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One of the most determined and loudest-voiced opposition to the
Russian annexation of Crimea in March 2014 came from the

Crimean Tatars, a Turkic people indigenous to Crimean peninsula. At
the same time, the Russian authorities took rigorous measures to crack
down the Crimean Tatar opposition and its leadership. What is the
reason of the resistance of the Crimean Tatars not only in Crimea but
around the world to the annexation of Crimea by the mighty Russia?
After all, in Ukraine, before the annexation, Crimean Tatars were an
underprivileged group and the target of prejudices in the societal
domain. Although Ukrainian governments took some steps for the
recognition of the Crimean Tatars and their rehabilitation, these were
attempts far from being satisfactory. Likewise, one may ask what
rationale Russia follows in its punitive oppression of the Crimean
Tatars. The answers should be found in geopolitics and history.

For the powers that seek to establish their hegemony on what is today
referred to as the Wider Black Sea Region, Crimea is a strategically
important spot in the north of the Black Sea. For this reason, since the
eighteenth century, Russia has sought to take hold of the Crimean
peninsula to establish a base to open up to warm waters of the south.
Yet, the mere control the Crimean peninsula was never seen sufficient.
What Russia sought in Crimea has been the Russification of the
peninsula, which, at the same time, meant its de-Tatarization. In fact,
the recent oppression of the Crimean Tatars should be viewed as a
continuation of this centuries-long policy. 

With the detachment of Crimea from the Ottoman Empire by the
Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca in 1774 and the following annexation of
Crimea in 1783 by the Russian Empire, a state-led colonization of the
Crimean Peninsula by the Slavs, and other troubles such as gradual
exclusion from the urban life, loss of control over the land, denial of
the opportunity to be represented in governmental offices, and the
continual exodus from the Crimean Peninsula had been the
burdensome circumstances that the Crimean Tatars found themselves
trapped in. The experiences of the Crimean Tatars under Soviet rule
were no less difficult. Initially, the Soviets gave assurances for national
self-determination and protection of Muslim religious rights to gain
support of the masses. However, before long, protection of national
and religious life and the principle of self-determination were
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exchanged with the primacy of the establishment of the ‘Proletariat
Dictatorship’. Accordingly, Soviet-style ‘Tatarization’ policies were
renounced that was followed by the purges. In 1944, Crimean Tatars
were deported en masse to Central Asia. This deportation (Sürgün
[exile], in the Crimean Tatar lexicon) destroyed the Crimean Tatar life
in the Crimean Peninsula, while leaving thousands perished on the way
and after arrival to locations of exile. The devastation was so enormous
that some Crimean Tatar activists, as well as some scholars, interpret
the Sürgün as a genocide. On the whole, for the Crimean Tatars the
last two-centuries meant a long period of exclusion, discrimination,
marginalization, and exile. The almost 200-year long ethno-
demographic engineering in the Crimean peninsula left deep wounds
both in the body and the memory of the Crimean Tatars. The recent
annexation, besides the very real human rights violations, has made
the wounds in the memory of the Crimean Tatars bleed again. In order
to gain a better grasp of the fears and the reactions of the Crimean
Tatars in Crimea, other parts of Ukraine, and diaspora to the Russian
annexation of Crimea in March 2014, these fears and reactions should
be contextualized within this history. 

Upon this background, the present issue of International Crimes and
History is mainly dedicated to studies that examine various aspects of
the Sürgün of the Crimean Tatars in 1944. As is well-known, the
pretext of the Sürgün was the alleged mass collaboration of the
Crimean Tatars with the Nazi invaders. This allegation was propagated
by the Soviet propaganda machine in such an effective way that even
today the myth of the mass Crimean Tatar treason is widespread among
the post-Soviet nations. Andrew Dale Straw, in his article titled
Exposing Dishonest History: The Creation and Propagation of Stalin’s
False Allegation of ‘Mass Treason’ against Crimean Tatars during
World War II examines the formation and propagation of this allegation
and presents a counter-narrative. 

