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Abstract 

The current article, “Contribution of Tatar Intelligentsia in Defence of National Identity in 

20
th

 Century Russia”, discusses about the role of Tatar Cognoscenti in defending National 

identity in the period belonging to pre- and post-Soviet Russia. It discusses mainly about 

the era after the establishment of Tatar ASSR in 1920 C.E. This article highlights 

prominent historians, political figures and intellectual of the era and also discusses about 

their contribution in the struggle for defending National Identity, both in verbal and 

documented form. 
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Following the establishment of the Tatar ASSR in 1920 C.E., the Tatar identity continued 

to evolve in the same direction as in the preceding period. By the mid-1920s, the "Tatar" 

identity had become dominant in ethnic terms
i
 and, in Tatarstan, the continuance of Sh. 

Mardjani's traditions became the primary focus of the intelligentsia's efforts.
ii
 However, the 

concept of Tatar identity was retained by emphasising the unique role played by Bulghār 

heritage. To begin, such an attitude was common among historians who represented 

Muslim circles,
iii

 but some Russian authors who worked in the republic throughout the 

1920s adopted a similar stance.
iv

 On the one hand, the latter researchers' orientation in 

structures may be explained by the influence of various theories characteristic of Soviet 

historical science during the period.
v
 At the same time, the fact that the Tatar ASSR was 

founded within constrained boundaries should be considered, since the Bulghār historic 

and cultural heritage appeared unusually great in the influenced minds of the intellectuals 

at that level of historical knowledge. 

At the turn of the 1920s and early 1930s, the more or less liberal growth of Tatar society 

came to an end. Not without cause, mufti R. Fakhreddinov stated in his historical book 

(1932): "One cannot write about, much less ponder about, the present age." If Allah's will 

be done, we will record this in Paradise".
vi

 Nonetheless, two major ideas of national 

identity, namely Tatar and Bulghāro-Tatar, coexisted in mutual rivalry during the 1930s. 

By analysing the original variant of the "Altynchach" libretto for the historical opera, 

written by poet M. Djalil in 1935-1936 C.E. and based on the epic narrative Zhikmargan", 

it was possible to discern a negative relationship with Kazan Khans due to the Golden 

Hordes' origin.
vii

 Of course, we can see the class attitude here as well, which was usual for 

the period, as khans were viewed as "oppressors" of the populace. However, such an image 

may have been created as a result of the author's passion for the Bulghar-Tatar idea. At the 

same time, there was the Tatar conception of nation-building through which the Tatar 

identity was developed. A prominent example is the 1940 C.E. printing of folk epos in 
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Kazan. N. Isanbet, a folklorist and writer who compiled the publication's combined text, 

provided extensive and historical commentary on the Golden Horde. These annotations 

offered a favourable reading of the history of this significant Tatar mediaeval state.
viii

 

Consequently, even under the most difficult socio-political conditions of the 1920s and 

1930s, the national intelligentsia attempted to maintain the nation's historical "extent" by 

expanding on earlier concepts of Tatar identity. Since the 1940s, large-scale actions to alter 

the Tatars' national identity have been undertaken
ix

 on the basis of the newly formed 

Bolshevist imperial ideology in the USSR.
x
 Stalin's totalitarian administration appeared to 

have intended to exploit the breakout of Russian patriotism brought about by the war of 

1941-1945 C.E. for its own objectives. Its objective was to stifle the emergence of national 

self-consciousness among the Tatars through intellectual and organisational means, 

particularly among the intelligentsia,
xi

 who tended to reject imperial claims to universal 

control over thought.
xii

 Beginning in 1944 C.E., the ratification of many parties' 

documents
xiii

 and the subsequent organisational steps oppressing the Tatar intelligentsia 

proved the sincerity of Communist constructivists' aims.
xiv

 

On 9 August 1944 C.E., the Decree of the CC of ARCP (b) was instructed to expunge the 

Golden Horde from national history. The primary objective of communist ideology was to 

"eradicate" the Tatar-Russian contradiction that existed implicitly during the Golden 

Horde's history, to the point of almost transforming Kazan Tatars into Russian allies in 

their war against a "shared" enemy, namely the Golden Horde. Indeed, this measure was 

geared against the identity that Tatar ideologists had established over a long period of time. 

Indeed, each section constructed by intellectuals during the writing of the national history 

of identity had acquired special significance; as a result, it could not be arbitrarily 

"removed" from the already legitimised historical chain without jeopardising the integrity 

of national self-consciousness. 

