turnout was between 30% and 50%, of whom only 50%–60% voted for union.7 The veteran Crimean Tatar leader Mustafa Dzhemilev claimed that the Crimean Tatars’ participation was minimal and that only 34% voted in Crimea overall.8

That said, there was a baseline of support for joining Russia—41% in a real poll held in early February;9 and local politicians had pushed for Russian intervention as much as acting as Moscow’s puppets (in an effort to save their positions from uncertain politics in Kyiv, but also to get rid of outsiders imposed on them by President Yanukovych).
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