There have been numerous cases of forced deportations as a collective
punishment of the unwanted racial, ethnic, national or religious groups
throughout the history. In fact, there is a huge literature on this kind of
tragedies that were affected by the colonial powers in the Americas,
Africa, Australia and the Middle East. However, the 1944 Crimean
Tatar Deportation has not yet become a part of this literature, which
could have provided the research community with better conceptual
tools and a comparative perspective. J. Otto Pohl in his article titled
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The Deportation of the Crimean Tatars in the Context of Settler
Colonialism analyzes the Crimean Tatar case in reference to “settler
colonialism” in different parts of the world with this perspective. 

Until now, the 1944 Crimean Tatar Deportation has been the subject of
a number of studies. Many of these studies provided ‘macro-histories’
of the Sürgün. Although the importance of these studies cannot be
overlooked and similar studies shall continue, the micro-history of the
Sürgün also awaits to be written. Particularly, studies employing new
historiographical approaches would contribute to a deeper
understanding of the experience of the Sürgün. Moreover, given that
the social memory of the Sürgün is one of the building blocks of the
contemporary Crimean Tatar identity, studies on the formation of the
social memory of the Sürgün through the stories told in public and
private spaces, as well as the subjective experiences of the Crimean
Tatars as they went through the deportation and life in exile would
open new ways for a deeper understanding of not only the Sürgün, but
also its effect on the formation of the Crimean Tatar identity. Martin-
Oleksandr Kisly in his article titled Post-Trumatic Generation:
Chilhood of Deported Crimean Tatars in Uzbekistan, which aims to
comprehend some aspects of the experiences of the Crimean Tatars
who lived their childhood in exile through the testimonies he collected
is an important step in this direction. 

As stated above, the devastation of the Sürgün was so big that today
some Crimean Tatars and scholars regard it as a genocide and some
Crimean Tatar activists seek the recognition of the Sürgün as such by
the global public. As regards to that, on November 12th, 2015, the
Ukrainian parliament recognized the devastation of the Crimean Tatars
by the 1944 Sürgün as genocide. Onur Uraz’s article titled A Legal
Analysis of the Crimean Tatar Deportation of 1944 provides a detailed
legal analysis of the Sürgün that seeks to answer whether 1944
Crimean Tatar Deportation could legally be characterized as genocide
or crime against humanity. 

Again, as stated above, since the last two centuries or so, Russian
authorities have been trying to erase the traces of the Crimean Tatar
heritage in Crimea. One of the ways that both the Tsarist Russia and the
Soviet Union employed to achieve this goal had been to present the
Crimean Tatars as ‘uncivilized barbarians’ who needed to be civilized
by the ‘enlightened Russians’. However, this representation is at odds
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with historical realities. The Crimean Khanate that lasted from 1449 to
1779 was based on an established and complicated polity and social
system. Moreover, after its annexation by the Tsarist Russian in 1983,
Crimea continued to be a cultural and intellectual center and produced
a number of intelligentsia, who transmitted modern Western ideas and
ideals to the Ottoman Empire and the Islamic world. Natalia
Krolikowska-Jedlinska in her article titled Foreigners in front of the
Crimean Khan’s Courts in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries
examines three cases in which foreigners appeared in the Crimean
Khanate courts, which reveals that, in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, there was an established and functioning legal system in the
Crimean Khanate in the standards of those times.  

Finally, Yuliya Biletska provides an instructive review of the latest
book of Prof. Paul Robert Magocsi, a renowned specialist in the history
of Ukraine, titled This Blessed Land: Crimea and the Crimean Tatars
published in 2014 by the University of Toronto Press. 

One last thing to mention in this editorial note is that International
Crimes and History is a bilingual journal that publishes articles and
book reviews in English and Turkish. However, most of the
manuscripts that were submitted for this issue on Crimea and Crimean
Tatars under Imperial Russian and Soviet rules came from non-Turkish
scholars from different countries. This is most probably a reflection of
the increasing interest in the Crimean Tatars both in the social and
academic spheres due the recent events taking place in Ukraine and
Crimea. This is a promising development that may result in an increase
in academic interest on one of the understudied ethno-national groups
in the Eurasian region. We hope for a similar increase of interest in
other understudied ethnic, national and religious groups in Eurasia.
International Crimes and History will be happy to serve as a scholarly
platform for such studies.     
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