In the meantime, alongside the prohibition on include the Golden Horde period in national 

history, the USSR emphasised a particular aspect of the Bulghāro-Tatar conception, which, 

despite its extreme narrowness, became the official conception for Tatarstan's national 

science in the 1940s. Other party publications (1948, 1952 C.E.) stated a rejection of the 

progressive phase of Tatar history, which was manifested in a negative attitude toward 

Islamic reformation in Tatar society, dubbed Jadidism. Jadidism was condemned as a 

counter-revolutionary bourgeoisie nationalistic movement advocating nationalism, Pan-

Turkism, and class harmony within the Tatar country.
xv

 

It is possible that during the 1940s and 1950s, communist officials in the USSR were 

preoccupied with transforming the Tatars into a "proletarian" country incapable of 

experiencing the normal phase of national liberation movement associated with the 

bourgeois stage. However, this explanation is insufficient. I believe that the political elite 

of the USSR faced a more complex issue, namely depriving Tatar intellectuals of the 
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opportunity to reconceive these views of Jadidism,
xvi

 and thus of the entire national history 

of the bourgeois period, which were shaped during Stalin’s period, and prohibiting them 

from including its recent past in the Tatars' historical consciousness. Given that the Tatars' 

national identity was formed at the turn of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, and particularly as a 

result of the efforts of Jadidi intellectuals,
xvii

 the desire of communist ideologists to make 

the Tatars forget this critical stage of nation building should be interpreted as an effort to 

abolish modern identity. 

Under these circumstances, the Tatar intelligentsia, notably scientists, had concentrated 

their efforts on opposing Moscow constructivists' creations. Thus, not all Tatar historians 

agreed with the hierarchical frames of interpretation for Tatar history. In 1951 C.E., on the 

front pages of the key historical newspaper "Voprosy istorii," an illustrative debate 

between Kazan historian Kh. Gimadi and ethnic Tatar M. Safarghaliev, a Golden Horde 

specialist who worked abroad, took place.
xviii

 The former defended the Bulghār origins of 

the Tatars, a view that became official in the republic's history, while the latter highlighted 

the issue of the role of Turk tribes during the Golden Horde period in the establishment of 

the Tatar nation. Behind what appeared to be a purely academic dispute between two 

historians were actually significant issues concerning Tatars residing outside Tatarstan and 

the explanation of the Tatar mediaeval state system. 

Due to the denial of the Golden Horde's role in Tatar history, serious difficulties arose in 

the preparation of textbooks for institutions of higher education (this edition was titled 

"History of Tatar ASSR") and manuals for local lore studies in schools regarding the 

explanation of Tatar identity formation. The authors' perspective in the textbooks was 

shaped, as was characteristic of historiography from the 1940s to the 1970s, by external 

"affectation" and dictation of Tatar identity and its later intensification (in the 17
th

 to 18
th

 

century or even later).
xix

 Such statements could be found in nineteenth-century school 

textbooks: "...The Mongols were dubbed Tatars by the Russians. They afterwards 

introduced [this ethnic name] to the Bulghārs. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, 

descendants of the Bulghārs and other Turk peoples began to refer to themselves as 

Tatars”.
xx

 Simultaneously, it was emphasised in methodological aids for history educators: 

"Pupils must understand that the Kazan Tatars as a nationality bear no resemblance to their 

Mongol-Tatar invaders except for their name. The Bulghārs were later given the name 

"Tatars".
xxi

 Even in the late 1970s, when the level of democracy in the USSR was vastly 

higher than during Stalin's reign, the Golden Horde remained a forbidden subject for Tatar 

historians in many ways.
xxii

 

Nonetheless, beginning with Khrushchev's "thaw," significant changes were seen in the 

USSR's historical science, most notably an increased emphasis on the Golden Horde's past. 

The release of M. Safarghaliev's work "Decay of the Golden Horde" in 1960 C.E., despite 

its provincial location, was a manifestation of new scientific concepts. Despite its flaws, 

this work exemplified the continuation of the legacy of national historical sciences. Later, 
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in the 1960s and 1970s, various publications in Tatarstan lay the groundwork for new 

approaches to historiography. To begin, there were works on Tatar ethnic history that aided 

in the formation of a broader knowledge of national history, including its territorial 

dimension. Second, a slew of fundamentally historical and connected research appeared 

(monographs by M. Usmanov, W. Khakov, F. Waleev, R. Fakhrutdinov, and A. 

Mukhadamiev, among others).
xxiii

 Additionally, they made major claims for studying Tatar 

history throughout the Golden Horde and late Golden Horde periods. However, until the 

mid-1980s, Tatar historians adopted the paradigm of national identity developed by 

national Bolshevist (imperial) ideologists in mass editions of history textbooks for 

institutions of higher education and schools. As previously indicated, resistance to this 

strategy was largely conducted inside the boundaries of academic science. 

This scenario began to alter during M. Gorbachev's Perestroika period, when the national 

Tatar movement gained momentum.
xxiv

 As a result of the debate over an ethnic name that 

began in 1987-1990 C.E., during which clashes occurred in the periodical press and mass 

media between those who favoured the term "Tatars" and those who preferred "Bulghārs," 

two ideological streams developed among Tatarstan's historians: "Bulghārists" and 

"Tatarists." The latter, in the person of its more moderate wing, adopted the Turko-Tatar 

theory of the Tatar nation's ethnic history
xxv

 and began to play a significant role in the 

preparation of history textbooks, effectively reviving the old tradition of identity 

construction dating all the way back to Sh. Mardjani. They imposed severe restrictions on 

those national historians who attempted to write Tatar history in the former spirit in the 

mid-1990s. Finally, despite the existence of so-called Bulghārists in science, who 

occasionally appear in the field of textbook preparation,
xxvi

 a significant role in the writing 

of national history has been played by proponents of the Turko-Tatar theory, which defines 

the Golden Horde stage as critical in the formation of the mediaeval Tatar ethnos.
xxvii

 

For a lengthy period of time (practically until the early 1980s), the bourgeois phase of 

Tatar history was interpreted in accordance with the 1948 C.E, and 1952 C.E. decrees. 

