Hulnara Bekirova

The 1944 Deportation in the historical memory of the Crimean Tatars

In the historical memory of the contemporary Crimean Tatars the 1944 Deportation is a key event. It is not accidental that even now, 65 years later, the rallies in memory of the deportation victims attract thousands of people both in the Crimea and in all the Crimean Tatar diasporas and communities without exception (1).

Assessing the significance of the deportation from the viewpoint of national awareness among the Crimean Tatars, it should be noted that even today the deportation and the time spent in exile are the factors that shape national awareness and consolidate and cement this ethnos.

The deportation stands out in the historical memory of the Crimean Tatars as the most prominent event—above all, because this memory is linked to the history of every family as this event affected the most essential aspects in the personal lives of the people. In virtually every family there were members who died in the first years of exile. Furthermore, this event defined, for years to come, their lives in a foreign land, which is still traumatic to the representatives of the older generation of the Crimean Tatars. These people linked their most cherished hopes to their motherland. (They often say, “But for the exile, life would have taken a different path.”) 

The Crimean Tatars were banned from returning to the Crimea for decades, and this intensified the very concept of deportation. In exile they started sacralizing their historical motherland—the Crimea—and the very idea of return was elevated to a kind of absolute, a categorical imperative. The fiercer the bans on return were, the more the Crimean Tatars longed to go back. Before the mass repatriation most Crimean Tatars were in Uzbekistan, many thousands kilometers away from their historical motherland, and so in the years of exile the image of the far-away, inaccessible motherland crystallized essentially into that of the Promised Land.

Both in Soviet times and now the Crimean Tatars have only a positive attitude to the people who have been most active in getting their people back home. Musa Mamut (2), Mustafa Jemilev (3), and Aishe Seitmuratova (4) became national heroes, although the Soviet propaganda machine labeled them criminals and the latter two—even recidivists.

The Crimean Tatars perceive political leaders in a different way, too. The historical memory of other nations exhibits certain whitening of Stalin’s image, but the Crimean Tatars have shown no historical forgiveness or mercy to him. Several years ago, with the support of their compatriots in the Crimea, the Crimean Tatar community in Moscow mobilized the human rights community across the world and essentially derailed plans to install a monument to Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt in Livadia (5).
It is absolutely clear that the topic of deportation has acquired special meaning also due to the fact that today, two decades after the launch of mass repatriation, the status of the Crimean Tatar people is still undefined in Ukraine, and the Crimean Tatar problem remains unresolved on the legislative level. The absence of a real legislative act regulating the solution of this problem and offering a symbolic apology for what was perpetrated by the authorities makes the deportation even more symbolic. These two circumstances aggravate the traumatic deportation experience of those who personally went through it, while this experience has not yet received adequate reaction (6).

The acute, burning feeling of being offended, which is present among the eyewitnesses of the deportation, is constantly conveyed in the Crimean Tatar mass media. These publications along with the state-level commemoration of the deportation date are a powerful irritant to the pro-Russian mass media in the Crimea. It has become customary that shortly before May 18, the Crimean Tatar Deportation Day, pro-Russian newspapers in the Crimea publish articles on the Crimean Tatar collaborationism during the war. Polarized discourses that circulate in the informational space are clearly not conducive to societal reconciliation and working out a kind of metanational narrative on the Crimean level.

Ideas for commemorating the victims of the 1944 genocide were recently proposed in the Crimean Tatar community. In particular, the present author voiced the following suggestion at the International Turkological Conference in Simferopol in the spring of 2008: “For Jews the Holocaust (Shoa or the Catastrophe) is a colossal symbol of the unity of the Jewish nation. I am convinced that for the Crimean Tatars the 1944 deportation is the same Catastrophe and the same symbol of unity and solidarity. Look at the importance that the historical memorial Yad Vashem and the very concept ‘Holocaust’ has had for consolidating the Jewish people. I believe that the Crimean Tatars need to consider erecting its own Yad Vashem—a national memorial whose purpose should be formulated as follows: commemorating every compatriot who died as a result of the deportation. Fortunately, in many Crimean villages and cities there are monuments to the victims of the deportation, and our symposium even started from a visit to the Revival monument. This is all very good. However, I believe we need to think about a memorial complex that would include a museum, archive, library, and a research center and would immediately address the task of restoring to the collective memory of the Crimean Tatar people the names of all our compatriots who died in exile. This has to be done without delay. Yad Vashem was founded in 1953, a short while after the events it was designed to commemorate, while in the case of the Crimean Tatars over six decades have gone by since the time of the deportation. This means that people are departing this life, and with them we are losing the knowledge of that time that only they possessed.”