Though later textbooks for institutes of higher education (1968, 1973, and 1980 C.E.) 

included a covert acknowledgement of the beneficial features of the liberal-bourgeois 

Jadidists wing's work, such as their campaigns for national schools, linguistic equality, and 

consciousness freedom.
xxviii

 Issues of Muslim reformation in Tatar society were completely 

ignored in schoolbooks of local lore studies. Due to its complexity and considerable 

political constraints, it was supplanted by the feature of so-called "democratic education," 

i.e., from all national Tatar organisations, at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth 

century; its "positive" aspects were emphasised from a Communist perspective. Typically, 

the most significant part of democratic enlightenment activity has been emphasised, 

namely its proclivity for introducing its own people to "progressive" Russian culture (at 

times, both Russian and foreign culture). Nonetheless, in some editions of schoolbooks, 

theses from editions for institutions of higher education are included, describing the 

"reactionary" Tatar bourgeoisie, which, along with the Muslim clergy, raised in the spirit 
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of "Pan-Turkism," desired that the Tatars "follow the Turks' example, with all aspects of 

their lives entangled in Islam," and so forth. There is little doubt that, having been educated 

through these types of schoolbooks, the majority of Tatar society lacked a thorough 

understanding of their own bourgeois period until the mid-1980s. 

However, in the 1940s, the first attempts were made among Tatarstan's scientists to 

legalise Jadidism through its consideration as a stage of enlightenment.
xxix

 Simultaneously, 

or slightly later, semi-official historians criticised this position.
xxx

 However, the growing 

emphasis on historical heritage, which was characteristic of Tatar society in the 1960s and 

1970s and coined the term "mirasizm" by American historian E. Lazzerinin, ultimately 

encouraged the "repair of forgotten past, protection of ethnic identity”.
xxxi

 Demand for the 

restoration of national history's integrity resulted in the 1970s reintroduction of Jadidism 

into historical writings, albeit under the garb of enlightenment.
xxxii

 Already during that 

period, it was evident to the uninformed spectator that in reviving national consciousness, 

the Tatar intelligentsia would not confine itself to cultural concerns, but would also raise 

the problem of the Tatar nation's participation in the country's political processes.
xxxiii

 

In the second half of the 1980s, changes in public consciousness led to a gradual 

interpretation of Jadidism in the works of Tatarstan's academics as an ideological 

embodiment of the bourgeois-democratic movement at the turn of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries in Tatar society.
xxxiv

 Despite the fact that Jadidism was viewed as a 

stage of enlightenment, the primary distinctions between the first and second were 

highlighted.
xxxv

 After that, researchers began to identify Jadidism explicitly as the stage of 

nation construction.
xxxvi

 Finally, in the 1990s, Tatar intellectuals fundamentally reverted to 

the 1920s Tatarstan interpretation of Jadidism. This, in turn, is consistent with the view of 

contemporary international historians who examine the Jadidist movement against the 

backdrop of Tatar bourgeois reformation in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries.
xxxvii

 

Academic circles' changing perspectives on this period of history resulted in the revision of 

Jadidism interpretation in national history textbooks. Thus, in recently published Tatar 

language textbooks for higher education institutions, the terms "educational" and 

"Jjadidist" are used interchangeably, whereas Sh. Mardjani is regarded as one of the most 

renowned leaders of the Tatar reform movement. Jadidism is considered a continuation of 

education, as well as a reformative movement or one of the trends of the Tatar national 

struggle, in a new schoolbook issued in 2001 C.E.
xxxviii

 Jadidist political projects (national 

and cultural self-government, "Idel-Ural" state) are interpreted as attempts to establish a 

Tatar national state inside the confines of federal Russia.
xxxix

 

All of this indicates that, despite the incomplete representation of contemporary Tatar 

historians' conceptions in Tatar history schoolbooks, old stereotypes about specific aspects 

of Tatar society's development at the turn of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, introduced to 

history by Communist ideologists, have been broken in these new editions. Thus, the 
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totalitarian regime in the USSR's attempt to change the Tatar national identity, which had 

been developed over several generations of intellectuals, met with complete failure. The 

Tatar intelligentsia, particularly historians, played a critical role in the struggle against 

Communist Bolshevik constructivists. They were the ones who initiated the struggle for 

national identity, which included significant Muslim components, from the start of 

Gorbachev's Perestroika; and who, over the course of a decade or more of post-Soviet 

transformations, essentially destroyed imperial-Communist structures and restored the 

magistral line of Tatar identity, as stated by the foremost Tatar "nation builder," Sh. 

Mardjani. 
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