At the first ever World Congress of the Crimean Tatars held on May 19-23, 2009, the idea to set up this kind of memorial complex was voiced by Aider Mujabaev and Mustafa Mukhteremov, representatives of the Crimean Tatar diaspora in Moscow. Their motivation was as follows: “Perhaps many will say: the Crimean Tatar people has so many problems that a memorial is not a priority. True, we have many problems, but it is not likely that we will have fewer in the near future. However, if we disregard the financial problems, the most serious moral problem is that we have so far done very little to commemorate the genocide of our people outside the Crimean Tatar community. What does this lead to? Huge numbers of people in Ukraine, Russia, and the entire world either know nothing about the Crimean Tatar genocide, or consider the deportation to be a sort of tourist trip—forcible, prolonged, and even unfair, but still not deadly. We, however, know that this is not so. For the small ethnic people of the Crimea the death of a third (or more) of its members was roughly tantamount to the consequences of the Holocaust for the Jewish people. It is incorrect to compare the scale of the tragedies in absolute numbers. The essence was the same—an attempt to annihilate a people and blot out its name from the history of humankind forever…” Unlike the Holocaust, Holodomor, or mass destruction of Indians in the USA, the horrible truth about the Crimean Tatar catastrophe is known to a mere handful of people. (Even many young Crimean Tatars know it only from fragmentary stories told by their relatives.) If we want the respect for our people (and our self-respect) to increase with time in the Crimea, Ukraine, and the rest of the world, we cannot do without the Great Memorial to the deportation victims.”
If viewed in the comparative aspect and in the light of shaping the national awareness of the Crimean Tatars, the 1944 deportation is, quite understandably, much more important for them than the victory of the USSR in the 1941–1945 war—the former came when they were placed in specially designated settlements, and the joy over this victory was darkened by the bitter life they had in exile. However, many eyewitnesses of the events say that the victory was received very warmly, partly because it sparked renewed hopes for return to the motherland.
It should be noted that the Crimean Tatar community is, to an extent, split on the topic of the 1941–1945 war. For example, the leader of the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar People headed by Mustafa Jemilev, a legendary Soviet-time dissident, are very skeptical of the Soviet images of the war. This draws periodical criticism from the representatives of the older, conservative wing of the movement, NDKT (7), who say that the war heroes deserve more respect. In particular, NDKT representatives criticized the reinterment of Edige Mustafa Kirimal, one of the prominent figures in the Crimean Tatar emigration.
The constants of the present-day Crimean Tatar self-identity include sacralizing the deportation through rallies and accompanying events, including those prepared by youth organizations, and very reserved, or even indifferent, attitude to the victory in the 1941-1945 war.

Therefore, the Crimean Tatar canon is significantly different from the Soviet war canon that is held up by the leaders of the Russian organizations in the Crimea. (This is accompanied by frequent reactualization of the seemingly long-dead myths: “the Crimean Tatars are traitors of the Fatherland.”)

Especially brutal are the polarized views expressed on the Internet and in popular periodicals. Scholars are much more tolerant in their assessments.

It is important to note here that the conflict of the different versions of historical memory and identities leads to a high-degree tension in the region, which is latent but is revived and intensified from time to time.

Therefore, it may be said that for contemporary Crimean society a transnational version of historiography is a utopia. Today on the Crimean peninsula there is, alas, no hope that in the foreseeable future there will emerge some kind of reconciliatory, universal historiographic paradigm. This state of affairs has, unfortunately, an implicit but fairly significant conflict-provoking potential.
Notes:

(1) A recent rally in Simferopol dedicated to the 65th anniversary of the deportation attracted some 30,000 people. Interestingly, the mass media offered a variety of contradicting estimates on the number of the participants. The estimates were much lower in the mass media outlets (for example, the Simferopol TV channel ITV) that negatively depict anything linked to the Crimean Tatars as such.

(2) In the 1970s Musa Mamut tried in vain to return to and settle in the Crimea. The authorities did not permit him to settle in a house he had bought in the Crimea and even convicted him for violating “the passport regime.” In 1978 he burned himself in the village of Donske in the Crimea after the authorities were going to charge him with the same crime again.

(3) Mustafa Jemilev (born in 1943) was an activist of the Crimean Tatar and human rights movements in the USSR. He was convicted seven times under the Soviets. Now he is a Ukrainian MP and heads the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar People.

(4) Aishe Seitmuratova (born in 1937) was an activist of the Crimean Tatar movement and was convicted twice (in 1967 and 1972). In 1976 she emigrated to the USA.

(5) The monument to the three leaders designed by Zurab Tsereteli was planned to be installed in Livadia. The draft appeal of the Moscow Crimean Tatar community against this monument was written by the present author and suggested for signing to the Moscow Crimean Tatars at the Kurban Bayram (Eid al-Adha) holiday in January 2005. A large public campaign was launched using the Internet resources “The Crimea and the Crimean Tatars” and “Human Rights in Russia,” which made it possible to prevent the installation.
(6) At the same time, certain representatives of the young generation, who were born and/or grew up in the Crimea, sometimes speak in favor of investing a more positive meaning in the concept of deportation by linking it to the idea of return (Avdet).
(7) NDKT stands for “National Movement of the Crimean Tatars.”
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